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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Green bordered the road to either side and the forests seemed an endless, trackless sea.  This was, of course, an illusion and an experienced traveler knew that the further one traveled south, the more the landscape would change.  Eventually, as the road meandered along, it would lead to the foothills to the southwest of the Iron Kingdom, where passes allowed travel through the mountains beyond.   
 
    Zashuor reined his horse in as the lead rider, a man named Taris, held up a hand.  The guard was staring off to his right into the thick brush and as he did so, the others readied themselves.  The ambassador was, as always, appreciative of their skills and efforts but he felt no alarm.  His guardians had done this several times as they traveled and it hadn’t been anything too serious.  Wildlife or travelers for the most part.   On one occasion, they had encountered refugees heading north who had hidden from them while on another a dozen bandits had attacked them.  Both incidents were handled well, Zashuor thought, the refugees treated well and given food and directions along the road while the bandits were slain to a man.  Glancing at the woman who sat in the saddle to his left, Zashuor remembered her cold voice commanding that none of the brigands be left alive.   
 
    Noting his gaze upon her, Jandara raised an eyebrow briefly before turning her attention to scanning the forest around them.  She had changed several days ago, abandoning the dress of a serving girl for riding boots, breeches and a flowing tunic over which she wore leather armor wet with steel rings.  The guard wore twin swords on her belt, curving sabers that he had seen her use to deadly effect, most recently on an unfortunate bandit that had gotten too close to Zashuor.  It still amazed the ambassador that such a pretty young woman could be so deadly.  When she’d slain the bandit, her expression had never changed and she had never even broken a sweat.  Afterward, she’d given commands as calmly as if she were ordering food and Zashuor couldn’t help but stare at her face, the flawless olive skin flecked with droplets of the slain man’s blood.   
 
    Seeing that the woman wasn’t speaking, the ambassador remarked dryly, “Must be a deer ahead.”  Zashuor smiled to show that he was only joking but all Jandara did was briefly favor him with a humorless look, her dark brown eyes like liquid.  He sighed then, thinking how humorless all of his guards seemed to be.  “Perhaps a deadly rabbit?”   
 
    Jandara still didn’t respond, and waited, along with the others.  The lead man who had stopped the line of riders was still looking around intently as were they all.  Each and every one of them were professionals and they knew the dangers that lay along these wild places as well as the seriousness of their duty.  The king of Paeyona himself had charged them with the protection of the ambassador and every soul among them was ready to deal instant death if need be.   
 
    An old soldier himself, it wasn’t that Zashuor didn’t understand their caution.  It was that he was of a different breed.  He had fought for the Blessed Land when most of these were youngsters and the idea that they would so fiercely guard him was still rather comical.  Though he was now an important political figure, Zashuor still thought of himself as a simple man, a soldier and servant of his country and his king.  These young killers, however, had no such illusions.  The ambassador had been given into their hands for safe keeping on an important diplomatic mission.  They were not soldiers or simple guards but were trained from youth to protect on a level that most people would never understand.  They looked for any change in the landscape, any nuance that would give a hint of danger.  Even now, none rode ahead to speak to the lead man but waited, patient and ready, subtly forming a ring about their charge.   
 
    The ambassador couldn’t really blame them.  War had come to these lands and blood had flowed like a river.  They had spoken with other travelers along the road and had found that the Iron King and his host had triumphed over their enemies.  However, from all that they had heard, the cost in lives was truly staggering and Zashuor wondered if the nation would ever recover.  They had plenty of enemies besides the orcs and those enemies would no doubt take note of their weakness in the aftermath of the war with the green-skinned monsters.   
 
    His thoughts bleak and his attempts at humor ignored, the diplomat sighed, thinking that he was tired of waiting, listening to the drone of insects in the distance.  It was a hot day, although these northern lands truly didn’t understand what hot was in his estimation.  Having endured the briefest part of one of their winters, Zashuor knew that he hadn’t been prepared for it but wondered how any of the north-men would fare in the hot summers of his homeland.  The notion brought a smile to his leathery face.  He turned to Jandara, starting to ask if they were ever going to get moving but was cut off abruptly.   
 
    “Hsst!”  The guardian hissed sharply at her charge without looking at him.  He could see that she was tense now and her left hand stole to the hilt of her sabre.  Zashuor knew then that something was wrong.  Jandara never moved for a weapon unless there was danger and she was left handed, always reaching for that weapon first.  He said nothing more but turned to look out into the forest as well. 
 
    A spear flashed from the thick bushes, taking a horse near the rear in the flank.  The animal screamed in pain and fell, the rider on its back adroitly leaping from the saddle.  Growls and hoots sounded from back in the forest as monstrous figures rushed to attack.  All along the line of riders, swords were unsheathed, bows and crossbows readied.  Most of the orcs had been further back in the woods and the spear-thrower must have been a lead scout, watching the road closely.   
 
    Another spear from further up the road flew toward Taris, whose mount shied to the side.  As the projectile missed him, he turned in the saddle to look at Jandara.  “Do we ride?”  He asked, his voice smooth and steady.   
 
    Jandara gazed at the oncoming orcs, coolly assessing the situation.  It was clear that they’d spoiled their ambush when Taris had spotted movement.  One group was to their immediate right, while the other was further ahead to their left.  The orcs had planned to catch the riders in the middle but the sharp eyed Taris had stopped them short and now the orcs were separated.  “We fight!”  Jandara said sharply and the other guardians nodded.  “Pick your targets.”  She added calmly to those who bore ranged weaponry.  Pointing to several guards, she then gestured toward the front of the column.  “Join Taris and stop those orcs while we handle this group.”   
 
    As the guards reformed around him, Zashuor was impressed.  His days in the Cerulean Guard might have been long behind him but he knew the precision of discipline when he saw it.  They responded instantly to the commands of their leader without hesitation and before he knew it, the ambassador was ringed with guards.  Jandara drew her saber slowly, still sitting in the saddle calmly.  They had turned their horses to face the direction the orcs were coming from but Zashuor had noted that several of his guards were facing behind them as well.  They were taking no chances.   
 
    Arrows and bolts were loosed, some missing, striking trees or skittering off into the brush.  Most however, found their targets and the howls of orcs sounded among the trees.  The riders reloaded; their trained steeds did little more than snort a bit.  These were horses born and bred for battle and they were as ready as their riders.  The orcs came on, ignoring their casualties and hurling spears and axes, most of which went wide but one guard was struck in the shoulder with a crude axe.  She fell from the saddle but never uttered a sound, grimly dropping her bow as she regained her feet.  She gritted her teeth and bound the wound; the axe had bounced off of her leather armor but gashed her deeply.  Then the guard drew her sword calmly.   
 
    Zashuor looked back up the road where Taris and a handful of guards were likewise exchanging missile fire with the orcs there.  The green-skins weren’t faring well as the range meant their thrown weapons were falling short while the guard’s accurate marksmanship with superior weapons showed.  Orc bodies began to litter the road as they came out of the trees.  Some of their number decided to stay in the trees and move to flank but their movements were now impeded by the same thick growth that had offered them cover. 
 
    “Here they come!”  Jandara barked, her voice high and clear.  More orcs had fallen with arrows sprouting from them but now they rushed out of the forest into the road and Zashour’s guardians all drew steel.  As the monsters closed, the riders urged their horses forward and all was mayhem as battle ensued.  Brawny orcs hacked and slashed up at horses and riders with their crude axes, swords and war-clubs while the southern warriors sliced and pierced their foes with curved blades and long spears.  Meanwhile, their trained horses kicked and stomped the bandy-legged orcs that got within striking distance.  The orcs outnumbered them, but it was clear from the onset that they had been outmaneuvered.  Their ambush had been foiled and they were forced to attack piece-meal rather than all at once and Jandara’s guards were punishing them for it.  Though there were casualties among the humans, the orcs began to fall in greater numbers.   
 
    Up the road, Taris and his guards were making short work of the few orcs that reached them.  The dim-witted creatures had emerged too far up the road and as they rushed toward the riders, Taris and the others had charged.  The irresistible force of the horses had bowled the orcs over as the riders cut their enemies down.  Taris had ridden through the disorganized orcs and then wheeled with his riders to return to slay those few still standing.   
 
    “Get down!”  Jandara shouted and pulled the diplomat half out of the saddle as a spear flew past him where his head had just been.  “Keep low in the saddle!”  She commanded her charge imperiously moving her horse in front of his.   
 
    He nodded and weakly said his thanks but she took no note other than to make sure that he was alright.  Far from feeling angry, Zashuor was grateful she’d been there and inwardly cursed himself for an old fool.  His eyesight and reflexes were slipping and he could easily have been a casualty this day.   
 
    The orc who’d thrown the spear was at the head of a handful who were rushing the knot of riders at the center.  The bestial creature drew a stone headed axe as it came on and as it closed, Jandara pulled on her reins.  Her trained mount knew the command and reared, kicking forward with its front hooves, striking the orc in the chest.  As the creature flew backward, the others still came on.  Jandara and the others rode among them, their blades flashing as they slew.  A couple of the humans took wounds in return but they made a mess of the remaining orcs.   
 
    A few of the green-skins had gotten through however, and one swung a crude sword up at Zashuor, whose guards were all engaged with other foes around him.  The old campaigner had thrown himself sideways and the blow missed him.  Quickly, the ambassador drew his scimitar from his sheath and swung down but the orc blocked.  The green-skin then hacked at the human’s leg.  Desperately Zashuor blocked the cut but the orc was the stronger and though robbed of much of its force, the crude blade bit into the diplomat’s calf.  Hissing with pain, the human wheeled his horse to interpose the mount between him and his adversary, lashing back and down with his scimitar.  The orc’s parry was a clumsy thing this time and Zashuor scored a deep slash across the monster’s forearm.  Growling, the beast made to charge forward but was stopped abruptly as Jandara’s horse galloped back toward them like thunder.  She’d realized that her charge was being attacked and her face was wrathful as a titan’s.  The orc lurched backward to avoid being run down. 
 
    Once her horse was between the ambassador and the orc, Jandara leapt from the saddle, drawing her other saber.  Her hands were a blur as she engaged the orc.  The clumsy creature tried to counter but could not do so against the web of steel that the woman wove.  Clearly outmatched, the green-skin gave ground as Jandara’s blades darted in.  Within a few moments, the orc bled from a half dozen minor wounds.  Desperately, the monster tried to go back on the offensive but the guardian neatly sliced off his weapon hand at the wrist, her sabre effortlessly shearing through flesh and bone.  Her follow up strike half severed the orc’s head and he fell dead to the ground, his black blood pooling on the dirt road.   
 
    Instantly, Jandara whirled to return to the ambassador’s side.  Seeing no more orcs nearby, she stepped close, sheathing one of her sabers and grabbing his horse by the bridle.  “Out of the saddle!”  She said imperiously.  The ambassador did as she bade, gasping with the pain of his injury.  “The ambassador’s been wounded!”  Jandara snapped then, her voice ringing with command.  “Fall back here and form up!”   
 
    Most of the orcs had been slain and as the guards followed their leader’s commands, it was clear that the fight had gone out of the creatures.  A few of them still hefted weapons but after the other guards took up their bows and crossbows again, some well-placed shots convinced the orcs to give it up.  The remaining orcs melted back into the trees and were soon lost from view.   
 
    Taris rode back to the others, his face angry.  Several guards and horses were injured and a few were dead.  “Should we give chase?”  He asked, his expression showing that he would clearly love to do just that. 
 
    “No.”  Jandara answered calmly.  “Let them go.”  She gestured for the ambassador to sit and waved the other guards to back up.  One of them stepped forward with a field kit and she nodded for him to set it down.  “See to our other wounded.”  Jandara commanded as she looked at the diplomat’s injury. The cut had went through his riding boot.  She waved the other guard away and saw to his treatment herself.  First, Jandara removed the boot carefully, though the ambassador hissed in pain.  Then, she cleansed the wound with water and after examining it, nodded.  “It’s a ragged cut but it isn’t very deep.”  She commented as she produced a small flask of medicinal alcohol.  “This is going to hurt.”  Jandara added flatly.  
 
    “Oh good.”  Zashuor said sarcastically, hissing as she poured the burning liquid onto his wound.  She then handed him another flask and gestured for him to drink.  The emissary did so gratefully and sighed as he tasted wine.   
 
    “It’s laced with something to help with the pain.”  Jandara said, her voice now gentle.  She took the flask before he could drink more.  “You still need to be able to ride, ambassador.”  Setting the flask aside “I’m sorry but you’re still going to feel this.”  Jandara had produced a needle and fine thread.   
 
    Nearby the sounds of groaning, dying orcs could be heard.  “I want them all dead.”  Jandara said, her voice as hard as stone.  “Make sure of it, Taris.”  As Taris and a few others moved to make it so, she turned to the job of sewing his wound closed. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the pain, Zashuor realized that the pain was somewhat dulled from the concoction he’d drank.  He laughed unsteadily.  “I haven’t been wounded in combat in years!”  He said in jest.  “I must be getting old!”  Seeing that Jandara wasn’t laughing or even meeting his eyes, the ambassador said seriously, “Thank you.”   
 
    Now she did look up and her jaw was set.  “Why would you thank me?”  She asked in a dry voice. 
 
    “Why, for saving my life!”  Zashuor exclaimed.  “As much as it pains me to admit it, that orc would likely have killed me!”   
 
    Jandara shook her head and returned to her task.  “Do not thank me, ambassador.”  She intoned, anger tinging her voice.  “I failed you.”   
 
    Snorting rudely, Zashuor replied.  “You most certainly did not!”   
 
    As she finished up, Jandara looked at the wound.  “I failed you when that creature got close enough to attack.”  She then looked at her charge.  “I believe it will heal, though the scar will be a ragged thing.  I do not have the time or skill to make the stitching cleaner.”   
 
    “Jandara, you saved my life and I am grateful.”  He could see that her eyes were troubled.  “There were so many orcs that no one could stop them all from getting through.”   
 
    “I have been charged by King Jeurol himself with your safety!”  She snapped disdainfully.  He realized that the disdain was for herself.  “I will present myself to the king for judgment upon our return.”   
 
    “Oh, enough of this!”  Zashuor said and now his voice was commanding.  “I will present you before the king and he shall reward you for saving my life.”  It was clear that with the danger past, the balance of power was shifted again.  Zashuor was in command unless there was an imminent threat and he was clearly not going to debate this further.   
 
    Jandara inclined her head in a brief bow.  “As you say.”  She rose then and helped the silver haired diplomat up and a few of the guards helped him back into the saddle.  He winced in pain but said nothing more.  Taris had ridden back up and caught her eye, nodding to show that the orcs were all dead.  Mounting back up, Jandara asked, “Our casualties?”   
 
    “Three dead, five wounded, though none badly.”  Taris answered.  His handsome bronze face was still stained with anger but he was calmer now, his training reasserting itself.   
 
    “Can they ride?”  Jandara instantly asked.   
 
    Nodding, Taris asked, “What of our dead and the injured horses?”   
 
    Without hesitation, the guardian said.  “We cannot linger here.”  It was clear that she wasn’t happy about what she had to say next but she forged relentlessly ahead.  “Bury them quickly and we must be away.  Kill the horses that cannot walk.”   
 
    Taris wasn’t surprised at her orders.  Though they were loath to bury their dead in this foreign country, they couldn’t take their bodies south, neither could they take the time to build proper pyres or cairns.  A shallow grave with stones piled atop would have to do.   
 
    “Could we not at least burn them?”  The ambassador asked.  Their beliefs were that those consumed by fire would quickly go to their gods, while those buried in the ground must wait.  They were old beliefs and while the urbane diplomat doubted that the spirits of the fallen lingered or cared, it still bothered him not to observe the formalities.   
 
    Jandara was having none of it.  Shaking her head, she pointed at the trees around them.  “The orcs could return in greater numbers.”   
 
    Zashuor shrugged slowly.  “I doubt it.”  He looked at the corpses of the orcs.  They looked ill-fed and equipped.  Most of them lacked shields and armor.  “They look like they’re the remnants who fled from the Iron Host.  I doubt after such a defeat they’ll return.”  He looked back at Jandara.  “They were probably desperate and hungry to try and ambush such a large group.  I imagine they’re trying to get to the mountains.”   
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  Jandara said, her voice flat.  She looked eloquently at the ambassador’s injured leg before saying more.  “I am taking no chances.”  There was that in her tone that brooked no argument and the ambassador left it alone.   
 
    Gazing at the scattered orc dead, Zashuor wondered how many scenes there were like this in the lands of the Iron Kingdom.  He and his entourage were nearing the mountains and the southern border.  Jandara had chosen a route that had led them east and then south to avoid the orcs as they drove north in their single minded determination to conquer.  The diplomat knew well the truths of war and how many men of the north land must have paid with their lives to stop the orc advance.  He hated himself even as he wondered if the newfound alliance with the Iron Kingdom that he’d forged was worth anything, considering their fragile state even in victory.  He sighed and tried to put it from his mind.   
 
    The emissary watched as the crows began to descend on the bodies of the dead orc down the road.  He was glad that at least his guards would be buried and protected from such scavengers.  Still, the sight of the ravens as they began to peck at the dead was like an omen and Zashuor felt a shiver run up his spine despite the heat of the day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Bright sunshine flooded through the high window, an unwanted intruder that would not be denied.  Lifting her head from her pillow, Alanna looked blearily around her bedchamber.  She remembered crying herself to sleep again the night before even though she had thought she had cried all the tears that she had left.  Thinking of Valun again brought fresh tears to her eyes that she dashed angrily away.  She had determined that she would not lie here and weep another day.   
 
    Rising from her bed, the princess walked across the room, the dappled sun playing on the flagstones.  Though she normally loved the sunshine, it hurt her eyes today as she’d sat up late crying and thinking of all that had happened.  Making her way unsteadily to the water basin where it sat atop a stand, she hesitated there, looking in the mirror above it.  Alanna mused that she looked little like the beautiful princess that minstrels sang of with her puffy, tear-stained eyes, tousled hair and pale drawn countenance.  It dawned on the young woman that for perhaps the first time in her life, she did not care how she looked.   
 
    After washing her face and hair, the princess wrapped her hair in a towel and walked out into the outer chamber.  Fresh fruit and cheese were laid out on a platter and she stared at them as if they were offal.  She could hear her sisters chiding voice in her mind, telling her that she must eat.  With a most unladylike snort, Alanna ignored the food and walked toward the broad window.  Looking through the panes of glass, she stared for a time out at the distant mountains.  It was a bright, clear day and it seemed like she could see forever.   
 
    Thinking of her sister now, anger gripped Alanna.  She could well understand why Naolin had left with her lover but the fact was the princess felt abandoned.  It wasn’t that she felt no empathy or lacked the ability to see why her sibling had felt the need to leave, it was simply that with all that had transpired, Alanna found it a wholly selfish choice.  Naolin had always looked after her family, doing her best to fill in for the mother they had lost.  At times, it had been difficult for Alanna and Valun but they had always known that she had their best interest at heart.  For her to simply leave without saying a word was deeply hurtful to the princess.  Added to the loss of her brother and the horrors of the war with the orcs, it was all too much.   
 
    Looking at the floor, she remembered when Aiden and Garyth had come to tell her of Valun’s death.  Alanna hadn’t wanted to listen, had screamed that they were lying, even as she knew they were telling the truth.  The whole thing had seemed wholly unreal to the princess and when she had finally looked at her brothers, really looked at their faces, seen the grief stamped plainly on their features, she had known that they spoke the truth.   
 
    Her brothers…the thought was still a strange one.  Valun and Aiden had always been her brothers and Garyth…the man she’d always thought a cousin…It was surreal when she stopped to think about it.  She knew that she loved him as a kinsman but her brother?  It still seemed strange.  Yet, in the harsh daylight, Alanna knew that it was a petty concern just as she knew that to think she was the only one dealing with grief was also nonsense.  Out there, beyond her window was a city mourning its dead and beyond its walls a whole country did the same.  Ravaged by war and anguish, the people of the kingdom were wounded and hurting.   
 
    Raising her head, Alanna’s jaw set firmly.  She had hidden in her chambers and wept long and hard.  The princess knew that because of her station, she had been allowed to do so far longer than anyone else would have been able to.  Out there were mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, sons and daughters, grieving and in pain, yet they had their duty and life would not allow the devastated survivors any respite.  Even her own family would have been already about their duties, forcing their anguish down to get through the day.  If Naolin had been here, she would have come to rouse her sister from her grief-stricken stupor but she was gone.  Aiden had stopped by but had left when she said she didn’t want to talk to anyone.  She hadn’t seen Garyth since the day he’d told her of Valun’s fate and her father was like a stranger to her.   
 
    Alanna shuddered as she remembered going to the king’s chambers.  She had wanted to speak with him about Valun.  She was hurt and angry and hadn’t really been sure of what she would say.  The guards had admitted her and she still remembered her shock when she’d seen her father.  The weary old man was gone and in his place was a towering figure much like the one she remembered when she was a little girl.  Yet there was a difference now; her father still looked similar to how he had in recent years, the lines on his face were there, the white that dominated his hair and yet…he was starkly changed.  The king stood tall and strong, his frame wider than she remembered, his injured arm seemed as whole as his other.  It was as though the strength of his youth had returned to flood his frame.  Then there was his skin, tinged with a strange blue pallor that looked wholly unnatural.  The princess hadn’t been able to make sense of it in her head until later and then it struck her.  The king looked like someone who’d suffered severe frostbite, though he was hale and hearty as a young bull.   
 
    Despite herself, the princess had let out a little cry when she had seen the king.  He smiled at her then, the same smile that he’d always had.  Stepping close, he’d engulfed her in a hug, telling her it was alright, that he was still her father.  Yet, in that embrace, the cold radiating from his massive form…was he even taller than before?  She knew the truth then… her father was different.  She had heard rumors that he had returned from the treasury with the ancient axe known as Winters Heart and that the fabled relic had wrought a change in him but she hadn’t believed it.   
 
    Shivering, the princess had stepped back, looking up into her father’s eyes.  They were cold and had grown colder as she asked about Valun.  Growing up, she had known the fire of her father’s fury but now his anger was a frozen thing, something that she thought would never thaw.  He had promised her in a voice like cracking ice that their enemies would pay for his life.  The king had mentioned then all those who had died and vowed that their loss would be avenged.  The cold, implacable will she witnessed then had made her shiver all the more and Alanna had hastily left her father and hadn’t seen him since.  She was still unnerved when she thought about him.   
 
    Unbidden, the princess thought of those fallen in the war and her mind went to the wounded, particularly Captain Bolaan.  Now her face flushed with warmth as she pictured the brave, handsome captain.  She’d gone to visit him in the house of healing several times.  She had spoken with the healers there who had assured her that Bolaan would recover and the thought made her smile.  Alanna hadn’t known him that long and could not claim to know him all that well but in the time they’d spent before he’d left with the Iron Host had been magical to her.  He’d borne the wounds of battle but the wounds within the man were much more grievous and when Alanna had been able to make him smile, something warm settled inside her.  The princess knew that none of them would ever be the same after all they’d been through.  She knew that this war had cost them dearly and that she herself had changed.  What she also knew now was that she wanted to see Bolaan wake up.  She wanted to see his eyes alight and his smile as they talked.   
 
    Thinking of her reflection in the mirror, the princess could almost hear her sister’s voice chiding her.  ‘You can’t let him see you like this!’  A faint smile curled the corner of Alanna’s mouth and for a moment, she forgot to be angry at her sister.  Walking back to the mirror, the princess looked at the sight there for a long moment and sighed.  She certainly wasn’t about to let Bolaan or anyone else for that matter see her in such a state.   
 
    The princess felt her grief for her fallen brother mingle and be softened by her burgeoning feelings for Bolaan.  Guilt intruded then.  How could she possibly feel such things when Valun was dead and gone?  What kind of person could allow themselves to forget, even for a moment, someone they loved so dearly? 
 
    Unbidden, her sister’s voice spoke in her mind again.  ‘Our ability to love those around us keeps us alive, Alanna.’  Naolin had said to her once when the younger princess had found her crying over her husband who’d been killed in battle.  The grief had almost completely consumed her but Naolin had explained that knowing there were those she loved, that they still needed her, had allowed her to keep going.  ‘He’s gone.’  Naolin had said starkly, fresh tears in her eyes.  ‘But I am still here and so are you.’  The princess had said, holding her little sister close.  ‘We’re still here together…still here for each other.’  Alanna had looked up into her beautiful sister’s sad face and wept herself.  ‘We cannot give up.’  Naolin had told her then, wiping both their eyes.  ‘We cannot lie down in the dirt alongside them no matter how much we feel like we want to.’ 
 
    Alanna would never forget that conversation as long as she lived.  ‘I feel so bad.’  She had snuffled then, trying to be brave like the woman she so longed to be like.  ‘I feel bad for…for being hungry…or for laughing…or...or…’  She had bawled like a baby then, her words turning into incoherent sobs.  Naolin had stroked her hair and soothed her, as she always had.   
 
    When Alanna finally stopped crying, Naolin had smiled at her.  It was a sad smile but a real one.  ‘We feel badly because they are gone and we are still here.’  Her sister had said simply.  ‘We feel guilty because we go on living.’  Her voice grew softer for a moment as she seemed to stare at nothing at all and she’d murmured, ‘Sometimes we even hate that we must go on living.’  Then, she had hugged Alanna.  ‘But go on we must.’  Her voice had been firm and strong as she’d wiped the younger princess’s tears away.  ‘We must go on because they all need us too.’  Even as a child, Alanna knew that Naolin was speaking of their family but also of the kingdom as well.  They were the king’s children and duty was always in their minds.   
 
    Smiling a sad smile, Alanna remembered trying to fathom what her sister had been thinking of when she’d looked off, seemingly at nothing.  Now she knew that her sister had been thinking of Edric, her husband and of Dania, her mother even as she now thought of Valun and brave General Fogrim, lost to this terrible war.  The princess couldn’t help but think of the upcoming funeral for Prince Valun and she forced thoughts of it from her mind.  She knew that if she began to dwell on thoughts of her brother again, she would lose herself to tears once more and to the depression that would follow. 
 
    Remembering her sister’s words, the princess shook herself.  As badly as she felt, Alanna knew that she still lived and had to carry on.  There were those that were alive and still needed her.  The fact that she thought of Bolaan then caused her to blush and she shook her head.  One thing was certain.  She was not going to visit the captain until she’d cleaned herself up.  Alanna didn’t realize that she was humming as she began picking her clothes out, a small smile on her face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The stone structure was a massive, solid affair with statues that depicted representations of northern deities and inlaid carvings that showed legendary scenes.  The doors were of heavy wood that bore similar carvings and within, the vaulted roof was supported by massive stone pillars.  The whole thing must have been built or at least the work overseen by dwarves for few men have such craftsmanship.  Looking closer, it was clear that it was most likely the latter, based on the style and lack of ornamentation that dwarves are so fond of.   
 
    Tavia sniffed, unimpressed, as she took it all in.  The whole thing seemed showy, overly ostentatious.  It certainly didn’t seem in keeping with many of the other structures that she’d seen in the capitol.  ‘Of course,’ she thought wryly to herself, ‘this is what you get when dwarves are in charge of a project.’  The half-elf had been many different places and while she was sure that there were those who would swoon at such a sight, to her it was just ugly.   
 
    The half-elf knew the truth was a little deeper than all her surface thoughts and with a grimace turned to continue down the grand hallway.  It wasn’t that the aptly named House of Healing was truly horrid.  It was that it represented a triumph of men and dwarves working in cooperation.  Tavia, human on her mother’s side, had her father’s elven blood along with his elven sensibilities.  Humans hadn’t been overly kind to her on many occasions and something about this building…no not just this building…this whole city…just set her teeth on edge. 
 
    Reminding herself why she was here made the woman feel better.  Captain Rothan seemed to be improving, at least that was what the healers had told her.  Tavia knew that although she mistrusted most people, the men and women who served at the House of Healing were dedicated and skilled.  It was amazing to her that such people existed who could blend both knowledge of anatomy with magical ability and herbalism in such a way.  The results were nothing short of astounding.  The half-elf had learned that it had long been kingdom policy that any with skill in healing were sought out to work in such capacities.  Whether this was knowledge in medicine or skill with magical healing arts made no difference.  The acceptance for such things was shocking to her.  Having lived on the fringes of society for most of her life, Tavia had never realized that the crude suspicions of most people that she’d known were by no means the norm.   
 
    Tavia was so engrossed in her thoughts that she very nearly collided with someone as she turned a corner.  Stepping back, she spoke quickly.  “I am very sorry.”  She saw that the person standing next to her was a beautiful young woman, really barely more than a girl.  The other woman was short and slender and had waist length blonde hair.  Her clothes were finely cut and tailored and the half-elf instantly knew she was looking at a noble.  There was something about her though that seemed familiar. 
 
    “Oh no, the fault was mine!  My sister always told me to watch where I was going!”  The girl replied merrily, her voice sweet and high.  Her gaze took in the half-elven woman and for a long moment lingered on her pointed ears.   
 
    Long used to such scrutiny, Tavia nodded and her mouth set in a flat line turned to leave.  She tried hard not to let it get to her but it was so taxing to be the object of such stares.  Particularly by people who were supposed to be refined and educated like the nobility.   
 
    “Please.”  The young woman said then and stepped next to her.  “Please forgive me.”  She spoke to Tavia in that sweet voice.  It wasn’t an act or a pretense that much was clear.  There was a sincerity to the girl that was refreshing.  “I didn’t mean to stare.”  She continued meekly.  “That was very rude of me.”   
 
    Despite herself, Tavia turned and smiled at the other woman.  “It is quite alright.”  Her answering smile was warm as she realized the earnestness of the girl’s words.  “My name is Tavia.”   
 
    That warm smile and those deep blue eyes regarding her.  “Oh I know who you are.”  The girl replied warmly.  What she did not say was that no one had seen an elf in many years particularly this far north.  She didn’t have to say it.  She did, however remember to introduce herself.  “I’m so pleased to meet you!”  She said in a rush then.  “My rudeness continues, it seems.  Please forgive me for the second time as I haven’t introduced myself.  I am Alanna.”   
 
    Dawning recognition in the elf’s eyes.  “Alanna…”  She knew that she’d heard that name and the girl looked so strangely familiar.  “The princess?”   
 
    “The same.”  Alanna replied and laughed.  “I’ve heard so much about you!”   
 
    “Me?”  Tavia said in a confused voice.  “What would anyone have to say about me?”   
 
    “Oh well…”  Now it was the princess’s turn to be confused.  “Your part in the war, how you used your magic to save so many lives, how you slew so many orcs with a great ball of fire and lightning!”  Alanna caught herself then.  “You…you don’t know how famous you’ve become do you?”   
 
    “Famous?!”  The half-elf snorted in response.  “The only thing I’ve ever been famous for was for having elven blood.”  She realized that she was saying more than she meant to but somehow could not seem to help herself.  The princess was just easy to talk to.  “That hasn’t exactly endeared me with many people, I promise you!”  She waved a vague hand at people in the halls around them.  “These people just stare and whisper when I walk by!” 
 
    Alanna’s laughter was loud and tinkling.  It was a vibrant, kind sound and Tavia couldn’t help but smile.  “They’re not staring and whispering because they don’t like you, you know.”  The princess said then.  “They’re doing it because they’re intimidated by you!”   
 
    Despite herself, the elfin woman found herself warming to the princess.  “Oh really?”  She asked, folding her arms imperiously.  “And just what is so intimidating?”   
 
    Still laughing, Alanna gestured helplessly.  The elf woman was tall and beautiful and possessed of an otherworldly grace.  Her features and manners were exotic, fierce and proud.  She seemed like a queen of the elves from the dawn of the world stepped forth from the pages of a story book to haunt the dreams of men.  Struggling with how to put it all into words, Alanna shook her head.  “Well…well…you’re just so…” 
 
    “Elven?”  Tavia inserted drily.  Her tone was prim but not unfriendly.   
 
    “No…well yes, I suppose.”  Alanna allowed then.  “But it’s more than that.  You’re brave and fearless and powerful.”  The princess knew that she was gushing and a little breathless but she, like so many others, was enthralled by the stories of the mysterious woman.  “All the men talk about what you did in battle and how you stood with us against the orcs.”   
 
    Tavia shrugged then.  “I’m no braver than any of the soldiers who faced those monsters.”  Her voice was bleak.  “Many of them didn’t survive it and many more still might not.  I don’t…”  Tavia broke off as she saw Alanna’s face.  Tears glinted in her eyes and her smile trembled and then vanished like a bird fleeing a storm.  “I’m sorry for your loss, princess.  I did not know your brother well but he was a fine young man.”  The words sounded flat to her ears but the princess nodded and then smiled, dashing the tears from her eyes.   
 
    “That’s right.”  Alanna said.  “I forgot that you had met Valun.  I heard all about how my…how Garyth and his men rescued you from your village.”   
 
    Nodding, the half-elf couldn’t think of anything to say for a long moment.  “You look like him.”  When Alanna’s smile returned, Tavia felt better.  “I’m sure you hear that a lot.”  Suddenly, she just wanted to get away from this young girl and her grief.  The elf woman had known her fair share of grief and still thought she might know more.  “I am sorry, princess.”   
 
    Alanna still wouldn’t let her go and detecting Tavia’s mood, said, “Nonsense.  Almost everyone in the kingdom has lost family to this horrible war.”  She shook her head slowly.  “Look, we can stand in this hallway apologizing to each other all day or I can walk with you to where you’re going.  You might get lost, you know.”  Alanna’s voice was brisk and teasing yet still warm and friendly.   
 
    “And what makes you think an elf can get lost?”  Tavia said archly, chuckling.   
 
    “Oh, I’ve read a lot of books.”  The princess replied with a wink.  Then, she intuited who the elf was here to see.  “You’re here to see Captain Rothan aren’t you?”   
 
    Tavia could feel the heat in her cheeks as she blushed like a maid.  “Yes.”  She said flatly then.  For the life of her she couldn’t figure out why the very thought of Rothan did this to her.  ‘Cursed stupid man!’  Tavia thought even as she fiercely prayed that he would live.     
 
    “Well it just so happens that I’m headed that way myself!”  Alanna said brightly.  “We can go together!”  Her actions suiting her words, the princess began to walk away.  A few steps later she half turned back to the elf.  “Well?  Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    Tavia raised her expressive eyebrows but still smiled.  There was something contagious about the young princess’s manner.  “I suppose I am.”  She said and then walked down the hall alongside the young woman.   
 
    “You know.”  Alanna said airily then.  “I think that we shall be friends, you and I.”   
 
    The half-elf’s brows lifted higher.  “Is that what you think?”   
 
    The princess didn’t answer for a few moments.  “Yes.”  She finally replied emphatically and both women laughed a bit then.   
 
    * * * 
 
    A short time later, the two women arrived at the ward where Captain Rothan was convalescing in.  He wasn’t alone of course.  There were more than a score of other men within the large, airy chambers.  Windows let in the bright sunlight through gauzy linen curtains.  The place was clean and cheerful but its inhabitants were not.  Every one of these men had seen hard fighting.  Some bore wounds that they would never recover from and others had injuries that could easily claim their lives.  Both of them noticed a few more empty beds than the last time they’d been here.   
 
    “I see that this is a larger, less crowed ward.”  Tavia noted as they paused at the entrance as one of the servants changed the linens on a bed near the door.  They could hear a healer within the ward speaking with a soldier, his voice a distant murmur as he explained the man would never see out of his ruined eye again.   
 
    Alanna nodded.  “Yes.  This chamber and a few like it are for those singled out for commendations or bravery in battle.”  She glanced over at Tavia.  “Men like Captain Rothan.”  She allowed just the glimmer of a smile and enjoyed how the seemingly imperturbable elf woman reacted to the man’s name.   
 
    Tavia grimaced a little and then coolly answered.  “Men like your Captain Bolaan as well, I hear.”  She was rewarded by the princess blushing furiously.   
 
    “I…He’s not…”  Alanna began stammering, her face hot.  “He’s not mine.  I mean we’re not…”  The princess was so flummoxed that she stuttered into silence.   
 
    The half-elf laughed then.  “I am sorry princess.”  She said with a wry smile.  
 
    “No you’re not.”  The princess shot back and then smiled ruefully.  She’d thought it was fun to needle the other woman but was so agitated by thinking about Bolaan that she couldn’t think straight.  It was just that she found it fascinating that the cool, seemingly detached elf woman could possibly feel like she did.  ‘Maybe we’re all alike.’  Alanna thought.  ‘Elven blood or no, she clearly can’t stop thinking about Rothan.’   
 
    Tavia chuckled.  Leaning against the wall, she sighed.  “I have noticed that the men in this ward are all connected to the crown through personal service.”   
 
    Alanna nodded slowly, noting the subject change.  “Yes.”  She said slowly, grateful for the change in subject, yet wary.  She was learning that Tavia said nothing without meaning.   
 
    “I suppose there is benefit in being friends with the king.”  The elf woman said and could not quite keep scorn from her voice.   
 
    Always bright, Alanna noticed the inflection.  “Every soldier of the war with the orcs that was wounded is being well-treated.”  She replied, struggling to keep the heat from her voice. 
 
    “But not all the same.”  Tavia noted flatly.   
 
    The princess surprised the other woman by shrugging.  “It’s true that we cannot treat all of them the same.”  The other woman was surprised by the young princesses’ assumption of responsibility in the matter.  The fact that she said ‘we’, as though she’d had anything to do with such a decision showed that Alanna had been train to take responsibility as well as receiving the benefits of being the king’s daughter.  It somehow made Tavia like her more.  “These men have won merit for specific service to the kingdom and the king has given strict orders to their care.”  She did not glare at the half-elf but her eyes flashed regally.  “Captain Rothan and Captain Bolaan are both in that number for a reason.”   
 
    Tavia smiled sincerely then and raised a hand to forestall argument.  “I understand, princess.”  Seeing that the other woman was not mollified, she sighed heavily and tried to explain, finding it odd that she would do so.  She never explained herself to anyone.  “I’m sorry, truly I am.  You’ve been friendly and I have been less so.”  She couldn’t think how to continue. 
 
    Alanna guessed at the problem intuitively.  “You don’t like us much do you?”   
 
    “Us?”  Tavia echoed.   
 
    “Is it the king’s family?”  The princess said without anger.  She was a logical thinker and had an excellent mind, according to her tutors.  “Or is it perhaps the nobility?” 
 
    Shocked at both Alanna’s candor and insight, Tavia replied, “I suppose it is all of that…and perhaps none of it.”  Seeing the princess questioning expression, the elf woman shrugged, hunting for the words.  She’d never been asked such questions, particularly by anyone of station.  “Its…it’s this whole place.”   
 
    “You aren’t speaking of the House of Healing, are you?”  The princess intuited.   
 
    Shaking her head, Tavia finally answered.  “No, it’s this whole city, the people here, all of you!”  Her voice had raised a little and she stopped abruptly to calm it.  “In my life, all I have known is the intolerance and racism of people because of my elven heritage.”  It wasn’t easy for her to discuss without anger tinging her speech but she tried.  “Now, I find that I have acceptance and honor because I have helped the house of the king.”   
 
    “And that troubles you?”  Alanna said quietly.   
 
    “Of course it does!”  Tavia snapped.  “If I had come to the capitol on my own, I’d have likely been lynched or raped or both!”  The princess’s face showed that she didn’t believe such a thing could happen in her home and it only made the half-elf all the angrier.  She struggled with her temper now, with a lifetime of injustice.  “You don’t know what it’s like to have people hate you because of what you look like.  To have them try and make you feel ashamed because of your lineage.”  Her words were clipped and even, every syllable an accusation.  “You wouldn’t understand, princess!”  She hadn’t meant to make Alanna’s title sound like an insult but it had come out that way.   
 
    Nodding slowly, Alanna spoke.  “You are right, of course.”  Her calm voice was sympathetic but not cloying.  The sincerity that Tavia had perceived earlier was still there.  “I don’t understand.”  She smiled as she looked at the other woman.  “But I’d like to.”   
 
    Despite all of her experiences, Tavia was taken aback.  She had never thought she would unveil herself like this, especially with someone she had just met.  The elf woman realized that she was simply unprepared for this kind of honest acceptance and empathy.  Oh, she’d had her share of those who had tried to show that to her but it had always been a dishonest manner of acceptance.  Those people were drawn to how different she was and had tried to befriend her because she was different and exotic, not because of who she really was as an individual.  The end result was almost worse than outright hatred.  Alanna was different, she could tell.  The princess, born to a life of privilege and safety, had rightly agreed that she didn’t comprehend Tavia’s life and experiences.  However, there was a frank acceptance and a disarming honesty in her eyes that told the elven woman that here was a person willing to befriend her because she genuinely liked her.  The forthright offer was astonishing to her and all she could do was smile uncertainly.   
 
    They were interrupted by the servant leaving the room with the old linens.  “You can go in now ladies.”  He said, bowing to them both.   
 
    “Let us go see how these men are faring, shall we?”  The princess asked brightly.  Tavia hesitated at the door for a moment and then followed.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER Two 
 
      
 
    Green bordered the road to either side and the forests seemed an endless, trackless sea.  This was, of course, an illusion and an experienced traveler knew that the further one traveled south, the more the landscape would change.  Eventually, as the road meandered along, it would lead to the foothills to the southwest of the Iron Kingdom, where passes allowed travel through the mountains beyond.   
 
    Zashuor reined his horse in as the lead rider, a man named Taris, held up a hand.  The guard was staring off to his right into the thick brush and as he did so, the others readied themselves.  The ambassador was, as always, appreciative of their skills and efforts but he felt no alarm.  His guardians had done this several times as they traveled and it hadn’t been anything too serious.  Wildlife or travelers for the most part.   On one occasion, they had encountered refugees heading north who had hidden from them while on another a dozen bandits had attacked them.  Both incidents were handled well, Zashuor thought, the refugees treated well and given food and directions along the road while the bandits were slain to a man.  Glancing at the woman who sat in the saddle to his left, Zashuor remembered her cold voice commanding that none of the brigands be left alive.   
 
    Noting his gaze upon her, Jandara raised an eyebrow briefly before turning her attention to scanning the forest around them.  She had changed several days ago, abandoning the dress of a serving girl for riding boots, breeches and a flowing tunic over which she wore leather armor wet with steel rings.  The guard wore twin swords on her belt, curving sabers that he had seen her use to deadly effect, most recently on an unfortunate bandit that had gotten too close to Zashuor.  It still amazed the ambassador that such a pretty young woman could be so deadly.  When she’d slain the bandit, her expression had never changed and she had never even broken a sweat.  Afterward, she’d given commands as calmly as if she were ordering food and Zashuor couldn’t help but stare at her face, the flawless olive skin flecked with droplets of the slain man’s blood.   
 
    Seeing that the woman wasn’t speaking, the ambassador remarked dryly, “Must be a deer ahead.”  Zashuor smiled to show that he was only joking but all Jandara did was briefly favor him with a humorless look, her dark brown eyes like liquid.  He sighed then, thinking how humorless all of his guards seemed to be.  “Perhaps a deadly rabbit?”   
 
    Jandara still didn’t respond, and waited, along with the others.  The lead man who had stopped the line of riders was still looking around intently as were they all.  Each and every one of them were professionals and they knew the dangers that lay along these wild places as well as the seriousness of their duty.  The king of Paeyona himself had charged them with the protection of the ambassador and every soul among them was ready to deal instant death if need be.   
 
    An old soldier himself, it wasn’t that Zashuor didn’t understand their caution.  It was that he was of a different breed.  He had fought for the Blessed Land when most of these were youngsters and the idea that they would so fiercely guard him was still rather comical.  Though he was now an important political figure, Zashuor still thought of himself as a simple man, a soldier and servant of his country and his king.  These young killers, however, had no such illusions.  The ambassador had been given into their hands for safe keeping on an important diplomatic mission.  They were not soldiers or simple guards but were trained from youth to protect on a level that most people would never understand.  They looked for any change in the landscape, any nuance that would give a hint of danger.  Even now, none rode ahead to speak to the lead man but waited, patient and ready, subtly forming a ring about their charge.   
 
    The ambassador couldn’t really blame them.  War had come to these lands and blood had flowed like a river.  They had spoken with other travelers along the road and had found that the Iron King and his host had triumphed over their enemies.  However, from all that they had heard, the cost in lives was truly staggering and Zashuor wondered if the nation would ever recover.  They had plenty of enemies besides the orcs and those enemies would no doubt take note of their weakness in the aftermath of the war with the green-skinned monsters.   
 
    His thoughts bleak and his attempts at humor ignored, the diplomat sighed, thinking that he was tired of waiting, listening to the drone of insects in the distance.  It was a hot day, although these northern lands truly didn’t understand what hot was in his estimation.  Having endured the briefest part of one of their winters, Zashuor knew that he hadn’t been prepared for it but wondered how any of the north-men would fare in the hot summers of his homeland.  The notion brought a smile to his leathery face.  He turned to Jandara, starting to ask if they were ever going to get moving but was cut off abruptly.   
 
    “Hsst!”  The guardian hissed sharply at her charge without looking at him.  He could see that she was tense now and her left hand stole to the hilt of her sabre.  Zashuor knew then that something was wrong.  Jandara never moved for a weapon unless there was danger and she was left handed, always reaching for that weapon first.  He said nothing more but turned to look out into the forest as well. 
 
    A spear flashed from the thick bushes, taking a horse near the rear in the flank.  The animal screamed in pain and fell, the rider on its back adroitly leaping from the saddle.  Growls and hoots sounded from back in the forest as monstrous figures rushed to attack.  All along the line of riders, swords were unsheathed, bows and crossbows readied.  Most of the orcs had been further back in the woods and the spear-thrower must have been a lead scout, watching the road closely.   
 
    Another spear from further up the road flew toward Taris, whose mount shied to the side.  As the projectile missed him, he turned in the saddle to look at Jandara.  “Do we ride?”  He asked, his voice smooth and steady.   
 
    Jandara gazed at the oncoming orcs, coolly assessing the situation.  It was clear that they’d spoiled their ambush when Taris had spotted movement.  One group was to their immediate right, while the other was further ahead to their left.  The orcs had planned to catch the riders in the middle but the sharp eyed Taris had stopped them short and now the orcs were separated.  “We fight!”  Jandara said sharply and the other guardians nodded.  “Pick your targets.”  She added calmly to those who bore ranged weaponry.  Pointing to several guards, she then gestured toward the front of the column.  “Join Taris and stop those orcs while we handle this group.”   
 
    As the guards reformed around him, Zashuor was impressed.  His days in the Cerulean Guard might have been long behind him but he knew the precision of discipline when he saw it.  They responded instantly to the commands of their leader without hesitation and before he knew it, the ambassador was ringed with guards.  Jandara drew her saber slowly, still sitting in the saddle calmly.  They had turned their horses to face the direction the orcs were coming from but Zashuor had noted that several of his guards were facing behind them as well.  They were taking no chances.   
 
    Arrows and bolts were loosed, some missing, striking trees or skittering off into the brush.  Most however, found their targets and the howls of orcs sounded among the trees.  The riders reloaded; their trained steeds did little more than snort a bit.  These were horses born and bred for battle and they were as ready as their riders.  The orcs came on, ignoring their casualties and hurling spears and axes, most of which went wide but one guard was struck in the shoulder with a crude axe.  She fell from the saddle but never uttered a sound, grimly dropping her bow as she regained her feet.  She gritted her teeth and bound the wound; the axe had bounced off of her leather armor but gashed her deeply.  Then the guard drew her sword calmly.   
 
    Zashuor looked back up the road where Taris and a handful of guards were likewise exchanging missile fire with the orcs there.  The green-skins weren’t faring well as the range meant their thrown weapons were falling short while the guard’s accurate marksmanship with superior weapons showed.  Orc bodies began to litter the road as they came out of the trees.  Some of their number decided to stay in the trees and move to flank but their movements were now impeded by the same thick growth that had offered them cover. 
 
    “Here they come!”  Jandara barked, her voice high and clear.  More orcs had fallen with arrows sprouting from them but now they rushed out of the forest into the road and Zashour’s guardians all drew steel.  As the monsters closed, the riders urged their horses forward and all was mayhem as battle ensued.  Brawny orcs hacked and slashed up at horses and riders with their crude axes, swords and war-clubs while the southern warriors sliced and pierced their foes with curved blades and long spears.  Meanwhile, their trained horses kicked and stomped the bandy-legged orcs that got within striking distance.  The orcs outnumbered them, but it was clear from the onset that they had been outmaneuvered.  Their ambush had been foiled and they were forced to attack piece-meal rather than all at once and Jandara’s guards were punishing them for it.  Though there were casualties among the humans, the orcs began to fall in greater numbers.   
 
    Up the road, Taris and his guards were making short work of the few orcs that reached them.  The dim-witted creatures had emerged too far up the road and as they rushed toward the riders, Taris and the others had charged.  The irresistible force of the horses had bowled the orcs over as the riders cut their enemies down.  Taris had ridden through the disorganized orcs and then wheeled with his riders to return to slay those few still standing.   
 
    “Get down!”  Jandara shouted and pulled the diplomat half out of the saddle as a spear flew past him where his head had just been.  “Keep low in the saddle!”  She commanded her charge imperiously moving her horse in front of his.   
 
    He nodded and weakly said his thanks but she took no note other than to make sure that he was alright.  Far from feeling angry, Zashuor was grateful she’d been there and inwardly cursed himself for an old fool.  His eyesight and reflexes were slipping and he could easily have been a casualty this day.   
 
    The orc who’d thrown the spear was at the head of a handful who were rushing the knot of riders at the center.  The bestial creature drew a stone headed axe as it came on and as it closed, Jandara pulled on her reins.  Her trained mount knew the command and reared, kicking forward with its front hooves, striking the orc in the chest.  As the creature flew backward, the others still came on.  Jandara and the others rode among them, their blades flashing as they slew.  A couple of the humans took wounds in return but they made a mess of the remaining orcs.   
 
    A few of the green-skins had gotten through however, and one swung a crude sword up at Zashuor, whose guards were all engaged with other foes around him.  The old campaigner had thrown himself sideways and the blow missed him.  Quickly, the ambassador drew his scimitar from his sheath and swung down but the orc blocked.  The green-skin then hacked at the human’s leg.  Desperately Zashuor blocked the cut but the orc was the stronger and though robbed of much of its force, the crude blade bit into the diplomat’s calf.  Hissing with pain, the human wheeled his horse to interpose the mount between him and his adversary, lashing back and down with his scimitar.  The orc’s parry was a clumsy thing this time and Zashuor scored a deep slash across the monster’s forearm.  Growling, the beast made to charge forward but was stopped abruptly as Jandara’s horse galloped back toward them like thunder.  She’d realized that her charge was being attacked and her face was wrathful as a titan’s.  The orc lurched backward to avoid being run down. 
 
    Once her horse was between the ambassador and the orc, Jandara leapt from the saddle, drawing her other saber.  Her hands were a blur as she engaged the orc.  The clumsy creature tried to counter but could not do so against the web of steel that the woman wove.  Clearly outmatched, the green-skin gave ground as Jandara’s blades darted in.  Within a few moments, the orc bled from a half dozen minor wounds.  Desperately, the monster tried to go back on the offensive but the guardian neatly sliced off his weapon hand at the wrist, her sabre effortlessly shearing through flesh and bone.  Her follow up strike half severed the orc’s head and he fell dead to the ground, his black blood pooling on the dirt road.   
 
    Instantly, Jandara whirled to return to the ambassador’s side.  Seeing no more orcs nearby, she stepped close, sheathing one of her sabers and grabbing his horse by the bridle.  “Out of the saddle!”  She said imperiously.  The ambassador did as she bade, gasping with the pain of his injury.  “The ambassador’s been wounded!”  Jandara snapped then, her voice ringing with command.  “Fall back here and form up!”   
 
    Most of the orcs had been slain and as the guards followed their leader’s commands, it was clear that the fight had gone out of the creatures.  A few of them still hefted weapons but after the other guards took up their bows and crossbows again, some well-placed shots convinced the orcs to give it up.  The remaining orcs melted back into the trees and were soon lost from view.   
 
    Taris rode back to the others, his face angry.  Several guards and horses were injured and a few were dead.  “Should we give chase?”  He asked, his expression showing that he would clearly love to do just that. 
 
    “No.”  Jandara answered calmly.  “Let them go.”  She gestured for the ambassador to sit and waved the other guards to back up.  One of them stepped forward with a field kit and she nodded for him to set it down.  “See to our other wounded.”  Jandara commanded as she looked at the diplomat’s injury. The cut had went through his riding boot.  She waved the other guard away and saw to his treatment herself.  First, Jandara removed the boot carefully, though the ambassador hissed in pain.  Then, she cleansed the wound with water and after examining it, nodded.  “It’s a ragged cut but it isn’t very deep.”  She commented as she produced a small flask of medicinal alcohol.  “This is going to hurt.”  Jandara added flatly.  
 
    “Oh good.”  Zashuor said sarcastically, hissing as she poured the burning liquid onto his wound.  She then handed him another flask and gestured for him to drink.  The emissary did so gratefully and sighed as he tasted wine.   
 
    “It’s laced with something to help with the pain.”  Jandara said, her voice now gentle.  She took the flask before he could drink more.  “You still need to be able to ride, ambassador.”  Setting the flask aside “I’m sorry but you’re still going to feel this.”  Jandara had produced a needle and fine thread.   
 
    Nearby the sounds of groaning, dying orcs could be heard.  “I want them all dead.”  Jandara said, her voice as hard as stone.  “Make sure of it, Taris.”  As Taris and a few others moved to make it so, she turned to the job of sewing his wound closed. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the pain, Zashuor realized that the pain was somewhat dulled from the concoction he’d drank.  He laughed unsteadily.  “I haven’t been wounded in combat in years!”  He said in jest.  “I must be getting old!”  Seeing that Jandara wasn’t laughing or even meeting his eyes, the ambassador said seriously, “Thank you.”   
 
    Now she did look up and her jaw was set.  “Why would you thank me?”  She asked in a dry voice. 
 
    “Why, for saving my life!”  Zashuor exclaimed.  “As much as it pains me to admit it, that orc would likely have killed me!”   
 
    Jandara shook her head and returned to her task.  “Do not thank me, ambassador.”  She intoned, anger tinging her voice.  “I failed you.”   
 
    Snorting rudely, Zashuor replied.  “You most certainly did not!”   
 
    As she finished up, Jandara looked at the wound.  “I failed you when that creature got close enough to attack.”  She then looked at her charge.  “I believe it will heal, though the scar will be a ragged thing.  I do not have the time or skill to make the stitching cleaner.”   
 
    “Jandara, you saved my life and I am grateful.”  He could see that her eyes were troubled.  “There were so many orcs that no one could stop them all from getting through.”   
 
    “I have been charged by King Jeurol himself with your safety!”  She snapped disdainfully.  He realized that the disdain was for herself.  “I will present myself to the king for judgment upon our return.”   
 
    “Oh, enough of this!”  Zashuor said and now his voice was commanding.  “I will present you before the king and he shall reward you for saving my life.”  It was clear that with the danger past, the balance of power was shifted again.  Zashuor was in command unless there was an imminent threat and he was clearly not going to debate this further.   
 
    Jandara inclined her head in a brief bow.  “As you say.”  She rose then and helped the silver haired diplomat up and a few of the guards helped him back into the saddle.  He winced in pain but said nothing more.  Taris had ridden back up and caught her eye, nodding to show that the orcs were all dead.  Mounting back up, Jandara asked, “Our casualties?”   
 
    “Three dead, five wounded, though none badly.”  Taris answered.  His handsome bronze face was still stained with anger but he was calmer now, his training reasserting itself.   
 
    “Can they ride?”  Jandara instantly asked.   
 
    Nodding, Taris asked, “What of our dead and the injured horses?”   
 
    Without hesitation, the guardian said.  “We cannot linger here.”  It was clear that she wasn’t happy about what she had to say next but she forged relentlessly ahead.  “Bury them quickly and we must be away.  Kill the horses that cannot walk.”   
 
    Taris wasn’t surprised at her orders.  Though they were loath to bury their dead in this foreign country, they couldn’t take their bodies south, neither could they take the time to build proper pyres or cairns.  A shallow grave with stones piled atop would have to do.   
 
    “Could we not at least burn them?”  The ambassador asked.  Their beliefs were that those consumed by fire would quickly go to their gods, while those buried in the ground must wait.  They were old beliefs and while the urbane diplomat doubted that the spirits of the fallen lingered or cared, it still bothered him not to observe the formalities.   
 
    Jandara was having none of it.  Shaking her head, she pointed at the trees around them.  “The orcs could return in greater numbers.”   
 
    Zashuor shrugged slowly.  “I doubt it.”  He looked at the corpses of the orcs.  They looked ill-fed and equipped.  Most of them lacked shields and armor.  “They look like they’re the remnants who fled from the Iron Host.  I doubt after such a defeat they’ll return.”  He looked back at Jandara.  “They were probably desperate and hungry to try and ambush such a large group.  I imagine they’re trying to get to the mountains.”   
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  Jandara said, her voice flat.  She looked eloquently at the ambassador’s injured leg before saying more.  “I am taking no chances.”  There was that in her tone that brooked no argument and the ambassador left it alone.   
 
    Gazing at the scattered orc dead, Zashuor wondered how many scenes there were like this in the lands of the Iron Kingdom.  He and his entourage were nearing the mountains and the southern border.  Jandara had chosen a route that had led them east and then south to avoid the orcs as they drove north in their single minded determination to conquer.  The diplomat knew well the truths of war and how many men of the north land must have paid with their lives to stop the orc advance.  He hated himself even as he wondered if the newfound alliance with the Iron Kingdom that he’d forged was worth anything, considering their fragile state even in victory.  He sighed and tried to put it from his mind.   
 
    The emissary watched as the crows began to descend on the bodies of the dead orc down the road.  He was glad that at least his guards would be buried and protected from such scavengers.  Still, the sight of the ravens as they began to peck at the dead was like an omen and Zashuor felt a shiver run up his spine despite the heat of the day. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Bright sunshine flooded through the high window, an unwanted intruder that would not be denied.  Lifting her head from her pillow, Alanna looked blearily around her bedchamber.  She remembered crying herself to sleep again the night before even though she had thought she had cried all the tears that she had left.  Thinking of Valun again brought fresh tears to her eyes that she dashed angrily away.  She had determined that she would not lie here and weep another day.   
 
    Rising from her bed, the princess walked across the room, the dappled sun playing on the flagstones.  Though she normally loved the sunshine, it hurt her eyes today as she’d sat up late crying and thinking of all that had happened.  Making her way unsteadily to the water basin where it sat atop a stand, she hesitated there, looking in the mirror above it.  Alanna mused that she looked little like the beautiful princess that minstrels sang of with her puffy, tear-stained eyes, tousled hair and pale drawn countenance.  It dawned on the young woman that for perhaps the first time in her life, she did not care how she looked.   
 
    After washing her face and hair, the princess wrapped her hair in a towel and walked out into the outer chamber.  Fresh fruit and cheese were laid out on a platter and she stared at them as if they were offal.  She could hear her sisters chiding voice in her mind, telling her that she must eat.  With a most unladylike snort, Alanna ignored the food and walked toward the broad window.  Looking through the panes of glass, she stared for a time out at the distant mountains.  It was a bright, clear day and it seemed like she could see forever.   
 
    Thinking of her sister now, anger gripped Alanna.  She could well understand why Naolin had left with her lover but the fact was the princess felt abandoned.  It wasn’t that she felt no empathy or lacked the ability to see why her sibling had felt the need to leave, it was simply that with all that had transpired, Alanna found it a wholly selfish choice.  Naolin had always looked after her family, doing her best to fill in for the mother they had lost.  At times, it had been difficult for Alanna and Valun but they had always known that she had their best interest at heart.  For her to simply leave without saying a word was deeply hurtful to the princess.  Added to the loss of her brother and the horrors of the war with the orcs, it was all too much.   
 
    Looking at the floor, she remembered when Aiden and Garyth had come to tell her of Valun’s death.  Alanna hadn’t wanted to listen, had screamed that they were lying, even as she knew they were telling the truth.  The whole thing had seemed wholly unreal to the princess and when she had finally looked at her brothers, really looked at their faces, seen the grief stamped plainly on their features, she had known that they spoke the truth.   
 
    Her brothers…the thought was still a strange one.  Valun and Aiden had always been her brothers and Garyth…the man she’d always thought a cousin…It was surreal when she stopped to think about it.  She knew that she loved him as a kinsman but her brother?  It still seemed strange.  Yet, in the harsh daylight, Alanna knew that it was a petty concern just as she knew that to think she was the only one dealing with grief was also nonsense.  Out there, beyond her window was a city mourning its dead and beyond its walls a whole country did the same.  Ravaged by war and anguish, the people of the kingdom were wounded and hurting.   
 
    Raising her head, Alanna’s jaw set firmly.  She had hidden in her chambers and wept long and hard.  The princess knew that because of her station, she had been allowed to do so far longer than anyone else would have been able to.  Out there were mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, sons and daughters, grieving and in pain, yet they had their duty and life would not allow the devastated survivors any respite.  Even her own family would have been already about their duties, forcing their anguish down to get through the day.  If Naolin had been here, she would have come to rouse her sister from her grief-stricken stupor but she was gone.  Aiden had stopped by but had left when she said she didn’t want to talk to anyone.  She hadn’t seen Garyth since the day he’d told her of Valun’s fate and her father was like a stranger to her.   
 
    Alanna shuddered as she remembered going to the king’s chambers.  She had wanted to speak with him about Valun.  She was hurt and angry and hadn’t really been sure of what she would say.  The guards had admitted her and she still remembered her shock when she’d seen her father.  The weary old man was gone and in his place was a towering figure much like the one she remembered when she was a little girl.  Yet there was a difference now; her father still looked similar to how he had in recent years, the lines on his face were there, the white that dominated his hair and yet…he was starkly changed.  The king stood tall and strong, his frame wider than she remembered, his injured arm seemed as whole as his other.  It was as though the strength of his youth had returned to flood his frame.  Then there was his skin, tinged with a strange blue pallor that looked wholly unnatural.  The princess hadn’t been able to make sense of it in her head until later and then it struck her.  The king looked like someone who’d suffered severe frostbite, though he was hale and hearty as a young bull.   
 
    Despite herself, the princess had let out a little cry when she had seen the king.  He smiled at her then, the same smile that he’d always had.  Stepping close, he’d engulfed her in a hug, telling her it was alright, that he was still her father.  Yet, in that embrace, the cold radiating from his massive form…was he even taller than before?  She knew the truth then… her father was different.  She had heard rumors that he had returned from the treasury with the ancient axe known as Winters Heart and that the fabled relic had wrought a change in him but she hadn’t believed it.   
 
    Shivering, the princess had stepped back, looking up into her father’s eyes.  They were cold and had grown colder as she asked about Valun.  Growing up, she had known the fire of her father’s fury but now his anger was a frozen thing, something that she thought would never thaw.  He had promised her in a voice like cracking ice that their enemies would pay for his life.  The king had mentioned then all those who had died and vowed that their loss would be avenged.  The cold, implacable will she witnessed then had made her shiver all the more and Alanna had hastily left her father and hadn’t seen him since.  She was still unnerved when she thought about him.   
 
    Unbidden, the princess thought of those fallen in the war and her mind went to the wounded, particularly Captain Bolaan.  Now her face flushed with warmth as she pictured the brave, handsome captain.  She’d gone to visit him in the house of healing several times.  She had spoken with the healers there who had assured her that Bolaan would recover and the thought made her smile.  Alanna hadn’t known him that long and could not claim to know him all that well but in the time they’d spent before he’d left with the Iron Host had been magical to her.  He’d borne the wounds of battle but the wounds within the man were much more grievous and when Alanna had been able to make him smile, something warm settled inside her.  The princess knew that none of them would ever be the same after all they’d been through.  She knew that this war had cost them dearly and that she herself had changed.  What she also knew now was that she wanted to see Bolaan wake up.  She wanted to see his eyes alight and his smile as they talked.   
 
    Thinking of her reflection in the mirror, the princess could almost hear her sister’s voice chiding her.  ‘You can’t let him see you like this!’  A faint smile curled the corner of Alanna’s mouth and for a moment, she forgot to be angry at her sister.  Walking back to the mirror, the princess looked at the sight there for a long moment and sighed.  She certainly wasn’t about to let Bolaan or anyone else for that matter see her in such a state.   
 
    The princess felt her grief for her fallen brother mingle and be softened by her burgeoning feelings for Bolaan.  Guilt intruded then.  How could she possibly feel such things when Valun was dead and gone?  What kind of person could allow themselves to forget, even for a moment, someone they loved so dearly? 
 
    Unbidden, her sister’s voice spoke in her mind again.  ‘Our ability to love those around us keeps us alive, Alanna.’  Naolin had said to her once when the younger princess had found her crying over her husband who’d been killed in battle.  The grief had almost completely consumed her but Naolin had explained that knowing there were those she loved, that they still needed her, had allowed her to keep going.  ‘He’s gone.’  Naolin had said starkly, fresh tears in her eyes.  ‘But I am still here and so are you.’  The princess had said, holding her little sister close.  ‘We’re still here together…still here for each other.’  Alanna had looked up into her beautiful sister’s sad face and wept herself.  ‘We cannot give up.’  Naolin had told her then, wiping both their eyes.  ‘We cannot lie down in the dirt alongside them no matter how much we feel like we want to.’ 
 
    Alanna would never forget that conversation as long as she lived.  ‘I feel so bad.’  She had snuffled then, trying to be brave like the woman she so longed to be like.  ‘I feel bad for…for being hungry…or for laughing…or...or…’  She had bawled like a baby then, her words turning into incoherent sobs.  Naolin had stroked her hair and soothed her, as she always had.   
 
    When Alanna finally stopped crying, Naolin had smiled at her.  It was a sad smile but a real one.  ‘We feel badly because they are gone and we are still here.’  Her sister had said simply.  ‘We feel guilty because we go on living.’  Her voice grew softer for a moment as she seemed to stare at nothing at all and she’d murmured, ‘Sometimes we even hate that we must go on living.’  Then, she had hugged Alanna.  ‘But go on we must.’  Her voice had been firm and strong as she’d wiped the younger princess’s tears away.  ‘We must go on because they all need us too.’  Even as a child, Alanna knew that Naolin was speaking of their family but also of the kingdom as well.  They were the king’s children and duty was always in their minds.   
 
    Smiling a sad smile, Alanna remembered trying to fathom what her sister had been thinking of when she’d looked off, seemingly at nothing.  Now she knew that her sister had been thinking of Edric, her husband and of Dania, her mother even as she now thought of Valun and brave General Fogrim, lost to this terrible war.  The princess couldn’t help but think of the upcoming funeral for Prince Valun and she forced thoughts of it from her mind.  She knew that if she began to dwell on thoughts of her brother again, she would lose herself to tears once more and to the depression that would follow. 
 
    Remembering her sister’s words, the princess shook herself.  As badly as she felt, Alanna knew that she still lived and had to carry on.  There were those that were alive and still needed her.  The fact that she thought of Bolaan then caused her to blush and she shook her head.  One thing was certain.  She was not going to visit the captain until she’d cleaned herself up.  Alanna didn’t realize that she was humming as she began picking her clothes out, a small smile on her face. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The stone structure was a massive, solid affair with statues that depicted representations of northern deities and inlaid carvings that showed legendary scenes.  The doors were of heavy wood that bore similar carvings and within, the vaulted roof was supported by massive stone pillars.  The whole thing must have been built or at least the work overseen by dwarves for few men have such craftsmanship.  Looking closer, it was clear that it was most likely the latter, based on the style and lack of ornamentation that dwarves are so fond of.   
 
    Tavia sniffed, unimpressed, as she took it all in.  The whole thing seemed showy, overly ostentatious.  It certainly didn’t seem in keeping with many of the other structures that she’d seen in the capitol.  ‘Of course,’ she thought wryly to herself, ‘this is what you get when dwarves are in charge of a project.’  The half-elf had been many different places and while she was sure that there were those who would swoon at such a sight, to her it was just ugly.   
 
    The half-elf knew the truth was a little deeper than all her surface thoughts and with a grimace turned to continue down the grand hallway.  It wasn’t that the aptly named House of Healing was truly horrid.  It was that it represented a triumph of men and dwarves working in cooperation.  Tavia, human on her mother’s side, had her father’s elven blood along with his elven sensibilities.  Humans hadn’t been overly kind to her on many occasions and something about this building…no not just this building…this whole city…just set her teeth on edge. 
 
    Reminding herself why she was here made the woman feel better.  Captain Rothan seemed to be improving, at least that was what the healers had told her.  Tavia knew that although she mistrusted most people, the men and women who served at the House of Healing were dedicated and skilled.  It was amazing to her that such people existed who could blend both knowledge of anatomy with magical ability and herbalism in such a way.  The results were nothing short of astounding.  The half-elf had learned that it had long been kingdom policy that any with skill in healing were sought out to work in such capacities.  Whether this was knowledge in medicine or skill with magical healing arts made no difference.  The acceptance for such things was shocking to her.  Having lived on the fringes of society for most of her life, Tavia had never realized that the crude suspicions of most people that she’d known were by no means the norm.   
 
    Tavia was so engrossed in her thoughts that she very nearly collided with someone as she turned a corner.  Stepping back, she spoke quickly.  “I am very sorry.”  She saw that the person standing next to her was a beautiful young woman, really barely more than a girl.  The other woman was short and slender and had waist length blonde hair.  Her clothes were finely cut and tailored and the half-elf instantly knew she was looking at a noble.  There was something about her though that seemed familiar. 
 
    “Oh no, the fault was mine!  My sister always told me to watch where I was going!”  The girl replied merrily, her voice sweet and high.  Her gaze took in the half-elven woman and for a long moment lingered on her pointed ears.   
 
    Long used to such scrutiny, Tavia nodded and her mouth set in a flat line turned to leave.  She tried hard not to let it get to her but it was so taxing to be the object of such stares.  Particularly by people who were supposed to be refined and educated like the nobility.   
 
    “Please.”  The young woman said then and stepped next to her.  “Please forgive me.”  She spoke to Tavia in that sweet voice.  It wasn’t an act or a pretense that much was clear.  There was a sincerity to the girl that was refreshing.  “I didn’t mean to stare.”  She continued meekly.  “That was very rude of me.”   
 
    Despite herself, Tavia turned and smiled at the other woman.  “It is quite alright.”  Her answering smile was warm as she realized the earnestness of the girl’s words.  “My name is Tavia.”   
 
    That warm smile and those deep blue eyes regarding her.  “Oh I know who you are.”  The girl replied warmly.  What she did not say was that no one had seen an elf in many years particularly this far north.  She didn’t have to say it.  She did, however remember to introduce herself.  “I’m so pleased to meet you!”  She said in a rush then.  “My rudeness continues, it seems.  Please forgive me for the second time as I haven’t introduced myself.  I am Alanna.”   
 
    Dawning recognition in the elf’s eyes.  “Alanna…”  She knew that she’d heard that name and the girl looked so strangely familiar.  “The princess?”   
 
    “The same.”  Alanna replied and laughed.  “I’ve heard so much about you!”   
 
    “Me?”  Tavia said in a confused voice.  “What would anyone have to say about me?”   
 
    “Oh well…”  Now it was the princess’s turn to be confused.  “Your part in the war, how you used your magic to save so many lives, how you slew so many orcs with a great ball of fire and lightning!”  Alanna caught herself then.  “You…you don’t know how famous you’ve become do you?”   
 
    “Famous?!”  The half-elf snorted in response.  “The only thing I’ve ever been famous for was for having elven blood.”  She realized that she was saying more than she meant to but somehow could not seem to help herself.  The princess was just easy to talk to.  “That hasn’t exactly endeared me with many people, I promise you!”  She waved a vague hand at people in the halls around them.  “These people just stare and whisper when I walk by!” 
 
    Alanna’s laughter was loud and tinkling.  It was a vibrant, kind sound and Tavia couldn’t help but smile.  “They’re not staring and whispering because they don’t like you, you know.”  The princess said then.  “They’re doing it because they’re intimidated by you!”   
 
    Despite herself, the elfin woman found herself warming to the princess.  “Oh really?”  She asked, folding her arms imperiously.  “And just what is so intimidating?”   
 
    Still laughing, Alanna gestured helplessly.  The elf woman was tall and beautiful and possessed of an otherworldly grace.  Her features and manners were exotic, fierce and proud.  She seemed like a queen of the elves from the dawn of the world stepped forth from the pages of a story book to haunt the dreams of men.  Struggling with how to put it all into words, Alanna shook her head.  “Well…well…you’re just so…” 
 
    “Elven?”  Tavia inserted drily.  Her tone was prim but not unfriendly.   
 
    “No…well yes, I suppose.”  Alanna allowed then.  “But it’s more than that.  You’re brave and fearless and powerful.”  The princess knew that she was gushing and a little breathless but she, like so many others, was enthralled by the stories of the mysterious woman.  “All the men talk about what you did in battle and how you stood with us against the orcs.”   
 
    Tavia shrugged then.  “I’m no braver than any of the soldiers who faced those monsters.”  Her voice was bleak.  “Many of them didn’t survive it and many more still might not.  I don’t…”  Tavia broke off as she saw Alanna’s face.  Tears glinted in her eyes and her smile trembled and then vanished like a bird fleeing a storm.  “I’m sorry for your loss, princess.  I did not know your brother well but he was a fine young man.”  The words sounded flat to her ears but the princess nodded and then smiled, dashing the tears from her eyes.   
 
    “That’s right.”  Alanna said.  “I forgot that you had met Valun.  I heard all about how my…how Garyth and his men rescued you from your village.”   
 
    Nodding, the half-elf couldn’t think of anything to say for a long moment.  “You look like him.”  When Alanna’s smile returned, Tavia felt better.  “I’m sure you hear that a lot.”  Suddenly, she just wanted to get away from this young girl and her grief.  The elf woman had known her fair share of grief and still thought she might know more.  “I am sorry, princess.”   
 
    Alanna still wouldn’t let her go and detecting Tavia’s mood, said, “Nonsense.  Almost everyone in the kingdom has lost family to this horrible war.”  She shook her head slowly.  “Look, we can stand in this hallway apologizing to each other all day or I can walk with you to where you’re going.  You might get lost, you know.”  Alanna’s voice was brisk and teasing yet still warm and friendly.   
 
    “And what makes you think an elf can get lost?”  Tavia said archly, chuckling.   
 
    “Oh, I’ve read a lot of books.”  The princess replied with a wink.  Then, she intuited who the elf was here to see.  “You’re here to see Captain Rothan aren’t you?”   
 
    Tavia could feel the heat in her cheeks as she blushed like a maid.  “Yes.”  She said flatly then.  For the life of her she couldn’t figure out why the very thought of Rothan did this to her.  ‘Cursed stupid man!’  Tavia thought even as she fiercely prayed that he would live.     
 
    “Well it just so happens that I’m headed that way myself!”  Alanna said brightly.  “We can go together!”  Her actions suiting her words, the princess began to walk away.  A few steps later she half turned back to the elf.  “Well?  Aren’t you coming?” 
 
    Tavia raised her expressive eyebrows but still smiled.  There was something contagious about the young princess’s manner.  “I suppose I am.”  She said and then walked down the hall alongside the young woman.   
 
    “You know.”  Alanna said airily then.  “I think that we shall be friends, you and I.”   
 
    The half-elf’s brows lifted higher.  “Is that what you think?”   
 
    The princess didn’t answer for a few moments.  “Yes.”  She finally replied emphatically and both women laughed a bit then.   
 
    * * * 
 
    A short time later, the two women arrived at the ward where Captain Rothan was convalescing in.  He wasn’t alone of course.  There were more than a score of other men within the large, airy chambers.  Windows let in the bright sunlight through gauzy linen curtains.  The place was clean and cheerful but its inhabitants were not.  Every one of these men had seen hard fighting.  Some bore wounds that they would never recover from and others had injuries that could easily claim their lives.  Both of them noticed a few more empty beds than the last time they’d been here.   
 
    “I see that this is a larger, less crowed ward.”  Tavia noted as they paused at the entrance as one of the servants changed the linens on a bed near the door.  They could hear a healer within the ward speaking with a soldier, his voice a distant murmur as he explained the man would never see out of his ruined eye again.   
 
    Alanna nodded.  “Yes.  This chamber and a few like it are for those singled out for commendations or bravery in battle.”  She glanced over at Tavia.  “Men like Captain Rothan.”  She allowed just the glimmer of a smile and enjoyed how the seemingly imperturbable elf woman reacted to the man’s name.   
 
    Tavia grimaced a little and then coolly answered.  “Men like your Captain Bolaan as well, I hear.”  She was rewarded by the princess blushing furiously.   
 
    “I…He’s not…”  Alanna began stammering, her face hot.  “He’s not mine.  I mean we’re not…”  The princess was so flummoxed that she stuttered into silence.   
 
    The half-elf laughed then.  “I am sorry princess.”  She said with a wry smile.  
 
    “No you’re not.”  The princess shot back and then smiled ruefully.  She’d thought it was fun to needle the other woman but was so agitated by thinking about Bolaan that she couldn’t think straight.  It was just that she found it fascinating that the cool, seemingly detached elf woman could possibly feel like she did.  ‘Maybe we’re all alike.’  Alanna thought.  ‘Elven blood or no, she clearly can’t stop thinking about Rothan.’   
 
    Tavia chuckled.  Leaning against the wall, she sighed.  “I have noticed that the men in this ward are all connected to the crown through personal service.”   
 
    Alanna nodded slowly, noting the subject change.  “Yes.”  She said slowly, grateful for the change in subject, yet wary.  She was learning that Tavia said nothing without meaning.   
 
    “I suppose there is benefit in being friends with the king.”  The elf woman said and could not quite keep scorn from her voice.   
 
    Always bright, Alanna noticed the inflection.  “Every soldier of the war with the orcs that was wounded is being well-treated.”  She replied, struggling to keep the heat from her voice. 
 
    “But not all the same.”  Tavia noted flatly.   
 
    The princess surprised the other woman by shrugging.  “It’s true that we cannot treat all of them the same.”  The other woman was surprised by the young princesses’ assumption of responsibility in the matter.  The fact that she said ‘we’, as though she’d had anything to do with such a decision showed that Alanna had been train to take responsibility as well as receiving the benefits of being the king’s daughter.  It somehow made Tavia like her more.  “These men have won merit for specific service to the kingdom and the king has given strict orders to their care.”  She did not glare at the half-elf but her eyes flashed regally.  “Captain Rothan and Captain Bolaan are both in that number for a reason.”   
 
    Tavia smiled sincerely then and raised a hand to forestall argument.  “I understand, princess.”  Seeing that the other woman was not mollified, she sighed heavily and tried to explain, finding it odd that she would do so.  She never explained herself to anyone.  “I’m sorry, truly I am.  You’ve been friendly and I have been less so.”  She couldn’t think how to continue. 
 
    Alanna guessed at the problem intuitively.  “You don’t like us much do you?”   
 
    “Us?”  Tavia echoed.   
 
    “Is it the king’s family?”  The princess said without anger.  She was a logical thinker and had an excellent mind, according to her tutors.  “Or is it perhaps the nobility?” 
 
    Shocked at both Alanna’s candor and insight, Tavia replied, “I suppose it is all of that…and perhaps none of it.”  Seeing the princess questioning expression, the elf woman shrugged, hunting for the words.  She’d never been asked such questions, particularly by anyone of station.  “Its…it’s this whole place.”   
 
    “You aren’t speaking of the House of Healing, are you?”  The princess intuited.   
 
    Shaking her head, Tavia finally answered.  “No, it’s this whole city, the people here, all of you!”  Her voice had raised a little and she stopped abruptly to calm it.  “In my life, all I have known is the intolerance and racism of people because of my elven heritage.”  It wasn’t easy for her to discuss without anger tinging her speech but she tried.  “Now, I find that I have acceptance and honor because I have helped the house of the king.”   
 
    “And that troubles you?”  Alanna said quietly.   
 
    “Of course it does!”  Tavia snapped.  “If I had come to the capitol on my own, I’d have likely been lynched or raped or both!”  The princess’s face showed that she didn’t believe such a thing could happen in her home and it only made the half-elf all the angrier.  She struggled with her temper now, with a lifetime of injustice.  “You don’t know what it’s like to have people hate you because of what you look like.  To have them try and make you feel ashamed because of your lineage.”  Her words were clipped and even, every syllable an accusation.  “You wouldn’t understand, princess!”  She hadn’t meant to make Alanna’s title sound like an insult but it had come out that way.   
 
    Nodding slowly, Alanna spoke.  “You are right, of course.”  Her calm voice was sympathetic but not cloying.  The sincerity that Tavia had perceived earlier was still there.  “I don’t understand.”  She smiled as she looked at the other woman.  “But I’d like to.”   
 
    Despite all of her experiences, Tavia was taken aback.  She had never thought she would unveil herself like this, especially with someone she had just met.  The elf woman realized that she was simply unprepared for this kind of honest acceptance and empathy.  Oh, she’d had her share of those who had tried to show that to her but it had always been a dishonest manner of acceptance.  Those people were drawn to how different she was and had tried to befriend her because she was different and exotic, not because of who she really was as an individual.  The end result was almost worse than outright hatred.  Alanna was different, she could tell.  The princess, born to a life of privilege and safety, had rightly agreed that she didn’t comprehend Tavia’s life and experiences.  However, there was a frank acceptance and a disarming honesty in her eyes that told the elven woman that here was a person willing to befriend her because she genuinely liked her.  The forthright offer was astonishing to her and all she could do was smile uncertainly.   
 
    They were interrupted by the servant leaving the room with the old linens.  “You can go in now ladies.”  He said, bowing to them both.   
 
    “Let us go see how these men are faring, shall we?”  The princess asked brightly.  Tavia hesitated at the door for a moment and then followed.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Within the throne room of the dwarven king it was silent.  King Ulgard was reading a report on the aftermath of the war and there was not so much as a cough from the dwarves within the chamber.  The monarch of the kingdom of stone sat like a statue, whose only movements were his eyes as they scanned the parchment and his hands as they occasionally turned the pages.  Those thick, calloused hands were much more suited to grasping a weapon but the king held the dispatch with surprising gentleness.   
 
    When he finished, the dwarf king was silent for a time as he contemplated it all.  He had known much of what was in the report already but there were some things that he hadn’t realized and this made other things official.  The report was from the Iron King himself, or rather written by a scribe’s hand as the human king had dictated it.  It had been rather sparse and detail oriented but Ulgard could hardly blame his old friend.  Ragnur had been through a lot.   
 
    “The war is over.”  Ulgard announced to the dwarves within the throne room.  They already knew this but hearing the official announcement would be good for morale.  “Let it be known throughout our kingdom that the ‘War of the Orc’ has ended in victory.”  The king paused then, smiling wryly.  In lifespans as short as humans such a title for a war made sense, he supposed.  In his long life that already spanned near two hundred years he’d fought several such wars.  Still, it had been the largest battle against the hated green-skinned monsters that the north had ever seen.  Nearby, a dwarf scribe was already writing.  As soon as the king had uttered the words ‘Let it be known’, the scribe had begun to record the official pronouncement.   
 
    The dwarf king leaned forward in his throne to look at the messenger, a solid young dwarf warrior who had recently seen battle.  There was an ugly cut on the side of the warrior’s face and he walked with a limp.  Yet he stood proudly before his king and made no complaint.  Ulgard was proud of him and, in the dwarf way, would not dishonor him by mentioning his wounds.   
 
    “This proclamation is to be sent throughout our kingdom.”  The king said to the scribe, who nodded and then rose.  Bowing to the king, he left the chamber to make it so.  He and his fellow scribes would work to copy the announcement and put it into clay and stone, which all dwarves knew were far more lasting than flimsy paper.  It was a simple enough statement but it was a royal one and such things would also be entered into the Record of Kings as well.  It was a lot of work and king Ulgard, who hated such work, tried to keep his official statements short and to the point. 
 
    Leaning forward in his throne, the king motioned for the young warrior to step closer.  “The news of the young prince.”  There was grief in his voice for all that he hadn’t seen his friend’s youngest son in years.  “They are certain?”   
 
    The dwarf messenger nodded.  “Aye, my king.”  His voice was sad as he spoke.  “I was there with Captain Tharkol and the others on the hill.  The prince rode against the trolls at the last.”  There was pride in his tone as well.  “He was bold and fearless as a dwarf.”  Both of them knew what a high compliment the young dwarf warrior was paying the fallen prince.  Dwarves held that there were none braver than they, themselves.   
 
    “Aye…He was always so like his father.”  King Ulgard mused sadly, thinking privately that it was no doubt the reason the two had always clashed so often and so fiercely.  “How does Ragnur fare?”   
 
    “He is healing, they say.”  He shrugged, not out of indifference, Ulgard could tell but because he simply couldn’t put it all into words.  “King Ragnur searched the hills for days trying to find his son’s body.”  The warrior would say no more and Ulgard was grateful.  He’d already heard the story of Ragnur’s search for Prince Valun’s body and his anguish.   
 
    The dwarf king changed the subject then, unable to think more on his friend’s grief.  “What of our casualties?”   
 
    Now the young warrior’s voice was even sadder.  “We lost many brave dwarves, my king.”  He shook his head and the king could see the horrors of war stamped on his features.  “The final battle was…it was…”  He seemed incapable of continuing.   
 
    King Ulgard nodded and then quietly said, “War is a terrible thing.”  When the younger dwarf looked up at him.  “But it had to be done, lad.  If we hadn’t stopped the orcs, they’d have been howling at our doors soon enough.”   
 
    The warrior nodded back, seemingly heartened by the truth that he had known but possibly had lost sight of with all the terrible things he’d witnessed.  “We held the hills and did our jobs.”  The dwarf said with a soldier’s pride.   
 
    Again, the king nodded his approval.  “Casualties were high, the report said.”  He then asked, “What of our wounded?”   
 
    “There are a great many, sire.”  The dwarf warrior replied, spreading his hands apologetically.  “I am not sure as to the numbers.”   
 
    The dwarven monarch leaned forward further and clapped the young warrior on the shoulder.  “It’s alright, soldier.”  He let the other dwarf see his sincerity.  “I already have the numbers.  I just need to know how they’re faring.” 
 
    “Oh…I see…”  The young soldier replied.  It was clear that he was spent and in need of rest.  “They are being treated well, the same as the warriors of the Iron Kingdom.”  Neither of them had expected any less from their allies.  
 
    “How is Thane Karrok?”  The king asked urgently, having heard of his friend’s injuries.   
 
    The young warrior smiled with pride.  “The Thane is healing well, the healers say.”  His jaw jutted forward, making his beard bristle.  “He stood before the orcs, ogres and trolls and heaped their bodies around him!”  It was clear that the soldier idolized Karrok and the king couldn’t blame him.  “We thought him dead when nearly a whole unit fell upon the Thane after he’d been injured fighting a troll but they could not kill him!”   
 
    The king smiled back.  He was glad to know that Thane Karrok, who’d saved his life when he’d been as young as the warrior before him, was alive and recovering.  When he’d received word of Karrok’s injuries, he’d feared that he wouldn’t survive them.   
 
    Ulgard leaned back then.  “You have done well.”  He said, barely noticing the young warrior’s pleasure at the praise.  “Go and rest yourself, then report back to your commander.”  As the young dwarf bowed and then left, his monarch was already lost in thought.  There was much that the official report from the Iron Kingdom had not said.  Ulgard had already had word from his captains stationed at the capitol and at key positions within the human land.  They had told him a bit more and he was troubled.  First, there was the staggering cost in lives that both peoples had paid to stop the marauding orc horde.  Then, there was the fact that they were spread so thin now and weakened.  Both kingdoms had more enemies than just the orcs.  Finally there was the rumor that the Iron King had taken the relic known as Winter’s Heart from its resting place.   
 
    The dwarf monarch could well understand the temptation such a thing represented and could hardly blame his old friend for wanting revenge.  However, the artifact was something from another age.  It was old magic, reputedly given by the ancient and fickle gods of the north to their children.  Ulgard had heard the many tales of those who were slain by trying to wield the weapon and while Ragnur had seemingly been able to take it up without ill-effect, the reports he’d received spoke of a change in his friend and ally.  There was no telling what change such powerful, primal magic had wrought in the Iron King and no telling how much more it would bring.   
 
    Shaking his head, Ulgard realized that there were much more important things to think about.  With both kingdoms in such weakened states, it was only a matter of time before other enemies began to sharpen their blades and look north.  The kingdoms of Iron and Stone had always stood together and the dwarf monarch did not begrudge the aid that his people had given to the human nation.  Many had been the time that such help had been rendered to the dwarves in similar fashion.  Still, there could be no disputing the fact that the state both countries found themselves in currently was a perilous one.   
 
    With a heavy heart, King Ulgard reached a decision.  Motioning one of his guards forward, he spoke.  “Send word throughout the kingdom.”  There was the ring of authority in the king’s voice.  “The Council of Thanes must meet.”   
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun was warm on Garyth’s face as he lay on his back.  The woolen blanket that Elin had laid upon the grassy sward was thick and comfortable and the breeze that occasionally swept through the grass kept the warmth from becoming uncomfortable.  For a long time, the lord just lay there on the blanket, listening to his son play with his dog, feeling the nearness of his wife and dozing on that fine day.   
 
    A shadow blocked the sun’s rays.  With his eyes closed, Garyth could not see it but felt it there.  Opening one eye slightly, he regarded his son.  Brand had grown while he was gone.  He was a tall, strong boy with bright blue eyes, sandy blonde hair and a smattering of freckles across his face.  That face was frowning now as he looked down at his father.   
 
    “You said you were going to play with me.”  The boy said accusingly.   
 
    Suppressing a groan, Garyth sat up.  “So I did.”  He tried not to wince as he rose but was unsuccessful and his sharp-eyed wife did not fail to notice.   
 
    “Your father is still recovering from his wounds, Brand.”  Elin said to her son calmly.  She sat very near to her husband.  She had stayed close to him as much as possible once he’d returned from battle, hovering protectively over him.  “Let him rest.”   
 
    “Moth-err.” Brand began in the drawl of young children who want their way regardless of the situation.   
 
    Garyth tried to intervene then.  “I feel fine, Elin.”  He said, turning what he thought was his winningest smile on her.  He could instantly see by her flat stare and the set of her jaw that he had failed to impress. 
 
    “We’re going to eat soon.”  Elin said primly, clearly considering the matter closed.  Looking at Brand, she asked, “And where is Clod?”   
 
    “His name is Bear, mother.”  Brand said patiently.  He was still young and couldn’t decide if his mother was joking or really kept forgetting the name of his dog.   
 
    Elin smiled to show she was only joking.  “And where is he?”   
 
    Now the boy turned and spied the big hound sniffing at something halfway down the hill.  With a laugh, the six year old ran off to see what the dog was doing.                He’d had a birthday while Garyth had been away at war.  It was something that still bothered the lord. 
 
    “Careful, son.”  Garyth called after the boy, who dutifully slowed his pace.  The hill wasn’t very steep but Brand could easily lose his balance.  Sitting up now, the burly warrior gazed out at the scene before him.  The family sat halfway up a grassy green hill that overlooked Vakiun on a rise where the ground leveled a bit.  The grass wasn’t long, as the hills around the capitol were where the highlands began.  To the north of Vakiun, the lands began to rise higher and higher, heading toward the distant, northern mountains.  Here, the hills were gentle and grassy and there were stands of trees that dotted them.  Below and beyond the city, Garyth could see the road and the lower lands to the south.  From his vantage, the road was a small brown ribbon amid the greenery.  This place, where the hills rose east of the capitol, had always been one of his favorite places to come.  It was quiet and not easily accessible.  There was a trail below them where several guards waited with their horses but wagons or carriages couldn’t get up here.   
 
    As Elin rummaged through the large, covered basket that contained their lunch, she frowned back down the hill, where the guards sat near the horses.  They were a good distance away, perhaps two or three hundred yards, and almost out of sight behind a stand of trees but they were still there.  It was a point of contention with her that they’d had to have an escort, but the king’s word had been adamant; none of his family were to venture anywhere outside the city with an escort.  Until he rescinded the order, she knew that she’d have to get used to the presence of such guards.  Unobtrusive as they tried to remain, their presence still irked her.  A chuckle from her husband brought her gaze around to him.   
 
    “Looks like Bear’s found something they’re both interested in.”  Garyth said, grinning as he watched the boy and his dog.  The hound was a large mastiff, bred for guarding homesteads and livestock and had bonded with his son.  It made him glad, as such dogs been known to fight off wolves and wildcats that threatened their families.   
 
    Elin sniffed disdainfully.  “As long as Oaf doesn’t knock him down.”  She said still refusing to use the dog’s real name.  “Brand would have a long way to roll if he fell there.”   
 
    Seeing her frown, Garyth reached over and took her hands in his.  “He’ll be fine.”  He looked earnestly into her eyes and finally saw them soften.  “Bear’s a good dog and he’d fight like a lion for that boy.”   
 
    She nodded then, and smoothed her face but was still troubled.  “I just wish things were different.”  She tried to keep accusation from her voice but some of it was still there.  “I thought once the war was over, things would be different.”   
 
    “They will be.”  Garyth replied intently and then leaned forward to kiss her.  It was a long kiss and when he leaned back, he laid a hand on his wife’s gently swelling belly.  “This will be the last time we get up here, I think.  Maybe we shouldn’t have come.”  His mischievous grin was a mirror to the one that his son so often gave his wife.  “I thought you might be the one to tumble down the hill.”   
 
    Giving a most unladylike snort, Elin shook her head.  “As if you’d let go of my arm long enough for me to take two steps on my own!”  The look she gave him then was a fond one for all her pretense.  “I took care of myself and Brand the whole time you were gone, you know!”  She added archly.   
 
    Nodding, he smiled, feeling the baby move.  “I know.”  He said softly.  “But I’m home now.”  His tender smile moved his wife more than he would ever realize and she felt a lump in her throat as she thought back to when he’d returned from the war, wounded and grieving.  Her hand stole to the right side of his chest, where the ugly, puckered scar was.  He’d quipped that it had been a gift from the orc warlord but she hadn’t laughed.  She could never laugh at his wounds and his scars.   
 
    “Does it hurt?”  She asked then, her voice small, like that of a child. 
 
    Garyth shook his head.  “Not at all.”  He lied.  Her eyes were flinty and told that she knew he wasn’t being honest.   
 
    She glanced down at his injured left side where she knew the more serious wound lay swathed in bandages she herself applied daily.  “And your side?”   
 
    “It’s fine.”  He said staunchly.   
 
    Elin shook her head.  “Please, Garyth, tell me true.”   
 
    He laughed good-naturedly, enjoying her attention and hating that he was beginning to chafe from it.  “It’s still sore.”  He said seriously.  Then, taking her hand from his chest in his, he kissed it.  “But it is healing well.”  His voice was calm.  “I’m fine, Elin.”   
 
    Extricating her hand from his grasp, she placed both hands on his face and looked into his eyes.  “I’ll be the judge of that.”  She said firmly.  As always, he found himself lost in her eyes.  They were like deep, blue pools that seemed inviting, yet forbidding, mysterious, yet familiar, loving, yet challenging.  “What was it like?”  She asked intently then. 
 
    Startled, Garyth asked, “What was what like?”  He asked, though he thought he knew what she was talking about.   
 
    “The war…”  Elin said.  “…the battle…the last battle…”  She had removed her hands from his face but her attention was still fully upon him.  Both of them knew that she’d never asked him such things before.  She hadn’t wanted to know any details, hadn’t wanted to know how many times he’d come close to death. 
 
    “Elin…”  Garyth began uncomfortably.  “I…I don’t want to talk about it.”  He shook his head and found her stark regard still upon him.  “Believe me…you don’t…”  Unbidden, memories flashed through his mind.  Fighting orcs, his brother laughing, and the king’s grief as they searched the hills.  “You don’t want to know.”  He finished wearily.  He didn’t realize that tears were sliding down his rugged face.   
 
    She nodded, angry with herself for causing him pain.  She knew how many had died, including the prince and she certainly did not want to inflict further grief on the man she loved so dearly.  “I am sorry, my love.”  She said then and wiped his face.  Leaning forward until their foreheads touched, she breathed, “I am sorry.”   
 
    “It’s alright, Elin.”  He replied, trying to banish visions of pain and death from his mind.  “I just don’t want to think about it.  I don’t want to talk about it.”  His voice was husky.  “I hope to never see war again.”  They said nothing for a time and she wept softly as well.  They wept for all who had died and those who had been wounded and most of all for brave prince Valun.   
 
    She leaned back finally.  “I’ll get this ready.”  She mumbled as she began to set the food out.   
 
    “He was brave.”  Garyth said then, thinking of his brother and watching the boy and dog romp through the grass.  “He was always brave.”  His voice caught but did not break.  “He led the charge to help the dwarves on that hill without a thought for himself.”  Fierce pride warred with heartache as he spoke and Elin did not speak.  She hadn’t wanted to cause him pain but she knew that he’d feel better if he talked about it even a little.  “They rode through the orcs and trolls to bolster the dwarves and then he rode right back down to stop them.”   
 
    Garyth said nothing else for a time as Elin busied herself with the lunch.  Then, still watching his son, he practically whispered.  “It’s my fault, really.”   
 
    Elin’s head snapped around. “NO.”  She said bluntly.  “It is not.”   
 
    “I quarreled with Lokkmar and he sent me from my post.”  He said, guilt and shame staining his speech.  “I should have been there.”  He looked up with raw, wounded eyes.  “I should have been there.”  He repeated, as if confessing to a judge.   
 
    Elin shook her head emphatically, not allowing her emotions to surface.  “It is not your fault, Garyth.”  She locked eyes with him then, willing him to believe her words.  “You did all that you could and you were there to save the king.  If you hadn’t been, then he surely would have died.”   
 
    “But…If I had been with Valun…” he trailed off helplessly.   
 
     Another shake of her head sent her dark hair to dancing.  “If you had been with Valun, you might have both died and the king would still be dead.”  She wouldn’t brook argument and continued on.  “How many times have you told me that battle is something that no one can control or foresee?” 
 
    He nodded, knowing that is was true but remained conflicted.  “I just can’t help feeling that if I’d have been there…”   
 
    “…but you weren’t and for that I am glad.”  Her voice was defiant now as he looked at her.  “Yes, you heard me correctly, husband.  I am glad that you didn’t die on that hill with your brother.”  She wouldn’t let him say a word.  “I am sorry that he’s gone, I truly am.  I always liked Valun.”  Now she cried again as she spoke.  “But I am not sorry that you are still alive, Garyth and you shouldn’t be sorry either.”   
 
    At a loss for words, he shook his head.  Then, after a time, he replied, “I am not sorry to be alive, Elin.”  She nodded in satisfaction then.  “It’s just that so many good people died in that war.  So many didn’t make it back.”  Garyth’s voice was a whisper as his mind’s eye saw faces that he would never again behold in life. 
 
    “None of that is your fault.”  Elin replied forcefully.   
 
    “No.”  Garyth said then and his expression grew hard.  “But Valun’s death can be laid at the feet of Lokkmar.  At least in part.”  His wife’s face grew wary then.  She recognized the resolve in his voice but was glad when he changed the subject a few moments later.  “I would like to go and see how things are coming along on the new place soon.”   
 
    Elin smiled broadly then.  They’d talked about the new estate they were moving to and the house that was being built, of course, but she’d felt like he hadn’t really wanted to discuss it.  She was happier to hear him speak of it than she could say.  “When do you think we could go?”  She asked airily, trying not to let her hopes surface in her voice.   
 
    Scratching his beard, Garyth pondered it.  “A few weeks, maybe?”  He glanced sidelong at her then, seeing her blooming smile.  “I’d say by the end of the month for certain.”  He shared a smile with her then.   
 
    “Do you think the king will really let us go?”  Elin said cautiously then, watching her husband’s eyes intently.  Garyth had never been a good liar, he was too bluntly honest to have ever gained a knack for it.  What she saw there made her happy as he nodded slowly, his smile still in place and his eyes warm.   
 
    “I’m sure of it.”  He replied nodding.  “My father has given me his word and since returning we’ve spoken of it again.”  His eyes were troubled.  “I didn’t want to bring it up to him but the last time we talked, he reminded me of it.  He said that once he feels sure that the roads are safer, he’ll allow his family to travel.”   
 
    Elin was happy but almost didn’t want to allow herself to believe it.  “And you’re sure that he won’t change his mind?”  A note of sarcasm entered his voice.  “The king has often done things according his own will and I don’t think he’s overly happy about us leaving.”   
 
    Now, her husband shook his head.  “He’s different now, Elin.”  He ignored the fact that she refused to ever acknowledge the king as his father, even in private.  Garyth really couldn’t blame her, he supposed.   
 
    “Is it because of that thing from the treasury?”  Elin asked.   
 
    Garyth’s eyes narrowed.  “How do you know about that?”  He had been stunned at the changes the ancient artifact had wrought in his father and didn’t really know what such magic would do to him in the long term.   
 
    His wife gave a little laugh then.  “Honestly, Garyth, the whole city knows!”  She saw the incredulous look on his face and laughed again, though it wasn’t a spiteful thing.  At times, Elin forgot that her husband for all his bluff demeanor and rugged manner had been raised in the palace.  “People talk, husband.”   
 
    His face was long as he mumbled, “Well, they shouldn’t.”  
 
    “And why is that?”  She challenged.  “The king has done a thing that has only been spoken of in legend.”  Elin shrugged.  “You can’t expect people not to talk about it.” She knew that he was disturbed by in but in her mind, they had other things to worry about.  “Besides, don’t the legends say that any who are unworthy in the eyes of the gods will be instantly slain or something like that?”   
 
    Garyth nodded slowly but his voice was noncommittal.  “Something like that.”   
 
    Recognizing that they’d gotten off topic, Elin firmly redirected.  “No later than the end of the month, you think?”   
 
    Still lost in thought, Garyth gazed down at the capitol.  His voice was steady, however, when he answered her.  “Yes.”  He said simply.  Then, after a few moments, he looked over at her mischievously.  “That is, if you’re still able to travel by then.”   
 
    With an expression of mock severity, Elin suited her tone to match.  “Oh, I’ll be able to travel, my husband.”  Then she smiled.  “As long as you are.”   
 
    Again, Garyth found himself loving his wife for more reasons than he thought he could ever name.  “We’ll go soon.”  He promised her fervently. 
 
    Elin’s smile became a thing of satisfaction and she nodded happily.  “Brand!”  She called out to her son who was trying to wrestle a stick away from his dog.  “Time to eat!”   
 
    The little, growing family ate well under that warm summer sun with the hint of a cool breeze.  It was a picture of a perfect time and one that they would always remember. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Urwic was a small town, little more than a village really.  It was a quiet, clean little settlement, nowhere near the main roads.  It had been founded by farmers and woodsmen and though it had grown, it retained the country values and rustic mindset that it always had.  Unlike some such places, however, Urwic was a friendly town.  This was perhaps because it had always had good fortune.  It had never been overrun by bandits, mercenaries or orcs and for the most part had prospered.  The people were friendly, pleasant and outgoing.  They knew, of course, about the invasion by the orcs and the war.  Some of the young men had even gone to join the Iron Host.  Even this didn’t overly trouble the villagers, which an outsider would have perhaps found odd.  However, Urwic lay a long ways north of the capital and most of the greybeards and elders agreed that by the time their men reached Vakiun, the war would be over.  None of them had any doubts that their king and his armies would destroy the orcs.   
 
    Such are the ways of rural people, far removed from the larger events of the world.  News traveled slowly to such places, especially with the chaos of war that had enveloped the Iron Kingdom.  So it was that no one in Urwic had any idea of the true events that had occurred.  No one, to include Princess Naolin.   
 
    The princess sat in the village inn, a charming little place that the locals called simply the Tankard, immensely enjoying herself.  Naolin found the tavern, like the village itself, to be ‘simply delightful’, as she’d told Leith.  The bard had laughed at her but there was warmth there.  He’d explained to her that places like Urwic weren’t rare but she’d been enchanted nonetheless.  Perhaps it was the fact that the two of them were traveling freely together without escorts or ceremony.  At first, she’d felt like she was going to be recognized and had kept the hood of her cloak up to obscure her features.  However, with every mile that they put between themselves and Vakiun, those fears shrank.  Finally, Leith had informed her with a chuckle that they were in places where no one could possibly recognize her and wouldn’t believe she was the daughter of the king if she tried to convince them.  She hadn’t believed him at first.  The importance of her identity was, after all, ingrained in her.  However, she soon found out how large the world really was.  After the first day or two of traveling with her hood thrown back and talking to friendly travelers who hadn’t batted an eyelid at her, she realized that he was right.  Now, she sat at a corner table in a fine inn and drank cool ale from the cellar like everyone else.   
 
    Of course, what Naolin could not have known was that she wasn’t like everyone else in the tavern.  Her clothing was much too fine, of a more expensive weave and cut than even the wealthiest of the villagers could ever have owned.  Her regal beauty also set her apart, as well.  This was not to say that the town of Urwic couldn’t boast their own beauties but Naolin had a noble air and grace about her that no one from a country town could emulate.  The townsfolk found her charming and intelligent as well as kind.  They’d seen their fair share of nobles, of course, some snooty and full of themselves and some genuinely likable and interesting.  Naolin was certainly one of the latter to their thinking.   
 
    Of course, Leith had explained to her that she certainly could not go about using her real name.  It was a very old name, associated with the nobility and they were still close enough to the capitol for someone to recognize it.  They’d had great fun picking her false name and had finally settled on Dania, her mother’s name.  She hadn’t been sure if it would be a good idea but the bard had informed her that it was a fairly common name in the kingdom now.  Naolin had been surprised at this fact until Leith had explained.  Queen Dania, husband of the legendary Iron King, had been beloved by all the people.  Whereas the king was feared and respected, even revered by some, Dania had been truly loved for her kindness and grace.  She had always been a champion of the common people and the bard had shocked her with how many stories and songs had been written about the queen.  It had thrilled Naolin to the core when he’d sung a few of them to her and warmed her heart to know that her mother was so remembered.   
 
    So as Leith and ‘Dania’ had made their way northward from the capitol, they found that no one paid them much attention.  Leith was known in many places, she found.  This fact worried her, of course, as she thought of her father sending men to find her.  It was part of the reason that the bard told her they were going by back roads and stopping at smaller towns and villages along the way.  Though they both had a decent bit of coin, he explained to her that they needed to save what they could.  Leith had mostly paid their way by performing and the handsome, talented minstrel had no trouble finding work.  Such rural places always hungered for entertainment and news of the outside world.  Bards had always satiated these things in the Iron Kingdoms and the practice dated back to the skalds of old who carried the rich tradition of the people through song and story.   
 
    As she sat listening to the man she loved play and sing to the enthralled locals, Naolin thought that she’d never been so happy.  The princess noted the admiring looks that some of the local women threw Leith’s way but knew that she’d had her own share of such attentions from some of the menfolk of Urwic.  Naolin was no young maid to go insane with jealousy because of a glance thrown toward her man.  Certainly had it gone farther than looking, she’d have had something to say.  However, the women of Urwic contented themselves with looking and listening and Naolin contented herself with knowing that his love belonged to her.   
 
    As Leith finished his song with a flourish, the tavern erupted with applause.  The princess joined in, beaming as Leith bowed to his audience and then walked straight over to her table and bent to kiss her.  The applause deepened at the sight of such love and when he finished kissing her, Naolin’s smile was bigger than ever, though she blushed at the attention.   
 
    One of the tavern girls came over to their table, blushing a bit herself.  “That was wonderful!”  She breathed in admiration.  The girl was young, perhaps twenty summers and obviously enchanted with the handsome, talented bard.  “I’ve always loved ‘Springs First Kiss’!”  She said, speaking of the song Leith had just sang.   
 
    “Thank you!”  The bard said, bowing smoothly again before taking a seat next to Naolin.  Neither woman missed the fact that he took her hand as he sat and a warm feeling spread through the princess.  Leith obviously wanted everyone in the place to know that he was taken.  “It’s always been a favorite of mine as well.”  He said genuinely, with a broad grin.  Naolin had found that his smile was infectious and the younger woman obviously found it so as well as she smiled back.   
 
    “I’m to ask if you’re thirsty.”  The tavern girl said then.  “Or if you’re ready for supper?”   
 
    Leith glanced at Naolin, who nodded and then turned back to the girl.  “I think we’ll have both.”  He grinned at the princess.  “I’m guessing some watered wine for Dania here and perhaps a cold ale for me.”  Then he mused aloud.  “I believe it was mutton tonight?”  When the young woman nodded in reply, the bard gave his thanks and turned his attention back to ‘Dania’, barely noticing as the tavern girl took her leave. 
 
    “Mutton again.”  The princess remarked quietly after the girl had gone.   
 
    The bard chuckled.  “Well, this isn’t the capitol, my dear.”  He gazed around the tavern.  “These people are mostly farmers and herdsmen.”  He returned his regard to her, smiling sardonically.  “And most of those herdsmen herd sheep.”   
 
    “Mm…yes well I am aware of that fact.”  Naolin began primly.  “I am simply stating that I am a little tired of mutton.”   
 
    Leith laughed again.  “Well, we’re moving on tomorrow.”  He said, reminding her of the plans they’d made.  “Do you still want to go to the coast?”   
 
    “Yes.”  Naolin replied, smiling.  “I haven’t been to the ocean in ages.”  For several moments she was lost in memories of the last time she’d been to the coast.  It had been with her family not long after losing Edric and the trip had not been a pleasant one.  She knew that, with Leith, it would be different.   
 
    The bard watched the expressions play across the face of this woman that he loved so deeply, thinking that it like watching clouds move across the sky.  To his thinking, both sights were beautiful and mysterious.  “Good, I know just the place.”   
 
    Arching an eyebrow imperiously, Naolin quipped, “And of course, I suppose you’ve been there before?”   
 
    “Yes, I have visited it a time or two.”  He saw the challenging look in her eyes then.  “I have visited many places, you know.  I am a minstrel.”  He took both her hands then.  “It’s a wonderful place, you’ll see.  A beautiful little village on the coast where they really know how to live.”  He searched her face, again thinking that it was as inscrutable as the sky.   
 
    Leaning forward, Naolin kissed him.  “It sounds lovely.”  Then she whispered, “Anywhere is lovely as long as you’re there.”   
 
    His voice intent, the bard smiled.  “It will be perfect.”  He couldn’t mask his excitement.  “Just perfect.”   
 
    “Perfect?”  The princess asked quizzically.  She knew the bard well enough that it was obvious there was more to this than a trip to another village. 
 
    Leith caught her tone and her meaning.  “I told myself I would wait but I just can’t.”  He said then and knelt by her chair in one smooth movement.  Naolin’s breath caught as the bard then took a small bundle from his pouch.  “I love you Naolin.”  He whispered fiercely, looking into her eyes.  “I have never loved anyone before I met you.”  His voice was full of awe and wonder.  “I thought that such love was a myth, a story to trick the gullible.”  His expression was so earnest that her throat caught.  Naolin felt that she couldn’t breathe as the bard unwrapped the bundle and showed her way lay within.  It was a long chain of silver and gold, exquisitely crafted and wrapped together in a delicate weave.   
 
    “A lovers bond.”  Naolin said softly.  In the Iron Kingdom, there was an ancient tradition of giving such a piece of jewelry to propose marriage.  In the modern era, some preferred rings or bracelets that both could wear but such a gift symbolized Leith’s total devotion to her as such a chain was not only more costly but also more obvious.  In addition, such a chain meant that he was binding himself to her and leaving nothing in reserve.  She wasn’t surprised that the courtly, well- mannered minstrel would so choose.   
 
    “Will you be my wife?”  Leith asked softly.  Naolin looked from the offering of love to the man before her.  She was overwhelmed by the love she saw on his face.  She was more overwhelmed when she saw that he half-feared she would say no.   
 
    Taking the bard’s face in her hands she kissed him gently.  “Of course I will!”  She said with a smile that stole what little of his heart he had left.   
 
    As Leith wrapped the chain around her wrist, the tavern erupted in applause and the two laughed a little, embarrassed, as the impromptu audience of well-meaning strangers celebrated with them.  After several toasts to their happiness and health, the minstrel leaned over and whispered in her ear.  “We will be married by the sea.”   
 
    Naolin’s smile was dazzling and the patrons of the Tankard remarked that she looked like a beautiful princess from a tale.   
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    Within the throne room of the dwarven king it was silent.  King Ulgard was reading a report on the aftermath of the war and there was not so much as a cough from the dwarves within the chamber.  The monarch of the kingdom of stone sat like a statue, whose only movements were his eyes as they scanned the parchment and his hands as they occasionally turned the pages.  Those thick, calloused hands were much more suited to grasping a weapon but the king held the dispatch with surprising gentleness.   
 
    When he finished, the dwarf king was silent for a time as he contemplated it all.  He had known much of what was in the report already but there were some things that he hadn’t realized and this made other things official.  The report was from the Iron King himself, or rather written by a scribe’s hand as the human king had dictated it.  It had been rather sparse and detail oriented but Ulgard could hardly blame his old friend.  Ragnur had been through a lot.   
 
    “The war is over.”  Ulgard announced to the dwarves within the throne room.  They already knew this but hearing the official announcement would be good for morale.  “Let it be known throughout our kingdom that the ‘War of the Orc’ has ended in victory.”  The king paused then, smiling wryly.  In lifespans as short as humans such a title for a war made sense, he supposed.  In his long life that already spanned near two hundred years he’d fought several such wars.  Still, it had been the largest battle against the hated green-skinned monsters that the north had ever seen.  Nearby, a dwarf scribe was already writing.  As soon as the king had uttered the words ‘Let it be known’, the scribe had begun to record the official pronouncement.   
 
    The dwarf king leaned forward in his throne to look at the messenger, a solid young dwarf warrior who had recently seen battle.  There was an ugly cut on the side of the warrior’s face and he walked with a limp.  Yet he stood proudly before his king and made no complaint.  Ulgard was proud of him and, in the dwarf way, would not dishonor him by mentioning his wounds.   
 
    “This proclamation is to be sent throughout our kingdom.”  The king said to the scribe, who nodded and then rose.  Bowing to the king, he left the chamber to make it so.  He and his fellow scribes would work to copy the announcement and put it into clay and stone, which all dwarves knew were far more lasting than flimsy paper.  It was a simple enough statement but it was a royal one and such things would also be entered into the Record of Kings as well.  It was a lot of work and king Ulgard, who hated such work, tried to keep his official statements short and to the point. 
 
    Leaning forward in his throne, the king motioned for the young warrior to step closer.  “The news of the young prince.”  There was grief in his voice for all that he hadn’t seen his friend’s youngest son in years.  “They are certain?”   
 
    The dwarf messenger nodded.  “Aye, my king.”  His voice was sad as he spoke.  “I was there with Captain Tharkol and the others on the hill.  The prince rode against the trolls at the last.”  There was pride in his tone as well.  “He was bold and fearless as a dwarf.”  Both of them knew what a high compliment the young dwarf warrior was paying the fallen prince.  Dwarves held that there were none braver than they, themselves.   
 
    “Aye…He was always so like his father.”  King Ulgard mused sadly, thinking privately that it was no doubt the reason the two had always clashed so often and so fiercely.  “How does Ragnur fare?”   
 
    “He is healing, they say.”  He shrugged, not out of indifference, Ulgard could tell but because he simply couldn’t put it all into words.  “King Ragnur searched the hills for days trying to find his son’s body.”  The warrior would say no more and Ulgard was grateful.  He’d already heard the story of Ragnur’s search for Prince Valun’s body and his anguish.   
 
    The dwarf king changed the subject then, unable to think more on his friend’s grief.  “What of our casualties?”   
 
    Now the young warrior’s voice was even sadder.  “We lost many brave dwarves, my king.”  He shook his head and the king could see the horrors of war stamped on his features.  “The final battle was…it was…”  He seemed incapable of continuing.   
 
    King Ulgard nodded and then quietly said, “War is a terrible thing.”  When the younger dwarf looked up at him.  “But it had to be done, lad.  If we hadn’t stopped the orcs, they’d have been howling at our doors soon enough.”   
 
    The warrior nodded back, seemingly heartened by the truth that he had known but possibly had lost sight of with all the terrible things he’d witnessed.  “We held the hills and did our jobs.”  The dwarf said with a soldier’s pride.   
 
    Again, the king nodded his approval.  “Casualties were high, the report said.”  He then asked, “What of our wounded?”   
 
    “There are a great many, sire.”  The dwarf warrior replied, spreading his hands apologetically.  “I am not sure as to the numbers.”   
 
    The dwarven monarch leaned forward further and clapped the young warrior on the shoulder.  “It’s alright, soldier.”  He let the other dwarf see his sincerity.  “I already have the numbers.  I just need to know how they’re faring.” 
 
    “Oh…I see…”  The young soldier replied.  It was clear that he was spent and in need of rest.  “They are being treated well, the same as the warriors of the Iron Kingdom.”  Neither of them had expected any less from their allies.  
 
    “How is Thane Karrok?”  The king asked urgently, having heard of his friend’s injuries.   
 
    The young warrior smiled with pride.  “The Thane is healing well, the healers say.”  His jaw jutted forward, making his beard bristle.  “He stood before the orcs, ogres and trolls and heaped their bodies around him!”  It was clear that the soldier idolized Karrok and the king couldn’t blame him.  “We thought him dead when nearly a whole unit fell upon the Thane after he’d been injured fighting a troll but they could not kill him!”   
 
    The king smiled back.  He was glad to know that Thane Karrok, who’d saved his life when he’d been as young as the warrior before him, was alive and recovering.  When he’d received word of Karrok’s injuries, he’d feared that he wouldn’t survive them.   
 
    Ulgard leaned back then.  “You have done well.”  He said, barely noticing the young warrior’s pleasure at the praise.  “Go and rest yourself, then report back to your commander.”  As the young dwarf bowed and then left, his monarch was already lost in thought.  There was much that the official report from the Iron Kingdom had not said.  Ulgard had already had word from his captains stationed at the capitol and at key positions within the human land.  They had told him a bit more and he was troubled.  First, there was the staggering cost in lives that both peoples had paid to stop the marauding orc horde.  Then, there was the fact that they were spread so thin now and weakened.  Both kingdoms had more enemies than just the orcs.  Finally there was the rumor that the Iron King had taken the relic known as Winter’s Heart from its resting place.   
 
    The dwarf monarch could well understand the temptation such a thing represented and could hardly blame his old friend for wanting revenge.  However, the artifact was something from another age.  It was old magic, reputedly given by the ancient and fickle gods of the north to their children.  Ulgard had heard the many tales of those who were slain by trying to wield the weapon and while Ragnur had seemingly been able to take it up without ill-effect, the reports he’d received spoke of a change in his friend and ally.  There was no telling what change such powerful, primal magic had wrought in the Iron King and no telling how much more it would bring.   
 
    Shaking his head, Ulgard realized that there were much more important things to think about.  With both kingdoms in such weakened states, it was only a matter of time before other enemies began to sharpen their blades and look north.  The kingdoms of Iron and Stone had always stood together and the dwarf monarch did not begrudge the aid that his people had given to the human nation.  Many had been the time that such help had been rendered to the dwarves in similar fashion.  Still, there could be no disputing the fact that the state both countries found themselves in currently was a perilous one.   
 
    With a heavy heart, King Ulgard reached a decision.  Motioning one of his guards forward, he spoke.  “Send word throughout the kingdom.”  There was the ring of authority in the king’s voice.  “The Council of Thanes must meet.”   
 
    * * * 
 
    The sun was warm on Garyth’s face as he lay on his back.  The woolen blanket that Elin had laid upon the grassy sward was thick and comfortable and the breeze that occasionally swept through the grass kept the warmth from becoming uncomfortable.  For a long time, the lord just lay there on the blanket, listening to his son play with his dog, feeling the nearness of his wife and dozing on that fine day.   
 
    A shadow blocked the sun’s rays.  With his eyes closed, Garyth could not see it but felt it there.  Opening one eye slightly, he regarded his son.  Brand had grown while he was gone.  He was a tall, strong boy with bright blue eyes, sandy blonde hair and a smattering of freckles across his face.  That face was frowning now as he looked down at his father.   
 
    “You said you were going to play with me.”  The boy said accusingly.   
 
    Suppressing a groan, Garyth sat up.  “So I did.”  He tried not to wince as he rose but was unsuccessful and his sharp-eyed wife did not fail to notice.   
 
    “Your father is still recovering from his wounds, Brand.”  Elin said to her son calmly.  She sat very near to her husband.  She had stayed close to him as much as possible once he’d returned from battle, hovering protectively over him.  “Let him rest.”   
 
    “Moth-err.” Brand began in the drawl of young children who want their way regardless of the situation.   
 
    Garyth tried to intervene then.  “I feel fine, Elin.”  He said, turning what he thought was his winningest smile on her.  He could instantly see by her flat stare and the set of her jaw that he had failed to impress. 
 
    “We’re going to eat soon.”  Elin said primly, clearly considering the matter closed.  Looking at Brand, she asked, “And where is Clod?”   
 
    “His name is Bear, mother.”  Brand said patiently.  He was still young and couldn’t decide if his mother was joking or really kept forgetting the name of his dog.   
 
    Elin smiled to show she was only joking.  “And where is he?”   
 
    Now the boy turned and spied the big hound sniffing at something halfway down the hill.  With a laugh, the six year old ran off to see what the dog was doing.                He’d had a birthday while Garyth had been away at war.  It was something that still bothered the lord. 
 
    “Careful, son.”  Garyth called after the boy, who dutifully slowed his pace.  The hill wasn’t very steep but Brand could easily lose his balance.  Sitting up now, the burly warrior gazed out at the scene before him.  The family sat halfway up a grassy green hill that overlooked Vakiun on a rise where the ground leveled a bit.  The grass wasn’t long, as the hills around the capitol were where the highlands began.  To the north of Vakiun, the lands began to rise higher and higher, heading toward the distant, northern mountains.  Here, the hills were gentle and grassy and there were stands of trees that dotted them.  Below and beyond the city, Garyth could see the road and the lower lands to the south.  From his vantage, the road was a small brown ribbon amid the greenery.  This place, where the hills rose east of the capitol, had always been one of his favorite places to come.  It was quiet and not easily accessible.  There was a trail below them where several guards waited with their horses but wagons or carriages couldn’t get up here.   
 
    As Elin rummaged through the large, covered basket that contained their lunch, she frowned back down the hill, where the guards sat near the horses.  They were a good distance away, perhaps two or three hundred yards, and almost out of sight behind a stand of trees but they were still there.  It was a point of contention with her that they’d had to have an escort, but the king’s word had been adamant; none of his family were to venture anywhere outside the city with an escort.  Until he rescinded the order, she knew that she’d have to get used to the presence of such guards.  Unobtrusive as they tried to remain, their presence still irked her.  A chuckle from her husband brought her gaze around to him.   
 
    “Looks like Bear’s found something they’re both interested in.”  Garyth said, grinning as he watched the boy and his dog.  The hound was a large mastiff, bred for guarding homesteads and livestock and had bonded with his son.  It made him glad, as such dogs been known to fight off wolves and wildcats that threatened their families.   
 
    Elin sniffed disdainfully.  “As long as Oaf doesn’t knock him down.”  She said still refusing to use the dog’s real name.  “Brand would have a long way to roll if he fell there.”   
 
    Seeing her frown, Garyth reached over and took her hands in his.  “He’ll be fine.”  He looked earnestly into her eyes and finally saw them soften.  “Bear’s a good dog and he’d fight like a lion for that boy.”   
 
    She nodded then, and smoothed her face but was still troubled.  “I just wish things were different.”  She tried to keep accusation from her voice but some of it was still there.  “I thought once the war was over, things would be different.”   
 
    “They will be.”  Garyth replied intently and then leaned forward to kiss her.  It was a long kiss and when he leaned back, he laid a hand on his wife’s gently swelling belly.  “This will be the last time we get up here, I think.  Maybe we shouldn’t have come.”  His mischievous grin was a mirror to the one that his son so often gave his wife.  “I thought you might be the one to tumble down the hill.”   
 
    Giving a most unladylike snort, Elin shook her head.  “As if you’d let go of my arm long enough for me to take two steps on my own!”  The look she gave him then was a fond one for all her pretense.  “I took care of myself and Brand the whole time you were gone, you know!”  She added archly.   
 
    Nodding, he smiled, feeling the baby move.  “I know.”  He said softly.  “But I’m home now.”  His tender smile moved his wife more than he would ever realize and she felt a lump in her throat as she thought back to when he’d returned from the war, wounded and grieving.  Her hand stole to the right side of his chest, where the ugly, puckered scar was.  He’d quipped that it had been a gift from the orc warlord but she hadn’t laughed.  She could never laugh at his wounds and his scars.   
 
    “Does it hurt?”  She asked then, her voice small, like that of a child. 
 
    Garyth shook his head.  “Not at all.”  He lied.  Her eyes were flinty and told that she knew he wasn’t being honest.   
 
    She glanced down at his injured left side where she knew the more serious wound lay swathed in bandages she herself applied daily.  “And your side?”   
 
    “It’s fine.”  He said staunchly.   
 
    Elin shook her head.  “Please, Garyth, tell me true.”   
 
    He laughed good-naturedly, enjoying her attention and hating that he was beginning to chafe from it.  “It’s still sore.”  He said seriously.  Then, taking her hand from his chest in his, he kissed it.  “But it is healing well.”  His voice was calm.  “I’m fine, Elin.”   
 
    Extricating her hand from his grasp, she placed both hands on his face and looked into his eyes.  “I’ll be the judge of that.”  She said firmly.  As always, he found himself lost in her eyes.  They were like deep, blue pools that seemed inviting, yet forbidding, mysterious, yet familiar, loving, yet challenging.  “What was it like?”  She asked intently then. 
 
    Startled, Garyth asked, “What was what like?”  He asked, though he thought he knew what she was talking about.   
 
    “The war…”  Elin said.  “…the battle…the last battle…”  She had removed her hands from his face but her attention was still fully upon him.  Both of them knew that she’d never asked him such things before.  She hadn’t wanted to know any details, hadn’t wanted to know how many times he’d come close to death. 
 
    “Elin…”  Garyth began uncomfortably.  “I…I don’t want to talk about it.”  He shook his head and found her stark regard still upon him.  “Believe me…you don’t…”  Unbidden, memories flashed through his mind.  Fighting orcs, his brother laughing, and the king’s grief as they searched the hills.  “You don’t want to know.”  He finished wearily.  He didn’t realize that tears were sliding down his rugged face.   
 
    She nodded, angry with herself for causing him pain.  She knew how many had died, including the prince and she certainly did not want to inflict further grief on the man she loved so dearly.  “I am sorry, my love.”  She said then and wiped his face.  Leaning forward until their foreheads touched, she breathed, “I am sorry.”   
 
    “It’s alright, Elin.”  He replied, trying to banish visions of pain and death from his mind.  “I just don’t want to think about it.  I don’t want to talk about it.”  His voice was husky.  “I hope to never see war again.”  They said nothing for a time and she wept softly as well.  They wept for all who had died and those who had been wounded and most of all for brave prince Valun.   
 
    She leaned back finally.  “I’ll get this ready.”  She mumbled as she began to set the food out.   
 
    “He was brave.”  Garyth said then, thinking of his brother and watching the boy and dog romp through the grass.  “He was always brave.”  His voice caught but did not break.  “He led the charge to help the dwarves on that hill without a thought for himself.”  Fierce pride warred with heartache as he spoke and Elin did not speak.  She hadn’t wanted to cause him pain but she knew that he’d feel better if he talked about it even a little.  “They rode through the orcs and trolls to bolster the dwarves and then he rode right back down to stop them.”   
 
    Garyth said nothing else for a time as Elin busied herself with the lunch.  Then, still watching his son, he practically whispered.  “It’s my fault, really.”   
 
    Elin’s head snapped around. “NO.”  She said bluntly.  “It is not.”   
 
    “I quarreled with Lokkmar and he sent me from my post.”  He said, guilt and shame staining his speech.  “I should have been there.”  He looked up with raw, wounded eyes.  “I should have been there.”  He repeated, as if confessing to a judge.   
 
    Elin shook her head emphatically, not allowing her emotions to surface.  “It is not your fault, Garyth.”  She locked eyes with him then, willing him to believe her words.  “You did all that you could and you were there to save the king.  If you hadn’t been, then he surely would have died.”   
 
    “But…If I had been with Valun…” he trailed off helplessly.   
 
     Another shake of her head sent her dark hair to dancing.  “If you had been with Valun, you might have both died and the king would still be dead.”  She wouldn’t brook argument and continued on.  “How many times have you told me that battle is something that no one can control or foresee?” 
 
    He nodded, knowing that is was true but remained conflicted.  “I just can’t help feeling that if I’d have been there…”   
 
    “…but you weren’t and for that I am glad.”  Her voice was defiant now as he looked at her.  “Yes, you heard me correctly, husband.  I am glad that you didn’t die on that hill with your brother.”  She wouldn’t let him say a word.  “I am sorry that he’s gone, I truly am.  I always liked Valun.”  Now she cried again as she spoke.  “But I am not sorry that you are still alive, Garyth and you shouldn’t be sorry either.”   
 
    At a loss for words, he shook his head.  Then, after a time, he replied, “I am not sorry to be alive, Elin.”  She nodded in satisfaction then.  “It’s just that so many good people died in that war.  So many didn’t make it back.”  Garyth’s voice was a whisper as his mind’s eye saw faces that he would never again behold in life. 
 
    “None of that is your fault.”  Elin replied forcefully.   
 
    “No.”  Garyth said then and his expression grew hard.  “But Valun’s death can be laid at the feet of Lokkmar.  At least in part.”  His wife’s face grew wary then.  She recognized the resolve in his voice but was glad when he changed the subject a few moments later.  “I would like to go and see how things are coming along on the new place soon.”   
 
    Elin smiled broadly then.  They’d talked about the new estate they were moving to and the house that was being built, of course, but she’d felt like he hadn’t really wanted to discuss it.  She was happier to hear him speak of it than she could say.  “When do you think we could go?”  She asked airily, trying not to let her hopes surface in her voice.   
 
    Scratching his beard, Garyth pondered it.  “A few weeks, maybe?”  He glanced sidelong at her then, seeing her blooming smile.  “I’d say by the end of the month for certain.”  He shared a smile with her then.   
 
    “Do you think the king will really let us go?”  Elin said cautiously then, watching her husband’s eyes intently.  Garyth had never been a good liar, he was too bluntly honest to have ever gained a knack for it.  What she saw there made her happy as he nodded slowly, his smile still in place and his eyes warm.   
 
    “I’m sure of it.”  He replied nodding.  “My father has given me his word and since returning we’ve spoken of it again.”  His eyes were troubled.  “I didn’t want to bring it up to him but the last time we talked, he reminded me of it.  He said that once he feels sure that the roads are safer, he’ll allow his family to travel.”   
 
    Elin was happy but almost didn’t want to allow herself to believe it.  “And you’re sure that he won’t change his mind?”  A note of sarcasm entered his voice.  “The king has often done things according his own will and I don’t think he’s overly happy about us leaving.”   
 
    Now, her husband shook his head.  “He’s different now, Elin.”  He ignored the fact that she refused to ever acknowledge the king as his father, even in private.  Garyth really couldn’t blame her, he supposed.   
 
    “Is it because of that thing from the treasury?”  Elin asked.   
 
    Garyth’s eyes narrowed.  “How do you know about that?”  He had been stunned at the changes the ancient artifact had wrought in his father and didn’t really know what such magic would do to him in the long term.   
 
    His wife gave a little laugh then.  “Honestly, Garyth, the whole city knows!”  She saw the incredulous look on his face and laughed again, though it wasn’t a spiteful thing.  At times, Elin forgot that her husband for all his bluff demeanor and rugged manner had been raised in the palace.  “People talk, husband.”   
 
    His face was long as he mumbled, “Well, they shouldn’t.”  
 
    “And why is that?”  She challenged.  “The king has done a thing that has only been spoken of in legend.”  Elin shrugged.  “You can’t expect people not to talk about it.” She knew that he was disturbed by in but in her mind, they had other things to worry about.  “Besides, don’t the legends say that any who are unworthy in the eyes of the gods will be instantly slain or something like that?”   
 
    Garyth nodded slowly but his voice was noncommittal.  “Something like that.”   
 
    Recognizing that they’d gotten off topic, Elin firmly redirected.  “No later than the end of the month, you think?”   
 
    Still lost in thought, Garyth gazed down at the capitol.  His voice was steady, however, when he answered her.  “Yes.”  He said simply.  Then, after a few moments, he looked over at her mischievously.  “That is, if you’re still able to travel by then.”   
 
    With an expression of mock severity, Elin suited her tone to match.  “Oh, I’ll be able to travel, my husband.”  Then she smiled.  “As long as you are.”   
 
    Again, Garyth found himself loving his wife for more reasons than he thought he could ever name.  “We’ll go soon.”  He promised her fervently. 
 
    Elin’s smile became a thing of satisfaction and she nodded happily.  “Brand!”  She called out to her son who was trying to wrestle a stick away from his dog.  “Time to eat!”   
 
    The little, growing family ate well under that warm summer sun with the hint of a cool breeze.  It was a picture of a perfect time and one that they would always remember. 
 
    * * *  
 
    Urwic was a small town, little more than a village really.  It was a quiet, clean little settlement, nowhere near the main roads.  It had been founded by farmers and woodsmen and though it had grown, it retained the country values and rustic mindset that it always had.  Unlike some such places, however, Urwic was a friendly town.  This was perhaps because it had always had good fortune.  It had never been overrun by bandits, mercenaries or orcs and for the most part had prospered.  The people were friendly, pleasant and outgoing.  They knew, of course, about the invasion by the orcs and the war.  Some of the young men had even gone to join the Iron Host.  Even this didn’t overly trouble the villagers, which an outsider would have perhaps found odd.  However, Urwic lay a long ways north of the capital and most of the greybeards and elders agreed that by the time their men reached Vakiun, the war would be over.  None of them had any doubts that their king and his armies would destroy the orcs.   
 
    Such are the ways of rural people, far removed from the larger events of the world.  News traveled slowly to such places, especially with the chaos of war that had enveloped the Iron Kingdom.  So it was that no one in Urwic had any idea of the true events that had occurred.  No one, to include Princess Naolin.   
 
    The princess sat in the village inn, a charming little place that the locals called simply the Tankard, immensely enjoying herself.  Naolin found the tavern, like the village itself, to be ‘simply delightful’, as she’d told Leith.  The bard had laughed at her but there was warmth there.  He’d explained to her that places like Urwic weren’t rare but she’d been enchanted nonetheless.  Perhaps it was the fact that the two of them were traveling freely together without escorts or ceremony.  At first, she’d felt like she was going to be recognized and had kept the hood of her cloak up to obscure her features.  However, with every mile that they put between themselves and Vakiun, those fears shrank.  Finally, Leith had informed her with a chuckle that they were in places where no one could possibly recognize her and wouldn’t believe she was the daughter of the king if she tried to convince them.  She hadn’t believed him at first.  The importance of her identity was, after all, ingrained in her.  However, she soon found out how large the world really was.  After the first day or two of traveling with her hood thrown back and talking to friendly travelers who hadn’t batted an eyelid at her, she realized that he was right.  Now, she sat at a corner table in a fine inn and drank cool ale from the cellar like everyone else.   
 
    Of course, what Naolin could not have known was that she wasn’t like everyone else in the tavern.  Her clothing was much too fine, of a more expensive weave and cut than even the wealthiest of the villagers could ever have owned.  Her regal beauty also set her apart, as well.  This was not to say that the town of Urwic couldn’t boast their own beauties but Naolin had a noble air and grace about her that no one from a country town could emulate.  The townsfolk found her charming and intelligent as well as kind.  They’d seen their fair share of nobles, of course, some snooty and full of themselves and some genuinely likable and interesting.  Naolin was certainly one of the latter to their thinking.   
 
    Of course, Leith had explained to her that she certainly could not go about using her real name.  It was a very old name, associated with the nobility and they were still close enough to the capitol for someone to recognize it.  They’d had great fun picking her false name and had finally settled on Dania, her mother’s name.  She hadn’t been sure if it would be a good idea but the bard had informed her that it was a fairly common name in the kingdom now.  Naolin had been surprised at this fact until Leith had explained.  Queen Dania, husband of the legendary Iron King, had been beloved by all the people.  Whereas the king was feared and respected, even revered by some, Dania had been truly loved for her kindness and grace.  She had always been a champion of the common people and the bard had shocked her with how many stories and songs had been written about the queen.  It had thrilled Naolin to the core when he’d sung a few of them to her and warmed her heart to know that her mother was so remembered.   
 
    So as Leith and ‘Dania’ had made their way northward from the capitol, they found that no one paid them much attention.  Leith was known in many places, she found.  This fact worried her, of course, as she thought of her father sending men to find her.  It was part of the reason that the bard told her they were going by back roads and stopping at smaller towns and villages along the way.  Though they both had a decent bit of coin, he explained to her that they needed to save what they could.  Leith had mostly paid their way by performing and the handsome, talented minstrel had no trouble finding work.  Such rural places always hungered for entertainment and news of the outside world.  Bards had always satiated these things in the Iron Kingdoms and the practice dated back to the skalds of old who carried the rich tradition of the people through song and story.   
 
    As she sat listening to the man she loved play and sing to the enthralled locals, Naolin thought that she’d never been so happy.  The princess noted the admiring looks that some of the local women threw Leith’s way but knew that she’d had her own share of such attentions from some of the menfolk of Urwic.  Naolin was no young maid to go insane with jealousy because of a glance thrown toward her man.  Certainly had it gone farther than looking, she’d have had something to say.  However, the women of Urwic contented themselves with looking and listening and Naolin contented herself with knowing that his love belonged to her.   
 
    As Leith finished his song with a flourish, the tavern erupted with applause.  The princess joined in, beaming as Leith bowed to his audience and then walked straight over to her table and bent to kiss her.  The applause deepened at the sight of such love and when he finished kissing her, Naolin’s smile was bigger than ever, though she blushed at the attention.   
 
    One of the tavern girls came over to their table, blushing a bit herself.  “That was wonderful!”  She breathed in admiration.  The girl was young, perhaps twenty summers and obviously enchanted with the handsome, talented bard.  “I’ve always loved ‘Springs First Kiss’!”  She said, speaking of the song Leith had just sang.   
 
    “Thank you!”  The bard said, bowing smoothly again before taking a seat next to Naolin.  Neither woman missed the fact that he took her hand as he sat and a warm feeling spread through the princess.  Leith obviously wanted everyone in the place to know that he was taken.  “It’s always been a favorite of mine as well.”  He said genuinely, with a broad grin.  Naolin had found that his smile was infectious and the younger woman obviously found it so as well as she smiled back.   
 
    “I’m to ask if you’re thirsty.”  The tavern girl said then.  “Or if you’re ready for supper?”   
 
    Leith glanced at Naolin, who nodded and then turned back to the girl.  “I think we’ll have both.”  He grinned at the princess.  “I’m guessing some watered wine for Dania here and perhaps a cold ale for me.”  Then he mused aloud.  “I believe it was mutton tonight?”  When the young woman nodded in reply, the bard gave his thanks and turned his attention back to ‘Dania’, barely noticing as the tavern girl took her leave. 
 
    “Mutton again.”  The princess remarked quietly after the girl had gone.   
 
    The bard chuckled.  “Well, this isn’t the capitol, my dear.”  He gazed around the tavern.  “These people are mostly farmers and herdsmen.”  He returned his regard to her, smiling sardonically.  “And most of those herdsmen herd sheep.”   
 
    “Mm…yes well I am aware of that fact.”  Naolin began primly.  “I am simply stating that I am a little tired of mutton.”   
 
    Leith laughed again.  “Well, we’re moving on tomorrow.”  He said, reminding her of the plans they’d made.  “Do you still want to go to the coast?”   
 
    “Yes.”  Naolin replied, smiling.  “I haven’t been to the ocean in ages.”  For several moments she was lost in memories of the last time she’d been to the coast.  It had been with her family not long after losing Edric and the trip had not been a pleasant one.  She knew that, with Leith, it would be different.   
 
    The bard watched the expressions play across the face of this woman that he loved so deeply, thinking that it like watching clouds move across the sky.  To his thinking, both sights were beautiful and mysterious.  “Good, I know just the place.”   
 
    Arching an eyebrow imperiously, Naolin quipped, “And of course, I suppose you’ve been there before?”   
 
    “Yes, I have visited it a time or two.”  He saw the challenging look in her eyes then.  “I have visited many places, you know.  I am a minstrel.”  He took both her hands then.  “It’s a wonderful place, you’ll see.  A beautiful little village on the coast where they really know how to live.”  He searched her face, again thinking that it was as inscrutable as the sky.   
 
    Leaning forward, Naolin kissed him.  “It sounds lovely.”  Then she whispered, “Anywhere is lovely as long as you’re there.”   
 
    His voice intent, the bard smiled.  “It will be perfect.”  He couldn’t mask his excitement.  “Just perfect.”   
 
    “Perfect?”  The princess asked quizzically.  She knew the bard well enough that it was obvious there was more to this than a trip to another village. 
 
    Leith caught her tone and her meaning.  “I told myself I would wait but I just can’t.”  He said then and knelt by her chair in one smooth movement.  Naolin’s breath caught as the bard then took a small bundle from his pouch.  “I love you Naolin.”  He whispered fiercely, looking into her eyes.  “I have never loved anyone before I met you.”  His voice was full of awe and wonder.  “I thought that such love was a myth, a story to trick the gullible.”  His expression was so earnest that her throat caught.  Naolin felt that she couldn’t breathe as the bard unwrapped the bundle and showed her way lay within.  It was a long chain of silver and gold, exquisitely crafted and wrapped together in a delicate weave.   
 
    “A lovers bond.”  Naolin said softly.  In the Iron Kingdom, there was an ancient tradition of giving such a piece of jewelry to propose marriage.  In the modern era, some preferred rings or bracelets that both could wear but such a gift symbolized Leith’s total devotion to her as such a chain was not only more costly but also more obvious.  In addition, such a chain meant that he was binding himself to her and leaving nothing in reserve.  She wasn’t surprised that the courtly, well- mannered minstrel would so choose.   
 
    “Will you be my wife?”  Leith asked softly.  Naolin looked from the offering of love to the man before her.  She was overwhelmed by the love she saw on his face.  She was more overwhelmed when she saw that he half-feared she would say no.   
 
    Taking the bard’s face in her hands she kissed him gently.  “Of course I will!”  She said with a smile that stole what little of his heart he had left.   
 
    As Leith wrapped the chain around her wrist, the tavern erupted in applause and the two laughed a little, embarrassed, as the impromptu audience of well-meaning strangers celebrated with them.  After several toasts to their happiness and health, the minstrel leaned over and whispered in her ear.  “We will be married by the sea.”   
 
    Naolin’s smile was dazzling and the patrons of the Tankard remarked that she looked like a beautiful princess from a tale.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    The warrior who filed through with the long line of people to look upon the ornate casket that held nothing but air looked like many who had fought in the War of the Orc.  His clothing was of a plain cut and his hands bore the scars of a swordsman and there several small scars on his face as well as those hidden under his clothing that attested to his vocation.  He was a man of the kingdom, tall and strong, with light brown hair and piercing gray eyes.  No one paid him much heed and he looked so much like any other warrior of the kingdom that many thanked him as he waited that day.   
 
    In truth, Iverech was not one of those who had fought in the war, although he had fought in many other battles and wars.  The truth that none of those around him knew was that he had only recently returned to the Iron Kingdom after years spent abroad.  If any of them among the throng that day had compared notes about him, they’d have realized that none of them knew him.  For all that he looked like he belonged there, he was a stranger.   
 
    Iverech was well aware of all these things, yet he gave them little consideration.  He had finally come home and he was taking it all in.  As he joined the gathering of mourners that morning, he’d fallen back into the old habits and routines that the people of the kingdom had by reflex.  Of course, it had been years and certain words and phrases had come into or gone out of fashion but as Iverech was a quiet man, it wasn’t overly hard to blend in.  The clothes he’d purchased were used and the weapons and armor that had been his fathers were safely stored back at the inn.  ‘Not that anyone would make comment on them.’  He thought bitterly.  ‘The family sigil was long ago taken from them all and no one would recognize the crest anymore!’  The strength of his bitterness still surprised him after all these years and his scowling demeanor drew comment. 
 
    “Ye’ve all paid a dear price.”  Said a matronly looking woman standing nearby.  She was holding the hand of a young boy and lowered her voice a bit.  “His father, my dear husband died fighting those cursed orcs!”  They had, by now, heard the king’s tirade and many, like the widow that now spoke to Iverech had been moved by the monarch’s words.   
 
    Despite himself, Iverech found himself drawn to the two.  The picture of a widow and a young boy bereft of husband and father struck close to home.  For a moment, he struggled with memories and when he finally spoke in his guttural way, almost a growl, he chose his words with care.  “Many are those who have bled and died for this land.”  He looked down at the boy, whose eyes were dull with shock and pain.  He saw himself in the lad and was certain that he’d looked exactly that way.  “Your father was a hero, son.”  He said, kneeling, and though his voice was as grating as a blade on stone, he saw that child look at him.  The people of the kingdom were a strong lot and respected stout, gruff warriors.  “Never forget that.”   
 
    As the warrior rose, the widow smiled and thanked him but Iverech’s mind was far away now.  He didn’t know this woman’s husband but it didn’t matter.  He had no doubt that the man had fought bravely just as he had no doubt that he would barely be remembered by any but his family unless he’d done deeds of true renown.  The procession had drawn closer yet to the coffin and as Iverech beheld it from this position, he thought it gaudy and grotesque.  Here stood people who had lost loved ones in war and yet the king had spared no expense on such a thing.  He could have spent that money to help those such as the widow and her son, yet as usual, the royal family took so much more than they gave.  Iverech seethed with fresh fury for a time and forced himself to gain mastery over his temper.   
 
    Of course, what Iverech didn’t know, yet could have easily found out was that the king had freely given to those who had been devastated by the war.  He had practically emptied the coffers to help the people, in spite of the warnings of many of his advisors.  Iverech didn’t know but even had someone told him of it, he still wouldn’t have cared, for his hatred ran too deep.   
 
    As he moved along with the line, he began to see the nobility arrayed around the king and his disdain and hatred was only slightly less for them.  That many of them had lost family and friends in the war changed nothing.  In Iverech’s mind, he saw them all as wicked and greedy.  He knew how the nobles arrayed themselves in battle.  They bore the finest weapons and armor and let others rush in first.  The humble warriors who died in their thousands meant little to these finely dressed vultures.  Iverech hated them one and all.   
 
    Anyone who paid him any notice in the crowd would have only seen another warrior.  A hard man in plain clothes come to pay his respects.  True, his face was set and his eyes flinty but they matched many of those around him.  Like the widow, many thought him merely another survivor of the war, a grim hero who had earned their thanks.  The face he wore was a mask he’d fashioned long ago and they could not possibly have realized what truly lay beneath it.  Hatred and rage seethed like a sluggish monster thrashing in some deepest depths of an acidic ocean.  This animosity was not for the common folk, like the widow who had given so much to the war effort.  This hatred was for the nobility, in particular the royal family and the king himself.  His loathing ran deep and, at times, threatened to engulf him.   
 
    Unbidden, memories rose within him.  His mind’s eye replayed the old familiar scenes once again.  He was still a youth when they’d come for his father.  He’d been training in the yard with their old retainer, who was teaching him some of the finer points of swordplay.  He could still remember his pride as his father commented on the improvement of his footwork.  There had been a commotion at the gates and then armed warriors in the livery of the Iron King strode across the courtyard of their family estate.  Iverech’s memory of his father that day was as clear as a bell.  He’d been unarmed as he stood tall before the king’s lackeys and demanded to know why they were there.  When they’d thrown the accusation of treason at him, he hadn’t even flinched.  His father looked regal as a king himself when he’d drawn himself up and called the Iron King nothing but a tyrant.  The king’s guards had bared steel then and those men-at-arms of Iverech’s father who were there did as well.  There was bloodshed then and Iverech himself sought to defend his father, but the old retainer had disarmed him at a word from his father.  Iverech had howled like a wounded beast when they’d taken his father that day.   
 
    Within a fortnight, the young man was watching the corpse of his father dangling from a gibbet as the ravens flew overhead, descending ever lower toward the banquet the king had provided for them.  Iverech’s father wasn’t alone that day at the gallows.  More than a score of men and women labeled as traitors to the crown shared a noose alongside him in a long line.  His mother sobbing next to him and the old retainer’s outburst that had seen him also taken into custody seemed distant things to the young man.  He was nearly a man then and though he had shed his tears beforehand, as he watched the swaying corpses there, he felt something was being impressed upon him.  Looking at the slack face of his dead father, the man’s eyes bulging, Iverech knew that he was being taught one last lesson by that great man.   
 
    To this day, Iverech heeded that final lesson.  His father had been a patriot, though he’d been branded a traitor.  Being disloyal to a tyrant king was not the same as being disloyal to his country.  What Iverech had learned that day was never, ever to let the mask slip.  For most people, their resolve would weaken, their mind would perhaps wander and others might see what truly lay behind the façade.  For Iverech, such a thing would never happen.  He had fashioned his mask of his pain and loss, of his outrage and sorrow and it had become a second skin.  No one ever saw the rage that boiled beneath it all until he chose to show it to them and by then, they were all but dead.   
 
    He could still remember his mother’s anguish as she lost her husband.  Then, to add insult to injury, the king had ruled that his lecherous uncle would become the head of the family.  Iverech’s mother had resisted the foul man’s advances and both she and her young son were cast from the family estate without a coin to their name.  They had left the capitol in shame and his mother had died within a year, another death that could be laid at the feet of the tyrant king.  Life had been hard but Iverech had the weapons and armor of his father, though they were devoid of any of his family heraldry.  It suited him and he soon found work as a mercenary.  Though young, his training had served him well and his rage and savagery in battle saw him through.  In time, he became known as a feared killer among the mercenary ranks.  Unfocused and bitter, Iverech lost himself in warfare, women and the bottle.  Years had passed in this way and he’d drifted south, not realizing that more than anything, he’d wanted to forget the land of his birth.   
 
    Then, he’d come into contact with others like him.  It was a dark joy to realize that there were quite a few that had been disenfranchised by the tyrant and lost everything.  Iverech had learned then that his uncle had squandered the family fortune and eventually had lost what little they had left, dying of some disease that he’d no doubt gained from his vile lifestyle.  More rage then, when he’d learned that the crown had taken his families holdings and given them to another family.  In his mind, Iverech saw it as the final betrayal and it was then he’d thrown his lot in with the other dissidents.  None of them saw themselves as rebels but as true patriots.  Of course, back then, none of them had anything close to a real plan and the few that had tried anything had wound up dead.  Then, they’d met him…a man cloaked in shadows, yet wise and powerful.  This man had given them a plan, a path through which they might gain revenge but only if they swore allegiance to him.  Iverech bent the knee without a second thought, seeing only his thirst for a reckoning.   
 
    Now, as he finally stood before the tyrant after all these years, though separated by the crowd and a line of guards, Iverech felt a thrill course through him as he looked upon him.  He’d heard about the change that had happened when the Iron King took up the ancient relic.  He could see that he was hale and powerful.  Rather than giving him pause, it pleased the warrior.  He would get to see the tyrant fall in his strength, not in weakness.  Somehow, this made him happier than a kiss from the most beauteous maiden or a drink of the finest wine.  As the line moved on past the king, he reflected on how many in the capitol felt as he did.  Their network was growing.   
 
    ‘Who knows?’  Iverech reflected darkly.  ‘Perhaps it might even be my blade that ends his life and ushers in a new era?’   The mask was too well crafted to slip as he followed the throng out of the cemetery but his gray eyes flashed like lightning behind storm clouds.   
 
    * * * 
 
    Hateful sunshine burning down filled the orc with rage and discomfort.  His kind had never favored the light and there had been a time when they were completely creatures of darkness, dwelling entirely below ground.  Epic feuds and wars, earthquakes and famine had all played their part in driving his people up to the surface world but they were still most at home in the dark.  It was true that over the generations, they had become more acclimated to the daylight and now could freely move about in the unwelcoming rays of the sun but they would never truly be of the surface.   
 
    Such thoughts were flittering things to the orc.  He knew some of the oral history of his people but beyond the great battles and stories of mighty chiefs, cared little enough of it all.  His story was the important one.  His story was the one that would change everything for the orcs forever.  For he was Morgall! 
 
    Of course, his story had nearly ended at the height of the greatest battle of his life when he strove with the Iron King at the center of their armies.  So much blood had been spilt that even the greedy ground was choked and couldn’t drink it all and so the blood had pooled here and there.  The thought made Morgall smile a ghastly smile that soon evaporated as he continued lurching forward.  Pain from more than a dozen wounds were minor annoyances to the mighty orc.  However, as he pushed onward in his solitary, painful march through the desolate landscape, there were more grievous wounds that were more than annoyances.  The agony of these wounds would have had a lesser creature on their back, crying out to uncaring gods that would never answer.  Not he, though.  He pressed on, his pain fueling his rage, which fueled his lust for vengeance and he strode ever forward.   
 
    The warlord’s side ached abominably where it had been pierced.  His right arm was a raw wound where the king’s sword had hacked into it.  The side of his head throbbed like an evil drum where the hammer had struck it and broken a tusk and it too sounded its’ own rhythm of pain.  Yet, the most terrible wound Morgall had taken in battle was a great gash in his head where the impossibly sharp sword of the last human he’d fought had nearly killed him.  The blade had crunched into his skull and the left side of his face.  The orc had only a vague memory of the shock of the strike and then darkness.   
 
    When Morgall had awoken, it was dark and the battlefield a silent place save for the harsh cries of carrion birds that had descended.  He knew two things immediately:  The first being that he should be dead and the second that he had to leave this place.  As he slowly clambered to his feet, he looked down to see that he still held his mighty axe in his hand and it filled him with dark and savage joy.  However, this was cut short when he realized that he could not see out of his left eye and that his head felt split in two.  It was only the next morning when he’d looked into a shallow pool that he saw how the side of his face had been cleft and his ruined eye hung like a shriveled slug down onto his cheek.  He also saw the bone of his skull through the gory wound and knew that only an orc and a mighty one could survive what should have been a mortal wound.  Another thought had come to him as well then:  His armor was, no doubt, part of the reason that he still lived.  Morgall had always known that there was more magic about it that he had guessed and somehow, it had kept him alive.   
 
    In typical orc fashion, Morgall hadn’t let such thoughts weigh him down or slow him overlong.  He’d torn the useless eye from his face in a welter of gore and viscera and hurled it from him.  It didn’t matter to Morgall.  He had survived and while he dearly longed to find the Iron King and finish what he’d started with that weak monarch, getting to him would be impossible now, even for him.  The truth of things pressed down upon him like a great weight.  They had lost.  Somehow, unbelievably, the orcs had lost the battle.  Even as he pondered it on his slow, agonizing trek south, it took days for the reality of it to set in.  For all their numbers, strength and ferocity, the horde was no more.  Of course, the warlord was no fool, for all that many thought orcs to be dim-witted creatures.  He understood that there would still be a great many orcs that had fled and still lived.  They would be in the same straits as Morgall, though.  They were behind enemy lines in a hostile land, a broken, scattered mass of groups and individuals that would be hunted down by the vengeful victors.   
 
    Three times now, the injured warlord had been attacked by humans hunting for orcs.  They had been smaller squads of no more than half a dozen men and even in his wounded state, they’d been no match for him.  Their deaths had satiated only the smallest sliver of his rage and he almost wished that more would find him.  Now, the hills of his homeland loomed ahead of him and Morgall knew that within days, he would be back in orc lands.  Then, he would begin to rebuild anew and this time it would be different.   
 
    Morgall had realized that he had been manipulated by the Hidden One for years, of course.  He had known that his patron had his own agenda and designs but the orc had always assumed that it coincided with the destruction of the Iron Kingdom.  Now, plagued by fear and doubt, the warlord had begun to wonder.  New thoughts had wormed to the surface of his fevered mind on that long, lonely march south.  Thoughts that would not seem to go away.   
 
    Had the Hidden one ever really intended for the orcs to win?  If so, why not intervene in a more direct manner with his magic?  More pressing to Morgall’s mind was another question:  Why was the plain before the mountain so critical?  He now knew that the Hidden One had manipulated the entire thing right down to the place that the final battle would be fought.  What he did not know was why.  Another certainty had begun to settle upon the orc’s mind as well.  The Hidden One did not care who had won or lost that battle.  Morgall couldn’t have explained how he knew such a thing but he was sure of it.  Somehow, he knew that it hadn’t mattered to the Hidden One which side had won the battle.  Somehow, it all served his plans and the thought stung Morgall as surely as any of his physical wounds.  Another thought had begun to form in the back of his mind as well and as he thought it, Morgall realized it had been there for some time:  He did not think that the Hidden One was really a human at all.  Thinking back on all their dealings over the years, he was more and more certain of this truth.   
 
    A sound brought the orc from his thoughts and he realized that he’d been trudging along, barely aware of his surroundings for some time.  The sound he’d heard was that of footsteps heading toward him and as he brought his scarred head up, still squinting for pain of the burning sun, he saw figures emerge from a stunted copse of trees.  Five orcs walked to within twenty paces and spread out in a loose semi-circle around him.  He didn’t recognize them but it was clear that they knew who he was when they spoke.   
 
    “Told ya it was him!”  A thin orc with a cropped ear said triumphantly.  “Never was a bigger orc!  I told ya!”   
 
    Another orc, this one a beefy warrior with smeared war paint nodded.  “And you was right!”  He said menacingly, the war-axe he held in one hand gripped so tightly that it shook.  “Here’s the cur what led us to ruin!”   
 
    When he’d first seen that they were orcs, Morgall had a brief notion that they would gather to him as a leader.  Now he saw the truth of things, though.  These orcs and likely most of the others from the broken horde would blame him.  It was the orc way.  The strong survived and the weak perished.  The warlord knew that in failing to defeat the Iron Kingdom, he was a failure in their eyes and that made him weak.  Morgall knew that he would have to teach them otherwise. 
 
    A squat orc warrior with a looted human sword pointed at the warlord with the weapon.  “Look at him, now!”  He said tauntingly.  “He’s barely able to stand!  And his face is hacked half open!”  The orc laughed in spite.  “Probably can’t even see right!” 
 
    In answer, Morgall fixed the sword wielder with his good eye, the baleful glare giving the other orc pause.  He said nothing but raised his axe in his left fist up and bared his teeth.  A rumbling growl like a beast was the only sound that he emitted.   
 
    They came at him suddenly like wolves.  They saw his injured state and no doubt thought him easy prey.  They had never been more wrong and soon learned the error of their ways.  Wounded as he was, Morgall was the mightiest orc warrior of an age and they learned why.   
 
    The large warrior with the axe reached him first, his weapon swinging down toward the warlord’s head.  Morgall fluidly side-stepped the clumsy attack and realized for all the warrior’s strength, he was young and unskilled.  This whole lot had probably seen little of the battle and fled once things turned.  Contemptuously, warlord brought his axe down on the neck of the other orc.  He swung it left-handed and knew that it wasn’t a strong strike but nonetheless left the orc’s lifeblood watering the ground.   
 
    Morgall had no time to think, however as both crop-ear and the sword wielder were right behind the first orc.  The final orcs were slower in moving in and the warlord knew then that they were young and inexperienced and more importantly, they were afraid of him.  Joy bloomed in his brutal heart at that and as crop-ear chopped in at his side with a notched orc sword, Morgall blocked with the haft of his axe.  He leered at the other orc for a moment and then drove his armored shoulder into the thinner orc, knocking him to the ground.  The short, brawny orc on his right lunged forward, seeking to bury the human longsword in his guts where the mail was damaged but the warlord turned his torso so the point bounced off the armored plates there.  The movement, more than the attack hurt Morgall and he remembered the human warrior whose sword had caused the stomach wound and the pain and the memory enraged him.   
 
    Quick as a cat, Morgall brought his armored right arm down on the arm of the shorter orc, ignoring the pain from his injured arm.  The strength of the blow caused the other orc to drop the looted human blade and the warlord swung his axe up in a swift arc that terminated in his opponents chest, making a mockery of his leather armor.   
 
    Morgall turned and kicked crop-ear in the chest as the orc struggled to rise, knocking him back down, gasping for air.  The warlord then kicked the orcish sword away from the thin orc and planted one armored boot squarely on his chest.  Looking round at the pair of young orcs, Morgall saw that they had barely moved.  They looked at the massive, scarred orc who had led the horde and their resolve wavered.  They looked at the two dead orcs and the incapacitated crop-ear and realized how quickly and effortlessly the warlord had mastered them.  Morgall said not a word but once again held his axe up in front of him in challenge and their resolve broke.  The pair ran south without looking back with all the speed they could muster.   
 
    Looking down at the pinned orc under his foot, the warlord lowered the axe until it was within inches of his assailant.  “You know what they call my axe?”   
 
    Struggling to breath beneath the weight of the mighty orc warlord, the crop eared orc painfully nodded.  “It is called…Gorga…the dwarf…killer…” 
 
    Morgall nodded then and leaned forward on the leg that held the thin orc, relishing the pain that bloomed on his features.  “I have killed many in my day, dung-eater!”  The warlord growled, drool dripping from his maw.  “Dwarf’s, men, ogres and orcs.”  He let the words hang there for a heartbeat.  “Orcs too foolish to know I was their better.”  Now, he eased up and though his foot stayed planted on the other orcs chest, he let him breath a bit.  “Which are you?” 
 
    Fear and then cunning played across crop-ears features like clouds scudding across the sky.  “You are…”  The orc began carefully.  “You…are Morgall.  You are the warlord.”   
 
    It wasn’t much but the statement nonetheless was pleasing to Morgall and he stepped back off of crop-ears chest.  The pained, whistling sound of the weaker orcs breathing was like music to his ears and the cautious, fearful look he wore was almost a thing of beauty.  It was obvious that the orc wasn’t sure why Morgall hadn’t killed him already. 
 
    “I will not kill you, crop-ear.”  The warlord stated bluntly.  “But only because I want you to tell others that I still live.”  Seeing the other orc nod slowly, Morgall growled and pointed at the still visible figures of the orcs that had fled.  “They will tell the orcs that I am alive but you will tell them my words.  He stepped forward and crop-ear flinched.  “I am coming back to the hills of our people and I am still the warlord!”  The guttural snarl that followed the statement was an eloquent challenge and equally articulate was the whine of fear that escaped the smaller orc.  Crop-ear nodded and looked at the ground, his entire demeanor submissive.  “Go!”  Morgall roared and the other orc instantly ran as the other two had.   
 
    Watching his progress south, Morgall waited until he couldn’t see any of the orcs before turning away.  His people were a treacherous lot and he wouldn’t put it past them to try and circle back.  However, the warlord was fairly certain that he’d put terror in their hearts and he’d not soon see them again, if ever.  It was then that Morgall realized just how far he’d fallen.  Once again, he would have to fight and kill to gain respect and position and the fact of it galled him.  He’d lost so much and knew that the one to blame was the Hidden One.  He still hated the men of the Iron Kingdom and wanted their destruction but the plain truth was that he knew he had been used and cast aside by the one he had called ‘master’.  It was also then that the warlord realized that he now no longer thought of the Hidden One as his master and that thought pleased him to no end.  He would have his revenge on the presumptuous man, if man he was, before returning his attentions back on the men of the north.   
 
    Looking back at the stand of trees the other orcs had come from, Morgall thought he smelled smoke.  That meant the orcs had a fire and a camp.  That meant they might have supplies and food and the warlord’s stomach rumbled.  He looked down at the orcs he’d killed and leered at their corpses.  Even if there was no food at the camp, he would fill his belly.  His glee was a savage thing then as he stomped toward the trees, dragging the body of the bigger of the orcs.  Killing always made him hungry. 
 
    * * * 
 
    An insistent sound that was peaceful and rhythmic pulled him peacefully from sleep.  At first, he could not place the sound and lay there contentedly, musing drowsily over what it could be.  Finally, after an indeterminate length of time, he realized that it was the sound of waves.  Somewhat distant and muted, yet their rhythm and strength told him that he was near the ocean.  His sense of smell had roused as well and he could sense the faint tang of saltwater.  One thing that he could not understand was how warm he was and the breeze that he felt moving over him was like nothing he’d ever felt before, balmy and strangely scented.   
 
    Opening his eyes, he sat up and looked about him.  He was on a low bed made from a wood he couldn’t place.  There were no thick blankets but rather thin sheets that he lay upon.  It was very warm in the room and he couldn’t remember ever feeling so warm before.  The room was small, less than half a dozen paces in either direction, but well-appointed, with finely carved furniture made from the same wood as the bed.  The floor was made of brightly colored stone and felt cool under his feet.  A window showed a dazzling view of a beach with white sand, the like of which he’d never seen in his life and strange trees nodded in the breeze.  So entranced by the scene was he that he unthinkingly rose to walk toward the window to get a better look.   
 
    Pain in his right side hit him then, so sharp he thought that he might pass out as the agony swept through him.  His breath caught and he cried out as he fell to his knees, clutching his side.  It felt as though a lance of pure fire was lodged there and he could barely breathe.  Consciousness fluttered like a moth at the edge of a flame and he was certain that he was going to collapse completely.  So bathed in the moment of pain was he that he didn’t notice the door open nor did the sound of light footsteps register.  He noticed nothing until he felt soft hands and heard a high clear voice cut through his torment.   
 
    “What are you doing?”  The voice asked.  It was a woman’s voice he realized, almost musical and warm, yet now imperious and commanding.  “You should not be out of bed!  Your injuries are too great!”   
 
    He looked up then to see a face floating over him, in his delirium, thinking that it must belong to an angel, so beautiful it was.  She was like a vision and for an instant, he forgot his pain, though when she helped him back up to sit on the edge of the bed, the agony of it ripped through him again.  When he’d weathered the storm of his pain and could focus again, he saw that it was no angel that had helped him but a young woman who had come to his aid.  She was a small, willowy thing but no child, he could tell by her shape.  Even through his pain, he could not help but admire her face and form.  Though she was clad in a plain dress of a tan color, she wore it like a queen.  Her skin was darker than his, a caramel color that he had never seen before and as he looked into her anxious, dark brown eyes, he thought he’d never seen anything more lovely.   
 
    If she noticed his frank appreciation, she didn’t show it.  Instead, she examined his side.  It was then that he realized that he wore only loose fitting, baggy breeches of a type that seemed strange to him.  His side was bandaged and it was beneath these bandages that the girl was inspecting.  His breath caught again as she lifted the lowest layer of gauzy material.  She nodded in satisfaction then and only then looked up to meet his eyes.   
 
    “You have not broken the wound open.”  She reported gravely.  “But you must rest and keep your movements slow and careful or it could reopen.”  There was authority in her voice and as she rose, gestured for him to lie back, her manner commanding.  “You are not going to die in my care.”   
 
    As he lay back, his breathing eased and he contented himself to look at her as she moved to a nearby cabinet and opened the top drawer.  From it, she pulled a small, ceramic bottle and several stoppered vials.  She then set a small cup out and began measuring drops of different fluids into it before pouring a small amount of what looked like watered wine in.  She returned to his side, sitting lightly on the bed next to him then and held forth the cup.  When he hesitated, she nodded reassuringly.   
 
    “It is a draught that will help you sleep as well as heal.”  Her voice was warm and calm and she smiled at him.  “You must rest.”   
 
    Her smile thrilled him and he was certain that he’d never seen anything so stunning.  Looking briefly at the cup, he then returned his attention to her face.  “I’ll drink it if you tell me your name.”  His return smile was no less winning he was certain, remembering dimly that he’d been told by women on many occasions that his smile was one of his best qualities.  Whether she was won by the smile or the fact that he agreed to drink the concoction was uncertain but he chose to believe it was the former when she nodded.   
 
    “I am Sica.”  The young woman replied then and proffered the cup more urgently.  She said nothing more and her smile turned into a rather determined frown until he took the cup.   
 
    “Sica.”  He said the name aloud, thinking it sounded wonderful and mysterious.  He was going to say more but her raised eyebrows made him chuckle and finally drink the medicinal draught.  He had expected the concoction to taste bitter but there was a tinge of sweetness that surprised him.  He thought briefly that she could be poisoning him but realized just as quickly that if this mysterious beauty wanted him dead, she could just stop tending his wound and he’d no doubt have died long before now.   
 
    Taking the cup back from him, she rose from the bed and looked at him with concern in her eyes.  “Is the pain easing?”  At his nod, she smiled again.  “Good, you will soon be asleep again.”  She turned from him to put away the cup and bottles in the cabinet once more.  Turning back to face him, she asked, somewhat shyly.  “What is your name?”   
 
    There was a warm feeling spreading through his body from the medicine but a small shock swept through him as he realized that she didn’t already know his name.  He lay there for a long moment, struggling within himself and a cold fear formed in his stomach as another, larger shock hit him:  He couldn’t remember his name either! 
 
    “My name?”  He asked aloud hating the slow way he sounded and the fearful tone of his voice.  “My name…my name…is…”  The words came slow and painfully and he knew that part of it was the draught taking effect but it was mostly that he didn’t know his own name.  As he lay there helplessly, he realized that he didn’t know who he was!  He could remember a battle and huge, monstrous figures, warriors in steel armor and a cold, uncaring sky but little else.  “My…name…”  Panic rose like a wild animal clawing at his throat.  “I am…” But it would not come to him, no matter how hard he tried to think of it.   
 
    Sica had seen the look of fear on his face and heard the dread in his voice.  She crossed the room quickly and sat next to him again, taking his hand.  “It is alright.”  She said soothingly and her voice and touch quieted him.  “It will come to you, do not worry.  For now you need to sleep.”  She murmured encouraging words to the injured man until he fell into a deep slumber.  Sica hesitated there, looking down at him, thinking that she’d never seen such a man before.   
 
    He was a big man, seemingly a giant next to her and for that matter most of the people she’d known in her life.  He was young though, perhaps even younger than she herself.  He was powerfully muscled and bore the scars of battle, even for such a young man.  His skin was light, like that of a distant cloud and his eyes, which were now closed, were of such a startling green that she’d found it hard not to stare when she’d first looked at him.  He was a very handsome man, she knew, thinking again of his eyes.  With a little start, Sica realized that she was still holding his hand and quickly stood.  Scolding herself mentally, she checked his breathing and satisfied left the room.   
 
    As she closed the door softly behind her, a voice made her jump.   
 
    “How does he fare?”  The voice of her master asked quietly.   
 
    Sica turned and reflexively bowed gracefully.  When she rose again, she kept her eyes low, not daring to meet his eyes.  “He is very weak, master.”  She answered clearly, proud of the strength in her voice.  Sica was not defiant but she was no coward either.  “His wound is terrible but he is strong and will heal with time, I am certain.”   
 
    “Good.”  The reply was a simple one but she waited, knowing her master’s ways.  She knew that he was thinking and would have more to ask her.  “What did he say?”  Finally came the question. 
 
    “He asked my name.”  She replied.  “Then, when I asked him his, as you instructed, he did not know.”  Her voice grew troubled then.  “He does not seem addled or his wits slowed but he simply cannot remember.  I have done all that I know to do, master, this I swear.”  There was a fervency to her statement.  Her master was a fair man but not a kind one and no one that any sane person would trifle with, much less one of his servants.   
 
    His reply calmed her.  “I know that you have, Sica.”  He mused.  “You are a talented healer and I have faith in your abilities.”  She couldn’t see his expression, as she looked down at the floor still but heard the seriousness in his voice.  “You are certain that he was not attempting to fool you?  He does not remember who he is?”   
 
    Shaking her head, Sica answered truthfully.  “He was afraid when he realized that he couldn’t tell me his name.”  It had bothered her then as now to see the panic on his face.  “I am certain of it.”   
 
    “Good.”  Came the simple reply again.  “Look at me.”  The command startled her as surely as her master’s appearance in the hall had and she knew that she would never get used to how quietly he could move.  She’d never refused a command before but had always been afraid to meet his eyes.  “Sica,” his voice said gently but firmly, “Look at me.”   
 
    When she raised her eyes to meet his, Sica felt a little thrill of fear as she always did when beholding him.  Her master was a dangerous man, she well knew.  He was a famed killer and if even a fraction of the tales about him were true, one of the most deadly men alive.  He had always been good to her and to the other servants here at the house on the edge of the ocean but they all knew who he was.   
 
    His voice was calm as she looked into his dark eyes.  “Ask him no more questions.”  When she nodded nervously, he continued.  “See to his care and healing and if he speaks of his own accord, remember all that he says.  You will tell me everything, do you understand?”  She nodded again and lowered her eyes reflexively.  Her master seemed satisfied and continued.  “For the time being, there will be a guard placed at this door.  I know that he is too weak to go far and I do not wish him to feel a prisoner but the guard is for both his protection as well as yours.”   
 
    “Is he dangerous?”  Sica blurted out and cursed herself inwardly.  Her master was not one to be badgered with idle questions!  She was a little shocked when he answered, musing aloud.   
 
    “Yes.”  Came the answer.  “At present, he is weak and confused and I am certain that he is no threat but as he heals…”  He paused then.  “As he heals, he’ll become stronger and begin to come to himself.”  He hesitated then.  “I do not think that he’ll remember who he is but bits and pieces of it may return to him.  This is why you must relay everything back to me.  In time, I will meet with him but he needs his rest and I think that, for now, he should deal solely with you.”   
 
    Sica knew that she shouldn’t ask but simply couldn’t help herself.  “Who is he, master?”  Her voice was almost breathless as she felt a thrill of fear.  She could not believe her audacity and as she looked into her master’s grim face, saw the sardonic grin appear there, she knew that he was perhaps surprised by her courage as well.  “Do you know?”  She added. 
 
    Stepping close to her, he took her gently by the chin and looked closely at her.  “Ah, little Sica, be careful.”  Though his manner was calm, terror roared through her like a beast loosed from its bonds.  “You should not ask so many questions.  It is not like you.”   
 
    “I am sorry, master.”  She murmured and tried to again avert her gaze but he would not let her.  His hand cupped her face and she felt the strength in his hand, the callouses and muscle, the sheer power of his grip.  Though he was still gentle, she could feel his strength.   
 
    “Do you remember what life was like among the slavers?”  He asked her then.   
 
    She could not nod but whispered, “Yes.”   
 
    “They were cruel and wicked men, were they not?”  He asked and tears filled her eyes.   
 
    “Yes.”  She replied and he took his hand away. 
 
    “Am I not good to you, Sica?”  Her master asked.  “Have I ever been cruel or harsh with you?”   
 
    “No master.”  She said, shaking her head then.  The slavers had been a perverse and degenerate lot and her greatest fear had always been a return to that life.  When she had come to the little house by the ocean, her master had explained that she would never be treated so and that he had purchased her for her mind and her abilities with herbs and medicines.  Her mother had been a healer in their village and had trained her well.  She could still remember her mother’s kind face, her father’s strong voice.  But that was before the raiders had come with fire and steel, killing some and enslaving others.  “Please, forgive me.”  She said, kneeling before him.   
 
    He let her think on it for a few moments before speaking.  “Rise.”  When he spoke, she instantly obeyed him and when he told her to look at him again, she did so without hesitation.  She saw that he didn’t appear angry but knew that anger was not a necessary component for him to kill.  Sica remembered all the stories.  He handed her a silken handkerchief and as she wiped her tears away, spoke again.  “These matters are above you, little Sica.”  He said firmly.  “Your task is to see to his healing and nothing more.  Do you understand this?”   
 
    She nodded again and whispered, “Yes master.”  Sica tried not to let her irritation show then, the defiance that had seen her beaten by the slavers so often when she’d been in their clutches.  Many of the other women had become pliant and docile out of fear but Sica had an inner strength and resolve that had always been within her.  She wasn’t defiant now but the fact that she should be a grateful slave had never been something that she could come to terms with.  The older servants had told her time and again that she would be wise to realize how good she had it here in this place but something within her still yearned for freedom and that something lurked close to the surface at times.   
 
    Her master must have sensed it before and certainly did now as he gazed into her eyes.  She knew that he never beat his servants or shouted at them.  Any who displeased him simply disappeared.  That he was a cold-blooded killer was well known among them all but the truth was that he would never deign to slay his own servants.  He had guards who saw to such mundane things.  Still, he paused then, looking into her eyes.  Sica was no fool but he had to be certain.   
 
    “Who am I?”  He asked her then.   
 
    Confusion clouded her strong, lovely features then.  “You are…my master…”  She said, hunting for the correct answer.   
 
    “What is my name?”  He demanded of her. 
 
    Now she hesitated, loathe to say the name out loud.  It was a name that was infamous throughout the land and one that no one spoke lightly.  Sica dared not resist him and strong of spirit, though she was, wilted beneath the force of his will.   
 
    “Savrun.”  She whispered.  “Your name is Savrun, master.”  As she spoke the name of the dread slayer of men, she recalled all the legends behind that name and shuddered, which was exactly the effect that he’d intended.   
 
    “Is Savrun someone to question?”  He asked her then.  “Someone to defy?”   
 
    “No master.”  Sica whispered.  She bowed then in fear.  “I am sorry.  Please forgive me.”  Visions of him killing her there in that hall assailed her but they were not chief among the visions she saw.  More than anything, the thought of being returned to the raiders again left her breathless.   
 
    “You are forgiven.”  Savrun answered simply.   
 
    After a moment, she looked up, wiping fresh tears from her eyes.  Seeing the calm look on his face, she realized that he’d spoken the truth.  Though a terrifying man, Savrun was not one to quibble.  He meant what he said and his manner was in keeping with it.   
 
    “We will speak of this no more.”  Savrun said and walked down the long hall, quick and soft as a panther.   
 
    “Yes master.”  Sica murmured softly.  She was sure that he couldn’t hear her but just as sure that she wanted to make the proper response.  She took a few moments to compose herself in the hallway then, listening to the soothing sounds of the ocean waves.  She had a job to do and she would make sure that the young man recovered from his terrible wound.  She made a vow to herself then as well; she would ask no more questions.   
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Noise from the street outside seemed muffled and muted within the tavern.  The thick stone walls and tinted glass were a welcome barrier from the chaos outside.  It was an upscale establishment with thick carpets and fine furniture, the kind of place frequented by wealthy merchants and nobles.  Tasteful paintings and ornate lamps decorated the walls and the tables were separated from each other by a good distance, giving plenty of privacy for conversation.   
 
    Karrok felt out of place in such an establishment.  To be certain, as a friend of the dwarven monarch, he’d been around wealth but King Ulgard was still a dwarf, like himself and of surprisingly simple tastes.  Glancing at the other patrons, the dwarf captain saw well-dressed people, some in such finery they might be going to a ball.  With a snort, he thought that they might be doing just that.  He just stood there for a moment in the foyer of the inn, enjoying the respite that it offered from the heat outside.  The walls kept it much cooler within and Karrok realized that he’d already sweated through his clothes.  Waves of pain from his numerous injuries swept incessantly through the dwarf’s body but in typical dwarven fashion, he did not show it.  He’d only been up and around for a few days and had barely been able to climb into the coach that had delivered him here.  Karrok knew the truth from the healers who had seen to him; he had very nearly died.   
 
    To the few who turned to see who had entered the establishment, they saw a blocky, powerful dwarf with his right arm in a sling and bearing signs of many, smaller wounds.  Such a sight wasn’t rare within the capitol at this point as so many dwarves had come to the aid of their allies during the war.  They smiled and a few raised their glasses in salute to the wounded warrior.   
 
    The dwarf simply nodded stoically in reply, taking in the place.  A pretty, middle aged woman approached him then.  Her clothing was so similarly fine to that of the other patrons that it took him a moment to realize that she worked there.   
 
    “Welcome to the Gilded Charger.”  The woman’s voice was pitched low and had a soothing quality to it, making the dwarf think that raised voices were a very rare thing here.  She ignored his raised eyebrows at the ridiculous name and asked, “Are you Thane Karrok?” 
 
    Nodding, the dwarf answered.  “I am.”   
 
    The woman smiled then.  “Your friends are waiting in one of the private rooms in the back.  Please follow me.”   
 
    As she set off toward the back of the cavernous hall that served as the upscale tavern’s common room, the dwarf couldn’t help but think there was nothing common about it.  Everything about the place spoke of elegance and money, from the construction to the clientele.  The woman herself was clearly the equivalent of a tavern maid and yet seemed like a royal lady instead.  Following her to the farthest door, Karrok looked back at the room he’d traversed.  Here, it would certainly be easy to forget about the hardships of others within the city and the war that had transpired so recently.   
 
    The woman opened the door and gestured for the dwarf to enter.  With a curt nod, he did so and heard the door close behind him.  Within was a well-appointed room with its own fireplace and high windows.  The fireplace was, of course, swept and bare, as it was summer and the windows were shut to hold the heat at bay.  There was no breeze that would find its way in through them anyhow as they were close to the heart of the city.  A heavy, rectangular table of oak with elegant chairs dominated the center of the room and sitting there were Rothan and Tavia.  Despite his wounds, the dwarf smiled to see them and a bark of a laugh escaped him.   
 
    “By the stone, I thought you were dead!”  Karrok said as he beheld the human warrior, noting the wounds that the other bore.  He ignored the sour look from the elf and watched as Rothan climbed painfully to his feet, favoring his left side.  The dwarf could see that his friend’s left arm was in a sling, very similar to the one that he himself wore and laughed again for the irony.   
 
    Rothan couldn’t help but laugh himself as he took in the dwarf’s wounds, so similar to his own.  “Bloody trolls!”  He said and the two wheezed in laughter for a moment but it quickly died as both men had suffered damage to their ribs and torsos that left them gasping for air.   
 
    The elf was not amused in the least.  “Well, if you two are done gasping like old men, perhaps we can sit?”  Tavia said, glaring at Rothan and staring pointedly at his chair.  She certainly saw nothing funny about the horrific wounds they both had and was exasperated when he ignored her and walked around the table to stand before the dwarf.   
 
    “It is good to see you, my friend.”  The human captain said then, his voice thick with emotion.  “I came back to check on you several times.”  He was speaking of the house of healing where they’d both recuperated.  “I wanted to be there when you woke.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugged.  “Things have been busy.”  They both knew that the prince’s funeral had taken place the day before but neither had been well enough to attend.  Rothan had been well enough to return to the barracks but Karrok had only recently awoken. 
 
    Each warrior had one of their arms in a sling, Rothan his left and Karrok his right and so could not shake hands.  The irony was not lost on them and they shared grim smiles as Rothan laid his good hand on his friend’s uninjured shoulder instead.  “By the gods, it’s good to see you!”   
 
    Tavia had had enough.  “There is ale.”  She said then, gesturing to the pitcher and cups on the table.  Her smile was prim as the dwarf predictably licked his lips and limped to the table.  She poured both warriors a cup as they were seated and her smile broadened as Rothan sat.  The elven woman realized now that she was falling in love with the man and had been struggling with it for some time.  She felt a familiar stab of guilt then but realized that such emotions were fading.  Dag had been good to her but the truth was she had never been in love with him, though she had loved him as much as she’d been able too.  She couldn’t help but smile again, thinking that the man sitting next to her would have rolled his eyes and called her crazy if she’d ever tried to explain such thoughts and feelings to him.  She also knew that Rothan would never question her about it either and such an explanation might not be necessary.  Tavia knew well that he had feelings for her that he was struggling with as well.  When they had been facing death during the final days of the war, such things could be shelved but now, watching him closely as she had the last few weeks, she knew that he was in her heart and mind. 
 
    Oblivious to such things, the dwarf drained his cup quickly and poured himself another.  “That’s good ale!”  He remarked.  “I was afraid they’d only serve wine or some-such in a place like this!”  He took a smaller drink then.  “What was wrong with the Black Boar?”  He asked then, mentioning the tavern they normally frequented.   
 
    “Nothing.”  Rothan answered after taking a drink himself.  “The Boar’s a bit crowded right now and I thought…”  He shot a look at Tavia then before continuing.  “We thought this place might give us some privacy.” 
 
    With a dark glance for the elf that clearly showed that he blamed her, Karrok snorted.  “The Gelded Pony, though?”  He took a drink and guffawed.  “What kind of name is that?”   
 
    “The Gilded Charger.”  Tavia said firmly then.  “It’s an upscale inn that caters to a richer clientele and, more importantly, isn’t one that most soldiers could afford to frequent.”   
 
    With a satisfied belch, the dwarf shrugged.  “Well, their ale is top notch, at least.”  He took the pitcher then and saw that there was only enough for one more cup.  He generously glanced at Rothan, who shook his head, having only drank part of his.  The dwarf’s smile was genuine as he poured himself another cup.  “So, why are we meeting where we know there won’t be any soldiers about?” 
 
    Looking into his cup, Rothan hesitated for a few moments before answering.  “To be honest, I needed to speak with both of you about lord Garyth.”  He looked up at them then.  “I assume you know of the duel with Lokkmar?”   
 
    The dwarf nodded but Tavia grimaced.  “It’s ridiculous!”  Her posture and expression made her feelings very clear but her next statement let them know in no uncertain terms what she thought.  “As if there hasn’t been enough killing?!”   
 
    “He has cause.”  Karrok said grimly.  “I can’t say that Lokkmar’s actions were caused by cowardice but sending Garyth from his post was a shameful thing to do.”  He gripped his cup tightly then, for a moment looking back in time.  “If the general hadn’t, the young prince might still be alive.”   
 
    Rothan nodded and looked at Tavia.  “I’ll admit that tactically, Lokkmar had a point but his timing cost a lot of lives besides Valun’s.”  Seeing that her cold glare wasn’t softening, he went on.  “Garyth holds Lokkmar personally responsible for the prince’s death and I don’t think anything will stop him at this point.”   
 
    “Aye.”  The dwarf said, adding, “Whether or not the general’s timing was poor, had Garyth still been there, I’m certain things would have been different.”   
 
    The elf woman rolled her eyes.  “Yet from what I’ve heard, if he hadn’t been sent away, he wouldn’t have been at the king’s side.”  She looked at them both then before continuing.  “I’m no soldier but I thought that Lokkmar’s actions made a certain amount of sense.”   
 
    Rothan nodded.  “Yes, that’s true but as Karrok said, it all comes down to timing.”  He finally finished his cup of ale then in a single gulp, fortifying himself against the memories of that dark day.  “When Valun told me we were charging up that hill, I was proud.”  His voice was distant as he remembered.  “I was proud to ride with him and if Lokkmar could have seen beyond his own pride, he’d have seen that both Garyth and Valun had the right of it.  If that hill had been overrun, the whole battle could have been lost.”   
 
    As Karrok nodded, Tavia replied.  “What good does killing the general now do?” 
 
    The two warriors looked at each other, a little incredulous.  When Rothan seemed at a loss for words, Karrok spoke.  “It’s a matter of honor.”   
 
    “Honor?”  Tavia asked, shaking her head.   
 
    “Yes.”  Karrok answered firmly.  “Honor.”  He glanced at Rothan again but the human captain seemed content to let them talk and the dwarf forged ahead.  “Valun was Garyth’s kinsman and died because of Lokkmar’s inaction.  He’s honor bound to call him out for it, especially since Lokkmar dishonored him by sending him away.” 
 
     “Honor?”  The elf echoed the word again as if weighing its worth.  “It sounds a lot like murder to me or at the very least killing for no good reason.”   
 
    Now Rothan did speak.  “Karrok just explained it to you.  Garyth has plenty of reason to demand satisfaction from Lokkmar.”   
 
    “It’s barbaric!”  Tavia exclaimed.  “Besides, Garyth was badly wounded in battle.  What if he’s unable to fight?  What if he’s slain by Lokkmar instead?”   
 
    Ignoring her tirade, Rothan sighed and looked at Karrok.  “That’s part of what I needed to speak with you both about.”  It was evident that the dwarf knew what he was going to say when he nodded but just as clear that the elf did not as she looked at him uncomprehendingly.  “I will be lord Garyth’s second for the duel.” 
 
    “What?!”  Tavia’s voice rose drastically then.  “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard!  You’re barely healed, barely able to walk and certainly not ready to fight, especially in some idiotic duel that…”   
 
    Rothan leaned forward and interrupted her.  “I’m fine and Garyth needs a second…” 
 
    Now it was the elven woman’s turn to interrupt.  “Fine?”  She said scornfully.  “You aren’t fine, captain, you’re far from it!”  Her fear for Rothan led into real anger now.  “I cannot believe that Garyth would ask you to do this!”   
 
    “He didn’t ask me.”  Rothan retorted. “I volunteered and he tried to talk me out of it.”  Leaning back in the chair, he sighed then.  “There were several men who wanted to stand at his side but I convinced him it should be me.”   
 
    With a horrified expression, Tavia whispered, “Why?  Why would you do that?”  Now she looked at Karrok, seeking help, another voice to bolster her position but saw the dwarf nodding sagely at Rothan.  “You are badly injured.”  Now her voice was pleading.  “Your arm is broken and your left hand barely usable.  Your ribs aren’t healed yet and you’ve taken so many other wounds.  Why risk your life so?” 
 
    “He’s hardly risking his life, lass.”  The dwarf intervened then, seeing Rothan was at a loss for words.  “Garyth is a deadly blade for all his wounds.  Lokkmar’s no mean warrior I’m sure but Garyth is one of the best the Iron Kingdom has to offer.  He’ll kill the general and Captain Rothan here won’t have to do more than stand there.”   
 
    The captain’s expression was troubled then.  “And that’s just the beginning of the troubles, I fear.”  Seeing that the dwarf didn’t follow forcibly reminded him that for all that they he was a good friend, he didn’t understand.  Karrok was a dwarf from a different kingdom with different laws and customs.  In the kingdom of Stone, such a matter would be settled by the combat and nothing more said or done.  “This is the real reason I wanted to meet with both of you.”   
 
    The dwarf looked at them both not sure what Rothan was getting at.  Tavia was the one who spoke then.  “Just tell him.”  She said, bluntly as any dwarf, which thought made Karrok grin.  “No dissembling, Rothan.  Just say what you need to.”   
 
    Glancing toward the door, Rothan lowered his voice.  “There is a lot going on behind the scenes right now in the capitol.  I fear that with this duel, Garyth is going to make a lot of enemies as Lokkmar is both wealthy and influential.”  He sighed heavily.  “It also will give a lot of the dissidents within the city a new weapon to aim at the king and his house.”   
 
    “What are you talking about?”  Karrok asked uncomprehendingly.  “That doesn’t make any sense.”   
 
    Tavia was the one who answered, though she still gazed at Rothan.  “It makes perfect sense, if you understand the current struggle within the kingdom, Karrok.”  After a moment, she turned to the dwarf.  “There are those within the Iron Kingdom who believe that the current system of a monarchy and nobility ruling the country is an outdated concept.  There are those who believe that such a government should be done away with.” 
 
    “Rubbish!”  The dwarf growled hotly.  “King Ragnur is a great king who keeps his people safe no matter the personal cost!  Who could think such nonsense?!” 
 
    The elf looked at him with wise eyes.  “Rubbish?”  She glanced at Rothan and saw that he wasn’t ready to say more.  “As provincial as my life has been Karrok, even I know that the king is walking on a very narrow ledge here.  The country is weakened by war and he’s saying the war’s not over.  Putting vengeance as a personal agenda over the needs of the kingdom itself isn’t making him any friends.  Surely you can understand this?”   
 
    Karrok shrugged.  “It’s true that even among dwarves, there are those who would speak out against such actions but they would stand united behind their king.”   
 
    “And have the dwarves never had a bad king?”  Tavia asked brusquely.   
 
    Karrok’s eyes narrowed as he looked at her, loathe to speak of such things.  After a few moments pause, he gritted his teeth and nodded.  “Aye.  On occasion, we’ve had a foolish monarch.”  He was quick to justify his people, however.  “But standing united as one, allowed the kingdom to survive and this is why the office of Thane exists.   The Thane’s have power to gather together and give a voice that even the king himself must listen too, if the matter were grave enough.”   
 
    “And such a check is exactly what the nobility exist for within the Iron Kingdom.”  Rothan answered then.  “Or at least that’s how it’s supposed to work.”  He shook his head in exasperation.  “Now, the nobles are often more interested in infighting and currying favor than in what is actually best for the kingdom.  I can, myself, attest to the fact that the nobility is often corrupt.”   
 
    “All the more reason to trust in a strong and a just king.”  Karrok said emphatically.  “My own king has spoken more highly of yours than of any other monarch he’s ever known.”   
 
    Rothan nodded.  “I agree that King Ragnur is a good man, a mighty warrior and a great leader.  My loyalty is to the crown to the death.”  Now he paused and looked seriously at them both.  “But there are others who don’t see it that way.  There are those who believe a change must happen and whisper of revolution.”  He voice pitched even lower, barely above a whisper.  “Even within the army.”   
 
    “Do you think that Lokkmar believes so?”  Tavia asked. 
 
    Shaking his head, the captain sighed.  “No.  For all his flaws, Lokkmar is a loyal kings-man, the same as me.”  He knuckled his eyes with his good hand.  “I don’t pretend to understand all the politics, you see?  I’m just a simple soldier but I know that when Garyth kills such an influential man, one so loyal and well connected, it will mean trouble beyond the matter of the duel.”   
 
    “Why does the king not deal with these dissidents?”  Karrok asked. 
 
    Rothan looked at his friend tiredly.  “For what?”  He asked bluntly.  “Talking?  Saying things that most of the people are thinking?”  He gestured at both of them.  “I think you both agree with me in saying that the kingdom isn’t able to go on the offensive right now, which is exactly what the king intends to do.”  When they nodded in agreement, the captain continued, “Which is what these so-called dissidents are saying themselves.”  He ran a hand through his salt and pepper hair.  “Does that make us rebels as well?”   
 
    Karrok spluttered, “Of course not!”  Then he shrugged.  “This is not my kingdom but I am as loyal to our ancient alliance as any dwarf!”   
 
    Rothan pressed the question.  “But does being loyal to that alliance mean that you are loyal to this king?”   
 
    The dwarf’s look was shrewd.  “My friend, it almost sounds like you agree with these revolutionaries.”   
 
    Rothan sighed then.  “In part, I do.”  He looked miserable.  “I am loyal to the king and I will do my duty to the death but what I am saying is that I can see their point, at least in part.  They will point to one of the kings own family killing a decorated and loyal officer and call it corruption.”   
 
    Karrok’s tone grew dangerous as he asked, “Are you not loyal to Garyth, then?”   
 
    “How can you ask him that?!”  Tavia snapped.  “He’s insisting on being Garyth’s second in this ridiculous duel!”   
 
    “I am loyal to lord Garyth.”  Rothan assured the dwarf.  “This should show you how complicated this all is.  I will shed my blood for him and for the crown and even as loyal as I am, I can see that, at least to a certain point, these people are right about certain things.”   
 
    Now, the dwarf thane replied with scorn.  Not for his friend so much as the situation.  “We dwarves have our own politics.”  He pointed out.  “Perhaps they aren’t so much a maze to figure out as what exists for you humans but they exist as does the greed that motivates all politics.”   
 
    “It’s true.”  The captain replied then.  “Greed is behind a lot of this.  I have no doubt that many of them will seek to increase their own power at any cost and like all greedy and weak people, they can only advance themselves by pulling someone else down.”  
 
    Tavia arched an eyebrow eloquently.  “So you brought us here to discuss politics?”  It was clear by the tone of her voice that she didn’t believe it.   
 
    “No.”  Rothan said, holding a hand to his forehead.  “Such discussions give me a headache.  Like I already said, I’m a simple man.”   
 
    “I think you’re anything but simple.”  The elf retorted rather haughtily.  “Though I think you work hard to present yourself as such.”   
 
    Rolling his eyes, the captain continued.  “The reason I wanted to meet with you both is that I am worried about lord Garyth and not because of the duel but because of what might come after it.”  Sighing again, he explained.  “The king is unassailable, at least for the moment by these rebels but lord Garyth isn’t.  Not only will others from Lokkmar’s family demand satisfaction but I fear there are those who will use it as a platform against the crown.  There may even be those who strike at Garyth.”  His voice was frustrated.  “I haven’t been in the lord’s service for long but I have learned that he has few enough friends.  What I want to know is if you’ll help me to watch for such threats.”   
 
    “Do you believe they would try to assassinate Garyth?”  The dwarf asked, appalled at the idea.   
 
    Rothan shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  Clenching his fist, he growled.  “Such things are rare but they have happened.  If they come at my lord, they will find me standing there!”   
 
    “And you want to know where we stand?”  Tavia asked, her voice troubled. 
 
    Rothan nodded, regarding them both and for what seemed like a long time, the room was quiet.  Finally, the dwarf broke the silence.   
 
    “I am loyal to the young lord.”  Karrok said.  “But I have my own mandate from my king.  The war is over for us and if King Ragnur goes on the offensive, I doubt that King Ulgard will send dwarven troops with him.”  He reluctantly added, “Aside from duty both you and Garyth are my friends but I don’t know how much longer I’ll be stationed here in Vakiun.  I am sure that my king will recall me from here soon now that the war is done.”   
 
    Captain Rothan nodded again.  “I am a soldier and I understand the chain of command and orders.”  His gaze sharpened.  “I am asking if you’ll help me protect my lord if you are here and it comes to it.”  Karrok nodded firmly and Rothan turned his gaze to the elf.  
 
    Tavia was quick with her answer.  “I will stand at Garyth’s side for my own reasons.”  She’d made neither of them privy to her vision and neither had asked why she’d stayed with them after the destruction of her village and the death of her mate.  “And I will stand with him for you.”  She said bluntly, gazing back at Rothan. 
 
    The statement startled the captain and he coughed suddenly and looked at Karrok, who gruffly tugged his beard and looked at his empty cup.  “We need more ale.”  He stated loudly and rising, grabbed the half-full pitcher and walked from the room.   
 
    As the door thumped shut behind the retreating dwarf, Tavia reached across the corner of the table to take Rothan’s uninjured hand.  “I do not know how these things are said in civilized places such as this.”  She said.  “Nor do I care.  What I do care about is you.”   
 
    The warrior who had faced orcs and monsters broke out into a sweat as he stared at the beautiful woman facing him.  “I…I care for you…also…”  He stammered like a youth and cursed himself like a veteran.  When she smiled at this, he shook his head.  “Why?”  When her eyebrows rose, he asked more directly.  “Why me?  I’m getting old and there are a lot better looking, wealthier men than me in this city…”   
 
    Her tinkling laughter cut him off.  “Do you think I care about such things?”   
 
    “Well…” He fumbled for words now.  “Maybe not about money…”   
 
    Leaning closer to him, Tavia ran a hand across his stubbly face.  “You are handsome in my eyes, my fine soldier.”  When he reddened, she couldn’t help but laugh again.  “Your scars and the lines in your face tell a story that I want to know more of.”   
 
    Rothan glanced away and then glanced back.  He’d never had a woman speak so directly to him, certainly not his departed wife.  Thinking of her led to speaking of her.  “I was married before.”  He said lamely.   
 
    “I know.”  Tavia answered solemnly.  “And I know that she died and I know that you still love her, just as I still love Dag.”   
 
    Shaking his head, the warrior mumbled, “But my wife died years ago…your man…”  
 
    “He was my man.”  Tavia said then, her voice clear.  “And I had love for him but he is gone now.”  She took her hand away and looked at Rothan.  “I am not wicked nor am I prone to moving from man to man but neither am I some shrinking maid too afraid to speak my mind and my heart.  Dag was a good man and he saved my life but even then I never felt about him as I do about you.”   
 
    This statement so startled Rothan that he blurted the same question again.  “Why?”   
 
    “Perhaps because I am an elf and I am able to deal with loss and move on more quickly.”  She offered then, leaning in and continued.  “Or perhaps because I am a sorceress and can perceive things more keenly than an ordinary person.”  She shrugged then and leaned in very close to him.  “Or perhaps I’ve never known anyone like you before.”   
 
    Intoxicated as he was by her nearness, Rothan couldn’t help but scoff at the last statement.  “I’m nothing special.”  He protested.   
 
    “You are special to me.”  Tavia murmured and leaned forward even further. 
 
    Like a drowning man drawn to land, Rothan leaned in to kiss her, half expecting her to recoil or to laugh or anything but what she did; which was kiss him fiercely back.  They kissed for what seemed an eternity until there was a dull thud at the door.   Smiling, the elf rose and broke the kiss and the man sat there, his mouth agape like a fool at what had just happened.  She stepped lightly to the door and opened it. 
 
    When Tavia opened the door, Karrok was standing there with a pitcher in hand.  “Only have the one good arm at the moment.”  The dwarf explained and the others realized that he must have had to kick the door to get their attention.  The elf stepped aside and the dwarf stumped into the room to set the full pitcher of ale on the table.  Seeing Rothan’s dumbfounded expression, he asked, “What’s wrong with you?”  This caused the man to finally close his mouth.   
 
    Before the captain could answer, Tavia spoke, still standing near the open door.  “Gentlemen.”  She said, getting their attention.  “Our labors are far from over, I assure you.”  She didn’t say how she might know this or qualify it beyond adding.  “We have further to go together on the road ahead.”  With that, she swept gracefully from the room, letting the door shut behind her.   
 
    “What was that all about?”  Karrok asked after eyeing the door for a long moment.   
 
    In answer, Rothan poured himself a full cup of ale and drained the whole thing without pause.  The dwarf grinned in appreciation and followed suit.  Finally, Rothan uttered a single word in a strangled voice.  “Women!”   
 
    “Ha!”  The dwarf answered with a laugh and took another drink.  “Wizards!”  He added to it and they both nodded, not knowing which were more inscrutable.  Then, with another laugh he supplemented it.  “Elves!”  To some, the statements would have meant nothing but the two gruff warriors were so alike they understood that of all the incredible creatures in the world an elf wizard who was also a woman was so far beyond their comprehension there was nothing more to say.   
 
    In answer, Rothan poured himself another cup. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “At least there’s wine!”  Belthe said cheerfully, looking around the room.  It was one of the private meeting rooms within the palace that he’d never seen before.  It came as no great surprise, as there were many such rooms in the huge, rambling place.  There was a round table with half a dozen chairs in the center of the room and a jug of wine and several cups sat in the center.  Wasting no time, the young lord strode to the table and poured himself a drink.  “Pour you one, cousin?”   
 
    Aiden hesitated and relented with a nod.  “Just one, Belthe.”  He said pointedly.   
 
    “Of course, Aiden, of course.”  The lord said blithely.  “It might please you to know that I’ve actually been drinking less.”   
 
    His voice heavy with sarcasm, Aiden walked over to the table and sat down.  “It does please me.”   
 
    Belthe laughed then.  “Well, you’re the one who proposed this little get-together.”  His eyes were twinkling as he poured his cousin a cup.  “So I can only suppose that you are the one who made sure there was wine here.”   
 
    “True enough.”  Aiden offered taciturnly as he accepted the drink and leaned back in the chair.  His mood was pensive and he stared around the room.  It was a smaller room, designated for use by functionaries or palace guard to meet in and one that the royal family rarely used.  Aiden had chosen it for the meeting because he didn’t want to be disturbed.  The room was off the beaten path and not near the central part of the palace and so was perfect.  It didn’t even have a window, which suited his somber disposition perfectly.   
 
    Setting his drink on the table, Belthe looked sidelong at his cousin, Belthe asked, “Any word of Naolin?”  Still standing, he stretched a little, wincing a bit and rubbing his left side.   
 
    “None.”  Aiden answered, noting the movement.  “How’s your side?”   
 
    With a shrug, he picked his cup back up.  “Better every day!”  He answered, his tone ever cheerful.  “I’m lucky my armor held that day!”  They both thought back to the day that they, along with Kollur had fought pirates with the crew of the Sea-Drake at their side.   
 
    Aiden nodded and smiled.  “You’re lucky your brother was there to look out for you!”   
 
    “Like always!”  Belthe quipped with a smile and took a drink. 
 
    Thoughtfully, the prince asked, “Is that something you take for granted?”   
 
    “Kollur’s always been there at my side when there was trouble.”  The lord answered with another shrug, swirling the now half empty cup.  “Whether it was our father looking to punish us or some merchant whose daughter I’d befriended, my brother has always been there for me.”   
 
    The prince looked away suddenly, his gaze dropping to the floor.  “Yes.”  He said slowly.  “He’s a good brother.”   
 
    Realizing that his cousin was thinking of his own brother, Belthe’s cheer evaporated somewhat.  He’d always liked young Valun, though they were separated by more than a few years.  He’d never known him as well as Garyth or Aiden, but of all the Iron King’s son’s Valun was the most like himself from what he could see.  “You’re a good brother too, you know.”  He said slowly. 
 
    Aiden looked up sharply then to see Belthe looking shrewdly at him.  It was easy to forget that for all the drinking and women and parties, his cousin was highly intelligent and quick-witted.  He’d practically read the prince’s mind.  “I should have been there.”  He murmured.   
 
    “We were hundreds of miles away.”  Belthe said, his voice insistent.  “As soon as you learned what was happening, we returned as quickly as possible.”  He’d always admired the prince and hated seeing him wrapped up in guilt, especially undeserved guilt.  
 
    Leaning forward on his elbows, Aiden shrugged.  “I just can’t help but think that if I’d been there…”   
 
    “You don’t know what might have happened if you’d been there.”  Belthe cut in smoothly.  Seeing his cousin’s irritated look didn’t deter him in the least.  “In battle, there are no guarantees and you know that.”  He took a sip of his wine.  “That really is excellent!”  When Aiden’s expression didn’t change, he gestured toward the prince.  “I’ve heard you say as much yourself!”   
 
    With a sigh, Aiden leaned back and took a drink himself.  “Yes but surely you can see how I feel about it, Belthe.”  Closing his eyes, he could see his brothers face with painful clarity.   
 
    “I understand, cousin.”  Belthe allowed.  “But only to a point.”  When Aiden opened his eyes to look at him, Belthe shrugged and continued, his voice thoughtful.  “It’s always been a bit different with Kollur and me.  Even though I’m the older brother, he’s always looked out for me more than I have for him, truth be told.”   
 
    This was no great surprise to Aiden and he answered dryly, “Still, you’ve always been there for each other.”  The pain returned, swift and savage, as he thought of his brother.  “I can’t get it out of my head.  If I could have stood with him and Garyth…with my father…”   
 
    Ever astute, Belthe guessed his meaning.  “It’s not just about Valun’s death though, is it?”  Aiden looked angrily at him and he held up a hand.  “Peace, cousin!”  They both knew he wasn’t trying to start an argument.  “What I’m saying is that it would be hard enough to deal with losing him but you have these pangs of guilt for not being there as well.”  The prince’s eyes were haunted as he nodded.  “What I’m also saying is that neither his death nor you not being able to return in time to fight with them are your fault and you know it.”   
 
    Thinking back to the argument with his father and how he’d said very nearly the same things, Aiden knew his cousin was right.  He just couldn’t help but feel miserable about it all.  “I miss the ocean.”  He said, just to change the subject. 
 
    The door opened and Kollur stood there filling it like some oversized man-bear.  “Me too!”  He said with a grin, walking into the room.   
 
    “Eavesdropping, Kollur?”  Belthe asked sarcastically. 
 
    Shaking his head, the big man walked to the table.  “Nope, I just heard Aiden say he missed the ocean as I got to the door.”  Spotting the jug, he licked his lips.  “Wine?”   
 
    “Yes, it’s wine.”  Aiden answered, a smile ghosting upon his features.  Despite his dark mood, Kollur’s forthright manner always cheered him up.   
 
    Sensing the mood, Kollur hesitated as he reached for a cup.  He looked first at his brother and then his cousin.  “Something wrong?”   
 
    Belthe’s voice was heavy with irony.  “You mean other than the war, the state of the kingdom and the fact that our cousin is dead?”   
 
    Turning to face his brother, Kollur nodded.  “I know all that, Belthe.”  He said, his tone a little menacing.  “I meant with Aiden.”   
 
    Now Aiden chuckled, unable to help himself.  Though Belthe was the older, Kollur was a much bigger, more physically intimidating man.  Still, the older of the two faced his brother with a grin that let the prince know this was an old ritual between them.  Even as he laughed, he remembered so many similar things that he and Valun had shared and sorrow rippled through his being like a pulled muscle.  “It’s nothing.”  He said then.  “I’m fine.”   
 
    Kollur turned now to his cousin.  “It’s about Valun.”  He said emphatically.   
 
    Aiden nodded, noting how the younger of the brothers had the habit of facing everything and everyone squarely head on.  He did it subconsciously, no doubt but in his movement and speech, there was no dissembling.  It was one of the things he very much admired in his young kinsman.  “It’s just…difficult…”  He said slowly, trying to explain.  The men of the Iron Kingdom weren’t all that adept at talking about feelings and such.   
 
    With a sharp nod, Kollur said, “I understand.”  Then he turned and poured himself a cup of wine.”   
 
    “Do you now brother?”  Belthe said, half in sarcasm but half curious what his brother would say.  “Prince Aiden here is dealing not just with personal grief but the future of the kingdom.  He’s also dealing with all that has changed since the war.”   
 
    Kollur walked around the table to sit next to his cousin and took a long pull from the cup.  “It’s simpler than any of that.”  He stated.  When the other two shared a long look and raised their eyebrows, he explained further.  “His brother is dead and he wasn’t there to take vengeance.”   
 
    “It’s actually a bit more complicated than that, Kollur.”  Aiden began at the same time that Belthe spoke.   
 
    Setting his cup down, Belthe looked across the table at his brother.  “Even if he was there, even if he knew what orc or troll or whatever to take vengeance on, there’s a lot more going on here.”   
 
    The big man shrugged.  “If someone killed you, I wouldn’t stop till I killed them.”  He answered simply and gravely, looking back at his brother.   
 
    Now, despite it all, Aiden realized that his cousin was speaking the truth.  Granted, Kollur wasn’t taking anything else into account but maybe that was the point.  As soon as his cousin had spoken, something primal within him had surged upward and he knew Kollur was right.  He’d love nothing more than to take vengeance. 
 
    Belthe wasn’t letting it go, of course.  Perhaps it was the old habit of arguing with his brother or something more.  “Yes, but we’ll never know what monster might have done it and the fact is, the creature is most likely dead anyhow.”  His voice was reasonable and chiding, as though Kollur was a simpleton.  Aiden realized that he’d often spoken in such tones to his own younger brother and regret swept through him.  “Can you not understand that there is likely no one to take revenge on?”   
 
    “There are still orcs out there.”  Kollur said simply, taking another drink. 
 
    The two older men exchanged a look.  They’d wondered how Kollur felt about all of this and it was the reason Aiden had asked them to meet with him.   
 
    There was a knock at the door then and Aiden looked over to it and said, “Enter.”   
 
    Garyth walked into the room and nodded at each of them.  None of them had seen much of him since he’d returned and all three rose.  Belthe stepped forward and clasped hands with him, forearm to forearm and Kollur walked around the table to do the same.  Aiden stepped forward and seeing the wary look in Garyth’s eyes, embraced him.  “Good to see you, brother.”  He said then.   
 
    Belthe and Kollur looked at one another.  Garyth’s lineage was well known to them but as children they’d been raised with him as a cousin and one of questionable birth.  They had eventually found out the truth later but their father had never had much use for Garyth and when in his cups would go on tirades about ‘Ragnur’s Bastard’.  As young men, they’d all had their fights and disagreements but had viewed him as a kinsman despite it all.  The truth was that he’d always made them a little uncomfortable but they respected him as a man.   
 
    “There’s wine.”  Belthe offered as they all took a seat then.  He and Aiden sat across from each other as did Kollur and Garyth.                Reaching for a cup, Garyth murmured his thanks and Belthe returned his attention to his brother.  “You were saying about the orcs?”   
 
    “Huh?”  Kollur said as he waited for Garyth to get a cup of wine so he could refill his.  Doing so, he absently replied.  “Oh…well all I’m saying is there are still orcs alive so that right there is someone to blame for Valun’s death.”  Garyth froze, looking at the big man across the table from him.  After a moment, he looked at the others as well but said nothing. 
 
    Belthe pressed the issue.  “Yes but there are also orcs that no doubt didn’t take part in this war.  Are you saying that exterminating every orc in the world is the answer?”   
 
    “It’s what the king says.”  Kollur answered truculently.  “He says there’s no peace while there are orcs alive to threaten the kingdom!”   
 
    Speaking to Kollur but looking at Aiden, Belthe asked, “And do you agree with the king?”  He raised his eyebrows at the prince to show that the question was also for him. 
 
    Kollur assumed he was the only one being asked and so replied.  “Of course I agree with our uncle!  They attacked our country and killed thousands and thousands of people including his son, OUR cousin!”  He looked at his brother like he was daft.  “Are you saying that you don’t agree?”   
 
    “What I am saying, Kollur, is that war is a tricky business.”  Glancing at Aiden again, he added, “Perhaps even trickier is putting a country back together after one.”   
 
    Shaking his head at his brother, Kollur’s voice was heated.  “Always you try to over complicate things brother.”  Glancing around at the others, he said, “I’m telling you it’s simpler than that!”  His eyes settled on Garyth.  “You were there, what do you think?”   
 
    His eyes faraway, Garyth spoke slowly.  “Yes…I was there.”  The others said nothing then but let him gather his thoughts.  “I can see why so many people are concerned about prolonging the war.  The cost in lives has been so great, not to mention the price in coin.”  He shrugged then.  “I am not the king and I wouldn’t want to be.”  He looked at his brother then, his expression grave.  “I would not want to be in a position where such decisions must be made.”   
 
    “But you know this is all because of the orcs.”  Kollur pointed out.  “The king says we need to kill and drive out every one of them from our borders and I think he’s right!”  His statement was to all of them but again, he settled on Garyth at the end and asked him, “How many orcs did you kill, after all?”   
 
    Garyth’s eyes were bleak and unfocused as his mind was dragged back, unbidden, to the final days of the war.  “How many?”  He echoed the question.  “I…I honestly could not say.”  He said finally, realizing that he really didn’t know.   
 
    “My brothers fought orcs, ogres and trolls.”  Aiden said proudly, still looking at Garyth.  “They faced such monsters bravely and willingly for their country.”  Then he looked back at the others, his gaze now stern.  “As did so many of our countrymen.”  It was clear from both his tone at the end and his expression that he did not want them to badger his brother.  Aiden knew that Garyth was still wounded and had been through a lot.  It was more than the physical pain, he knew.  His brother bore the haunted look that survivors of such awful wars wore, sometimes all of their lives.   
 
    His voice pitched low, Garyth spoke.  “I agree with Kollur though.”  He looked up at them all now.  “Our king has spoken and we will deal with these enemies of our kingdom.”  Now, anger tinged his voice.  Hearing it, their thoughts were drawn to Garyth’s upcoming duel.   
 
    “I’d have stood as your second.”  Kollur said.  “I still will if you need.  I know your friend Rothan was badly injured.”   
 
    The look of gratitude that Garyth gave Kollur then hurt Aiden’s heart.  His brother had always had precious few friends and it truly meant a lot to him that their cousin would offer to be his second.  Aiden wished that he could make the offer but he was fundamentally opposed to the duel.  “Are you sure that you won’t reconsider?”  He kept his voice calm, not wanting to renew their argument from the day of the funeral.   
 
    Glancing over at his brother, Garyth shook his head, his silence making it clear that he was unwilling to talk about it.   
 
    Belthe spoke into the silence.  “How are your wounds?”  He asked Garyth.  They could see that he was healing but every one of them had noted how stiffly he was moving, favoring his left side.   
 
    “They’re healing well.”  Garyth said after a moment, still looking at his brother.   
 
    Kollur interjected then.  “You’re still moving a little slow, cousin.”  His voice was friendly and helpful.  “Your left side was injured right and that’s your shield arm so you’ll have to be careful when you fight him.”  He thought about it for a moment.  “You’ll probably have to let him come to you more than you’d normally like.”   
 
    Garyth smiled at Kollur.  Even though he’d never been as close to the two of them as Aiden, he’d always liked them.  Things had been strained when, as youths, they’d found out that the king was actually his father but he was warmed to hear Kollur call him his cousin.  “You’re right about that.”  He said and meant it.  He was normally very aggressive in combat but had been worried about fighting with his injuries.   
 
    “The trick is to draw him in to where you want him.”  Kollur was saying enthusiastically.  The big man loved fighting for all that he was a good natured person.  “Let him overreach and then make him pay for it!”   
 
    The fact that Kollur was speaking so nonchalantly about a duel to the death involving Garyth pained the prince and Belthe could see it.  “Mayhap you should think about postponing this duel until you’ve healed a bit?”  He said reasonably, thinking that if Garyth took some time, he’d rethink the whole notion of the duel.   
 
    “No.”  Garyth said in a quiet but firm voice.  “In two weeks’ time, Lokkmar will answer to me for Valun.”   
 
    “Is he really to blame, Garyth?”  Belthe asked slowly.  He guessed that it was the question that Aiden wanted to ask but was refraining from.  Judging by the looks both of them gave him, he was sure they knew it too.   
 
    With a curt nod, Garyth said, “He’s to blame.”  Then he looked down at his own hands.  “He and I share blame, if the truth be told.”   
 
    “That’s ridiculous!”  Aiden said and Belthe and Kollur both agreed. 
 
    Clenching his fists, Garyth spoke.  “That day, Lokkmar was so sure of himself but so was I.”  It was the same thing he’d told his wife and he knew that they would agree with her but his heart ached at the fact that he hadn’t been there with his brother.  “When he dismissed me, I never dreamed that it would cost Valun his life.”   
 
    “That means it’s the general’s fault, not yours!”  Kollur said in his plain way.   
 
    Still looking at his fists, Garyth gave answer.  “As a warrior and a lord, I understand the chain of command.”  Fresh tears stung his eyes now.  “Lokkmar was in charge and right or wrong, I should have held my temper.  Maybe I’m as much to blame for what happened then.”  He looked at his brother earnestly.  “One of us will die in this duel…maybe both of us should…”  
 
    Aiden blinked as tears filled his own eyes.  He was hit by the pain and raw grief in his brother’s eyes.  Kollur looked sympathetic and Belthe looked away.  “You aren’t to blame, Garyth.  You know that.”   
 
    Now Belthe spoke, turning back to face the prince.  “Much as I told you, yourself, Aiden; it’s not your fault that you couldn’t get back in time to stand with them in battle.”  He glanced at Garyth then.  “We all know the truth here is that there’s no predicting how a battle will go, who will survive and who will fall.”  His voice was thick as Belthe fought back unexpected tears of his own.  “This time…it was Valun.”   
 
    No one said anything for a long time then as each man fought to compose himself.  Theirs was a warrior culture but also one in which family was everything.  The youngest of them had died in the greatest war of the age and guilt, anger and sorrow were blended into something so potent that at times, words failed.   
 
    It was Kollur who, in his artless way, gave some meaning to the moment.  The big man stood and refilled each of their cups.  Holding his own up before him, he said, “To Valun.”  Each of them stood then and their hearts as full as their cups, toasted the fallen prince. 
 
    “TO VALUN!!!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunlight warmed the pale brown stones in the courtyard, making the experience of walking barefoot across them quite comfortable.  There were colors in those stones, if one looked closely; whorls of pink, green and blue here and there within the tan.  They were very beautiful.  Everything in this place was beautiful.  The courtyard was large, with an ornate fountain in the center.  Sea creatures and maidens were carved into the stone of the fountain, which was made of a darker stone.  Water flowed from the mouths of the carved figures, clear and sparkling.  Exotic plants with broad leaves nodded in the constant breeze, seeming to share whispered conversations.  The perpetual sound of the surf was a soothing background that could be heard beneath it all.  The courtyard was at the center of the house at the edge of the ocean.  The house, if it could truly be called that, as it was nearly as large as a small castle, was a spacious affair, with high ceilings and large rooms, save for some of the bedrooms, which were small enough.  It was a two story structure with a low roof of dark red tiles but the center courtyard was open to the sky.   
 
    The young man breathed in deeply, pausing in the shade of a tree the likes of which he’d never seen.  Its broad fronds offered shelter from the sun and smelled like nothing he’d ever experienced before.  It felt good to be outside, the sky so pale and blue above him and the sun so bright.  He was bathed in sweat but it was not unpleasant.  He’d labored hard to get here from his room and was nearly halfway across the broad courtyard before stopping to catch his breath.  He looked at the slim beauty next to him, who smiled in encouragement and he smiled back. 
 
    “It is beautiful here.”  He said, speaking of the courtyard but looking at her.   
 
    Sica was no fool and her expression grew slightly embarrassed.  She recovered quickly and replied, “Yes, it is.”  She was still smiling as she looked around the place.  “I love the courtyard.  It is my favorite place in the whole villa.”   
 
    The blonde giant next to her nodded.  “I can see why.”  He followed her gaze to where it rested on the fountain.  He could see there were pottery vessels at the rim of the pool there.  “Is it good to drink?”   
 
    Laughing a little, Sica answered.  “Oh yes!”  She gestured toward the fountain.  “You’ve been drinking from it since you arrived.  It is the water supply for the whole house and we all drink it.”  A bit of pride entered her voice.  “The other servants have told me that deep beneath the earth is a freshwater spring that has never run dry in a hundred years or more.  The fountain predates the villa itself.”  She looked closely at her charge then.  “Do you thirst?”   
 
    Nodding, the man began to walk toward the fountain.  He was still frustrated at his limited mobility, his steps slow and painful.  Fresh sweat beaded on his brow and body as he moved.  His teeth were bared like a wolf’s as he stalked toward the fountain.   
 
    “Carefully now.”  Sica murmured.  She could have gotten him the water but it was important for him to move as much as possible, all while being careful, of course.  The healer had him moving a bit more each day and was astonished by his progress.  When he’d first arrived, she had been sure that he would die and that if he survived, it would be a month or more before he was able to take his first steps.  Yet, here he was, walking, growing stronger every day after less than a week.  It was astonishing to her and while she knew he was a foreigner, it was clear to her that he was healing more quickly than any normal person.   
 
    Through gritted teeth, he replied.  “I’m being careful.”  He wasn’t angry with her but the effort of simply walking was immense and he was frustrated with his progress.  Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he made it to the fountain.  It had seemed like an epic journey but looking back at the tree he had paused at, he realized it had only been perhaps a couple dozen steps.  Sitting down on the broad rim of the fountain’s pool, he reached for a vessel.  It looked somewhat like a vase but was the size of a cup and he held it underneath the water spouting from a fanciful sea creature.  Meaning to take a drink, he drained the cup dry and quickly held it beneath the flow of water again.  “You were right.”  He said, panting heavily.  “It is good.”   
 
    She smiled back then.  “I think this will be enough walking for today.”  She stated gently but in a tone that brooked no argument.  “By the time you get back to your room, I’ll prepare another draught for you.”   
 
    Though he didn’t mind the draught that both put him to sleep and eased his pain, the young man was agitated at what he saw as his lack of progress.  “It’s barely two hundred feet down the hall, past the great-room and out to the courtyard.”  He said in protest.  “I’m weary with feeling like an invalid.”   
 
    “You are healing better than you know.”  Sica said with a smile.  “You may believe me when I tell you that most in your condition would have already perished or would still be bedridden for some time."   
 
    Her voice and manner always put him at ease and so he did not argue.  Instead, he looked down at his wounded side, which had started to throb painfully, in truth.  He had inspected the wound and it was a ragged thing and judging from the feel had been quite deep.  He knew that was probably lucky to be alive.  He also had begun to realize that without the skill of the woman next to him he probably would not have survived.  “If you say so.”  He said, sounding a bit like a child.   
 
    Sica laughed, the sound merry and bright.  “I do say so!”  She said good-naturedly.  Her voice grew more serious then.  “If you’ll heed my words, you will heal much more quickly.”   
 
    In answer, he nodded and took another drink.  This place was peaceful and quiet and soothed him.  He was still full of questions and he had asked her many.  What was this place?  Where was it located?  Who were she and the other servants?  Who actually owned the villa?  Why had he been brought here?  Thinking back to the last few days, he realized that he had badgered her relentlessly and she had calmly done her best to answer but had bluntly told him that she did not know all the answers.  The place was simply called the house at the edge of the ocean by them all.  She had no real idea where it was located beyond the immediate geography of the visible landscape.  She and the other servants were just that; servants to the one who owned this place, someone they all simply referred to as the master.  She did not know why he had been brought here.  When he’d been unhappy with her answers, she had told him that the master knew more and would no doubt tell him when he returned.  Of this mysterious master, he had seen nothing and the other servants kept their distance.   
 
    “I have noticed that you speak another tongue with the other servants.”  He said then, seeking to know more of the mysterious woman.  “Is that the native speech of this region?”  When she nodded, he then asked, “Yet you can speak my language as well.  Are you the only one that knows it?”   
 
    There was a flash of something…perhaps hesitation in her eyes before she answered.  “I am not the only one who speaks the trade tongue.”  She said then.  “Some of the others speak it, as do the master and his guards.”   
 
    Her mention of the guards made him remember the first time he’d caught sight of them.  They were strongly built men, if shorter than himself.  Well-armed and armored with curved sabers and ornate armor of leather and steel, they looked very capable.  He had noticed that they mingled little with the servants and could always be seen near any of the entrances to the villa.  He hadn’t seen much of them within the house, although he hadn’t seen all that much of it.  They seemed to have their own quarters or barracks elsewhere.   
 
    “This…master…” He began, the term unfamiliar.  It seemed strange to call anyone master, foreign and alien.  “What sort of man is he?”  He had begun to think that he might be a prisoner here, although he couldn’t be sure.  He hadn’t tried to escape but then again, he was barely able to stumble to a fountain, he thought wryly.   
 
    Again, she flashed a look of hesitation and something more was there in her eyes as well…fear.  “The master is…fair and just.”  She said finally, her reluctance to say more writ large in both expression and tone.   
 
    He pressed the question.  “Is he cruel?”  Something within the young man flared at the thought of anyone being unkind to this wonderful woman.  A vision of himself in armor and with a sword in his hand flashed through his mind.  He knew then that he was a warrior and he swore to himself that he would kill anyone who harmed her. Since realizing that he didn’t know his name or who he was, she had been his only anchor in a roiling sea of doubt and fear.   
 
    “No.”  Sica answered emphatically.  “The master is stern but just.”  She said then.  She gazed into his eyes reassuringly.  “He is not a kind man but I know that he means you no harm or he would never have brought you here.”   
 
    Realizing that she was either a very talented liar or knew nothing more, the young warrior relented.  He refused to believe that she was lying and even though a part of him whispered that he was being naïve, he ignored it.  “When will I meet him?”  He asked her. 
 
    “I cannot say for certain when he will meet with you.”  She said truthfully.   
 
    He looked around the courtyard, taking in the walls of the villa.  “Is he here?”   
 
    Holding her hand beneath the flow of water from the fountain, he noticed that she had produced a cloth from somewhere.  When it was soaked, she wrung it out a bit and then pressed it to his forehead.  “I cannot say.”  She dabbed the cloth gently about his face to cool him.  “The master comes and goes as he pleases and does not tell the servants much.”   
 
    The young man nodded and impulsively took her hand.  It was small but strong as he held it in his own, which looked huge in comparison.  “I…I want to thank you…for taking care of me, Sica.”  He said, looking deeply into her eyes.  Water from the cloth dripped onto the light tunic that he wore but he didn’t care.   
 
    Her face flushed a little and she smiled shyly.  “It is my task to care for you.”  Sica answered simply.  After a moment, she pulled her hand gently from his own.  “We should really get you back to your room.”   
 
    “You haven’t asked me my name since that first day.”  He said, his voice playful. 
 
    She stood and wrung the cloth out completely.  “Have you remembered it?”  She asked casually, not looking at him.   
 
    The young man frowned then.  “Not…really…”  He trailed off then, lost in thought.  “I have…flashes of memory…they come to me sometimes…”  He looked at her but she was busily folding the cloth.  “I think it is memory or perhaps it’s a dream but I can see myself in some of them so they must be memories!”  He spoke more quickly and forcefully now, the frustration plain in his voice.   
 
    “It will come to you in time.”  She said soothingly then and held out a hand to help him up. 
 
    With a snort, he refused the offer of help.  “I’m twice your size!”  He said, grinning and fighting back a grunt of pain, forced himself to his feet.   
 
    “Not quite that.”  She said primly but gave a little grin of her own.  
 
    He stopped then, standing near the fountain, looking across the courtyard and a flash of memory hitting him.  “I can remember something!”  He said excited and fearful at the same time.  “Something about a courtyard but different from this one…”  He paused, thinking, willing the full memory to come.  “There’s an old man…a warrior I think…I’m on a horse and charging a target with a lance…”  Sica said nothing but stood patiently, just listening.  “Is he my father perhaps?  A mentor?”  It was frustratingly close now, just beneath the surface.  “I knew him well, I at least know that…I trusted him and he was training me…”  He felt himself losing the memory and made a disgusted sound.  “Agh! Who is he?!  Who am I?!” 
 
    Sica stepped closer and laid a hand on his shoulder then.  “It will be alright.”  She said in her soothing way.  “It will all return to you.”   
 
    “What if it doesn’t?”  The young warrior exclaimed and ran his hand over his face.  He then held it out in front of him, just staring at it.  “I know this is my hand just as I know my reflection in the mirror.  Yet I don’t know WHO I am!”  Panic and rage surged through him as he looked at her.  “What if I never remember who I am or where I’m from?!”   
 
    “You will.”  The healer said soothingly and reaching up to her fullest touched his face.  He reflexively bent down to her touch.  “Until you can remember, you know that I am Sica.”  She said earnestly.  “And I am your friend.”  She hadn’t meant to make the statement but she meant every word.  Her mandate was to see to his healing and she was doing that but the young man was a good and kind soul, she could tell.  His fear and vulnerability made her want to comfort him as much as see that his body mended.  She simply could not help herself.  “Come.”  She said then.  “You are weary and need to return to your bed.”   
 
    He nodded gratefully then, fixing her face in his mind.  Her words and her touch calmed him and he felt the panic receding.  He took a few steps and then paused.  “I think I remember something else…a name…”  He said then.   
 
    “Your name?”  Sica asked softly.   
 
    His brow furrowed in thought, the young man answered slowly.  “I’m…I’m not sure…I can’t quite remember the name properly...”  The dim memory of training in the courtyard with the old man flashed in his mind’s eye for a moment.  “I can’t remember…whether it was his name…or…or my name…”  He fumbled with the words then.  “Ol…Olav?  Olaf?  Olvar?”  He said, struggling to remember.  The names all sounded familiar and somewhat correct but still off.  He just didn’t know! 
 
    “Is that your name?”  Her voice was thoughtful as she then pronounced it.  “Ol…var?”  It was clear that it was a name that sounded foreign to her but not to him.   
 
    He shrugged in aggravation then.  “I don’t know…It sounds…familiar?  I don’t know it that is my name or not.”  The fear was back in his voice and his expression now.   
 
    Sica always seemed to know what to say and her next statement comforted him.  “Perhaps it is your name or perhaps not but if it is familiar, It would give me something to call you.”   
 
    The idea seemed enticing to the young man.  “Olvar it is then…”  He said, looking down at her.  “At least for now…”  
 
    She smiled up at him, taking him by the hand.  “Very well Olvar.”  Sica said, gently beginning to lead him back across the courtyard.  “Let’s get you to bed.  You must rest.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
       From the shadows, Savrun watched the entire exchange by the healer and the young warrior in the courtyard.  He was close enough to hear everything that they said, so close that it would have no doubt startled Sica.  He had leaned against one of the pillars on the second floor and watched and listened from the long shadow cast by the sun.  As the two walked slowly back to the entrance leading into the house, he saw the man stop and peer back at the courtyard.  His eyes raised as his gaze swept the balcony around the square and the assassin gave him credit then.  The young man had felt him watching them.  Of course, the youth’s eyes didn’t linger on the pillar where Savrun was any more than the others.  The killer was far too adept at hiding and knew that the shadows here were too deep for the young man’s eyes to pierce.  After a moment, the youth turned at Sica’s insistent voice and limped back within the house.   
 
    Thinking of Sica made the ghost of a smile play over Savrun’s hard features.  She had been a wise investment and he was more than pleased with her skills as a healer.  She was cautious and obedient, yet no bootlicker and had just enough defiance to make her good at her craft.  Sica was a lioness who would do all she could for those under her care.  Now, though, there was something else that the assassin had noted, something that could make her that much more valuable.  The young man’s affection was evident and even a blind man could tell from the sound of his voice that he was smitten.  More interesting, however, was Sica’s reaction to the youth.  Savrun had seen others that had been under the young woman’s care develop emotional attachment to her but she had never returned the feelings.  When he had asked her before about it, she had replied that she was doing her job and that it was normal for those who were gravely injured to form a bond with the one who saw to their recovery.  This, however, was something entirely different.  The assassin had seen her eyes light up when she gazed upon the young man and thought he wasn’t looking.  He had seen how her touch lingered more upon him than others she had healed in times past.  Now the expression on Savrun’s face deepened into a real smile, though a cold one.  Little Sica would prove most useful indeed if the prince fell in love with her.   
 
    Within, the assassin chastised himself for thinking of him as prince still.  The young man who had been a prince was thought to be dead by his family and all within his kingdom.  Valun had died, his master had told him and it was entirely up to them to shape his new identity.  Olvar was the name he had mentioned to the girl and Savrun meant to reinforce to the youth that this was indeed his name.  All would proceed according to his master’s design and he would to his part to assure it.  His mandate was clear; he was to make sure that the young man healed and that no one spoke of his true identity.  Savrun knew that there was precious little chance of that.  This place was so remote and so far from the young man’s homeland that none of the servants or guards knew much at all about it.  To them, the Iron Kingdom was some far off, near mythical country, if they’d ever even heard of it.  He had forbidden any of them to speak of it and to keep their interactions with the youth to a minimum as the Hidden One had commanded.     
 
    Thinking of his master, made the Assassin recall the last time he’d seen him.  He had followed the dragon out of the mountain, aware that he barely came to his master’s ankle.  His master’s movement were smooth, sinuous, and almost serpentine and he seemed to flow through those massive, ancient halls like a cloud of shadow.  Savrun heeled like an obedient dog but the comparison wouldn’t have bothered him, if there had been anyone there to point it out to him.  The Hidden One had always been almost a god to him and now he had become that in truth.  Moving through the rooms and hallways of the gargantuan edifice carved into the mountain, the man saw the reason for their great size and strange geometry as the dragon moved through them.  He was reminded that the place had been built by and for dragons, not humankind and the thought was a sobering one.   
 
    It had been strange, walking next to so terrifying a creature and yet, Savrun had done it with confidence.  The Hidden One had always been a being of terrible power and that his form had changed and his power had grown, really hadn’t troubled him.  Savrun had ever been a faithful servant.  Still, from time to time, he hadn’t been able to stop himself from looking up at the awe-inspiring sight that his master presented.  The dragon towered above him, its head nearly lost in the gloom above yet his eyes nearly glowed with their alien silvery light.  Savrun had found that it was very difficult to look directly into those godlike eyes.  He had tried and found that while they were such a bright silver as to be almost white, there was also a slightly darker line that was the pupil, a vertical slit like that of a serpents and it was of a gray or darker silver, though he couldn’t be sure which.  What the assassin knew for certain was that he couldn’t look into those awful eyes for long without feeling unmanned, as though his master could see everything he thought and felt at a glance.  It was almost like trying to look at the sun.  He had thought to himself then that this must be how a hound felt when his master stared at him and he was forced to look away.  Savrun knew for all his talent and ability, his pride and skill, he and all humanity like him, were truly lesser beings before the majesty that was the dragon.   
 
    “You have done well, my servant.”  The dragon spoke.  With his ears, the assassin heard a low rumbling, almost a growl yet he heard the voice of his master in his mind.   
 
    Unable to bow, as they were still moving along through a huge hallway, Savrun inclined his head.  “Thank you master.”  He replied simply.  He was walking fast, almost jogging to keep up with the dragon and it was clear that the Hidden One was deliberately moving much more slowly than normal to accommodate his servant.   
 
    “We are nearly there.”  The Hidden One’s ‘voice’ was full of satisfaction as he rumbled.  “We shall look upon the fruit of our labors.”   
 
    To be included in such a statement was flattering to Savrun as well as informing him of his master’s favor.  He did not answer but bowed his head again.  He could see the faintest hint of light ahead and as they rounded a corner, saw that the huge entry hall lay before them and the doorway to the mountain beyond.  It was still open and the light outside was so dazzling that it almost hurt his eyes, even though the sun was close to setting and nightfall wasn’t far off.  After giving him a moment for his eyes to adjust out of courtesy, the Hidden One flowed out of the gargantuan doorway and stood upon the ledge there, stretching his wings in pleasure, his head raised.  The dragon looked like some ancient, primordial deity and the assassin felt the urge to kneel before him.  The Hidden One, always perceptive of the thoughts of his favored servant, turned his draconic head to look down upon him.   
 
    “There were always those who worshipped my kind as gods.”  The dragon spoke and a low rumble built within his mighty chest.  “On many worlds they still do.  Perhaps they will again worship the dragon lords on this world as well.”   
 
    The fact that the Hidden One seemed, as always, to be able to read his mind now made more sense to the assassin.  He’d always thought of his master as a great and powerful wizard, capable of otherworldly feats beyond imagination.  That he was an unspeakably powerful dragon explained much even as it raised other questions.  Savrun said nothing, of course but bowed lower.   
 
    The Hidden One looked out upon the plain and there was satisfaction in his ‘voice’ then as the rumble in his chest built to a low roar.  “Look upon the plain, Savrun.”  The dragon commanded.  “Look upon my works.”   
 
    Obediently, the man had raised his eyes to see the plains far below them.  They seemed barren but when he looked closer, he could see great flocks of birds had settled upon the carpet of the dead there.  The armies were gone now, the orcs fled and the men of the Iron Kingdom returned to their home.  They had buried their own dead, at least those that they’d been able to find, but left the flesh of orcs and monsters to feed the birds and carrion eaters.  From such a vast distance, he couldn’t make out details but the carnage was vast, spreading out across the plains.   
 
    “They have fallen according to my purposes.”  The dragon said, as his roar echoed upon the mountains.  They have spilled their blood to open the doorway and soon they will know that we have returned!”  Nothing more was said for a time as the Hidden One surveyed the plains below with great intent.  Savrun had realized then that the dragon’s senses were much sharper than his and that he could see details that he himself could not, as his master remarked on them.  “There was where the king and the warlord fought.”  The dragon told him but try as he might, Savrun could not see the place he spoke of.  There is a heap of dead orcs there.”  The dragon’s regard then turned to the hills where the dwarves had made their stand.  “The children of stone took their dead as well, no doubt burying those of lesser import, as did the men of iron.”  The Hidden One seemed to take pleasure in mentioning the deaths of the dwarves and men.  “Only the great and important had their bodies returned for burials, of course.  The rest are buried in their thousands on the plains below.”  It became evident that the dragon had finally seen enough as he had turned to reenter the mountain.  “Gather your things and ready the prince.  We are leaving.”   
 
    A short time later, in the gathering gloom as the sun retreated, they had flown from the mountain entrance and it was something the assassin knew that he would never forget.  He had rode on the dragons back between two horns, each as long as a boat.  Savrun remembered his masters instruction and had lashed himself to the horns and still the dizzying feel as the sight of the ground receded from view had made him feel as though he were about to fall.  The prince had been bound from head to toe in thick cloth for the flight and the dragon had engulfed him in one massive, clawed hand, hiding him from view.  The Hidden One had told him to dress as warmly as he could for the air would be cold in the skies above for all that summer was upon the land below.  He’d been glad for his obedience when they were flying among the clouds and the biting cold had hit him.  The wonder of actually flying quickly wore thin as the time passed and his master winged steadily south.  He had informed Savrun that they would be keeping to the night skies and resting by day.  The days and nights passed in numbing succession and though it was a wondrous thing to fly above the moonlit world, the assassin found that it was uncomfortable to sit upon the massive scales of the dragon and freeze in the cold.  Still, the air warmed as they headed south and soon they were in familiar lands.  Not long after, they were near the ocean and the villa that awaited there.   
 
    In the pre-dawn gloom, the Hidden One had landed in the sand and scrub.  It was a desolate and beautiful landscape and one that Savrun knew well for they were now on his lands.  When he had landed, the dragon had carefully set the bundle that was the prince down with surprising gentleness.  The assassin had quickly untied himself and then gratefully slipped from the dragons back.  Checking on the prince, he saw that he was well, though his color was still pale, though that could have been from his northern heritage.  The assassin was weary with playing nursemaid as he’d been the one to see that the prince drank water on the journey but he also knew that he needed something more sustaining.  Still, the youth’s reservoirs of stamina had truly surprised the killer, who had been sure that the north-man would have succumbed to his wounds by now.  He had glanced at his master then, thinking of the blood that the Hidden One had given the dying man.  
 
    “The blood of a dragon is a wondrous thing to the lesser races.”  The Hidden One had said.  “Often, it will kill one who is given such a rare gift, particularly if they aren’t strong of body and mind.  Other times, it can have great…benefit…to those strong enough to endure it and adapt within.”  There was satisfaction in the master’s voice but also barely veiled urgency.  “It would seem that my blood has been a boon to the young prince, though we will not know for a time what its deeper effects will be.  For the moment, we can see that it has sustained him and kept him alive.”   
 
    Savrun had well known the truth of the statement.  When he had first seen the young man on the battlefield, he knew that he was dying.  The Hidden One had wasted no more time on explanations then but commanded his servant to go to the nearby villa a fetch transportation for the injured youth.  Within several hours, Savrun had returned with a wagon and team of horses.  He hadn’t brought any of his servants or guards with him, not knowing if his master wished others to know of him yet.  When he had returned, he’d been shocked to see that, while the Hidden one awaited him still, he was no longer in the form of a dragon but once again that of a man.   
 
    “Don’t seem so shocked, my servant.”  The Hidden One said, his humor plain.  “I can still assume the guise of man when I wish it.”   
 
    With a murmur, Savrun answered.  “Yes master.”  He said, as he saw to the young prince.  He cast discreet glances at his master while carefully putting the bundled youth in the wagon, grunting with the effort.  Prince Valun was a large man.  He’d noticed that the prince was sweating and had unbound him from the cloth that had kept him from freezing to death on their journey south.  His looks hadn’t gone unnoticed, which didn’t surprise Savrun in the least. 
 
    “Do I look very different to you, Savrun?”  His master asked.   
 
    Catching his breath, Savrun turned as he finished settling the prince in the back of the wagon.  He looked at his master carefully before replying.  The Hidden One looked the same and yet different now and he dutifully explained.  “You seem younger than before, master.”  He finally said.  “Your hair is dark and there are much fewer lines on your face now.”  He smiled a bit.  “Why, you seem younger than me now and you are taller and larger than before.”  The Hidden One had always been taller than Savrun but now he seemed to tower above him. 
 
    Smiling back, the Hidden One said, “You see me now as I was countless years ago, after the Door of Forbiddance closed and I was forced to choose a mortal form.”  The answer had surprised Savrun.  He hadn’t known that his master had been forced to take the form of a man.  In answer, his master had continued to explain indulgently.  “When I was chosen to stay behind, I knew that if I remained in my true form, I would be hounded relentlessly and such an existence would not suit my purposes.  So, I chose this guise to move among you and prepare for the day of our return.”  For a moment, Savrun had felt chilled when he thought of the implacable will it must have taken to remain behind incognito for uncounted years to see such a plan through.  “I will admit that I am loathe to assume this form now but I will continue to do so as needed until the time for such a disguise has past.”   
 
    The Hidden One had seemed pleased and Savrun knew that this was most likely the reason he’d explained so much.  The moment had passed quickly enough and he had listened then to his master’s instructions for the prince.  He’d been certain that the youth would heal and that his memory would be gone when he awoke.  It was imperative, he’d informed the assassin, that the young man not be told his true identity.  Equally important was that Savrun see to his healing and then training, once the youth was ready.  The last had shocked him, though he didn’t say so.   
 
    “I have my reasons.”  The Hidden One had said to the question his servant hadn’t asked.  “You will see in time why I want the young prince educated by you.”  A wicked, unsettling smile split the master’s face then, revealing just a hint of his hidden, draconic nature.  “I believe that he shall prove an excellent tool and at need, a poisoned dagger to point at his kingdom and family.”  The impossible smile had broadened at the thought.  “In the meantime, when you speak with him, you are to inform him that he is a dispossessed nobleman who fell in battle against a troll.  There is enough truth there to convince him, I think.”  He’d turned away from Savrun then, clearly ready to be on his way.  “I must return to the mountain now.”   
 
    Surprised that his master had explained so much, Savrun had bowed low.  “I will see to it, my master.”   
 
    His answer was pleasing to the Hidden One who had turned back to him.  “You will remain here and make sure that the young man is healed and begin his training.”  He stepped close and placed a hand on his servant’s shoulder.  “You have done well, Savrun and you will be raised to a higher height than any of your kind has ever dreamed of when I have finished.”  When the assassin gave a grim smile at the praise and murmured his thanks, the Hidden One stepped away again.  “Now go.  My true form will frighten the horses.”   
 
    With that, Savrun bowed again and climbed up onto the wagon, taking the reins.  As he rode away, he felt a whoosh of air and saw the majestic form of the dragon rising up into the air.   He heard his master’s voice in his mind one final time as the dragon had flown away.   “Wait upon me at your villa, my servant…I will return.”   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The moon was a sliver in the sky and only showed her face through the heavy cloud cover occasionally, as if she were a shy girl flirting with the world below.  The streets were dark so late at night and the light given by lanterns posted at regular intervals did little to dispel the gloom.  Though the days were hot, the nights still bore a chill that would remind anyone that this was the far north, where it never stayed warm for long.   
 
    Glancing down a side street, the patrol leader pulled his cloak tight around him as he held his torch out.  At the other end of the street, he could see the lantern at the corner but it seemed that darkness reigned down the length of it.  Frowning, he held up a hand and his squad stopped moving.  They looked around at him expectantly then.  Inwardly, the man sighed.  The other four members of his squad were all as green as fresh grass.  He supposed that it was only to be expected.  Many veteran soldiers hadn’t made it back from the war and many more were recovering from their injuries, leaving youths like this to take up the defense of the capitol.  He himself had been a sergeant and taken several minor wounds in battle but had healed well and was now back patrolling the streets of his beloved Vakiun.   
 
    “The lantern’s out.”  The ex-sergeant said, his stern voice gravelly.  Gesturing down the side street with his torch to where a lantern should shed light halfway down, they saw that the street was instead shrouded in darkness.  “Fall in.”  It grated on him that he had to add the final command.  His old squad would have known to do so and required only a gesture to know that they needed to see to the lantern.  Yet these boys barely new which end of their spears to hold and only one of them had the foresight to begin digging in his supply back for the fresh oil they’d need to relight the lantern.  Keeping the lamps burning was as much a part of their duties as patrolling the streets for the city watch.  He reminded himself that they needed time to learn and set off down the alley.   
 
    The young watchmen followed their patrol leader quickly.  They respected and feared the blocky, fearsome warrior and none wanted to incur his wrath.  All of them were new recruits and, unlike the man they followed had never seen combat.  It burned within each of them that they had missed their chance to earn glory in the War of the Orc and for the most part had decided that by joining the city watch, they could somehow make up for this.  Each of them were armed with spears and short swords and clad in leather armor.  They were all proud of the insignia of Vakiun that they bore upon their armor.  The patrol leader was clad in chainmail and wore a longsword and dagger on his broad belt.  All of them bore the same round shields with the insignia of the capitol city that matched that of their armor as well.  The patrol leader’s gear was well used and maintained and each had trained with him and other veterans and had the lumps to prove it.   
 
    Halfway down the narrow street, the leader of the squad stopped and looked at the lantern.  He pulled the hood of his cloak back then, revealing his scarred bald head and face.  He hadn’t worn a beard in years as an ugly scar down the left side of his face made it look strange but he still missed it sometimes.  Reaching a hand up to stroke the beard that wasn’t there, he looked closer at the lantern.  The patrol leader held up his hand then to stop the recruit that was stepping forward with oil.   
 
    “Something’s wrong.”  The veteran growled then, shaking his head.  “The lantern’s still half full.”  He looked closer at the lantern.   
 
    The recruit shrugged then.  “Maybe the wind blew it out?”   
 
    Pointing at the lantern, the patrol leader shook his head again.  “Wondered that myself but the lantern’s not smudged like it choked out and there are no broken or cracked panels where the wind could have gotten to it.”  His frown deepened.  “I think…”  A choked cry from one of the recruits cut the veteran off.  The others whirled to see the young man fall to the pavement, a crossbow bolt sticking from his chest.  “Ambush!”  The patrol leader shouted.   
 
    The recruits reacted slowly and awkwardly.  Their training should have had them instantly form a circle as they weren’t sure where the attack had come from.  Their shields should have formed a wall around their fallen comrade and they should have been ready for an attack from any quarter.  Instead, they panicked and did almost everything wrong.  One of the men knelt to look at his friend who was bleeding out on the ground while another backed up to put a wall behind him.  The other recruit, at least, had remembered his training and had raised his shield, stepping close to the patrol leader, waiting for orders.   
 
    “Form up, damn you!”  The patrol leader cursed as several more bolts flashed from the darkness.  He’d drawn his sword from his sheath and pulled his shield from his back just in time.  A bolt slammed into his shield and he grunted from the impact.  The recruit kneeling by his comrade hadn’t been so lucky and fell with crossbow bolt in his neck.  The lad made a wet gurgling sound as he dropped, his blood pooling with the other recruit’s on the cobblestones.  The veteran could see that their attackers were shooting at them from alleyways that led off both ahead and behind them.  He knew a trap when he saw one though he could hardly believe that someone would dare attack the city watch like this!  The ex-sergeant bellowed at the man whose back was to the wall.  “Form up or I’ll crack your skull!”  That got the youth’s attention and he lurched from the wall to stand alongside the others.  There were three of them now and they stood in a loose semi-circle with the wall at their backs, the sergeant in the middle.  He saw them glance at their fallen friends, their eyes wide.  “They’re finished!”  He spat angrily, knowing how true his statement was.  The lad who’d been shot in chest was breathing his last and the recruit with the bolt in his neck had bled out almost instantly.  It had all happened fast, though he knew that his green recruits were probably seeing things in slow motion.  The patrol leader waited for another volley but it never came and seconds later, he saw figures coming out of the alleys around them.   
 
    More than half a dozen cloaked and masked assailants walked purposefully towards them, naked steel in their hands.  They’d planned their ambush well and the veteran patrol leader knew he’d walked his men right into it.  If his men hadn’t been fresh recruits, they’d have watched all around but they’d all been focused on the darkened lantern and had paid the price for their inattention.  Their attackers said nothing but came ahead swiftly, led by a tall man bearing a finely crafted broadsword.  In a different situation, the patrol leader would have felt a surge of envy for such an excellent weapon but now it was in the hands of someone trying to kill him.   
 
    Their training reasserted itself on the young recruits and they held their ground next to their leader as the ambushers came in.  They had the advantage of reach with their spears and the one to the patrol leaders left scored a hit on a man who lunged in with a sword.  The spear took the man in the shoulder and drove him back.  However, the others sprang forward then, one hacking into the haft of the spear as another stabbed the young recruit in the stomach with a short sword.  The lad’s leather armor was pierced but it had saved his life as it robbed the blow of most of its strength.  The patrol leader knocked the attacker who’d stabbed the recruit to the ground with his shield and ran him through.   
 
    More of the shadowy assailants swept in then and as the other recruits spear took one in the leg, he was killed by an axe that split his skull with a wet crunch.  The patrol leader spun but it was too late and the youth fell dead, blood and brains decorating the wall behind him.  He hacked into the axe wielder’s side with his longsword, spinning the other man around but before he could finish him found his second stroke blocked by another sword.   
 
    “That’s enough from you.”  The tall man said, his voice muffled by his mask.   
 
    The patrol leader stepped forward, his blade darting in, seeking an opening.  “Coward!”  He roared, “You…will…pay…for…this…”  Each word was punctuated by a stroke of his sword and he drove the other man back.  Within a few strides he’d nearly pushed his opponent to the wall of the building across the narrow street but then the veteran saw his enemy glance past him.  Still on guard, the patrol leader quickstepped back and turned his head to see his last recruit die, his entrails spilling onto the ground and his sword only half out of the sheath.  Quickly, he turned to face his opponent again but saw that the man had let him have his look and hadn’t attacked.   
 
    “It’s too bad.”  The masked man said and there was real regret in his voice.   
 
    “What’s that, you bastard?!”  The patrol leader growled, aware that the other assailants were gathering around him but hadn’t moved forward.  He saw the tall man hold a hand up then and knew that he commanded them.   
 
    With a shrug of his cloaked shoulders, the masked swordsman replied.  “You’re clearly a veteran soldier and a good man.”  Again, there was true regret as he spoke.  “Under different circumstances, we would have been allies.”   
 
    “You’re a brigand and a coward!”  The veteran snarled.  He was sure of one thing then; he’d kill this man even if the others got him afterwards.   
 
    The tall man sighed and saluted his enemy with his ornate broadsword.  The patrol leader saw that it was an old blade, the work of a master craftsman.  It was of a length with his own but bore a longer handle so that it could be wielded one or two handed.  The veteran warrior readied himself but was shocked at how swiftly the other man’s attack came.  The first stroke hit his shield like a hammer and he knew then that the other man had been holding back.  He stabbed forward with his own sword but found the move blocked deftly by the masked man’s blade.  The ambusher threw his shoulder into the patrolman’s shield and knocked him off balance.  Then, with a two handed grip, he swung low, his sword hacking into the patrol leader’s knee where it was exposed beneath mail and shield.  The watchman fell heavily to the ground and before he could do more than grunt in pain, the masked man’s blade found his throat.   
 
    Barely breathing hard, the tall man wiped his sword on the dead man’s cloak.  He’d meant what he had said.  These men weren’t the enemy but they worked for the enemy and so must pay a heavy price.  It bothered him, proving that for all he’d done in his life, he still had a conscience.   
 
    “That was well done.”  A voice spoke from the darkness of a nearby alley.  It was a woman’s voice, low and husky.  “Soon, the whole city will be in a state of panic.”   
 
    As the others looted the dead guardsmen, the tall man held his blade over the fallen veteran’s body when one of the others came close.  “Not him.”  He said simply and the bared steel of his sword spoke eloquently enough that the other man backed away.   
 
    The woman had emerged from the alley, cloaked and masked like the rest of the ambushers.  She saw that the man who had been cut in the side by the patrol leader was bleeding badly.  “See to him.”  She said and the others moved to obey her.  Some of the others bore minor wounds but the one who the veteran had run through was dead as stone.  They were quick to obey the woman though none of them knew who she was any more than they knew each other’s identities.  They had only recently been inducted into the Shadow Liberation, the name of which was only whispered in certain circles.  This first outing was a test for all of them.  “Dump their bodies in the old quarter.”  She said then, her voice filled with satisfaction.  “It’s not time to play our hand yet.  Let the corrupt nobles think that simple thieves have done this for now.”  The others murmured their assent and began hefting the bodies of the dead guardsmen.  The woman stepped close to the tall man.  Pointing down at the fallen patrol leader, she added, “He must be taken as well.” Nodding, the tall man said nothing as the others took the body and she looked quizzically at him then.  “Why did you not wish his belongings taken?”   
 
    Sheathing his sword, he saw her look closely at the pommel where once an ornate crest had been.  The metal was scarred where it had been removed and he unconsciously covered the marred area with his hand.  The tall man shrugged.  “He was a fine warrior and good leader who cared about his men.”   
 
    “Yet you understand why this must be done?”  She asked, her eyes narrowed as she watched him.   
 
    Meeting her gaze coolly, he answered.  “The people of the capitol must realize that the crown cannot keep them safe.”  His voice was cold as a grave.  “They will see how the king and his fawning nobles care only for themselves.  When the time comes, they will know that we are their saviors, not these lapdogs of a debased and corrupt aristocracy.”   
 
    There was appreciation in her tone now.  “Well said.”  She answered simply and glanced around, noting, “One of your men is dead and two are wounded.”   
 
    “I’ll see to them.”  He answered levelly, not knowing if he was somehow being blamed. 
 
    Sensing his thoughts, the mysterious woman held up her hands.  “You did well.”  She reiterated.  “Casualties are to be expected in any war.”  
 
    The tall man watched them drag the patrol leader into the darkened alley.  “It was a barely trained patrol, though they had a good leader.”  He answered simply.   
 
    “Yet men like this are our enemies until they see the truth of things.”  She said softly.  She seemed to show regret for these deaths as he had but there was a finality in her voice.  “Clean up the area and leave no trace.”  She said then.  “See to the others and then come to the manor.”  She turned away with a rustle of her cloak without another word and disappeared into the darkness of the alley.   
 
    Relighting the lantern, the tall man saw that the others had cleaned up most of the blood and removed any sign of the patrol.  There would be bloodstains on the cobbles, of course, but it would be a mystery, at least for a time, what had transpired here.  Eventually, those in charge would begin connecting the missing patrols with other events but by then, it would be too late for them.  The city would be in an uproar and mistrust for those who were supposed to protect them would be sown.   
 
    The masked man walked down the alley, leaving the street behind him.  A short time later, a drunk staggered down the side street and paused to relieve himself under the cheery glow of the lantern, oblivious to the darkening stains on the cobbles. 
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Late in the evening, the darkness within the ward was only relieved by a single candle.  There were lanterns hanging in the distance but many places within that hall were swathed in gloom.  A person could see just well enough to walk through but not much more.  In one such darkened corner, Captain Bolaan had awakened to find that much to his surprise, he still lived.  Even more surprising was the fact that not long after he’d woke, the Princess Alanna had come to see him.  She had seemed very happy to see him and had apologized that she’d not been there when he’d woken up.  All of it had astounded the injured, confused warrior, as he’d certainly not expected the princess to be the first visitor that he would have.  They had spent a bit of time together before he rode off to war but he’d been certain that, as a gracious lady, she’d done it out of sympathy for his plight and a desire to put him in connection with General Fogrim’s family.  He had been very grateful for this but had assured himself inwardly that the princess, whose grace and beauty were spoken of throughout the kingdom, certainly had no interest in a lowly captain like himself.  Now, as she sat patiently explaining all that had happened in the aftermath of the War of the Orc, he found himself wondering if he’d been wrong.  Something about her eyes when she looked at him.  Bolaan was no fool and knew that he’d always been told he was a handsome young man.  To be sure, he’d never lacked for female companionship but as a soldier, he didn’t think much about such things.  He’d had his share of relationships, of course, but his fervent wish was to be a career officer, and his heroes were those gnarled, scarred men such as Fogrim and the Iron King.  There were many times that his youthful looks had irritated him, especially when older veterans laughed and called him a pretty boy but now, as the princess kept him company, he had to admit to himself that it really wasn’t all that bad.   
 
    “…So Garyth will face Lokkmar soon, for all that we have tried to talk him out of it.”  Alanna said, her words forcing the captain to pay attention to what she was saying and not the way her honey colored hair cascaded over one shoulder like molten gold.   
 
    “And…what does the king say of the duel?”  Bolaan asked lamely after a moment, looking away quickly, hoping that she hadn’t noticed him staring at her.   
 
    Alanna smiled then, proving that she’d noticed his admiration.  “My father hasn’t said much about it.”  With a sigh, she added, “He hasn’t said much about anything these days.”   
 
    “Well, I have to say that I can see where both men are coming from.”  Bolaan said neutrally.  
 
    “Oh really?”  Alanna said in icy tones.   
 
    Sitting up a bit in bed, the captain tried to hide his pain but still winced a little.  “I think that Lokkmar made a command decision and that it would be easy to judge him for…for what happened.”  Bolaan was loathe to mention the prince’s demise but Alanna was not as she vehemently answered.   
 
    “You mean my brother’s death?”  The princess asked, her voice still cold but calm.  She was sitting in a chair next to the bed and leaned forward, absently adjusting the captain’s pillows behind his back so that he could sit up without straining.   
 
    With a sigh of relief, Bolaan sat back against the pillows, frustrated at how weak he felt, hating to look so feeble in front of the princess.  “Yes.”  He agreed.  “I know that it might seem easy to judge the general for what happened to the prince but in battle nothing is ever certain.”   
 
    Alanna nodded and sighed herself, her hand lingering at the edge of the pillows behind Bolaan.  “I’ve heard my brother Aiden say much the same.”   
 
    “Still,” The captain began, attempting not to focus on how out of breath he was, trying not to let it show.  “I can also see how lord Garyth feels.”   
 
    “You can?”  The princess asked curiously, her head tilting slightly, her beautiful blue eyes so big that he could fall into them.   
 
    Bolaan gritted his teeth, realizing where his thoughts were going.  “She is a princess!”  He reproached himself inwardly.  “She is NOT interested in you in that way!”  He said it to himself but didn’t really believe it.  He was not a child and it was clear from her mere presence there in the House of Healing that she wanted to see him.  Out loud, the warrior said, “Of course.  The general dishonored lord Garyth by sending him away from his own command and position and added to that insult is the injury of…of losing the prince, his kinsman…”  He hesitated again at mentioning the prince’s death and causing her pain but she was looking steadily at him.  “Garyth does have cause.”  He shrugged then, lacking the words to say more.   
 
    Her mouth set into a thin line, Alanna answered somewhat caustically.  “Well, it would seem to me that men aren’t much different than boys when it comes to such things.”  She looked off into the darkness.  “None of it will bring Valun back.” 
 
    She looked so sad, so tragically beautiful then that Bolaan took her hand on impulse.  He instantly cursed himself for a fool but when she turned, he saw that her smile had returned.  ‘It’s worth it all just to see her smile.’  The captain thought.  After a moment, Bolaan awkwardly cleared his throat and, struggling to think of something to say, was grateful when she spoke instead.  
 
    “Has your family come to see you?”  The princess asked lightly. 
 
    With a curt shake of his head, the young warrior answered.  “No.”  Realizing that he still held her hand, he released his grip and was surprised when she did not.  “They…my parents are not often in the capitol and after the war my father must be home with my mother and brothers by now.”  Catching the fell look she wore then, Bolaan realized that she might be judging his family for not checking on him.  “News travels slowly, especially now after the war.”  He offered simply.  “They probably don’t even know that I’m wounded.”   
 
    Alanna forced a smile onto her face then and, as he mentioned his wounds, she looked him up and down.  The captain bore many small wounds but the more serious injuries that he’d taken were a deep cut in his left shoulder, a horrific gash in his right side as well as his right leg which had been badly broken.  All these wounds were compliments of the evil orc warlord and her smile grew frosty as she thought how glad she was that he was dead.  “Well…”  She began, her voice warming as she looked back into the face of the man who had begun to so captivate her thoughts.  “We’ll have to get word to them.”  Bolaan nodded and she saw him flush and realized that she still held his hand.  Biting her lip, the young woman looked away.  She could only imagine the scolding that her sister would have given her but then, her sitting up alone with a man so late.  Then again, Naolin had run off with a bard and Alanna could really care less what her sister might have thought.  Alanna knew that Bolaan was brave and handsome, kind and honest and it hit her suddenly that she loved him.  It was a simple feeling, strong and steady as her heartbeat and the princess knew instantly that it was real.  Of course, she had no way of knowing how he felt and wondered how she might find such a thing out.  Thinking of ways to ask, she glanced back at him and saw tears forming in his eyes, the sight sobering and shocking.   
 
    “I thought I would feel better.”  Bolaan said, his voice hollow.  “I...I believed that…after we had defeated the orcs…I thought that somehow it would make it all…worth it…”  Alanna knew that he was speaking of the Third Army and the loss of so many comrades, including the legendary General Fogrim.  “It just…”  He struggled to find the words, his voice breaking as the tears fell.  “It…It won’t ever be the same…”  Realizing that he was crying, the captain brusquely extricated his hand and wiped his face with his forearm.  His injured shoulder was swathed in bandages and he could barely move his left arm as yet.  “Some great warrior I am.”  He said, smiling ruefully.  “Sitting here crying…”  He trailed off, too embarrassed to look at her. 
 
    “You’re very brave.”  Alanna insisted then, her voice warm and strong.  When he still would not look at her, she stood and leaned forward and taking his face, turned it to look at her.  He was grief stricken and bore small cuts and scrapes on his face and still she’d never seen a more handsome man.  “My father said that he’d have died if not for you.”  It was a true statement.  The king had praised Captain Bolaan and said that the war had been won by men such as him.  “You have nothing to be ashamed of.”  The princess said firmly and the thought of anyone telling him otherwise made her angry. 
 
    Bolaan’s speech was slow and soft now, almost like that of a child.  “I…I don’t think…”  The captain struggled to find words now.  With anyone else he’d have asked to be left alone to grieve in the dark long ago but he couldn’t do so with the princess.  His thoughts were a whirlwind and he felt sick and weak.  “I feel…I feel like I’m dead.”  He said flatly then, his eyes straying out into the gloom.  “Like…somehow maybe I died…out there on the battlefield…with Fogrim and the others…maybe I should have.”   
 
    The princess was having none of it.  “You aren’t dead and you aren’t going to die.”  She said firmly to Bolaan and was gladdened when his eyes looked back into hers.  Alanna could hardly bear the bleak look that he wore and knew then that for all her foolish romanticizing, she loved this injured man and would see him whole again.  “You are alive and you are going to heal.”   
 
    Whatever answer the captain might have given her then was interrupted as a healer stepped out of the darkness like a ghost, her footsteps soft.  The ward was much emptier now as others had been able to return home and no few of the injured warriors had died, succumbing to their terrible wounds.  Alanna had noted the empty beds on her way in earlier and knew that Bolaan was one of only a handful of those still bedridden.   
 
    “Ah…Princess?”  The healer spoke softly, her voice gentle but firm.  It was obvious that she wasn’t happy about interrupting their visit but her expression made it very clear that she took the care of her patients quite seriously.  These were war heroes after all.  “It is very late and the captain must rest.”   
 
    “It’s alright.”  Bolaan said quickly, almost sheepishly, like a child in trouble.   
 
    “No.”  Alanna said firmly then and smiled at the healer.  “She is right, Bolaan.  You need your rest.”  Greatly daring then, she leaned down and kissed him lightly on his stubbly cheek, her breath soft on his face.  When she stood, she saw a look of shock and wonder on his face.  Glancing back at the healer, she saw the woman smile and quickly attempt to hide it.  The princess didn’t care what anyone thought or said.  She was going to find out how Bolaan felt about her but for now he needed to sleep.   
 
    As the young captain watched the princess walk out of the ward, the darkness enveloping her, his thoughts were jumbled.  One thought swam to the surface, however.  ‘Perhaps she IS interested in me that way!’  Bolaan didn’t know whether to be exhilarated or a little unnerved at the thought of the daughter of the Iron King falling in love with him.  He didn’t know how he felt about her, though it was undeniable that in the midst of the gloom of his sorrow, she was a ray of purest joy.  In the end, he was both elated and a little panicked at the same time and fell asleep wondering if somehow he’d misread her actions and words.  Alanna would have been happy to know one thing; as slumber claimed the captain, he was thinking of her and not of death and battle and there was a slight smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So, much of the fighting will be in the hills.”  The voice of the Iron King rang throughout the grand council chamber, easily heard by all who were assembled there.  “Of course, there will be some tough fighting belowground as well when we move to root the orcs out from their caves and warrens.”  The king had been outlining his plan of attack for the better part of an hour.  Those assembled had been given little choice but to stand and listen to the king’s strategy, which he illustrated on a new map of the southern part of the Iron Kingdom’s border that he’d had commissioned.  The map showed where the hills that had been the territory of countless orcs since time immemorial met the kingdom.  “We will begin marshalling our forces to move south within the month.”  For all that they had stood and respectfully listened up to this point, many of the others within the room could now no longer keep silent.   
 
    “It’s just not possible, sire.”  One old general said calmly, shaking his head.   
 
    Another officer, a nobleman with a high rank seemed to forget himself and exclaimed.  “To press back into war so soon will leave the rest of the country vulnerable!”   
 
    “Think of the economic repercussions!”  A heavyset noble with bejeweled fingers snapped.   
 
    The king was, of course, not without supporters.  “None of that matters in the face of our enemies!”  One young officer said staunchly.   
 
    “We must avenge the kingdom and slay every last one of those green-skinned devils!”  Hissed a severe looking priestess of Baurr the god of war. 
 
    General Lokkmar was there and was also in agreeance with the supporters of the king’s plan.  “We should strike now, while they are still in disarray after the war.”   
 
    “Now, you want to display initiative and act swiftly?”  Garyth said from the opposite side of the massive table, unable to contain himself.   
 
    Before Lokkmar could respond, the king’s voice cut through the din.  “Why is it not possible?”  He asked, turning to the older general who had spoken first.  His name was Olvar and, next to Fogrim, was one of the finest, most decorated generals in the history of the kingdom.  General Olvar wasn’t the warrior that Fogrim had been but his mind for tactics was without peer and he was studying the map on the table intently.  When Olvar spoke, everyone, even the king was prone to listen.   
 
    The old general’s liver spotted hand shook a little as he gestured at the hills shown on the map.  “It will take too long.”  General Olvar had been retired for years, as he was older than the king and had been one of his early trainers.  However, with all that had happened, he’d stepped out of retirement to offer any aid that he could.  While the aged man was no longer able to fight, his mind was still keen and he had a wealth of knowledge to offer.  “By the time we’ve assembled a large enough force to head south, the orcs will have scattered.  You know that they’ll never face us in open battle now.”  It was the truth and everyone in the room recognized it.  With the fall of the warlord and his horde, the remaining orcs had scattered.  It would be years or perhaps generations before another orc warlord could rise to power with enough strength and authority to weld more than a few tribes together.  “It would take years to root them out of their caves and forts and during that time, we will surely be attacked by other enemies.”   
 
    The king nodded and looked around him at those assembled within the chamber.  “What Olvar says is true.”  As he spoke and some of the others began to speak, he held up a hand.  “But I assure you all, it won’t take us years to accomplish.”  They were all puzzled and rightly so for how could the general’s statements be true and the king’s at the same time.  “General Olvar’s assessment is correct but he does not take into account our dwarven allies.  There are no finer warriors, especially when it comes to fighting battles beneath the earth.” 
 
    “Are you sure that the dwarves will commit to such an action, father?”  Aiden asked.  Thinking of the last council meeting, he’d sworn to himself that he’d speak his mind this time.  While he had no intention of going against his father, the prince saw it as his duty to voice his concerns.  “The Kingdom of Stone lost many dwarves in this war as well.  King Ulgard may be unable to commit more troops.”   
 
    The king’s jaw bunched, making his beard bristle.  “I am well aware of Ulgard’s situation.”  He said to the prince and then panned his gaze around at all of them within the chamber.  “He and I are old friends who have fought together many times.”  He shot a glance back at his eldest child then.  “Long before many of you were ever born.”   
 
    Calder spoke up then from near the end of the table.  “Yes my king but those of us who were alive even back then remember that the dwarves must also defend themselves as well.  Not just from their above ground enemies but from those creatures that live in the darkness below.”  The druid and the prince did not look directly at one another but the king’s gaze fastened upon each of them in turn.  Unfazed, the druid added, “Even if the dwarven king is willing to aid us, he may not have many warriors that he could send.”   
 
    “Then those few that he could send will train our own warriors in combat beneath the earth.”  King Ragnur snapped.  “Even a single dwarven warrior attached to a unit of ours will prove invaluable when the fight is underground.”   
 
    Now the crown prince spoke again.  “Yes father but what of General Olvar’s point?”  He knew that he was angering the king now by the way his father was scowling but he did not care.  “Even with whatever aid the dwarves can give us, what of the time that it takes to…”  
 
    “To hell with the time!”  The Iron King roared then.  “With the dwarves it will take much less time but even without them, we will destroy every last orc on our border.”  His menacing glower challenged them all as it swept from the prince across the entire room.  “Make no mistake, we are going to finish them!”   
 
    It was quiet for several moments.  Then General Lokkmar spoke, his voice neutral and calculating.  “So, what is to be done in defense of the realm while we prosecute this new war, sire?”   
 
    “Changing your position?”  Garyth asked snidely.  His blue eyes blazed as he looked at his enemy from across the table.  “Indecision seems to be your strong suit!”   
 
    “Garyth!”  Prince Aiden interjected as he turned to face his brother.  They both stood near to one another on the same side of the table with Belthe and Kollur.  “This is a council of war!  Show some decorum, please!”   
 
    “Thank you, my prince.”  Lokkmar said thinly, his smile sharp as a razor.  “In answer to your kinsman’s accusation, I am not changing my position.  I still agree with the king and am, as ever, loyal to the crown.”  His gray eyes flashed like a storm cloud as he locked eyes with Garyth.  “However, I would know our king’s further plans.”   
 
    Garyth said nothing but looked at Aiden in disbelief.  The prince hoped that his brother understood that he was trying to see the larger picture here but it was clear from the look on his sibling’s face that he did not.   Before he could say anything more, he realized the king was speaking again.   
 
    “I intend to bolster the defenses of the major cities and towns with new recruits and those who, like General Olvar, have come out of retirement.”  The king said.  “These will be supplemented by a decree of mandatory service to further bolster the ranks.”   There was a flurry of comments, whispers and sharp intakes of breath.  Such a decree hadn’t been used in years until recently when all able warriors had been called upon to join the Iron Host to fight for their homeland.  However, this was different that defending one’s home and hearth, this was being conscripted to prosecute a war beyond their own borders.   
 
    One stout, gray-haired matriarch said as much.  “My liege, surely you can see that this is beyond the bounds of reason.”  The noble woman was a well-known supporter of the crown and had lost a son and a husband in the war.  “I have stood with you all through this storm, sire but I must protest!”  Her voice rose with emotion.  “We have not the strength to press this fight and if we force people into further war, there is no telling what the long term effects upon the realm may be!”   
 
    The king did not lose his temper nor did he shout but his voice was hard as stone.  “Mark me, all of you.”  He again swept his gaze around those assembled in the huge chamber.  There were many more here that would normally be included in such a council and no doubt some of them were beginning to understand why they’d been invited.  The king was not asking, he was commanding.  “I am set upon this course and I will not be opposed.”  His voice rang as it rose but somehow, he was not shouting at them but rather was challenging them.  “Those loyal to this kingdom had best prepare themselves for there will be more bloodshed before this is done!  At the end of it…there will be no orcs left to threaten future generations.”   
 
    It was clear what the king was saying; their cooperation was mandatory.  They all knew the ugly truth here, from the lowest officer to the highest ranking noble:  The king was a hero to the common people of the realm.  They would believe what he told them was truth and would turn on any who spoke against him.  The nobility could, by law, oppose him but each and every one of them knew that if they did, they would lose.  If they lost, it would not just be a loss of face, however.  Those assembled stood to lose position, wealth, status and possibly even their lives if they weren’t careful.  In wartime, the king’s word was law and even if they tried to bog the process down in debate, it could become a situation where they were branded traitors and lost everything.  It was a sobering thought and many within that chamber began to look at the towering figure as not just a king but as a tyrant that day.   
 
    Prince Aiden was astonished at how bluntly his father had spoken.  He could well understand how the king must feel after losing Valun but this was too much.  He glanced around and saw Calder looking surreptitiously toward him.  The old druid’s expression mirrored his own he knew.  The prince could feel dread building within him.  He was sure that his father would have his new war or as the king had determined, the end of the War of the Orc.  For though everyone else might believe that the war had ended, for the king it clearly had not.   
 
    Calder did not look for long at the prince.  He was well aware that he had fallen out of favor with the king but could not bring himself to care.  His worry now was that somehow this was all part of the warning he’d received when he had communed with the land.  Something was very, very wrong and Calder was more than just unsettled.  Looking round in bewilderment, his eyes fastened on someone he thought might look as miserable as he himself.  A young man with bright red hair clad in the red and yellow robes of a priest of Vis stood near the back of the throng to the king’s right hand.  He was slender and his face bore a seemingly permanent frown of what looked like a blend of worry and unhappiness.  He looked at no one but the king, though he often cast his eyes down at the floor.  Though Calder didn’t know the young priest, he could tell by the unadorned robes that he wore that he was only an acolyte.  Strange that he would be granted such a high honor.  As the druid studied the youth, he could tell by the looks of disdain the other priests around him gave from time to time, they were not the reason he was in attendance.  The druid’s reverie was broken by the king’s voice and he realized that the monarch was now speaking with the dwarf Thane, Karrok.   
 
    “…So I ask you to take this message to King Ulgard for me.”  The Iron King was saying, as he spoke to Karrok.  Many had no doubt supposed that the dwarf Thane had only been included at the meeting because of his status as a war hero but now they saw that it was not so.   
 
    Karrok’s voice was steady as he replied.  “I will do as you ask, King Ragnur.”  When he saw the human king nod, he added, “I have received word that I and the other Thanes are called to council by our king.  Once I am able to travel, I must leave for home anyway and I will take your message to the Granite King.”  He held out his hand and the Iron King gave him a metal scroll tube fixed with the seal of the Iron Kingdom.   
 
    “Do you think that your king will give the Iron Kingdom further aid?”  Asked a nearby officer.   
 
    Thane Karrok bluntly responded, “I cannot say for sure but I know for our king to summon the Council of Thanes matters must be grave.”  The shrug that the dwarf gave then was as eloquent as anything he’d said aloud.  It was evident that Karrok would say no more on the matter and all of them knew well the legendary stubbornness of dwarves.   
 
    “Whether or not the dwarves stand with us, we shall triumph.”  Said General Lokkmar thinly.  Thane Karrok’s eyebrows rose and his jaw bunched at the near insult but before he could respond, another voice interjected loudly.   
 
    “Who are you to say a word about the actions of our allies?!”  Garyth growled then.  “You are the one who left them to die atop those hills!”   
 
    Lokkmar’s face was white as he hissed, “How dare you speak to me so, you ill-born cur!”  The general missed the king’s expression of fury and pointed an accusing finger at Garyth.  “You could at least act like a nobleman!  Need I remind you that were it not for your insubordination that entire day’s actions would have played out differently?!”  His voice rose above all others.  “Now you seek to blame me, wrongfully, for what occurred!”  Lokkmar looked around at the assemblage of notables within the chamber.  “My orders were violated and lord Garyth seeks a quarrel even though this is all due to his own recklessness and idiocy!”   
 
    Garyth’s fist slammed down on the table.  “You’re nothing but a coward who would seek to let time and the actions of others fog the truth of your own failures that day, you gutless weakling!”  The lord’s voice was like the roar of a lion.  “I should take your head right now!”  Without thinking, Garyth began walking around the table, his hand on his sword hilt, to the shock of all present.  Aiden and several others shouted at him to stop, to listen to reason but it was Captain Ingvar who blocked his way.   
 
    “I will warn you once not to bare steel here in the council chamber and in the presence of the king.”  Ingvar said, his voice a bark of command.  The captain of the royal guard was fully armored and his hand was settled on the handle of his own sword.  Half a dozen royal guard fanned out behind their captain.  “Stand down my lord.”  His glance flicked past the lord to a point just behind his right where Captain Rothan had stepped to.   
 
    Rothan’s voice was calm but carried.  “You would threaten the king’s own kin?”  
 
    “I will carry out my duty to defend the king and this proceeding.”  The big warrior replied, his eyes steely.  “Stand down.”  He reiterated to Garyth.  “And take your dog in hand before I teach him to heel.”  He said with another glance at Rothan.   
 
    Captain Rothan’s laugh was an ugly thing.  “Oh now it’s you and I that’s going to dance!”   
 
    Garyth took a step forward but then before things could get out of hand, the king’s booming voice stopped them all.  “Enough!”  He stepped bodily between Ingvar and Garyth causing all of them to realize how huge the king truly was as he overtopped even the mighty captain of the royal guard.  “You will have your duel, Garyth but not here and not now!”   
 
    “Father?!”  Aiden’s voice was shocked as blurted out, “You yourself have outlawed dueling, particularly those to the death!”   
 
    The king didn’t even look at his eldest child but still looking at Garyth, spoke in a voice loud enough for them all to hear.  “I am lifting that ban.”  He said with a nod to his illegitimate son.  When Aiden made to protest and with others in the room murmuring yet again, the king shook his head and turning to them all held up a hand.  “This meeting is done.”   
 
    No one wished to face the wrath of the king and all of them filed out.  There was no mistaking that this council meeting would be the subject of talk for weeks and they were already murmuring as they left.  Captain Ingvar personally ushered Lokkmar out the door but needn’t have worried as Garyth gave him plenty of space to do so before taking his own leave.  It was clear the lord had heard the king and would not press the issue.  Rothan stood near the dwarf Karrok but his eyes were on Ingvar and as the two of them followed lord Garyth out, he flashed the royal guardsman a mock salute that spoke volumes.   
 
    There was one who would stay and face the ire of the Iron King.  One who had had enough and was going to press in where the others would fear too.  Prince Aiden waited until all the others had left the room, his eyes locked with his father.  The king stared impassively back and then, when everyone had gone, dismissed the royal guard who were only too happy to be allowed to leave. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    As the doors to the grand council chamber closed with a thump, the Iron King leaned forward, still looking at the map on the table.  “You have something to say?”  He asked the prince absently.  This, perhaps more than anything, the air of indifference emboldened Aiden as never before.   
 
    “Have you gone completely mad, father?!”  The crown prince asked harshly.   
 
    The king looked up at the question.  After a long moment, he grimaced and then returned his gaze to the map.  “No.”  He said brusquely.   
 
    “Are you sure of that?”  Aiden pressed.  “Because from where I’m standing, it certainly looks that way!”   
 
    Still studying the map before him as though his life depended on it, the monarch growled, “I don’t care how it looks.”  He didn’t raise his voice but there was a deep baritone note of warning that anyone who had spent much time in his presence knew all too well.  The prince ignored it.   
 
    “You are breaking your own laws!”  Aiden practically yelled in exasperation.   
 
    Now he had the king’s full attention as his father stepped back from the table, drawing himself up to his full height.  “I am breaking no law!”  He shot back.  “If you will remember the ancient laws of our people, in wartime, the king’s word IS the law!”  He looked like a primeval demi-god out of legend as he roared at his son but Aiden was beyond caring. 
 
    Bellowing right back, he stood squarely and faced his father.  “You are interpreting the law as you please and ignoring what you wish!”  He was reminded forcibly of their last meeting and realized that it seemed every time he spoke with his father these days, it ended in conflict.  He wondered if the Iron King now lived only for battle in any form, whether physical or verbal.  “If you continue to rule this way, there will be Hell to pay!”   
 
    “There has already been Hell to pay, boy!”  The king roared.  “What price more should I pay than losing my son?!”   
 
    Aiden was ready for this tactic and coolly answered.  “Yes, you have lost a son but perhaps you have forgotten that you have two more?”  Now that he was standing before the wrath of his father, only a few steps away from the mighty ruler in all his ire, rather than be afraid, he felt himself exhilarated.  He knew the warrior blood of his people was rising within him.  ‘Perhaps he and I are not so different.’  He thought.  ‘Perhaps this is how he was when he was younger and full of rage and fire.’   
 
    The king calmed himself with a visible effort, his jaw clenching.  “I know well that I have two sons still alive, Aiden.”  He glanced at the door Garyth and the others had left by and the prince seized the initiative.   
 
    “Yet you willingly let one of the throw his life away in a duel?!”  The son looked at his father, hoping against hope that he could make his point clear.   
 
    Instead the king laughed aloud.  “I hardly think that your brother is throwing his life away.”  His tone was cynical and harsh.  “He’ll slay Lokkmar, believe me.”   
 
    Aiden felt like tearing his hair out by the roots in frustration.  “And that is just?”  Though their voices were raised, the prince was pleading now, albeit loudly.  “Please, father, you must see that this isn’t right!”   
 
    “Just?!  Right?!”  The Iron King’s voice echoed his son’s tone mockingly.  “I hope your brother does gut that preening fool!  Garyth has every right!”   
 
    The prince was shocked and in disbelief whispered, “You cannot mean that.”   
 
    “No?!”  Came the king’s thunderous reply.  “Lokkmar dishonored one of your brothers and his inaction caused the death of the other one!  Were I not king, I would take his head myself!”   
 
    Aiden leaned against the table for support.  He’d never seen his father like this.  To be certain, he’d always been wrathful but it had ever been tempered with common sense.  Now, he was like a complete stranger to his son.  “Lokkmar is a general.”  He said finally.  “He made a tactical decision that looking at the records had a certain soundness to it.  Even you have to agree that if Garyth had not been sent to you, the orc warlord might well have slain you.”   
 
    “I would rather have died that day and my son lived!”  The monarch shouted, looking away and Aiden saw a glimpse of the father that he had known.  His grief was a raw, ragged thing and the prince knew then that the Iron King was going to make someone answer for it.  “Together, your brothers could have made a glorious charge up that hill!”  His tone said that he could see it in his mind as the king leaned on the table, his gaze straying to the map again, no doubt to the site of the battle, which was inked with crossed swords.  “They’d have broken through to the dwarves, which is exactly what Valun did!  With Garyth there, they’d have waited and rallied all the dwarves and men together and Valun wouldn’t have charged back down too quickly!”   
 
    Aiden’s heart was moved for his father’s hurt, even as he felt his own lurch.  Even though he agreed with what his father was saying, he knew that there was no way of knowing if things would have turned out that way.  “Father, none of us can know for sure what might have happened, even had Garyth been there.”  He tried to keep his voice reasonable.  “Even supposing that Lokkmar had listened to them and they all moved up the hill, the orcs and trolls might still have overwhelmed them all.”   
 
    “You don’t really believe that, do you?”  King Ragnur said with scorn in his voice.  “If Lokkmar had taken what he had in hand at that moment, with both my sons, they could have held the hill against anything!”   
 
    Shaking his head slowly, Aiden asked, “So the general deserves to die for that?”   
 
    “Yes!”  The king growled savagely.  “I hope Garyth splits his skull like he did Morgall’s!  That is what would be just and right!”   
 
    The crown prince could not believe that his father saw things this way.  “And what if Garyth loses?”  He inquired, trying another tactic.  “We all know that he is one of the best swordsman in the kingdom but he is still recovering from his wounds.  What if he isn’t up to the task and Lokkmar kills him instead?  Then you’ll have two dead sons.”   
 
    “Then, I will kill Lokkmar myself!”  Said the Iron King, his voice brutal.   
 
    Waving his hands, Aiden lost his composure.  “For defending himself?!”   
 
    “Garyth is my son, my blood!”  The king replied.  “If Lokkmar kills him, I will challenge him and avenge my house as is my right!”   
 
    “You are the king!”  Aiden practically screamed in exasperation.  “You cannot duel your own subjects!  Even if the people would stand for it, where does it all end?!”  He stepped closer to his father and put his hands together, pleading, hoping that he could cause him to see reason.  “The general’s family will then seek revenge and begin calling out our family for their own honor.” 
 
    “I will bury them all!”  The king grated in deathly tones.  “I’ll butcher his house to a man!”   
 
    “This…is…wrong…”  The prince said then as he looked into his father’s face.  Before that rage and fury, many would quail but not Aiden.  “You cannot have it both ways, my king.  If you begin such policies, the realm will return to anarchy and we’ll have challenges on all sides to our right to rule and govern the people.”   
 
    “Bah!”  The king snarled.  “You’re too worried about what the people think, Aiden.  Too concerned about the nobility and their greed, the common people and all their fears.”  He looked at his son then like something he would have scraped off his boot.  “To rule is to provide safety and protection as well as correction and reproof when needed.”  He chided the prince as though he were a simpleton.  “If you cannot see that, perhaps you are unfit to rule!”   
 
    Aiden recoiled as if he’d been slapped.  He was man enough to ignore the personal insult, though he was injured deeply by it, and said, “If we run roughshod over the will of the people then we are nothing but dictators, father.”  There was conviction and shock in equal measures in his voice as he realized that he and his father disagreed so fundamentally on this.  “Is that the lesson that you would have me learn here?”   
 
    Now it was the king’s turn to look at his son in incredulity.  “You aren’t a child, Aiden.”  He turned from his son suddenly and stepped away.  “I’d thought you would have learned these lessons long ago.”  It was clear that the monarch wished to end the conversation but his son wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “So, this is how you will rule from now on?”  The prince’s manner made it a statement instead of a question.  “You will do as you please and to Hell with anyone who disagrees?”   
 
    The king whirled back to face his son.  “What do you know of ruling, boy?!”  He growled like a bear.  “Your whole life was handed to you, by me!  You never stood with steel in your hand knowing that if you failed it would not be your life only that was forfeit.  Knowing that there was an entire kingdom that would suffer should you fail.”  Disdain dripped from his voice like ichor.  “You have lived a life of ease and privilege and you have forgotten where you come from!”   
 
    All the blood drained from his face as Aiden looked at this man who looked something like his father but he was now beginning to believe was someone or something else entirely.  “At every turn you insult me.”  He added no title, whether familial or noble now, his own fury a cold, cold thing.  “You diminish anything that I have ever done out of your own vanity and rage.  You call me boy but you rule as a child, demanding that things are done you way and brooking no argument?”  He locked eyes with the king.  “You are wrong.”   
 
    Stepping very close to his eldest child, the king’s voice lowered and he snarled.  “I don’t care what you think you know.”  His eyes flashed with rage and something else…something dark.  “You have no loyalty to your family or your king.  I see this now.”  He looked his son up and down and it was clear that he found what he saw there was lacking.  “Get out of my sight.”   
 
    “You are dismissing me because you don’t want to hear my words!”  Aiden bellowed, finally forgetting himself, forgetting who he addressed.  For a moment, he was appalled at the disrespect that he was showing but couldn’t bring himself to stop.  ‘He disrespects everyone around him now.  Why should he be given respect himself?’  The prince thought before starting to speak again.  “You cannot…” 
 
    King Ragnur cut the prince off short with a roar that silenced his son and made his ears ring.  “GET OUT!”   
 
    Aiden looked into his king’s eyes for a long moment and finally turned away.  It wasn’t that he was afraid nor was it the fact that further noise would certainly bring the guards in, as he could hear them already knocking at the door and inquiring if everything was alright.  What had caused the prince to give up and walk out of the chamber was the strange light in his father’s eyes, the expression on his face that made him realize he couldn’t get through to him.  The prince had always been able to reason with his father, had been raised to do so, to speak his mind and his heart.  However, the tyrant that had talked down to him and then dismissed him summarily was not that same man who had taught him those things.  The gleam in the king’s eyes was one that Aiden had never seen before…something akin to madness. 
 
    As the prince swept out of the door, ignoring the stares of the guards, he did not look back.  If he had, he would have seen the king had already returned to his intent study of the map once again.   
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Walking slowly away from the grand council chamber, Calder scowled as he heard the echoes of the argument that he knew to be taking place within.  He was glad to see that most had vacated the broad hall leading to the chamber and those few that lingered were hustled along by the forbidding stares of the royal guard.  The druid thought, and not for the first time, that the royal guard were well chosen.  Not just for their abilities in combat or their loyalty but also for their discretion.  The seneschal, Barull, had always chosen well and had a keen eye for all three qualities.  He wondered if the king and his family knew how lucky they were to have such a loyal and capable seneschal.  He reflected sadly that there had been a time when he’d have been sure that the king recognized this fact but now he seemed blind to anything or anyone but his cause.   
 
    A slight figure standing near one of the pillars within the hallway gave the druid pause.  His brow furrowed as he looked closer and saw that it was the young priest from the council meeting.  Glancing around, Calder saw that no one else was near, though in the distance, he could see small groups walking away, discussing the meeting.  Walking slowly toward the priest, the old druid studied him.  Upon closer inspection, the man was quite young and almost painfully thin.  He did not look sickly, just skinny, as if he ate the bare minimum to survive.  The priest’s hair was bright red and his skin fair and pale.  His eyes were such a light blue that they almost seemed opaque and his face bore a frown.  Calder saw a fading bruise on the left side of his face from his temple to his left check.  His nose and mouth were also bruised and split where he’d been struck forcefully.  The druid frowned thoughtfully then.  Priests weren’t known for fighting, though in ancient times, they had shouldered weapons alongside all the other warriors.  Now, however, most of them were fat and slow, far more given to long speeches than action.  Looking at this slim, intense young man, the druid knew instantly that he was different.   
 
    The young man looked startled as the druid got closer.  He looked around in surprise, perhaps wondering if there was someone close by that the older man was heading toward.  When Calder stopped in front of him, the priest mumbled.  “Hello.”  Though his voice was so soft the old man had to strain to hear it.   
 
    “Well met, young priest!”  Calder said in a friendly voice.  “I saw you at the council meeting.”  When the priest only nodded and looked away, the druid added.  “Strange that one so young would be invited to the king’s council.”  Still unwilling to look directly at the druid, the priest muttered something under his breath.  “You’ll have to speak up, lad, I can’t hear you.”   
 
    “I said I was invited.”  The young man said almost sullenly.   
 
    Ignoring the youth’s unfriendly manner, Calder continued speaking as if they were old friends discussing the weather or fishing.  “Well it was quite memorable, as much as such affairs can be.”  He noted the young man’s gaze continually strayed toward the door to the chamber.  Though muffled by the thick walls, the raised voices of the prince and the king could be heard as distant echoes.  “The king invited you?”  The old man asked and when the youth’s face turned back to him, the druid could see his startled expression.  Knowing that he’d guessed correctly, he wondered aloud.  “How do you know King Ragnur?”   
 
    The young priest hesitated then.  The druid was well known as an old friend to the king and his use of the king’s name so casually reinforced that point as the old man had intended.  “I…we met at the temple.”   
 
    “I see.”  Calder mused.  “And he then invited you to this most important of meetings.”  The druid wasn’t one for playing games or mincing words.  “It is peculiar that he would invite such a young priest, when other, higher ranking priests were left out.”   
 
    With a rueful grimace, the younger man nodded.  “My superiors are not well pleased.”   
 
    “Yet a royal command is not refused, even by the priesthood.”  Calder added.  “So, a young priest who I’ve never heard of and whose elders have not sanctioned such things receives a royal summons to a council of war.”  Seeing the young man’s gaze stray back toward the council chamber door, the druid asked bluntly.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Sverrir.”  The young priest said simply, looking back at the druid.   “I am no one.”  He said, shrugging.   
 
    Calder shook his head.  “Oh, I doubt that very much, young cleric.”  He gestured back down the hall toward the grand council chamber.  “That meeting was not the territory of nobodies, as you well know.”  The druid snorted derisively as he thought of the assemblage of important people that had been there.  Then he thought how much he hated politics and all its trappings.  “Some of the most important people in all the realm were in that meeting, which makes me wonder, why were you there?”   
 
    The priest sighed.  “I am not sure.”  He gauged the druid’s countenance then.  Calder was legendary in the kingdom.  The powerful and mysterious druid was notorious for his crankiness as well as his wisdom.  It was also well known that he was one of the king’s closest confidantes.  Sverrir couldn’t have known about the recent troubles between the druid and the king and so decided it would be alright to be completely honest with the old druid.  “I think it’s because of the dreams.”   
 
    The words hung between them for a moment.  Finally, Calder asked, “The king’s dreams?”   
 
    Reluctantly, Sverrir replied.  “His…and mine.”   
 
    The old man’s eyebrows rose higher than ever.  “His dreams of the goddess?”  The priest turned even paler and nodded.  “Perhaps you should tell me everything.”   
 
    Perhaps if the druid had been someone else, someone less important and well-known, Sverrir would have balked.  However, the druid was a famous figure in the Iron Kingdom, known as an advisor to the king and his family and he clearly knew of the king’s dreams.  The priest could only reason that the king would have no problem with him telling one of his oldest friends and counsellors all that had transpired.  He assumed that, with how busy the king had been, he hadn’t had time to tell the druid of such a trivial thing as his dealings with a priest and a lowly one at that.  So he told the druid of his meeting the Iron King when he’d come to the temple to ask the priests of his dreams and the priesthood’s negative reactions.  He spoke of his own dreams and of then following the king, waiting for a chance to talk with him.  He told him of their first conversation within the frozen chamber that had contained Winter’s Heart.  Calder’s expression was like stone as the young man recounted their interaction then and later, after the war, in the same place.   
 
    “I begged him not to take up the artifact.”  Sverrir said mournfully, his eyes flicking back toward the chamber door down the hall.  “But he would not hear me.” 
 
    Calder nodded gravely.  “And he gave you those wounds for your trouble.”   
 
    The priest shrugged.  “The king was grief-stricken and half-mad with rage and sorrow.”  His voice showed no rage or anger.  “I cannot blame him for his reaction.”   
 
    “Yet for all that he struck you down, the king clearly favors you above your superiors and has included you at his council meetings.”  The druid noted.   
 
    “Yes.”  Sverrir allowed glancing at the druid again.  “As I said, the elder priests were not pleased and have called me an upstart.”  He smiled thinly.  “I will never advance far within the ranks of the priesthood, I am sure.”   
 
    Calder saw the smile and the disdainful tone of his voice.  “Yet, you do not care for such things, do you?”  When the Sverrir shook his head, the druid found himself liking the young man that much more.  He too, had nothing but contempt for the priesthood which was, for the most part, full of lazy, proud braggarts.  Something occurred to Calder then that made him ask another question.  “You are a priest of Vis, yes?”  The younger man nodded.  “You said that you believed that Vis and Baurr are in disagreement over the matter of Winter’s Heart and yet you side with Baurr?”   
 
    “What would a druid know of such matters?”  Sverrir asked, somewhat acidly.  For all that he was clearly not a normal priest, his training had made him jealous over matters of faith and the gods.  “I was taught to believe that you druids manipulated elemental magic and bent the life-force of the land to your will.  I was taught that you did not believe in the gods.”   
 
    Shaking his head, Calder surprised the young man by laughing.  “Of course I believe in the gods, young priest!”  His voice grew serious then.  “I simply do not believe that they are as interested in our every movement and thought as the priesthood would have us believe.  I think that the priests use such partial truths to control the masses and fill their own coffers.”  He waited to see Sverrir’s reaction, expecting rage and venom but was instead surprised when the young man slowly nodded.   
 
    “In this…”  Sverrir said deliberately.  “We agree.”   
 
    For all his years and experience, the druid found himself astounded.  He’d never expected to find a priest who would agree with such a dire assessment of his own order.  “Then, your priests do not know of your own dreams?”   
 
    Sverrir snorted.  “I would be branded a heretic!”  His eyes flashed angrily.  “They would swear that the gods would speak the elders before one such as me or anyone else for that matter.  It is what they said when the king had told them of his dreams.”   
 
    “Yet you’re sure that these weren’t ordinary dreams?”  The druid pressed. 
 
    “No.”  The priest answered.  “I was transported to the realm of the gods.”  His eyes were far away and his expression turned to wonder and awe.  “I saw them…I heard their voices…”   
 
    Calder inquired gently, “And Vis and Baurr were in disagreement.”  He repeated his earlier question.  “Yet, you side with Baurr and not your own patron deity.  Why?”   
 
    Sverrir’s countenance grew pained.  “I…I do not side with Baurr.”  Seeing the druid’s flat stare, he added, “Not exactly.”  Calder did not interrupt but patiently waited while the priest collected his thoughts.  “I serve Vis.” Sverrir began carefully.  “She who gives life, the Hearth Mother.  I serve the goddess first, yet we are trained to honor all the gods.”  His eyes seemed to glaze over.  “Yet when I was in their realm, however briefly or insubstantially, I felt a great dread come over me when I knew that she desired the king to take up the artifact.  I do not know why but Baurr did not want it to be so and it seems strange, does it not?”  The druid nodded his head a fraction, not wanting to interrupt.  “Baurr is the patron god of war and valor, yet he did not want the Iron King to wield the ancient axe.  Vis, the protector of the home, wished it to be.  What can it all mean?”  The young priest’s voice was frustrated and fearful.   
 
    “I am not sure.”  Calder said in measured tones.  “As you pointed out, we druids are not so versed in the ways of the priesthood, though we learn of the gods, as we do all things in and of this world.”  He thought on it for several moments.  “Baurr is said to be bloodthirsty and warlike in all his thoughts and deeds.  He is the god of war and yet he didn’t want the king to take up Winter’s Heart.”  He was musing aloud, thinking on all that the priest had told him.  “This does seem strange but we must assume then that the king taking the axe leads to a future that is displeasing to the god.”   
 
    Sverrir nodded slowly.  “Yet, would it not seem that the king wielding the artifact to make war on the orcs would please Baurr?”   
 
    “So it would seem.”  Calder agreed thoughtfully.  “What is it that you priests always say, the gods are inscrutable?”  It was half question, half mocking statement but Sverrir didn’t take the bait.  “I always thought it was an excuse for the priests who had lost touch with the deities that they claimed to represent.”  The druid admitted.  “It seemed very convenient for them to chalk up things no one saw coming to the murky designs of the gods.  Yet now, I wonder…”   
 
    After a few moments, Sverrir’s words intruded on the druid’s thoughts.  “The gods may be difficult to understand at times but I know for certain in this.”  There was a note of pleading in his voice.  “I know what I saw and it was not ordinary dream.” 
 
    “I believe you.”  Calder said simply.  He realized how alone the young priest must feel and thought on the strangeness of it.  A priest has a dream, a vision of his gods.  He sees and hears them vividly, yet this dream is rejected by his superiors because of his rank.  The presumption of these elders was astonishing but not really so surprising.  He’d always known that the priests were a jealous, grasping lot and this was just more proof.  Yet, here before him, stood something outside of his experience; a true priest.   
 
    Sverrir seemed gratified to hear the druid’s statement as he continued speaking.  “I think that there are reasons for the gods’ actions that the priesthood might once have understood.”  He sounded sad now.  “Yet we have changed so much.”   
 
    Calder agreed.  “Are there prophecies or portents that might explain these things?”  The druid’s heart smote him now that he realized he’d shared nothing with the priest for all the knowledge he’d gained in the exchanged.  For this reason, he explained briefly his own misgivings.  “I communed with the land and gained a warning of the war.  For all the atrocities that happened, for all that the Iron Kingdom emerged victorious, the horrible feeling that something much worse is coming will not abandon me.”   
 
    “There may be such prophecies and warnings.”  Sverrir said thoughtfully.  “I doubt that anyone would remember or pay heed to them now.  It may be that such dreams and visions are mentioned in the old scrolls.”  He spoke more to himself than to the druid then.  “I will search the archives.  Perhaps…”   
 
    Sverrir was cut off by the door to the council chamber banging open and Prince Aiden striding out, his face wrathful.  Calder turned and waited expectantly but the prince did not pause or speak to him.  In his wake, the druid turned back to the priest.  “What do you know of Winter’s Heart?”  He asked, saying nothing of the prince, though his expression was troubled. 
 
    The priest paused and when he finally spoke, his voice was carefully neutral.  “I must go.”  He glanced back at the council chamber door one last time before he turned to leave.  He would say no more to the druid and it was clear that he thought he’d already said too much.  Sverrir walked quickly away, his head bowed and his eyes once again faraway.   
 
    Left alone in the hallway, the druid sighed.  He felt like he’d been close to understanding something important, something deep and vast and he knew that the young priest was key to that understanding.  However, he knew that it would be very difficult to gain the young man’s trust, especially once he found out that the druid was out of favor with the king.   
 
    Glaring at the guards for no particular reason, the druid stalked out of the hallway.  They were professionals and despite the druid’s reputation, not a hint of unease crossed their features.  Still, they were glad when he was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Breathing deeply, Zashuor felt peace and contentment course through him.  When he and his entourage had passed the borders of his homeland, he had started to feel much more at ease.  Though a seasoned traveler who had journeyed far in service to his country, Zashuor loved Paeyona, land of his birth, land of his fathers, like no other.  There was something, almost mystical, about the bond he felt with his country.  He wondered for a moment if perhaps this was how all travelers felt when returning home but knew in his heart that Paeyona, known as the Blessed Land, was special.   
 
    Glancing around him, he could see that his bodyguards were beginning to relax, if only imperceptibly.  Although they were still vigilant and looked as fierce and focused as ever there were slight details that gave away their change in attitude.  A man smiling quickly at a whispered joke, a woman leaning forward to pat her horse, rubbing the beast’s neck fondly, a nearby guard stretching and breathing as deeply as the ambassador just had.  There was one, however, who did not relax at all, however.   
 
    Looking over at Jandara where she rode to his left the ambassador could see that she looked as serious and fearsome as ever, for all that her hair was braided like a maidens.  The guardian’s head eyes seemed to never cease scanning for threats in foreign lands. “I wonder if the woman ever relaxes.”  He thought wryly.   
 
    Aware of his gaze, the guardian glanced over at her charge.  “How is your leg, ambassador?”  She said, glancing down at his injured left leg.  Jandara had seen to his care herself and knew that it was healing well but was still always quick to ask how he felt.   
 
    Refusing to look down at his injury, Zashuor smiled at his bodyguard.  “It is healing well, as you know.”  When she arched her eyebrows, he added, “It does not pain me too much.”  She seemed satisfied then and they rode in silence for a time before the ambassador spoke again.  “We will be home soon.”  As he made the statement, he could not help but breathe deep again, the sound becoming a contented sigh.   
 
    “Yes.”  Came Jandara’s flat, noncommittal answer. 
 
    Now it was Zashuor’s turn to raise an eyebrow.  “You don’t seem overly happy at the prospect.”  He mused aloud, “Do you think that we are still in some kind of danger?”   
 
    “Ambassador…” The guardian began slowly.  “I will be ‘happy’…” She began with heavy emphasis on the word as if it were one she’d never before heard.  “…When you are safely back home behind your walls with your house guard around you.”   
 
    Now, the old man chuckled.  “My dear, we are in our own country.”  He waved vaguely behind him.  “We have passed our own borders, which I’m sure you noticed are quite well guarded.    Within a few days, we will arrive at the capitol.”  He looked around him at the landscape as he spoke.  Paeyona was a beautiful country, the most beautiful in the world, in his humble opinion.  A land of vast, grassy plains, well-tended orchards and small forests, it was bounded by highlands around its north and east borders and the Shining Sea to the south, or as the Northerners called it, the Southern Sea.  Since time immemorial, the Blessed Land had been a place of great prosperity and wealth.  A place where even the poorest of the poor always had enough to eat.  This was, in part, due to the fertility of the land and also because early in the country’s formation, its rulers had planned well, carefully assuring that nothing went to waste.  Of course, this prosperity had always brought Paeyona its fair share of enemies and many wars had been waged to protect the country but that was long ago.  Today, the Blessed land was prosperous and strong and the current generation had no recollection of war and hardship.   
 
    “A lot can happen between here and the capitol, Ambassador.”  Jandara said flatly, as if she’d read his thoughts and would deny that the land was safe at all.  She seemed about to say something more but then stopped herself.  “It will be night soon and we will find a good place to make camp.”  Was all that she’d say but Zashuor knew that she’d been about to say something else.   
 
    Not wishing to press the bodyguard, the ambassador said little more to her and a short time later, they found a place to make camp.  As they set up their tents and tended to the horses, he thought about their conversation but was soon lost in his work.  Zashuor had spent every evening writing the final report that he would give to his king and had spent endless hours culling every detail from notes he had taken while in the Iron Kingdom.  He sat working in his tent by lamplight while the sun set outside.  It was full dark outside when he heard Jandara’s voice.   
 
    “Ambassador, I have food for you.”  Her voice was as flat as it had been while they rode.   
 
    Sitting up in his camp chair, Zashuor answered.  “Enter.”  He said simply.  When she came inside, he could see that she had a small bowl of soup that sat on a platter upon which was also spread a fan of meat, cheese and bread.   
 
    As she approached, Jandara’s voice became apologetic.  “I am sorry for the meagre meal, Ambassador.”  She set the food down on the small table next to Zashuor when he gestured toward it.  “Supplies are dwindling but we’ve enough to get to the capitol on.”  Stepping back, she appraised her charge, making sure that he was well.  “Will you have wine?”   
 
    “No, no.”  He said congenially.  “Water will be fine.”  He then studied his guardian for a moment not reaching for his food.  As always, no matter how long she’d been on the road or how dirty her clothes, Jandara’s beauty shone through.  However, what Zashuor knew lay beneath that beauty was a shrewd tactician and a deadly killer.  The ambassador was a past master at divining the truth beneath the facades that people carefully built and he could tell that his bodyguard was troubled.  “I have a daughter not much younger than you.”  Jandara simply looked at him then, her eyes narrowing.  This caused the ambassador to chuckle and he gestured toward a nearby camp chair.   
 
    “Ambassador, I have things I must tend to…”  Jandara began but Zashuor raised a hand to forestall her.   
 
    “I will have words with you now, guardian.”  The ambassador said simply.  After a long moment, she sat, her expression grudging but Zashuor smiled as though she had done so with the utmost grace.  “My daughter’s name is Zaalet.”  He said and thinking of her brought a smile to the old man’s face.  “When she was young, she would cry every time I had to leave and make me promise that I would come back soon.”  He laughed lightly remembering those happy days.  “When she got older, she added the stipulation that I would come back safe.”  He looked at the bodyguard.  “Even now that she is married with a husband and children of her own, she makes the same demand every time she knows that I am leaving.”  Zashuor looked up at the ceiling of his tent, his thoughts of his family then.   
 
    Jandara cleared her throat.  “Ambassador?”   
 
    “Ah yes, Jandara, forgive an old man’s ruminations, eh?”  He returned his attention to her, rubbing at his eyes and realizing how tired he was, how old he felt.  “My point is that you remind me of my daughter.”  
 
    Now, the guardian fought not to roll her eyes.  She doubted very much that she had anything in common with a wealthy noblewoman.  “As you say, Ambassador.”  She said in her most formal voice.  “Your soup is getting cold.”   
 
    Zashuor laughed aloud then.  “I realize that you don’t think you and my daughter could have much in common but you just showed it to me again.”  He dipped a finger in the soup and tasted it.  “It’s not bad, actually, though I fear it is indeed getting cold.”  Idly, he asked, “Who cooked tonight?”   
 
    “Taris.”  Jandara answered and looked pointedly at the tent flap.   
 
    Zashuor again raised his hand.  “I know that you have much to see too but I am quite sure that the others can set the camp up.”  Taking a spoonful of the soup, he added, “Who would have known that Taris was such a good cook?”  When the guardian didn’t answer him, the ambassador sighed.  “Very well.”  He set the spoon down and leaned forward in his chair.  “Since it is clear that you don’t want to speak, I’ll ask the question plainly; what is wrong?”   
 
    It was a mark of how focused her thoughts had been that she instantly knew what he was talking about.  Jandara didn’t even try to dissemble.  “As I told you on the road, I will be content when you are safely home.”   
 
    “Yes, yes but there is something amiss, at least to your thinking and I would know what that is.”  When she still seemed loath to speak, he pressed further.  “I will remind you that you are in my employ, guardian, or have you forgotten that?”   
 
    Now, fire flashed in the depths of her dark eyes.  “I am in the employ of the king as well.”  She said tersely.  “I answer to him first and foremost and my orders are explicit; you are to be returned unharmed.”  Her gaze strayed to the ambassador’s injured leg again. 
 
    “Is this about my leg?”  Zashuor asked exasperatedly.  “You know very well that it is on the mend as well as the fact that you saved my life.”   
 
    Jandara shook her head slowly.  “I do not think that you are safe yet.”  She said, her voice returning to that flat, monotone that he was so familiar with.   
 
    “Why?”  The ambassador demanded.  “We are well past our own borders, which are well guarded, as we have established.”  Now she did roll her eyes as he mentioned their previous conversation on the road.  “You know that the roads are regularly patrolled, as well.”  He fought to keep annoyance from his voice as he made points once again that he had already made.  “Paeyona is the safest realm of all.”  Zashuor said firmly then, his eyes searching hers for a clue of what she was thinking.     
 
    Forgetting herself, Jandara snapped, “I’m sure the people of the Iron Kingdom felt much the same!”   
 
    Letting the lapse go, Zashuor pressed her.  “What are you saying?”  He could care less about decorum at this point.  He trusted Jandara’s instincts but she was always reluctant to share her thoughts.  “I demand that you tell me what you are thinking.  I know that your order trains its guardians to keep their words few but you will tell me…NOW.”  Zashuor’s voice rang with authority and for a moment, Jandara saw the steely eyed cavalryman who had led his men to countless victories when he was a younger man.   
 
    “It is not…something I’m certain of…”  Jandara began haltingly.  “Just some things that I learned while in Vakiun that have troubled me.”  The ambassador leaned back in his chair and idly took a bite of salted meat, letting her compose her thoughts.  “I had heard that there were agents of the Iron King who were beset while on his business abroad.”   
 
    Zashuor nodded sagely as he ate slowly.  The Paeyonan spy network was without peer and he’d heard the same.  “Yes, it was lord Garyth, a kinsman of the king who was last attacked on the road, I believe.”   
 
    “Yes.”  Jandara pointed out quickly.  “And those attacks extended beyond the borders of their own kingdom.”   
 
    The ambassador nodded.  “True.  Yet it was never proven conclusively that those attacks were anything more than desperate bandits.”   
 
    Shaking her head, the guardian’s tone was scornful.  “You don’t believe that bandits would ever attack a lord’s retinue like that.  They waited for him to be alone and struck from ambush.”   
 
    “So you think that something similar is going to happen to me?”  Zashuor asked.  “Why?”   
 
    Restless, the bodyguard stood to her feet.  “I cannot say for certain, Ambassador.”  She didn’t pace, but it was evident from her posture and tone that she wanted to.  “I can say with certainty that our progress south has been watched just as I am certain that we are being followed.”   
 
    Thinking back to the orc attack, Zashuor asked, “You think the orcs had something to do with it?”  He didn’t believe it had and was gratified when she shook her head. 
 
    “No, the orcs were fleeing from the destruction of their horde.”  Jandara answered.  “Whoever’s following us has been careful and left little sign.”   
 
    His expression patient, the ambassador mused, “So, we are pursued by enemies who have not shown themselves and haven’t attacked us outside the borders of our country.”  He stated these facts plainly, watching the guardian closely.  “Yet, you think these shadowy pursuers will attack us now, once we are within our own homeland?”   
 
    Looking back at the old man from her intent study of the tent’s exit, Jandara’s face was grim.  “Yes.”  Her eyes narrowed as she thought back on the journey.  “Twice, my rearguard spotted riders but couldn’t get close enough to see who or what they were.  I left men behind in ambush as well but they never saw anyone.”  Her eyes were troubled now.  “Whoever they are, they’re quite good.”   
 
    “Why would they wait until now?”  The ambassador asked.  We are less than a week from the capitol…”   
 
    Now, the guardian cut in.  “Perhaps that’s the whole point.”  She looked down at her charge intently.  “What sort of message would it send if an ambassador was slain within the borders of our own country, an ambassador so highly favored of the king?”   
 
    “How can you be certain of this?”  Zashuor asked.   
 
    Jandara shook her head, causing her braids to swing.  “I told you, I am not certain.”  Her voice was grave.  “My training is to take even the smallest hint of a threat as a deadly serious one, Ambassador and my instincts tell me that you aren’t out of danger yet.”  She looked back toward the tent flap, one hand toying with the pommel of her sabre.  “I do not know who is behind it but I believe that you have made enemies in your journey north.”   
 
    “Perhaps…” Zashuor began but was cut off as the tent flap opened.  Both the guardian and the ambassador’s eyes widened as there had been no salutation or request to enter, which was all but unforgivable.  As one of the ambassador’s guard stepped in, Jandara stepped forward to flay him with her tongue but the words died on her lips at the sight of his grim expression.   
 
    “Apologies, Ambassador.”  The guard said in a low voice but he was looking at Jandara.  “But Taris sent me to tell Jandara that he spotted riders heading this way.”  He glanced at the ambassador, then back at the guardian.  “They bear no banner and they’re riding straight for us without slowing.”  Even now they could hear the camp outside rousing as the guards grabbed weapons and hastily donned armor.  They heard Taris’ powerful voice giving commands.   
 
    Zashuor grinned bleakly at the Guardian.  “Well, my dear, it appears that your instincts were correct.”   
 
    Jandara wasted no time with quips as the time for words was done.  “Stay here!”  She said to Zashuor and then turned back to the guard who had entered.  “You stay with the Ambassador and guard him with your life!”  She drew a sabre as she stepped to the entrance of the tent.  “Kill anyone not of us that enters this tent!”   
 
    The guardian stepped out of the tent and for a moment, Zashuor gained a view of at least a dozen riders closing on their camp.  He could see that his guards hadn’t mounted their own horses as there had been no time.  Taris had readied those guards outside and they held position with drawn bows and knocked crossbows.  The tent flap closed just before they fired but the screams of men and horses told the tale of their accuracy.  Rising from his chair, Zashuor took a step toward the door but the guard stepped in front of it.   
 
    “Please, sir, I have my orders.”  The bodyguard said apologetically.  Outside, they could hear the sounds of steel on steel as battle was joined.  The young warrior was clad in a fine mail shirt, held a spear in his hand and wore a scimitar at his side.  “Get behind me.”  He said, interposing himself between the ambassador and the tent entrance as the sounds of fighting drew closer.  “Ambassador, do you have a weapon and armor?”   
 
    Zashuor nodded, though the young man’s eyes were on the entry to the tent.  “My mail is in my chest but my scimitar is here.”  The ambassador walked over to his cot where he’d tossed the blade.  As he picked the scabbarded weapon up, he heard the sound of slicing fabric and turned to see a curved blade cutting through the back wall of the tent.  “They’re coming through the back!”  He shouted and pulled his scimitar from its scabbard.   
 
    The guard whirled from the tent’s entrance to see dark clad, masked figures spilling through the rent in the wall of the tent.  He moved to get between them and the ambassador but one rushed past with steel in hand, hacking down upon the older man.  
 
    Zashuor blocked the cut with an upstroke designed not just to negate the other man’s attack but to throw his weapon up too far to be brought back down to defend himself.  The old diplomat knew he was at a disadvantage with his wounded leg and as soon as he blocked, brought his scimitar around to hack into his opponent’s side.   
 
    The masked man staggered back waving his sabre in front of him and Zashuor frowned.  His stroke should have badly injured his opponent or killed him outright.  Then, he noticed armor of dark leather scales beneath the man’s dark clothes.  The ambassadors cut hadn’t completely penetrated the scale armor, though blood spattering his scimitar told him he’d scored a wound.  As his attacker brought his blade into a guard position, Zashuor saw his bodyguard run a charging man through the chest with his spear.  As another assailant ran forward, the guard dropped the spear and drew his blade.   
 
    Then, Zashuor’s attention was back on his own opponent, who had lunged forward again, driving his sword toward the diplomat’s unarmored torso.  Cursing, the ambassador threw himself to the side and stumbled, the wound on his leg breaking open and pain sweeping up it.  However, he was an adept warrior himself and as his enemy’s thrust missed, he lashed out with a backhanded strike that sheared halfway through the other man’s forearm.   
 
    As his assailant fell roughly to the ground, his screams filling the air, Zashuor’s leg gave out completely and he hit the ground as well.  Knowing there were more figures filling the tent, the old man struggled to his good knee, raging against his age and gripping his scimitar.  The guardsman had fought his way forward, killing another opponent to block the path to the diplomat but two more of the darkly garbed attackers leapt upon him.  One man died with the brave young warrior’s blade in his guts but the other masked attacker, swung down with a massive two handed falchion that split the unfortunate bodyguard’s skull.   
 
    Blood and brains spattered Zashuor as he struggled to regain his feet.  “Gods-cursed bastard!”  He swore as he saw the brave young man die.   
 
    “Fire take you!”  His assailant rasped as he swung his heavy blade down on the injured man.   
 
    The ambassador threw up his blade in a desperate parry but was too weak and felt numb fingers release their hold on the scimitar.  As the blade hit the tent floor, the other man drew back his arm to strike.   
 
    Suddenly, Jandara was there, her first sabre deflecting the blow as her other one stabbed into the masked attacker’s unarmored leg.  As he stumbled back, the guardian pressed the attack, pushing him away from the fallen ambassador, her blades a blur.  The man was big and tried to go on the offensive, hacking sideways in a mighty swing that would have decapitated a horse.  However, Jandara had adroitly ducked beneath the strike and stabbed down, impaling the man’s foot to the ground.  For a split second, she held herself almost completely sideways, one leg extended and the other bent as she used the sabre that pinned the man’s foot as leverage.  The thought struck Zashuor incongruously that the pose was like that of a dancer. As her foe roared in pain, the guardian’s off-hand sabre sliced into his knee, toppling him like a tree.  Before he could do more, Jandara leapt forward, one blade piercing his chest and the other his throat.   
 
    As the masked man died with a gurgle, Zashuor could see that Taris and a few other guards had entered the tent as well and had dealt with the last of the attackers.  Jandara rose, turning smoothly as she did.  Sheathing her swords, she offered a hand to the ambassador.   
 
    “Were you injured?”  She asked. 
 
    Zashuor shook his head.  “My wound broke open.”  He said absently, as he struggled to his feet.  Limping forward, he saw that the dead man’s mask had come loose.  He had been a big, brawny man and as the ambassador knelt painfully beside the body, he saw a strange mark on his neck.  Twitching the mask aside, two things gave the old man pause.  The first was the mark, which was what looked like a tattoo of a black dragon.  The second thing made him speak aloud.  “He is Paeyonan!”  The ambassador hissed as he saw the man’s golden, olive complexion, so similar to his own.   
 
    “I think they all are.”  Taris said from across the tent, his tanned face furious.   
 
    Choking laughter caused them all to turn.  The first man who had attacked the ambassador lay holding the stump of his forearm.  It was clear that he was in shock and bleeding out.  Rising agonizingly, Zashuor forestalled Jandara, who had swiftly drawn a sabre and was ready to end the man.   
 
    Looking down upon the bleeding man, Zashuor asked gently.  “Who are you?”  For a moment, he saw the man’s eyes look around wildly and then focus on him.  “Why did you attack us?”   
 
    “I…am…servant to the fire…”  The man said.  His mask had fallen to one side and revealed that he, too was Paeyonan.  Not unhandsome, he bore almost aquiline features and had light brown eyes.   
 
    The ambassador frowned, looking at his guards and it was evident from their expressions that none of them knew what the man was talking about.  “What does that mean?”  Zashuor asked him.  “Servant to what fire?”  He added.  “You don’t have to die.  We can bind your wounds and I will spare your life if you cooperate.”   
 
    The man’s coughing laugh was a grotesque thing, tinged with pain and hatred.  “You…are a fool…”  He spat gasping.  “You are…all fools!”  His eyes looked at the ceiling of the tent as if he were trying to see beyond it to the sky.  “They come…soon, the ancient ones…masters of…fire!” 
 
    Zashuor was well traveled and knew of every land on the continent and he had never heard of any such masters.  “You are Paeyonan!”  He said stridently.  “Why would you serve these…masters?  Who are they?”   
 
    “Paeyona is…rotten…”  The man panted in pain yet still, his acid laughter sounded in their ears.  “It is…a filthy…gangrenous limb…that must be…pruned…” The crazed man held up the bleeding stump of his own arm as he made his point, making the diplomat recoil.  When Zashuor did so, the man tried to stab him with the dagger that he’d plucked from his belt while talking.  However, Jandara, ever watchful had seen the move and her boot stamped down on his arm and a second later, her sabre pierced his chest.  Mad laughter sounded as the man died choking on his own blood.  “You…will all…perish…in the…flames…”  
 
    Zashuor looked up at his grim guardian then.  “I needed more time.”  He said.  “He could have told us much.”   
 
    “He was a madman and twice tried to kill you.”  Jandara said emphatically.  “I wasn’t going to give him a third chance.”   
 
    The ambassador nodded and thanked her then, realizing that, once again, she had saved his life.  Looking back down at the dead man, Zashuor noted that he had the same mark on his neck.  “Who are these people?”  He said aloud.  No one answered the rhetorical question and Taris was busy apprising Jandara of their losses.  Half of the guards were dead or dying and more besides were wounded.   
 
    “They were good.”  Taris admitted grudgingly as he looked around.  “They were very good.”   
 
    Zashuor struggled to rise and then limped to his cot and sat down.  “We need to see if there are any alive to question.”  He said but then saw the bleak stares of both his guards.   
 
    Taris slowly said, “Most of them are dead, if not all.”  There was dark wonder in his voice.  “Even those badly wounded continued to try and fight until they were killed.”  He nodded to the man Jandara had just killed.  “Perhaps they are all mad.”   
 
    “Or perhaps…” Zashuor mused, “Perhaps they know something we don’t.”   
 
    Jandara took charge then.  “Get what horses we can ready to ride immediately.”  She fired off commands in rapid succession.  “Anyone too wounded to ride will have to be left behind.”  As both men made to interrupt her she hissed.  “Enough!  I am in charge when the Ambassador is in danger and it is clear that he still is!”  There was a tinge of regret in her voice but that was all.  “We will leave an able guard or two behind to watch over the wounded but we WILL get the Ambassador home safely!”   
 
    There was no more to be said as Jandara was correct.  With an active threat to the ambassador’s life, she was in charge.   She would brook no further discussion or delay and within minutes camp had been struck.  The wounded were moved into hiding in nearby underbrush with two guards to watch them while the others got only what was necessary to get to the capitol and made ready to leave.  The guardian had made it clear that she did not mean to spare the horses.   
 
    While preparations were made for their hasty departure, Zashuor got his own belongings together, including his books.  He’d have quite a bit more to add to his report now.  He’d searched the bodies of their assailants but could find none alive or anything of note beside the fact that they all bore the exact same mark on their necks, the mark of a black dragon in flight, it’s wings spread wide.  The ambassador did not know what it all meant but he swore to himself that he was going to find out. 
 
      
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Within the old warehouse were stacks of crates and barrels, boxes and chests, the contents of many of them rotting into worthlessness or soon to be.  There was an indefinable musty smell somewhere between decomposing food and soggy wood.  Incongruously, there was also the smell of salt reminiscent of the sea that no doubt came from some of the foodstuffs having been packaged in salt.  Now that the salt and water were turning into a putrid brine, the stench only grew.   
 
    Walking between rows of the stacked goods, Iverech thought that the whole place was like a representation for the Iron Kingdom itself, everything seemingly in order but slowly rotting from within.  A grim smile touched his lips as he thought of how many of his old mercenary companions would have scoffed at such thoughts.  He’d learned early on that, although he was well-educated, such abilities were unimportant.  He’d survived as a mercenary with his blade and tactical skills.  Still, his mind was keen and irony wasn’t lost on him.   
 
    So thinking, the mercenary continued his leisurely stroll among the rows.  He knew that he was being watched but this didn’t worry him.  He’d been watched ever since approaching the crumbling warehouse at the end of the street.  He was expected and had been given the proper signs to gain access.  Stopping to pull off his left boot as if searching for a stone when he first walked on to the street.  Leaning against the slightly off colored wall that approached the warehouse like he was out of breath.  The quick succession of precise knocks on the actual door to the place.  If he’d gotten any one of them wrong, he’d be pin-cushioned with arrows by now.   
 
    Beyond the rows was a wide space that looked to be an area for the building of new crates and such.  There were several doors beyond and he could see light streaming beneath one of them.  Half a dozen toughs guarded that door, well-armed and armored in chain mail.  Two of them had crossbows which they immediately pointed at him.  Iverech could hear muffled voices from beyond the door.   
 
    “Hail, friends.”  Iverech mouthed the proscribed greeting.  “Do any of you know the way to King’s End?”  He couldn’t help but grin as he said it.  King’s End had been a very old tavern that had been a favorite of king’s for many years as a place where they could escape the palace and its strictures.  It had long ago fallen to disrepair and no king, especially the current one, would be caught dead in the dive that it had now become.  The irony of the password was that those meeting here today were discussing the end of not just this king but the entire system of kings and dynasties.   
 
    The warriors nodded and stepped aside, one of them gesturing toward the door.  They instantly returned their attention back to watching the warehouse beyond.  Despite himself, Iverech was impressed.  If anyone had any idea that such a meeting was taking place, these guards and the men like them watching the approach would give warning before they could approach within two city blocks.   
 
    Stepping to the door, the mercenary opened it and stepped into a large office that looked like it hadn’t been used in quite some time.  Several more guards waited on the inside and motioned for him to raise his hands.  He complied and they divested him of his weaponry.  As they did so, he watched to be sure that they were careful with the sword that had been his fathers but was satisfied to see that they handled it with care.   
 
    “The man simply does not care about trade!”  A jowly looking merchant in rich robes was thundering.  Iverech realized that they hadn’t even paused when he’d entered, although a few turned to take note of it.   
 
    Another man, this one a thin, pinch faced elderly looking fellow dressed in equally fine clothing replied in a wheeze.  “Yes, our king seems to think that coin simply appears from the air to fund his ridiculous wars!”   
 
    Listening to the many cries of agreement and assent, Iverech could have laughed out loud.  While he, along with all these others, hated the king and his regime, he knew that the War of the Orc had been necessary to the survival of all that these people held dear.  He despised the majority of them as much as he hated the Iron King and all his ilk.  They were greedy, grasping and lazy, living their lives on the ability to exploit the weaknesses of others and their inability to understand trade.  He walked slowly to the edge of the group of roughly a dozen people to listen.   
 
    A stout matronly woman wearing enough jewelry to gag a boar weighed in.  “It is outrageous!”  Though she was outwardly the very picture of a wealthy, genteel woman, she had the dead eyes of a killer.  “They took so many of our guards for their ‘Iron Host’ and many did not return at all!  Then to add insult to the injury, demanded that we supply them with arms and equipment from our own coffers!”   
 
    Again, Iverech found himself wanting to laugh out loud.  These idiots were focused only on what they had lost.  The war had been costly, to be sure, but whether it had been a king in charge or an elected republic, like they all believed must happen, the orcs would have to have been stopped.  One voice agreed with him, it seemed.   
 
    A man in his mid-fifties, still spry and wiry spoke up.  His gray hair was rapidly thinning and his coat, though well made, was plain.  His voice was dry and calm.  “The orcs had to be stopped.”  The others glared at him and it was clear to Iverech that he was not well-loved here.  “We can spend all day arguing and debating the past or we can look to the future, a future that we can shape.”   
 
    The mercenary didn’t nod in agreement as outward displays weren’t something he was comfortable with but inwardly, he completely agreed.  Whoever this man was, he knew what he was talking about, whether these other fools could see it or not.   
 
    To the outrage of the others, the older man added, “We’ll spend a lot more precious coin and spill a lot more blood before the tyrant is deposed, I can promise you that.”   
 
    Voices were raised then, a few in agreement but most in annoyance or outright anger.  How dare he talk so flippantly of such things?  They had all spent so much in coin and resources that it was unthinkable that they should be out yet more.  Then began a tedious listing from most of them as they recounted exactly how much gold, manpower and effort they had already spent.  Their voices piled on top of one another as real arguments began.  Iverech began to wonder if he’d made a mistake joining himself to these people as they squabbled.   
 
    “The Shadow Liberation is not about the miserly counting of coin.”  A cold voice said then and they all looked back toward the door where a woman had entered, swathed in a dark cloak.   
 
    Iverech recognized the voice.  It belonged to woman who had inducted him into the resistance and had given him his instruction.  He had only ever met with her when she was cloaked and masked at the old manor where he’d received his instructions but it had been she who had raised him through the ranks of the Shadow Liberation and she who had told him to be at this meeting.  Removing her hood, Iverech saw that she wore no mask this time and studied her.  Her face was strong and angular and her hair was a dark auburn color.  Though she wasn’t what most would call beautiful, there was a pleasing symmetry to her features and a strength in their cast that the mercenary appreciated.  A ragged scar marred the left side of her face from her cheek to her jaw.   
 
    “Our efforts are to depose a tyrant and rid our country of a parasitic system of nobles raised to power for no other reason than they were born nobility.”  Her voice said, ringing with authority.  It was a strong voice, husky yet somehow alluring.  “It would be…regrettable…if anyone here were to forget that.”   
 
    For several moments, the assembled group assured her that they had not and Iverech began to realize something he hadn’t before; even here, the woman was in charge.  None openly defied her, though several were quick to explain what they had actually been talking about had been for the good of the realm.   
 
    The woman nodded as she walked into the room to join the group.  She noted Iverech’s presence and gave him the briefest glimmer of a smile before stepping into the rough circle.  “Count Meilif is correct.”  She stated, gesturing toward the older man who had spoken up about the necessity of dealing with the orcs.   “We aren’t gathered here to go over old wounds taken at the hands of the king or the nobles.”   
 
    “You say this and yet Meilif is, himself a nobleman!”  Snapped the fat man in fine robes who had been speaking when Iverech had first entered.  His fat jowls quivered in indignation.  “Or he was before he was stripped of his title.  I don’t understand why he is even part of this gathering!  How do you know that he isn’t a spy?!”   
 
    Her pale green eyes flashing, the woman laid her cloak on an old desk.  Beneath, she wore a well cut but plain dress and stout boots.  “I know that I trust Meilif and that should be enough for you.”  The rotund man could not meet her eyes but another spoke out.   
 
    “So we are to simply follow you as blindly as the king and nobles expect us too?”  Said the bejeweled woman.  “Are we trading one tyrant for another, Haunild?”   
 
    Iverech hadn’t known her name before now and he was sure that he saw the scarred woman flash a discreet glance his way.  She must have known that he would find out her identity at this meeting and he knew then that there were games within games being played here.   
 
    The woman known as Haunild shook her head.  “I am not a tyrant but I do lead here.”  She said boldly.  Her pale skin flushed as she spoke with passion.  “I am the one who has built this Shadow Liberation and I have done it WITH Count Meilif.”  She looked pointedly at the older man who gave a slight nod.  “I am the one who was contacted by our benefactor, who I might remind you all, has been instrumental in our endeavors.”   
 
    “Yes, this is true.”  Said another of the group, a hard looking man in a rich doublet.  His face was all flat planes and his head shaved meticulously bald.  “Yet none of us have ever met this benefactor or knows his name or has seen his face.”  He cocked his head curiously to one side.  “Can you not see how this makes us worry?”  He didn’t look like the sort of man to worry about anything, despite his words.   
 
    Haunild smiled, though it never reached her eyes.  “I am aware that it must seem, to many of you that I hold all the cards here but I assure you that my desire is not for power.”  She let her gaze fall on all of them each in turn.  “I have no desire to rule, I promise you, but for now, I am the head of the liberation and we must all do our part.”  Her eyes returned to settle on the bald man.  “You, of all people, should know this Ronig.”   
 
    The bald man gave a cold smile and a perfect bow of acquiescence then and the others seemed satisfied, though the fat man cast him a nervous glance.  Iverech saw it and he was positive that Haunild did as well.  The group fell to talking of what was to come after that, various tasks that Haunild gave each of them.  Most of these tasks were seemingly unrelated but there were the faintest lines of connection that pointed to a larger plan.  The mercenary noted that the man called Ronig was agreeable and someone who Haunild relied on as the plans were made and ideas discussed.  The meeting wore on interminably and Iverech fought to maintain his attention to it.  Suddenly the bald man turned to Iverech who was still standing where he’d been the whole time, leaning against the wall.   
 
    “Who are you?”  He asked the mercenary pointedly, his eyes sharp.  Iverech knew then that the man had taken notice of him from the beginning and had chosen this time to ask him with careful planning.   
 
    Before Iverech could speak, Haunild interjected.  “He works for me.”  She said simply, not quite looking directly at the mercenary.   
 
    “Ah!”  Ronig said then.  “He has the look of a sell-sword.”  He mentioned to the others gathered there.  “Yet, he is included in our company, which tells us that he must be something more.  Why don’t you tell us all your name?”   
 
    As discreetly as he could, the mercenary shot Haunild a glance but he was sure that Ronig had caught the look.  She seemed busy with a sheaf of papers she had laid out on the desk and her expression was neutral, her eyes hooded.  With a shrug, he said, “My name is Iverech.”   
 
    The name elicited no real comment beyond them all agreeing that they’d never heard of him but Ronig’s eyes flashed like a drawn blade and Iverech was certain the man somehow knew who he was.  Keeping his mask up, the mercenary maintained his bland façade but within he seethed, wondering who this Ronig was.   
 
    The meeting broke up soon after the group left one at a time as directed by Haunild.  She didn’t explain it and Iverech realized it must be a common practice to have them leave at different times just as they had arrived.  It was smart, since if there was anyone trying to watch the place, they’d never see a group together.  He doubted very much that there was anyone watching, however, as the whole affair had been so carefully and meticulously planned.  Finally, there was only Haunild, Iverech and Count Meilif who remained.  The woman nodded to one of her guards, who stepped out and after a short time returned.  He gave her a nod in return then and motioned all the other guards out.   
 
    “Everyone has left, including Ronig’s spy.”  Haunild said calmly.   
 
    Meilif nodded and smiled grimly.  “I despise that man.”  It was unclear whether he meant Ronig or his spy.  
 
    With a throaty chuckle, she replied.  “I believe that he feels the same way about both of us.”  Her eyes found the mercenary, still leaning on the wall, the very picture of indifference.  
 
    Turning to face the younger man, Meilif smiled.  “So this is Iverech.”  His smile broadened.  “I knew your father well.  He was a good friend.”   
 
    The mask nearly slipped then but held firm though perhaps there was the slightest widening of Iverech’s eyes.  He thought that all his father’s friends and allies had died when he was taken.  Carefully, not letting any emotion show, he spoke.  “I was under the impression that any of my father’s friends swung when he did.”   
 
    The count looked back at Haunild.  “I very nearly was taken myself back then.”  He replied.  “Your father and I, all of us had agreed that we would compartmentalize our organization.  That way if some were compromised, the others could carry on.”  His face was sad.  “I lost a lot of friends that day and this country lost a host of patriots.”   
 
    “I lost both my parents that same day.”  Haunild said evenly, her eyes searching the mercenary’s face.  “Yet the struggle must carry on.”   
 
    Iverech nodded slowly then.  For a moment he’d wondered if Meilif had somehow betrayed his father but listening to them both speak and thinking back, he knew they spoke the truth.  His father had been betrayed by one of the king’s agents back then as he’d been told.  When he’d returned to the capitol, Iverech had considered finding and killing the man but he had died in the intervening years.   
 
    “So…”  Iverech said casually.  “You want me to kill Ronig?  Or is it the fat merchant?”   
 
    Meilif gave a start and looked back at Haunild.  “You weren’t jesting, were you?  This lad has ice water running through his veins!”  He returned to his study of Iverech.  “He’s sharp too, for all that he veils it beneath the cloak of a simple sell-sword.”   
 
    Haunild nodded at both men.  “It is true, Ronig is a problem within our organization.”  She sighed softly.  “I believe in our cause, Iverech, as does Meilif.  The count was stripped of his title and much of his wealth for the merest notion that he was a traitor to the crown.”   
 
    “Which I am!”  Meilif said with a slight bow and a grin.  “I am a traitor to the crown but never to my country!”  Iverech found himself warming to the old count.   
 
    “However, Ronig sees an opportunity to gain wealth and status.”  Haunild continued.  “I don’t believe for a moment that he is one of us nor do I trust him.  I have started to believe that he is nothing but a viper who will betray us eventually.”  Absently, she toyed with the papers on the desk.  “Either he’ll break faith with us and inform on us to the king’s agents or he’ll try to seize power when the throne is toppled.  In any event, he is a problem that must be dealt with.”   
 
    Iverech frowned.  “If he went to the king’s agents, he would be implicating himself as well.”  When the others nodded, he mused.  “So either he has a plan for that or he is, as you say, planning to take the throne for himself.”   
 
    The count nodded.  “Ronig must perish, of that there can be no doubt.”   
 
    “I’m no assassin.”  Iverech said.  “I am skilled in battle but not in clandestine murder.”   
 
    Haunild laughed, the sound somehow melodious and intoxicating and the mercenary began to suspect that her voice was one of her greatest tools.  “I know exactly what you are, Iverech.”  She smiled warmly at him and he saw that it reached her eyes, unlike when she’d smiled at Ronig.  “If I wanted him slain in his bedchamber, I would contact our benefactor.”  She added in a smug voice.  “He has servants who are peerless assassins, I assure you.”   
 
    “Something else then?”  Iverech guessed.  “A public duel perhaps?”   
 
    “Ha!”  Meilif laughed triumphantly.  “You said he was bright!  You’ll fit in fine with us, Iverech!  You’re just like your father, brilliant and ruthless!”   
 
    Haunild favored the old count with a smile.  “Yes, a duel is exactly what we had in mind.”  She said looking back at Iverech.  “Ronig is a proud man and an accomplished swordsman.  He always travels with a lot of guards so anyone other than a highly skilled assassin would fail.”  There was an appraising gleam in her eyes now.  “But a challenge to his honor?  That, Ronig would never be able to refuse!”   
 
    “Who is Ronig?”  Iverech asked.   
 
    It was Meilif who answered.  “He is a wealthy merchant and the son of merchants.”  He said in an offhand manner.  It was clear though that they knew all about the man.  “However, there was a time when his family were nobles, though it was many generations ago.  Something about cowardice in battle, which you know our ancient ancestors frowned upon above all else, saw his forbears stripped of their lands and titles.”  The count shook his head.  “Ronig’s family worked hard to restore their fortune, which they did but never their title.  He hates the nobility but we believe he wants to replace them with different nobles, not do away with the system entirely.” 
 
    Iverech asked the older man, “What of you?  You still call yourself a count.”  He glanced at Haunild.  “How are we to know that you aren’t just like Ronig?” 
 
    “WE know that Meilif only holds to the remnant of his title because of the access it grants him with certain old families amongst the nobility.”  Haunild cut in coldly.  It was clear she would brook no discussion of Meilif’s loyalty.  “Were it not for him, this liberation effort would have died in its infancy.”   
 
    Far from being offended, Meilif smiled warmly at Iverech.  “This man saw his father and his friends hanged by the tyrant.”  His voice was full of approval.  “He can hardly be blamed for being suspicious.”   
 
    Mollified, Haunild nodded and began to outline their plan.  “Ronig has ever been quick to defend his families honor.”  Her voice grew excited.  “He would never turn down a slight against it or himself.”   
 
    “I thought dueling was outlawed?”  Iverech asked then.   
 
    The old count chuckled.  “The Iron King, in all his wisdom, has lifted his own ban.”  He shook his head.  “His kinsman will duel General Lokkmar for some slight during the war and it pleases the king’s vanity to allow it.  His flouting of his own policies will serve us well.” 
 
    “Lokkmar is one of the most loyal officers the king has.”  Haunild said sadly.  “Yet the king will allow this.  This kind of nonsense illustrates why the nobility must be done away with.” 
 
    Meilif nodded sagely.  “True.  Lokkmar is one of the finest generals this kingdom possesses.”  His voice was bitter.  “Yet, he’ll either die for the pride of the king’s household or win and be branded a traitor soon after.”   
 
    Despite his cool façade, Iverech found himself angered.  These people were just like him; loyalists who saw the vanity and greed of a tyrant king and his system of nobles destroying the county they loved.  “What pretext do I use?”  He asked simply.   
 
    “Ronig saw you here and he knows that you work for me.”  Haunild replied.   
 
    Iverech tilted his head in question.  “You did that purposely?”   
 
    “Yes.”  She admitted.  “I wanted not only Ronig but the others to see you here and know that you are my man.”  She hesitated at the next part.  “I also knew that they would find out quickly all they could of you.”   
 
    Alarm filled the mercenary then but he asked calmly.  “Will they expose who I am?”   
 
    Meilif laughed outright.  “To do so would be to expose themselves!”  He shook his head.  “This is a dangerous game that we all play and no one has forgotten the last time there was a purge of those who were branded traitors.”  He exchanged a look with Haunild and she nodded.  “Fortunately, the king is wrapped up in his war and his system of agents was badly compromised during the war.  Many were killed in battle and others…died here in the chaos.”   
 
    “Will they not realize that someone slew their agents?”  Iverech asked. 
 
    “No.”  The count replied.  “Many people died when the refugees arrived and those spies who served the king were easily dealt with.  Eventually, if someone got around to looking into it, they might find out the truth.”  He shrugged then.  “But by that time we’ll either have been successful or not.”  If the fact that if their efforts were unsuccessful, they’d likely both be dead bothered either of them, Iverech couldn’t see it.   
 
    “So, you said that you intended for Ronig and the others to know I work for you.”  The sell-sword said then.  “You still never explained my ruse for challenging him to a duel.”  
 
    Haunild said softly.  “You won’t need a pretext.”   
 
    As Iverech’s eyebrows rose in question, Meilif explained.  “Ronig isn’t done with you by a long shot.”  His voice was apologetic.  “He’ll want to know all about you and where you figure into Haunild’s plans.  “You can be certain that he will approach you with questions.”   
 
    “What if he just tries to have me killed?”  The mercenary asked calmly.   
 
    Meilif shrugged and asked, “How good are you with a sword?”   
 
    “He won’t do that.” Haunild interjected.  “At least not at first.  Ronig will want the information and knowing that you serve me will keep him from doing anything too rash.”  Her eyes were cool and appraising as she looked at Iverech.  “When he approaches you…take exception to something he says.”  She smiled grimly.  “I’m sure he’ll give you plenty of reason.  Ronig is predictable that way.”   
 
    Iverech nodded and thought aloud.  “I make the duel public and there is no problem with the law.  You make him an example to your inner circle.”   
 
    “Exactly so.”  Meilif said, satisfaction in his voice. 
 
    “What of reprisals from his family or servants?”  Iverech asked then.   
 
    Haunild’s smile deepened.  “I will deal with those when the time comes.”   
 
    “The real question is,” Meilif asked the mercenary, “Do you think you can beat him?”   
 
    Iverech smiled a chilling smile.  “We’ll find out.”   
 
    After a bit more discussion, the sell-sword left and the old count turned to Haunild once her guards informed her that he was gone.  “Can we trust him?”  He asked.  “What if Ronig turns him?”   
 
    Haunild’s gaze was on the door that Iverech had left through.  “I believe he will prove loyal.”  Then she shrugged and began to gather her things.  “If not, my master has pledged me the use of his servant, Savrun.”   
 
    The name sent a chill through the old count.  “That name is one not known to many this far north.”  He crossed his arms then, as if cold.  “What if we’ve made a mistake, throwing our lot in with one who is master to such a deadly assassin?”   
 
    “The Hidden One is loyal to those that partner with him.”  Haunild replied.  “He has made it clear that he does not intend to overthrow the Iron Kingdom, only its corrupt ruling class.  Is this not what we’ve always dreamed of doing, Meilif?”   
 
    Slowly, the count nodded.  “Yes, I suppose it is.”  But his voice betrayed the fact that he was unconvinced.   
 
    Haunild walked over to take the old man’s hands.  “Trust me, my friend, I know what I am doing.”  She smiled at him then, warm and reassuring.  “I know that you fear the Hidden One and his servants and that is wisdom.  However, I believe him.”  Her eyes shone brightly for a moment and she added, “His desires and goals coincide with ours.” 
 
    The old count nodded and smiled back at her.  After a few moments, she let go of his hands and turned to go.  He would be the last out and so watched her leave.  As Meilif looked around the empty room, he thought of what he’d told Iverech.  He’d been honest in what he’d said to the younger man.  The count was a patriot who truly believed the king to be a tyrant who must be overthrown by any means necessary.  Yet, when he thought of Haunild’s words, he could not get rid of the icy fear that had gripped his heart.  He’d known of her alliance with a mysterious benefactor.  There were always foreign concerns who would love to see someone like the Iron King deposed.  Yet, something she had let slip would not leave his thoughts.   
 
    Haunild had called the Hidden One her master. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Berrajor had proved to be every bit as beautiful as Leith had promised.  It was a quaint little seaside town where the people were friendly and outgoing and took pride in their home.  It was also a port, if a small one and this fact meant that trade and news flowed into Berrajor.  This meant that, while the place was picturesque, it was still fairly cosmopolitan as it wasn’t as removed as many of the rustic villages and towns they had passed through.   
 
    When they had first arrived, the bard had showed Naolin the whole village, not that it was overly large but Berrajor seemed the kind of place where there was something interesting around every turn.  The princess was shocked to see the latest fashions from the capitol on sale here as well as cuisine that would not have been out of place at the kings table.  Much of it was seafood as well, which delighted her to no end and the two spent several idyllic days just enjoying the beauty of the place and their time together there.   
 
    They had been married in a simple ceremony in the ancient church that sat on the cliffs overlooking the ocean.  The priest was a good natured old man who smiled when he saw the chain of intertwined gold and silver on Naolin’s wrist.  He commented on how happy it made him to see the old tradition of the lover’s bond kept alive in these modern times.  They had asked a young couple that they had met in town to be witnesses and had pledged themselves to each other before them and the priest.  When the old priest gave the final benediction and blessing before the goddess, Vis, Naolin felt a little thrill as Leith took her in his arms and they kissed as husband and wife for the first time.  She had never been so happy.   
 
    As the days flew by, the newlyweds realized that they’d have to make plans for the future.  The bard joked that they could stay here as long as they wanted, as he’d already made inquiries about entertaining at the inns and taverns within Berrajor.  There were several of each, as the port was a stopover for merchants and sailors alike and Leith was well known.  However, the princess hadn’t wanted their honeymoon to end and wouldn’t hear of him working yet.  Finally, after a fortnight, he insisted that they at least talk about what they would do and Naolin relented.   
 
    The princess didn’t like the idea of Leith simply supporting them both and had made it plain that she would do her part as well.  She was surprised at how old fashioned he was when he’d said that he wanted to take care of her but she refused the thought.  They had talked of children but in truth, neither of them was particularly keen on the idea.  They were simply in love with being in love with each other and that was enough.  The bard had made the mistake of making a joke about what a pampered princess might do for a living and had soon regretted it when she’d demonstrated her knowledge in mercantile interests and trade in general.  Leith had perhaps thought that, as a princess, she only knew about courtly things but found out quickly that when it came to making and managing money, his new bride’s abilities far outstripped his own.   When Naolin had gotten into questioning him about his yearly income and where his money had gone, Leith surrendered laughingly.  When she had shown him a plan for their future together and how she could make their coin into a small fortune he had been disbelieving, until she’d shown him the math.  The bard began to realize what a lucky man he was all over again.   
 
    Before they went any further with any plans, thought, the princess determined that she wanted to hear news of the war.  They had heard rumors while on the road but nothing that they knew to be certain.  Naolin had hoped to also find out how the country was faring overall.  She certainly wasn’t ready to return home and face her family and didn’t know when she would be ready for that but she still yearned to hear that things were going well and everyone was alright.  Leith had warned her that there might be only a little news but when she persisted, told her that there was one tavern, in particular where the latest rumors and gossip could be heard.  The bard had been insistent that she understand that much of it was idle chatter but truth and actual events could be found there as well.   
 
    An hour later, the couple was walking down to the docks.  The sun was bright and the air warm.  The smell of the ocean was strong but not unpleasant and the sounds of the surf and the cries of the gulls mixed with the low chatter of people on the streets.  It all brought a smile to Naolin’s face but when she looked over at her husband, she saw a frown stamped there.   
 
    “You aren’t still worried are you?”  She asked him lightly, determined not to have their first fight as a married couple.   
 
    The bard’s scowl deepened as he walked along not looking at her.  “I told you that I would go and return with news.”  His expression was grim.  “This tavern is no place for you!”  He didn’t quite raise his voice but practically growled in aggravation.   
 
    “Oh, come now!”  Naolin said laughingly.  “We’ve been to many taverns as we journeyed north!  Why should this one be any different?” 
 
    Leith gave a most ungentlemanly snort.  “Because, the Winsome Mermaid isn’t like those other places!”  He stopped dead in the street.  “Please, Na…”  He stopped short of saying her real name and then continued, “Dania just wait back at the inn and I’ll return soon.”   
 
    “What is so wrong with this tavern?”  The princess asked, still smiling.   
 
    Sighing heavily, the bard seemed at a loss for words for a moment, which only made his wife’s smile deepen.  Finally, he spoke bluntly.  “It’s the closest to the docks and has cheap drinks and cheaper whores.”  When he saw that she didn’t recoil or gasp, he continued, his voice growing more and more exasperated.  “That means that it’s a favorite among sailors and rogues and it is no place that I want you to even set foot in!”   
 
    Naolin laughed merrily.  “I’ll be fine.”  She promised and linked her arm in his.  “Besides, you’ll be with me and no one would accost someone with such a fierce protector, husband.”   
 
    Ignoring the slow joy that spread through him as she called him her husband, Leith shot back, “You’d be surprised what people in this place will do, wife.”   
 
    The two argued no more about it but the bard was very alert as they arrived at the docks.  The smell here wasn’t of a clean ocean breeze but the hard stench of brackish saltwater that moved sluggishly beneath their feet.  The tavern was built right onto the docks and the reek made it clear that the waste went right into the water beneath it.  Naolin tried and failed not to wrinkle her nose at the smell and Leith’s expression finally changed, his frown turning into a wicked smile.   
 
    Glancing up at the placard showing a mermaid with a saucy expression and little else, Leith said sarcastically, “Welcome to the Winsome Mermaid, princess!”   
 
    Refusing to let him see her hesitate, Naolin stepped boldly through the doorway, forcing him to follow, his smirk erased.  Within, the tavern was, at least, solidly built, though it was clearly the dive that the bard had promised it to be.  The princess was a little taken aback at the place when compared to the rest of the beautiful seaside village but remembered Leith telling her that every town had such places.  The clientele were also what he had warned her and she forced herself not to stare at the drunken sailors, women in varying stages of undress and shady looking bravoes within.  A few of them looked up as they entered and a couple leered at the beautiful princess but Leith’s forbidding stare kept them from looking for long.   
 
    Not wanting to linger near the door, the bard took his wife by the hand and led her over toward the bar.  “Old Kelen will know of any news worth hearing.”  He promised as they maneuvered through the tavern.  It was midday, luckily and there weren’t too many people within and for this the bard was glad.  He’d brook no insult to his bride but he knew how these types were.  An affront to a sailor would often be taken up by his mates in short order.  Leith got the bartender’s eye and nodded.   
 
    As the old man approached, Naolin forced herself not to stare.  The man was fat but his arms were still strong and bore more tattoos that she’d ever seen.  One eye was blind and filmy, seeming to stare up at the ceiling, while the other was a startling icy blue.  The scar that ran down half his face and had ruined his eye was an ugly thing that seemed part of a network of similar scars on his face and arms.  The tattoos obscured some of the scars and the princess realized that they’d been worked in and around them.   
 
    “Leith!”  The man known as Old Kelen boomed cheerfully.  “I haven’t seen you in an age!”  The two men exchanged the customary clasping of forearms of arms in greeting.  “Thought you’d given up entertaining in places like mine?  If you’re looking for work, though, you always could fill a room…”  He stopped when the bard shook his head.   
 
    “Sorry Kelen.”  Leith said, grinning.  “You’re right, I work a better class of tavern now not that I don’t have some fond memories from here, mind you!” 
 
    This remark earned a withering look from Naolin that both men noticed and Kelen smiled in appreciation.  “Well now, who might this be?”   
 
    “Careful, Kelen.”  Leith replied his voice not unfriendly but still warning.  “This is my wife, Dania.”   
 
    “Your wife!?”  Kelen said incredulously and then laughed uproariously.  “I never thought that Leith of the honeyed voice would ever marry!  My, how the women of the kingdom will mourn when they hear the news!” 
 
    The bard cleared his throat and glanced at his bride, who arched an eyebrow.  “Now, Kelen…” He began but Naolin cut him off.  
 
    “You must have quite a few stories about my husband?”  Naolin asked smiling.   
 
    Kelen laughed again, “Oh, lass, more than you’d believe!”  His belly shook with his mirth.  “We used to call him Leith the Lady Slayer, you know.  Why, one time…”  
 
    “Kelen!”  Leith interrupted warningly then.   
 
    With an apologetic glance back at the bard, Kelen winced and said.  “But…well that was a long time ago wasn’t it, Leith?”   
 
    “Yes…”  The bard replied, looking at his wife earnestly.  “…a long time ago.”   
 
    Naolin smiled to show her husband that it was alright.  She and Leith had told each other of their past and she really didn’t want to know any more details.  She herself had been married and in love before and it was enough for her that Leith was her man now.   
 
    “Right then.”  Leith said then.  “Look Kelen, we’re here to see what news of the kingdom you might have, particularly of the war.”  He glanced back at Naolin.  “My wife has family in Vakiun and yearns for news.”   
 
    Kelen nodded and leaned forward on the bar intently.  “Oh, there’s news alright!”  He looked at them both.  “The war’s over!”   
 
    “Over?”  Naolin said then. 
 
    The barkeep nodded vigorously.  “Yes ma’am, it’s over and we won!”  He saw the smile on their faces then.  “The king and the Iron Host done for them orcs, I can tell ya that!”  Seeing that they really hadn’t heard about this, a questioning note entered his voice then.  “You really have been out in the country for a while huh?”   
 
    Leith nodded, “We’ve been traveling from town to town.  You know how it is.”  He said and Kelen nodded, clearly aware of the bard’s lifestyle.   
 
    “It’s a shame though.”  Old Kelen added.  “It was a dear price we paid to stop them bloody orcs.  Not just our boys but the dwarves as well.”  The old man shook his head.  “They say a lot of those brave soldiers won’t be coming back and the numbers of the dead still haven’t been properly tallied.  Even the king’s own house wasn’t spared but we all know…”  
 
    “What are you saying?”  Naolin snapped then, fear coursing through her.   
 
    Kelen looked at the woman apologetically.  “Oh, you hadn’t heard then?”  He frowned.  “I would’ve thought that even the smallest villages would’ve known by now.”  
 
    Seeing the alarmed look on his wife’s face, Leith interjected, “Known what?”  He demanded pointedly.   
 
    With a confused look on his face, the barkeep spoke slowly, looking back and forth between the two of them.  “Why, known of the king’s son.”  
 
    Unable to contain herself, Naolin grasped the man’s meaty hand.  “Which son?  What happened?”  Kelen saw the frightened look on the woman’s face and took in her fine attire and demeanor, which only added to the confusion.  “Please, tell me!”  The princess urged.   
 
    “Prince Valun…he died in battle.”  Kelen finally said.   
 
    Naolin’s eyes went wide and she braced herself against the bar, looking down.  She couldn’t think of anything to say, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t… 
 
    Leith’s strong voice spoke then.  “Are you sure, Kelen?”   
 
    His words brought hope surging to Naolin and she looked at the old man again.  “Yes, how do you know it isn’t some tale?” 
 
    Kelen’s words dashed her hopes, however.  “I’m sorry, ma’am.”  The barkeep said regretfully, realizing how upset she was, though not why.  “But everyone knows about it.  Why, the funeral is already done.  They said it was…”  
 
    Naolin heard nothing else that the old man said but turned to Leith.  “I have to go…”  
 
    The bard took her by the shoulders and thanked Kelen before she could say more.  He then led his stunned wife from the tavern before more of a scene could be made.  He thanked the gods that no one had taken note of their conversation.  When she realized that they were outside, Naolin stopped and looked at the bard.   
 
    “I have to go home!”  She practically shrieked. 
 
    Taking her in his arms, Leith answered, forgetting all about their ruse.  “Naolin, we don’t know that this isn’t just gossip.”  
 
    The princess shook her head.  “I have to go home, now!”  She demanded and look so lost and forlorn that the bard hugged her more tightly.   
 
    “Alright.”  He said softly into her hair.  “We’ll return to the capitol.  Just remember Naolin, Kelen could have just heard a rumor or maybe he was drunk.”   
 
    Naolin shook her head slowly, the tears beginning despite her best efforts.  She didn’t want to believe it but the old man’s eyes had been steady and his tone sure.  The princess had seen the nods of the men around them when the barkeep had mentioned the death of the prince.  She didn’t want to believe it but in her heart, she knew it was true.   
 
    “I have to go home.”  Naolin whispered again. 
 
    Leith nodded and led her back to their rooms at the inn.  Within a short time, he’d gathered their things and they were back on the road, headed for Vakiun.  Naolin said little else but did her best to fight against the tide of tears that seemed as implacable as the ocean they were leaving behind them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    No guard challenged his approach and no warning horns sounded.  The old path leading up to the Burning Skulls encampment should have been marked by watchers a half-mile away but now it seemed deserted.  Rage battled glee in Morgall’s heart as he made his way to the entryway.  Anger at the state of his ancestral tribe fought for position alongside the knowledge of how easy regaining entrance would be.  If he was the chieftain here, there would be guards that would launch spears and arrows at anyone approaching that was not of the tribe.  It wasn’t until he made his way to the gates, which had recently been repaired, that there was any sort of challenge at all.   
 
    An old orc with gray hair and a scarred face leaned on a spear by the entryway outside.  The orc was swathed in ragged fur and leather and he was missing his left arm.  Though bent, the old warrior still looked strong.  “Who comes to the camp of the Burning Skulls?”  The old orc demanded, trying to focus rheumy eyes on the interloper.   
 
    “Why do you stand guard alone here, Graymane?”  Morgall replied.   
 
    With a sharp intake of breath, the old orc exclaimed, “I know that voice.  It’s the voice of the one who first called me Graymane.”  He said slowly then, stepping closer to the gate and peering closer.  “Morgall!”  He said in wonder.   
 
    The warlord had always respected Graymane, who was one of his early teachers.  The old orc had been a wily warrior and a hunter without peer in his prime and while orcs aren’t known for nostalgia, it irked Morgall to see the old warrior stand this watch alone.  “Answer me!”  The massive orc’s demand was a growl.  “Where are the other guards?”   
 
    Leaning back on his spear, Graymane shook his head.  “There are no others.”  His voice was mournful.  “Many did not return from the war with the pink-skins.  Those that did…”  The old warrior trailed off.  
 
    “Who ordered you to stand guard alone?”  Morgall demanded. 
 
    Standing as straight as he could, the gnarled hunter rapped his spear on the hard ground.  “No one!”  Now he growled back.  “I stand here because I choose to and because no one else will!”   
 
    Frustration at the state of affairs with his tribe warred with admiration for the old orc’s grit.  “Who leads here?”  Morgall grated.    
 
    “Goraak Tall-Shield.”  The old orc said, his voice dripping with contempt.   
 
    Morgall’s eyes widened.  “Goraak leads?”  He could not believe that such a one would be followed by anyone within his tribe.  Tall-Shield had never been a great warrior or leader and Morgall had always suspected the orc of being a coward.  When Graymane’s answering nod, showed the warlord that it was no jest, Morgall stepped forward to open the gates, he was surprised when the old orc stepped in front of him, gripping his spear tightly.   
 
    “Some believe that you have led us to ruin, Morgall.”  Graymane stated.  “They said you were dead, yet here you stand.  Why have you returned?”   
 
    Both orcs knew that Morgall could easily kill the one-armed old orc and the savage killer inside the warlord clamored for it.  Yet, he saw Graymane’s resolve and fearlessness and respected it.  He knew that he would have to kill orcs to take his place back but Morgall had no intention of killing one of the few that he had any regard for.   
 
    “I have come back to lead the Burning Skulls again.”  The warlord said, stepping forward until they stood tusk to tusk.  “And I will slay any who stand in my way.”  He growled warningly. 
 
    The threat didn’t ruffle Graymane in the least.  “Why?”  The old orc demanded.  “You told our people that we would be the greatest tribe of all but we are a shadow of what we were.”  His dark eyes flashed.  “What will you lead us to now?”   
 
    “Revenge!”  The warlord grated, deciding that, for all he respected Graymane, if the old orc would not move, he would cut him down.   
 
    “Revenge…”  Graymane said the word almost lovingly.  “Revenge on who?”  He asked, either unaware or uncaring that he was pressing his luck with the dangerous warlord.   
 
    Baring his tusks, Morgall rumbled, “On them all!”   
 
    A wicked smile split Graymane’s lined visage then and he stepped back to open the flimsy gate.  “Welcome home chieftain!”   
 
    Ignoring the joy in Graymane’s voice, Morgall stepped through the gates.  “Take me to Goraak!”   
 
    Following the old orc through the huts and tents of his people, Morgall felt something that he’d never known before; shame.  Part of him knew that he’d led his people to this state but he also knew that he’d been manipulated and lied to.  The Hidden One had played him falsely from the beginning, he now knew.  The warlord knew that none of his tribe would care for such excuses, however and bloodshed was the only way now.  Graymane led Morgall exactly where he’d known he would, the center of the camp where the chief’s hut stood alone in a rough circle.  It had been his once, Morgall thought savagely, it would be his again.               Evening was settling in as the two orcs stood before the chieftain’s tent.  Several torches had already been lit but there was little movement in the camp of the Burning Skulls.  A few orc women and children peered from tent flaps as they passed but that was all.  
 
    The air was split by Morgall’s bull-like bellow.  “GORAAK!!!”   
 
    Now there was movement from the dwellings all around as orcs began to come and see.  They whispered among themselves as many recognized the warlord.  Morgall ignored them all, leaning on his axe and intently eyeing the chieftain’s hut.  He briefly looked at Graymane and then toward the growing ring of orcs.  They both knew that if the old orc stood here with Morgall, he’d instantly be viewed as siding with him.  In answer to the unspoken question, the hunter merely thumped his spear on the ground once and turned his gaze upon the chief’s dwelling.   
 
    When Goraak finally showed himself, it was clear that he had been watching from within the gloom of the tent.  Before he emerged, a half-dozen warriors preceded him, some of the biggest orcs that still remained to the Burning Skulls.  Goraak himself was a mighty orc, brawny and strong and he came out of his tent ready for battle for all present knew that this wouldn’t end in words.  Such was not the orc way.   
 
    “Who calls to mighty Goraak?!”  The chieftain demanded.  He hefted a thick orcish sword and held his shield before him.  The shield was the reason he was known as Goraak Tall-Shield.  He’d seen a unit of human spearmen form a phalanx in battle when he was a young warrior and marveled at their precision and discipline.  While orcs would never be able to mimic such tactics, Goraak had begun to train with a tall, broad shield the size of his body.   
 
    Morgall’s expression became a snarl.  “You know who calls!”  All here now knew who had come to the chieftain’s tent and Goraak’s question was an insult.  “Morgall has returned!”   
 
    Goraak laughed but his eyes narrowed.  “Morgall?”  He looked around at the circled gathered around his tent.  “This can’t be the warlord who led us to ruin and destruction!”  He was talking to all the orcs around now as he roared with outrage.  “I heard he was dead!”   
 
    Morgall pointed to one orc that he’d recognized in the crowd, the crop-eared orc that he’d let live days before.  “You lie Goraak!”  The thin orc flinched as the warlord singled him out.  “I let that one live to tell of my return!” 
 
    Now Goraak wasn’t laughing but neither was he caught unaware.  “You should be dead, Morgall!”  He said and spat on the ground.  “You should have killed yourself and finished what the pink-skins started!  You shame yourself with every breath!”   
 
    “Shame?!”  Morgall breathed and felt fresh rage blossom.  He decided then and there that Goraak’s death would not be quick.  “You speak of shame when you lead like an old sow?!  When the only guard is a volunteer who is old and maimed?!”   
 
    Goraak’s gaze swept to Graymane but the old orc was unmoved and neither his expression nor his stance ever changed.  Morgall, however was not done with his tirade.   
 
    “You are no chieftain!”  He declared then and added further insult.  “You were always a coward, Goraak.  Step down or you’ll be food in the pot!”  There were those in the crowd who murmured their assent now.  Grumbling at the state of things in the tribe.  How Goraak would rather eat and mate than fight and how he murdered in the dark those that spoke against him.  “Face me with steel or flee this place now, Goraak!”  Morgall demanded.   
 
    Ignoring the clear challenge to single combat, Goraak hissed, “Kill him now!”, and his warriors rushed forward.  There were growls and shouts at this dishonor but only Graymane stepped to the warlord’s side.   
 
    The first two warriors to reach Morgall died instantly as the devastating arc of Gorga hacked through the neck of one and buried into the chest of the other, as if the orc wore no armor at all.  “Nothing but a coward!”  Morgall declared to the onlookers.  He didn’t rush forward, however and the message was clear to all of them.  The warlord wasn’t here to kill the other warriors but only Goraak.  The next warrior came in a bit more slowly as the others fanned out around Morgall and Graymane.  This orc was tall and lanky but quick and strong as well.  He bore two curved orcish swords and each hand was a blur as he attacked.  Morgall regretted the need to kill such a skilled warrior but knew it had to be done.  He half turned and let one of the swords bounce off his protected shoulder plate and blocked the other with the head of his axe.  A powerful twist locked the sword’s blade in the axe-head and the warlord disarmed his opponent.  Stepping in, Morgall choked up on the axe handle and with a shorter stroke buried it into the other orc’s side.   
 
    As another orc rushed the warlord’s left side, he paid scant heed to Graymane, which was a deadly mistake.  The old orc tripped the warrior and drove his spear into his throat.  Another orc spotted the move and swung a heavy two-handed axe at the older orc.  Graymane gave ground and nearly fell but Morgall spun and split his opponent’s skull quick as lighting.   
 
    There were only two orcs and Goraak left and all three hesitated, appalled at the carnage so easily wrought by the warlord.  The Burning Skulls gathered around were breathless at the display as well.  Morgall had always been the deadliest fighter among all the tribes and if they’d forgotten, this was a grim reminder.   
 
    However, Morgall was not just a warrior but also a chief and warlord and he reminded them of this now.  “I am not here to slay good warriors.”  He said then, glaring around him, his gaze finally settling on Goraak.  “This orc is a coward and unfit to lead.  Why did he not rush to fight with these brave orcs who now lie at my feet?”  There were grunts of assent from the assembled tribe.  “Yes, many of the orcs that followed me north died but that is the orc way!”  The warlord growled and the voices of the orcs around him grew louder.  “We slew many humans and we will slay more, this I swear!”   
 
    “Morgall will lead you all to your deaths!”  Goraak cried but was shouted down.  Morgall was the image of orc might and the power and skill he had just displayed triggered something deep in the hearts of the orcs here.  Goraak was a lazy and miserable orc, though strong and proud.  They had seen that he had no ambition but to rut and eat.  Better a glorious death in combat against real foes than such a slow, hollow demise.  Of course, orcs, being what they are, they could never have articulated such things and so they roared and bellowed and stomped and flexed.  They gripped weapon hilts and smashed things but most of all, they watched Morgall.   
 
    The warlord pointed to the two remaining bodyguards of the incumbent chief.  “Die for glory and power but do not die for such a worm!”  His words struck them as true as steel and they stepped back, distancing themselves from Goraak.  “Come then, false chief,” Morgall said, walking forward over the bodies of Goraak’s dead guards.  “I will let you die as a warrior.”   
 
    For all that he’d been named a coward, Goraak proved otherwise.  He had fought well in battle after battle but his penchant for defense and a willingness to give ground had always grated on Morgall.  Among human warriors, such fighting style had its place perhaps but humans were weak.  Orc’s did not need to fight so.   
 
    As Goraak edged forward, his shield before him, contempt gripped Morgall and he threw down his axe and charged forward.  Goraak’s sword whistled in but so quickly was the warlord’s forward momentum that it only grazed his side, bouncing off ineffectually.  Morgall slammed his shoulder into the shield and drove Goraak from his feet.  Before the other orc could do anything more, the warlord kicked his sword away.  Seeing Goraak try to hide under the shield enraged Morgall like nothing else and he leaned down and wrenched the shield from him.   
 
    “Is this what you would follow?!”  He demanded of the orcs around, as he turned to face them.  “Is this what you would become?!”  Morgall held the shield up.  “Hiding and hoping that death will pass you by?!”  Goraak surged to his feet but Morgall sensed the movement and turning, slammed his own shield into his face, dropping the would-be chieftain to the ground again.  “Death comes for us all!”  The warlord said then, reminding them what they were all taught as children.  “Orcs do not fear death!  They fight him all their lives and when he comes for us, we die fighting him!  Only this way, do we earn death’s respect and gain our place beyond among our ancestors!”  Flinging the shield away in disgust, Morgall turned to look down upon the half-stunned Goraak.   
 
    “I am chieftain of the Burning Skulls!”  Morgall roared.  “Who will follow me?!”  The answering roar of the tribe was pleasing to the brutal warlord’s ears.  His eyes narrowed as he looked down at Goraak, who refused to meet his eyes or rise again to fight.  “I promised this sheep that I would give him a warrior’s death.”  He glanced back at the tribe now.  “Does he deserve such honor?”   
 
    “No.”  Graymane rasped.  “He does not, chieftain.”  His timing and words were perfect and all here felt shame that only the maimed old orc had stood with Morgall.  They bellowed and roared like beasts that Goraak did not deserve a warrior’s death.   
 
    “Hear me!”  Morgall declared, his roar louder than all others and when they quieted, he pointed at the old hunter.  “Graymane will be my counsel and my right hand!”  The old orc bowed his head at the honor.  “For only he stood with me and only he stood watch over this village of fools!”  Quiet descended now for the warlord spoke a brutal truth here.  “Drunken and fat is how I return to find my tribe!”  Morgall accused and none could meet his eyes now, save for Graymane.  “It will never be so again!”  The orcs found courage enough to growl their assent.  “Any who challenge Graymane will die by my hand…ANY!”  The warlord deemed it necessary to give such a command, as there would be those whose jealousy or shame outweighed their good sense and Graymane was valuable to him.   
 
    “I can fight my own battles, chieftain.”  Graymane said proudly.   
 
    Morgall snapped, “Silence or I slay you myself!”  Far from being angry at the threat, Graymane smiled a grim orcish smile.  This was the power and authority that the tribe needed if they were to survive and both orcs knew it.  Not many of the orcs assembled here understood that soon enough, orcs from other tribes or other, worse monsters would come to see if they would be easy prey.  The old orc’s fierce heart was gladdened to know that with Morgall leading them once again, they would be the hunter’s and not the prey.  Graymane bowed his head before his chieftain.   
 
    Now, Morgall returned his attention to Goraak.  “This filth would have you lie down like dogs before your enemies.  He does not deserve to die the warrior’s death I promised him.”  An ugly light filled the warlord’s eyes.  “He is only fit for the pot!”  Everyone present knew that Morgall would demand that they all follow an old custom.  An unworthy orc, particularly a leader would be killed and his body chopped up and placed into a great stew pot.  Every orc in the tribe from the oldest to the youngest would eat a bowl of this stew.  This was not to gain anything from the unworthy one or to honor him.  This practice was a way of eating the tribe’s own shame so that nothing remained on the earth to remind them that they had ever allowed such a disgrace to ever exist among their people.   
 
    Goraak knew then too what Morgall planned and he found his courage then.  He knew that he would never sit with his ancestors if he was slain and eaten in such a fashion for the orcs believed that his soul would be devoured as well and there would be nothing left of him.   
 
    “You are the coward, Morgall!”  Goraak rasped, hoping to goad the warlord into killing him quickly.  “You fight in armor and with an axe enchanted by foul magics, no doubt elvish or dwarf in make!”  A hush fell over the crowd at the vile insults.  Goraak rose to his feet slowly and Morgall let him do so.  As the deposed chieftain stood, he thumped the hide and leather armor that covered him.   
 
    In answer, Morgall stepped away toward his axe.  Many, Goraak included thought he meant to take his head for the accusation but the warlord surprised them all when he swept up the weapon and handed it to Graymane.  The old orc stuck his spear in the ground and reverently took the axe.  It was a mark of the aging orc’s strength that he held it in one hand.   
 
    Morgall began to take his plate armor off one piece at a time.  “Such cowards will always make demands!”  The massive orc said as he divested himself of the black armor, letting each piece hit the ground carelessly.  “I do not do this to show him anything.”  He explained to the watching orcs as he tore off every piece of armor until he stood before them in just a loincloth.  They were in awe of the gargantuan orc’s physique for none of them was as large or as powerful.  None had ever, in fact seen such a supreme specimen of the orc people.  They had forgotten who Morgall was and as he stood there, nearly naked covered only in his scars and muscle, he appeared to them almost a god.  “I do this to show you that I am the chieftain that you need!”  He looked back to where Goraak stood.  “Keep your armor, dog!”  Still staring at the object of his disdain, he growled.  “Someone give him a weapon!”   
 
    None of the assembled orcs would do it.  They looked incredulously at the unarmed warlord as Goraak stared at the orcs around him but none wanted to even gaze upon him.   
 
    “Crop-ear!”  Morgall bellowed and the orc that he’d let live stepped forward cautiously.  “Get this maggot his sword!”  The thin orc hesitated but only for a moment when the warlord’s murderous gaze swept over him.  Crop-ear flinched as though he’d been struck and ran over to collect Goraak’s sword where it lay in the mud.  He wouldn’t look at the former chieftain either as he handed the curved orc blade to him.  Goraak took the sword and looked at Morgall uncertainly, perhaps wondering if it was a trick.   
 
    “Now, false chieftain!”  Morgall said, stalking forward.  “All your excuses are taken from you!  Kill me and remain a chief!”   
 
    Goraak looked at the sword then, as though he’d forgotten what to do with it but not for long.  Gazing back at Morgall, who was approaching like a vengeful deity, Goraak let out a shriek and rushed forward, sword whistling down like a thunderbolt.   
 
    Morgall caught the wrist of the other orc’s sword hand like he was a child.  He then drove a fist into the Goraak’s midsection and even though he wore armor, the deposed chief doubled over.  The warlord twisted Goraak’s wrist savagely, forcing him to drop the weapon.  Hoisting the sagging Goraak upright, Morgall looked at him for a second in contempt.  “Only food for the pot.”  He snarled and snapped his head forward, his tusks tearing into the other orcs face.  Goraak’s squeals of pain were like that of prey and the watching orcs laughed and jeered as Morgall let him fall to the ground.  Chewing with relish as he turned toward them again, the warlord swallowed.  “Who else is hungry?!”   
 
    The orcs exploded into a tribal frenzy then, rushing forward to tear into Goraak.  There would be no stewpot for him, no merciful knife to end things quickly.  He was still alive as the orcs of the Burning Skull tore him apart.  Every single orc fought for their right to rip the would-be chief apart and prove their worth to great Morgall.  Children scrabbled beneath the legs of their parents to take part in the feast as they shoved and snarled to press in and claim their portion.   
 
    Graymane and Morgall stood alone in the center of it and when the old hunter handed Morgall’s axe back to him and stepped forward to take his share, the other orcs stepped aside.  They were respectful and backed away to allow him his due.  The old orc plunged his remaining hand deep into the gore-streaked lump that had recently been a proud orc and drew forth the heart.  Many were jealous but not one said a word.  They just watched as Graymane devoured the entire organ and then bowed before Morgall.  Every orc then followed suit, kneeling low before their chieftain.   
 
    “We must take counsel.”  Morgall said to Graymane then.  As the two orcs strode through the others toward the chieftain’s tent, the warlord said back over his shoulder.  “Crop Ear!”  The thin orc whose life he’d spared stood from the press then.  “Bring me my armor…every piece!”   
 
    The thin orc’s eyes widened then and he hastened to do as commanded.  A hush descended as Morgall and Graymane entered the chieftain’s hut but only for a moment.  There was a meal at hand.  When the orcs were done, nothing but bloodstains in the dirt remained to show that Goraak had ever lived at all. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    With a thud, the tall, blond north-man hit the ground.  He’d overreached and paid the price, when his sparring partner easily danced aside and tripped him.  The sky was overcast and there was the smell of rain in the air.  It didn’t often rain at the sun drenched villa but from time to time, spectacular storms swept up the coast.  There was one such brewing and it matched the warrior’s mood.   
 
    “Brute strength will not suffice alone, Olvar.”  Savrun chided in a bored voice as he toyed with the wooden sword in his hand.  “You may perhaps be as graceful as an ox.”   
 
    With a growl, Olvar rose from the ground, spat dust and went on his guard, edging in more carefully now.  He’d been training with Savrun for the better part of a week and it was grating on his nerves.  He held his shield up cautiously and held his wooden sword at the ready moving in doggedly.  When his opponent did not move, he rushed in the last few steps, feinting a strike and then moving to bash with his shield.   
 
    The man known as the master by everyone else who lived here was simply too fast and too skilled.  “Straight lines.”  He said as he side-stepped the entire maneuver and brought his own sword down hard on Olvar’s outstretched sword arm right above the wrist, numbing his hand and forcing him to drop the training weapon.  “Always straight lines with you.”  There was no aggravation or annoyance as Savrun spoke, he simply gave observation followed by brutal demonstration.  He had only chosen a single wooden sword from the weapon rack of practice weapons.  This had surprised Olvar and the youth had shaken his head.  For his part, he had chosen a sword and a round wooden shield, noting the many varieties of wooden, training weapons.   
 
    To his credit, the north-man didn’t reach for the dropped weapon, instead hopping back and holding his shield up before him.  “What do you mean, straight lines?”  He asked cautiously as Savrun casually kicked Olvar’s fallen sword up into his left hand.   
 
    “You always take the most direct route.”  The older man replied, as he sauntered toward Olvar as if he were strolling along the beach.  “The quickest path…”  He said as he made to lunge forward, drawing Olvar into his own feint.  “…Is not always the best one.”  Savrun finished as stepped inside the north-man’s blocking shield and brought the wooden sword Olvar had just dropped around to strike him in the side of the head.   
 
    Dazed, the young giant staggered back and waved his shield wildly in front of him to keep the other man at bay.  He didn’t reply with anything but a wordless growl.   
 
    Savrun stepped to his shield side again, rapping it with his right hand blade and Olvar focused putting both hands behind it but it was a ruse.  As soon as the younger man took a stronger stance, the Master had spun and struck him hard in the lower back.   
 
    The sound of the strike was a sharp thwack that rung throughout the courtyard and Sica,   who was watching from the side, winced as Olvar reeled in pain.  She nearly covered her eyes when the Master followed the strike with a leg sweep that left the young giant sprawled on the flagstones once more.   
 
    “Enough.”  Savrun said then, stepping back.  “No more training for today.”   
 
    With a pain fueled roar, Olvar surged to his feet again and, growling like a beast, charged the smaller man with his bare hands.  Rather than hit him with the swords in his hands, Savrun cast them aside, thinking it was time to prove a point with the young warrior.  As the training blades hit the ground with a clatter, he leapt forward and kicked the north-man square in the face.   
 
    Savrun landed lightly and calmly reiterated.  “I said that’s enough.”  He commanded.   
 
    “You aren’t my master!”  Olvar said, reeling backward.  Blood poured from his nose and his mouth but rather than surrender, he came in doggedly again.  “I say when it’s enough!”   
 
    This time, Savrun allowed the other warrior to come to him.  As Olvar lashed out with a jab, he again gave him credit.  Though young, the north-man wasn’t flailing blindly and sought to edge forward, backing the older man up to the fountain.  He obliged, backing up as Olvar attempted to land a strike, when he had nearly reached the edge of the fountain, Savrun hopped backward, easily balancing on the rim of the fountain.   
 
    It was too much for the young warrior to resist and he lunged, hoping to catch his foe off balance.  What Olvar couldn’t have known was that better warriors than he had tried and Savrun was never off balance.  He tried to tackle Savrun, no doubt hoping to throw him down and pin him in the pool of water.   
 
    Impossibly quick, Savrun bounded up as though gravity had no effect on him.  Olvar was overbalanced and fell into the basin of cool water and the master landed on his back, bringing his heel down sharply on the base of the younger man’s skull.   
 
    Dazed, Olvar floundered and tried to turn over in the water but Savrun stood there, foot on his neck.  He grabbed one of Savrun’s kicking feet to put him further off balance and hold his head underwater.  The irony of the fact that he had spent idyllic days with Sica seated at this fountain’s rim as well as the reality that he might well drown in less than a foot of water filled him but for all his strength and might, he could not push himself up enough to draw air.  He couldn’t thrash enough to dislodge the man on his back and the hand holding him by the ankle was like a steel trap.   
 
    “Master!”  Sica cried, running toward the fountain.   
 
    In answer, Savrun held up a finger in warning.  “He will learn, little Sica.”  He said calmly from his perch.  When the young warrior tried to roll over, he brought down his foot again, hard and the struggles of the north-man started to still.  “He will learn or he will die.”   
 
    Sica stopped immediately, her fear of her master warring with fear for the young man.  She said nothing but her eyes were locked on Olvar where he lay.  Finally, she said only one word.  “Please…”   
 
    “I am your master, Sica.”  Savrun said, still deathly calm.  “Care you so little for your own life?”   
 
    “No, master…I…”  Tears filled the healer’s eyes and she fell to her knees.  “Please spare him.”   
 
    Cruelty flashed in the killer’s eyes then.  “I will spare him for my own purposes.”  He said and stepped from the drowning man’s back to the lip of the fountain, finally allowing Olvar to weakly roll over and gasp for breath.  With a twitch of his finger, he gave Sica leave to run to the north-man’s side.  “I will speak to you later of this.”   
 
    Sica’s head remained unbowed as she helped pull the spluttering, choking warrior out of the fountain.  She knew that she would be punished, yet she did not care.  Sica knew then that, despite her best efforts, she was falling in love with him.   
 
    Letting Olvar catch his breath, Savrun waited until his eyes cleared a bit before he spoke.  “You are a guest here, Olvar.”  His voice sounded bored and he wasn’t even breathing hard.  “You would do well to remember that.”  He paused to let his word’s sink in.  “You are correct when you state that I am not your master but I am the master of everything else here…”  Savrun’s gaze fell upon Sica then.  “…and everyone.”  It was the most that the enigmatic man had ever spoken to Olvar and the young man, still gasping for air, hardly able to breathe, did not reply.  “When I found you, you were dying and were it not for my efforts you would have been slain upon that battlefield.”   
 
    Anger battled confusion on the younger man’s face.  “Do you…do you know who I am?”  He asked Savrun again.   
 
    There was no hesitation as Savrun lied easily.  “No.”  He had been very specific to tell the confused and wounded young man a blend of truth and lies that he would find easy to believe.  The key was in not giving too many details and letting Olvar’s mind fill in the gaps with fantasy.  The blood of the Hidden One seemed to be aiding him in this effort as well as causing the young north-man to heal at a truly astonishing rate.  Savrun had even told the young man his name as a test.  He doubted that the scion of the northern kingdom had ever heard of him but he wanted to see if his name jogged any memories.  When it failed to, the assassin had been satisfied.   
 
    “I have told you before.”  Savrun spoke in measured tones.  “You fought in a great battle, the same battle that I did.”  This was true to a certain degree.  “You fought against a troll and were thought to be slain.  The beast would have killed and eaten you had I not intervened.”   
 
    Finally, Olvar spoke, his voice surly but curious.  “Why?”  He asked hoarsely.  “Why did you save my life?”   
 
    Again the cunning assassin answered mostly with truth, delicately seasoned with easy to believe lies.  “Because I saw you fall in battle and decided to try and save you.”  He let it sink in before continuing.  “As I said, I was in that same battle on that same day and saw you abandoned and left to die for all that you had fought well and bravely.”  Savrun added, “I watched your fight with the troll and was impressed by your skill and valor.”   
 
    Olvar nodded slowly, his eyes unfocused and his thoughts inward.  Flashes of memory hit him and he knew that Savrun’s words were true.  The visage of the horrible troll…men, dwarves and orcs fighting and dying all around…the screams of the wounded…It was impossible for him, in his amnesiac condition, to realize that the narrative was being bent to support a greater deceit.   
 
    “You are not, as you pointed out, my servant.”  Savrun said flatly.  “You are a free man able to leave this place if you wish.”  He noticed with satisfaction that the young warrior’s eyes instantly went to Sica.   
 
    Olvar shook his head.  “No…”  He rose slowly to his feet, Sica helping him.  “…I have been a poor guest, it would seem.”   
 
    “Not in the least.”  The master replied instantly.  “When I suggested that we spar, I should have foreseen hard feelings.  I have fought among the north-men before but perhaps the training methods I am used to are too difficult?”   
 
    “No!”  The young warrior said more forcefully than he had meant to.  “No, please, I simply lost my head.”  He stepped away from Sica toward the other man.  Bowing slightly at the waist, he said, “Please, lord Savrun, forgive my impropriety.”   
 
    ‘Still a prince in manners and grace for all that he can’t remember it.’  Savrun thought but aloud he answered, “There is nothing to forgive my friend.”   
 
    Olvar straightened.  “I would like to remain here.”  He glanced back at Sica.  “If that would be acceptable.”  Confusion reigned in his voice.  “I still don’t know who I am and I realize that I have nothing nor do I know where I would even go.”   
 
    Savrun nodded in return.  “Then, you shall remain here as my honored guest.”   
 
    “I…”  The north-man began haltingly, “I would like to train with you my lord.  I can see that I could learn much from you.”   
 
    With an almost reptilian smile, Savrun replied.  “It would be my distinct pleasure, Olvar.”  He caught a movement from the gallery as the captain of his house guard raised a hand to get his attention.  “Now I have other business to attend to.  Sica will help you back to your room.”   
 
    The smile still on his face, the assassin left the two standing by the fountain.  Things were proceeding according to his master’s plan and Savrun began to see the validity of it more and more as things progressed.  The lost prince was accepting his identity as Olvar and, in time, Savrun wondered if the name Valun would even have meaning to him even if he heard it.  The prince was a superb physical specimen who had clearly been well trained.  For all that Savrun had easily bested him, it was obvious that the young warrior still hadn’t recovered his full strength.  While he had no doubt that he could slay the younger man even if he was fully recovered, the idea of training him was interesting.  The blend of northern fighting styles with the techniques that Savrun could teach him would make him a deadly, formidable warrior.   
 
    Savrun took the stairs up to the gallery, noting that his servants were already cleaning up the practice weapons in the courtyard below.  He gave them no further thought as he conferred with the captain.  The man’s words confirmed what he’d already guessed.  His master had sent word that he would be coming soon.  Savrun had been expecting word for some weeks and was already prepared to depart.  He just had a bit of business to finish within his own house first.  His eyes found Sica and Olvar down in the courtyard once more as he contemplated how best to proceed.   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t even touch him.”  Olvar said, still slightly gasping for air as he watched Savrun ascend to the gallery above.  He’d been training with the warrior for the better part of a month and was still astonished by his skill and power.  Though a smaller man, Savrun was incredibly fit, strong and faster than anything he’d ever seen before.  He mused that it was strange how he knew that for a certainty yet he could not remember other things about his life.   
 
    Sica was fussing with his side.  “You must be more careful.”  She chided gently.   
 
    With a snort, the young warrior replied, “It’s not going to break open now.”  He turned from watching Savrun where he was speaking to the captain of the guard on the gallery above.  Looking at Sica, he said, “You’ve done your work too well, healer.”  He caught one of her hands in his and held it gently.   
 
    She looked up into his eyes and smiled for a moment.  Then realizing that there were others around, servants who had come to clean up the training equipment, stepped back, pulling her hand away.  “We should get you back to your room.”   
 
    “What is wrong?”  Olvar demanded then.  “Is it forbidden for you to love?”  He glanced back up at Savrun.   
 
    With a shake of her head, Sica slowly responded, her voice low.  “Please, keep your voice down.”  When he looked back at her, she answered.  “It is not forbidden but you must understand that I belong to the master.”  Seeing his wild look of rage, she shook her head.  “Not like that, not… carnally.”   
 
    Mollified, the north-man asked, “Then you are a slave?”  There was still an ominous tone in his voice.   
 
    Warmed by his concern, Sica stepped closer but did not touch him.  “No.  It’s not…exactly slavery…”  
 
    Olvar cut her off.  “So you can leave whenever you want, then?”   
 
    Now, she became angry.  “Who are you to question our customs and ways?!”  She was horrified to hear her voice raised and modulated it almost instantly.  “I was a slave before I came here, Olvar.  The master rescued me from the horrors of that life and has been good to me, to all of us here.”  She could see the confusion on his face now.  “No one here is a slave but our laws state that when one is so indebted to someone in such a way, it is the worst dishonor to run from that debt.”   
 
    It was clear that he was struggling to understand what she was saying.  “But someone who is truly free can do what they want, whenever they want.”   
 
    “How naïve are you, north-man?”  Sica challenged him.  “Can you truly say that everyone in your country walks free of the demands and constraints of others?”  She put her hands on her hips in a way that reminded him of…someone…a woman…a relative perhaps?  Chiding him…  “Does anyone, anywhere, truly live that way?”  Now, she made it personal.  “Did you fall on the battlefield because it was your fondest wish to be in such a place or because you were bade by others to do so?”   
 
    Olvar could not bring himself to be dishonest with her.  “No, you are right.”  He admitted.  “There are bonds of…loyalty…of duty…”  He said slowly, grappling with both his memories and these concepts.   
 
    “A bond is a bond, Olvar.”  Sica said patiently.  “Whatever name you put to it, none of us are ever truly free.”  She filled a cup with water and handed it to him.  When she saw him drink, she continued speaking.  “I would never simply walk away from one who has done so much for me.  Besides, if the master came down here this very moment and said I was free to go, I have no idea where I would go or what I would do.”   
 
    Olvar set the cup down.  “You’re a skilled healer, Sica.”  He said earnestly.  “You could find work somewhere.”   
 
    “Yes and who is to say that ‘somewhere’ would be better than here, where I am safe and am among people I know and trust?”  She said then.  “I would be alone in the world and…”  
 
    The young warrior stepped in close and took her hands then, looking down into her beautiful face.  In an earnest voice, he said, “I would go with you.”  He knew that he would do anything to be with her in that moment.  “I would go anywhere in the world with you.”   
 
    Looking up into his piercing eyes and handsome face, Sica froze for a moment.  “I…I am not going anywhere.”  She said, once again disengaging herself and stepping back.  “My place is here, Olvar and you are not my husband to make such a claim.”  Before he could say more to embarrass her more in front of the others, she turned and swiftly walked away. 
 
    Olvar watched her go, his heart in his eyes but she did not look back.   
 
     
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Watching the whole exchange from the balcony, the assassin was most pleased.  He had held a hand up to the captain of the guard to listen more closely and the man had instantly obeyed.  While Savrun could hear very little of what they said, he was excellent at reading lips and could understood most of it.   
 
    When Sica left the courtyard, he watched the young warrior for a moment before turning back to the captain and gestured for him to finish speaking.  Once he had done so, the master nodded.  “Ready my best horse.”   
 
    “Will you be traveling alone, master?”  The guardsman asked. 
 
    With a nod, Savrun was quiet for a heartbeat, glancing down at the courtyard again.  “I will leave in the morning, once I’ve tended to something here.”  He didn’t look at the captain when he gave his next order.  “Keep a close eye on Sica and the north-man.”   
 
    “Do you wish me to keep them separate?”  The captain asked.   
 
    Turning back to him, Savrun’s gaze was piercing.  “No.  Make sure that they don’t leave but do not interfere unless Sica asks you to.”  His words were sharp as a blade.  “You are personally responsible for the young man’s safety captain, is that clear?”   
 
    In answer, the captain bowed low.  “Yes, master.”   
 
    Savrun said nothing more, his orders given.  Things were going according to plan. The Hidden One would be pleased.   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
     
 
    That evening, Sica made her way to her master’s chambers.  She had only rarely been summoned there and didn’t know what to expect.  The guards standing outside the door opened the door and ushered her inside.  Within, the suite of rooms was exactly as she remembered.  There was an opulence to the place that spoke of wealth, yet there was little personal ornamentation.  She had always wondered if the master was ever truly at home anywhere.   
 
    “Sit.”  Savrun’s voice echoed from nearby as he stepped from an adjoining room and gestured to a nearby divan.  She obeyed, trying and failing not to clasp her hands.  For all that she’d told Olvar that the master was good to her, which was true, he still terrified her.   
 
    Savrun did not sit but studied her for a moment before speaking.  “He is falling in love with you.”   
 
    The blunt statement startled her and she fidgeted.  “I…I don’t…”  
 
    “Oh come now, Sica, it’s as obvious as the color of the sky!”  She looked down, embarrassed but his next question made her head snap up to look at him.  “Are you falling in love with him?”   
 
    “Master!”  She blurted.  “I…He…”   
 
    His low chuckle was sinister yet not unamused.  “Good.”  
 
    “Good?”  Sica echoed.  “I don’t understand…I…I thought you might…be angry…”   
 
    Now the master did sit, leaning forward on a chair across from her.  “Far from it, little one.”  He gazed at her intently.  “It suits my purposes to have any hold on him that I can find.”   
 
    She had always found his scrutiny to be a terrible thing and could not look for long into that bleak stare.  “Then…he is a prisoner?”   
 
    “Not as such.”  The assassin mused.  “I suppose in one sense, you could look at it that way.”  He paused, thinking of how best to explain it.  “I wish him to be my ally.  I need to train him and for this, I need him to stay here.”  His dark eyes glittered in the candlelight.  “I believe this…affection…will work to further that end very well.”   
 
    Now, Sica found her courage.  “Am I naught but a whore then?”  She didn’t raise her voice but she did raise her eyes to look at him directly.   
 
    “You are whatever I tell you to be.”  Savrun said coldly and there was such quiet menace in his voice that she couldn’t help but lean back.  “I did not ask you to develop such an attachment to the young man, but such a development does suit my design.”  She bowed her head but he wouldn’t have it.  “LOOK AT ME.”  He did not quite raise his voice but it was sharp and she could not help but obey.  “Stay close to him and if such an attachment deepens, it would be pleasing to me.”  There were tears in her eyes.  “I do not demand that you do anything you do not wish to.”   
 
    Relief flooded Sica.  She couldn’t deny the feelings she had for Olvar but the thought of coupling with him to further some agenda of the master’s made her ill.  “Thank you…”  
 
    Savrun cut her off before she could say more.  “Do not thank me.”  He said coldly.  “I do not demand that you become intimate with the young warrior but I COMMAND you to remain close to him.”  His tone brooked no defiance.  “In time, he will be of great use to me and I will not allow anyone or anything to jeopardize this.  Do you understand?”   
 
    Sica could only nod for a moment but knowing the master as she did, she weakly said, “Yes, master.”   
 
    “Good.”  He said, standing and gesturing for her to do the same, he stepped in close to her, taking her by the shoulders.  “You will tell him nothing of this conversation or anything about me beyond what I have already told you is allowed.”   
 
    The question was inherent within his statement and she nodded again and mouthed, “Yes, master.”   
 
    “Be on your way then.”  Savrun said lightly.  As she turned to go, he paused her by the door with his words.  “I will be leaving in the morning, Sica.  I am unsure how long I will be gone but I expect there to be nothing amiss with these matters when I return.”  When she nodded and again gave a whispered assent, he added, “It would be unfortunate if the situation with the young north-man proved to be…an untenable proposition.  I would hate to see anything happen to him.”   
 
    Now she froze, her hand on the door and looked back, in her eyes a wordless plea.  “I…I will do my best, master.”  She finally stammered.   
 
    “See that you do, Sica.”  He said and with a nod gave her leave to go.   
 
    As Sica closed the door behind her, Savrun’s thoughts were already elsewhere.  He still had much to do before leaving and he meant to be gone before the dawn.  His master had summoned him and he had no more time for such domestic concerns.  Still, a short time later, as he finished packing to leave, the assassin wondered if this romantic development would help or hurt the master’s designs in the long run.  Savrun had never felt love in his life.  Lust he understood as he did anger and hatred.  Devotion and loyalty were core concepts for him but love?  The killer had always believed it was a fantasy dreamed up by minds too weak to imagine facing the world alone.   
 
    The assassin left the house by the ocean well before dawn, sure that things there were well in hand.  There were far more important matters to attend too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Night had fallen and the Black Boar was busy, though not perhaps, as busy as it had been.  After the war, business had picked back up when the capitol had swollen with returning soldiers and families reuniting.  As always, the Boar was a soldier’s favorite establishment but many had died in the conflict and so numbers weren’t as high as before.  Still, the tavern was doing brisk trade, Rothan could see and he was glad for it.   
 
    Stepping up to the bar, he waited until Neb walked down to him.  “Three ales.”  The tavern keeper nodded and went to pour the drinks.  When he returned, Rothan asked, “How’s your boy doing, Neb?”   
 
    “He’s recovering well enough.”  The big man said with a shrug, as though discussing the weather but Rothan could tell he was relieved.  “Young fool’s bragging about the scar on his arm.”  Neb shook his head.  “Doesn’t even realize how close he came to losing it, I warrant.”   
 
    Rothan chuckled.  “We used to be young fool’s ourselves.”   
 
    The tavern keeper nodded and sighed.  “My wife’s just happy he came back alive.”  He looked at the table in the corner where lord Garyth and Captain Karrok were talking.  He didn’t speak of the slain prince or the upcoming duel with General Lokkmar.  For a moment, Neb said nothing.  Finally, he looked at Rothan’s arm, which was no longer in a sling, though it was still bandaged.  “How’s your arm, captain?”   
 
    In answer, Rothan flexed his left hand, trying not to wince.  “It’ll be awhile before I can hold a shield right.”  He said, somewhat mournfully.  “Still, like your son, I’m lucky I didn’t lose it altogether.  There are a lot of others who weren’t so lucky.”   
 
    The two men talked about the aftermath of the war for a few moments and Rothan appreciated that Neb was no gossip and didn’t pry for any details of Garyth’s feud with the general.  The gods above knew that there were a lot of others who weren’t as tactful and the captain had lost his temper recently when pressed by a couple of soldiers who kept asking questions.  When the tavern keeper stepped away to fill drinks for others, Rothan smiled and nodded, heading back to his table.   
 
    “So, you’re staying, then?”  Garyth was asking the dwarf as Rothan walked up.   
 
    “Aye.”  Karrok said a bit sullenly.  Looking up as the human captain walked up, he grumpily asked, “Took you long enough!  I thought they were running out of ale here!”  The dwarf reached for his mug and took a long drink.   
 
    Rothan smile broadened as he sat down.  “Had a little chat with Neb.”  He replied, handing Garyth his mug before taking a drink from his own.   
 
    “How does his son fare?”  Garyth asked after following suit and tasting his ale.  All three couldn’t help but smile as they appreciated their drinks.   
 
    Laughing a little, Rothan replied, “He’s healing well and enjoying the attention his scar is getting him!”   
 
    “Good for him!”  Garyth said with a smile that never really reached his eyes.   
 
    Rothan knew that he was thinking of his fallen brother again.  The lord’s thoughts were never far from Valun.  “What’s wrong with him?”  He said nodding at Karrok, seeking to change the subject.   
 
    “Oh he’s just a bit surly because of his new orders.”  Garyth said, glad to speak of something else.   
 
    Karrok slammed his mug down.  “Surly?!”  He wasn’t really angry with them, they both knew but that he was very unhappy was clear.  “I’m not surly, I’m…”  Words were not the dwarven Thane’s strong suit and he fumbled for the right ones.   
 
    “Angry?”  Rothan offered playfully, enjoying the menacing way the dwarf’s bushy brows rose menacingly.   
 
    “Homesick.”  Garyth said and his reply was not a question.   
 
    Karrok was silent for a heartbeat before mumbling, “Aye.”   
 
    Rothan couldn’t help needling his friend a bit more.  “You’re so weary with us, then?”  He smiled to show that he understood, despite his words.  “And here I thought you were starting to like us?”   
 
    The dwarf shook his head.  “Bah!”  He groused and took another drink.  “What do you know of dwarven matters?!  My people need me!”   
 
    Looking at Garyth, then back at Karrok, Rothan realized that he’d missed something while away from the table.  “I thought you were the one going back to your king with a request from ours?”   
 
    Garyth spoke, when he saw that the dwarf was sulkily not responding.  “That was before the news came that a dwarven contingent is heading here already.”  Rothan’s brow arched in surprise and Garyth nodded.  “King Ulgard sent troops, supplies and healers as soon as he received word of the war’s end.”  He glanced back at Karrok.  “They’ll be here within the week.”   
 
    Giving a low whistle, Rothan said wonderingly, “Even with all they’ve lost, the dwarves still send aid.”   
 
    “My king knows how to honor his oaths.”  Karrok said then, his voice conflicted.  “As do we all.”   
 
    Garyth continued to explain.  “Advance riders from the dwarven contingent arrived yesterday.  They brought news that the dwarves are to help in any way we require and that they are to be under the command of Karrok.”   
 
    “Congratulations!”  Rothan offered but said no more when Karrok didn’t respond at first.   
 
    “Our forces are stretched thin.”  The dwarf finally replied.   
 
    Garyth nodded, looking into his mug.  “The Granite King sent five hundred veteran warriors.”  His words were as earnest as the look he gave the dwarf Thane.  “Never doubt that we are grateful, my friend.”   
 
    Karrok looked up but his gaze was bleak.  “They told me that King Ulgard knows of the Iron King’s intentions for war and our forces will be attached to yours for the duration of the campaign.”   
 
    “I know it’s got to be tough, Karrok.”  Rothan said then.  “Finding out that you’re going back into war when you thought you were done and going home.”   
 
    The dwarf shook his shaggy head.  “It’s not just that.”  He looked at his comrades closely.  “The Council of Thane’s has been called.”   
 
    Nodding again in realization, Garyth said, “And you won’t be there.”   
 
    Rothan plainly didn’t understand.  “So, you’ll miss some boring meeting of old dwarves, seems to me like something I’d want to miss.”   
 
    “You don’t understand, Rothan.”  Karrok growled.  “We have our own customs, our own ways.”  There was strain, almost grief in his voice.  “There are other enemies of the kingdom of Stone that could attack us at any time!”  Neither man interrupted as the torrent of words poured forth from the normally stoic dwarf.  “The council may challenge the king’s decision to commit so many of our warriors to the cause of the Iron Kingdom, as is their right!”  He realized that he’d raised his voice.  “I should be there…to support my king.”  He said, lowering his tone.  “I’ve been gone so long…”   
 
    Rothan realized how deeply disturbed his friend was by the situation and leaned forward.  “I am sorry, Karrok.”  He said, his voice earnest.  “You are right, I didn’t understand.”   
 
    A brusque nod and a wry grin accompanied the dwarf’s next words.  “Ignorant human.”  He said, shaking his head again but the warmth in his voice was real.  “Mayhap there’s worse people to be stuck with.”   
 
    The captain smiled back at the dwarf Thane, glad that his thoughtless words hadn’t caused a rift between them.   
 
    It was the dwarf who changed the subject abruptly.  “So, you mean to go through with the duel then?”  He asked Garyth bluntly.   
 
    At first, the human lord simply gave a sharp nod, looking down at the table.  “Yes.”  He finally replied, his manner and voice just as blunt as the dwarf’s. 
 
    When Garyth offered nothing more, Rothan asked carefully, “Does the lady Elin know?”   
 
    “Yes, she knows!”  Garyth rasped in exasperation.   
 
    Karrok was less careful as he laughed allowed.  “I take it that your wife does not approve of the duel then?”   
 
    “No she does not.”  Garyth said flatly, glaring at his friends.  Rothan leaned back, his mug in his hand and raised a placating hand.   
 
    The dwarf drained his mug, belched and said, “Women!” in answer.  He looked directly at Garyth but his eyes flickered over to Rothan after a moment.   
 
    Not missing the movement, Garyth looked at the captain.  “Tavia?”  He asked.   
 
    Rothan cleared his throat and then drained his mug.  Slamming it down, he finally responded.  “Aye…Tavia!”  His tone was both challenging and wondering and the others understood that, while he could scarce understand it, he was committed to his relationship with the elven woman.   
 
    All three of them burst out laughing almost on cue.  All three were well in their cups and the hilarity of two such potent warriors so clearly outmatched by the women in their lives overtook them all.   
 
    When their laughter subsided, Rothan held up three fingers at a passing barmaid for another round and asked, “What about you, Thane?” He asked, his words not quite slurring but close.  “Is there a fine dwarf woman waiting for you back home?”   
 
    Watching the stout dwarf’s face turn red brought on fresh laughter.  “Dwarves do not speak carelessly about such matters!”  He finally said.   
 
    “Oh, come now!”  Rothan protested loudly.  “You’ve had your fair share of mirth at our expense!  Is there a beautiful maid anxiously waiting for word of your return, her beard quivering at the thought?”  The captain was more than a little drunk now.  “Wait…do dwarf women have beards?”   
 
    Karrok brought a fist down hard on the table.  “No, they don’t have beards!”  When the others chortled all the harder, he shook his head.  “I…she…”  Being a bit tipsy himself, the dwarf realized what he was saying and stopped talking.   
 
    “So there is a girl!”  Rothan said with glee.  “What’s her name?  Are you married?” 
 
    Garyth came to his friend’s rescue.  “The good Thane obviously doesn’t want to discuss it, Captain.”  He could see some real distress on the dwarf’s face.  “Mayhap we should leave it alone.”   
 
    Perhaps Karrok wouldn’t have said more if he was fully sober but the words came tumbling out.  “She’s from a wealthy family of a long and distinguished lineage.”  The two men grew silent, shocked by the fervency of his words.  “She is beautiful and intelligent, fierce as a bear and wondrous kind to all who meet her.”  He wasn’t looking at them at all, his eyes unfocused and his words lowering almost to a whisper. “Her hair is honey gold and her eyes green as a…”  He cut the flow of words as the barmaid walked up to deliver their drinks.  Karrok came to himself a bit and realized what he said, flushing anew.   
 
    Once they had their drinks in hand and were alone again, Rothan asked, “Your wife?”   
 
    Now Karrok cleared his throat and without pause drank his entire mug of ale.  The two men didn’t think he would say more and for a few moments simply sat and drank in silence.  When he finally spoke, the dwarf’s voice was sad and hoarse.  “I’ve only spoken to her once.  We met at a banquet for the king…”   
 
    “What?!”  Rothan said then in mock outrage.  “Did you ever tell her how you feel?”   
 
    Karrok’s bleary eyes turned hard.  “Oh, don’t lecture me!”  He growled.  “I watched you all goggle eyed whenever the elf girl came ‘round!  Stuttering and simpering like a milk maid!”   
 
    “Why you!”  The man began but Garyth cut them both short as he laughed loudly.   
 
    “You two are something!”  The lord chortled.  “I’ve seen you both fight everything from enemy soldiers to trolls and you’re nearly brought to blows by the mention of the women who reign in your hearts!”  It was flowery and far more than poetic than they’d ever heard Garyth speak and they knew then that he, too was more than a little drunk.   
 
    The dwarf challenged him loudly.  “This from the man who’d rather hide out in a tavern than face his angry wife!”  This shut the man up and his mouth closed with an almost audible snap.   
 
    “You know, I agreed to be your second when you fight Lokkmar,” Rothan began.  “But you are on your own when your wife decides to duel you!”   
 
    It was a mark of his friendship with the other two that, even when this far in his cups, Garyth took no offense.  “She called me a proud fool…”  He grumbled.  “Said I was behaving like a child and it wouldn’t bring Valun back…like I haven’t heard that enough from everyone else…”   
 
    “It won’t, you know.”  Rothan said quietly, the mood turning serious.  “He’s gone and killing Lokkmar won’t change it.”   
 
    Now Garyth did get angry.  “You think I don’t know that?!”  He said, raising his voice.  Several men turned to look but seeing the fell looks worn by all three, they turned back to their own drinks.  “I think about it every day!”   
 
    “But you’re set on killing the general.”  Karrok interjected.  When Garyth nodded emphatically, the dwarf belched again and nodded back in agreement.  “I’d kill him too.”   
 
    Turning back to Rothan, Garyth demanded, “Having second thoughts on standing with me?”   
 
    “Of course not!”  Rothan snapped, forgetting rank and station.  They were two friends drinking, two friends who had spilled and shed blood together and it was a mark of this fact that it didn’t have to be mentioned.  “I’m just wondering if you’ve thought of anything except revenge!”   
 
    Rather than getting angrier, Garyth grew melancholy.  Leaning back in his chair, he took another drink.  “It’s all I can think about.”  He said harshly.   
 
    Rothan leaned forward, his eyes and voice intent.  “I would follow you into Hell itself and I swear before all the gods of earth and sky that I’ll stand with you against any foe!”  Karrok heartily agreed, looking confused at his empty mug.  “But when it’s done, you’ve got to move on, my friend.”  The captain said earnestly, looking into his friend’s haunted eyes.   
 
    “I don’t know if I can.”  Garyth answered bluntly.  “But killing Lokkmar will be a good start!”  He said venomously.   
 
    Both of his friends were warriors, men for whom fighting and killing was a vocation.  They understood his need for vengeance and his drive to see it through.  Both of them had also seen warriors consumed by revenge who had been unable to move on once the deed was finished.  They also knew that there was nothing more to be said.   
 
    Karrok, in typical dwarf fashion, reached for the simplest answer.  “Another round!”  He said, holding up three fingers.  All of them drank themselves into a stupor and had to be carried up to rooms by Neb and his boys.  For Rothan and Karrok, it meant only that they rose later than usual, with a splitting headache but Garyth would rue adding one more hurt upon his wife.  However, that night, they drank and made toasts to the fallen and to Garyth’s quick and inevitable victory over the general.   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Tell me of the Iron Kingdom!”  Zashour’s wife demanded.  “Is it like the stories?  Fierce warriors, more like bears than actual men, tall mountains that pierce the sky?  Savage gods who demand human sacrifice?”   
 
    The diplomat couldn’t help but laugh.  It was an old ritual between them.  In public, his wife was the very picture of decorum and grace but in private, she loved the details of the places her husband journeyed too.  “It isn’t quite like the stories, Riala.”  Zashuor said, still chuckling at her eagerness.  They’d been married for many years but their love only grew as they aged.  He’d never tired of looking into her beautiful eyes or hearing her tinkling voice, still high and sweet as when she was a girl.  Remembering a duel he’d fought over her before they were married, he said, “Besides, we can be as savage a people as any.”   
 
    She laughed herself, knowing in that uncanny way that she sometimes had, exactly what he was thinking.  “You were afraid he was going to steal me away!”  She teased.   
 
    “The man was a rake, my dear.”  Zashuor said a bit stiffly.  He still detested the thought of the rival who had once had designs on the love of his life.   
 
    Riala took his arm.  “There was never any other man for me, dearest one.”  She said and his heart leapt as though he were still that youth that demanded satisfaction from the older man who only saw a trophy in her.  “I knew what his designs were from the start.  Just as I knew that you loved me.”   
 
    They were slowly walking through the garden behind their palace and Zashuor stopped and turned to look at her.  “As I still do.”  They kissed beneath the moonlight like two young lovers who had slipped away from their guardians, neither gray hair nor emerging wrinkles dimming their passion in the least.   
 
    “Fine words.”  Riala said imperiously as she disengaged from the embrace and stepped away.  “But you must still tell me of the Iron Kingdom!”  She commanded once again.   
 
    Raising his hands in surrender, the diplomat laughed at her eagerness.  She sat on nearby padded divan while he composed his thoughts.  They’d enjoyed a sumptuous dinner, just the two of them.  He hadn’t seen his children or grandchildren yet, as he’d just returned.  This night was just for the two of them.  Ignoring the worried look she gave at his limp, he looked out upon the regal spires of the capitol.  He’d told her of the orc attack that had gifted him with his injury but little else.  Riala did not pry, knowing that there was much that was secretive about her husband’s duties but she knew that he would tell her all that he could.   
 
    “How to describe it?”  Zashuor began finally.  He looked at the nearly full moon that had risen high above the city, making the lanterns in the garden largely unnecessary.  “It is a very different land than our own.  It is a harsh place and I suppose that the people there reflect it.”  His voice grew thoughtful.  “I know that many think them barbaric and simple, rough and backward.”   
 
    The ambassador paused to collect his thoughts and his wife didn’t press him.  Riala knew that often, though he fooled himself into thinking that he was just humoring her, he used these talks to refine how he would present his report to the king.  She was content to simply be there with him, in their beautiful home, staring out at the high minarets and spires of the city.  A place that many people called the most beautiful city in all the world.  Their home within the capitol was one of the finest in the whole city, the envy of many aristocratic families.  It was a mark of her husband’s success and favor of the king but he would be quick to point out to anyone that much of their success was due to his wife’s shrewd management of their fortune, as he was gone much of the time.   
 
    Zashuor finally continued speaking.  “They are not, however simple, though they are certainly a harsh people.”  He ruminated.  “That is why our monarch, in his wisdom, sent me, rather than someone who would have taken them at face value, which would have been a mistake.”  
 
    Riala’s laughter chimed then.  “Our king sent you because you are his favorite and he trusts you like none other!”   
 
    “Oh, Riala…”  Zashuor said in self-deprecation.  However, they both knew it was the truth.  The king of Paeyona valued Zashuor and his counsel above perhaps any other of his advisors.  This fact had won him many more enemies than friends, at least politically speaking.   
 
    She laughed again, good-naturedly, and pressed.  “That cannot be the whole of your impressions on the north-men and their country!”    
 
    He shook his head and continued, glad to change the subject.  “As I said, they may seem simple at first glance and they are certainly a more primal people than we.”  Riala nodded, as they had spoken of these matters before and she knew what was coming next.  “Unlike our own people, they know what it is to fight to survive, to sweat for their bread.”   
 
    “Now, Zashuor, we have warriors among our own as well as farmers and tradesmen whose craft is without peer.”  It always troubled Riala when her husband talked this way.  She knew that he was a patriot but there was a certain disdain underneath it that she and many other’s picked up on.   
 
    Turning back to face her, Zashuor’s tone was a bit acidic.  “Yes and within our society, where is the respect that those warriors, farmers and craftsmen are due?”  It was a subject that always never ceased to exasperate the diplomat, even as it mystified his wife.  Riala was a very intelligent person but she looked at this subject differently.  Theirs was a very old nation and the stratification of social layers had been set innumerable years before they were even born.   
 
    “Husband…”  She began patiently but he wasn’t done with his tirade.   
 
    “In the Iron Kingdom, there are great warriors, to be sure.”  Zashuor said, his tone lecturing.  “However, every man and woman among them is respected for their talents and accomplishments, whatever they may be.”   
 
    Riala’s voice grew a bit sharp.  “Oh, come now!”  She loved him but at times thought that he was too much a dreamer.  “You speak of them as though they had no problems.  Do you mean to say that all men are equals and they do not have people who are above others?  I know that they have a king and nobles who rule the common folk, just as we do here.”  
 
    “Yes, but…”  Zashuor tried to interject but his wife wasn’t finished.   
 
    She rose and walked toward him.  “You see the real problems of our homeland and this is good.”  Riala said earnestly.  “But there are those who would see such statements as very close to sedition or at the very least, disloyalty to our home and way of life.” 
 
    The ambassador snorted rudely.  “I am more a patriot than those who would say such things.”  He said, his voice a testy.  “They sit in their places of comfort while they are held aloft by a populace that is increasingly angry and disillusioned by the same way of life that those in our station take for granted.” 
 
    “So then, the Iron Kingdom is a better place?”  Riala asked challengingly.   
 
    “I did not say that.”  Zashuor countered.  He was struggling to find the right words and it showed in his manner and voice.  “I am simply saying that, while we are certainly a more advanced nation, we have lost something that they yet retain.”   
 
    She nodded then.  “I can see this.”  Her tone now calm and placating.  “I have read many tales of that place and it certainly sounds exciting but doesn’t danger always bring excitement?”  She took his hand.  “Ours is a country where our great wars are long behind us.  Stories of valor and peril will always stimulate the mind but perhaps we should remember that they are stories?  Should we not be grateful for all that we have?”   
 
    He knew what his wife was doing and could appreciate her viewpoint but he had traveled throughout the world and his experience could not be shifted by her earnest desire to maintain the comfort and status that she loved so well.  Riala was a good person, possessed of an excellent mind and innate beauty.  She had been a wonderful wife and mother and their finances had only grown because of her acumen but in these matters, he knew she was wrong.   
 
    “War is not behind us, I fear.”  Zashuor said, looking into her eyes.  “I have fought before to defend our country.”   
 
    “Yes and you have always been brave, my heart.”  She said using an old term of endearment.  “But even those wars were not ones that truly threatened Paeyona herself!”  She hated seeing him like this.  “We are different from that cold, harsh place.”  She soothed.  “They may one day rise to be very similar to us or they may not survive long enough but it is different here.” 
 
    Taking her in his arms, Zashuor realized how much he’d missed her.  The last thing he wanted was to argue.  She had wanted to hear stories of the sights he’d seen not get into a debate.  It was perhaps because he knew that in the days to come, he would have enough such conversations that their evening had devolved into this.  “I am sorry, Riala.”  He said, embracing her tightly.  “I did not mean to upset you.”   
 
    “I am not upset, husband.”  She said, looking up at his face, hating the worry that she saw written there.  “I do not like seeing you so vexed.”   
 
    He laughed a little and hugged her tighter.  “I hope that you are right and I am wrong, wife.”  He said then.  “I hope that things will continue as they have.”  But even as Zashuor said the words, they didn’t ring true.  He remembered the dying words of the man who’d tried to kill him and somehow knew that things were about to change and for the worse.  He wanted to view things as his wife did but he had seen too much in his travels and perhaps that was his curse.    
 
    They talked no more of politics that night.  The diplomat told her of the astounding sights and experiences that he’d had on his travels and she was appropriately and thoroughly enchanted, as she always was.  Zashuor did his best to push his bleak thoughts and worries to the back of his mind but later that night, as he lay in the dark, they resurfaced as he’d known all along that they would. 
 
     
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The crowd that had gathered at the training yard had grown until there were no more seats and it was standing room only.  While there were normally those who came to watch the warriors of the Iron Kingdom train for war or competition, today, they had gathered in record numbers.  The reason for their numbers was the simple yet astounding fact that the Iron King had shown up early that morning to train with his men.  This hadn’t happened in many years and only those with gray in their hair could remember a time when the king would arrive to spar and train in tactics alongside his men.  These older citizens often told of such times, relishing the attention it garnered them.  Today, however, the legendary warrior king was on full display before the crowd and his prowess did not disappoint. 
 
    All that morning, the king ran and drilled alongside the soldiers of the kingdom.  He took part in all of it, from small unit tactics to single combat.  It was clear to everyone watching that the king was not as he had been.  His speed and agility were those of a much younger man, his skill that of a veteran of hundreds of battles and his strength more like that of a bear than that of an actual man.  It was astonishing to watch their sovereign in action and the onlookers whispered and talked among themselves at the sheer spectacle of the Iron King, his vigor and strength restored.  Soon, the king was constantly being cheered and his every movement watched and dissected.  The impossible sight of their rejuvenated monarch made the people proud.  There were those who found the display strange and disturbing, especially when it defied the laws of nature, but most of these were wise enough to keep their feelings to themselves.   
 
    Calder was one of those who was troubled to see the king in action.  While the druid was gladdened to see his old friend in action, his mind whirled at the repercussions the ancient magic of Winter’s Heart would have upon him in the long run.  Watching Ragnur as he briefly rested, Calder’s eyes were sharp, as if he could pierce through and see into the mind of his king.  The king sat among his warriors laughing and joking as he wolfed down a small repast of dried meat and a bit of cheese, washing it down with well water.  It was all that the sergeants drilling the men would allow and Ragnur limited himself to their soldiers fare.   
 
    Around the old druid people were talking and he sat among them, feigning weariness but listening to every word.  Most of the them were both astonished and proud to varying degrees at the display the king put on.  Many spoke of the monarch’s exploits in times past and how that the martial display today was nigh godlike.  There were, however, also those few dissenting voices, though they were more often derided by the majority.  It was these voices that Calder was most keen to hear.   
 
    One older man in craftsman’s clothes sat a few benches down in front of the druid, shaking his head as his compatriots laughed at him.  “It’s unnatural, is all I’m saying.”   
 
    Another, younger man countered with a sneer of derision.  “It’s glorious is what it is!”  His voice was fervent as a bard’s and he was heedless of how he spilled his drink down the front of his baker’s tunic.  “Like a legend come to life!”  Around him, the others loudly gave their assent.   
 
    “He was a living legend before this.”  The craftsman said.  “But this…”  He began to trail off and it was clear that he wasn’t looking for further argument.   
 
    The young baker was having none of it.  “I’m proud of our king and country!”  He said loudly, looking all around him for support and amid the firm assent of those who felt like he did, glared at the older man, before gesturing toward the king as he laughed and talked with the soldiers.  “You’re saying there’s something wrong with that.”   
 
    Refusing to back down, the craftsman sought to keep his voice calm.  “What I’m saying is that you are looking at magic.”  He said glancing toward the king.  “I don’t trust magic.”   
 
    “Bah!”  Said another man of similar age to the craftsman.  “It is the magic of the gods!  Our gods!”  Now he was glaring too.  “Or are you one of those madmen who doubt the gods!”   
 
    Seeing that he was in disfavor, the old craftsman shrugged.  “I did not say that.”  Despite further baiting, the man refused to say more.   
 
    Another, similar conversation took place behind the druid and as he closed his eyes, pretending to nap, he listened intently as a young woman voiced similar concerns to the old craftsman.  Calder didn’t turn around, but he heard all that was said.   
 
    “It’s not a question of whether or not I’m glad to see our king healthy and in good spirits!”  Her voice was cultured and moderated and the druid guessed that she was educated.   
 
    The voice of a young man responded, similarly cultured and the druid guessed they were a couple, perhaps nobility or of a wealthy merchant’s house.  “Then what is it a question of?”  He was asking gently.  Though this conversation was obviously between two people who cared for one another, it was interesting to the Calder how closely it mirrored the one that had taken place between the group of friends just moments ago.   
 
    The woman didn’t hesitate to answer.  “Our king has been changed by magic, that much is clear.”  Her voice was troubled.  “How can we know what all of those changes are?  We know the outward ones but what of the inward ones?”  There was a pause and then she spoke again, her voice lower so that the druid had to strain to hear her.  “Is he the same man?  Is he even still human?”   
 
    In sharp contrast to her carefully moderated tone, her companion’s response was a harsh, braying laughter that made Calder want to turn around and slap him on her behalf.  “My dear that’s simply ludicrous!”  His voice was condescending and dismissive.  “Of course, he’s human!  Look at him!”  There was obvious pride in the man’s voice. 
 
    “I am looking.”  The woman replied tersely and though her companion missed her meaning entirely, the druid did not.  What she saw when she looked at the king was unnatural and unnerving to her and Calder silently commended her for her clear thinking and thought himself that she was by far the more intelligent of the duo.  He hoped fervently that she figured that out and didn’t marry her companion.   
 
    There were many more conversations like that throughout the morning’s training.  Most were in agreeance that their king was amazing and that watching him in action was a privilege to behold.  Those that did not agree were in the minority and there were for the most part either quiet in their opinions or quieted by companions who didn’t want to hear what they had to say.  In one instance, two men became embroiled in a fist fight when one suggested that the king’s mind was perhaps manipulated by whatever magic had wrought such a change in him.  The other combatant’s objection was given in the form of a fist and the two were escorted from the training yard forcibly by guards.   
 
    Another man watched and listened as intently as the old druid.  Standing near the fence railing that separated the training yard from the benches, Iverech mingled among a group of off duty soldiers and other citizens who were as near as possible to the king.  All of them spoke approvingly of their monarch and he made sure to mimic their words and attitude perfectly as they watched, his smile as wide as any of theirs.   
 
    Though his words were lies, the broad smile he wore could not have been sincerer, though he wore it for entirely different reasons.  He’d been listening to people talk throughout the morning just as the druid had.  Though the two men were completely different in allegiance and mindset, both were smart enough to recognize the truth.  The voice of those who were worried and troubled by what they saw in their king may have been the minority but there were too many to be completely ignored.  Iverech knew well enough that if such voices grew and were given purpose, they might well become the majority.  Perhaps on their own, such voices would grow silent but the Shadow Liberation knew how to influence those troubled thoughts and voices so that they would grow loud indeed.  How to make a few discontent individuals spread their discontent and fear so that their numbers would grow.   
 
    All eyes watched as the soldiers and their king rose from their break and once again began training.  Where many of the men seemed tired, the seemingly superhuman monarch did not flag in the least.  His reservoirs of energy and strength seemed boundless.  All around him, men young enough to be his children or perhaps even grandchildren in some cases, were fighting for every breath yet the Iron King strode through it all like a god. 
 
    It had been difficult for the officers who were overseeing the training to include the king in the days scheduled drill’s.  This was mostly because to bark orders at one’s own monarch was tantamount to treason.  However, the king had commanded them to include him as nothing but another common warrior, as ludicrous as such an idea sounded.  So, it was that the king had trained all day as a soldier among the men, asking for nor receiving no special treatment.  As the run rose higher, the men were told to pair off for single combat with wooden swords.  It was only natural for such training to get competitive.  Only natural for strong, martial men to test their mettle against one another.  The king was a legend and while he had the respect of the soldiers, there were those who had always wondered if the legends were true and they found out in the most painful fashion that they most certainly were. 
 
    The first soldier who squared off against the king lasted for less than half a dozen heartbeats before being disarmed and knocked down.  The second man lasted perhaps twice as long and the third opponent even less.  It wasn’t until the fourth man, a giant warrior named Taam stepped forth that there was a real challenge.  Taam was the champion of his regiment and a hero of the war of the orc.  He was a fanatically loyal kings-man but the chance to test his mettle against the legend was too much.  Perhaps, people would say later, that the officers shouldn’t have allowed things to devolve into one challenger after another lining up to spar with the king.  The truth was that the king wouldn’t have allowed it to stop.  It was also true that those officers themselves had a desperate yearning to test themselves as well. 
 
    The two massive warriors squared off saluting one another and then combat began.  It was clear from the beginning that Taam was very skilled, incredibly powerful and ridiculously fast for a man of his size.  The clack of the wooden swords upon each other grew deafening and the voices of the onlookers grew silent as they watched the spectacle.  Those few who still tried to talk were hissed into silence by the crowd as they breathlessly watched.  When the king’s wooden sword snapped at a mighty blow a great sigh was exhaled from the crowd as though they were one.  However, when the king stepped close and drove his shield into the other warrior’s face, knocking Taam to the ground the sigh grew into a louder sound.  When the king’s boot came down on his opponent’s wrist to trap the sword on the ground, the sound lessened so that the crunch of breaking bones could be heard.  When the king kicked the other man’s shield from his grasp and raised his own shield in both hands to bring it down upon the beaten man’s head it was so silent that the flies could be heard buzzing about in the stifling heat.   
 
    “My Lord!”  Cried one of the watching officers and the king slowly looked around.  His face bore such a look of brutal savagery, his teeth bared and every muscle and tendon standing out on his body that the onlookers later swore that he didn’t look human.  Cold radiated from him like a winter day hitting someone when they walk out of a warm house into the snows and his eyes were the frozen promise of death.  Although people would talk of that day for years and many arguments and debates were had on the subject, it was on that day that the people, proud warrior stock though they were, truly began to fear their king.  It was that day that doubt about what he had become began to grow and fester within their hearts.   
 
    Calder watched with dismay as the king stepped back.  The monarch was breathing hard now, not from exertion, but as though he battled something within.  There were many that didn’t understand what they were witnessing but the old druid knew exactly what was going on and when he heard the excited voice from the young man behind him, he knew he wasn’t the only one who’d recognized what was happening.   
 
    “He meant to kill him!”  All traces of culture were now stripped away, and exhilaration warred with incredulity.  “He really meant to kill that man!”   
 
    The woman’s voice wasn’t excited in the least.  “Hush!”  She said sharply, and the druid could hear dread and fear in her voice.  “Someone will hear you!”   
 
    The young man seemed genuinely confused.  “Hear me?”  Then he laughed.  “Everyone saw it!”   
 
    Calder’s attention slipped from the couple behind him as they began to argue, her quietly and him more loudly.  All around him, the murmurs of the crowd were growing.  The old druid knew exactly how the young woman felt and thought again how foolish her companion was.  He’d been raised to speak his mind as a free citizen of a proud nation.  She, however had just witnessed her king turned into something somehow more and less than a man and it frightened her.  Calder did not blame her in the least.  He was frightened too, if for different reasons.   
 
    Watching amid the group of off duty soldiers, Iverech was far from frightened, he was pleased.  Some of the men he was with knew Taam and spoke darkly of how their friend had just nearly been killed.  No warrior with any amount of training should come so close to seriously harming or killing a sparring partner.  Perhaps a callow youth with no sense might, from time to time, lose his head but that’s what training was for.  To see the king act like such a savage troubled them.  Was he nothing more than a berserk madman now?   
 
    Of course, there were others who spoke of the trauma the king had been through in the war of how that losing his son was to blame.  Some reminded their fellows that war and battle can unhinge people and the king was not to blame.  They pointed to how the king seemed almost confused once he’d calmed down and when the officers had approached him to talk, he’d abruptly stormed out of the training yard, the royal guards hastening to keep pace with him.   
 
    Through it all, the mercenary’s smile only broadened until he saw a man look at him strangely.  Turning away quickly, Iverech thought of following the other man until he got a chance to kill him, but sense and caution told him to leave it.  What would the other man say?  That he saw someone smiling oddly during the whole thing?  No, Iverech knew that amid all the talk of the days events, no one would listen or care.  Besides, he knew that he was only angry with himself.  The mask had slipped.  However, briefly, it had slipped and Iverech seethed within himself as such a thing hadn’t happened to him in a long time.  Still, that anger warred with a deep pleasure at what had happened for he knew that the king had aided the cause of those who sought to overthrow him.   
 
    By the end of the day, the whole capitol was talking about what had happened.  Within a week, word had spread to the outlying towns and cities and in a month the whole country had heard about it.  Perhaps the details had changed, as they often do with gossip.  In one version, the king had actually killed the man and in another it had been ten men.  In yet another telling of the tale, there had been an assassination attempt during the training, which the king had foiled.   
 
    From city to town to village to hamlet, noblemen and farmers talked about it as though they had been there themselves.  Details became a bit hazy and more incredible as the retelling grew but there was a common thread through it all; perhaps there was something wrong with this change in the Iron King.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    The horse whinnied, the sound full of weariness.  Savrun felt the same as the beast that he’d driven so hard.  He was exhausted and had pushed himself and his mount, a splendid horse that could best most champion racers for speed and stamina, now moved like a dying nag.  The heat and the flies had been their only companions and even though they rode north, summer held the land in its warm embrace.  As both man and beast were approaching the end of their strength, the ruins came into view.   
 
    They were old ruins near the border that few remembered and even fewer ever ventured near.  Said to be cursed, the place had been a large town that was destroyed during a border war.  Savrun himself knew little enough about the place other than it was said to be very old and built upon the ruins of a much older settlement long ago.  What he did know was that he had ridden the better part of a week to get there and he was glad to see the forlorn place as well as those who awaited him there.   
 
    Knowing what he did now, the assassin thought that the Dragon’s Teeth was a fitting name for the black clad mercenaries who served the same master that he did.  He’d wondered if any of them knew the truth of the master as he now did but in his pragmatic way, had shoved such thoughts aside.  Savrun had been summoned to this place and this was all that mattered.   
 
    Lying across the green valley like blocks scattered by an angry child throwing a tantrum, the ruins were overgrown with vegetation and in some cases, barely visible.  The old road was in a similar state of disrepair and Savrun let his steed carefully pick its way down the hillside.  He could see that some of the overgrowth had been cleared by the mercenaries and that they occupied certain buildings, particularly one large one near the center of the ruin.  He silently commended their placement and precision as he rode down.  The mercenaries were highly skilled and looked ready and able to defend the ruined town from anything.  The Dragon’s Teeth were obviously expecting Savrun and none challenged him or offered greeting beyond simple nods as they looked past him as if waiting on an enemy army to appear at any time.   
 
    A rider approached from the large building, which Savrun had at first supposed to be a town hall or barracks.  From a closer vantage, he could see that it was a large temple.  The assassin didn’t recognize any of the symbols upon the building, but he did know the man who had ridden out to meet him.   
 
    “Captain Orik.”  Savrun said in greeting, his voice displaying as little emotion as a stone’s.   
 
    The captain neither nodded nor saluted.  “Savrun.”  It was no sign of disrespect, but the mercenaries had been trained never to give title to nor offer any salute or sign to the assassin, though in truth, he outranked most, if not all other servants of the Hidden One.  “Please follow me.”   
 
    As he rode alongside the captain back toward the ruined temple, Savrun remarked, “The Dragon’s Teeth have grown, it would seem.”   
 
    The mercenary captain nodded.  “Aye, that we have.”  He glanced around continuously, noting the readiness and positions of his men.  “We number nearly a thousand now.  The master has us recruiting steadily now.”   
 
    “These new recruits.”  Savrun said thoughtfully.  “Are they as skilled and loyal as the rest?” 
 
    Despite himself, Orik bristled at his soldiers being referred to so blithely by the assassin.  “Yes.”  He grated after a moment.  “They were trained warriors and soldiers before they came to us and you know the master’s methods of selection.”   
 
    Savrun did indeed know well how their master uncannily seemed able to choose not only the most capable among mercenaries but also the most dependable.  As the two men rode up to the temple and dismounted, soldiers stepped up to take the reins of their horses.  As Orik cursed about the stifling heat, Savrun looked at the soldier as he handed over the reins.  “See that he is fed and watered and rubbed down immediately.”  The assassin commanded, and the mercenary nodded and led the horse away.   
 
    As they entered the temple, Captain Orik returned the salutes he was given by his men.  “The master instructed me to see that you are fed as soon as you arrive as well.”   
 
    “He is here then?”  Savrun countered, looking about the inside of the temple.  It was a grand building of stone and marble.  Vaulted ceilings with huge columns supported a partially collapsed ceiling high above.  The entry hall and side chambers were in similar states of ruin and disrepair, though the structure seemed solid enough.   
 
    Shaking his head, the captain replied.  “No, the master left some days ago.”  He seemed about to say more but the assassin cut him off with a question as he followed him through the entry hall doors and into the main temple.  “What gods were worshipped here?” 
 
    With a shrug, Orik answered, “None of us know and the master did not say.”  Stopping to murmur a command to a nearby sergeant who ran on ahead of them, he added, “All he would tell us was that the temple was a part of the original ancient city and was destroyed by some cataclysm.”   
 
    Looking around Savrun saw the truth of it.  Unlike the more modern structures built around it that looked to have been damaged in battle, this towering place spoke of antiquity.  Something more than clashing armies had caused the massive holes, slanting structure and impossibly melted places in the columns and walls here and there.  The killer was almost certain that he knew what the downfall of this place had been but said nothing of it.   
 
    “This way.”  Orik was saying as he led the assassin through out of the temple proper and into a side hall.  Past several doors in varying states of ruin and decay, he finally brought Savrun to a large room with a newly repaired door.  Inside were supplies, extra weapons and bedrolls.  “The officers eat and sleep here.”  The captain pointed to a large table where the sergeant who’d run before them was preparing a simple meal.  “The master told me you are to rest and eat…”   
 
    Savrun interjected smoothly.  “I’ll take a meal and then I’ll go to the Hidden One.”   
 
    “I told you he isn’t here.”  Captain Orik replied.   
 
    The assassin’s eyes narrowed.  “I was summoned to him.”  He wasn’t angry, but he was tired and in no mood for semantics or games.  “I was summoned here, to this place.”   
 
    Refusing to be intimidated by Savrun’s stare, though he did start to sweat a bit, the mercenary captain nodded calmly.  “Yes, and I was ordered to feed you and bring you below.  I will…”   
 
    “Below?”  Savrun’s interrupted again, his tone demanding.   
 
    Half in exasperation and half in dread, Captain Orik’s voice was rough.  “Yes, below.”  He fought to modulate his volume.  He was no mouse to be cowed by Savrun and though he had no doubt the other man could kill him, Orik was a professional soldier who refused to live in fear.  The canny assassin could tell that it wasn’t just fear of himself that made the other man fumble for his words.  “There is a…place…a chamber there.”  The captain struggled to explain.  “The master…he said…his magic…”   
 
    Savrun was much more familiar with the master’s arcane abilities and instantly understood.  The Hidden One had used magic to teleport him to the fallen prince on the battlefield and had similarly retrieved him when he had the youth in hand.  Why he’d been summoned here was beyond him, but the mysteries of magic had never been something the assassin had troubled himself with.  He viewed magic as a tool or weapon that could be wielded by those with the power and skill like any other instrument and his master’s abilities were beyond comprehension.   
 
    “Take me there.”  Savrun said, his voice now commanding.  “Now.”  
 
    Captain Orik’s jaw bunched and for a moment, the assassin wondered if the man would give further argument.  He was a good soldier and the chain of command reasserted itself.  He had his orders but Savrun was present and outranked him within the Hidden One’s hierarchy.  Their master was firm but fair.  If he took exception to Savrun’s actions, Orik knew it wouldn’t be his problem.  “Follow me.”  He said flatly.   
 
    Deftly grabbing a plate of food from the table, Savrun ate methodically as they walked, taking in more of his surroundings.  His nature forced him to locate exits and guards, even though these were his allies.  The trained killer really trusted no one other than his master and if ever given the order would have slaughtered any of them on command.  The other’s who served the Hidden One, such as the mercenaries of the Dragon’s Teeth well knew this about him and he was, in fact one of the chief deterrents to disloyalty, especially among the command structure.   
 
    The captain led him back into the main temple hall and across it.  Picking their way through rubble and ancient debris now overgrown with tangles of vegetation, they entered a recently repaired door.  Past this entry was a maze of smaller chambers that the assassin judged to have been living quarters and toward the back of the complex, they entered a larger room.   
 
    “The master said that this was the high priest’s chamber.”  Orik said as they entered.  The room was opulent and the symbols here were of stars, moons and orbs that seemed strange to Savrun.  As the mercenary captain walked across the chamber toward another door without preamble, he produced a strange key from the pouch at his side.   
 
    The assassin asked, “What kind of temple was this?”   
 
    The captain gave an almost imperceptible shrug.  “I’ve no idea.”  He paused before the door.  “The master said something about them being watchers and seers who were punished for rebellion.”  Another slight shrug and faint boredom in his voice as he added, “Though he did not say who they rebelled against.”   
 
    Savrun was sure he knew though he said nothing more.  He wasn’t the type for idle chatter nor to share information unless it was necessary and had simply wanted to confirm a suspicion.   
 
    As Orik used the key, there was the faintest flash of light that seemed to come from it, though its origins were imperceptible.  “A spell the master laid upon the door.”  The captain said.  “Only the bearer of this key can open it without being destroyed by the master’s magic.”  There was pride in the man’s voice that Savrun found childish and annoying, but he remained silent as the mercenary led him past the doorway to a set of stairs that spiraled down into darkness.  There was a lantern on the wall and Orik took a moment to light it before leading the way.  
 
    The stairs wound down for an interminable length before finally ending in a large chamber of cut stone.  Other than its size the chamber was only remarkable for the strange circle of stones at its center.  Orik seemed loathe to approach the circle but after a moment did so, walking slowly.  There was something about the place that made speech seem rude and when the captain did talk, he involuntarily pitched his voice low, not much above a whisper.   
 
    “The master instructed me that you are to stand in the center of the stone circle and call to him.”  Orik intoned, stopping half a dozen paces from the edge of the circle.  The assassin could see that the stones were intricately carved obelisks.  No two were exactly alike, nor could he divine any rhyme or reason for their placement, but they did somehow seem to have a pattern to them.  Radiating inwardly from the edges was a mosaic of tiles.  Ancient and cracked in places, the tiles seemed to have been black with white specks reminiscent of a starry sky, though the ages had rendered the colors more drab than they must have been when newly laid.  There was a rounded center tile roughly three feet in diameter that was solid black.  This piece seemed to be gleaming and new as if freshly laid, though somehow, Savrun knew it wasn’t so.  As he stepped into the circle, he was surprised to feel cold emanating from the center.   
 
    “Wait a moment.”  The captain said and walked quickly toward a corner of the room.  As the lantern light receded, the assassin saw that there was a strange light somehow radiating from the black center stone.  It was strange to his eyes, as though his mind could not process how the absolute darkness could radiate any light.  Besides this unnerving fact, Savrun realized that the color emanating wasn’t a color he could clearly define.  Somehow black and purple and blue all at the same time, yet truly none of them.   
 
    “Here.”  Captain Orik’s voice came as if from a great distance and when Savrun turned, he felt shock at the fact that the man stood an arm’s length away, just outside the circle.  The unflappable assassin betrayed only the faintest surprise, a twitching of one eyebrow and a slight widening of the eyes.  “You are to take these supplies.”  The captain said, holding a large pack in front of him.   
 
    Savrun could tell that the other man had seen his emotion and felt a murderous urge sweep through him.  The fact that the captain looked more than a little frightened by this place did nothing to mollify the assassin and for the briefest of moments saw himself slitting the man’s throat.  Surprised at himself, he forced the emotion down, knowing that the impulse to kill was brought on by unease at the otherworldliness of this place.  Without a word, he took the heavy pack and shouldered it.  Turning from Orik, he forced himself to stride to the center of the circle, ignoring the cold that grew with every step.  He noticed that there wasn’t even a speck of dust on the pitch-black surface of the center stone as well as the fact that no crack marred its surface.   
 
    “Remember, you must call to him.”  Orik offered and his words seemed to float to the assassin through a great distance.   
 
    In that instant, if the captain had been closer, Savrun would have buried a knife in his throat.  Ignoring both his anger and his fear, the assassin knelt, knowing that it was somehow proper.  The cold was now intense, like the deepest winter.  Steeling himself to calm, the assassin might have been sitting at ease in his home when he spoke.  “Master.”   
 
    At the sound of his voice, the sigils on the stone obelisks began to pulse with purplish light.  Captain Orik stepped back from the circle, his eyes widening in disbelief.  It was as though, the circle grew, and the edges of the chamber disappeared.  For one brief, maddening moment, the soldier would have sworn that he was floating amid the stars and that Savrun was impossibly far away.  His mind protested that he wouldn’t have been able to see the other man from such a distance, that there was no way they could truly be in the outer darkness with distant suns shining.  The blackness upon which Savrun stood seemed to grow and swell horribly and Orik thought he might be losing his mind.  He could bear no more and shut his eyes. 
 
    There was a sound like cracking ice and grinding stone and a sudden blast of freezing air that droved the stout warrior back several steps.  He opened his eyes with a gasp and saw that Savrun was gone.  There was a rime of frost on the lantern he held, and his fingers were numb from the cold, even though in the valley above it was summer.  Orik was no coward but he ran from the room despite himself, rushing up the stairs and relishing the muggy heat in the temple above that he’d been complaining about only recently.     
 
    In the strange chamber below, the unearthly light from the stone circle ebbed and dimmed until there was nothing but blackness. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Ringed about by the stone-faced visages of clergy, Sverrir thought that he might have seen his last day.  The high priests representing each of the gods sat at a long stone table facing the slim priest who stood before them.  None of them looked friendly in the least.  
 
    Near the center of the table, the high priestess of Baurr spoke.  “Do you know why you are here?”  Her voice was as cold and hard as the stone table.  Sverrir had never met the priestess, though he had seen her at the king’s council of war.  She was a tall, strong woman who wore the sleeveless black and red robes of her office over mail armor that could be seen clearly.  The ornate sword she wore at her hip was known to be as much a practical weapon as a symbol of office and rumor had it that the high priestess reveled in bloodshed.   
 
    Sverrir awkwardly cleared his throat, hating the way it sounded.  “I was summoned.”   
 
    “Of course, you were summoned!”  The woman practically spat her reply and it dawned on Sverrir that she would be a very dangerous person to have for an enemy.  “We summoned you!”  She looked at the high priest of Vis, who sat two chairs to her left.  “Is he simple?”  She swung her baleful glare back to Sverrir.  “Or does he jest?”   
 
    The high priest of Vis was a rotund man who was known for his love of food and comfort.  Wedged into his seat as he was, he tried to lean forward and failed.  Settling for inclining his head toward the young priest, an action which caused his many chins to ripple, he finally replied.  “Neither, I think.”  His voice was thick as glutted as gelatinous as his massive belly.  Sverrir had always thought privately that he sounded like he was eating even when there was no food about.  “He is,” The so-called, chosen of Vis said with a near yawn that strained the fabric of his vestments, “He is, and always has been, I might add, rather plain.”   
 
    “Plain?”  The priestess of Baurr snapped.  There was no love lost between the two clergy and everyone in the chamber knew this fact all too well.  Theirs were the most powerful churches in the realm and it had been so for as long as any could remember.  Over the years one would rise slightly in favor and influence but then, as time marched on, the other would eclipse it but never for long.  The other major churches were always in the shadows of these two giant organizations and were very careful around them indeed.   
 
    “Yes, my dear.”  The rotund man said flatly.  “His speech is plain as are his manners.  Sverrir is obtuse in his mannerisms and rather coarse.”  He shrugged then, a grotesque action for a man so overweight.  “However, there has never been any guile with him, so I’m told.”   
 
    Her voice dripping with acid, the priestess sneered, “So you’re told?”  She looked at the other high priests on the council and seemed satisfied when none of them could quite meet her gaze.  Her satisfaction waned as she finally looked upon the high priest of Vis and he not only held her eyes steadily but smiled slightly.  “You don’t even know this priest, do you?”  She finally demanded.   
 
    “Of course, I do, my dear…”  He began but the priestess cut him off summarily.   
 
    Her tone grating, she said, “I am not, your dear!”  She growled.  “I am not some harlot that you’ve sought to ‘rescue’ only to give special nighttime ‘lessons’ to after the rest of your sotted lackey’s have gone to their beds!”  Her accusations were clear, speaking to the rumors of the high priest’s gluttonous ways with women as well as food and drink.  There were gasps in the room as if she’d drawn the sword at her side.   
 
    The only reaction her words brought to the rotund priest’s face was a slight narrowing of the eyes but there was pure hatred in those eyes for those with the temerity to look close enough.  “Forgive my manner of speech, high priestess.”  He said, his voice calm and placid.  “I meant no disrespect, of course.”  There were those outside the clergy who might have wondered how such a man could, not only rise to power within the clergy, but keep his position.  Those within the upper echelons of the churches knew the truth; he was highly intelligent and ruthless as an assassin.  “You all know how such ugly rumors spread about all of us, from time to time.”  His gaze swept around to them all.  “They’ll say that one of us skims the coffers, robbing from the faithful.”  His voice seemed powerful, larger than anything in the room, though he wasn’t shouting.  Another gift the high priest of the hearth mother possessed.  “Another is a coward who shirked their duties on the battlefield when young, yet another spreads gossip like a fishwife.”  As he mentioned each failing, he looked at particular clergy and none could help but look away.  “There are even such terrible things spoken as rumors that a certain high priestess indulges in watching underground blood sports and even…” he paused now as he pinned the high priestess of Baurr with a gaze sharp as a knife.  “partakes in such gruesome events herself, events which are, of course, forbidden under the king’s own law.”   
 
    Her chair was sent back with a scrape as the high priestess rose in fury.  Her right hand twitched as if she would reach for the sword that rode at her left hip.  “How dare you!?”  She hissed.   
 
    Leaning back in his own chair, the potentate of Vis smiled flatly.  “Of course, all these things are only rumor.  The common people are ever a hotbed of gossip and lies, seeking to escape the pointlessness of their own dull existences.”  Whether to needle his rival or because he simply couldn’t help himself, none could know but he finished by adding, “My dear.”   
 
    For a long moment, it was quiet and still within the chamber.  All present could see the murderous rage in the eyes of the priestess of Baurr as she stared at the fat priest.  Her guards tensed as did those of the high priest of Vis but when the high priestess finally looked away and expelled a long breath, they relaxed.  None of them could afford a scandal like the clergy attacking each other, especially when the king himself seemed so disdainful of the priesthood.  All except one, it would seem.   
 
    Fixing Sverrir with a lethal gaze, the high priestess grated.  “You will tell us why you enjoy such favor with the king.”  Her teeth bared like an animal, she promised, “If you lie, you will be punished severely!”   
 
    Nervously, Sverrir licked his lips and looked around.  “I…I have lied about nothing.”  He avowed.  “I have told everything…”   
 
    Severing his fumbling words like a sharp blade, the high priestess snapped, “Yes, you told us of the king’s dreams!”  She looked around at the assembled priesthood.  “What you have not said is why you, of all priests within the kingdom, seem to have the king’s ear now, why you are called to a council of war and granted audience by the Iron King!”  With satisfaction, she saw that they were all in agreeance with her, even the loathsome high priest of Vis.   
 
    “It does seem inconceivable that such a one would be privy to such things.”  The obese high priest said thoughtfully.  It was no secret that the high priest of Vis had not been invited to the war council.  Such a thing was normal for war was not normally under the purview of the priesthood of the hearth mother.  Still, for an acolyte to be invited and not the high priest of Vis was highly irregular at best and an insult at worst.  “It is far more likely that young Sverrir seeks to gain power through deceit.”  He said it tranquilly, but his own eyes were as murderous as the priestess’s now.   
 
    Looking at the high priest incredulously, Sverrir couldn’t contain himself.  “I came to you!”  He said, his voice shrill and angry.  “I told you everything from the start!”  The truth was that he hadn’t told his superior every detail, saying nothing of his own dreams.  He had, however, tried to share his misgivings and had summarily dismissed. 
 
    “So, you knew everything, high priest?”  The priestess of Baurr asked triumphantly.  “This inquest is for your subordinate but if we find that you were party to such nonsense…”   
 
    His calm finally rattled, the fat priest spat back, “Spare me your threats!”  His gaze was as menacing as hers as he looked from Sverrir to her and then back.  “I told him that the king’s dreams were just that, dreams.”  He forced a laugh then.  “If the gods were going to speak to mortal’s they would do so through their chosen vessels, the priesthood!”  There was murmured agreement among the assembled clergy.  “When the king first came to the temple of Vis with his dreams, all but Sverrir spoke as one.  He asked questions that should not have been asked, forgetting his own rank and station!”  He was angry now and most of those around him shared this anger.  “We all know the vanity of young clerics, who do not yet realize their place is to serve.  Sverrir seemed to believe the dreams real and later admitted to speaking with the king on his own!  I thought it nothing more than the arrogance of youth and assigned him penance for such impiety!”  Staring venomously at youthful priest, he added, “Perhaps more punishment is yet required.”   
 
    Sitting at one end of the table, a tanned woman in green and brown robes spoke.  “We must be cautious here.”  The high priestess of Duun was known to be wise and devout.  Unfortunately, the worshipers of Duun had never had any real power among the clergy.  Duun was the goddess of wildlands and her followers were only barely tolerated, dismissed by most as barely better than druids.  Fearlessly, she added, “We would be wise to remember that the lad is under the protection of the king.”   
 
    “Yes.”  The high priestess of Baurr said thoughtfully in reply, the word drawn out in question.  “What we do not know is why he enjoys such protection.”  Seeing Sverrir’s mystified look, she demanded, “Do you deny knowing that each of us were recently visited by the Iron King?”  As he slowly looked around, she continued, “Oh yes, each of the heads of the churches were visited by our monarch and would you like to know what he told us?”  Without giving him chance to reply, she hissed, “He said that you were under his protection and that any harm done to you would be repaid tenfold!  Our own king came to each temple in turn to threaten us!”  She said angrily amid murmurs of assent.  “And for what?”  She said pointing a finger like a drawn sword at Sverrir.  “For a nobody?!  I will know the why of it!”   
 
    Finally, in agreement, the high priest of Vis nodded and stood ponderously to his feet, fighting to be free of the chair that confined him.  “As will I!”  He growled angrily and waved a flabby arm at the assembled clergy all around.  “As will we all!”   
 
    “I…”  Sverrir said hesitantly but it was clear he was fighting anger within himself.  “I have told you…”   
 
    “And I say that you lie!”  The priestess of Baurr shouted, all decorum leaving her.  She looked at the priesthood.  “Can there be any doubt that he lies?!  He must be playing at some game!”   
 
    As the chamber erupted into angry shouts and questions, Sverrir shook his head.  He knew that he’d been right to withhold things from his superiors now.  He’d never told them of his own dreams or of his trying to stop the king from taking up Winter’s Heart.  As they shouted and gestured at him and at each other, the young priest saw the full truth of the clergy that he’d known for quite awhile now.  They were more concerned with personal wealth and power for the most part, than for the spiritual well being of the people.  Glancing at the pensive face of the priestess of Duun, he thought that there might still be those who were true believers but even they were powerless.  Whether by choice or fear, even those who were devout would not speak up against the misrule of the priests at the top.   
 
    Standing to his feet, the young priest said calmly.  “I do not recognize your authority.”   
 
    It took several heartbeats for most of them to realize that the slender priest had stood or spoken.  As the others grew silent, the high priestess of Baurr finally looked around from her shouting match with the high priest of Vis.  “What did you say?” She asked incredulously.   
 
    “I do not recognize your authority.”  Sverrir said again, his voice high and strong.  “Nor do I recognize the authority of this sham of an inquest.”   
 
    The fat priest of Vis was enraged, his face turning a dangerous mottled purple.  “How dare you!!”   
 
    “You are, all of you, shameful and shallow.”  Sverrir continued as if lecturing children.  “This is why the gods do not speak to you, any of you.”   
 
    Of all of them, only the priestess of Duun lowered her gaze, unable to meet the acolyte’s eyes as he took them all in.  There was authority in Sverrir’s voice and fire in his eyes.   
 
    “I will see you beheaded!”  The high priestess of Baurr declared, aghast and furious.  Her hand stole to her sword as if she meant to take his head herself.   
 
    Sverrir faced her squarely, all traces of fear and doubt now gone.  He knew clearly what he must do and that he would never have a place among the priests.  The thought gladdened him.  “You will not.”  He said simply.  “You fear the king too much.  You fear losing your position.”  Looking at the rest of the clergy, he included them all.  “You all fear it.  I am leaving now, and I will not be back.”   
 
    “I command you!”  The high priest of Vis began but Sverrir only shook his head. 
 
    “You do not command me anymore.”  He said defiantly to the high priest.  “Kill me, if you’ve the courage.  You can explain it to the king.”  He turned his back on them all then.  “I am leaving.”  His actions suiting his words, the young priest strode out of the chamber and everyone there knew that they’d somehow been taken to task that day.  They’d convened an inquest for an upstart and had become the ones chastised.  A few, like the priestess of Duun felt it, though none perhaps as keenly.  Others, however, were not cowed.   
 
    The high priestess of Baurr drew her sword, the sound ringing in the deafening silence left by the departing acolyte.  “I’ll kill him myself and damn the king!”   
 
    Her eyes still lowered, the priestess of Duun said carefully.  “Such an action might well be the end of you.”  Her tone wasn’t challenging but sad and thoughtful.  “Perhaps the end of all of us.”   
 
    Whirling around, the priestess of Baurr looked ready to use her sword on the other woman.  “Coward!”   
 
    “Perhaps.”  The priestess of the wildlands replied.  “Perhaps I am a coward.”  She finally raised her gaze to stare at the enraged follower of Baurr.  “Still, I know the truth as you do.  The king is a man of his word and I believe he’ll slay anyone who raises a hand to Sverrir.”   
 
    Amid the concerned voices raised in agreement and the angry ones that were raised in disbelief, no one heard the high priest of Vis when he spoke.  His gaze followed the slight figure of Sverrir, who walked purposefully out of the chamber and down the corridor.  It was a stare full of hatred and rage as well as purpose.  If anyone would have been listening, they would have heard him murmur only, “We shall see.”   
 
    Sverrir marched out of the temple and into the light, the door closing behind him firmly. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
    Silence reigned in the great hall and the only movement was from motes dancing in the sunlight from the tall windows.  Where once the room would have been full of people, everyone from petitioners to nobility, now a single man sat in silence.  The throne of the Iron King should have seemed smaller in the hall but somehow loomed larger than ever, though perhaps that was because of the man who sat upon it. 
 
    Making sure his face was calm as he approached the king, Calder thought that he’d never before felt so uncomfortable around his old friend, never so unsure of things.  The king seemed impassive as he watched the druid approach.  No smile marred his features or even a lifting of the craggy brow.  The Iron King seemed a carved thing, as though he were in fact, made of the metal that his title suggested.  The druid thought that he’d have to speak first but the king surprised him by taking the initiative.   
 
    “Where’s your bird?”  The king asked with a trace of his old humor that brought warmth to the druid.   
 
    Barking a laugh, Calder shook his head.  “I stopped bringing him into the palace.”  His voice was rueful.  “The royal guard informed me they wouldn’t tolerate it any longer.”   
 
    “Ingvar can be persuasive.”  The monarch agreed with a chuckle.  Then, his eyes piercing, he asked, “What do you want, Calder?” 
 
    Despite his familiarity with the king, Calder felt as if he was talking to a stranger.  “I don’t want anything, Ragnur.”  He leaned on his staff, both showing and feeling his age.  “I had hoped to talk with you.” 
 
    Nodding slowly, the Iron King replied, “So you do want something.”   
 
    Torn between gladness that the king did not protest the druid’s use of his name and frustration with his mannerisms, Calder struggled with his exasperation.  “Is it a request then, to want to speak with an old friend?”   
 
    “Perhaps.”  King Ragnur intoned emotionlessly.  “If you intend to lecture then it is a request and one that I have no intention of honoring.”   
 
    Making a rude sound, the druid shook his head.  “Right to the point then, I see.”  Peering closely at the king he continued.  “We’ve been friends a long time, my king.  I had hoped we could speak as two friends, man to man, as we did in the old days.”   
 
    “Yes, the old days.”  The giant on the throne said somewhat wistfully.  It was the first real emotion that he’d shown.  “When times were simpler, and we were young.”  
 
    “Perhaps things only seemed simple back then.”  Calder offered.  “Perhaps were too simple to see how complex it all really was and that was what got us through it all.” 
 
    Leaning forward, Ragnur replied.  “It is possible.”  His eyes still bore that intensity and the emotion seemed to fade from them.  Icy cold as the depths of winter, his gaze bored into the other man.  “You aren’t here to talk about old times, though.”  
 
    “I’m here to speak to you as a friend, as I say.”  Calder reiterated, struggling with his temper.  “To reason with someone that I’ve been able to reason with for many years.  Yet it seems like my presence is an intrusion and my words a bother!”  He hadn’t meant to vent his frustration but toward the end, his words were more caustic than he’d intended.  “Or are we no longer friends, king?”   
 
    Nonplussed, the king fired right back.  “We are friends, insomuch as I’ll let you speak that way to me, Calder.”  There was steel in his voice now.  “You want to speak as a friend?  Then be done with pretense and say what’s on your mind!”   
 
    “Fine!”  Calder snapped.  “You’ve changed, Ragnur!  So much so that I wonder if you’re even the same man I first met all those years ago.”   
 
    “Changed?!”  The king said incredulously.  “Of course, I’ve changed!  After all I’ve been through, all I’ve lost, who wouldn’t change?!”   
 
    The druid’s reply was tinged with challenge.  “This isn’t about the war or the losses we’ve suffered.”   
 
    “Don’t talk to me about loss, druid!”  The king’s voice boomed.  “After all the men we buried!  After losing Fogrim…and…Valun…”  His voice caught at the mention of his fallen son. 
 
    Calder’s eyes strayed to Winter’s Heart, which was propped against the throne.  “I’m talking about that…thing…and the changes that it has wrought in you!”   
 
    “And what of it?!”  The king demanded.  “I have the strength and power to defend us from our enemies now!”   
 
    His voice pleading now, the druid tried to reason with the king.  “Yes, my lord but that power is unnatural, and we cannot know what it has truly done to you.”   
 
    “Bah!”  The king snorted.  “It is an artifact of the gods and Vis herself bade me to take up the axe, as you well know.”  He stood now, his mighty frame dwarfing that of the old druid.  “What I know is that it has made me strong!  Stronger than ever before!  I am strong enough to defend my people and take our revenge!”   
 
    Still persistent, Calder shook his head again.  “That’s the truth of it, though!  You don’t really want to defend, you want to take revenge!”   
 
    “Such is my right!”  The king practically roared.  “My own son’s blood watered the battlefield as did the blood of so many heroes and I am not to seek revenge?!”   
 
    His own voice raised now, the druid shouted, “You’re the king!”   
 
    “Yes.”  Ragnur said, lowering his voice, his words clipped.  “I AM the king and I rule this kingdom.”   
 
    Calder’s eyes widened in disbelief.  “No one is disputing that fact.”  He wrestled with his frustration.  “What is in dispute is this policy of warmongering that will…”   
 
    “Warmongering, eh?”  The king barked a laugh.  “Orcs are responsible and the ones who incited them to war.”  There was a dangerous quality to the king’s voice now.  “I will make them pay, blood for blood.  That is not warmongering, that is justice.”   
 
    “You already won the war!”  The druid protested.  “Will you seek to kill everyone that seems a threat?”   
 
    Blunt was the king’s reply.  “Yes.”  Cold radiated physically from him now.  “I will kill all who threaten my kingdom and my family.”  His anger was a frozen thing.  “I will slaughter them all.”   
 
    “You are overextending your reach, oh Iron King!”  Calder said sarcastically.  “You’re a tactician and you have to know this for fact!”   
 
    “I told you I won’t be lectured, Calder.”  The monarch spat, bristling at the other man’s tone.  “I know how to make war and I’ve no need of a druid to tell me my business.”   
 
    Rubbing his temple, the old druid sought to calm the situation.  “You’re not thinking clearly, Ragnur.”  He glanced at Winter’s Heart again.  “It’s not just your physical stature or the cold that you emanate when angry.  That thing is affecting your judgment, clouding your decisions.  You nearly killed that soldier at the training ground the other day…” 
 
    “ENOUGH!”  The king’s roar was like thunder.  “I will listen to no more of this!”   
 
    Calder recoiled from the king, who had surged forward a step.  For one mad second, he thought that his old friend would strike him.  The druid felt no fear for he was as ready to fight as his king and the thought sickened him.  His voice filled with sadness, he backed away from the throne slowly.  “I don’t know you anymore.”   
 
    “I know who I am!”  The king said savagely, exultantly.  “I am the Iron King!  I will slay the enemies of the Iron Kingdom wherever I find them, and no words or pleas will sway me!”  Seeing the druid shaking his head sorrowfully as he backed away, he pointed toward the door.  “Go then!  Flee back to your forests!  You care more for your beasts and birds than you do for the men who have died to defend them!”   
 
    Stopping near the door, the druid drew himself up.  This was the second time he’d tried to reason with his oldest and dearest friend and it was the second time he’d been summarily dismissed.  Somehow, he knew that things would never be the same and this more than anything else made him pause there.  “That isn’t true, Ragnur.”  He spoke to the heart of what he knew was eating at his friend.  “I loved Valun like a son and I too mourn him.”   
 
    “But he wasn’t your son, druid.”  The king said brutally, refusing to use the other man’s name.  “He was my son and he is dead!”   
 
    Tears ran down his face and the normally implacable druid bowed one last time before his monarch.  “I have failed you, my king.”  His voice shook, and it spoke to how deeply shaken he was before this strange being that had once been so close to him.  “For that I am sorry.”   
 
    The king had no more words for the druid and with a wave of dismissal sat back on his throne.  Calder struggled within himself, loath to leave as much as to stay.  He took one last look at his old friend as he sat in the gloom of the great hall, wrapped in cold and silence.  The druid found that he had no words left within him either and opened the door.  If he had known that it was the last time he would ever see the king, he might have found more to say, one last plea, one final attempt for reason.  He could not know, of course, that they would never meet again and so the old druid left the hall of the Iron King never to return. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Looking down at the parchment he held in his hand again, the prince frowned.  It was a simple enough message asking him to meet with some of the nobles who had been at the king’s council of war.  They were meeting at the estate of the Lady Tove, a well-respected noblewoman, who had always been a staunch supporter of king and country.  She had recently lost, not only her husband but her only son in the war and was still in mourning.  The message was troubling to the prince and had been so ever since he’d received it.  On the surface, there was nothing amiss, it was a simple request and at any other time, the crown prince doubted that he’d have felt the certainty that he knew what these people wanted with him.  At another time, he’d have been certain of his responses as well, but now, nothing seemed clear.   
 
    With a sigh, he nodded to his guards and they rode ahead through the gates of the estate and into the courtyard.  Aiden dismounted and looked at the royal guard, still frowning.  “I said only two.”  He murmured to Captain Ingvar, as servants took their horses away to the stables.   
 
    His face like stone, the Ingvar nodded.  “I decided two outside and two within would be best, my prince.”  His eyes swept the courtyard like those of a hound.   
 
    “One inside.”  Aiden said then and raised a hand sharply to end further discussion.  “You can be the one who comes with me, Ingvar.”  He lowered his voice even further.  “I need discretion in this.”   
 
    The guard captain’s jaw bunched.  Ingvar wasn’t known for his fondness of situations where his charge was in any type of danger, of course, and being here with only four men grated him.  He finally nodded his agreement and stepped over to command his men.  There were sentries in the courtyard, of course, lady Tove’s personal guard.  They looked like capable men, but the royal guard were peerless warriors and watching them take the positions Ingvar had directed them to was like watching wolves moving among dogs.   
 
    While the royal guard fanned out, Aiden took in the manor and grounds.  The lady Tove was from a very old family, whose origins were as ancient and proud as his own.  The place was well kept and had an ancient air.  The main house was built in the old style, very similar to the palace and had lines that spoke of dwarven craftsmanship.  As Invar walked back, the two men strode up the steps where servants opened the doors to them.   
 
    Inside, the air was much cooler than it had been in the hot courtyard.  Shaking his head at the offering of a towel or a drink from servants, Aiden brusquely nodded for them to proceed.  He was on edge and trying not to show it and as he followed the servant who led them inside and through a maze of hallways and rooms, the prince took in little of it.  Glancing at Ingvar, he was quite sure that the captain had an internal map of the place, as if they would have to cut their way out of here.  The ludicrous thought brought the ghost of a grin to Aiden’s face.  They finally arrived at a set of double doors of dark wood that were polished to a flawless sheen.  As the doors opened and the servant announced him, the prince looked around the room, seeing a group of assembled nobles seated at a long dark table, of the same wood as the doors.  The furnishings in the room matched both doors and tables as well, their craftsmanship exquisite. 
 
    “Welcome, my prince!”  The Lady Tove said warmly, as she walked up.  She was of an age with the king and had been known as a great beauty in her youth.  Now, matronly and serene, she was the kind of woman that most thought of as a mother or grandmother instantly.  Those who knew her well, knew that she was a shrewd negotiator and fierce protector.   
 
    Taking her hand, Aiden replied.  “My lady.  It is good to see you.”  The two shared a smile of genuine affection for she had been a friend of his mothers and had always been a staunch supporter of the royal family.   
 
    “Please sit next to me.”  The lady said gracefully, gesturing to a chair at the head of the table.  The gesture was not lost on the prince as she could have taken the seat for herself and deferred to him.  It was a sing of humility and grace and Aiden found himself humbled.  Walking Lady Tove to her chair first, Aiden’s gaze shrewdly swept the table, though his smile stayed warm.  When she was seated, he then took his own chair.    
 
    One of the noblemen, a blocky man with a square jaw and sharp eyes, looked at Ingvar.  “Your guard can wait outside.”  His manners were as blunt as his features and Aiden felt himself bristling despite himself, but it was Tove who spoke quickly.   
 
    “Lord Derrid, I will thank you to observe your manners with the prince and in my house.”  Her voice was placid but there was steel there as well.   
 
    Another noble, a slender woman in a dark gray dress echoed the sentiment.  “Lady Tove, we have left our own guards without.”  Aiden thought her name was Ghillith.  Her voice and face were of a kind, sharp and bleak.  “These are not matters for commoners to hear.”   
 
    Before things could get further out of hand, Aiden turned to Ingvar.  “Captain Ingvar will, of course, wait out in the hall.”  The two men shared a long look and Ingvar then made a show of viewing at each of the nobles in turn, committing their faces to memory.  It was a fierce stare, and many looked away.  As the captain left the chamber, one old nobleman remarked that it was like the gaze of a hungry bear.   
 
    “I thank you, prince, for your understanding.”  Lady Tove said then, her voice clipped and her manner a bit terse.  “I would like to remind you all here that the royal guard are known for their discretion and for their loyalty and the prince is at all times entitled to their protection and presence.”   
 
    “Please, my lady.”  Aiden said calmly then.  “I would rather speak in this manner as well.”  This response seemed to please the gathered nobility and they nodded to each other as the lady gestured for the rest of the servants to vacate the chamber.   
 
    “There is watered wine.”  Lady Tove said then, gesturing toward pitchers spaced within easy reach and goblets next to them.  “There will be food and further refreshments afterward, but I have ordered my servants not to intrude until summoned.”  Her gaze was as piercing as Ingvar’s had been as she looked around the table.  “I would like to thank each of you for coming and most of all I would like to thank our prince for making time to meet with us.”   
 
    As all murmured their greetings and thanks, Lord Derrid said brusquely, “Yes, let’s get on with it!’  As those around him made shocked sounds, he added, “We’ve been waiting long enough.”   
 
    “Yes.”  The Lady Tove said, her lips pursed.  “To the matter at hand then.”  She glared at Derrid briefly, but the man looked completely nonplussed.  “We are gathered here to discuss grave matters concerning the state of affairs within the Iron Kingdom.”  Her gaze swung to the prince.  “We have sought audience with the king, but he has, thus far, been unwilling to meet with us.”   
 
    Aiden nodded slowly and chose his words carefully.  “I am sure that the king will give you all audience within due time.”  He looked at Tove, trying to match her tone and calm demeanor.  “I know that he has the best interests of the kingdom ever foremost in his mind.” 
 
    Lord Derrid made a rude noise but it was the Lady Ghillith that spoke next.  “I’m sure that we would all like to believe that, my prince.”  Her voice was doubtful.  “However, recent events would say otherwise.”   
 
    Now, Derrid did speak.  “Events that you well know have nothing to do with the best interest of the kingdom.”   
 
    Aiden was shocked at the brusque manner that the other man used.  He’d known that there was a rising tide of frustration with the king and by association, his house but this bordered on hostility.  He locked eyes with the other man and saw rage but also grief and the Lady Tove’s next words explained much.   
 
    “Lord Derrid, we understand your loss.”  Murmurs of assent and commiseration rose around the long table.  “Many of us have suffered similar losses and we all grieve.”  Her voice was gentle, but that steel remained.  “I will remind you, however that the prince did not come here to be insulted.  I will also remind you all that he too has recently suffered loss.”   
 
    After several long moments, Derrid stood and bowed to the prince stiffly.  “Apologies, Prince Aiden.”  He said nothing more and took his seat as the prince nodded. 
 
    “While Lord Derrid’s manners leave much to be desired, he is right.”  One old nobleman said, his voice rasping.  “The king will not listen to reason and so we would appeal to you, prince.”  Aiden couldn’t remember the man’s name, but he too was an old and very loyal supporter of the crown.  It slowly dawned on him that everyone seated here was well known for their loyalty to their king and country.    
 
    “Yes.”  Aiden said slowly.  “I understand why you have asked to meet with me.”  In truth, he was beginning to realize how bad things were if such loyal supporters of the king couldn’t even gain an audience.  He had worried that he was being invited to a gathering of rebels, but this was somehow worse.  These devoted and faithful people were reaching out to him because they had no other avenue.   
 
    Lady Tove’s face was full of her own grief.  “We have all given much in support of our country and our monarch.”  She was no doubt thinking of her family.  “Yet for all our grief, we saw the necessity of the war and of those sacrifices.  Now, however, we are asked to give more in sacrifice and we are shunned by the king who demands it.”   
 
    Still trying to somehow defend the actions of his father, actions that he, himself deeply disagreed with, Prince Aiden floundered for an answer.  “My father feels that we must stop the orcs from rising up again.”  He said, the words sounding lame in his own ears.   
 
    “Yet, rumor has it that you disagree with the king in this.”  Ghillith’s cold voice was challenging.  “My own husband suffered terrible wounds in the war and he may not recover from them, yet he supports the Iron King, as do I.”  There were bright spots of color on her pale face as she looked around the room.  “However, that support comes with the understanding that we have a voice in what is best for the land and the people as well.”   
 
    As the others nodded in agreement, Lady Tove looked at Aiden.  “You see, my prince, we remain loyal and constant.”  Her voice was troubled.  “We are those who would yet serve our king but there are those who feel differently.”   
 
    Now Aiden’s hackles rose.  “So, there are voices of sedition and treason?”  He asked, his voice dangerous.   
 
    “You see?!”  Derrid’s voice rose angrily.  “He is like his father and cannot be reasoned with!”   
 
    Tove’s voice cut Derrid’s off.  “He can be reasoned with.”  She insisted.  “This is why you have come, is it not, Prince Aiden?”   
 
    Taking a deep breath, Aiden fought back anger.  “I know that you have all been loyal.”  It was an effort to keep his voice calm.  “I know that my father has been difficult to approach.  I may not agree with all of his policies at the moment, but I serve my king.”  His voice grew stern.  “As do you all!”   
 
    Lady Ghillith replied.  “So, you admit that you disagree with your father?’’  She shared a quick glance with Tove and it was clear that the two were of a mind.  “Can you not speak with him?  Explain to him that even those most loyal to him are troubled by the direction he is taking the kingdom?”   
 
    Struggling within himself, Aiden looked around the table.  “It’s…not that simple…”  He said slowly, seeking to find balance.   
 
    “Not that simple?”  Ghillith echoed his words, her brows arching.   
 
    Derrid’s voice was like rough sandpaper.  “The king’s not listening to him, either, it would seem.”   
 
    The nobleman’s words stung the prince and he struggled to explain but it was difficult to vocalize things he couldn’t fully come to terms with himself.  “I know that the king’s policy to continue this war is unpopular.”  He said then.  “However, surely you can see how dangerous this kind of talk is?”   
 
    Lady Tove’s voice was calm but firm.  “My prince, this kind of talk is going on throughout the kingdom, as I’m sure you’re well aware.  There are rumors of those who gather in secret to speak out against the king and I doubt they are as civil as we.”   
 
    Aiden had heard similar rumors and had the leaders of the city watch looking into them, but it was disturbing to know that there was such a dark disquiet running through the kingdom.  “I will try to speak to the king again on these matters.”  Aiden said but then challenged them.  “I trust that you will all remain loyal to the crown?”   
 
    “We remain steadfast, Prince Aiden.”  Tove replied but there was challenge in her tone to match his.  “The king cannot continue to avoid our voices, however, for to do so is to refuse to hear those who, like him, look after the well-being of the kingdom and its people.”   
 
    Derrid’s voice intruded then.  “It isn’t just the war, prince.”  He said flatly.  “This matter of the duel between your kinsman and General Lokkmar is outrageous.”    More murmurs rose from the table, though there were some in disagreement.  “These aren’t the ancient days when tribal leaders slew one another over trivial offenses!”   
 
    Despite agreeing with the lord, Aiden’s voice was grim.  “My brother’s death was no trivial offense!”   
 
    “Of course, it wasn’t.”  Ghillith said icily.  “Nor were the deaths of the thousands of others who died in the War of the Orc.  Or do they not matter?”   
 
    His jaw bunching, the prince grated, “That isn’t what I’m saying.”  He knew things were spinning out of control and sought to regain his composure.  
 
    Lady Tove saw the danger as well.  “The prince has, in no manner, sought to diminish the losses inflicted upon us during the war.”  She stood to her feet.  “He has come here at my request and I will thank you all to remember that he is neither to blame for events nor is he to blame for your own personal grief.”  That steel was bared fully now and while some could match her wealth and power, none could match her poise.  “We would all do well to remember that we have asked the crown prince here as an ally of reason and a champion for what is best for all.”   
 
    “Well spoken.”  Lord Derrid said but his eyes were dark.  “Yet what none of us has said is that the king may be influenced by Winter’s Heart.  He may not even be himself anymore.”  He too stood.  “He nearly slew a soldier at the training grounds the other day!  Perhaps, it is time to consider what manner of man, if he can still be called such, sits on the throne.”   
 
    It was too much for Aiden.  “Enough!”  He roared leaping to his feet and slamming a fist on the table.  “Such talk is treasonous, Lord Derrid!”   
 
    The other man wasn’t quailed.  “Is it treason to speak of what is right before our eyes?”  He demanded.  “Or are you like your father, refusing to hear anything that you don’t like?”   
 
    Before things could get further out of hand, Tove’s voice rang out.  “You will excuse yourself, Lord Derrid.”  Her voice was imperious as a queen’s.  “Right now!”   
 
    Derrid and Aiden locked eyes for several heartbeats before the nobleman turned away.  Backing away from the table, he looked at the others.  “If even those who have stayed loyal to this king cannot speak their minds freely…”  He finally looked back at the prince, shaking his head.  “…If we aren’t allowed to voice our doubts to our monarch and hear a reply…then this nation is in more danger now than when the orcs attacked.”  Turning and walking toward the door, he said no more nor did any try to stop him.   
 
    Those around the table began to speak heatedly as Tove sought to restore order to the meeting but it was too late.  Prince Aiden struggled within himself as anger at Derrid strove with the truth of the man’s convictions.  He could not disagree, but he was loyal to his father and he knew on that day that things were changing within the Iron Kingdom.  Somehow, he knew that things were never going to be the same. 
 
    Lady Tove’s troubled voice nearby brought him back to reality.  “Will you talk with the king on these matters, my prince?”  She asked and there was a humbling sincerity and fervor in her words.   
 
    “I…”  Aiden began to explain how he’d already tried and failed to make his father see reason.  How he felt as they all did and how the king seemed to disregard what anyone thought.  “I will try…again…”  He promised, the words sounding hollow even to himself.  He would get his chance to speak to the king sooner than he thought. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The ceremony had caught the whole capitol off guard.  No one had expected such a thing so soon after the funeral of the prince, especially with the prospect of further war blooming.  The king called it a celebration of heroes and while many of those in power found it a foolish, boorish gesture, the people on whole were thrilled by it.  The king had sent out the proclamation that all who had fallen in battle, as well as those who had distinguished themselves for heroism in the war, would be recognized and their deeds proclaimed before all in attendance.  The king’s advisors had tried to talk him out of it, citing the cost and the time as well as the fact that the ceremony might well open the wounds and hurts of the people all over again.  They couldn’t have been further from the truth of the matter and in fact the three-day celebration would be cause for excitement and celebration throughout the realm.  Other towns and villages would have their own celebrations in honor of their heroes, both living and dead, and the people would be heartened.   
 
    “He certainly seems to have gained more favor among the people.”  Elin murmured, half to her husband and half to herself.  They were seated on the dais where the criers were busily working to the crowds.  It was the third day of the celebration and she had found the whole affair to be taxing.  While she could understand the reasons for it, Elin found it impossible not to see a certain ugliness to the proceedings.   
 
    Garyth nodded slightly and pitched his voice low as well.  “They know that their loved ones will not be forgotten.”  His eyes roved over the crowd, here and there noticing people that he knew, though it was difficult in the throng.  The great square was filled to overflowing and the guard was stretched to its limit.  His attention switched to his wife when she made a disapproving ‘hmm’ that she usually reserved for polite disagreements with him.  “I know this is exhausting, Elin.”  He began, hoping that she would wait to argue it until later.  However, his hopes were soon dashed.  
 
    “It’s garish and ugly.”  She said flatly, looking first at her husband and then to the king who stood behind the criers.  He’d been standing for most of the day, from time to time stepping forward to add what he knew to the record that the criers were calling forth.  “I don’t know how he’s able to still stand up.  It’s exhausting just sitting here and I’ve only been here today.”   
 
    He well knew how unhappy his wife had been when he’d told her that they would have to be present on the third day of the proceedings.  It had been an order from the king and so not to be refused but she had certainly filled his ears with her displeasure.  Seeking to forestall further argument, he focused on the latter part of her statement.  “It’s like he’s truly made of Iron.”  Even as he said it, there was wonder in his voice.  His father seemed so strong, so powerful now, that it was inhuman.   
 
    Elin knew very well what her husband was trying to do.  “Don’t try to change the subject.”  It was amazing how even at just above a whisper, she could put so much nuance into her words.  “This whole show is to manipulate the people!”   
 
    “You’re wrong, Elin.”  Garyth said after a moment.  He was weary with the argument and in fact had already had it with her the night before.  She had voiced all these things already and it had been his hope that they could just get through today.  “He does honestly care about those who fought and died in the war.  He wants them all to be remembered, not just Valun.”   
 
    Making an exasperated sound, she shot back, “You expect me to believe that there is no political aim in all this?”  She was far too composed to gesture, but her head slowly turned to take in all the people in the square and the pomp that was going on.  Most of the people filed through as they heard the names and deeds of their loved ones called out.  Some were called forward, particularly those living heroes who were recognized.  Those who left the square afterward did so with gratitude of all around them.   
 
    “What I expect you to understand is that it isn’t just about politics.”  He said after clapping and cheering along with the crowd as a crier recognized a young hero with his arm in a sling.  Apparently, he’d taken an orc spear in the shoulder and left for dead.  It looked like the man might never be able to use his arm properly again but judging by the broad smile he wore, he counted it worthwhile.  “That young soldier could have felt forgotten after the war but at least now he knows that he is honored among his people.”   
 
    Elin looked from the young warrior and then at her husband and couldn’t help but see the similarities.  There were the physical wounds that both bore but there were emotional scars that were so much deeper.  “I understand that it will make him feel better.”  She was speaking of the soldier but thinking of her husband.  As she looked at his ruggedly handsome features, Elin couldn’t help but wondering if that haunted look would ever leave his eyes.  “At least for now.”  She added after a moment.   
 
    Shaking his head, he looked into her eyes.  “No, love, he’ll carry this day with him for the rest of his life.” 
 
    Moved by the certainty and the conviction in his voice, she raised a hand to his face and touched his cheek.  “Do you truly think it’s enough, husband.”  She smiled as he took her hand in his, but she was fighting back tears.  “Does this display make up for all the bloodshed?  For all the pain and death?”   
 
    “Nothing can make it all better, Elin.”  Garyth said as if to a child.  His voice wasn’t condescending, but they’d discussed the war and he didn’t want to revisit it.  “This is simply a way to honor them all.”   
 
    “Honor…”  She said dully but her words were lost in the roar of the crowd as the Iron King stepped forward, his mighty arms raised.  She stood with her husband clapping as the king embraced the young soldier and said many fine things about him.  When the king presented him with the gift of an engraved amulet for valor, the people cheered even louder.  The monarch had been giving small gifts to the living warriors throughout the proceedings, but the sight never seemed to please the onlookers.  The whole show just made her feel ill and Elin looked over at her son, who sat next to her.  Brand had been very excited at first but now he was bored and more than a little whiny.  Now, though, he watched the king’s exchange with the injured soldier intently.  Leaning back, her hand on her prodigious belly, Elin sighed.  She just wanted this to all be over.   
 
    Noting her movement, Garyth put his hand on hers.  “Are you alright?”  He asked with concern.  “You don’t have to stay.”   
 
    Shaking her head, she replied flatly.  “I’m fine.” Which, of course meant that she was anything but fine.  “The baby’s fine.”  She added then so that he understood it wasn’t her discomfort from the pregnancy that had her upset.  Whatever he’d been about to say was cut short when the king began speaking to the crowd.   
 
    “There are many such heroes like this young warrior.”  The king said, his powerful voice booming out over the masses.  “Those who bear the wounds of battle proudly as badges of honor and sacrifice.”  As he said it, all could see the soldier’s chest swell proudly.  The king gestured for him to step down from the dais, offering a hand as he left to the adulation of the crowd.  After a moment, the monarch continued to speak.  “There are also many of those who did not return from the War of the Orc, my own son, Valun, among them.”  There were nods of commiseration from the crowd and the people looked proud to know that their king did not seem to value his loss above their own.  “I want to personally name some of those who fought to their last breath for this land.”   
 
    As the king spoke of those whose exploits he had personally witnessed or had gained particular fame, Elin attention strayed to others on the platform.  There were many who were caught up in it all but there were also those who, like her, weren’t thrilled by it all.  In particular, the crown prince seemed glum as he sat with his wife and children.  She wondered if Aiden was unhappy with not being able to fight in the war or was thinking of his fallen brother. 
 
    Meanwhile, the king was waxing eloquent and the crowd seemed to hang on his every word.  “My own squire, a fearless young warrior named Munn fought to the death by my side!”  He had called the fallen soldier’s parents up to the dais and they wept openly but there was pride on their features as well.  “When the vile warlord Morgall would have killed me, Munn saved my life!  He died defending his king and his country!”  The king raised his fist over his head in a primal warrior’s salute.  “Let his name never be forgotten!!!”  The crowds answer was a deafening rumble that swept through the square.   
 
    Elin felt ill as she watched the grateful parents receive the king’s public gratitude.  Even when he presented them with a ceremonial sword that was probably worth more than their home, she could find no joy in it all.  She was a mother and she could not imagine losing her own boy.  Elin wondered if, in the dead of night, alone with her sorrow, that sword would bring any measure of peace to a grieving mother’s heart.   
 
    Next the king spoke of the bravery of a scout captain named Hrolf who had died in the war.  “Hrolf has no family to stand in memory of him today, but we will forever remember him!”  The king said and as he gestured, Elin saw a tall, powerful looking woman step forward.  She was the very picture of a warrior maiden like those in the old stories and she was quite pretty save for an awful scar that ran down one side of her face.  She had apparently been the scout captains second in command and the king recognized her bravery along with his.  “When Captain Hrolf fell, Vignis led her warriors to carry on the fight and distinguished herself time and again in war.”  Turning to her, he handed her a captain’s sword.  “You are hereby promoted to captain and will retain your battlefield command.”  Ignoring the fervor of the crowd, Elin saw the woman accept the reward and promotion with grave dignity but couldn’t help but notice the shadow in her eyes that reminded her of her husband.   
 
    “There was one who also fell in the opening battles against the treacherous orcs who took so much from us!”  The people’s hatred for the green-skins was a palpable thing as the king spoke of them.  “One who was fighting the war before we even knew it was a war.  One who fought to safeguard us before we even understood the true magnitude of what we faced.”  The crowd knew who the king was speaking of, but they grew breathless and when the king turned and held a war-hammer high above his head, they exploded into cheers.  Even those who had never before seen the hammer of the legendary general Fogrim knew it the moment the king held it forth.  “General Fogrim gave his life for his country without hesitation.”  Turning to face those seated among the dais, he sought out Fogrim’s family among them, who were seated next to him in places of honor.  “He was the best general this nation has ever known and my truest friend.”  Fogrim’s widow and children were weeping but proud.  The king walked to them and knelt before Fogrim’s wife.   Elin couldn’t hear what was said but the woman nodded and smiled.  When the king stood and walked back to the front of the dais, there were tears in his eyes.   
 
    “At least we know he’s still human.”  Elin muttered, somehow gladdened by it.  Garyth frowned over at her but she ignored him.   
 
    The king’s next words brought the crowd to a stilled hush.  “He was the best soldier and leader in our history.  If he’d had a better king, he might still be alive today.”  The people clearly did not know how to react to this and many began shaking their heads.  “It is true.”  The monarch insisted.  “If I had responded more quickly and decisively, brave general Fogrim and many soldiers of the Third Army might be here with us.”  There were shouts of disagreement and the crowd was having none of it.  Their support for the Iron King was a tangible thing and even as he admitted this grave mistake, they supported him.   
 
    “How brilliant.”  Elin said caustically.  It wasn’t just that he was manipulating the crowd that bothered her so deeply.  The king was using his own, very real, grief to show them his sincerity and that, to her, was somehow worse.   
 
    Garyth’s frown deepened and it was clear that he saw her sarcasm when he breathed, “Please, Elin.”  Her mouth simply set into a firm line in response.   
 
    “…I have made many mistakes.”  The king was saying.  “And I freely admit them here to you today.  I should have been more vigilant and more prepared.”  He had them all in the palm of his hand now.  “But I swear this to you all; I will never fail my country and my people again!”  It was evident by their reactions that they loved him all the more for his honesty and for his grief.  His next words brought the loudest reaction from them yet.  “I will honor the sacrifice of our brave warriors like General Fogrim with a complete and final victory against all of our enemies!”   
 
    It took several minutes for the thunder of the applause to recede and the king simply stood there like a mountain.  When things quieted down, he called the dwarf thane Karrok forward to be honored.  “We cannot match the artifice of the dwarves in most things, but I hope he will accept this cloak that was woven by our finest craftsmen, including embroidery by my own daughter!”  Elin smiled to see the stout dwarf blush a bit as the princess Alanna stepped forward to help him don the cloak.  It was perfectly tailored for his height and frame and was a splendid blue with silver edges.  She knew he was a fast friend of her husband’s and had been to their home for dinner several times.  Brand was always fascinated by the dwarven warrior and had announced his intention to visit the Kingdom of Stone one day.  “Were it not for the stalwart defense of the hills by Thane Karrok and his warriors, the final battle against the orcs would have been lost!”   
 
    There was thunderous applause for the dwarf and when he and when he bowed before the king and the two clasped arms in a warrior’s handshake, it only grew.  When it finally quieted down after the dwarf had walked from the platform, the king recognized the heroism of Captain Rothan and Garyth cheered more loudly than anyone.  His exploits and service to the crown were listed and the king presented him with a magnificent shield with the symbol of the king’s own clan.  “For you have been a shield to my family.”  The king said, and the people cheered the stunned captain.  As Rothan walked stiffly back to where he and his elven paramour were seated, he shared a thunderstruck grin with Garyth, who laughed out loud at his friend’s consternation.   
 
    The king then turned and called for Captain Bolaan, who was seated with Princess Alanna.  The two had begun to be quite the pair and it was obvious that the king approved of the match.  Alanna had been with the injured captain all through his recovery and the two had become inseparable.  The princess’s eyes were shining as she watched the dashing young captain step forward and the people applauded him for he had become quite famous.   
 
    “Captain Bolaan fought with general Fogrim and the Third until the end.”  The king was saying.  “He was sent to bring word of the true threat that the orc horde represented, though he wanted to stay and fight.  During the war he sustained many injuries in battle and like my squire, saved my life in battle against the orc warlord!  It was Bolaan who knocked the warlord from his feet when the beast would have slain me, and he was nearly killed himself, in turn!”  The king gestured for his daughter and she glided up to the captain’s side.  Now all eyes were on the couple as the beautiful princess took the handsome captain’s hand.  “Bolaan has asked me for my daughter’s hand and she has accepted!”  He said, and the people’s grief was now tinged with joy.  A war hero returning to gain the hand of the princess made them all feel gladdened.  “I could not ask for a better husband for my daughter!”  The king’s joy was as real as anyone’s as he handed the captain the Warhammer of general Fogrim, but Elin couldn’t help but wonder if it all was somehow calculated.   
 
    When the roars of congratulations and well wishes finally subsided and the couple were seated, the king held up his hands for complete silence.  “We have honored many heroes here today and all of them have made us proud.  We are a nation of warriors who have made our home with our iron and with our blood.”  There were answering calls of ‘The Hammer and the Third!’ and ‘Iron and Blood!’ from the crowd.  The king acknowledged them with a smile but held up his hand again for their attention.  The sun was beginning to go down that evening as lanterns were lit. “Yet even among born warriors, there sometimes arise those who shine as an example to all.  Lord Garyth is such a warrior!”   
 
    Elin felt Garyth tense and knew that, like herself, he’d been dreading this moment.  Neither of them wanted to be on display but they both knew that it could not be helped.  As she stood with her husband, she forced a smile that was false on her face and hated herself for it.  At that moment, all she wanted to do was take her family and flee as far and as fast as she could.   
 
    The king was effusive in his praise for the lord.  “…time and again, he risked his life for his country over the years and it was he who first became aware of the true threat that the orcs represented!”  With a gesture that filled Elin with rage, the king summoned her husband to stand next to him and she felt that he was tearing him away from her.  “In the war, he distinguished himself time and time again!”  The crowd applauded but the king was, of course, not done.  They all knew what had happened but just the same, they wanted to hear it from their own king.  “It was Lord Garyth who came to my aid at the end when all seemed lost and it was Lord Garyth who outfought the savage warlord!”  The crowd had seemed almost breathless, but they exploded with the greatest roar of applause of all at the king’s next words.  “It was Garyth who slew Morgall!”  Pride in her husband warred with the sick feeling that he too was being used to further strengthen the king’s position with the people.  Into that sea of adulation, the king’s voice still carried, “I could ask for no better son!”  He shouted and turned to embrace Garyth  
 
    Stiffening, Elin’s eyes grew wide.  There were, no doubt many who hadn’t heard and perhaps those who would think the term of ‘son’ a euphemism.  Still, the statement would breed questions and make problems for both the king and for Garyth as well.  In shock, her gaze swept the dais.  Most of the people had stood to applaud the monarch embracing the greatest hero of the War of the Orc, as he was beginning to be called, though Garyth hated it personally.  There were a few who did not rise, she could see.  One was the general Lokkmar, who sat with his family at the far edge of the raised platform.  Elin had been surprised earlier when she’d spotted the general but Garyth had stiffly informed her that all generals had the right to be present at such an occasion.  He had also noted with great satisfaction that his seating so far from the kings was a clear sign of disfavor.  The general’s gaze was full of loathing as he looked at her husband.  The king had turned back to the crowd, raising Garyth’s arm by the wrist above his head and they cheered him as a champion.   
 
    Angered and sickened by the general, Elin looked away and saw another stunned face.  Aiden had slowly stood to his feet and numbly applauded, but he looked dumbfounded.  His wife, Kara bore a concerned expression, though she spotted Elin looking their way and offered a quick smile.  Aiden looked torn between admiration for Garyth and something else.  It took Elin awhile to figure out what that something else was.  At first, she’d thought it might be anger but she’d seen the crown prince angry before and this looked different.  Then she thought it was worry, which she could well have understood.  None of them truly wanted Garyth’s real identity as the king’s illegitimate son to come out, least of all her.  As she watched him more closely, however, she realized what she was seeing on Prince Aiden’s face and knew it was true, even as she thought it.  The expression that slowly won out over his pride for his brother was one of jealousy.   
 
    The thought chilled Elin as it swept over her.  It completely dominated her thoughts, even as Garyth returned to her side amid even more thunderous applause.  She barely heard the king’s final, closing words to the people nor did she pay much attention to her husband when she asked if she was alright.  She rubbed her stomach and played it off as the baby, though the sickness she felt had nothing at all to do with the child.  When all was done, and they were home that night safely in their home, she’d barely said a word and thinking it was due to the pregnancy, Garyth had seen to their son and let her go to bed.  Still she could not forget the poisonous look of jealousy that had filled the face of the crown prince and heir apparent to the Iron Kingdom.  Elin’s worry turned to fear that night as she prayed for her husband and for the future of her family. 
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Birds chirping merrily among the woods and the clip-clop of their horses’ hooves were the only sounds to be heard.  Occasionally the faint hum of insects or the distant cry of some woodland creature could be heard as well but for the most part silence reigned.  It had been like this for most of the journey, the quiet seeming to be a third companion that forbade anyone else to speak.  For the verbose bard, it had been something akin to an endurance contest, especially when his new bride was clearly in so much distress.   
 
    Looking over at his wife, Leith cleared his throat.  “We’ll make the village well before nightfall.”  He promised, keeping his voice purposefully light.  “I’ve been there before, and I can sing for our supper.”  He added with a smile.  When Naolin still did not reply, he continued.  “The accommodations are really quite nice, and it will be very comfortable, I promise.  Nicer, in fact, than any place we’ve stayed since Berrajor.  It might be a good place to rest for a few days, make a bit of coin and regain our strength.  We could…”  
 
    Naolin cut him off flatly.  “No.”  She said and after a heartbeat whispered, “I have to get back home.”   
 
    She’d had the same response for the last several days that they’d been traveling, and Leith had given her space and time.  They needed to talk, however and he would put it off no longer.  “Naolin, please…”  He began but she was having none of it.   
 
    “I am going home, Leith.”  Her mouth was set into a firm line that he had learned meant that her mind was made up.  Still he persisted.   
 
    “I am in complete agreement that you need to get home, love.”  He said gently.  “But we’ve been riding hard for days and I think we’re pushing ourselves and the horses too hard.”   
 
    The line of her mouth flattened, and thunderclouds formed on her brow.  “We’re fine, and the horses are also fine.”  She shook her head and looked away.  “I need to…”   
 
    Now Leith did the interrupting.  “I know, you need to get home.”  He tried to keep his frustration from his voice.  “I understand Naolin, but we need to get there safely.”  His voice was his weapon of choice and he used it now in a gentle, understanding but also firm manner.  “I have traveled much more than you and I am telling you the horses need to rest.  Also, despite what you say, we need to rest.”  He let his real concern show through.  “You need to rest.”   
 
    “I told you I’m fine.”  She snapped, still refusing to look at him.   
 
    His exasperation winning out finally, he snapped back just as quickly.  “You’re a long way from fine, wife.”  He was worried about her and more than a little hurt that the whole trip so far, she’d barely spoken to him.  “I know your wounded inside and I want to help you.  I love you and you don’t have to deal with this alone.”   
 
    Now she turned to him with tears streaming down her face.  “I love you too but there’s nothing you can do for me in this, Leith.”   
 
    Stung, he reined his horse to a walk.  “How can you say that?”  There was real hurt in his voice.  I hated seeing her this way and had never loved anyone like he loved her.  “I can help you if you’ll just talk to me.”  
 
    “What is there to say?”  She asked and now grief mingled with fire.  “Shall I tell you how I feel wretched?!  Do you want me to tell you how much regret I am carrying right now?!”  She reigned her own mount back more forcefully than she’d meant to, and the beast whinnied.  “I half raised that boy and now he’s dead, Leith!”  Her voice caught for a moment and when she said more it was a rough, unsteady thing.  “The last time I ever saw him was the day before the Iron Host left for war.  We were all with my father when he gave his big speech to the people.”  Her voice was so sad it broke his heart.  “Valun was so excited…he was so brave…”  
 
    Leith dismounted and went to her side.  Taking her free hand, he looked up earnestly into her face.  “None of this is your fault, Naolin.”  He wanted more than anything to take her pain or at least ease it.  “It was war.”  Even for a man who made his way through the world with his words, he struggled for something better to say, something more to give meaning or explanation to it all.  Better than he had tried and failed to explain or understand war and death, he well knew.   
 
    “He was too young, Leith.”  She replied, her voice breaking.  “He was too young…”  Naolin trailed off, lacking any strength to continue.  His hand was strong and warm and as she wept, she felt his lips kiss her own hand.  She slid from the saddle and into his arms and wept like a child, uncaring and unheeding.   
 
    Leith just held his wife for a time, letting her cry.  He kissed her head and stroked her hair and held her tight.  As her sobs receded slowly, he gently asked her.  “Do you regret marrying me?”  He felt despicable for asking the question, but he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    Looking up at him, she shook her head slightly.  “Never!”  She whispered fiercely.  The sentiment made his heart leap and they shared a long kiss.  Her grief could not be assuaged but their love was strong and real and made the pain at least bearable.  It was a perfect moment that was unfortunately rare in an imperfect world, as they were about to learn.   
 
    “Well, ain’t this a pretty picture?”  A rough voice said startling them both.   
 
    The couple turned to see a trio of men standing on the road some twenty paces away.  Leith inwardly cursed himself for a fool.  He’d been so wrapped up in his wife’s grief that he’d forgotten how dangerous the road could be.  They were a rough looking lot and he instantly knew they were brigands.  The bard had known all along the dangers of the road and had heard that bandits were growing worse since the war began.  They’d been lucky until now, but it seemed that their luck had run out.   
 
    Leith’s voice was strong and sure as he stepped in front of Naolin.  “We’re simple travelers heading for the village.”   
 
    The man who’d spoken laughed aloud, showing bad teeth.  He was burly rogue with thick shoulders and blocky features.  He seemed to be the leader from the way the other two deferred to him.  “Ya might yet see the village.”  He allowed.  “Dependin’ on whether or not ya can pay the road tax.”   
 
    Glancing back at Naolin, Leith saw that her hand was on the dagger at her belt and he shook his head slightly.  “And just how much is this road tax?”  He said, putting just the right amount of fear and submission into his voice, seeking to put them off their guard.   
 
    The three men spread out and began walking toward them as their leader said, “Oh it’s a dear tax but a fair one!”  He said with mock kindliness.  “It’s simply all ya have in exchange for yer life!”  The man drew an axe from his belt and the others pulled weapons as well, one a pair of daggers and the others an iron studded club.  “Don’t get any ideas about using that little knife either!”  The big bandit said, indicating the dagger Leith wore.  “Just toss it into the brush there!”   
 
    The bard saw the man’s eyes twitch toward the tangle of undergrowth to their left and then a bit further up the hill.  He groaned inwardly when he spotted movement and knew that there was at least one more brigand hidden there, likely an archer.  Under different circumstances he might have given them all his coin and tried to talk his way out of violence, but Leith was certain with Naolin’s presence such an option wouldn’t be possible.  This suspicion was confirmed when one of the other bandits spoke.   
 
    “She’s a pretty thing.”  The man holding the daggers said with a lewd expression.  He was lean and sinewy and had a mark around his neck that spoke of escaping a noose.   
 
    The man with the club rasped, “That she is.”  He was stocky, though shorter than their leader.  They were moving to surround the couple and it was clear that they were meant to include Naolin as part of the tax.  They were perhaps fifteen paces away now.   
 
    Leith bowed his head.  “Wait for me to move.”  He whispered to Naolin.  She squeezed his hand before letting go.  The bard was still mostly standing in front of his wife as he raised his hands in seeming surrender.  “You can have our money.”  He said, dread and defeat suffusing his tone.  “Just leave my wife alone.”  He begged.   
 
    Rough laughter answered him as they closed the distance to ten paces.  “Oh, we won’t hurt her.”  Their leader sneered before adding, “At least not much.  Now toss the dagger!”   
 
    Keeping his movements slow and hesitant until the last, Leith gave a ragged breath as his right hand moved to the dagger at his side.  They never saw his left hand as it stole to the dagger hidden at his back.  At around eight paces, he threw the blade in his left hand at the skinny bandit.  It was a calculated move as the other two men’s attention was mostly on him.  The man with the knives, however was wholly focused on Naolin and paid the price as the blade stuck into his stomach.   
 
    With a cry of pain, the thin brigand fell to the ground as the others cursed, surging forward.  The leader was the quickest but stopped short as the bard’s other dagger stuck into his right arm.  The man with the club rushed forward now, snarling as he ran.   
 
    Leith pushed Naolin back behind him and smacked her horse on the rump.  As the mount leapt forward neighing, it temporarily blocked the bandits advance.  The bard took the moment to reach beneath the saddle for the sword he’d hidden there.  He drew it as the first bandit came around the horse which finally bolted off into the woods.   
 
    Seeing the scabbarded sword in the bard’s hands, the brigand charged, swinging his club down.  Leith blocked the blow with the weapon still in its sheathe and shouldered the other man back.  The tall bard in fine clothes was much stronger than the bandit had counted on and he stumbled.   
 
    “Look out!”  Naolin screamed as an arrow flashed past, narrowly missing her husband.  A man had risen from the leafy undergrowth with a bow.   
 
    With a grimace, Leith barked, “Get in cover!”  He knew the archer would be drawing another arrow but had his hands full as the bandit leader had pulled the dagger from his arm and was rushing in with the axe in his off hand.  The bard’s sword rang as he pulled it from its scabbard.  It was a plain but well-made sword with excellent balance.  He remembered Naolin’s arched brow when he’d bought it and had laughingly assured her that they wouldn’t need it.  Now he was very glad he’d purchased the weapon.  He easily parried the brigands axe and his riposte was a vicious thing that sliced open the other man’s shoulder.   
 
    Naolin drew her own dagger, seeing the brigand with the club regain his footing.  When he lurched forward at Leith’s back, she ran forward, stabbing the man in the back.  The bandit wore a leather jack, however and the wound was only superficial.  He swung the club backhanded at Naolin and she threw herself back into the dirt to avoid being brained.   
 
    Spinning, Leith saw his wife in the dirt and the brigand over her.  He could see the archer moving to get off another shot and crouched to keep his horse, which was rearing and neighing madly now, between them.  The bandit heard Leith coming and whirled to block the first blow, but the bard’s second strike was quicker, and the blade of the longsword drove through his leather armor and into his chest.   
 
    As the man dropped his club and fell to the earth gurgling wetly, the sword was wrenched from the bard’s hand.  He had no time to grab it up as the leader of the brigand’s ran forward again.  “Whoreson!”  He cursed swinging his hand axe clumsily at the bard.   
 
    “My mother was a weaver, I’ll have you know!”  The bard quipped giving ground and drawing another dagger.   
 
    Now having firsthand experience of the Leith’s expertise throwing daggers, the bandit rushed forward.  The powerful man tackled the bard to the ground where they rolled about, each trying to trap the other’s weapon.  The bandit was slightly stronger but Leith the quicker and even as he realized the other man was seeking to pin him, the bard let go of the dagger and grabbed the handle of the bandit’s axe, twisting his whole body.   
 
    No stranger to such brawling, the big highwayman relinquished the axe but rose quickly to his feet, kicking Leith squarely in the side, driving the breath from him.  He made to deliver another kick but had forgotten about Naolin, who had risen to her feet and snatched up the other bandit’s club.  Aiming for the man’s head, she missed, and the studded club smashed into his wounded shoulder.  With a hiss he fell back and Leith, who had recovered, sank the axe into the man’s side with a crunch.   
 
    The bard rose with a smile on his face but as he opened his mouth, whatever witticism he’d been about to offer died as an arrow slammed into his thigh.  He fell back to the ground with a gasp cursing aloud, having forgotten about the archer.  “Get to cover…”  He said weakly to Naolin.   
 
    The bard’s horse had had enough and with a screeching neigh, took off down the road.  The bard took the precious seconds to throw himself into the brush as the archer moved forward down the hill.  Naolin made to move toward her husband but the archer instantly pointed his bow at her.   
 
    “Drop it!”  He shouted.  “I’ll skewer you, wench!”   
 
    Seeing the truth of it in his eyes, the princess instantly dropped the club.  She could tell that he didn’t really want to kill a woman but whether this was out of some misguided altruism or a darker desire, she didn’t know.  Naolin only knew she needed to buy some time.  “Don’t shoot.”  She said calmly, glad at least that the man wasn’t pointing the arrow at her husband.   
 
    The archer hadn’t forgotten the bard, however and his eyes warily swept the undergrowth for his quarry.  “Don’t you move!”  He hissed, looking for the bard.   
 
    Naolin’s eyes twitched to the man that Leith had killed with his sword.  It still jutted from the man’s chest, but she only held her eyes there for the briefest of moments.  By the time the brigand looked back at her, she was looking at him again.  “Please don’t hurt me.”  She said, trying to imitate Leith’s act earlier.   
 
    Whether or not the bandit bought her act would never be known for at that instant, Leith rose to one knee, groaning in pain and threw the hand axe he’d taken from the bandit leader at the archer.  The throw was weak, and the archer easily dodged it, but the move was all the distraction that Naolin needed.  Her every instinct was to run to her husband, but she’d been trained by the deadliest warriors in the Iron Kingdom and instead leapt for the sword.  By the time the archer saw her movement and turned back towards her, she had gained the cover of the trees on the opposite side of the road.   
 
    “Fine!”  The highwayman shouted, his voice shrill.  “First I’ll kill your man and then I’ll find you!”  His words suiting his actions, he moved downhill to the spot where he’d seen the bard break cover.  The archer could see that there was an overgrown log there and it was no doubt where the bard had taken shelter.  As he moved around the obstacle, he soon found that the other man hadn’t waited like docile game, however.   
 
    Leith had tensed himself and lunged upward to grapple with the archer.  The unexpected move happened so quickly that the bandit didn’t have time to draw the arrow back and the two wrestled for possession of the bow.  The bard was weakened however and barely able to stand and when the other man shoved him back, he fell heavily against the log.   
 
    Seeing that the string of his bow had broken in the scuffle, the bandit drew a short sword from his side.  As he did so, a voice halted him.   
 
    “Turn and face me, you dog!”  Naolin said through gritted teeth.   
 
    The bandit laughed as he turned to see her standing at the edge of the road.  “Didn’t run so far then, eh?”  He glanced at Leith, who was weakly trying to crawl toward him.  “Your man doesn’t look so good.”  The bandit said as he ignored the injured bard and began walking down the hill toward the woman.  “Why don’t you put that sword down?”  His tone was friendly but there was a world of ugliness in his eyes.  “I don’t want to hurt you.”   
 
    Now Naolin barked a laugh.  “That’s funny!”  She said, holding the sword forward in a guard position.  “I want to kill you!”   
 
    Hearing her voice, savage and menacing, the archer hesitated at her fierceness.  Then, with a laugh, descended the hill the rest of the way.  “Too bad.”  He grated.  “Now I’m gonna have to really hurt you!”    
 
    The princess had waited until he was nearly out of the brush.  He’d held the high ground and was much too close to Leith for her comfort.  When he was almost to the road, she didn’t wait and instead lunged, her blade a blur.   
 
    The bandit threw his sword up, shocked at the speed and strength of the strike.  He didn’t lose his footing though and it was clear that he was at home in uneven terrain.  He knew he was stronger than his prey and having blocked her blow rushed forward to swing at her side.   
 
    Naolin was no novice and had hoped that the man’s overconfidence in his strength would cause him to overcommit to his attack.  When he did, she simply stepped closer, first blocking the strike and then swiftly bringing up her blade to bury itself in her opponent’s throat.  For a moment, she flashed back to old Olaf showing her the maneuver and thanked the gods for the old man’s diligent training.   
 
    Ignoring the surprised look forever painted on the dying man’s face, Naolin quickly ran to Leith’s side.  The bard was leaning against the log and looked at his wife with wonder.  “I didn’t know…”  He breathed, his voice shaky.  “…that you could wield…a sword like that…”   
 
    She could see that his face was pale, and his breathing was labored.  “That’s alright.”  She said lightly as she forced him to lie back so she could look at his wound.  “I didn’t know you could either.”   
 
    The bard burst out into peals of laughter before passing out from blood loss. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Soft music flowed from the throne room of King Jeurol the Third, monarch of Paeyona.  As Zashuor entered, he smiled as he thought of the contrast of the opulence of this room compared to that of the Iron King.  Here, a soft breeze through tall, open windows ruffled silk curtains.  In the great hall of the northern monarch, cold winds fought through narrow openings barricaded by thick fur coverings.  The ambassador passed a tinkling fountain carved with intricacy and beauty whereas in the northlands, water would be carried inside in huge vessels.  Perfumed courtiers and guards resplendent in magnificent golden armor seemed so different from stark colors of the nobility of the Iron lands and the plain steel weapons and armor their warriors bore.  Zashuor knew he was generalizing but as he walked slowly into the throne room, trying his best not to let his limp show, he couldn’t help but compare the two. 
 
    As the ambassador passed through the wide entry, a servant began speaking his name, rank and lineage.  As the man began recounting his deeds and history of service to Paeyona, Zashuor tried not to wince.  It was all true enough, but he simply wasn’t much for titles and accolades.  He was ever thankful that his king was a man of similar tastes.   
 
    “My friend!”  King Jeurol said, smiling widely as the ambassador approached the throne.  The king was a tall, handsome man with flashing dark eyes, sun-bronzed skin and a meticulously trimmed beard.  The golden crown he wore sat perfectly on his regal brow and the ambassador had always thought that no artist could have ever imagined drawing a more perfect representation of a noble ruler.  Glancing with slight annoyance at the servant who was still continuing with the litany of Zashuor’s service, he raised a hand.  “Enough of that.”  Grinning at the ambassador, his smile widened.  “We all know the great Zashuor!”   
 
    Bowing low, trying not to wince, Zashuor replied.  “You are too kind, my king.”   
 
    “That’s enough of that, as well!”  The king replied, rising swiftly and walking down the steps from his magnificent, gilded throne.  “You’ll reinjure yourself!”  King Jeurol helped the ambassador rise, waving servants away with a glare as they came rushing up belatedly to offer aid.   
 
    A cold voice rang out then.  “Your highness should perhaps allow the servants to do their jobs.”  The voice belonged to Ilnaath, the Vizier.  “They are slow to their duties this day, I see.”  There was coiled menace, as always in his voice as his penetrating gaze roved over them.   
 
    “I am well able to stand on my own, good Ilnaath.”  Zashuor said with forced cheerfulness, though he privately thought that the man was anything but good.  He’d always found the vizier to be a repellent man and the last thing he wanted was for any of the servants to endure his ire, especially when he knew it was really directed toward Zashuor, himself.  Ilnaath was one of the many nobles who disliked Zashuor, particularly because he enjoyed the favor of their monarch.   
 
    King Jeurol voice was high and strong.  “All is well, Ilnaath!”  It was clear that he knew quite well what was going on.  He had often talked with Zashuor about the vizier’s dislike for the ambassador but with the many stratifications of social life in Paeyona, even the king was bound by law in many ways.  In truth, while he might have liked nothing more than to dismiss Ilnaath from his service, the vizier came from a very old and respected family and such a thing would have been very problematic for him.  “We shall retire to the council chambers!”  The monarch added this last loud enough for all to hear so that servants could prepare things.   
 
    The vizier voiced displeasure.  “My liege, should we not all hear the ambassador’s report here in the throne room?”  His glittering eyes found Zashuor, whose smile in return never faltered.   
 
    “Nonsense, Ilnaath!”  The king replied, his gaze commanding as he took the ambassadors arm and began walking slowly toward a side door.  “I’m not about to make Zashuor stand here with his wounds in this heat and talk!”  His voice brooked no argument.  “I will inform you of the pertinent details.”  Saying no more the king and the ambassador left the throne room with the vizier’s watchful eyes upon them.   
 
    A short time later, the two men were seated in comfortable chairs as they drank chilled wine.  Zashuor sighed contentedly as he leaned back, thinking how much he’d missed home.  Neither he nor the king said much as the servants arranged a light repast for the two noblemen.  Once they’d finished, the king, ever polite, thanked the servants and bade them to leave and not disturb them unless summoned.   
 
    When they were gone, the king favored the ambassador with a roguish grin.  “He really doesn’t like you, does he?”   
 
    Zashuor laughed a bit.  “My liege, I think hatred might come closer to describing how Grand Vizier Ilnaath feels about me!”  The king chuckled in response as he took a drink from his wine glass and the ambassador added lightly, “I think he’d have me killed in a heartbeat if he thought he could get away with it.”   
 
    Though the ambassador was joking, the king gave him a serious look.  “I would have him executed and very slowly.”  Jeurol was known throughout his kingdom as a generous and kind friend and a terrible and implacable enemy.   
 
    “Thus, the reason for my continued health, my king!”  Zashuor joked, raising his glass to salute his sovereign.   
 
    Returning the salute, the king of Paeyona grimaced.  “That will do with the titles I think as well, Zashuor, it is just you and I now.”  His smile returned then.  “Just as when you were one of my favorite teachers as a child.”   
 
    “Yes, my king but you aren’t a child any longer.”  Zashuor said carefully.  “You are the monarch of the greatest nation of all.  Perhaps too much familiarity between us is part of the cause for Ilnaath and others like him to have such disdain for me.”   
 
    The king was having none of it.  “My father trusted you like no other, as do I, Zashuor.”  His voice was serious.  “Paeyona has never known a greater patriot or servant and I have never known a greater friend.”  A dangerous light entered the king’s eyes.  “Anyone who counts you as an enemy is instantly my enemy and this is a fact that is known throughout the kingdom.  I will tolerate no injury or slight to you, my friend.”  When Zashuor made to rise and bow at this great honor, King Jeurol raised a hand to stop him.  “Please enough, Zashuor.  I do not want you to tax yourself nor do I want your wound to worsen due to such formalized nonsense!”   
 
    Zashuor sat back down, trying to mask his discomfort.  “Thank you, my king.”  He said gratefully, as he sat back.   
 
    “You will address me by name.”  Jeurol commanded and smiled again “As you did with my father.”  It was an old game between the two.  Everything the monarch said about Zashuor was the truth and he was very glad to see his friend.  “How is your leg?”  He asked with concern.   
 
    Zashuor allowed a small grimace.  “It is healing well, though slowly.”  Then he belatedly added, “Jeurol.”  With a grin.   
 
    Nodding gravely, the king ordered, “You will see my personal physician when we’re done here.”  When the ambassador made to object, the monarch raised an eyebrow and Zashuor ceased, chuckling helplessly.  “I have read your reports, of course.  There is much narrative hidden between the lines, I imagine?”   
 
    Zashuor nodded slowly.  “There was much that I did not feel I could put into writing.”  He admitted.   
 
    Showing his keen mind worked not only for politics or mercantile interests but tactically as well, the king replied.  “Since you weren’t sure that you would make it back alive.”  There was ire in his voice at the thought of his favored servant and friend being in so much danger.  “I never dreamed that things would be so bad that you would be assaulted within our own borders!”   
 
    “Nor did I…Jeurol.”  The ambassador said, struggling not to add the title before the name.  The sovereign might remember the days of his youth fondly but Zashuor still felt uncomfortable to simply use the first name of one of the most powerful men in the world.  “I believe that the timing was not incidental.”   
 
    Leaning forward, the king set his glass down.  “You think murdering you in Paeyona was to make some kind of point?”   
 
      Zashuor took another drink, thinking that he’d been in the north too long and the heat of his homeland more than he’d remembered.  “I think that these people, whoever they are, plan much worse than killing a simple ambassador.”   
 
    “You’re much more than that.”  The king countered with a sniff.  He never allowed Zashuor to be slighted, even by the man himself.  “You’re one of the greatest assets to the crown that we have.”   
 
    Nodding, Zashuor set his empty glass down.  He hadn’t meant to drain it, but he was hot and weary.  “Perhaps that is exactly the point.”  He looked at his king intently.  “I believe that whoever these people are, they mean to see Paeyona destroyed.”  When Jeurol motioned for him to continue, Zashuor took a moment to organize his thoughts, not wanting to ramble.  When he did begin again, he had a calm, thoughtful educator’s tone that made the king remembered so well from his youth.  “The man that attacked me in my tent spoke of being a servant of fire.”   
 
    Now the king did interrupt.  “I am not pleased that these assailants were able to gain entry to your tent.”  He said with heat in his voice.   
 
    “Please my king…Jeurol…”  The ambassador said with concern.  “I assure you that my guards did their utmost to insure my safety.  Were it not for Jandara…” 
 
    The king politely cut Zashuor off.  “Yes, I’ve spoken with the Guardian already.  She informed me that she failed in her duties.”   
 
    There was alarm in Zashuor’s voice.  “I promise you that she did not!”  Leaning forward in his chair, the ambassador’s voice was pleading.  “Were it not for her actions and leadership, I would most certainly be dead!”   
 
    “Peace, Zashuor.”  The king said calmly, raising his hand.  “I agree with you and commended her for her actions.”  He was gladdened when the old man calmed down.  Chuckling, the monarch added, “Though she assured me that she should have done more to insure your safety.”   
 
    Visibly relieved, Zashuor smiled, thinking of the severe Guardian.  “It is just her way.”  He said and then wondered aloud.  “Perhaps it is the way of all who are so trained.”   
 
    Returning the smile, King Jeurol replied.  “You are a good man, Zashuor, to be so concerned for the well-being of those who serve you.”   
 
    “We all serve, my king.”  The ambassador said humbly, forgetting the king’s command to use his name.  “To ill use those who serve beneath you is a callow and foolish.”   
 
    The monarch nodded.  “Well said.”  He sat back thoughtfully.  “These attackers all bore the same tattoos, your report said?”   
 
    “Yes.”  The ambassador replied with a troubled look.  “The man Jandara slew spoke of serving ancient masters of fire with his dying breath.  He said that Paeyona was a gangrenous limb that must be pruned.”  His voice lowered as he spoke the last.  “He said that we would all perish in the flames.”  He could still remember the belief in his attacker’s voice and how all those who bore the mark of the dragon fought to the death without fear.   
 
    “Madmen?”  The king asked.  “Perhaps part of some cult?”   
 
    Nodding slowly, Zashuor spoke freely.  “Possibly both, yet with a resolve and conviction rarely seen in either.”  With visibly shaking hands, the ambassador reached to pour himself another drink.  “I’ve never seen the like in all my days, my king.”   
 
    Noting the shaken condition of the old man, the king’s jaw bunched.  He loved the ambassador like family and when a child had called him uncle.  The sight of him so disturbed impressed itself on him.  Those who did not know Zashuor might have thought him simply a frightened old man but King Jeurol knew him better than that.  “What then?”  He demanded.  “What do you think is happening?”   
 
    Taking another drink, Zashuor again chose his words carefully.  “I think that these people are organized and motivated.”  He hated the tremor in his voice and fought to still it.  “I truly believe that they mean to bring change, though by what means, I cannot say.”   
 
    “Seditionists then?”  The king queried, his voice calm despite the prospect of revolt.   
 
    His voice calm once more, Zashuor shrugged.  “Somehow, I think that it is more than just simple rebellion Jeurol.”  He lapsed into his teacher’s role again.  “These people are believers.  They believe that they are serving something greater than themselves, whatever these ancient masters of fire are.”   
 
    “Dragons?”  King Jeurol said, unable to keep amusement from his voice.  “Between the tattoos and the phrase ‘ancient masters of fire’, what else could the man have meant?”  When the older man shrugged, the king shook his head.  “The dragons are gone from this world, long since slain and now little more than myth.”   
 
    Zashuor nodded and sipped his wine.  “True but perhaps the dragon tattoo is merely a symbol for the group.”  Thoughtfully, he added, “Something we don’t yet understand.  The reference to fire is clear enough.”  He looked around the room aimlessly, his thoughts roaming out beyond the palace to the city and beyond to the country itself.  “They mean to destroy Paeyona, my king.  Whether to topple the government and depose you or to literally destroy it as a nation, their message is clear.”   
 
    “Clearer than you know, Zashuor.”  The king said cryptically.  “The attack on you isn’t the first time these people have revealed themselves.” 
 
    Leaning forward with interest, Zashuor was all ears.  He’d wondered about this very thing.  “There have been other attacks?”   
 
    Nodding, the king replied.  “They have seemed to mostly target the wealthy and the nobility.”  The king was angry now.  “Though they have also murdered others, seemingly without pattern.  A rich merchant was found with his throat slit and two days later a cobbler had his guts spilled all over his shop.”   
 
    “Are we sure that these weren’t robberies or acts of revenge?”  Zashuor asked.  Such things weren’t all that uncommon even in the Blessed Land.   
 
    The king shook his head.  “They left their mark painted on the wall every time; a black dragon, it’s wings spread in flight.”   
 
    Suppressing a shiver as he remembered the tattoo on the neck of his attacker that night in the tent, Zashuor mused.  “What do they want?”  He looked out a nearby window at the glittering city spread out before the palace.  “Have they made any demands or said anything?  There must be rumors.  Our spies must have found out something!”   
 
    “Many of our spies have recently picked up the habit of dying suddenly.”  The king replied dryly.  “We have found precious little of these shadowy assailants other than a name.”  When Zashuor looked back expectantly, he said, “They call themselves ‘the Children of the Dragon’.” 
 
    Wearily shaking his head, the ambassador tried to keep tiredness from his voice.  “We have to find out more.”   
 
    “We shall.”  The king said.  “Believe me, Zashuor, we shall root out these enemies of Paeyona and destroy them without mercy!”  Pouring himself another glass of wine, he continued.  “Turning to other matters, tell me of your meeting with the Iron King.”   
 
    The ambassador could see that the king wished to speak no more on the subject, though he had to force his mind not to think on it.  “He is a wise monarch” Zashuor said after a moment.  “Not the barbarian that rumor would have him to be.”  When the king raised an eyebrow, the old man chuckled.  “Granted, he is quite the warrior king.  A giant of a man whose exploits are legend, as you know.”  His voice grew thoughtful.  “I think that the legends are not all that far from the truth.”   
 
    “What of our overtures?”  King Jeurol asked, thinking of the proposed alliance.  
 
    Zashuor nodded sagely.  “He was very open to the proposal, my king.”  His mind all business now.  “He wishes to meet with you to discuss terms, but he saw the value of such a union between our nations.”   
 
    The king seemed relieved and his smile broadened.  “Such a thing would be beneficial for both countries.”   
 
    “It is true, King Jeurol and the Iron King knew of our networks of wealth and information.”  The ambassador said delicately.  “What is more, he did not place military might above their value.  He as much as pledged to stand with us in times of war.”   
 
    Though he was pleased, the king was troubled.  “Yet are they still a military power?”  There was doubt in his tone.  “News of this ‘War of the Orc’ has spread far and wide and word is that the Iron King intends to further prosecute hostilities with the orcs.”   
 
    “I have heard the same, my king.”  Zashuor allowed.  “I can only say that in any martial contest, I would always wager against any who would fight against the Iron Kingdom, even in such a weakened state.”   
 
    King Jeurol laughed aloud.  “Tales of them are quite fearsome!”  He drank more wine.  “And you say that they’re not exaggerated?”   
 
    “Some of the more fanciful tales are, of course.”  Zashuor admitted.  “However, the stories of their valor and skill in battle are quite justified, I can assure you!”   
 
    Laughing again, the king asked, “Do they call themselves the Iron Kingdom?”  There was real curiosity now.  “What of the Iron King?  Does he refer to himself that way?”   
 
    Zashuor was laughing now as well.  “He does not refer to himself in any way.”  When his own monarch expression grew questioning, he explained.  “They call their nation the Iron Kingdom and their king the Iron King.  I believe they use such terms for other lands and monarchs as well.”  The lecturing tone was back.  “For example, they call the dwarven nation, the Kingdom of Stone and their monarch the Granite King.  In truth, I cannot say whether they invented this convention or borrowed it from the dwarves.” 
 
    With mirth in his voice, King Jeurol asked, “And do they have such a name for me?”  Mingled with his humor was honest inquisitiveness.   
 
    Chuckling, Zashuor replied.  “You are known as the ‘Golden King’ or the ‘King of the Golden Lands’.”   
 
    The two shared a long laugh after agreeing that the term was apt if fairly crude and the monarch smiled.  “The Golden King, eh?”  He said, still chuckling.  “I suppose it will do.”   
 
    The two men shared a bit more wine and much more laughter as their conversation turned to the old days and better times.  Their mirth would have been much lessened had they known they were being observed by a dark figure who bore the mark of black dragon in flight.  Of course, they never dreamed that any could spy on them so for were not the king’s own guards scrupulous in their duties?  Was not the spy network of Paeyona without peer in all the world?  What neither man could have dreamt of was that there was magic at play. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Leaning back from the arcane scrying device, the face of the Grand Vizier was like that of an enraged demon.  He took several long moments to compose himself but there was murder in his eyes as he turned to face his servants.  “I have suffered the insolence of the ambassador quite long enough.”  He said placidly for all the venom in his gaze.   
 
    As his servants bowed low, he noted the mark of the dragon upon one of their necks was visible.  He ordered the man to be careful not to allow it to be seen before allowing them to leave.  Ilnaath knew that caution was still in order as the time was not yet right.  Absently rubbing his chest where his own brand marked him as one of the Children of the Dragon, Ilnaath turned back to his scrying.  Ambassador Zashuor was as good as dead.  The thought brought a wicked smile, like that of a serpent’s to the vizier’s face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Light flared in the darkness for the briefest of moments before winking out like an extinguished candle.  Lying on the cold stone floor, Savrun gasped for air.  Despite his discipline and stoic nature, what he’d just experienced had both unnerved him and taxed his body to its limits.  For long moments, he simply breathed in and out, seeking to regain his equanimity.  The assassin had experienced something that he knew he could not truly explain and the memory of hanging in the great, black void with the stars all about him tugged at the threads of his sanity.  Shivering in the cold, Savrun finally made himself stand, trying vainly to see.  Then he thought of the pack that Captain Orik had given him.  He thought to look for a torch or lantern, but he needn’t have bothered.   
 
     A sphere of light winked into existence within arms reach of the man, glowing yellow and white and the assassin knew that his master was near.  Looking about him, however, Savrun saw no sign of the Hidden One and called out.  “Master?”  His teeth nearly chattered with the cold then and suddenly, the orb of light blazed more yellow as tints of orange and red streaked its surface.  To his surprise, Savrun realized that the sphere was generating heat and he gratefully stood nearer to it.  It was a wondrous thing standing so close to something that looked so like a tiny sun.  It was humbling as well to think that such magic was used for his benefit.  The killer reminded himself then that he was a servant and any benefit he derived was in service to his master.  As the cold ebbed from his body, he leaned down and hefted the pack at his feet.  As if in recognition of his movements, the orb of light bobbed in the air as if to nod and began slowly floating away.  It halted when it was some ten paces or so from the assassin, obviously waiting for him to follow.   
 
    As he trailed the sphere, Savrun took in his surroundings.  He was in a large chamber whose dimensions were strange.  As he walked, he saw the walls bore the huge script carved into them and knew whose handiwork it was.  It was then that the assassin knew for sure that he was beneath the mountain in the sanctum of the Dragons once again.  The blazing like a tiny sun, the sphere of light led him unerringly through the darkness into a vast chamber with gargantuan pillars.  It was all familiar to Savrun, as he’d been there before and when the Door of Forbiddance came into view, there was no surprise whatsoever.  The assassin noted that the rings of stone that made up the ‘doorway’ were once again floating impossibly through the air.  The last time that he’d been here the whole of the enormous chamber had been filled with light from the portal but now the light was much dimmed, though there was still enough to see by.  There upon the huge dais, the draconic form of the Hidden One lay near the portal.  The dragon was not sleeping however but watched the portal intently.   
 
    Without looking toward his servant, the Hidden One spoke.  “Come Savrun.”  The dragon’s voice echoed in his mind.  Like the spoken word, these strange thought conversations conveyed emotion and meaning beyond what was said.  Savrun detected elation and perhaps, frustration?  “Come and see a wondrous thing!” 
 
    Bowing before his master, though he wasn’t sure if the Hidden One saw it, Savrun then ascended the cyclopean dais and walked toward the Door of Forbiddance.  He was, once again, taken aback by the sheer size and scope of everything within this ancient sanctum.  The dais was several hundred feet across and the ‘door’ itself was nearly half as wide and towered far above him.  “Master.”  He said respectfully but whatever else he’d been ready to add was lost to him as he looked into the portal.  When he had first entered the chamber, his eyes had been on his master and hadn’t paid much attention to what the dragon had been viewing.  Now, he saw that, as before, he could see into the black gulfs of space, but the focus was on one thing in particular; a world hung amid the stars, orange and brown.  Feeling his mind reel, he finally mumbled a question through numbed lips.  “Is…Is that?”   
 
    Reading his mind effortlessly, the Hidden One laugh though it was not unfriendly.  “No, Savrun, this is not your world.”  There was something else in the dragon’s mind-voice now, something that his servant had never before heard; yearning.  “It is mine.”  The Hidden One turned his mighty head to briefly regard the assassin before his gaze returned to the strange sight.  “My home and that of all the dragons.  Behold Uthokaas!”  Even as his master told him the name, Savrun knew that it was simply the merest approximation that his human mind could understand.  Instinctively, he knew that were the dragon to say the name aloud it would be unpronounceable in any human tongue.   
 
    For several heartbeats, the assassin said nothing, simply watching the amazing sight before him.  He’d never before imagined what a world might look like and watching it hang in the endless gulfs of night, he felt wonder and dread in equal measures.  “It is a wondrous thing, master.”  He finally said.   
 
    “Yes.”  The dragon mused.  “For countless millennia, we dragons ruled not only this world but many others.”  Pride entered the Hidden One’s thought-voice.  “Uthokaas was the seat of a planetary empire beyond imagination!”  Then, however, doubt crept in.  “Though I wonder if it is still so.”  Savrun knew that his master was sharing his thoughts and did not interrupt.  With a rumbling growl, the dragon snorted.  “I must know!”   
 
    When the mighty dragon lapsed into silence for a long time, Savrun finally dared a question. He knew that his master would explain why the assassin had been summoned when he was ready and not before.  He had learned, long ago, that the Hidden One welcomed such queries.  “Master, do all worlds look as yours?”  The killer was honestly curious.  Though he was no watcher of the stars, he couldn’t help but wonder.   
 
    The Hidden One’s draconic smile would be terrifying to most, but his servant was beginning to pick up on the nuances of a dragon’s expressions.  “An apt question, my pupil!”  Seeming pleased that his servant still desired to learn all he could, the Hidden One explained.  “There are as nearly as many variations of worlds as there are stars in the great gulf of night!  Some are dead, barren things that are inimical to any sort of life and on some, the creatures are so bizarre that you would barely understand what you were beholding.”  A note of warning then.  “There are some worlds and some planes of existence where your very mind and spirit would be broken at simply viewing them.”  With a hint of indulgence, the dragon added, “I will show you your own world.”  The dragon spoke in the language of magic and the stars blurred as the scene shifted, making Savrun’s stomach twist.  He looked away despite his iron nerve.  “There.”  The dragon said.  “Look upon your own world, Savrun.” 
 
    Forcing his gaze back upon the portal, the assassin saw another world hanging in the vastness of space.  The stars around it were very different and he wondered how far the distance between the two worlds was.  Savrun dismissed the thought then as he realized the gulf between the two worlds would be so vast as to be beyond comprehension.  The world before his eyes was a vibrant orb of blue and green and yellow.  The green and yellow, he understood to be land masses but what staggered him was the amount of blue, which he knew intuitively was water.  More than half of the sphere of his world was made up of oceans, he could now see.   
 
    As he so often did, the Hidden One read his thoughts.  “You see the richness of your world, do you not?”  There was avarice in the dragon’s tone now.   
 
    Nodding slowly as he thought back on the orange and brown of the dragon home world, a question occurred to the assassin.  “Does my world have a name?”   
 
    The question amused the dragon mightily it seemed, so that the Hidden One lazily lashed its tale in good humor.  “The creatures of this world are so simple that they have never thought of naming the sphere that they live upon.”  It was clear that the dragon meant no real offense and to the assassin’s mind it was the amusement of an indulgent man for his dog.  The thought briefly irked Savrun but standing before the majesty of his master, it was understandable.  He feared no man, but dragons were clearly god-like before humans.  “To my knowledge it has never been called anything but the world, though certain star watchers throughout time have called it different things.  To us it was always simply a world of mortals.” 
 
    “Are dragons…immortal then, master?”  Savrun asked in awe.   
 
    With a serpentine nod, the Hidden One replied.  “In a manner of speaking, yes.”  It was clear that the dragon was thinking of home when, with a word of magic, the stars spun again, and they were soon looking at the world of Uthokaas again.  “Time does not affect my kind as it does mortals.  Dragons do not succumb to its ravages, though as I have explained before, we can be slain.”  With grim humor, he added, “Though often, it takes whole armies to stop one of my kind and, in truth, sometimes such a force is not enough.” 
 
    Wonder and awe suffused the assassin then.  “Then you are like the gods.”  He had never much believed in the gods, though he had seen enough priestly magic to suppose that there was something to such beliefs.  Here, before his master and hearing his words, Savrun felt completely justified in serving and even worshipping such a being.  For, save in legends, the gods rarely showed themselves and did little enough for men.   
 
    The dragon scoffed.  “The creatures that you call gods are indeed powerful, but they are bound by their own laws, particularly those of creation.”  The creature’s disdain was palpable.  “They are beings of pure spirit and they are limited in their…manifestations.”  Dismissively, the dragon snorted.  “They meddle from time to time but are of little concern in these faithless times.”  Lashing it’s tail more strenuously, so that it thudded on the stone dais, the Hidden One changed the subject.  “However, I have not summoned you to teach you matters of astronomy or religion, Savrun.” 
 
    Bowing low, the peerless killer intoned, “Command me.”   
 
    Satisfaction with his servant oozed from the Hidden One.  “I will explain more than you are used to, my pupil, so pay attention.”  Seeing that the assassin was hearkening, the dragon directed his attention to the study of Uthokaas.  “My world is ancient beyond your ken and I have been here for a long count of years, as I have told you.  Still…”  Vexation now colored the draconic tones.  “Someone should have made contact by now.”                The assassin knew better than to ask any questions now that his master was explaining things to him and simply waited.  “I have waited here and when I had other business to attend to, set wards that would let me know the instant that anything came through the door.  Yet, in all this time, nothing has.”  The Hidden One bared his massive fangs in frustration.  “I must know what has transpired on Uthokaas for no one to have known of the opening of the Door of Forbiddance.  I must return.” 
 
    The last statement startled Savrun into speaking.  “You will go back to your world, master?”   
 
    The dragon regarded his servant inscrutably.  “I must return to Uthokaas and see the state of things.”  Clearly unwilling to say more of what he meant to do there, the Hidden One commanded, “I have work for you to accomplish in my absence.”  When, in answer, the assassin bowed low, the dragon nodded in satisfaction.  “You will go to the Iron Kingdom.  There you will meet with my servant, Haunild.”  The master’s voice brooked no questions now as he rapidly gave his commands.  “She will apprise you of the situation within the land and you are to give her any aid that she may require.  When matters are in hand there, you will make your way south to Paeyona.” 
 
    Savrun nodded and when the dragon paused to see if he had questions, he asked them.  “Is there a limit to what I will perform for this Haunild?”  Then as an afterthought, he wondered, “What am I to do in Paeyona?”   
 
    The Hidden One had always fostered the assassin’s inquisitiveness for it was part of what made him such a valuable servant.  Savrun always asked the right questions, which was endlessly pleasing to the draconic overlord.  “Haunild will be sure not to overtax you with mundanities, I assure you.  She is an excellent servant, though she does not come close to approaching your value.”  Seeing that the killer was pleased with the statement, the dragon continued.  “She will most likely give you a report for me that you will relay to me upon my return.  Should she need your services in Vakiun, you will render them without hesitation.”   Seeing the assassin’s nod, he explained further.  “Seek Haunild at the home of a count named Meilif.  He does not serve me but through Haunild, he does my will.  Say nothing of me to any save Haunild and only then when alone with her.” 
 
    Savrun had another query.  “They say that the Iron Kingdom is badly weakened after the war.”  News of the horrific losses on both sides in the war had reached as far south as his villa and perhaps even further.  “Does the northern kingdom pose a threat still?”   
 
    The dragon’s laugh in the human’s mind was a low roar heard aloud.  “They are but a stone in the road before us, my servant!”  He turned his regard back to the portal.  “They think that they have seen war but the warfare that we will bring to this world will make all other conflicts pale in comparison, I assure you!”  There was an urgency to the Hidden One’s words now.  “No, the Iron Kingdom is of little enough concern.  It will collapse under its own weight given time and the proper incentive, which has been provided by the greed and short sightedness of its people.  Paeyona is the next piece in the puzzle.”  The dragon mused.  “When you have finished your errand in the north, you will return here.  If I have not yet arrived, you will make your way south to Paeyona.  There, you will meet with Ilnaath, Grand Vizier of Paeyona and another of my servants”   
 
    Despite himself, Savrun was stunned.  He’d always known that his master had many powerful servants but to have the such a powerful servant in one of the wealthiest lands in the known world was truly amazing.  Forgoing words, the assassin simply bowed again.  
 
    Satisfied that his favored servant knew all that he needed to, the dragon rose and stretched, the awesome sight fearsome to behold.  “Within the pack provided by Orik, you will find supplies.  I have cast a spell that will allow you to leave this place.  You will rise to the upper levels via the spell where you will find soldiers of the Dragon’s Teeth waiting with a mount and further supplies.”  Looking intently into the Door of Forbiddance, the Hidden One’s voice sounded resolved.  “Light a lantern, Savrun for I have need of all my strength.”   
 
    As the assassin stepped away to do as he was bid, the dragon turned and walked lightly off the dais, it’s movements flowing and incredibly graceful.  The Hidden Ones great wings beat fiercely as it lifted off of the ground forcing Savrun to close the lantern as soon as he’d lit it.  Hefting the pack again, the man stepped away from the Door of Forbiddance, seeing what his master was going to do.   
 
    “I will return!”  The dragon proclaimed, his mind voice strident and his audible roar shaking the stone.  Then he spoke a series of magical words and the glow of the portal seemed to change, becoming brighter as the view of the world of Uthokaas grew sharper and closer.  With a flap of his massive wings, he flew toward the portal.  There was more than enough room to accommodate the dragon’s wingspan and as he flew closer, the assassin realized that either the portal grew, or the dragon shrank.  Perhaps it was neither as the laws of space and time were bent but when dragon flew into it, the opening seemed ten times the size to Savrun’s befuddled eyes.   
 
    The Hidden One flew into the Door of Forbiddance as the magical orb of light he’d summoned for the assassin disappeared.  As Savrun watched, the view of the dragon world became hazy and indistinct and then he found himself looking at the same impossible view of stars in the void as when he’d first come to the ancient mountain.  Looking away, the assassin shouldered his pack without hesitation, heading for the shaft that would lead him up and out of the mountain.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Loud and boisterous, the tavern was full of talk that night.  The chatter was about everything to the continuation of the war to speculation of the upcoming duel with the king’s kinsman, lord Garyth and General Lokkmar.  There was a lot of betting on the duel and people were generally very happy that the ban on dueling had been lifted.  There had been more and more duels of late and the city watch had their hands full keeping order, especially with their own troubles.  Rumors flew of whole patrols that had gone missing with barely a trace save for bloodstains.  Explanations varied wildly, as they always tended to do.  Wild tales of assassins hired to murder men for gambling debts to crazed orcs loose in the city.  The latter was dismissed of course as orcs were hardly known for subtlety.   
 
    Playing the role of a drunken warrior, Iverech listened intently.  He made a point of frequenting different establishments to see what the people were saying.  The mercenary had heard a hundred different rumors from a hundred different lips and none spoke of a burgeoning rebellion, which pleased him endlessly.  It was not yet time for the Shadow Liberation to be revealed and there was much work yet to be done.  Part of this work was the very reason that Iverech was at the Blind Goose on this particular night.  He had tracked his quarry and learned his habits, shadowing him and choosing both this time and this place with care.   
 
    Ronig was laughing as he walked down the stairs with his mistress.  The wealthy merchant was in high spirits and both he and his companions clothing were rumpled.  Leaning against a nearby wall, a half full mug of ale in his hand, Iverech waited for the perfect moment, as the two neared the bottom of the stairs.  The mercenary had been singing a bawdy tune purposely off key and belching loudly from time to time to keep space around him.  Just as Ronig was about to reach the last step, Iverech lurched forward as if heading up the stairs.  He collided with the merchant and made sure to spill most of his drink on his fine, cream colored shirt.   
 
    Enraged, the stocky merchant roared, “Oaf!”  His shaven head turning red, Ronig shoved the other man backwards.  “Watch where you’re going!  You’ve ruined my shirt!”   
 
    “Pardon.”  Iverech replied, slurring his words.  “Didn’t see ya there…”  A well-placed hiccup followed before he added the obligatory, “m’lord” 
 
    Having watched Ronig for some time now, Iverech had known that an apology wouldn’t suffice, and the merchant did not disappoint.  First looking at his mistress, Ronig clearly decided to put on a show.  “An apology won’t replace my shirt.”  He said archly.  “Nor will it repay your rudeness in front of the lady.”   
 
    “Don’t know that she’s a lady.”  The mercenary replied with a snicker and a belch.  He’d kept his head down toward the floor for the entire exchange, not letting the merchant see his face. 
 
    As the woman let out a screech of mock outrage that sounded quite a bit like a shrill crow, Ronig stepped close and pushed the ‘drunk’ again.  His guards had gotten up from their table and Iverech noted with satisfaction that there were only a pair of them.  He’d bet that the wealthy merchant wouldn’t trust too many with the secret of his mistress, given that he was married.  “I’ll make you pay for that, churl!”  Ronig said, his voice turning ugly, his hand going to his sword.   
 
    “Is it to be murder then, Ronig?”  Iverech said laughing.  He let the façade drop and looked into the other man’s eyes, seeing a flash of recognition.   
 
    The merchant faltered a bit then.  “You?!”  He exclaimed, looking around quickly.  A lot of the patrons of the Blind Goose were paying attention now and while it was a place where people normally minded their business, they’d gained an audience.   
 
    Still laughing, Iverech nodded.  “If you want to take my head, it’ll have to be a duel!”  His own voice was nasty as he stood straight and rested his hand easily on the hilt of his sword.  He glanced around to see Ronig’s guards closing and raised his voice louder.  “Or are you a coward?!”  Pitching his next words lower, he added conspiratorially, “I’m sure your wife would be interested to hear of your little friend here.”   
 
    Rage flared in Ronig’s features and for a heartbeat, it seemed like he might try to kill the mercenary then and there but then he mastered himself.  With a shrewd look, he spoke in a low tone, just for Iverech.  “I know this is a plan you and Haunild have dreamed up.”  He smiled thinly.  “Seeking to provoke me this way so you have a chance to legally kill me and be done with it.”  The merchant kept glancing around to make sure none of the onlookers was within earshot.  “There’s one flaw with this plan.”  He said triumphantly.  “If I won’t fight you, it’s all been for nothing.  Haunild’s made a serious mistake here.  I’ll have your throat cut in an alley and now I know her game.”   
 
    Iverech nodded gravely.  “You’re right, of course.”  He had expected the man to see through the ruse and it was all part of the plan, which was why he’d dropped the act so quickly.  “If you refuse, you might be able to have me killed before I embarrass you for your dalliance here.  You might not even care about that or maybe your wife already knows.”  He could tell by the tightening in Ronig’s eyes that she did not.  “Regardless, you’ll certainly be named a coward after tonight, I promise you that.”  With an evil grin, Iverech stepped away laughed loudly.  “He’s not the guts for it folks!”  Some in the crowd shared his laugh while others groaned in disappointment.  It was a rough lot that frequented the Blind Goose and they’d expected a show.  Like many wealthy men, Ronig liked slumming it from time to time and now that crowd turned on him.  They knew him from his fine clothing and the rough way he had with many of the staff and clientele, especially the women.  He was that kind of rich man who liked to use his wealth to dominate people and buy his way out of trouble.   
 
    As the people began jeering, Ronig shook his head, still trying to maintain his temper.  “I’m not taking the bait here, mercenary.”  He spat as his guards stepped up to flank him.  Ignoring the cries of his mistress, the merchant began heading toward the door.   
 
    Knowing his quarry now, Iverech played his final card.  “What did I tell you people, the rich man’s nothing but a coward!”  Ronig glared back at him but resolutely continued toward the exit.  The crowd was openly mocking him, and an ugly vein was standing out on his head.  The mercenary’s next words brought him up short, however.  “Not surprising though, folks!”  Iverech yelled.  “I’ve heard he comes from a long line of weaklings and deserters!”  Seeing the merchant stop, stock still, the people quieted.  Into that void, the mercenary crowed.  “I’ve heard it’s why they’re not nobility anymore!”   
 
    Ronig whirled, his face a visage of hate.  Stalking back toward the stairs, he rasped, “Liar!”   
 
    “It’s true, though!”  Iverech said conversationally and adding insult to injury, stepped up near Ronig’s mistress leaned in close and spoke his next words loud enough for everyone to hear.  “They say cowardice runs in certain bloodlines like a curse, you know!”   
 
    Smart as he was, the insult to his family lineage was too much for the merchant who would be a nobleman, just as Haunild had predicted.  “You want a duel?!”  Ronig said murderously.  “When and where?!”   
 
    Smiling like a cat who’d found cream, Iverech stepped close to the other man, triumph in his eyes.  “How about here and now?!”  He said to the roar of the crowd.  When the innkeeper protested, Iverech amended his statement.  “Outside then!”  He had maneuvered the merchant perfectly.  If Ronig had had time to think, he might have changed his mind.  He might have hatched a plan to get rid of Iverech or at least weight the odds in his favor.  However, he was here amid many witnesses and only two guards and had been outmaneuvered.   
 
    “I’ve killed better men than you!”  Ronig growled.   
 
    His teeth bared like a wolf’s, Iverech demanded.  “Show me!”   
 
    The crowd gathered outside in the courtyard of the inn.  People came from the street to watch the display and Iverech saw a couple of familiar faces.  Count Meilif was seated at an outside table, where he’d been waiting the entire time and the mercenary was sure he caught a glimpse of Haunild, though she was wearing a cloak with the hood up and he couldn’t be sure.  Ronig had named the larger of his two guards as a second and when an onlooker asked if the mercenary had a second for the dual, Meilif rose and walked up.   
 
    “I will stand with him!”  The old count said stoutly, offering Ronig a genteel smile.   
 
    Fuming, the merchant spat.  “I knew your hand was in this and Haunild’s as well!”  He looked around wildly at the crowd.  “Is she here also?”   
 
    Ignoring Ronig, Meilif extended a hand to the mercenary.  “Will you have me as your second?”  He said with a genuine smile.  “It would be an honor.”   
 
    For a long moment, Iverech struggled, feeling his mask slip.  He barely knew Meilif, but the old man reminded him so much of his dead father.  Finally, he nodded and grinned back, clasping hands in a warrior’s grip.  “The honor is mine.”   
 
    The proprietor of the Blind Goose stepped up, playing the part of an impromptu referee.  The crowd had gathered in a loose circle around the combatants.  “I see you both wear swords.”  The innkeeper said loudly, enjoying his moment in the spotlight.  “If it’s to be a fair duel, neither of you should wear any armor.”   
 
    “Bah!”  Ronig said and tore off his ruined shirt, revealing a stocky, powerful build.  He was no typical fat merchant and thick muscle spoke to long hours of training and sparring.  The crowd responded to his physique, some of the women catcalling.  Drawing forth his gleaming sword, the obvious product of a master swordsmith, the merchant brandished it to more than a few cheers.  Bathed in sweat as he stood in the summer heat, Ronig flexed his mighty arms in display   
 
    “The crowd is ever a fickle beast.”  Meilif noted dryly.  Noting the powerful physique of the merchant, he off-handedly added.  “He’s trained with some of the finest in the kingdom.  I wouldn’t underestimate him.”   
 
    Smiling, Iverech divested himself of his cloak and shirt.  “Training isn’t the same as real combat.”  He replied.  As the mercenary stripped bare to the waist, there crowd sighed audibly and many of the ladies there whistled and cheered.  Tall and superbly muscled, he bore many old scars from battle on his lean frame.  While there was the thickness that spoke of eating well on the merchant’s body, Iverech’s physique was like something carved from stone and there was not an ounce of fat on him.  As he drew his sword, Iverech saw Haunild smiling at him not thirty paces behind Ronig and his men.  There were several hard-faced men in cloaks, their hoods pulled up like hers and Iverech knew then that they’d make sure the merchant’s guards didn’t intervene.  The mercenary returned the smile.   
 
    Thinking that the look was for him, Ronig growled, “I’ll take that smile from your face!”  Stomping forward, he brought his sword up.  “I’m not the soft sheep you’ve mistaken me for!”   
 
    The innkeeper, seeing that he was about to be caught in the middle, scrambled backward with an undignified yelp.  Seeking to regain some measure of poise, he yelled, “Begin!”  The crowd began instantly roaring as the two men closed with one another.   
 
    Charging forward like a blood-mad bull, Ronig hacked sideways at the mercenary’s torso.  Iverech brought his blade up in a sweeping stroke to parry the strike to his left and countered with a short strike.  The merchant had seen the maneuver, however and leapt back.  Seeing that his opponent was no novice, Ronig circled warily.   
 
    “You’ve made a mistake here, wanderer!”  Ronig threatened.  “I’m a powerful man in this city!”  He lunged as he said the last word, seeking to draw his enemy in with a feint.   
 
    Iverech didn’t take the bait and easily blocked the cut, simply circling the other man, reading his movements and gauging him.  “Are you now?”  He asked, as if they were discussing the price of fish.   
 
    “You think this is a joke?!”  The merchant grated, looking for an opening.  Swiftly switching stances, Ronig switched to a high guard and swung down.  The strike was a probing one and when Iverech parried easily, the merchant rushed in again, this time seeking to drive his shoulder into the taller man.   
 
    Reading the move as if it had been a signpost, Iverech pivoted slightly and brought the pommel of his sword down into his opponent’s face, crushing the merchant’s nose with a crunching sound.  “No.”  He said grimly, all pretense of humor now gone.   
 
    Falling back, Ronig to his credit, never lost his poise.  The training that the old count had spoken of showing as he kept his guard up.  The blocky man’s eye narrowed, however, when he saw that his foe hadn’t capitalized on the advantage.  “What game are you playing at here?!”  He demanded.    
 
    Iverech had simply stood there, his sword in a middle guard position, waiting.  “Haven’t you figured it out yet, Ronig?”  The warrior’s voice was stone.  “This is no game and it’s no joke.  This is life and death.”  Then he promised, “Your death.”   
 
    Circling again, Ronig studied his opponent for a flaw, an angle of attack.  He struggled not to let his worry show but the other man was clearly an accomplished soldier.  “Who are you?”  He said suddenly, seeking to buy time.  Amid the cheers and hoots of the crowd, he spoke carelessly.  “Why do you do Haunild’s bidding?”   
 
    The mercenary was having none of it and simply pivoted calmly, his sword unwavering as he held it calmly.  “What does it matter?”  He replied 
 
    His opponents off-handed manner was infuriating to Ronig.  It was one thing to fight a duel, which he’d done before but the merchant had never crossed swords with someone whose entire manner was so uncaring…so dismissive.  “It matters because I like to know who I’m killing!”  He said cavalierly to the jeers of the crowd.  They were getting restless now, watching the combatants circle each other and Ronig played to that.  “You call me a coward, yet what kind of man fears to name himself?!”  This last he said loudly, hoping that his guards would take note and remember the man’s name.   
 
    The mercenary refused to be provoked, his calm unflappable.  “It doesn’t matter to me who I’m killing.”  He said, taking the offensive quickly.  Iverech stabbed forward, the point of his sword quick as a viper and the merchant, taken off guard by the sheer speed of the strike parried desperately.  Within the space of a breath, the warrior slid his blade downward with a clang and the two men locked swords, hilt to hilt.  Predictably, Ronig pushed forward with all his strength, seeking to drive the mercenary back.  What he hadn’t realized was that the whole maneuver was designed to unbalance him and as he drove forward, Iverech twisted and let his blade be driven back.  When Ronig stumbled forward in surprise, the warrior slammed the hilt of his sword into the side of the merchant’s exposed head.   
 
    Bleeding profusely, Ronig stumbled back, swinging a vicious backhand cut at his enemy.  “Bastard!”  He shrieked when the strike missed.  Iverech wasn’t there having simply stepped past the other man rather than seeking to attack again.   
 
    “The problem with men like you is that you think you can buy anything you want.”  Iverech said in disgust.  He wasn’t normally prone to talking in battle like this but Haunild and Meilif had explained that they wanted a show, a display so that others in the ranks of the Shadow Liberation understood the consequences of foolishness.  “You can’t buy experience, though, Ronig.”  He said as he calmly pivoted to face the other man, his sword raised high.   
 
    Bleeding badly, the merchant shook his head to clear his vision.  It had finally dawned on Ronig, however belatedly that he was outclassed.  “Wait!”  He hissed bringing his own sword up in a similar high guard.  “There’s no need to do this!”  The crowd around them was cheering loudly at the sight of the rich man’s blood.  “I have more money than you can dream of!  I can certainly pay you more than…”   
 
    The merchant’s words were cut off by the clang of steel as Iverech’s sword descended, forcing him to parry.  Ronig attempted a riposte but the strike was off as the mercenary easily parried.  “You aren’t listening, rich man!”  Iverech said with a snarl, as he swung his blade low and from the side, forcing his opponent back.  “You can’t buy your way out of this!”   
 
    Seeing death in the mercenary’s eyes now as he fell into the ring of wild spectators, Ronig fought to regain his composure.  Looking wildly around for his two guard, he might have summoned them in an attempt to escape but caught sight of both men with daggers pressed to their throats.  Haunild and her entourage had crept up and gotten the drop on them.  Recognition flashed in the man’s eyes as he spat.  “I knew you were behind this!”   
 
    “Don’t look at her, Ronig.”  Iverech said, his voice cold as the grave.  “You’d better pay attention to me.”  As the merchant’s gaze whipped back to the warrior, Iverech intoned, “I’ve heard that you pay well to train with the best teachers you can find.  This is your final lesson.”  With gallows humor, he added, “And all it will cost you is your life.”   
 
    With a shriek of wordless rage, Ronig flew at the other man.  Knowing that he lacked the skill to prevail, the brawny merchant sought to use brute force, swinging his sword in both hands, like a hammer, the strikes powerful enough to gut a boar.   
 
    Sidestepping the first cut, Iverech parried with a feint that again left the bulky merchant off balance.  He’d also taken a two-handed grip on his broadsword and before his opponent could recover, sliced into the other man’s sword-arm between the bicep and shoulder.   
 
    Ronig fell back with a cry, fumbling not to drop his sword.  He desperately gripped his fine sword in his off hand, the blade shaking as he swiped the air in front of him to keep the grim mercenary at back.  “WHO ARE YOU!?!”  The merchant shrieked, his voice the wail of a doomed soul.   
 
    Striding forward deliberately now, Iverech’s next strike was blindingly fast and all those watching realized how much he’d been holding back.  The movement was so quick that to many, it looked as though one moment, the merchant was waving his sword around and the next moment, both sword and hand disappeared.  Sharper eyed onlookers saw the flash of the mercenary’s blade, the gout of blood from the arm and the glimmer of the exquisite longsword of the wealthy merchant as it clanged onto the cobbles of the courtyard.   
 
    “I am death.”  Iverech said coldly as the merchant fell to his knees, cradling his bleeding stump.   
 
    “M…mer…mercy…”  Ronig’s voice stuttered as shock and blood loss set in.  “P…please…”   
 
    The mercenary nodded, walking closer.  “I will grant you mercy.”  He savored the brief moment when the once proud man gained hope.  He savored even more taking that hope from him.  “I will grant you the mercy of a swift death!”  He promised, seeing hope turn into terror.  Stepping forward a single pace, Iverech struck down and right to left, severing the merchant’s head at a slight angle.  The cut was clean and amid the stunned silence, there was a slight thump as Ronig’s head hit the ground and rolled slightly.   
 
    Amid the roar of the crowd at the display, Iverech walked back toward Meilif.  He didn’t go near Haunild but spotted her standing alone in the crowd.  He noticed Ronig’s guards were gone, along with Haunild’s rogues.  He had no doubt that the merchant’s men would turn up in an alley somewhere quite soon.  Iverech also noticed a look on Haunild’s normally guarded face that gave him pause.  It was a look of frank admiration and perhaps desire, unless he missed his guess. 
 
    The old count chuckled as he handed the mercenary’s effects back to him.  “That’s the most surprised I ever saw Ronig.”   
 
    “Do you think there will be trouble from his family and allies?”  Iverech asked professionally.  There was no fear in his voice, simply curiosity and readiness.   
 
    Meilif shook his head.  “It’s doubtful.”  He explained.  “Haunild will make sure that his family knows of his dalliances with multiple mistresses.”  The old count chuckled again.  “As for his allies, most of them will fall in line now that you’ve made such an eloquent point.” 
 
    Iverech nodded as he looked back where Haunild had been, but she was gone as if she’d never been there at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    She had known that it was a trap from the very beginning.  The setup was too obvious and the bait too enticing.  There were too many things about the whole thing that warned that it was all too good to be true and Jandara had learned when still a girl that when something seemed to too good to be true it was almost always so.   
 
    Echoing her thoughts, as if on cue, Taris murmured.  “You know it’s a trap.”  They’d been watching the building for the better part of an hour, careful not to be observed.  The sandstone structure was old and decrepit and sagged on its foundations like a graybeard that had had one too many drinks.  The structures around it looked to be mostly tenements and closed up shops where squatters dwelled.  The building they’d been watching, however, saw very little traffic indeed, save for a pair of ‘beggars’ that both had taken to be fighting men.  With evening not far off and the blistering summer sun finally setting, there might be more movement on the streets.  However, this area was a slums and beggars would move to wealthier areas, not stay on a street with no traffic, especially one that only had more poor people.   
 
    “I know.”  The Guardian replied, her voice barely registering above a whisper.  There was no doubt or trepidation in her tone, only confidence and deadly intent.  “We’ll spring their trap and find the truth of things.”   
 
    Taris knew better than to question Jandara’s orders.  They had worked together for years and while some men might chafe under her command, he respected her greatly.  The Guardian was a professional in every way and her skill was truly amazing.  She had handpicked Taris herself for his skill at arms and in commanding troops for he’d served in the army for years.  In truth, he’d doubted the beauteous woman in the beginning.  Being attached to the house guard of a famous man like Zashuor, however, was highly prestigious and he’d looked up to the ambassador as one of the countries great patriots.  Those had been his initial reasons but if Taris had been honest, he’d assumed that Jandara was simply a glorified concubine or mistress.  He had quickly learned how wrong he had been.  The Guardian was an individual of incredible focus and discipline and learned to respect her as both a warrior and leader.  In truth, he’d learned much from her once his ego had been put in check.   
 
    “The plan?”  The powerful warrior asked then.  Taris was a blunt, lead from the front fighter and Jandara had said herself that in such battles, there was no one finer.  They’d often joked about who would win in such a contest; his strength and solid skill against her grace and flawless expertise.  On one occasion, she’d explained why she believed that she would best him, though admitting that such a fight would be no certain thing.  Jandara had told him that because he was a man and confident, he would always underestimate her.  He would make a mistake or hesitate, and she would capitalize.  When he’d asked her, what would happen if she made a mistake, she’d simply laughed in reply.  Her reply had been deadly serious when she’d explained that a woman warrior cannot afford mistakes as almost every combatant that she would face would have the edge in strength.  The statement had been as sobering as the matter of fact way that she’d said it.   
 
    Thoughtfully, the Guardian finally answered.  “The approaches are well watched.”  She saw that Taris was nodding slightly.  “We can’t get any closer without risking notice and I told him I’d come alone.”  She was speaking of the man who had approached her with information about the attack on the road.  The sallow faced man had spoken of rumors of an assassination plot against the ambassador.  He’d truly looked the part of a nervous drover who had simply overheard something in a tavern.  His nervous manner was too contrived and his movements too sure for such an individual and it had been a dead giveaway to Jandara.  She knew a professional killer when she saw one and had decided to spring the trap.   
 
    “You still want to go in alone then?”  The warrior asked already knowing the answer.  He’d tried to talk Jandara out of it but had utterly failed.  Taris swept the area with his steady gaze, satisfied that they were unobserved from their place in an abandoned merchants stall.  The stall sat forlornly down a darkened side street that few people trod.  The ragged cloth roof and walls were scant protection from the elements, but they did offer excellent cover.   
 
    The only expression Jandara offered was a narrowing of her eyes.  Though beautiful, there was a fierceness to the woman like that of a hawk when she chose to reveal it.  “Yes.”  She finally said slowly, as if to a dullard.   
 
    It was an old game between them and in truth they were friends, or at least as close to friends as anyone could be with the Guardian.  Taris had often wondered about the strict training that all Guardians go through.  There ways were incredibly secretive and Jandara never spoke of it, but he knew that they were given to the order and trained from the time they were small children.  “Very well.”  The warrior replied.  “Where do you want me?”   
 
    “Once I’ve entered, their attention will be fractured but not completely.”  She instantly replied, and it was clear that she’d had her plans made for some time.  “The outer guards will watch all the more closely once I’m inside and before their trap is sprung.  I mean to take my time going into the snare and you will take advantage of that time to get as close as you can.”   
 
    Troubled, despite his confidence in her, Taris muttered.  “You could end up in there alone for a while.”  The big man’s voice was a deep rumble.   
 
    “Don’t worry about me.”  Jandara said, her tone low and deadly.  “You’ll know when to move when the screams start.” 
 
    From many other warriors, the words could be construed as bravado but Taris had seen Jandara in action many times and her abilities were amazing.  Still, he was worried, despite it all.  “We don’t know how many are in there.”  He had already voiced this concern but bullishly voiced it one last time.  “Any warrior can be overwhelmed by sufficient numbers.” 
 
    “Well then,” She replied sweetly, slipping into her helpless girl act like she was putting on a garment.  “You’ll just have to come and rescue me, won’t you?”  With that, she exited the merchants stall.  Rather than going straight toward the building, Jandara took an alleyway that would lead around from another angle.   
 
    It had never ceased to amaze Taris how the Guardian could so easily fall into any role her duties required her too.  Watching her saunter away, her every movement accentuating that she was a woman, the warrior forced his gaze back to the study of the building across the deserted square.  It was easy to forget that inside that beauteous woman was one of the deadliest killers in all Paeyona.  There might be those who were fooled by the outer package that Jandara displayed but Taris knew the truth; Jandara’s beauty was just another weapon, another tool to her.  He had felt attraction to her before that perhaps went beyond the admiration and trust between two warriors but Taris was smart enough not to act on such foolishness.  He knew that the Guardian’s true love was her vocation.  He’d often wondered if he really even knew her at all, if a person with such intense control over their every action could let anyone else truly close.  The warrior inwardly berated himself, forcing his every attention back to the decrepit building.  He had a job to do and that was what truly mattered.   
 
    He might have been shocked to know that Jandara had always been flattered by the notion of his attraction and was quite aware of it.  She allowed herself the briefest of smiles as she’d walked away from the old stall, knowing he was watching her go.  Still, for all that she held a certain amount of affection for the big warrior, his instincts had always been correct about the Guardian.  She would never allow her duties to be compromised by anything more than a professional relationship with someone she worked so closely with.  Still, from time to time, she couldn’t help teasing the handsome Taris.   
 
    Putting the captain from her mind as she reached the end of the alley, Jandara watched the street from the shadows before moving across to another one.  Taking her time, making sure that she was unobserved to the best of her ability, she slowly, circuitously approached her destination.  By the time she arrived in the square, close to an hour had gone by and evening was drawing close.  In other, better parts of the capitol, lantern lighters would be preparing to go about their business but here, in this squalid place, no such illumination would be provided.  Jandara had dressed in the clothing of a poor woman but had strategically ripped and torn the clothing in revealing places.  Then, she’d wrapped herself in a ragged cloak.  The Guardian wanted to blend in until she arrived and then she wanted the men looking at anything but her hands.  It was a tactic taught to Guardians when dealing with opponents of the opposite sex and Jandara had always used it to devastating effect.  Walking across the square, she didn’t let so much as her eyes flicker over to the side street where Taris awaited.   
 
    Rising instantly to their feet as the woman approached, the two ‘beggars’ rose smoothly.  One held up a hand, while the other one watched the square intently.  “You armed?”  The first man demanded.  He was of middling height and stocky, with a no-nonsense manner.  The other man was of a height with the first but slender.  Both men wore rags that could not conceal their muscular frames, and both wore short swords and several daggers on their belts.  The weapons were displayed when the ‘beggars’ had stood. 
 
    “Of course, I’m armed.”  Jandara said in a sultry voice that would have made Taris’ eyebrows climb into his scalp.  She then let her cloak fall back and away.  She saw both men’s gaze crawl over her figure and was satisfied that their attention was where she wanted it.  The dagger she wore on her belt was accentuated when she thrust her left hip forward.  “A girl has to have a sharp knife to keep unwanted hands at bay.”  Her voice grew hard at the last and the men quickly took her meaning.  She wasn’t going to let them put their hands on her or take her blade.   
 
    The thin ‘beggar’ couldn’t seem to take his eyes off the Guardian’s curves and absently whined.  “We’re supposed to search her and take any weapons.”   
 
    With a smile that bordered on a pout, Jandara let her cloak fall and stepped back, noting the disappointment in their eyes.  “I suppose I’ll have to leave then.”  She said.  Watching the two men exchange a look, the certainty of a trap was finalized in her mind.  They leered back at her disgustingly and Jandara knew in that instant that they’d most likely been told they’d get to have their way with her once she’d been interrogated.  She promised herself in that instant that she wouldn’t leave anyone in this building alive.   
 
    “It’s one little dagger.”  The blocky man said, running a hand over a shaved pate, his gaze appraising as he stared at the woman.   
 
    The Guardian let none of her disgust show but plastered an alluring smile on her face.  “I’m just here to talk.”  She ran a practiced hand through tousled hair, letting the movement cause the cloak to open a bit.  Their expressions were truly vile and Jandara resisted the instinct to kill them both.  She knew, however, that Taris would likely be the one to end their miserable lives.  They were ogling her so much that Jandara had no doubt that he’d used the time to get closer.   
 
    The larger beggar turned and rapped on the door twice, once and then three times and it opened.  It was very dark within, though Jandara could see dim lights further in the building.  Still smiling, she pretended not to hear the two whispering about ‘getting their turn’ with her and stepped inside.   
 
    Watching her go, Taris tensed despite knowing that the Guardian could handle anything.  The captain had moved halfway across the edges of the square and taken cover in a building that had been gutted by fire at some time in the past.  When the door had scraped open, the warrior used the sound as cover to draw his scimitar in one hand and a broad bladed dagger in the other.  He knew that he’d have to close quickly, and quickly plotted his route to the two men at the door.   
 
    Within the building, Jandara passed from room to room a pair of guards at her side.  Neither had tried to search her or take her dagger, having clearly heard the exchange with the ‘beggars’ outside.  These men were similarly armed but weren’t disguised as beggars.  Most wore some leather armor, and all had the look of professional fighting men.  The Guardian had hoped that there wouldn’t be any women among their ranks and was pleased to see that there weren’t.  She knew that a female would have watched her more closely and would most likely not be taken in by her disguise.  Near the back of the building, her escorts led her up a flight of stairs and through a long hall before stopping at a door.  They knocked first and when a muffled voice gave assent, one opened the door and stepped in as the other gestured for Jandara to follow.   
 
    Within, the Guardian saw a spacious room and guessed it to have been the main living area of a family dwelling within the building.  Now, it bore little in the way of furnishings, save for a couple of chairs and a low table where the sallow man she’d met with now sat, finishing a meal of what looked like roasted duck.  He was armed and armored like the others and the air of false nervousness he’d used when he’d first approached her in a market was completely gone.  Jandara also noticed that he did not leer or ogle her and knew that he wasn’t to be underestimated.   
 
    “I said that she was to be relieved of weapons.”  He said sharply to his subordinates.   
 
    Quickly interceding, Jandara smoothly said, “It’s just a dagger to protect myself on the streets.”  Her tone was reasonable, but she did not try the sultry act on this man.  Unlike his subordinates, she was certain that such deception would fail with him.   “You told me to come alone and I’m hardly going to do so unarmed.”   
 
    The sallow man’s gaze sharpened as he glanced at one of the guards who had escorted the woman.  “Was she alone?”   
 
    “We watched the square and streets, as you said.”  One of them replied.  “Those outside saw no signs of anyone following her or with her.”   
 
    With a brisk nod, the leader’s attention turned back to Jandara.  “You are the ambassador’s…concubine?”  There was a note in his voice that was doubtful.  “His mistress?”   
 
    The guardian shrugged, noting the way that the men watched her movements with appreciation, for all that their master did not.  “I do…many things…for my lord Zashuor.”  Jandara knew that her cover as a concubine was easily accepted by most, although anyone that really knew the ambassador would know he had no interest in anyone other than his wife.   
 
    Not completely satisfied, the sallow faced man frowned.  “I have heard that you travel everywhere with him.”  His expression was calculating.  “I have also heard that you are often armed.”   
 
    “Your sources are correct.”  Jandara said absently, as if there was nothing out of the ordinary.  “The ambassador hired people to train me, though they say I’ll never be more than a novice.”  She glanced at the two guards with her.  One stood slightly behind and to one side and the other in front of her at an angle.  There was another man who leaned against the far wall and the sallow man made four of them.  “He worries for me.”  She said with another long drawn out shrug.  “The ambassador would be most displeased if he knew I was here.”  Then with the beginnings of mock outrage, she demanded.  “You told me that you knew who had attacked us on the road!”   
 
    The shrewd expression never left the sallow man’s eyes.  “I do.”   
 
    “Well?”  The Guardian questioned imperiously.  “You’ve asked me to come all this way, alone, which I have done.  You told me that you knew and all you’ve done is interrogate me!”  Her inflection of a spoiled and pampered concubine who was used to getting her own way was flawless and for all his shrewdness, she could see that she’d taken the leader of these rogues in.   
 
    Rolling his eyes at his men, the leader’s tone grew menacing.  “You will know when the interrogation begins, my dear.”  He half turned to the table he’d been eating at to reach for a wrapped leather bundle and that was when Jandara struck.   
 
    The Guardian had known the exact moment when the sallow man had bought her act and decided to dispense with his own.  The second his guard was down, and he turned to pick up the bundle, which she well knew held implements of torture, she lashed out with a precise kick to the knee of the man in front of her.  As he fell to the ground, shouting hoarsely, Jandara drew her dagger and stepping back, drove it into the chest of the man behind her.   
 
    His eyes agog with surprise, the sallow man went for his sword as the other guard came away from the wall, a dagger in his own hand.  The dying man’s screams mingled with the moans of the man whose knee had been crushed and the shouts of the men on the floor below as they realized something was going wrong.   
 
    Seeing the two ‘beggars’ turn toward the commotion inside, Taris launched himself from the cover of the burned-out building.  He was less than a dozen paces from them when they started to turn.  Two more strides and the captain threw his dagger on the run.  The blade found it’s mark in the man’s shoulder and the thick man roared in pain.  The captain had hoped for just such a racket and he could hear shouts as some of the men within came toward the front door.  Taris knew that every guard he drew to him was one less that Jandara would have to deal with.   
 
    Leaping lightly back, Jandara spun her ragged cloak in front of her.  She swiftly knelt in one smooth motion to relieve the man she’d killed of his half-drawn sword.  Her lip curled in disdain at the shoddy thing, but she’d been trained to use any weapon that came to her hand.  It was a short blade that was barely more than a dagger, but it was sturdy enough.  The guard that had leapt forward struck viciously but had misjudged her actual location and struck only her swirling cloak.  With the quickness of a cat, the Guardian rose in a fluid motion and struck, her purloined sword gashing her opponents throat wide.   
 
    The sallow man’s eyes widened even further as he cursed.  Two of his men down in seconds at the hands of a woman he’d thought only to be the plaything of a wealthy politician was not something he’d expected.  However, he was clearly a man of action and stepped forward to strike with his sabre.   
 
    Stepping adroitly around the falling man, as he choked on his own blood, Jandara easily parried the stroke.  She didn’t give the man a chance to use the longer reach of his sabre and locked blades with him.  The move surprised the sallow man, who’d expected his lighter opponent to keep her distance.  He was truly surprised when she stepped in closer and drove her dagger into his sword arm.  As the sallow man dropped the blade in pain, he leapt behind the table.  The Guardian left the dagger where it was and caught the sabre before it hit the floor.   
 
    Taris blocked a cut by the slimmer guard and drove a shoulder into the other man, sending him flying.  He then struck out three successive times at the stockier ‘beggar’.  The first was a feint to draw him in, which he obliged, the second was a side stroke to knock him off balance and the third was a powerful, looping back handed slice that terminated in the other man’s head.  The damage done by the heavy scimitar that the captain wielded was terrible to behold as brains and blood spattered on the ground.  The other ‘beggar’ blanched but the big warrior was on him before he could do much more than raise his short sword in a paltry block that failed utterly.  He joined his friend in death as the scimitar of Taris tore through his chest, making a mockery of his armor.   
 
    Jandara saw the sallow leader reaching for something behind the table but before she could react, the door behind her banged open.  A huge thug rushed in and grabbed for her, not bothering to use the blade at his belt.  The Guardian didn’t try to dodge the move but leapt backward, her powerful legs propelling her into the onrushing bear of a man.  So strong he was that he stood his ground but when her head snapped back into his face, crushing his nose, the big man wasn’t prepared, and he brought up his hands to staunch the flow.  It was a fatal mistake as the woman drove the short sword into his stomach.   
 
    As the big man bawled in agony, falling back through the door into the men who were trying to get into the room, Jandara saw the man she’d kicked in the knee trying to rise.  Leaping from the door, she batted the sword he’d drawn away and split his skull skillfully as if peeling fruit.  She could see that the sallow man had pulled a short spear from behind the table and jabbed it toward her.  The Guardian spun graceful as a dancer and the strike missed her.  As she flowed around, her sabre lashed out with all the force of her pirouette and gashed the leaders shoulder open terribly.  Contemptuously, Jandara snatched the spear from his hand and kicked him in the chest, knocking him backward, where he tripped over his chair.   
 
    Whirling, the Guardian threw the spear, again using the momentum of her whole body to propel her attack with deadly force.  The projectile slammed into the chest of one of the guards who’d finally managed to get around the big man who was trying vainly to hold his guts in.  Another man hesitated in the door, realizing that there was no one else to back him up.  From below the sounds of combat could be heard and there were no more footsteps coming up the stairs.   
 
    Waiting beside the door, Taris brought his scimitar down two handed on the arm of the first thug who came outside.  The man’s screams were terrible, but the captain ignored them, leaping back to avoid the strike of the second man who stabbed out with a short sword.  Seeing that a third man readying a javelin, Taris leapt to the other side of the doorway so as not to give him a target.  They finally pushed their way through, past the shrieking man who cradled his ruined arm as he died but their movements were clumsy and off-balance.  Mighty Taris waded into the group, his movements powerful and precise.  One man fell back, his head half severed, and another was disemboweled as the spear thrower finally launched his weapon.  He too, was imbalanced and his opponent too close and the spear cast wasn’t true.  The last thing he ever saw was the gore streaked blade descending on his head.   
 
    Turning from the final thug, who she’d disarmed and then run through, Jandara quickly glided toward the sprawled leader, who looked around the room in disbelief.  The whole fight had only lasted moments and the scene was like the blood-spattered nightmare of a deranged artist.  The beautiful woman’s face looked like a demon’s streaked as it was with the blood of his men.  His eyes glanced about for a weapon but found none.  He looked up to see her boot descending to crack into his face and flopped backward dazed.  He heard boots drumming up the stairs and knew a moment of hope, but it was dashed when a huge, tanned warrior that he didn’t know entered the room.  It was clear that he was with the woman when the two shared a cool nod.   
 
    “He still alive?”  Captain Taris said, glancing at the dazed man amid the overturned furniture.   
 
    Jandara’s eyes were forbidding.  “For now.”  She said producing leather straps.  The sallow faced man came more awake, his wounds flaring in pain as she bound him.  “Don’t worry,” The Guardian’s voice was grim yet held a note of humor.  “You will know when the interrogation begins.” 
 
    Later that night, the watch would find the scene of the slaughter and determine that it was a dispute between local gangs.  Their leaders would decide that no less than a dozen well-armed men had stormed the building and kill everyone.  No one would ever have believed that one woman and one man could have caused all the carnage.   
 
    Later still, amid hoarse screams and pleas for mercy, the sallow faced man broke and told all he knew.  It hadn’t taken as long as Taris had supposed but then, he’d never seen Jandara question someone.  Whatever desire he’d once nurtured for the woman died along with the man she’d put to the torture that night.  Her face was like a demon at the end, especially when she realized how little her victim actually knew.  The sallow man could only reveal that he’d been hired to kidnap and find out all the favored concubine of the ambassador knew.  He never saw the faces of those who had hired him and said that they were to await further contact once the job was done.  They’d paid in good silver and never revealed their identities.  The only clue he’d been able to give was that one of those who’d hired them was a nobleman.  He was sure of it based on the cultured way he’d spoken and the fine cut of his clothes.  He’d also seen the tattoo of a black dragon in flight on one of their arms when their clothing had slipped for a moment.  The man told all he knew, hoping that it would save his life.  He was wrong in that hope. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Royalty rarely graced the establishment and the innkeeper, and her staff were as much nervous as they were thrilled.  While there could be much gain to be had in proclaiming that the princess and her betrothed, should the couple dislike the place, it could be very bad indeed.  The Smiling Skald was the kind of place that prided itself on good food, tasteful entertainment and a clean and safe environment.  No upscale, ostentatious place, it wasn’t a place where the nobility was known to congregate, which was why the princess found it to her liking.   
 
    Smiling, Alanna watched her man eat and the thought that he was hers made her smile all the more.  When she’d told him the kind of place she wanted to go to, he’d brought her here and she was very happy.  If she had known the kind of worry she was causing to the staff, the princess would have done all in her power to alleviate it, but she was in love and had eyes only for him.   
 
    Bolaan looked up and saw the princess watching him.  He quickly used a napkin to make sure he hadn’t gotten something on his face.  Seeing her smile deepen, he asked in a troubled voice, “Have I made a mess of it?”   
 
    “No.”  She said, laughing a bit at his consternation.  “I just like watching you eat.  I like being with you.”   
 
    Still unable to believe that he’d somehow won the heart of the princess, Bolaan took her hand.  “I like being with you too, princess.”   
 
    She frowned instantly.  “You will call me by my name!”   
 
    Her authoritative tone made him chuckle.  “Of course, Alanna.” 
 
    The irony of her commanding him in how to address her was lost on neither of them and after a moment, she laughed along with him.  “I’m sorry, captain.”  She said, needling him with his own title.  “Please call me Alanna.”   
 
    Bolaan waved his white napkin in mock surrender.  “Very well, Alanna.”  He smiled.  “But only if you call me by name as well!”   
 
    Those around them smiled to see such a fine young couple.  They were kind and polite, she was beautiful, and he was handsome.  The fact that they only had eyes for each other made it seem like a tale and the young women in the establishment sighed every time they looked at them.  The innkeeper finally snapped that there were other customers and sent them scurrying about their tasks.  The truth was, however, that every time she looked at them, she thought of her own husband, dead for years now.  She remembered their youth and their time together and sighed within herself before realizing what she was doing and scolding herself inwardly. 
 
    The perfect moment was broken as Alanna’s gaze strayed to the Warhammer that seemed to be Bolaan’s constant companion.  It was propped next to his chair and she had seen him reach out to touch the weapon from time to time.  “Must you bring that thing everywhere you go?”  The princess asked primly.  “It’s in poor taste to bring such a thing into an inn.” 
 
    “Why, this was General Fogrim’s hammer, as you well know, Alanna!”  The captain exclaimed in real shock.  “It is an honor beyond measuring that I carry it!”  He frowned, trying to figure out what her objection was.  “I carry my sword at my side always and you’ve never complained about it.”   
 
    With a slight roll of her eyes, the princess explained.  “A sword is a symbol of office and a fine accoutrement for a soldier or an officer.”  His eyes widened a bit.  “That hammer is…garish and ugly.”   
 
    With a snort, Bolaan replied.  “How can you say that?”  It was clear that he didn’t understand.  “It is one of the finest weapons I’ve ever wielded, and a sword isn’t an accessory, it is a weapon of war as well.”   
 
    “As you say, my fine captain.”  Alanna said with a sniff then.   
 
    Her use of his title and frosty manner would have let a buffoon know that something was wrong, which Bolaan was not.  What he was however, was a young man who was mystified by women.  He naively thought that this would change in time and if he only knew how many graybeards would laugh at him for this thought, he wouldn’t have believed it.   
 
    “Alanna…”  He began carefully.  “Have I offended you somehow?”   
 
    She could tell that his concern was real and hear the love in his voice and see it on his face.  Biting her lip, the princess hesitated, not wanting to spoil their time together.  “No.”  She finally said.  “I…it simply reminds me…of…of everything…”  She trailed off, her face sad.   
 
    Bolaan struggled to find the right words.  He hated to see her so forlorn and would have done anything to erase that look, to take her pain.  He, however, was no bard or poet.  He was a soldier and a warrior and felt completely unable to think of what to say.  In the end, he spoke his heart, which was, as it turned out, the exact, right thing to do.  “I love you.”  The captain said simply, taking her hand.   
 
    Alanna had looked away but as he said the words, she smiled and leaned in to kiss him long and deep.  She was quite sure people would find the public display scandalous, but she could honestly care less.  The princess knew that the guards who always shadowed them would see just as the people around them, but it mattered not at all.  She had lost so much that she was fiercely happy at this love she’d found.   
 
     When she leaned back from kissing him, the captain looked dazed and foggy, which made her smile again.  He didn’t know what he’d done but vowed in that moment that telling her that he loved her was always the best course of action.  The couple said nothing for several long moments, him toying with his food and her just looking contentedly at him.  Finally, he broke the silence.  “I didn’t know that your father was going to announce the engagement.”   
 
    She frowned a bit then.  “I was not pleased about that, either.”  She hastened to explain then.  “Not that I wasn’t thrilled when you proposed.  Alanna could still remember him kneeling in the gardens and offering her a ring that had belonged to his grandmother.  The memory erased the frown for a moment.  “When you asked father, I was gladdened to hear that he approved, of course.”   
 
    “That was a terrifying ordeal, I can tell you!”  The captain said, shaking his head.  “I’ve fought bandits, orcs and trolls but asking the Iron King for his daughter’s hand was much more daunting!”   
 
    The princess’ laugh was scoffing.  “Oh, my father adores you.”  Her voice grew sad again.  “Sometimes I think more than he does me.”   
 
    “Nonsense!  Your father would die for you!”  He said stoutly, adding, “And so would I!”   
 
    Her smile was real, but the sadness remained.  “That’s sweet.”  She said noncommittally but looked at the weapon of the slain general again.  Absently, she said, “I think he made the pronouncement for political reasons though.” 
 
    The thought was troubling to the young captain and it showed.  “You really think so?”   
 
    Looking at her betrothed, Alanna shrugged.  “Who can say for sure?”  Her eyes were so sad it broke her heart.  “Father is so different now it’s like he’s a stranger to us all.”  She looked away suddenly, tears forming in her eyes.  “Everything’s changed.”  He knew that she was thinking of how many had died, especially her brother.  “I wonder if any of us can truly be happy again.”   
 
    The princess sounded lost and alone and Bolaan took her hands again.  “We can be!”  He proclaimed fervently.  “I know that your heart’s broken for your brother and everything seems dark but in the middle of it all, we found each other!”  She smiled at his passion.  “I mean it, Alanna, when I woke in the darkness after the war, I wished that I had died along with the others.”  His voice faltered for a moment as he thought back on it all.  “I…I felt guilty.  That I had lived while so many, better and braver than me had died…”  She squeezed his hand and he forged ahead.  “But you found me there in the darkness and I’ll never forget that!  I knew then that I would love you forever!”   
 
    It was well said and in truth his words were so true and so passionate that they would have shamed many a bard.  Her answering kiss proved that his words had a profound effect.  The kiss lasted so long that the royal guard, began glaring.  War hero or not, they weren’t pleased to see their charge so displayed.  One of them coughed and when the couple still didn’t stop, another soldier stamped his foot on the floor.   
 
    Alanna glared back at them as she broke the kiss but Bolaan laughed.  “You can hardly blame them, princess!”  She then glared at him.  “It isn’t seemly for the daughter of the king to be publicly canoodling!”   
 
    She smiled thinly and shook her head.  “I don’t care.”  She smiled at the guards and then back at her betrothed.  “I’ve suffered enough loss that I’ll take my happiness where I can find it!”  Her voice was as passionate and true as his had been.  “I love you, Bolaan and I want to be with you forever!”   
 
    “And I with you, Alanna.”  He would have said more but she glanced at Fogrim’s hammer again and leaned back.  “What is it?”  He asked, knowing it wasn’t actually the weapon that was the problem.   
 
    The princess hesitated before answering.  “I don’t want you to go to war again.”  When she finally spoke, her words came tumbling out rapidly.  “I’ll tell my father that I want you to remain here in Vakiun with me.”   
 
    “You can’t do that!”  Bolaan exclaimed.  “I’m a captain in the army and it’s my duty to go where I’m needed!”  He saw that his reply was upsetting her, but he couldn’t help it.   
 
    Her voice was raw as she snapped back.  “Don’t tell me about duty!”  Her grief and pain were still so very near to the surface.  “I lost my brother in the last war and I don’t mean to lose you too!”   
 
    “Please, Alanna.”  The captain began, seeking to keep his voice reasonable.  “I know losing Prince Valun was terrible but the whole kingdom suffered loss.  How many brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, mothers and fathers were lost in the War of the Orc?”  His own gaze now strayed to the hammer at his side.  “How many heroes never returned?”   
 
    Now the tone of the princess grew cold.  “So, you want to die because you weren’t there with Fogrim and the rest of the Third?”  He recoiled as if she’d slapped him, but she didn’t care.  “I won’t lose someone I love to war again, Bolaan.”  Her voice broke then.  “I can’t…”   
 
    “I’m not going to die.”  The captain said, his words sounding hollow to himself.   
 
    Shaking her head again, the princess interjected.  “Don’t be condescending, Bolaan.”  She was fighting back tears, but she was angry as well.  “I’m not a fool.”  Quoting her father, she stated, “There are no guarantees in war.”   
 
    Helplessly, Bolaan leaned back in his chair.  “Alanna, I have to do my duty.  I have no choice.”  He unconsciously grasped the handle of the Warhammer.  “My honor…”   
 
    She cut him off.  “I don’t want to hear about honor or duty or any of the rest of it!”  Now the tears fell unchecked to the table.  “If you go off to war, you’ll die!”  Her voice had risen, and people were starting to stare but she didn’t care anymore than she had when they had watched the couple kissing.  “I can’t lose you, Bolaan, I can’t!”   
 
       “You won’t…”  He began but he knew, even as he said it that she’d been right.  There were no guarantees in war, as the old saying went.  “Alanna, try to understand…”   
 
    She cut him off again, this time rising to her feet.  “No.”  She said flatly.  “I love you, but I cannot bear losing you, Bolaan.  If…”  Her voice was halting now as tears rolled down her beautiful face.  “If you’re going to go off to war, I can’t marry you.”  The stunned look of hurt on his face made her hate herself.  The princess hadn’t realized she was going to say any of this but even as she had, she knew that she meant every word.  She took off the ring that he’d given her.   
 
    “Alanna, please…”  Bolaan said as he watched her remove his grandmother’s ring.   
 
    The princess laid the ring on the table between them.  “I am sorry, my love.”  She said, her heart breaking.  “I know that you’re a man of honor and I admire that about you.”  She hesitated at the thunderstruck expression of pain on his face, but she had made her mind up.  “I have watched those I love go off to battle all my life and I can’t take any more of it.  The truth is that you want to go, isn’t it?”   
 
    His voice was a faltering, broken thing.  “It…I…Alanna…”  He said her name like a prayer, hoping that it would have the power to explain things, to change her mind.   
 
    “That’s what I thought.”  She was as hurt as he was.  “I thought I had no more tears after losing Valun but the thought of losing you…”  Her voice caught.   
 
    Rising to his feet, Bolaan tried to take her hand again but she stepped back.  “Alanna…I cannot…”  He fumbled for the right words, but they eluded him, perhaps they did not exist.  “I must do my duty.”   
 
    “Duty and honor first.”  The princess said, tears still flowing.  “I have heard that my whole life.”  She felt wretched to hurt the man she loved so but Alanna simply couldn’t take anymore loss.  “I never should have accepted your ring.  I do love you, Bolaan but as long as you are a soldier, I cannot marry you.”   
 
    Bolaan could think of no words.  He was dumbfounded beyond all reason.  The captain had begun the day with the woman of his dreams and now she was leaving him.  He could understand why she felt the way she did but a man like Bolaan could no more shirk his duty than he could change his height or eye color.  He was the product of generations of proud warriors, a whole nation of martial pride.  Bolaan watched her go as tears filled his own eyes.  He knew that there would be those who would mock his tears, but it would have been a foolish man who did so on that day.  Indeed, such a one might have lost his very life.  As it was, no one said a word to the brave captain as he watched the love of his life walk away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Bringing his fist down on the table with a thud, Garyth cursed acidly.  He was glad that he was sitting alone in the Black Boar, for he didn’t often use the expletives that now flowed freely from his mouth.  When a tavern maid approached timidly, he grimaced, realizing that she, no doubt thought something was wrong.  Looking down at the crumpled letter, he reflected that there was certainly something wrong, but it was not the ale.   
 
    “My lord?”  The maid asked cautiously, as she slowly approached the table.  “Is everything alright?”   
 
    With a forced smile that made him look half a wolf, Garyth tried to put the girl at ease.  “Sorry.”  He said, trying his best to be calm, though he was anything but.  “Just got some bad news.”   
 
    She smiled sympathetically and was smart enough not to pry.  “Very well, milord.”  The maid replied with a curtsy.  “Please let me know if you need anything else.”  She was a good girl, the niece of Neb, the innkeeper, if Garyth recollected right but he was glad when she left.  He was in no mood to talk to anyone, which was why he’d come here.  When the letter had been delivered, he’d recognized the crest of General Lokkmar on it.  He’d decided to come here and read its contents for the simple fact that he didn’t want to upset his pregnant wife, or his son and he was fairly certain he wasn’t going to like what the letter said.   
 
    The door to the inn opened, letting some of the summer heat into the inn.  Garyth knew in an instant that he wasn’t going to get the solitude that he so desperately needed.  Prince Aiden and several of the royal guard had just entered.  Desperately, Garyth turned away, hunkering down and looking into his mug to hide his face.  He was at a corner table and there was the brief hope that his brother wouldn’t spot him.  However, he saw the prince talking to Neb and when the barkeep pointed at the corner where Garyth sat, he knew his hopes were to be dashed.   
 
    Aiden walked directly over to Garyth, his guards fanning out behind him, until he gestured, and they took seats at a nearby table.  “Elin told me I’d find you here.”  The prince’s tone was cheerful enough but there was something contrived about it.   
 
    Too wrapped up in his own dark thoughts to worry about whatever was wrong with the prince, Garyth sighed heavily.  “What do you need?”  He hadn’t meant for it to sound so brusque, but it came out that way all the same.   
 
    His eyebrows raised in surprise, Aiden bristled.  “I came to talk to you about Calder but apparently, there is something else that we should talk about?”  When his brother didn’t reply, the prince pressed.  “What’s wrong?”   
 
    Rolling his eyes, Garyth grasped the crumpled letter in his fist.  “Nothing you can help with.”  He didn’t want to have the discussion that he knew he’d have to have just as he knew Aiden had already spotted the letter.  Trying to change the subject, he asked, “What’s wrong with Calder?”  As he thought about it, he realized that he hadn’t seen the old druid of late. 
 
    “He’s left Vakiun.”  The crown prince said absently and then shrewdly noted, “Isn’t that Lokkmar’s seal?”  Garyth’s only answer was to stare down at the letter and slowly crush it in his fist.  “What’s going on, Garyth?”   
 
    “It’s none of your concern.”  Garyth replied sullenly.  Realizing that he was being childishly combative, he tossed the letter on the table in front of his brother.  “Read it for yourself, if you must.”   
 
    As the prince picked up the letter and smoothed it out, he glanced at the dark rage written plain on his brother’s face.  He’d a guess at what was wrong and reading the missive confirmed it.  “He’s postponing the duel.”  He murmured.   
 
    “The coward is trying to get out of it!”  Garyth spat.   
 
    Shaking his head slowly, Aiden replied carefully.  “It sounds like his duties as a general are going to interfere.”  He tapped the bottom part of the letter with a finger.  “It says here that he has to see to reassignments and disbursement of the Third Army.”   
 
    “The Third died with Fogrim.”  Garyth growled.  “It’s an insult to reform it.  They should retire the colors in honor and leave it at that.”   
 
    Carefully laying the letter down, Aiden disagreed.  “I think it would be bad for morale and so do the other generals.”  He kept his voice modulated and neutral, but he knew that this would likely end in a fight.  The prince was tired of tip toeing around his family, though and couldn’t find the will to do it anymore.  “The soldiers and the nation need to see that the Third Army can be reborn.” 
 
    “It’s a hollow gesture.”  Garyth said, his voice disgusted.  “It’s politically motivated at best and an attempt to deceive the people at worst.”  
 
    Aiden’s voice grew challenging.  “And what if it is political?”  He looked sharply at his kinsman.  “We can’t ignore politics, Garyth.  The people look to their leaders to find the best way forward and the rebirth of the Third Army is a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s a number, Aiden.”  Taking a drink from his mug, he gestured to see if his brother wanted to order some. 
 
    Aiden shook his head, thinking that the last thing this conversation needed was more alcohol.  “It’s a symbol.”  He spoke calmly and patiently.   
 
    Garyth snorted his rebuttal, clearly not wanting to discuss it further.  “He’s using it as an excuse to postpone the fight for a fortnight.”  His rage was an open and ugly thing.  “It doesn’t matter.  He’s living on borrowed time.”   
 
    “Perhaps, it is for the best.”  The prince noted.  “It will give you time to heal a bit more, if nothing else.”  When Garyth nodded slowly, he added.  “You won’t consider letting the matter drop?”   
 
    Refusing to look at his brother, Garyth gritted his teeth.  “We’ve already had this discussion, Aiden.”  He stared at the wall, as if he would burn a hole through it.  “I know you disagree with me and I with you, but nothing will stop me from my vengeance!”   
 
    “I’ve told you that I can partially understand, Garyth.”  Aiden began, his tone critical.  “What you have to understand…”   
 
    “Spare me your lecture, Aiden, I’m not in the mood!”  Garyth snapped, glaring at the prince.  His tone made the guards look over and he swiveled his head to lock eyes with them, especially Ingvar.  “I don’t care what you think!”  
 
    Stunned at his brother’s reaction, Aiden gestured for his men to go back to their drinks.  Noting the way that Ingvar and Garyth were glaring at each other, he strove to get his kinsman’s attention.  “You would do well to remember who you’re talking to.”  He said flatly.   
 
    Now Garyth did look at the prince, his eyes dangerous.  “Oh, I do know who I’m talking to.”  His voice was grim.  “As if you’ve ever let me forget that you are the Crown Prince and I’m nothing but a bastard!”   
 
    “That’s enough, Garyth!”  Aiden said, struggling and failing not to raise his voice.   
 
    Laughing out loud, the lord replied, “Oh, the prince can’t win an argument, so he gives a royal decree?”   
 
    With a scrape of their chairs, Ingvar and his men stood to their feet and instantly Garyth did the same.  Turning to Ingvar, his eyes glittered.  “You’ve wanted to try me for awhile haven’t you, Captain?”  He took a step forward.  “How about right now?!”  He said, his hand stealing to his sword.   
 
    To his credit, Ingvar carefully kept his hands at his side, but he did take one long stride forward.  “Be careful, lordling.”  The captain warned.   
 
    “I’ll fight you and your bully boys!”  Garyth growled.  “All at once or one at a time, whatever you prefer!”   
 
    Aiden stepped between the two warriors.  “Enough!”  He shouted, seeing that the whole tavern was watching now.   
 
    Garyth wasn’t done now.  “You talk to me like a dog, while hiding behind your title, Ingvar!”  It was clear that he meant to fight the captain here and now.  “While I’ve fought and bled, and you’ve done nothing but parade and stand attention, you’ve avoided battle like that coward Lokkmar!”   
 
    It was the gravest insult to call a warrior of Ingvar’s standing and valor a coward and now his hand did twitch toward his sword hilt.  “You…bastard!”  He breathed the insult out slowly, meaning it in every sense of the word.   
 
    “ENOUGH!!!”  Aiden roared.  “Captain, you will remove yourself and wait outside!”   
 
    His eyes full of murder, the guard captain’s gaze never left Garyth.  “He has insulted my honor!”  Garyth’s smile was challenging and Ingvar’s rage grew.  “I am within my rights to…” 
 
    “You will obey me, Ingvar!”  The prince’s voice was commanding and so like the king’s that Ingvar finally looked at him.  “Take your men and await me outside, right now!”   
 
    Breathing heavily, angry at himself that he’d lost his temper and acted so poorly, he replied.  “Yes…my prince.”  He glared at Garyth, though, for his anger with the lord was far greater than that which he held for himself.  “I’ll see you soon, lordling.”  He promised.  “If Lokkmar doesn’t do for you, I just may!”   
 
    Garyth took a step forward, baring his teeth.  “You threaten me again; dog and I’ll gut you right here.”  He didn’t raise his voice but the violence he promised could not have been clearer.  When the prince stepped forward, Garyth’s hand closed on the pommel of his sword.  “I mean it, Aiden, I’ll kill him here and now.”  There was death in the air now and everyone in the inn could feel it.   
 
    Turning away from his brother, Aiden commanded his men.  “Leave…NOW!”   
 
    Ingvar nodded and took his hand from his sword.  “I honor your command, my prince.”  He said, making it clear that he was leaving for that reason and no other.  “I will await you outside.”   
 
    In a moment of wisdom, Neb cleared the tavern.  “Everyone out!”  He bellowed, his soldier’s voice echoing through the Black Boar.  “Leave your drinks and get out!!!”  As people rushed to get out of the place, Neb shared a long look with Aiden and bowed.  “My prince.”   
 
    Aiden nodded at the innkeeper gratefully, realizing how close Garyth and Ingvar had come to crossing swords.  The guard captain stalked toward the door and paused briefly looking back at Garyth, who patted his sword and smiled wider.  When Ingvar walked out into the street, his rage was shown so clearly on his mottled face that everyone, including his own warriors, gave him a wide berth.   
 
    “What is wrong with you?!”  Aiden demanded, whirling on his brother.  The tavern was completely empty, and he ceased trying to modulate his tone.  “Have you completely lost your mind?!”   
 
    Garyth fired right back.  “What’s wrong with you, brother?!”  He said, still staring at the door.  “Afraid I’ll kill your favorite pet?” 
 
    “Ingvar is a decorated soldier and has saved my life several times!”  The prince said incredulously.  “You’re just looking for a target to take your rage out on!”   
 
    “The man has been nothing but insulting toward me!”  Garyth wasn’t having it.  “We’re warriors, Aiden and he wants to disrespect me and then play at being insulted?”  He walked toward the door, lost in the blackness of his fury.  “I’ll call him out in the street and end his miserable life!”   
 
    “I forbid it!!!”  The prince roared.   
 
    Garyth looked back at his brother, his eyes wide.  “You forbid?”  Then he laughed scornfully.  “You forbid me nothing brother!”   
 
    “I am the crown prince, Garyth and you would do well to remember that!”  Aiden said imperiously.   
 
    “Oh, there we are!”  The warrior’s voice deepened with scorn.  “It’s never very far beneath the surface, is it?!  You’re the prince and I’d best not forget that fact, eh?”   
 
    Rage bloomed at the scornful words and the prince snapped back derisively.  “You force me to bring it up, Garyth.”  There was still a plea for reason in Aiden’s voice, but it was mingled with his own anger now.  “You won’t allow a rational discussion, you simply rage at anyone who disagrees with you!”   
 
    “You’re the one who sides endlessly with everyone against your own family, Prince Aiden!”  He said, making the title an insult.  “You demand that everyone respect your title, while giving none in return.”  Garyth’s smote his chest with a closed fist.  “I am a lord of the realm or have you forgotten that little fact?”   
 
    The prince threw his hands up helplessly.  “Of course, I haven’t forgotten, Garyth but you storm about like a petulant child who wants his own way and refuse the command of those who outrank you!”   
 
    “You want to speak of rank?!”  Now it was Garyth’s voice that was disbelieving.  “You fight our father at every turn!”  Seeing Aiden quickly look around, he laughed bitterly.  “You still fear that people will find out who I really am.  Is that really your main concern in all of this?”   
 
    Aiden shook his head but inwardly, he knew that his brother had struck something true.  “The king is wrong in many things, Garyth.”  He said flatly, ignoring the question.  “And so are you, brother.”   
 
    “Leave off, Aiden!”  Garyth said contemptuously.  “Don’t call me brother now that you’re sure no one can hear you.  You say that I am wrong, and the king is wrong, but I think that you’re angry and afraid more than anything!”  Seeing his brother flinch, he bulled ahead. “What exactly is your problem here, Aiden?  You’ll side with your friend, Ingvar, against your own blood and with everyone who disagrees with our father, it seems.  What is your issue?”   
 
    His temper finally snapping, the prince roared, “My problem is you’re a fool, Garyth!”  He glared at his brother, realizing how angry Garyth had made him.  “You and father are both stubborn fools!”   
 
    “Is that it, then?”  Garyth said shrewdly.  “Or are you angry that I’m the one who remains loyal and you know that you’re wrong?!”   
 
    “Loyal?”  Aiden growled back.  “You think blind stupidity and loyalty are the same thing?!  Father will bring the whole nation to ruin and you’ll follow him blithely down that path of destruction!”   
 
    His blood up, Garyth turned fully and faced the prince squarely.  “Those are fine words and to many they might sound like words of wisdom, but to me, they speak of something else entirely!”   
 
    “And what’s that?”  The prince demanded, his eyes narrowing.   
 
    Pointing at his brother with an accusing finger that didn’t quite touch the other man’s chest, the lord said flatly.  “You’re afraid.”   
 
    His tone lofty, Aiden snapped.  “You’re ridiculous!”  For all that he tried to hide it, there was real anger in the prince’s face now.  “Seeking to provoke me, as though we were both still children!”   
 
    “You can’t hide it, brother, not from me.”  Garyth said doggedly.  “You seek to cloud the real issue with matters of state and politics but the real truth here is that you can’t get around what has to be done and it terrifies you!”   
 
    Recoiling as though his brother was pointing a sword at him and not a finger, Aiden hissed.  “How dare you!”  Part of him wanted to fight Garyth right there, which was what he suspected the combative lord really wanted.  “I have fought many times for my country, I’ll remind you.  To question my courage in battle is…”   
 
    Garyth cut him off with a gesture of his hand.  “I’m not questioning your courage in combat, Aiden.”  The two men stood very close now and the truculent lord half hoped it would come to blows.  “I’m questioning your resolve.”   
 
    “My resolve?”  Aiden’s voice was contemptuous now.  “Who are you to question anything I say or do?!”   
 
    His voice triumphant, Garyth crowed, “Ah and right on schedule, the royal tone!”  It was an old point of contention between the two.  “Whenever you can’t win through logic or force, you retreat behind your title!”   
 
    “I’m not retreating, Garyth!”  Aiden shouted.  “I am facing you man to man to tell you that you’re wrong and you’d rather pick a fight with everyone that disagrees with you!”   
 
    “Hah!”  His laugh contemptuous, the lord gritted his teeth.  “You look at my duel with Lokkmar the same as you do our father’s prosecution of the war with the orcs; you can only think about what these things may cost you, rather than the need of them.” 
 
    Throwing up his hands in frustration, the prince tried to wrestle his voice under control.  “I am thinking about the cost to the whole realm and not simply thinking of my own needs, like you and father!”   
 
    “Again, those are fine words, Aiden.”  Garyth said, matching his brother’s lofty tone from earlier.  “Yet I’ll tell you here and now that you’re afraid of the consequences more than anything.”   
 
    “And you aren’t?”  Aiden countered.  “You mean to tell me that you haven’t asked what will happen if Lokkmar slays you instead of the other way around?!”  He was angry and worried and both things showed.  “I love you Garyth and I don’t want to see you dead!  I love my country and I don’t want to see it destroyed!  But both you and father act as though you’ll do what you think is best and damn the consequences!” 
 
    “Yes.”  Garyth agreed, his tone grim.  “Damn the consequences.”  He looked at his brother like the other man was a stranger.  “You know, I’ve always thought that we were more similar than we were different.  Oh, I knew that because you were the crown prince, you had to think differently about things, but I really believed that we understood the greater truths of life much the same.”  He shook his head.  “Now, I can see how wrong I was.”   
 
    Drawing himself to his full height, which had always been a bit taller than his brother, Aiden asked snidely, “Is that so?”  He said condescendingly.  “Well, you haven’t lived your whole life knowing that one day you’d be responsible for an entire nation, Garyth.”   
 
    “You’re right, prince.”  The warrior shot back.  “I’ve lived my whole life knowing I was an unwanted bastard who had to fight to prove he was worth anything!”   
 
    Rolling his eyes, Aiden asked, “How long are you going to beat that drum?”   
 
    “Oh, I’m done with all of it, my prince!”  Garyth replied, still loading down the title with disparagement.  “I don’t care what you or anyone else thinks.  I have never failed to do my duty, to do what’s best for my family and my country.  Can you say the same?”   
 
    Gritting his teeth, Aiden could have struck his brother just then.  “You go too far, Garyth!”  He breathed heavily, trying to remember that this was his kinsman.  “You think just because your father’s favorite right now that…”   
 
    Interrupting the other man heedlessly, Garyth’s laugh was a thing of purest contempt.  “By the gods!”  Now he did poke his brother in the chest.  “You call me childish and a fool and let slip that this is really all jealousy!”   
 
    “Don’t touch me.”  Aiden warned, slapping Garyth’s hand away.   
 
    Scornfully, Garyth laughed again, it was forced but there was something very real and nasty there.  “Oh, don’t worry, my prince.”  He stepped away and bowed low, making the gesture an insult.  “I apologize for crossing such a princely line, Prince Aiden.  Allow me to offer a princely apology for offending the princely…”   
 
    “ENOUGH!!!”  Aiden bellowed.  His face was red, and he could have strangled the life out of Garyth then and there.  “You think because you’ve been called a war hero, you can strut about and act any way you please?!  Well, you aren’t going to talk to me that way, brother, no matter how popular you seem to have become!!!”   
 
    Far from being angry, Garyth’s face was satisfied.  “I knew there was something deeper behind all this.”  He said calmly.  “You’re not just afraid but you’re jealous and what’s more you’re clearly more concerned with status and popularity than with what is best.”   
 
    “I know what is best.”  Aiden said coldly.  He was infuriated that he’d been baited so successfully.  “Both for my family and for my country, despite what you may think.  Were I king…”  
 
    Dismissively, Garyth cut him off.  “But you’re not the king.”  He said just as icily.  “Not yet.”   
 
    “I will be king, one day soon, Garyth.”  The prince said imperiously.  “You forget who your monarch will be apparently.”   
 
    “Ah, brother.”  The lord’s words were sarcastic but tinged with sorrow.  “I have never forgotten that fact.  I will remind you that when this is all over, I will leave, and you will never have to see me again.”   
 
    As if he already wore the crown, the prince now pointed.  “You will do as I command when I am the Iron King.”   
 
    Savagely, Garyth stepped very close to his brother, his quickness startling.  “I will be free of all of this and you, Aiden.”  His voice was a low promise and violence lurked beneath it.  “I will leave the country and I will kill anyone you send to find me if I must, but I will be free, brother.”   
 
    “I cannot believe what you’ve become.”  Aiden said sadly, refusing to be baited again.  “You act like a barbarian who’s unable to reason.”   
 
    Garyth snorted, stalking away and snatching the letter from the table.  “And you act like a coward who hides behind the niceties of civilization to hide from the duties of a man!”  He crumpled the letter in cold fury.  “You’re more like Lokkmar than our father!  Side with him, if you want, I’m sure he could use a capable second!”  He was heedless of his words, having tried his best to hold them in, they simply burst out like water from a broken dam.  “Maybe if I do lose, you can look down on my corpse and feel happy that I’m out of your way.”   
 
    “That’s ridiculous, Garyth!”  The prince snapped, appalled at how badly this whole conversation had gone.   
 
    “Maybe.”  Garyth allowed, trying to calm himself.  “But the truth is Aiden, I think you’re more worried that people will find out I’m of royal blood and seek to undermine your claim to the throne.”  Seeing the calculating look in the prince’s eyes, he nodded.  “I knew it was so.”  He said grimly.  “Well, allow me to set your mind at ease, prince.  I’ve no interest in the throne nor in ruling anyone else.”  His voice grew incredulous.  “Even if I did, surely you know that as a bastard I’d never be able to contest your rule?!  All I want is to be left in peace!”  
 
    “I believe you, Garyth.”  Aiden nodded slowly.  “However, what about what others want?  This has always been the danger and it is why your identity was a secret.  You once understood the need for that secrecy.”  He favored the lord with an intense gaze.  “Has that changed?”   
 
    Now, it was Garyth who threw up his hands.  “Of course, it hasn’t!”  He looked closely at his brother.  “I want to be done with all of it, Aiden.”  There was a real concern that crept into his tone.  “If you’re so worried about this, does it mean that I have to be worried about you?”  He hated asking the question, but he truly didn’t know what his brother’s intentions were.   
 
    “No.”  Aiden said emphatically.  “I want what is best for my family and that includes you and yours, brother.”  He sighed then, realizing that there was something between he and Garyth, who had always been one of his best friends, now.  It was something tangible and ugly that hadn’t been there before, and he guessed that it might be there forever now.   
 
    Garyth nodded sharply.  “Good.”  He replied and turned away from the prince.  “I’m going to kill Lokkmar or die in the attempt.”  Holding up a hand to forestall further argument, he continued.  “I will do as my king commands after that and when given leave I mean to be done with all of it.”  He looked back at Aiden then.  “No matter what, I will take my wife and children and be gone.  You will have no further trouble from me, Aiden, I swear it to you by all I hold dear.”   
 
    Aiden knew that his brother had always been as intense as he was forthright and believed every word he said then.  “Garyth, you’re no trouble…”  He began but faltered as Garyth walked toward the door.   
 
    “Leave it, brother.”  The warrior said to the prince.  “Just leave me be and I’ll be out of your life after this is all done.”   
 
    Watching his brother go, Aiden felt many things.  He felt angry for the insults that the other man had heaped on him, even though he’d done much the same.  The prince felt fear that Lokkmar might kill his brother just as he feared the repercussions if Garyth slew the general.  He felt despair at what he was beginning to realize was the death of their close friendship and the knowledge that it would likely never be repaired.  Most of all, what the crown prince of the Iron Kingdom felt was sorrow, a deep and abiding sorrow and a creeping realization that worse things were coming.  He didn’t know why he felt it, but the prince knew things weren’t going to get better, only worse. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    A faint buzzing coalesced slowly into words that the man simply could not understand, no matter how hard he tried.  His eyes seemed very heavy and when he sought to open them, they resisted at first, feeling heavy as stone.  For an unknown length of time, he drifted in and out of consciousness but finally managed to open his eyes.  Almost instantly, he regretted it.  Bright sunshine flooded a spartan room through a window that allowed a summer breeze to flow.  There was a strong, medicinal smell that seemed to lie underneath the scent of grass and freshly washed linens.  For a while, the man sat contentedly there, listening to the distant sounds of voices in other rooms and the whisper of the breeze.   
 
    Wirt came to himself with a start, realizing that whatever medicine he’d been on had dulled his senses.  He knew in that instant who he was and all that had transpired.  His sword arm hurt abominably he realized, turning his head to see that it was swathed in bandages.  The very movement of turning, set off a deep ache in the caravan captain’s chest and his breath shortened.  He had barely turned his head and felt such aching pain as he’d never known.  Carefully, he looked down to see that his torso was also heavily bandaged, and he was strapped to the bed that he lay in.   
 
    No storybook hero, there was no beautiful princess or exotic elven maid to gush and weep over his wounds.  Instead, the captain awoke in an empty room, the sigh of the breeze, muffled voices and a chirping bird near the window, his only company.  Exultation at the fact that he was still somehow, impossibly alive, warred with the memory of his friend Nilik’s death, along with the death of so many others.  Memory of the man appearing impossibly on the battlefield and then, after wreaking so much carnage, disappearing with the fallen prince, galvanized Wirt.   
 
    Meaning to sit up and shout for someone, the captain was stunned when all he managed was to slightly twitch feebly and the mewling sound that escaped his gasping lips was pathetic.  With his uninjured left hand, he sought to grasp the bed railing and try to sit up.  Instead, he managed to flail about pitifully and knock a clay cup from a table that sat nearby.  The full cup of water shattered when it hit the floor and Wirt could hear the sound of drumming footsteps approaching.   
 
    A stocky man clad in the vestments of a healer rushed into the room.  “Please don’t try to move, Captain.”  He had the look of a warrior but the manner of one skilled in the healing of wounds, rather than giving them out.  A scar on the healer’s sword-arm revealed that he’d experience at both.  Wirt’s chuckle was a sickly thing that came out as a faint, dry cough, like that of a sick infant.  As a woman similarly garbed glanced into the room, the scarred healer said, “Water, please.”  She nodded and left, and the man spoke calmly.  “You shouldn’t talk much either sir.”   
 
    Frowning at the temerity of the healer, Wirt waited until the other healer brought water.  When she helped him drink a bit, he was enraged at how weak he was as he slopped the water like a hog.  Nodding, he gasped faintly as he lay back.  Finally, he summoned the energy to speak.  “Where…am…I…”  He demanded.   
 
    The burly healer nodded his thanks to the other as she left and after a moment, looked perceptively at the injured warrior.  “I know that you must have many questions and concerns.”  When Wirt made to speak, he held up a thick, calloused hand.  “I was a warrior myself and I have been in exactly the position you now find yourself.”  The man’s graying hair and seamed face told of his experience.  “You very nearly died, and I am a healer now and believe me when I tell you that I take that charge as seriously as I ever did my duties as a soldier.  I will explain the things that I think you’ll want to hear and then I’ll let you ask me only as many questions as I think you need to.”  His voice was firm as he finished.  “When I think you need to be done, we will stop talking and you will rest.”   
 
    There was a command in his voice that made Wirt wonder what the man’s rank had been.  However, his attention was quickly drawn to the man’s voice as the healer relayed all that had happened while he’d lain in the house of healing, inert and senseless.  He felt sorrow at the count of the dead and injured and joy at the knowledge that the men of the Iron Kingdom and their dwarven allies had stopped the orcs.  Wirt was puzzled to learn that the king meant to continue the war and angry to hear that they’d never found the body of the orc warlord.  When the healer spoke of the funeral for the slain Prince Valun, however, Wirt couldn’t refrain.   
 
    “He’s…not dead…”  Wirt gasped, painfully forcing the words out.  “…at least…he might…might still…be…”   
 
    Holding a hand up, the healer’s tone was solicitous.  “Alright, captain.”  He sought to soothe his patient then.  “I know that they never found the prince’s body.  It was a shock for all of us.”  
 
    “No!”  Wirt said fiercely and the throb of pain in his chest nearly made him pass out.  He closed his eyes as the room spun around him.  “You…don’t…understand!”   
 
    “Easy…”  The healer’s voice floated to the captain as if across an ocean of darkness and pain.  “You need to rest, captain.”   
 
    His eyes snapping open, Wirt fought against unconsciousness.  “No…the prince…you don’t…understand…”   
 
    “What I understand is that your care is my top priority, Captain Wirt.”  The blocky healer said.  “You should have died from the wounds you took and were it not for the skill and magic of our healers you’d have joined the prince in death.”  His tone was conciliatory.  “We were all saddened but his sacrifice, like that of so many others, is why we’re all still here today.”   
 
    Wirt shook his head weakly.  “I…I need…” 
 
    “You need to rest.”  The healer interjected emphatically.  “I am under direct orders from the Iron King himself that you are to rest and regain your strength.”  When the captain looked at him in wonder, the stocky ex-soldier nodded.  “The king said that you are a great hero and commended your actions and your sacrifice.  You were named in a ceremony, along with the other heroes and your name glorified like Prince Valun’s”   
 
    The words brought no comfort to Wirt.  He could care less about being thought of as a hero.  “I am…”  He began, fighting to control his breathing.  “I…am…trying to…tell you…”  In a flash, Wirt realized that he was going to either pass out from exertion or the healer would give him a sedative.  He forcibly calmed himself then.   
 
    “That’s better.”  The other man said, stepping away from the bed.  “We can talk at length tomorrow, if you feel up to it.”  He turned to go, but Wirt’s next words halted him.   
 
    “Wait…”  He said feebly.  “Please…wait…”  When the healer turned to face him again, he asked, “Could…I have…parchment…and a pen?”   
 
    The healer’s expression was that of longsuffering as he replied.  “I’ll make a deal with you.”  He said, his voice matching his face.  “You lie back and rest for now and tomorrow I’ll bring you enough parchment and ink to write a book.  How does that sound?”   
 
    Nodding weakly, Wirt let his head fall back against the soft pillow.  Urgency rose within him but could not stand against the needs of his wounded body.  He needed to tell the truth that he knew but even had the healer brought him all he needed to write with, he’d have found the scout captain unconscious.  As it was, Wirt was sleeping deeply by the time the healer walked to the door, softly closing it behind him.   
 
    True to his word, the healer would return the next day and over the following days, Wirt would write a letter that would have dramatic import and consequences.  It would take time to finish, writing with his off hand and in his injured condition, would take time to collect his thoughts.  By the time the letter reached the palace and reached the hand of someone who could read it, weeks would have passed.  It would, however, set off a chain of events that Wirt could never have foreseen, events that would draw him ever further into the center of things and cost many lives.  For the moment, however, there was only his heavy breathing as he slept deeply, the sigh of the wind and the chirping of the birds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    In the gloom of the cellar, it was hard to distinguish one face from another.  Not only was the lighting poor but most of those assembled had hoods that they pulled up or scarves that at least partially obscured their faces.  None of them seemed overly eager to have themselves scrutinized and few even spoke to one another.  It mattered little enough, for they hadn’t come to speak but to listen.  The man addressing the group had spoken for nearly half an hour and in that time, it had become clear that he knew what he was talking about.   
 
    Belthe kept his face carefully bland as he took it all in, or at least he tried to.  He’d been a couple of drinks in at the Winking Goblin when he’d overheard men talking about the problems in the kingdom.  Finding that he actually agreed with much of what they were saying, he was soon embroiled deeply in the conversation.  Most of the talk was, of course, the continuation of the war but there were other topics of conversation as well.  The strangeness of the king, the duel between the general and the lord and the rising sentiment of frustration and anger within the realm.  Neither Belthe’s attire nor his manner caused him to stand out from the others, most taking him for perhaps a merchant or sell-sword.  The lord took the opportunity to vent his own frustrations verbally, as well as hearing what these men thought as well.  When a brawl nearly broke out between two men over whether the king was in the right, he helped to break it up.   
 
    It was as the tavern was closing and the group was breaking up that Belthe had been approached.  A middle-aged man in the clothes of a shop-keep had invited him to a meeting of like-minded people who were troubled by the direction the country was heading.  He almost hadn’t gone, as there had been a tavern maid who’d caught his eye.  However, upon finding that she was with another man and having no desire to return to the palace yet, Belthe had gone along with the others.  A few streets over, he and a few others had been ushered into an old warehouse and then down into the building’s cellar.  Sobering up a bit on the walk over, it had begun to dawn on the nobleman that he’d been most likely invited because his opinions were against further prosecution of the war.  It had also come home to him that he’d be best served to keep his identity a secret.  When he’d headed down the stairs, he couldn’t help but notice that there were armed guards at the periphery of the gathering and that many of the people did not wish to be seen.  He would soon find out why.   
 
    The man addressing the group was a good speaker, passionate about the issues and had the cultured mannerisms of the educated.  At first, Belthe found that he agreed with most of what was being said but after a while, the rhetoric became more seditionist in nature.  The man was calling for change and hinted that it might only come through bloodshed and many at the meeting were in agreement.  Much of what was said after this point was increasingly violent to the point that when the speaker began talking of tearing the palace down and the blood of corrupt nobles watering the fertile ground of a new era, the crowd had lost their reservations completely and were growing louder and louder.   
 
    Belthe knew then that he had to be very careful indeed and it began to dawn on him, even in his slightly inebriated state that there was very real danger here for him if they were to find out who he was.  He’d realized that he had been simply staring blankly at the speaker for some time, while those around him cheered and shook their fists.  Belatedly, he began to follow suit but noticed a couple of the guards watching him and his stomach sank.  For the rest of the gathering, he made sure to mimic the passionate outrage of the rest of the group and hoped that his act was enough.   
 
    The speaker was at the end of his address.  “The country cannot survive this oppression for much longer!”  He said to the agreement of the crowd.  “The tyrant king must be stopped, and the Shadow Liberation will see it done!”  It was clear that the man had won the crowd as they clapped and nodded.  “Will you do your part?!”  The speaker demanded and as they gave their assent, he finished by explaining how they could all do their part.  To begin, they could give coin to the cause but there was much more to be done as well, he hinted.   
 
    As the meeting broke up, Belthe was cautious not to rush right out and draw undue attention to himself.  He made a point of finding the shopkeeper who’d invited him and thanking the man.  The two spoke briefly and Belthe promised to come to the man’s shop and speak with him soon.  As it turned out the man was a tailor and very passionate about things, having lost his only son to the war.  Belthe saw that several of the guards were watching them speak and decided he’d lingered long enough.  He saw a large knot of people heading up the stairs and deftly joined them.  Twitching the hood of his dark blue cloak up further and hunching, Belthe sought to blend in.  Careful not to look up or around, he simply kept his head down and kept moving.  The group made their way out of the warehouse and into the streets, breaking up into smaller groups as they went.  It was an effort not to rush but Belthe slipped down a smaller side street the moment he could.   
 
    Finally, breathing a bit deeper, the lord realized he was broken out in a sweat.  There was a faint chill in the air that spoke of summer’s end.  In the land of the Iron Kingdom, summertime was a fleeting thing.  This was the first night that Belthe had felt such cold in the air, but he also knew that he was feeling the very real chill of fear.  Things were worse than he’d thought within the capitol and perhaps within the whole of the kingdom, if such meetings were taking place.  His mind was whirling as he headed down the street, wondering what he should do.  He was brought up short, however, as he heard muted footsteps behind him.   
 
    Half turning, Belthe saw a man walking toward him through the gloom purposefully.  It was too dark to distinguish any features, but the lord was certain it was one of the guards from the gathering.  Then he heard the scrape of another step and saw another man emerge from an alleyway from just ahead of him.  Glancing around, the lord saw that the side street was mostly small businesses and a couple homes and every door was closed fast at this time of night.   
 
    “Gentlemen.”  Belthe began with forced cheerfulness as the two men closed on him from opposite directions.  As they got closer, he saw that they were indeed from the meeting and their hands were on the hilts of their swords.  “If you’re after coin…”  He began but their only answer was to draw their blades, the dim street lanterns glimmering on the naked steel.  Realizing that talking wouldn’t get him out of this, Belthe’s hand stole to his rapier and backed toward the steps of a cobbler’s shop.  It was clear that these men had decided to kill him and Belthe wondered if they’d known who he was from the beginning.  He dismissed the idea though, realizing that his expression must have tipped them off that he didn’t agree with everything that had been said.  Then, he remembered stories of people being murdered all over the city and wondered how many such victims were people who’d been singled out at such meetings.  Perhaps such a culling was as much the purpose of the gatherings as finding support for their cause.   
 
    The nobleman had no more time to think as the two assailants rushed toward him.  One was of a height with Belthe and bore a short sword and a dagger in his off hand.  The other was taller and broader and had drawn a long sword.  Belthe drew his rapier, lightning quick and lunged as the bigger man came in slightly ahead.  Bringing the heavy sword up to block, he was caught off balance as Belthe gave him no time to recover, striking again.  Both moves were feints and the lord took advantage of the man’s consternation to move around him, putting him between his comrade and their quarry.   
 
    With a snarl, the longsword wielder slashed out at his target but Belthe swirled his dark cloak before him and leapt back, the blade slicing only cloth.  In a flash, the nobleman leapt away from the duo and ran down a nearby alley.  The bigger man was caught off guard, as Belthe had guessed he would be but the other man was quicker and pursued instantly.  He caught up with his prey halfway down the alley, thinking that the man had panicked and made a mistake, but he couldn’t have been more mistaken.   
 
    The whole maneuver had been a ruse, including the pursuer catching up so quickly.  Feigning confusion in the gloom, Belthe had spun and thrust his rapier again, the other man’s sword and long knife desperately parrying each move.  Not the equal of his brother or cousin’s in swordplay, Belthe was still a highly trained warrior and very quick with the rapier, his weapon of choice.  He knew that he didn’t have long, as he could see the bigger man standing in the mouth of the alley.  Letting the assailant with the sword and dagger close, Belthe made a quick decision.  He stumbled back, feigning a loss of balance.  When the attacker came in, he quickly parried the short sword but screamed as the dagger drove into his right shoulder.   
 
    “You got him!”  The bigger man said in satisfaction as he ran up, breathing heavily.  He could see his comrade looming over their quarry and asked, “Is he dead?” 
 
    It had been a ruse, however, though a costly one.  When the first attacker had stabbed him with his dagger, Belthe had screamed to mask his opponents grunt of pain as he’d driven the blade of his rapier through his chest.  If the lighting had been better, the other man would have seen the point of the rapier partially sticking through but in the darkness, he’d missed it, as Belthe had hoped.   
 
    “No.”  Belthe rasped as he shoved the dead man off him.  “He’s not!”  He had pulled the man partially on top of him, bracing to push him off and his wounded shoulder shrieked invectives of pain as he did so.  The ruse had worked however, as the man with the longsword had lowered his guard.  Before he could react, the nobleman had risen to one knee and drove the razor-sharp point of the rapier through his stomach.  Like Belthe, neither man had much in the way of armor and he shrieked in pain, falling to his knees.  Rising to his feet, Belthe wasted no time and his next move slashed the man’s throat.   
 
    Breathing raggedly, Belthe leaned back against the alley wall.  Inspecting his wound, he saw that it was bleeding freely and quickly tore part of his shirt to hold against it.  Looking around, he saw that no one else was about and thanked the gods for that.  He doubted that he could deal with more of these guards had no intention of trying his luck.  His rapier at the ready, the nobleman lurched away from the wall and down the alley into the gloom.   
 
    A short time later, he stumbled into his room at the palace.  Belthe had sheathed his rapier once he’d been sure he wasn’t being followed.  He spoke to no one on his way in, thinking that he needed to get his wound seen to.  However, his mind had spun with questions.  What would he say when asked about it?  Who could he trust?  Were there those within the very palace who were part of this conspiracy?  Spotting a bottle where he’d left it earlier that day, Belthe decided that wine would be the first order of business.  He was crossing the room toward the bottle when the door of his room banged open.  Spinning, he had his rapier out in a flash before realizing that it was his brother.   
 
    Standing in the doorway, his mouth agape, Kollur stared at his brother like he’d never seen him before.  “What in the frozen hells are you doing?”   
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.”  Belthe snapped back.  “Barging into my room without so much as knocking.” 
 
    Shrugging, Kollur began to reply.  “Well, I was looking for you for half the day!  Father has sent word and I…”  His eyes narrowed then.  “Wait…Is that…blood on your sword?”   
 
    “Yes, it’s blood!”  Belthe said exasperatedly.  He stalked to the table and flung his rapier down in exchange for the bottle.  “Would you mind closing the door, brother?”   
 
    As Kollur did as he was bidden, he noted his brother’s movements with the eye of a warrior.  “Who have you been fighting and what’s wrong with your shield arm?”   
 
    Rolling his eyes, Belthe snorted.  “I got stabbed.”  He said sarcastically.   
 
    “What?!”  Kollur rumbled angrily.  “Who stabbed you?!”   
 
    “By the gods, I didn’t get to ask his name!”  Belthe said, taking a long drink.  Sighing gratefully, he tried to fend off his approaching brother.  “They came out of nowhere!”   
 
    “They?”  Kollur demanded.  “You’d better tell me everything and right now!”  There was a dangerous light in his eyes and Belthe well knew that Kollur was angry.  “And sit down and let me look at your arm!”   
 
    “Shoulder.”  Belthe corrected sullenly, sitting on the edge of his bed.  As his brother ripped away the sleeve of his favorite shirt to reveal the wound, he hissed in pain.  “Careful, you ox!”   
 
    Kollur looked at the deep wound critically.  “You’re going to have to get this looked at, Belthe.”  He shook his head angrily.  “It isn’t just a small cut and it needs a healer’s touch, or it could well get infected.  I’ve seen men lose an arm from wounds like this.” 
 
    “Fine.”  Belthe sighed in defeat.  In truth, he was feeling more than a little light headed both from blood loss as well as from nerves.   
 
    “I want to know what happened, Belthe.”  Kollur commanded flatly.    
 
    Weakly nodding his head, Belthe surrendered.  “Alright Kollur, I’ll tell you everything.”  Then, fighting a wave of nausea and weariness, he demanded, “But you have to keep it to yourself for now.”  Seeing the look of confusion on his brother’s face, he knew he’d have to take his time explaining.  He did so between pulls from the wine bottle and to Kollur’s credit, he said little, instead binding Belthe’s shoulder with a practiced hand.  
 
    With a low whistle as Belthe finished the tale, Kollur stood upright.  “And you think maybe that there’s some of these…Shadow…people…even here in the palace?”   
 
    “Shadow Liberation.”  Belthe replied wearily.  “I don’t know, brother.”  He admitted his pain and exhaustion showing clearly.  “What I know is that we have to be careful who we talk to.”   
 
    Kollur shook his head.  “I never dreamed that there would be rebels like this.”  His expression was both angry and sad.  “Especially right here in Vakiun.”   
 
    “People are angry and scared, Kollur.”  Belthe said.  “They’re tired of death and destruction and there are those who are taking advantage of that.”  He looked earnestly at his brother.  “Please, promise me that you’ll heed me in this.” 
 
    As solemnly as when they were boys, facing punishment from their father, Kollur nodded and vowed.  “I promise.”   Then, he asked, “What will you tell people.”   
 
    With a lopsided grin that looked rather ghastly on his pale face, Belthe replied.  “Why, a drunken brawl gone wrong, of course!”   
 
    Seeing that his brother was ready to collapse, Kollur nodded gravely before stepping forward.  “Well enough then, brother.  Time to get you to the healers.”   
 
    “Fine.”  Belthe said and then muttered, “Then we need to go see Aiden.”   
 
    Kollur paused as he helped his brother to his feet, putting Belthe’s uninjured arm over his shoulder to support his weight.  “Not the king?”   
 
    “No…”  Belthe said slowly, shaking his head.  “I…I’m not sure if that’s best.”  He realized how weak and exhausted he felt now and fought against the sensation of dizziness that threatened to engulf him.  “Aiden will know what to do, brother.”   
 
    Reluctantly, Kollur agreed, helping his injured brother from the room.  He didn’t fully understand why Belthe didn’t want to go to the king but his brother, though viewed by many as a scoundrel, was wiser than him in such matters.  If Belthe thought it was best to talk to Aiden, that’s what they’d do.  The two men slowly made their way through the palace in the middle of the night, unaware that there were unfriendly eyes upon them. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sweating profusely through his clothing, Jormun gritted his teeth and ignored the pain.  As he crutched along, he also did his best to ignore the looks that people gave him.  Most were looks of sympathy, but there were a few expressions of mild horror as the once proud captain with one leg made his way through the halls of the palace.  There were many offers of aid, of course, but Jormun was having none of it.  He still had his pride and he wouldn’t give anyone the satisfaction of making him feel any more a cripple.  The captain realized that he hated the looks of compassion more than those of horror or distaste.  When someone who had never seen battle looked at the stump of a leg below his knee, their reaction was true and honest.  It was the horror of war shown to them clearly.  However, the sympathetic gazes seemed somehow false to Jormun, though, he wondered if it was just his own frustration making it seem so.   
 
    Thankfully, the Hall of Battles was not far now and turning a corner, he saw a pair of royal guards before the door and knew that the king must be within.  The men both recognized him, of course, and they did him the service of looking at his face and not his leg.  Jormun felt gratitude bloom a bit then.  Soldiers could understand, at least.  Neither moved to offer a hand as he thumped up to the door, though they did salute him.   
 
    “Captain.”  They said in unison.  Then one of the men added, “The king is within and said that you were to be admitted immediately.”  
 
    Taking a moment to catch his breath, Jormun adjusted his crutches slightly.  “Is he alone?”  Hating the way his voice sounded, he cleared his throat.  “I must speak to him privately.”   
 
    “He is alone, Captain Jormun.”  One of the guards replied.  “When he heard your request, he told us he’d clear his morning schedule to meet with you.” 
 
    The other man guard nodded, “He said he always has time for heroes.”  There was pride in the guard’s voice as he said it and rightfully so.  The story had been told and retold how Jormun had lost his leg defending the king in battle.  They well knew that the man had very nearly died and how he’d blacked out crawling toward the orc warlord with a dagger and a ruined leg.   
 
    Frowning, Jormun gazed resolutely toward the door, indicating he wanted to go in with a slight nod.  He knew that people were calling him a hero, just as he knew that such talk was also being used to rally the kingdom for the next push of war.  He certainly didn’t feel like a hero today or, in fact, any other day.  When he’d awoken after the battle, he’d been in a swaying wagon with several other injured warriors.  Each movement of the wagon’s creaking wheels had made him want to wretch and when he’d looked down at his leg the urge had intensified.  Swathed in bandages, his right leg had been taken just below the knee.  The healers had informed him that even with their poultices and spells, there had simply been no way to save the limb.  The pain of knowing that his fighting days were done was worse to the born warrior that the pain from his leg.   
 
    As the pair of king’s guards opened the double doors to the Hall of Battles, Jormun brusquely nodded to them and they saluted him once more.  As he crutched into the room, he barely registered the trophies or war, weapons and banners upon the wall.  His eyes were fixed upon the king, who was leaning forward on his fists, studying the table before him.  The massive table had been cleared of parchments, scrolls and reports.  Instead, a huge map on canvas took up much of the table on the end where the king was.  Figurines of wood, metal and ivory representing troops, towns and landmarks were scattered about the map.   
 
    “Ah, Jormun!”  The Iron King said with pleasure in his voice.  Those who had spent much time recently around the monarch would have pointed out that the only time the king truly seemed to feel any joy was when he was around those who had fought in the War of the Orc with him.  It was as though any who had not been there with him in battle mattered less.  Of course, they were careful with such talk but there was a truth in it that none could deny.  “Take a seat here!”  There was warmth in his voice that was heard very little these days and he came around the table to pull a chair out.  The chair was at the side of the table, near to the king’s own chair at the head.   
 
    “My liege,” Jormun began carefully.  “I would prefer to stand.”   
 
    The king was having none of it.  “Nonsense man!”  He gestured to the chair emphatically.  “You lost your leg saving my life and you’ll not stand another moment!”   
 
    Surrendering, Jormun eased himself into the chair, feeling foolish at his awkward movements.  When the king carefully slid the chair forward so that the captain was properly seated at the table, he marveled at the man’s strength.  It was like a father helping a small child and Jormun momentarily forgot why he’d come.  “Thank you, my king.”  He murmured.   
 
    Walking back around to the head of the table, the Iron King poured them both a cup of wine from a pitcher.  “It’s chilled.”  He said as he proffered the cup.  “Though not as cold as it was when they first brought it in.”   
 
    Gratefully, the captain took the cup of wine and took a long drink.  “Thank you, sire.”  He said afterward, trying not to lick his lips.  The wine was cool and delicious and after sweating through the long trek through the palace, he was overheated and exhausted.   
 
    “I’ll never forget what you did on that day, Jormun.”  The king said then.  “And I’ll never forget what it cost you.”  It was a blunt statement laden with promise.  There was actually very little of sympathy in it, however and Jormun realized that the king was proud of him more than anything. 
 
    Shaking his sweat drenched head, the captain took another drink.  Summer was beginning to end but it was still a hot day.  “All I managed to do was distract the warlord.”  His voice was bitter.  “He disarmed me like a novice.”   
 
    “Nonsense!”  The king said stoutly.  “Morgall was a monster the likes of which had never been seen before!  There wasn’t a man of us that was his match that day!”  His tone was dark but there was pride there also, pride at the valor of his warriors.  “Yet, we stood against him and his fiends and won the day, Jormun and it was you and men like you who won it!  You rode through Hell with me that day and were still trying to fight when you blacked out!”  Raising his glass in salute, the king smiled and took a drink himself.   
 
    “My thanks.”  Jormun said and followed suit.  He drained the cup without realizing it and when the king refilled it, he said in embarrassment.  “I do not look to be served so by my king.”   
 
    “Bah!”  The monarch said smiling.  “Niceties be damned!  It’s my honor to pour a drink for one of the heroes of the War of the Orc!”  The king’s gaze grew dark then.  “You’re one of the few who came back.”   
 
    Jormun gravely said, “I am sorry for Prince Valun.”  He saw grief and rage flare in the king’s cold eyes.   
 
    “He will be avenged, Jormun!”  The Iron King promised.  “He and Hrolf, Fogrim and Munn and all the others who bled and died to safeguard their homeland!”   
 
    Remembering the king’s young squire, who had been even younger than the prince, Jormun nodded slowly.  “We lost many fine warriors, my king.”  Looking at the map before him, he could see the king’s plans to advance into the hills.   
 
    Noting the captain’s gaze, the monarch pointed toward a spot on the map where a cluster of hills lay near a forest.  “That’s where our vengeance begins!”  He leaned forward on his massive fists.  “There are extensive orc caves in those hills and we’ll take prisoners who will give us more information.”  There was an avarice in the king’s voice as he spoke of the coming battles that was somewhat unsettling.   
 
    Setting down his cup, Jormun tried to choose his words carefully.  “My king, I would ask a boon of you.”   
 
    Leaning back from the table the king sat in his chair.  “Have you received the coin I sent?”  There was concern in the monarch’s voice. 
 
    “Yes, my king and it was most generous.”  The captain could still remember his shock at the small chest of gold that had been delivered by the seneschal Barull.  “It was more coin than I’ll ever need in fact, sire.”  When the king waved him off, Jormun pressed ahead.  “I do not come before you for myself.”   
 
    Leaning back in his chair, the Iron King asked, “Then for who?”   
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jormun explained.  “General Lokkmar is my cousin on my mother’s side.”  In his warrior’s way, he was blunt and direct.   
 
    His eyes narrowing, the king’s voice grew frosty.  “And what is it that you wish of me?”  
 
    “Stop this duel from happening, my king!”  Jormun said urgently.  “Lord Garyth and Lokkmar are both good men, loyal and brave!  It would be a crime for one of them to die!” 
 
    It was evident that the king was struggling with his temper.  “You are close to Lokkmar, then?”   
 
    Shrugging, the captain answered.  “We were close when we were boys but we drifted apart as we grew, I suppose.”  He was nearly begging now.  “But he is a good man and honorable, sire!  Lokkmar would die in defense of the realm and he is loyal as a hound to you!”   
 
    “You realize that he is also the reason that my son is dead, do you not?”  The king didn’t raise his voice but there was an icy fury there.  It was not directed at Jormun but it was there.   
 
    His tone still pleading, Jormun replied.  “He made a command decision, my king.”  He looked down at the map on the table.  “How many times have we led men into battle that died because of just such decisions?”   
 
    “If he had listened to Garyth, Valun would still be alive!”  The king said, his voice booming a bit louder now.  “His actions are dishonorable!”   
 
    Shaking his head, Jormun countered.  “If you truly believe that, my king, then have him tried before yourself and the other generals and noblemen…” 
 
    “No!”  The king said flatly.  “Garyth’s challenge will be met.  They will cross swords before gods and men and it will be decided.”   
 
    Jormun had feared this response from his king.  “And if lord Garyth should lose?”  He felt that he already knew the answer but pressed the monarch.  “Will you then let it end?”   
 
    “I will kill Lokkmar myself then!”  The king spat, rising to his feet.   
 
    Captain Jormun sat back in shock.  He’d known the king for years and respected him like no other.  However, the cold giant that stood before him now was a stranger.  The king seemed like some terrifying beast from a tale rather than the goodly ruler that he had known.  “I had heard the rumors…”  The captain muttered.   
 
    “What rumors?!”  The king growled. 
 
    “Rumors that you had grown cold and strange.”  Jormun said heedlessly.  He’d lost his leg in service to the king and now found a growing disgust for the monarch he’d served so loyally.  “I’d heard that you couldn’t be reasoned with and that you seemed more a savage than a civilized king.”  Ignoring the fierce look on the king’s face, he finished.  “I now see these rumors are true.”   
 
    The king’s growl rose like a bear and he drew himself to his full height.  “Were it not for your years of loyalty and bravery…”  He began, his teeth clenched.  Mastering his fury, he pointed toward the door.  “Get out, captain.  I’ve given you gold and you’ll want for nothing.”   
 
    Slowly and painfully rising, Jormun gathered his crutches.  “You think I care for wealth?”  He asked incredulously.  “I would rather have died on the battlefield than see what you’ve become!”  There were tears starting in his eyes and as angry as he was, he was grief stricken, heart sick to see the ruler that he’d idolized become this brutal thing.  “Would you rule your people as an orc?”  He demanded.  “Are you no better than Morgall?”   
 
    “You dare?!?”  The king roared and came around the corner of the table.  Seeing that the crippled warrior did not flinch in the slightest, the monarch calmed himself.  “Go!”  He said, pointing at the door again.  “Do not come before me again!”   
 
    Jormun nodded and then began crutching toward the door.  It was clear that the guards outside had heard something of the conversation as they opened the doors before he got there.  The captain half turned to the king again.  “It had been better if we’d both died on that battlefield.”  He said bitterly but the Iron King did not reply, instead looking back to the map before him.  He said nothing of the lack of title in the captain’s final words to him, though the guard’s eyebrows rose.  They said nothing, however, torn between their duty and their respect for the captain.  Jormun neither saluted nor did he say another word as he left the Hall of Battles but as he paused to look back at his king one last time, there was hatred in his eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Greens and browns mingled where the barren, upper hills rolled down into the hills and forests below.  There were no roads here, only the occasional footpath or game trail.  At times, these would be crossed by larger tracks of carts and wagons and these spoke of civilization ahead.  Morgall’s smile was a terrible thing to behold as he looked upon these signs of humanity.  He needed to feed and equip his growing army and all orcs were raiders at heart.   
 
    Looking back at the orcs behind him, he reflected that the term ‘army’ really didn’t describe them.  They had grown in numbers over the past weeks but were far from the horde the warlord had led north not that long ago.  For one thing, this time, the females and children of the Burning Skulls marched along with the males.  It hadn’t been part of the warlord’s plan, but the truth was that the warriors wouldn’t leave them behind.  If they had, they would most likely be gone by the time the males returned.  It had been Graymane who had pointed this truth out to Morgall.  The two had argued about it but the warlord had seen the truth of things, though it galled him.  The second reality was that many of the best warriors had been slain and what were left were the old and the young and those few who had made it back.   
 
    These things hadn’t overly troubled Morgall, however, whose unshakable faith in himself drove him ever onward.  After the example of Goraak, none were ready to challenge his leadership and, after he’d allowed the entire tribe to come, they were content enough.  The canny orc had quickly realized that he needed to think differently, tactically and in domestic leadership.  Of course, the brutal warlord didn’t think in such elegant terms, but he knew that he had to be more cautious leading the tribe across the land in this way.  Morgall knew that if they failed this time, there would be nothing left of the Burning Skulls.  This fact troubled him not at all, however, for he’d rather see every one of them dead than be led by another.   
 
    “Signposts ahead.”  Graymane grunted from nearby.  
 
    Morgall held up a hand and the orcs following came to a halt.  “Rest!”  He snarled and saw that the orcs quickly sat and began pawing through their crude bags for food.  Dawn was only a few hours away and the warlord had been driving them hard each night as the marched.  Stomping forward with the old orc, Morgall said nothing more, allowing him to read the ground.   
 
    Neither of the orcs could read the human’s language nor did the orcs have writing of their own.  The signposts meant they must be nearing human occupied lands, however and Graymane looked at the earth around the signpost intently.  It would tell him all he needed to know, and the moon was nearly full, giving them plenty of light.  Orcs could see in almost total darkness and even starlight normally allowed them to easily make their way.   
 
    “I’d say a small settlement to the north.”  Graymane murmured.   
 
    Nodding in satisfaction, Morgall was unsurprised.  To the old hunter, the ground would reveal all they needed to know.  “And the other ways?”   
 
    Scratching himself absently, Graymane’s gaze swept to the south.  “South is an old caravan road.  Few settlements along the way through the hills.”  Then he looked to the west, which was the direction that the orcs had been heading.  “West through the hills, the track narrows, as you know chieftain.  Lands there are held by orcs and ogres.”   
 
    “Let’s have a look at this place.”  Morgall said, looking back to the road north.  “Have the children and females take cover there.”  The warlord pointed to a small copse of trees to the southeast. 
 
    “How many warriors do we leave with them?”  The old orc asked. 
 
    Morgall bared his fangs in frustration.  “Five.”  He finally allowed and when the old tracker looked ready to protest, he growled.  “We only have fifty some warriors, Graymane.”  His voice was grim.  
 
    Nothing more was said as the orc chief was in no mood to brook argument.  In short order, the orc women and children were hidden in the trees along with their handful of guards.  The rest of the warriors followed the chieftain north along the track for another mile or so before they saw lights ahead.  Giving Graymane leave to take several orc warriors who were known as hunters, Morgall and the rest hunkered down near some larger rock formations to wait.  A half hour later, the scouts returned.   
 
    “A small settlement.”  Graymane remarked with a toothy grin.   
 
    Morgall asked, “Defenses?”   
 
    “Little enough.”  The hunter shrugged.  “A few fences for their beasts and around some of the larger buildings…” 
 
    The old tracker was cut off by Crop-ear who had been among the scouts.  “There’s a tower, great warlord!”  He said quickly.  It was obvious that the thin orc was trying to curry favor with Morgall.  Among his people, they now called him Crop-ear and what his name had been, the chieftain never knew.   
 
    “Yes, there is an old tower.”  Graymane allowed, looking at Crop-ear with aggravation for the interruption.  “It’s a wood watchtower.”  Squatting in the dirt, he began to draw the layout of the town.  “There’s another watchtower at the far end of town.”  The old orc smiled grimly at Crop-ears surprise.  Clearly, the weaselly orc hadn’t spotted that one.  
 
    Morgall rubbed a hand over his scarred face, knuckling his ruined eye socket.  “We have ten wolf riders?”   
 
    “Nine, chieftain.”  Graymane corrected and Morgall nodded, remembering that they’d lost a wolf and rider in a recent skirmish with a human patrol.   
 
    “They know there are orcs in this land.”  The chieftain mused.  “But no walls around their village.”   
 
    Graymane shrugged.  “Most of the attacks are raids for food or slaves.”  He said, knowing that the warlord most likely already knew the truth of things.  “They rally at their main…hut or lodge…”  The old orc struggled to know what to call the large building at the center of the human town.  “It is a place where their chief lives, I think.”   
 
    Looking down at the drawing the hunter had made, Morgall slowly rose.  “We strike them there first then.”   
 
    “We’ll be seen if we…”  Crop-ear began but was silenced by the chieftain’s growl. 
 
    Looking at Graymane, Morgall explained his plan.  “You take the scouts and circle around east.”  Pointing down at the picture in the dirt, he continued.  “The road runs north through the village.  I’ll send the wolf riders to the west.  I’ll take the rest of the warriors right up middle and take the first tower.”   
 
    Looking alarmed as he heard the plan, Crop-ear whined.  “What if we’re spotted?”   
 
    “Then we’ll be killed!”  Graymane snapped and looked back at Morgall. 
 
    “The tower will see us coming and sound an alarm.”  The chieftain continued explaining after Crop-ear was silenced.  “When you hear that, move in and set fire to their main hall.”   
 
    The thin orc looked even more panicked.  “They’ll see us for sure, then!”   
 
    Morgall’s chest rumbled with his growl.  “The wolf riders will come in at the same time!”  He glanced back to the lanky orc named Nurak, who was the best rider and led the orcish cavalry.  When the wolf rider nodded his understanding, the chief continued.  “They’ll be looking at us as we take the tower and then at the fire.  Meet up with the scouts and hold until we get to you.”  He fixed them all with a grim stare then.  “No other buildings get burned!  We’re here for food and supplies, remember!”   
 
    In typical orc fashion, little more was said.  Morgall waited with his warriors for the better part of an hour to give the scouts and wolf riders time to get into position.  Dawn was less than an hour away when they stalked toward the tower.  The warlord knew that there was little hope in getting such a large force all the way to the watchtower but that wasn’t his plan anyway.  He wanted the orcs to be spotted and panic to ensue.   
 
    When the orcs were fifty yards away, they could hear shouts from the watchtower and then the winding of a horn sounded.  The orc warlord bared his tusks in a smile and broke into a loping run, his warriors behind him in three groups.  Two of them would hold the road while the third, led by Morgall would take the tower.  The tower guards began firing arrows, but most missed their targets in the dark.  A few orcs were felled as the brutes entered the dim light provided by the torches at the perimeter but the mass of them came on.   
 
    Morgall led his orcs up the ramp of earth to the door of the tower.  It was closed fast, as he’d known it must be, but the gargantuan orc threw a mighty shoulder into the door and it splintered under the impact.  A kick broke the door completely open and the orc knew that the humans hadn’t had time to bar the door.   
 
    Within the tower, a half-dozen human warriors were scrambling to stop the orc advance, but they were unprepared for the ferocity of the orcs led by their chieftain.  Morgall’s axe swept in deadly arcs and he personally slew half of them before his orcs took down the rest.  In short order, they had swarmed up the stairs to the upper level of the tower and the archers above were silenced.   
 
    From his position atop the tower, the warlord could see the humans rallying near the large hall.  A tall human warrior was waving his sword and shouting commands in the distance, chivvying them into a semblance of order.  Then, there were shouts as the back of the hall began burning.  Morgall grinned as he saw the scouts killing humans and the wolf riders charge into the confused and disorganized men.   
 
    “Follow me!”  Morgall roared as he hurled himself down the stairs and out of the tower.  Outside, his two groups of orcs had clashed with a handful of men who had come rushing up to bolster the tower defenses.  However, the brutal orcs had made quick work of the humans and the orcs followed the chieftain forward at a run.   
 
    Here and there, knots of human defenders sought to oppose them.  However, they weren’t warriors in readied ranks, but rather small groups roused from their beds, half dressed and ill-equipped.  They stood no chance against the massed orcs, who rolled right through them, leaving the dead and dying in their wake.   
 
    Morgall blocked a cut from a human in a nightshirt wielding a woodsman’s axe and his return stroke split the man’s skull.  His next foe was an archer who fired two arrows at the chieftain, one of which missed and the second caromed off his thick armor.  The warlord’s axe hungrily found the archer’s stomach, watering the ground with entrails and offal.  A third man sought to run Morgall through with a spear as his friends died all around, but the orc chieftain’s axe split through spear and the man’s breastbone all in one powerful stroke.   
 
    The burning building was close, and the warlord could see that some of the humans were trying to put out the fire, while others rallied to the tall human chief in the center of the road.  Morgall bellowed his battle cry and his warriors swept into the knot of resistance as the scouts and wolf riders swept in from the sides. 
 
    The orc warlord’s axe rose and fell, whirling in great loops and with every movement, a human warrior was maimed or killed outright.  Morgall carved a path to the human leader and was gladdened to see that the man was ready.  Tall and powerfully built with thinning red hair, the human leader was a skillful opponent, fighting with sword and shield.  The man reminded the orc of the great battle against the Iron King and rage swept through the chieftain.  However, the village leader was not a warrior of the same caliber and he was unready for the fury and power of the orc warlord.   
 
    Morgall’s axe crunched into the human’s shield like a thrown boulder and the human gave ground.  As he did so, another pink-skin warrior lashed out with a battle-axe from the side.  The orc chief, easily parried the strike and drove the point of his axe into the man’s chest.  As he fell dying, another human warrior charged forward but was blocked by an orc warrior and the two traded slashes, each wounding the other.   
 
    The human leader had rallied and drove forward, his sword looping in from the orc’s left.  Morgall blocked and swung low but the human’s shield was there, driving the axe-head down into the dirt.  Triumphantly, the man brought his sword down with a cry but Morgall grabbed the man’s forearm, stopping the move cold.  The human chieftain’s eyes went wide at the impossible strength of the orc, who wrenched his arm out and to the side.  To his credit, his brought his shield around in an attempt to strike the orc but Morgall blocked the move with an armored forearm.  Before the man could do anything, the orc drove forward, knocking him from his feet.  The last thing he saw as he lay sprawled on his back was the huge axe descending toward his face. 
 
    Turning from the dead man, Morgall saw that the humans were routing.  “KILL THEM ALL!!!”  He bellowed in triumph, hacking another human’s head from his shoulders.  As the villagers began fleeing, the warlord waved his axe in a circle above his head.  “NONE SURVIVE!!!  RUN THEM DOWN!!!”  He could see that his orcs leapt to obey, and satisfaction coursed through him, even as he continued killing pink-skins.  His orcs would be re-forged in the fires of these conflicts and they would learn to fear and follow him as he led them from victory to victory, the failures of the past forgotten.   
 
    A short time later, Graymane approached as the warlord drank from a human wineskin.  Greedily, he drank until the skin was empty.  “A few escaped, chieftain.”  The old hunter said.   
 
    “It matters not.”  Morgall replied, tossing the wineskin aside.  “There’s no time to chase them.”  Raising his voice so that all around could hear his voice, he roared, “Butcher the humans and their animals!  Eat your fill and ready yourselves to march!”   
 
    As the orcs rushed to obey, Graymane remarked, “They’ll know this place was attacked by orcs.”  When Morgall nodded, he asked, “Part of your plan, chieftain?”   
 
    “The humans will come south to fight orcs, but we will be gone by then.”  Morgall replied.  Seeing the questioning look on the old orc’s face, the orc chief explained.  “The humans will want vengeance and the Iron King will bring what is left of his host into the hills.”   
 
    Graymane leaned on his spear and his voice was thoughtful.  “Many orcs will die as the pink-skin king pushes into the hills.”   
 
    “Let them die!”  Morgall grated.  “We will head west and north until we come to the great mountain.”   
 
    The old orc’s face was confused for a moment.  “The human wizard?”  He said after a moment’s reflection.   
 
    “The Hidden One.”  The warlord said the name like a curse.  “He will pay for his betrayal!”  It was obvious that Graymane didn’t understand but Morgall’s patience was thinning.  He respected the old hunter but not enough to continue endlessly explaining himself.  “See that the females and children are brought here to feed.  We camp here long enough to ready food and supplies and then push on!”   
 
    Nodding deferentially, Graymane said, “There are other orc tribes near here.  Ogre tribes as well.”  He looked out at the hills south of them.  “They will see the smoke and come here.”  
 
    In satisfaction, Morgall nodded back.  “And our numbers will grow!” 
 
    The pure fearlessness and confidence of the mighty warlord was awe inspiring and Graymane’s grin was an evil toothy thing.  “Or our food stores will grow.”   
 
    Morgall’s laugh was brutal and as he watched the old orc go to ready things, he thought that he’d chosen well as a second in command.  While lacking an arm and youth, Graymane was wise and quick-witted in a way that was quite rare in an orc.  Seeing that Crop-ear had survived, the warlord called him over.   
 
    “Go and find the human chief that I slew.”  Morgall commanded.  “I wish to eat!”  Watching the thin orc hunt through the dead, the warlord thought of the Hidden One and the mountain that he was certain the wizard was lairing in.  Soon a reckoning would come, the orc mused.  He would deal first with the Hidden One, taking the mountain for himself as well as any treasures that might lie within.  Then, once the Iron King had expended even more of his forces, he would take vengeance upon him as well.  Morgall had no doubt that his numbers would swell as he made his way along.  Some would join out of a desire for wealth and power and some out of fear, but it mattered little to him.  Morgall would rise above them all and this time, no wizard would trick him into defeat.  He could imagine ripping the Hidden One’s soft throat out and the thought made him smile viciously.   
 
    “Is this him?”  Crop-ear asked as he dragged the human leader’s body toward Morgall.  The warlord noted that the thin orc had looted the man’s longsword and wore it in his belt but said nothing.  It was a fine sword and Crop-ear might make a warrior yet.  Nodding, in satisfaction, he grabbed the fallen warrior by the leg and dragged him toward the burning building.  There he devoured the man’s heart choice organs, sharing none of it.  When he was done, he tossed the remains into the fire.   
 
    The sun was rising as the warlord finished his repast.  It was a scene of purest horror as the orcs butchered the humans and their livestock.  A few of them used fire to cook the meat but many, following the example of their chieftain ate the meat raw.  These orcs were becoming more and more like their ancient forebears under the guidance of the warlord.  They were far less in numbers than the great horde had been, but they would become the core of a new army, led by Morgall.  A fearless, hungry army that took no prisoners and destroyed all in their path. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    With evening, the heat had finally relinquished its seemingly relentless grip on the city.  A cool breeze flowed through the half open window and played through the bedroom, easing the heat that had been so stifling.  Iverech didn’t mind the heat.  He’d spent a lot of times in climes much warmer than the brief, albeit, hot summers of the Iron Kingdom.  The mercenary had fought in deserts and jungles and found the complaints of those who lived in the capitol amusing.   
 
    Looking over at Haunild’s reclining form, he smiled in appreciation.  They both lay unclothed after their lovemaking and the breeze felt exquisite.  There had, in truth, been nothing of love in their coupling, only lust and hunger.  Still, he knew that he felt something for the enigmatic woman who led the Shadow Liberation.  Something more than merely physical passion moved him when he looked at her but Iverech knew within himself that it wasn’t love.  In fact, the warrior doubted that he was truly capable of love, having lost everything he cared for when he was so young.  Looking at Haunild, he mused that she was much like him.  She too, knew what it was to have everything taken from her.  She’d shared little enough of her story with him but enough so that he knew they were of a kind.   
 
    Noting his frank stare, she stretched and smiled back at him.  “Your mind is far from here.”  Haunild said in the husky voice that he found so enthralling.   
 
    “Thinking of times long gone.”  Iverech replied after a moment.  He touched her face and thought how statuesque she looked.  She was a beauty to him, strong and fierce.  He knew that there were men who would prefer a soft, helpless sort of woman but to the powerful mercenary, Haunild was the picture of desire.  His finger absently traced the scar on her face and stopped when she almost imperceptibly flinched.   
 
    When he made to pull his hand away, Haunild grabbed it and pressed it back to the left side of her face, where the scar was.  “It does not repulse you, does it?”  She asked.   
 
    “No.”  Iverech said simply and gently ran a finger along the ragged scar.  “I have my own scars as well.”  He said after a moment and was pleased by her smile, remembering the way her hands had traced the scars that he’d earned from years of living by the sword. 
 
    Looking into his eyes, there was something that he hadn’t seen there before, and her words gave clue to what it was.  “You haven’t asked how I got it.”   
 
    “Not my business.”  The warrior replied.  Then after a heartbeat, he added, “Unless you want me to know.”   
 
    Sitting up, Haunild collected her thoughts for several moments and Iverech the time to pour them both cups of watered wine.  She accepted the cup and leaned back against the headboard of the bed.  “It was after they came for my parents.”  Haunild said, her voice flat.  There was emotion roiling beneath her voice, but she did her best to contain it.  “They were accused of sedition for speaking out against the tyrant.  My mother, in particular, had written several pamphlets that were circulated throughout the capitol.”  Her green eyes were saddened and angry as she remembered.  “The letters called into question the king’s warmongering and use of the treasury to further it.”   
 
    When she paused to take a drink, Iverech spoke.  “It was like that in those days for many.”  He thought of his own parents and his murdered father.  “My father was hanged for his viewpoint, which was called treasonous.” 
 
    Haunild looked at him sympathetically.  “Of course, the agents of the king swore that they were all involved in plots of assassination and overthrow.”  The truth was that they both had realized long ago that such accusations were most likely true and from the standpoint of the monarchy, such seditionists had to be rooted out.  Their viewpoint, however, was that of children whose families had been taken from them by a ruthless dictator.  “My parents were imprisoned, and my mother died there.”  Bitterness surged upward, contorting her face.  “My father was knifed in the street after his release, no doubt by some ‘loyal king’s man’.  I wonder, to this day, if he ever saw it coming.”  Her voice now bore outright contempt as she spoke of her father’s murder.   
 
    Iverech didn’t press her but waited patiently.  They’d shared little enough words and telling their stories to each other was an exercise in trust that neither was too familiar with.  They hadn’t been overly surprised to find out how much their pasts mirrored one another.  The mercenary knew that he’d found a kindred spirit in Haunild and though he doubted that he could ever truly love anyone, he felt a bond with her that was real.  Loyalty, if nothing else began to bloom in him for the leader of the revolution that was blossoming within the Iron Kingdom.   
 
    “I was little more than a girl.”  Haunild whispered.  “But they took me anyway.”  She looked up into Iverech’s eyes and there was rage there.  “Took me for questioning.”  Shaking her head, her dark, auburn hair danced around her.  “I knew nothing, but it didn’t matter to them.  I was left alone with a pig who tried to take advantage of me, but I stabbed him with his own dagger.  I wish I’d killed him!”  Haunild’s voice grew savage.  “I wasn’t even a woman grown but they believed him when he said that I’d attacked him for no cause!  The others watched while he cut me…”  She trailed off, gritting her teeth.   
 
    Despite his resolve and the mask that he always kept up, Iverech felt his stomach lurch.  The urge to do violence to the man who had scarred her swept through him.  “Does he still live?”  The mercenary asked.   
 
    With a wicked grin, Haunild shook her head.  “I repaid that debt long ago.”  Her voice cold, she added, “His death was neither slow nor was it pretty.”   
 
    “I can’t believe they would let him take a knife to a girl like that.”  Iverech breathed slowly but the rage was still there. 
 
    She shrugged in reply and took another drink.  “He was wounded where I’d stabbed him in his arm.”  Haunild said matter-of-factly.  “I think he’d have cut my throat, but they did stop him before it got that far.”   
 
    “How noble of them.”  Iverech grated sarcastically. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.”  Haunild said emphatically.  “It taught me a valuable lesson; never trust anyone.”  She looked appraisingly at the warrior.  “I swore that I would never be at another person’s mercy again.”   
 
    Iverech nodded in agreement.  “It is wisdom.”  Seeking a change in subject, he asked a question that had been in his mind since coming to the capitol.  “What of the Hidden One?  Do you trust him?”   
 
    For a heartbeat, Haunild froze.  “You are pledged to him as well?”  She asked, answering the question with a question.   
 
    Nodding slowly, Iverech mused aloud.  “I thought you knew.”   
 
    Wrapping herself in the bedsheet, Haunild set her cup on the table next to the bed.  “I wondered but I wasn’t sure.”  She suppressed a shiver though whether it was from the cool breeze drying the sweat on her skin or the discussion turning to the Hidden One, Iverech couldn’t tell.  “He has many servants.”  Haunild added noncommittally.   
 
    “Aye.”  The mercenary allowed.  “I bent the knee when I was in Paeyona.”   
 
    Real interest showing on her face, Haunild queried.  “What were you doing when you were recruited?”   
 
    Now it was Iverech who hesitated.  Collecting his thoughts, he rose and slowly walked to the window, looking out briefly at the city lights before closing it.  “I had fallen in with a large mercenary company who had turned to banditry.”  He said baldly.  “They were a rough crew and I didn’t know at first that what we were doing was unsanctioned, but I won’t lie and tell you that I stopped once I found out.  We were preying on the nobility of Paeyona and getting rich, and we were careful never to take from the poor.”   
 
    “Never mind the fact that the poor had nothing to take?”  Haunild added sarcastically.   
 
    He looked around quickly at her then, turning from the window.  “True enough, I suppose.”  Iverech said, remembering back.  “But either way, I would never oppress the common people.”   
 
    Real curiosity tinged Haunild’s tone.  “So, what happened?”   
 
    “We slipped up.”  The mercenary said flatly.  “The sovereign of the Blessed Land sent the Cerulean Guard to deal with us.  They were excellent fighters…”  He paused then, remembering the battle and savoring the memory.  “…though we put a lot of them in the dirt before all was done.”  With a start, he roused himself from memory and walked back to the bed, sitting on the side next to Haunild.  “I asked you a question and you got me talking about my past.”  He said accusatorily.   
 
    Haunild laughed darkly.  “Sorry, old habits…”  She saw that he wasn’t going to accept that excuse and then said, “I will tell you once you’re done.  I promise.”  When he still hesitated, she continued talking in a low tone.  “I’ve brought you into my confidence and into my bed, Iverech.  Believe me when I tell you that I have already trusted you more than most.” 
 
    Grinning evilly, the mercenary quipped.  “Here I thought I was something special!”   
 
    “That remains to be seen.”  Haunild fired right back, regal as a queen.  “You were talking about Paeyona?”   
 
    His smile turned rueful.  “Fair enough.”  Scratching his stubbled jaw, the warrior collected his thoughts.  “They killed most of us in the battle and the rest were taken prisoner.  They questioned us, of course.”  He half turned, and she saw the marks of the lash upon his back.  “In the end, they really just wanted to make examples.  I was waiting to have my head taken when the Hidden One appeared in my cell.”   
 
    “He is something, is he not?”  Haunild said, fear and awe in her voice.  
 
    Clasping his hands together, Iverech nodded.  “He simply stepped out of the shadows as if walking through a door.”  His voice betrayed similar emotions as hers.  “I’ll never forget the first time I heard his voice.”   
 
    “Powerful…yet somehow soft…”  She echoed his thoughts in dark wonder.  “Almost…hypnotic…”   
 
    “Aye.”  The mercenary intoned.  After a couple of moments, he continued.  “He told me that he had an offer for me.  I could stay in my cell and await execution, or I could serve him.”  His jaw bunched, and it was clear that he had considered death rather than bending the knee to someone he didn’t know.  “Then he told me that I could gain my vengeance upon the tyrant if I would call him master.”   
 
    “It was much the same with me.”  The woman said almost breathlessly.  “He seemed to know all that had ever happened to me.  He told me that he would give me what no other could; revenge!”   
 
    The passion in her voice made Iverech feel even closer to her.  “I didn’t question him beyond that.  I’ve never had much truck with magic or wizards, but his power was undeniable.”  He looked away from her then.  “I had lost my way for a time.  I’d always meant to come back, to take vengeance but…”   
 
    “You couldn’t see how it could possibly be done.”  Haunild finished for him and it was clear that she’d known the exact same despair. 
 
    Still not looking at her, his thoughts inward, Iverech muttered.  “I lost myself…in battle…in drink and women…”  She did not interrupt as he trailed off but waited as patiently as he had when she’d talked of her background.  “The Hidden One gave me purpose and he was true to his word.”  He finally looked at her again.  “I began to do tasks for him and although many of them made no sense to me, he explained how others would further not only his goals but mine also.”   
 
    “Until he finally sent you here.”  She said thoughtfully.  “His plans seem unknowable and unconnected until revealed later as part of a larger whole.  I think he may be one of the greatest strategists and planners ever to live.”   
 
    Looking down at his hands, Iverech nodded.  “When I left that cell and walked through shadow with him to a place that was hundreds of miles away, I knew that his power was unimaginable.”  Then he ran a hand through his hair.  “But I could never have conceived that it was only the beginning.  I have seen things that I could never have believed were possible.”   
 
    Now, Haunild’s voice caused him to raise his head and look at her.  “Yet you wonder at the reasons and meaning behind it all.”  When he nodded slowly, she continued.  “I told you that I would answer you and I shall.  You asked if I trusted the Hidden One and the answer is not a simple one.”  She took a moment to order her words.  “He has never lied to me that I have seen and always does exactly what he says.  Since I pledged myself to him, I have regained much of the wealth that was taken from my family and have been able to build the Shadow Liberation.”   
 
    “But do you trust him?”  Iverech pressed and it was obvious that it was a question that he, himself had struggled with internally.   
 
    “I trust that his goals align with mine.”  Haunild said, her voice cold then.  He looked into her eyes and realized that the frosty tone wasn’t for him but instead a pragmatic truth.  “He means to overthrow the tyrant and see the broken system of the corrupt nobility done away with.”   
 
    “Though we don’t know why.”  The mercenary said.  He realized that he was putting his life in danger and trusting Haunild with his thoughts went against everything that he’d learned over many painful years.  For all that, he was desperately afraid that his patriotism and lust for vengeance was being manipulated by the Hidden One.  He’d always wondered if he was nothing more than a tool to be used and discarded by the enigmatic wizard.   
 
    Leaning forward, she took his hands in her own.  “I’ve asked myself these questions a thousand times, Iverech.”  She admitted.  “Are we somehow replacing one tyrant king for another?  Does he mean harm to the Iron Kingdom?”  When his eyebrows rose in question, she continued.  “I decided that I would use him as much as he uses me and if I decide that I cannot trust him, I will kill him or die trying.”   
 
    “That might prove a tall order, indeed.”  Iverech scoffed.  She had, no doubt, seen the power that the Hidden One commanded.  Killing him would be far easier said than done.   
 
    Haunild shrugged and leaned back again.  “Perhaps.  But consider this, Iverech; Ronig kept asking who you were even though he learned your name at the meeting.”   
 
    “So?”  The warrior asked, his voice mystified.   
 
    “So, he clearly knew that there was something deeper going on behind things.  Given time, he could have perhaps found out who you really were.”  She waited for comprehension to dawn on his face.  “I know that he’d already found out something of your past.”   
 
    Iverech’s eyes narrowed.  “Then, from the start, I was as much bait as I was a solution.”  It wasn’t a question and his jaw bunched when she nodded.  “It’s all a game within a game, isn’t it?”   
 
    “Of course, it is!”  Haunild snapped, perhaps more forcefully than she’d intended.  “Why do you think I had you go and force his hand at the tavern?”   
 
    Thoughtfully, Iverech pondered aloud.  “I had wondered, especially after you said that Ronig would approach me and start something.”  He looked at the woman shrewdly.  “Instead, you didn’t wait.  Why?” 
 
    “Things are changing.”  Haunild said with a sigh.  “The Hidden One is sending Savrun here.”   
 
    Now his eyebrows rose even further and Iverech exclaimed, “The assassin?!”  Rising from the bed in agitation, he exclaimed.  “Does the Hidden One think that we’ve failed him?”   
 
    “Calm down!”  The revolutionary leader hissed.  “He is coming to help in any way that I might need.”  Seeing the warrior look at her in shock, she smiled.  “Make no mistake, Iverech, I am his favored servant within the Iron Kingdom.”   
 
    Looking around the room and waving a hand to indicate the manor house around them, he asked, “What of Meilif?”  He’d wondered at Haunild living in the old count’s home and the fact that she had the run of the place.  In fact, she ordered the servants about more than the old man did.  “Does he serve the Hidden One as well?”   
 
    “No.”  Haunild replied.  “Nor does he know much of him.  In fact, Meilif has only recently begun to suspect that I am pledged to the Hidden One.”   
 
    Now Iverech began to understand.  “You think that he’ll be a problem?”  He didn’t like the implication.  “Is that why Savrun is coming here?”   
 
    “Spare me your guesses.”  Haunild said with disdain and reached for her winecup.  “If I wanted Meilif dead, I wouldn’t need an assassin to see to it!”  She watched him from beneath her eyelids as she took a long, slow drink.  “Savrun is coming here to make sure that things are progressing well and help in any way that I deem necessary.”   
 
    Puzzled, Iverech asked, “Why take me into your confidence, then?”  He paced back to the window and looked out at the darkened manor grounds.  “You seem to have the Hidden One’s favor, why do you need me?”   
 
    “I do NOT need you.”  Haunild corrected him flatly.  “I told you that I will never NEED anyone again nor will I ever trust anyone.  Still…”  She hesitated, letting the sheet fall away as he looked back at her.  “I like you Iverech and I think that you are someone whose goals are very close to my own.”  Smiling as his eyes fastened on her, she set her cup down and stretched impiously.  “You are a man who can get things done and has no fear and that is valuable to me.”   
 
    Forcing himself to look at her eyes and not her tempting figure, Iverech countered staunchly.  “But, I’m supposed to trust you, though?”   
 
    “Trust that we want the same things.”  She replied.  “Ronig died because of his greed and foolishness.  That death was hastened because things are happening faster than any could have guessed possible.”  She held out her hand invitingly.  “I believe that you want to see our homeland freed from the grip of the tyrant and you can trust that I want the same thing.  I want the people to be truly liberated from the corrupt system that holds them down and kills any who offer argument or dissent.”   
 
    Her words as much as her embrace pulled him back to the bed and into her arms.  Neither of them truly trusted the other but both believed in a dream of their nation freed from a king and ruled by the people.  Both were willing to do anything to see such a goal realized and if, along the way, they could take comfort in each other’s arms, it was so much the better.   
 
    What neither of them could have known was that Meilif heard every word that was said.  Haunild had always thought that she had complete privacy and had been meticulous in making sure that her room was safeguarded from intrusion.  She did not know that the gift of a comb given to her by Meilif bore an enchantment that allowed him to eavesdrop on everything in the room.  He stopped listening as words became cries of passion, but the old count was very troubled indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Watching the courtyard through the window, Aiden could see that the leaves were just starting to change in some of the trees.  It was a subtle change but clear enough to see for those willing to look.  He couldn’t help but think that it was similar with the Iron Kingdom as well.  There would be those that looked at the trees and thought things were the same, but a closer inspection would reveal that change at the fringes, like leaves that were at the beginning of change.  It was a nearly imperceptible change, but it was also inevitable.  The thought made the crown prince feel a shiver as if an omen had been spoken aloud.   
 
    “You don’t know for sure if they knew who you were?”  The prince asked without turning from the window.   
 
    Belthe shook his head.  “I already told you, Aiden, I’m almost certain that it was my reaction that drew their attention.”  He toyed with his cup of wine but didn’t take a drink.  “Apparently, I simply didn’t have the proper political fervor.”  His voice was wry, and he affected an uncaring attitude, but his brother and cousin knew that he was unsettled.   
 
    “But you can’t be sure.”  Kollur said then.  “You could still be in danger, Belthe.”  His voice was a bear’s growl and it was clear that he meant to slay anyone who came looking to harm his brother.   
 
    Turning from the window, Aiden shook his head.  “I think your brother’s right, Kollur.”  Crossing the room, he sat at the table with his kinsmen.  “If they knew who he was, I think they’d have sent more men or tried to kill him again by now.”  After a moment, he added thoughtfully, “They certainly would have pursued him further than that alley.”   
 
    Clearly angry at nonchalant talk of people trying to kill his brother, Kollur snapped.  “Well, they aren’t going to get another chance, I promise you that!”   
 
    With an affectionate glance at his brother, Belthe smiled grimly.  “I don’t know about all that.”  He and Aiden shared a long look.   
 
    “What are you talking about?”  Kollur demanded then.   
 
    Seeking to mollify the big man, Belthe chose his words carefully.  “I’m just saying that we really have no idea how far this goes.”   
 
    Aiden nodded, his visage grim.  “He’s right in that, as well.”  He thought for a moment that this was one of those instances where people often thought that Kollur was a bit of a simpleton.  The truth was that he was intelligent, but his nature was straightforward, and he had no stomach for dissembling.  He was a lot like Garyth in that way.  Thinking of his brother made him grimace and he schooled his mind to think on the matter at hand.  “We need to assume the worst.”   
 
    “Which is what?”  Kollur asked, glancing from his brother to the prince.   
 
    Spreading his hands, Aiden lowered his voice, thought there really was no need to do so.  He’d made sure to pick a meeting room that was little used and had posted his guards, men he trusted to make sure that they weren’t disturbed.  “Simply that anyone could be involved.”  Seeing the big man’s expression was one of confusion, the prince explained further.  “It could just be a few angry people who have lost loved ones and fear the war continuing.”   
 
    Making a rude sound, Belthe scoffed.  “You don’t really believe that.”  He said flatly and there was no question in his tone.   
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Aiden sighed.  “No, I don’t.”  His face was troubled as he thought of the meeting he’d had with the nobles recently.  “I really don’t.” 
 
    “What is it?”  Belthe asked shrewdly.  “What aren’t you telling us?”  Kollur was mystified, as if they were speaking a foreign language.  It was clear that the burly warrior felt out of his depth here but as he made to ask a question, his brother held up a hand and pressed their cousin.  “Aiden?”   
 
    For several heartbeats, Aiden hesitated, the conflict within him clear.  When he finally spoke, his voice was serious as death.  “I must ask you both to keep my confidence.”  Both men nodded but he shook his head.  “I need to take oaths from you.  Will you swear to keep what I am about to tell you only between the three of us?”   
 
    “I swear it!”  Kollur proclaimed stoutly.  He was loyal to the kingdom and to Aiden and he had nothing but confidence in the crown prince.   
 
    Belthe was slower to acquiesce.  “What has happened?”  He asked cagily.   
 
    “I’ll need your oath, Belthe.”  Was all that the prince would say, his piercing eyes staring into his kinsman’s 
 
    “Very well.”  Belthe said.  Not quite able to help himself, he quipped.  “Should we sign a document?  Perhaps in our own blood?”   
 
    Aiden was in no mood for jokes.  “Your oath will be enough.”  He took a moment to compose his thoughts and then told them of the meeting he’d had at lady Tove’s manor.  The prince held back nothing of the conversation that had taken place or of his impressions and thoughts.  The two brothers didn’t interrupt but by the end they looked stunned.   
 
    Aiden’s voice was hoarse as he finished his narrative and Belthe poured him a cup of wine.  With a low whistle, he looked at Kollur and then back to the crown prince.  “Things are worse than I’d thought.”   
 
    “It seems…treasonous.”  Kollur said half to himself.  “Not that you’re a traitor, of course Aiden!”  He hastily amended as the prince paused with the cup to his lips.  “It just seems like maybe those people you met with might be a part of this… Shadow…”   
 
    Seeing that his brother couldn’t remember the name, Belthe spoke.  “Shadow Liberation.”  He said firmly and rubbed his injured shoulder gently, thinking of the attack in the alley.  “Could these nobles be a part of it do you think, Aiden?”   
 
    The prince took a long drink as he thought.  His head was spinning but not from the wine, which was watered down.  “I…I don’t think so.”  Aiden said after a moment.  “They’re people known for their loyalty.”   
 
    “But is that loyalty to the king or the country?”  Belthe wondered aloud.  
 
    Kollur’s voice bordered on outrage.  “It’s the same thing!”  
 
    “We’ve talked about this, brother.”  Belthe said, his voice just bordering on patronizing.  Though he was speaking to Kollur, his eyes sought Aiden.  “Perhaps it was once the same thing.  Now, things are different, it would seem.”   
 
    Looking sidelong Belthe, Kollur growled.  “You sound like you almost agree with these people!”  He asked the question that had plagued him since the night Belthe had returned to the palace injured and bleeding.  “What were you doing in that cellar in the first place?”  There was suspicion and judgment in his voice.   
 
    His eyes never left the prince but Belthe did answer his brother’s question.  “I was in conversation with some people.”  He began cagily but seeing that neither man was going to let it go, he shrugged and cursed when the movement pained his injured shoulder.  “There were a few of us talking about the folly of pressing on with this war.  I agreed with much of what was being said but not all!”  Belthe’s voice was emphatic.  “I thought it was simply people who were afraid and angry.  I had no idea that I was being invited to a gathering of rebels, I swear it!”   
 
    “You know, some people wouldn’t see it that way.”  Kollur said flatly.  “There are some people who would say that even being there was almost treason.”   
 
    Aiden stoutly defended his cousin then.  “If it was treason, then so was my meeting at the lady Tove’s.”  Kollur’s eyes widened and the prince realized in that moment that the big man’s ideology was far simpler than he’d realized.  Just as he’d stated, he clearly thought that king and country were one and the same.  It was evident that he thought it impossible and ludicrous that the crown prince could be treasonous, as the nation and the monarchy were indivisible.  “Your loyalty does you credit, Kollur.”  Aiden said gently, as he glanced at Belthe.  “But the truth is much more complex.”   
 
    “Bah!”  Kollur said in disgust.  “This is what I hate about politics!  It shouldn’t be such a maze of mystery!”   
 
    Belthe countered.  “Why not, exactly?”   
 
    The big warrior knew that his brother was baiting him.  It was an old game between them.  “We have a good king who fights and bleeds for his people.”  Kollur said stalwartly.   “He has always protected the Iron Kingdom and what’s more, he’s always won!”  His admiration for the legendary ruler was evident.   
 
    “Yes, brother.”  Belthe said patiently.  “But, surely, even you can see that things have changed now.”  He closed his eyes for a moment and realized how tired he was.  He hadn’t been sleeping well since the attack and seemed to see enemies everywhere.  “There is unrest in the kingdom.  From the common folk to the nobles, people are deeply unhappy and what’s more, the king is different now from the man he was!”  He hesitated then, not wanting to offend his cousin, but he needn’t have worried.   
 
    Aiden nodded sadly.  “The king is different now.”  He admitted.  “It’s like he is somewhat the same at the core but there are changes within him just as he’s changed on the outside.”  Remembering lord Derrid’s words, he reflected that part of why he’d been so angry with the man was because there was a lot of truth in what he’d said.  “People fear that the magic of the axe may have wrought change in his mind as well as his body.”   
 
    Kollur shrugged and stoutly said, “Good!”  When the others looked at him strangely, he elaborated.  “Look, we’re up against orcs and other creatures and the magic they have!  Your friend Tavia is a wizard, right?”  Again, his simple world-view had a certain logic that was hard to argue with.  “So, some magic is good, and some is bad?”   
 
    “Always, you oversimply things, Kollur.”  Belthe said wearily.  “Magic is just a tool or weapon.  A sword isn’t good or bad but the hand that wields it and the mind that drives the body is what determines matters of morality.”   
 
    Despite knowing his cousin for years, Aiden couldn’t help but be astounded by the depth of his cousin’s thoughts.  He realized that the man was possessed of a great intellect and could be a much greater asset than anyone realized.  “That is well said.”  The prince noted admiringly.  “The point is, Kollur, that we can’t know what effects Winter’s Heart has had on my father.”   
 
    Never one to shy away from a fight, despite the odds, Kollur persisted.  “But the axe is a creation of the gods themselves, isn’t it?”  He shrugged and bunched his jaw.  “Are we to doubt our own gods then?”   
 
    Belthe’s laugh was cynical.  “Never trust the gods!”  It was an old adage that was held by those who had suffered misfortune in the kingdom.   
 
    “There is truth in many of the old parables.”  Aiden agreed.  “We must remember that even those who believe in the gods can never truly know their ways and designs.”  His voice held the doubt and dread that he’d felt ever since his father took up the artifact.  “Even their own priests can only speculate on their will and interpret ancient texts and prophecies, often incorrectly.  How can we know whether or not Winter’s Heart is meant for our good?”   
 
    Now Belthe nodded.  “It is said that our ancestors worshipped the gods as much from fear as adoration.”   
 
    Kollur held up his hands in surrender.  “Religion has never been a strength of mine.”   
 
    “Nor has politics or even critical thinking!”  Belthe quipped sarcastically, grinning at his brother.   
 
    “You’re right, Belthe.”  The bigger man growled.  “Strength itself has always been my strength.”  The challenge there was clear, though they all knew he’d never hurt his brother, especially when injured.   
 
    Aiden held up his hands.  “Peace!”  He couldn’t help but smile at the exchange of the two brothers and realized how much he missed Valun and Garyth for that matter.  Though he still lived, the prince realized that his illegitimate brother might be just as dead to him as Valun.  Not that it was Aiden’s choice, but he wondered if the rift between them would now be too great, too ugly to ever be healed.  He deeply hoped that it wasn’t so, even as angry as he was with Garyth.   
 
    Rather than being annoyed with Kollur, Belthe grew thoughtful, however.  “He is correct, though, my prince.”  Seeing Aiden’s mystified look, he explained his thoughts.  “Kollur is very typical of the people of the Iron Kingdom, wouldn’t you say?”   
 
    “Typical?!”  Kollur said scornfully.  “I’m one of the best warriors in the kingdom!  I’ll have you know…”   
 
    Aiden forestalled the rant.  “Please, Kollur!”  He looked at Belthe seriously.  “Your brother isn’t talking about your martial prowess.”   
 
    “Not at all, Kollur.”  Belthe said with an impudent grin.  “Why, in fact, you might just be the greatest warriors in the history of the land.”  He made sure to keep his voice neutral, but his brother knew he was mocking him.  “No, what I’m speaking of is your mindset.  In the Iron Kingdom, we pride ourselves on strength and our ability to fight anyone or anything.”   
 
    Kollur’s answer was half a snarl.  “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”   
 
    Shaking his head in despair, Belthe was gratified to see that the prince, at least, understood what he was getting at.  “Again, it isn’t necessarily a question of good or bad, brother.”  Seeing Aiden nod, he continued.  “It’s a question of the proper tool for the job.  In this case, our very strength, our very ability to fight could be part of the problem.”   
 
    Now, the big warrior rolled his eyes but before he could offer further comment, the prince spoke.  “That’s true.”  He mused thoughtfully.  “This isn’t a matter that we can solve with head on confrontation.”   
 
    “You see, brother?”  Belthe asked and his voice was no longer mocking but serious.  “Strength isn’t what is needed here, at least not yet.”   
 
    His manner rough, Kollur leaned forward and demanded, “Fine then, what is needed?”  He was more than a little angry now.  Belthe had always made him feel slow-witted, though his brother had often told him that he didn’t mean anything by it.  Kollur knew he shouldn’t be angry because of his brother’s intellect but it made him feel stupid at times.  “You’re so smart, why don’t you tell us?” 
 
    “You’ve just said it.”  Belthe said, with a twinkle in his eyes.  “Wit is the answer, not strength.”  He could see that the prince was in agreement with him.  “We can’t start just killing everyone that speaks in disagreement.  We’ve established here that two out of three of us disagree, at least in part, with the king’s actions.”   
 
    Aiden’s voice was soothing, though he knew he was speaking as much to himself as to Kollur.  “That doubt doesn’t make us traitors.”   
 
    Belthe concurred.  “Not in the least!”  His mind raced, and his words were just as quick.  “However, there are those who are unable to see that they’re being led down the path of sedition.  People are angry and afraid but there are a few, no doubt at the head of this Shadow Liberation, who are taking advantage of those feelings to bring that sedition to outright rebellion.”   
 
    “Yes, but that could lead to…”  Kollur hesitated, loathe to speak his thoughts.   
 
    Aiden finished for him.  “Civil war.”  He said and saying it aloud made him sick.   
 
    Unbelievingly, Kollur looked at his kinsmen.  “No one wants that!”  It was simply beyond the scope of his imagination.  “Surely, these people would realize that the country can’t survive something like that!”   
 
    “We don’t know what these people want, brother.”  Belthe said grimly.  “For all we know, they hate the Iron Kingdom and mean to see it destroyed altogether.  Or they might wish to topple the nobility or only the king.”  He clasped his hands in thought and looked out the window.  “We cannot know their designs until we know more.”   
 
    Kollur’s reply was derisive.  “Well, they’re not going to just tell us, now are they?”   
 
    “Sarcasm doesn’t really suit you, brother.”  Belthe quipped.  “No, we’ll have to find out for ourselves how this organization works and how deeply they’ve got their hooks into things.”   
 
    Looking from his brother to the prince, Kollur asked, “What is he saying?”   
 
    “I think he’s saying that we need to infiltrate their ranks.”  Aiden said in a troubled voice.   
 
    Belthe smiled thinly.  “No, what I’m saying is that I need to infiltrate their ranks.”   
 
    “Are you crazy?!”  Kollur half roared.  “You nearly got killed going to one of their meetings!  You think you’ll be able to just walk into another one of them again?  They might still be looking for you for all we know!”   
 
    Belthe’s voice was calm.  “No, it won’t be easy but this time I’ll know what I’m getting into and what to expect.”  He tried to calm his brother.  “I’ll be more careful, and I really think if they knew who I was, I’d already be dead.”   
 
    “You are NOT doing this, Belthe!’  Kollur said standing to his feet.  “I am not going to let you risk your life…”   
 
    Belthe’s words cut through his brother’s like a knife.  “We’re all risking our lives now, Kollur!”  He looked at Aiden.  “Some of us in battle and others in different ways.”   
 
    “Why you?!”  Kollur demanded, clearly ready to tear his hair out in frustration and worry.  “Why does it have to be you?!”   
 
    Looking from his agitated brother to his cousin, Belthe raised his eyebrows.  “Because we don’t know who we can trust, right now.”  The prince said then.  “We can’t go to the king with this, at least not yet.  The way he is now, he’d likely call everyone who disagreed with him a rebel and that would only hasten a civil war, which might be exactly what these people want!”  Striving to modulate his tone, Aiden stood to that Kollur would look at him.  “It’s just us three for now and of the three of us, Belthe is best suited to looking into this.”   
 
    “Belthe’s not really a warrior.”  Kollur said defensively then.   
 
    Laughing aloud, Belthe also stood.  “That’s the honest truth, my brother.”  He playfully punched Kollur in the shoulder.  “At least I’m not the warrior that you and Aiden are.  This job doesn’t call for a warrior, though.”  He glanced at the prince and he could tell they thought the same thing.  “It calls for someone who can observe and think.  Someone who doesn’t draw attention to themselves and can blend in.”   
 
    “I don’t like it.”  Kollur growled.   
 
    Aiden replied grimly.  “Neither do I.”  He looked down for a moment and thought how many times his father had been forced to make decisions that put peoples lives at risk like this.  “But it’s our best option.”   
 
    Belthe grew serious.  “I’ll be careful, Kollur.”   
 
    Seeking any other way, Kollur said, “What about Garyth?”  He sounded triumphant for a moment.  “He’s done these sorts of missions for the king before and is well used to operating on his own!”   
 
    Shaking his head, Aiden was emphatic.  “I’m not bringing him into this.”  He knew that he’d have to give an explanation and did not dissemble.  “Partly because of his upcoming fight with Lokkmar.”   
 
    “And partly because you don’t trust him.”  Belthe said flatly.  When Kollur made a protesting sound, his brother ignored him.  “It’s been that way for some time, hasn’t it?”   
 
    Thinking of the recent confrontation between he and his brother, Aiden grudgingly admitted, “There is some truth to what you say, though it isn’t that I don’t trust him, necessarily.”  He tried to properly frame his thoughts.  “Garyth’s duel with Lokkmar is part of the problem, isn’t it?  A man loyal to the king will be involved in a duel to the death with a member of the king’s own family.”  The prince rubbed at his temples, feeling a headache coming on.  “Many people see this as a savage and tyrannical way of ruling, especially when, until recently, the king had outlawed dueling.”   
 
    Seeing Aiden’s pain, Belthe didn’t press the issue.  “It’s better this way.”  He knew that neither of them was happy about this, but he truly believed it was the best way forward.  “Trust me,” He said with a lopsided grin.  “I know what I’m doing.”   
 
     Belthe’s words would ring in their ears long after they were spoken.   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Trying his best not to wince, Garyth fell back, holding his shield as high as he could.  He realized just how sloppy his footwork was and how low he was holding the practice sword.  His opponent knew how to look for such openings and swiftly took advantage of them.  Warily, looking over the rim of his practice shield, the lord reflected how badly he hated fighting defensively.   
 
    Rothan lunged in swiftly, striking low.  Both men were armed with wooden longswords and shields to simulate the conditions of the upcoming duel.  The captain’s move was a feint that the lord anticipated, and he quickly brought his shield low to block it.  When Rothan’s slammed into Garyth’s shield with his own, the lord was almost overborne but planted himself firmly after being driven back a few steps.   
 
    Gasping for air, both men circled warily, their respect for each other growing.  “It’s a miracle that we’re standing here, able to fight this way.”  Garyth said, trying not to make the words sound forced, and failing.   
 
    “You mean the fact that we both should have died from our wounds?”  Rothan said, trying to read his opponent.   
 
    Nodding, Garyth’s voice was grave.  “Were it not for healing magic, we might both unable to swing a sword again.”   
 
    “Yet here you both are, trying to undo all the healer’s hard work!”  Karrok’s voice was taunting and gruff.  “I don’t reckon Lokkmar will have a difficult time killing you at all, milord!”   
 
    Doing his best to ignore Karrok’s taunts, Garyth pivoted and struck suddenly.  When Rothan’s shield came up to block, he instantly turned the thrust into a quick swipe toward the captain’s head.  Ducking low, Rothan didn’t try to block the blow but stabbed forward, seeking to catch the lord but finding Garyth’s shield was there.   
 
    Karrok’s laughter had a tinge of mockery.  “Oh well done!”  There was a measure of real respect there, but he’d been badgering both men for the better part of an hour.  “Never knew your shield-work was anything but rubbish, Garyth!”   
 
    Gritting his teeth, the lord exchanged several strikes with Rothan, their wooden swords clacking in the small yard.  They’d chosen the place for its privacy.  Rothan was friends with another captain who was away with his regiment and had given him the key.  Garyth didn’t want to train in front of an audience and he trusted his two friends more than anyone else to train with.   
 
    “What are you idiots doing?”  Tavia’s voice cut through the din of their sparring like ice.  “One duel isn’t enough, so you’ve decided to kill each other now?”
  
 
    “It’s called sparring!”  The dwarf snapped.  “Lord Garyth needs to get ready and Rothan’s…”   
 
    Her voice was full of derision.  “I can see that, Thane Karrok.”  Somehow, when she used the dwarf’s title, it was more an insult than anything else.  “My point is, what will this possibly help?”  
 
    The two men stepped back, lowering their weapons.  “No offense, Tavia.”  Garyth said then, gasping for air.  Rothan was an excellent swordsman and likely better than he was with sword and shield.  “You aren’t a warrior.  Every moment I can practice will ready me to face Lokkmar.”   
 
    With a sniff that spoke volumes of disparagement.  “What if you’re injured in this mock combat, mighty lord?”  She said caustically.   
 
    “Tavia.”  Rothan began.  The captain was well aware that his two friends knew about the relationship between he and the elf.  Though they both approved, his discomfort with being in such a relationship was evident and gave them ammunition to tease him with.  It wasn’t that he didn’t love her, he was still simply mystified by her feelings for him.  Both Garyth and Karrok had advised him not to question it overmuch and he’d tried to follow their advice.  Sometimes, such as now, he still felt overwhelmed by her, especially in conversation.  “We’re being careful.”  The captain said, his words sounding lame to his own ears.   
 
    “I’m quite sure you are.”  She said primly.  Looking at Karrok, she asked, “And why are you sitting here harassing them?”   
 
      Garyth walked over and sat down near the dwarf, setting his practice gear aside.  “Because I asked him to.”  He took a drink from a bucket of fresh water, using a wooden ladle.  “The duel will be much worse, believe me and I can’t afford to be distracted.”   
 
    Karrok stood from the bench he’d been sitting on.  “As much fun as answering the elf girl’s questions is, I have to go.”   
 
    “Working with your troops today?”  Rothan said, walking up to take a drink himself.   
 
    Nodding, Karrok’s voice was grim.  “Mixed unit work today.”  He sighed heavily.  “Most of these new dwarf lads have never fought alongside humans before and it’ll take a bit of time.”   
 
    The human warriors understood completely.  “Hopefully there’s enough time.”  Garyth said grimly.  “The king wants to move out soon.”   
 
    Karrok replied, his voice sure.  “We’ll be ready, lad.”  Looking critically at the human lord, he advised, “You’ve done a good job hiding the wound on your left side, but your shield still dips a bit.”   
 
    Garyth nodded and sighed ruefully.  “Even most of my family thinks the big wound was the one in my chest.”  He said, thinking back to Kollur’s advice.  “I’ve tried to favor my right side, but I’ve been wondering if the shield will be a problem.”   
 
    Tavia looked mystified.  “You think that people would tell Lokkmar that your left side is weak?”  There was more than a little outrage in her voice.   
 
    “We don’t think.”  Rothan answered for his lord, gruffly.  “We know.  Warriors will use any advantage in battle and whatever else Lokkmar may be, he is a good fighter.”   
 
    Garyth amended his friend’s statement.  “He’s an excellent warrior.”  His voice was thoughtful.  “And he came through the entire war unscathed.”   
 
    “Is he a coward, then?”  Tavia asked, looking around at the three warriors.   
 
    Laughing, Karrok answered.  “Worse, lass!  He’s an opportunist!”   
 
    Seeing that the wizard didn’t understand, Rothan enlightened her.  “You see, Lokkmar is a strategist, first and foremost.  Whether he’s commanding troops or fighting one on one, he isn’t a man who makes mistakes.”  Glancing at Garyth, he saw the lord nodding and continued.  “He’s known as an ice-cold tactician whose main strength is capitalizing on his opponents flaws and weaknesses.”   
 
     “There are plenty of those for him to find!”  Garyth said angrily.  “If I weren’t recovering from these wounds…”   
 
    Karrok interrupted him.  “But you are!”  They all looked at him, somewhat appalled but both human warriors respected him, knowing that he’d been training warriors for longer than either of them had been alive.  “My advice is to embrace your wounds, Garyth.”   
 
    “Oh, now even I know what utter rubbish that advice is!”  Tavia said rolling her eyes.  “What is that supposed to mean, embrace your wounds?”  At the end, the elf dropped the register of her voice to mimic the dwarf’s gruff tone.    
 
    Gritting his teeth, the dwarf ignored her.  “It means, lord Garyth, that you can’t fight this man, wishing you were in top form.”  His eyes cut to Rothan and back to the lord.  “Which neither of you are in!  What you need to do is realize that your wounds will make him overconfident, if nothing else.”   
 
    “You think overconfidence will give him the edge?”  Rothan asked seriously.  “Lokkmar is no novice.”   
 
    Karrok snorted.  “Of course, he isn’t!”  Glaring at Garyth, he pointed up at him.  “You need to take advantage of everything in this fight!  You’re at a disadvantage and use his pride against him!” 
 
    “How?”  Garyth’s voice wasn’t offended but just as demanding as the dwarf’s.  He thought that he had a pretty good idea what Karrok would say and the dwarf’s next words proved him right.   
 
    “Let him come to you.”  The dwarven thane said.  “He’ll know you can’t move like you want, so let him be the aggressor.  Then, you make him pay for it.”   
 
    Nodding thoughtfully, Garyth agreed.  “It’s much the same advice my cousin Kollur gave me.”   
 
    “Aye and it’s good advice at that.”  The dwarf turned to go but paused near the gate.  “No doubt Lokkmar will demand that no enchanted weapons or armor will be used?”   
 
    Rothan answered first.  “Good steel of the Iron Kingdom was how his second put it when we talked.”  He grimaced, remembering how badly he’d wanted to punch the strutting peacock that had arrived with Lokkmar’s terms.  The tradition had always been that the man challenged could set the terms of the duel with regard to weaponry.  “No armor heavier than mail, any hand weapons desired and shields.” 
 
    “Good!”  Karrok grinned nastily.  “Make sure you take one of those hand and a half sword’s you like, lord Garyth.”   
 
    Now Garyth looked puzzled.  “You just told me that I can’t fight like I normally do.  What happened to let him come to me and make him pay?”   
 
    Karrok laughed again.  “Oh, you’ll start out that way, I’m sure.”  There was truth in his words that both other warriors felt in their bones.  “Truth is that when it gets real, when the blood’s thundering in your veins and your instincts kick in, you’ll fight like yourself, no matter what.”  He could see them exchange glances.  “Start with the shield and sword and let him think he has your measure but believe me, when the blood starts flowing, you’ll want the weapon you’re most comfortable with in hand.”   
 
    “It’s true.”  Rothan said emphatically.  “When it’s life or death, I’d rather have a sword and shield than anything.”   
 
    “It’s a bit ironic, don’t you think?”  The dwarf said laughingly.  “Your favored weapon being a bastard sword?  What with your lineage and all?”   
 
    Rothan’s face was pure shock at the statement but Garyth erupted with genuine laughter.  After a moment, the captain joined in and the dwarf’s laughter was all the louder.  The three warriors laughed, wincing at their wounds, Tavia looked aghast.   
 
    “You’re all mad.”  She said when they were spent, and their peals of laughter had died down into chuckles.   
 
    Karrok favored her with a stare.  “Anyone who picks up a weapon with the intent to take life has to be a bit mad, girl.”  Ignoring her glare and without giving her a chance to reply, the dwarf, for once had the last word with the elf.  This made both the men laugh again, though this time more gingerly, as their wounds were still healing and tender.   
 
    “I need to ask you a favor, Rothan.”  Garyth said then.   
 
    Sensing the change in tone, the captain instantly replied.  “Command me, my lord.”   
 
    “No, I cannot command you in this.”  Garyth replied hesitatingly and then explained.  “I’m asking this as a friend.”   
 
    Taken aback for a moment, Rothan finally nodded after glancing at Tavia.  He’d realized that his bond with Garyth had grown beyond a lord and a soldier sworn to service but to have it put so plainly caught him off guard.   
 
    “If something…”  Garyth began haltingly.  “If things go badly.  If I lose to Lokkmar I want to ask you to look after my family.”   
 
    Now Rothan looked stunned.  “My lord?”   
 
    “Elin will know what to do financially, of course.”  Garyth explained and now he looked at Tavia as well.  “My concern would be for my family’s safety.”   
 
    Rothan’s voice was angry.  “No one would dare!  The king would…”   
 
    Cutting her lover’s tirade off at the beginning, Tavia’s voice was calculating.  “The king will leave for war, regardless of what happens.”   
 
    Seeing the logic of her words, Rothan’s eyes widened.  “But surely your family.  The prince perhaps?’   
 
    Garyth sighed.  “I’m a bastard, as Karrok so eloquently pointed out.”  There was no anger in his voice, only resignation.  “I can’t trust that people who have never really accepted me would look out for my wife and children.  I do trust you, Rothan.”   
 
    Stunned and honored, Rothan knelt before his lord.  “On my honor and my life, I swear I will keep them safe!”   
 
    Tavia’s eyes narrowed angrily but she said nothing as she and the lord shared a long glance.  There was no time limit placed on the oath and in the event that something did happen, Rothan could spend years in service to Garyth’s wife and children, perhaps the rest of his life.  The sorceress wasn’t happy, but she saw the sense of it.  Captain Rothan would die before letting harm come to the lord’s family and, while the need of such an oath and all the ramifications of it bothered her, she realized she felt the same way.  Tavia would give no oath that day but she swore within herself that she would stand alongside her man and keep Garyth’s family safe if the worst should happen.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Although the people of the Iron Kingdom said that it was still summer, Savrun inwardly laughed.  Summer in the southlands was a very different proposition altogether, though in fairness, the assassin reflected that he never wanted to be this far north in winter, could he help it.  The assassin had traveled far in his lifetime and had learned a basic truth about people.  Customs and climate varied and to the untrained eye, people could seem alien and bizarre, yet there were core needs and desires that all people had.  As he examined the leaders of the Shadow Liberation, this truth was verified once again.   
 
    The woman, Haunild, was speaking at the present. She’d been outlining the steps that they’d taken within the kingdom, their long and short-term goals as well as their vision for a liberated kingdom.  Savrun wasn’t exactly bored by it all, but some of the details she was explaining in excruciating details weren’t necessary for him to know but she was the leader of the liberation and he indulged her.  She was an exceptional woman, he mused.  Strong and sure in her actions and features, there was a beauty to her that she clearly did little to cultivate.  Haunild was a true believer, the assassin could tell from the instant he met her.  She was the type of individual who focused all her thought and effort into her cause and was driven to succeed in a way that an average person, simply going through the motions of living could never understand.   
 
    The man standing close to her was a warrior born.  It was as obvious to Savrun as the color of the sky.  The man’s stance, his poise, the way his gaze took in everything around him but instinctively latched on to the assassin, somehow knowing the threat he represented.  Far from finding it offensive, Savrun respected the man called Iverech’s manner.  He wasn’t a dog, baring his teeth but a wolf, gauging potential prey.  It was clear that he was the type of man women would find both handsome and dangerous.  The assassin knew that such things were a bonus to such a warrior but not anything he was likely to focus on.  Savrun knew a trained killer when he saw one and Iverech was just such a man.  He’d guessed that Iverech and Haunild were lovers and that the relationship was new.  There were a hundred different tells that informed him of it and like all such information, Savrun filed it away for it’s potential, future use.   
 
    An older man completed the trio that had met him in the manor’s study.  The silver-haired nobleman still cut a dashing figure and had the kind of shrewd eyes that reminded Savrun of successful merchants in the southlands.  Just as Haunild was the leader and Iverech was the muscle, Meilif was the wisdom of the group.  He spoke rarely and when he did say something, it was always insightful and astute.  The old man gave nothing away in his expression, which was had been carefully friendly but aloof the entire time.  Meilif had been a count and Savrun noted that the others still referred to him with that title from time to time, though the man never used it himself.  The manor belonged to Meilif and from it, the revolution had been planned from its infancy.  This fact had somewhat surprised Savrun when he’d realized that the old count was also, likely the money behind the Shadow Liberation.  His respect for the nobleman had grown then, as he realized that Meilif’s purpose was that of a believer and patriot as well and seemingly had no ego or aspirations toward leadership.   
 
    Upon reflection, Savrun realized how much sense it made.  Haunild was young, strong and passionate and seemed like the complete opposite of the king that ruled these lands.  The Iron King was a legendary warrior, set in his ways who ruled with absolute authority.  Haunild represented a change in thinking and in deed who would see the monarchy completely abolished and government in the hands of the people.  The assassin had seen attempts of such realms before, but they had never lasted, though he would be the first to admit that just because something had never been done, didn’t meant that it couldn’t be done.  Savrun was not here to partake in the cup of revolution, however.  He was here to further his master’s designs and the only things the cold-blooded killer had ever believed in were himself and the Hidden One.   
 
    “So, we believe that the best time will be when the king is away with the bulk of the fighting men.”  Haunild said, elaborating on their timelines and plans.  “The kingdom will be vulnerable as never before.”   
 
    Meilif’s tone was acidic.  “The tyrant cares nothing for the plight of the people.”  His cultured voice oozed disdain.  “Should the realm be invaded from another quarter, thousands of people would be slain before sufficient force could be rallied to present anything approaching a reasonable defense!”   
 
    Haunild glanced at Meilif, her eyes narrowing.  “Count Meilif is correct, of course.”  She allowed grudgingly.  “However, as we’ve said many times, such a state is preferable for our cause.”  Looking back at Savrun, she saw that the man was the very picture of equanimity.  His expression never changed, and his dark eyes were like blank windows that presented absolutely no picture of what went on within.  The leader of the Shadow Liberation had, of course, heard of Savrun but meeting him in person made her realize what true poise was.  For all that, there was something deeply unsettling about being in his presence, as though her every flaw, no matter how hard she tried to hide it, was on full display.    
 
    “Yes, my dear, this time of chaos is helpful to our revolution.”  The old nobleman said in measured tones.  “Yet, we must think past that revolution.  It isn’t simply changing who leads but retaining our culture and sovereignty through these times.”  Passion entered Meilif’s voice now.  “We must survive as a people, conscious of why these changes are wrought or none of it means anything!”  He and Haunild shared a brief look that told the others that this was an old conversation between them.  It wasn’t necessarily that they disagreed, the nobleman reflected, only that they put varying degrees of importance on different matters.  He forced himself not to keep looking at Savrun.  Meilif had known his share of dangerous men and had been one in his day, warriors, killers for hire, knights, thieves and even wizards.  Still, he’d known from the moment he met the famed assassin that he was in the presence of one of the deadliest men alive.   
 
    For his part, Iverech had refrained from speaking.  He’d instantly sized the assassin up from the moment the other man walked in the room.  Though he towered over the other man, the mercenary had no illusions about Savrun’s ability.  Iverech had traveled through many lands and the name Savrun was whispered with dread.  The mercenary knew that the man’s ability to kill in diverse ways was legend and it was said that he had no equal with a blade.  However, like all who employ martial skills for a living, Iverech was competitive and something deep within him surged upward as soon as he laid eyes on the assassin.  He’d known then that he’d love to cross steel with the other man but knew also that, for all his confidence, the outcome would be no certain thing.  Savrun’s every movement, no matter how innocuous, was a thing of measured grace.  It was also clear that, while a smaller man than Iverech, he was fantastically muscled.  Perhaps another would miss the signs, as Savrun wore loose, nondescript garments but it could be seen in the assassin’s hands and forearms, even in his neck.  The northern warrior felt an overwhelming urge to fight the man.   
 
    Savrun had initial feelings that were much the same as Iverech but unlike the big northerner, he never seriously entertained them.  A consummate professional, Savrun killed upon command or when necessity demanded it, never from ego.  As always, his cool confidence radiated from him and it was, as always, genuine.  Savrun never believed that any man could best him and the mindset was so deeply ingrained within him that he simply never questioned or doubted it as truth.   
 
    Turning to the southerner, Haunild’s gaze was challenging.  “What are your thoughts on all of this?”  It was clear that the other two weren’t pleased by her question, but she ignored their looks.  “What would you suggest as the best way forward, Savrun?”   
 
    “Do not use my name again.”  The assassin said flatly.   
 
    Bristling, Iverech finally spoke, his voice fierce.  “Watch your tongue!”  He grated, taking a step forward.  Savrun merely pivoted calmly, his hands at his sides but he locked eyes with the mercenary and it was as if they’d already drawn swords.   
 
    Haunild intervened smoothly.  “Please, forgive me.”  She said, throwing an arm in front of the angry Iverech.  “What would you prefer me to call you?”  The leader of the revolution, exchanged a sidelong glance with the mercenary and he stepped back, quickly regaining his composure.   
 
    Savrun seemed nonplussed and slowly looked from Iverech to Haunild.  “What is a fitting local name?”   
 
    Thinking about it for a moment, she replied.  “I had a kinsman named Rithul.”  Her voice was thoughtful and Haunild was, as ever, astute.  “It’s an old name but one that has caught on with immigrants to the larger cities as well.” 
 
    With a slight smile, Savrun nodded.  “Excellent choice.”  He glanced to Meilif and saw the old count was in agreeance.  “I would never pass for a northerner but perhaps someone come to the capitol to start over.  I shall be Rithul, then”   
 
    The mercenary said nothing, nor did any of them so much as look at him for his opinion.  Iverech was seething inwardly but more at himself than with the assassin.  The mask had slipped, and he was furious with himself.  He realized in that moment that Savrun never even blinked, though they’d been close to violence.  The warrior had always prided himself of his constraint and ability to control himself, to blend in.  Now, however, he’d met a man who made his attempts at such things laughable, as though Iverech were a child.  Once he’d turned from Iverech to speak with Haunild again, the southerner never so much as flicked his eyes toward the mercenary again.  The mercenary knew, though, that Savrun was aware of his every movement just the same.  He vowed to say no more and fought to calm himself.   
 
    Count Meilif spoke then.  “Perhaps, you were a merchant in your homeland?”  He suggested mildly.  “I know that you are a warrior, but such a cover might be just the thing.”  They all knew that to call the deadliest assassin known a warrior was an oversimplification, but the idea seemed to please Savrun.   
 
    “A fine idea.”  Savrun agreed.  “I shall be Rithul, who has come to the north to start his life over after brigands drove me from my home and took all that I had.  My understanding is that all may go armed within the Iron Kingdom?”   
 
    Haunild looked mystified but Meilif had traveled much in his life.  “Yes, master Rithul, within the Iron Kingdom, all are free to defend themselves and so may carry weapons.”  He then amended the statement.  “Although certain criminals are forbidden to do so, of course.”  It was clear to the others that Haunild couldn’t understand the concept of an unarmed populace, but they had all been to lands where such practices were strictly forbidden.   
 
    Haunild repeated her question.  “You never answered me, Rithul.”  Her eyes were fearless.  “What opinion would you offer on these matters.”   
 
    The assassin did not dissemble in the least.  “This is not my land nor is it my revolution.”  He waited for the mercenary to show anger for a split second but when he refrained, Savrun continued speaking.  “I have been bidden to give what aid is needed, within reason and constraints of time.”   
 
    “You have been bidden?”  Meilif asked cautiously.  “By whom, may I ask?”   
 
    Turning his forbidding gaze to the old count, Savrun said nothing but the nobleman gave a small start.  There was something dangerous in that look, something cold and deadly that was as much a promise of death as the goddess of death herself.   
 
    Sensing the turn in the assassin’s mood, Haunild intervened again.  “Such matters are of no import, Count Meilif.”  She shot the old man a look that told him to let it go.  “We are fortunate to have such a capable ally joined to our cause, however briefly.”   
 
    With courtly manners than would have shamed a king, Meilif smoothly bowed.  “Of course.”  He said, without a hint of any emotion other than contrition.  “Please, forgive me sir.”   
 
    Savrun’s only reply was a sharp nod.  Though they didn’t know him, they realized that, for the assassin it was as good as saying the matter was closed.  His next words showed them how efficient and business like he really was.  “I shall reconnoiter the capitol and see what is to be seen.”  He said simply.   
 
    “We have a room ready for you…”  The count began but his words trailed off when Savrun simply shook his head.   
 
    The assassin’s voice was calm, yet emphatic.  “I shall see to my own accommodations.”  Was all he said.  “Thank you for the offer.”  He then surprised them all by favoring Meilif with a slight bow that was as graceful as the old counts had been.   
 
    Haunild wasn’t pleased.  “How will we contact you?”  She struggled to keep her frustration from her voice.   
 
    “You won’t.”  Savrun replied simply.  “I will return to this place and meet with you soon.”  It was clear that he would not be swayed from this and the others let the matter drop.   
 
    Seeing that Meilif had more questions, Haunild seized the initiative.  “I am quite sure that Rithul is weary from his journey.”  She said to the other men.  “We should leave him to seek his way in the city.”  Turning to the assassin, she added, “I would like to speak with you briefly, however.”   
 
    Intuiting her meaning, Savrun answered.  “Walk me out, lady?”  He said and headed toward the door.  He turned and gave a slight bow to the two northerners.  “Gentlemen.”  He said simply.   
 
    With a look that told the others not to follow, Haunild left the room with the assassin.  Iverech and Meilif shared a long look but said nothing.  They weren’t close enough to trust each other fully with their thoughts and it was clear that both men were troubled by the meeting with Savrun.  Many of their views and concerns were different but one thing was foremost in the minds of both men; Savrun was very dangerous. 
 
    Neither Savrun or Haunild said anything as they walked through the halls of the manor.  They were of a height and they unconsciously matched their strides to match one another.  When they were outside in the courtyard, the assassin made sure that they weren’t in earshot of anyone.   
 
    “A question?”  Savrun asked calmly.   
 
    Composing her thoughts, Haunild finally spoke after several heartbeats.  “I do not presume to command you.”  She said, keeping her voice low.  When he offered no comment, she continued.  “Yet, things are delicate here and there are perhaps, matters that you could be of help with.”   
 
    “As I say, I am here to render what service I may.”  The assassin said, his dark gaze searching hers.  “What troubles you?”   
 
    She hesitated only for a moment.  Haunild was well aware how dangerous this man was but she was no maid to be cowed by anyone.  “You are the Hidden One’s most favored servant.”  She looked around, perhaps nervous at using their master’s name but realized Savrun would have known if someone was eavesdropping.  “Yet, as I said, I cannot command you.  How does this work?”  She finally asked the blunt question that she’d need to since they met.   
 
    Savrun’s voice actually grew a touch soothing, which startled the woman.  “I will see for myself what is to be seen in this city.”  She realized there was a powerful will in him that she’d only ever experienced when in the presence of the Hidden One.  “I will return to speak with you and if you decide there are things that require my attention, I will see to them.”   
 
    Realizing that he was completely unfazed by being a stranger in a strange land and contemplating deeds that would see him executed if captured, Haunild fought to contain a shiver.  She’d been around dangerous people for much of her life, but the assassin was something different, altogether.  She knew then that if he ever decided that she was disloyal to their master, she wouldn’t live much long afterward.  In the same instant, she knew that he was here to make sure that things were in order for the Hidden One.   
 
    “What of the others?”  Savrun said, glancing back toward the manor house.  “Iverech and Meilif?”   
 
    Knowing what he meant, Haunild swiftly answered.  “Iverech is a servant of the Hidden One, as well.”  She could tell he wanted more information and continued without hesitation.  “I don’t know his whole story, but his family were disgraced, and his father executed when he was a child.  His mother died soon after and he became a mercenary warrior.”  She knew that Iverech would hate to hear the story of his life distilled so, but his feelings were immaterial.  “He was rescued from a cell by the master and was sent back to aid the cause against the tyrant king here.  Iverech is a formidable warrior and I have taken him as a lover to gain further loyalty from him.”   
 
    “Has it worked?”  The assassin asked.   
 
    Haunild nodded slowly.  “To the best of my knowledge, yes.”  She revealed herself to Savrun more than she would with anyone else, but his status demanded speaking to him as if he were the Hidden One, himself.  “I believe that he has feelings for me, even though he knows exactly why I brought him to my bed.”   
 
    His next question set her back momentarily.  “And what of your feelings for him?”   
 
    Bristling, despite her self-control, she said archly, “I am attracted to him, of course.”  Haunild was no blushing girl to apologize for her feelings or actions.  “Being with Iverech has been far from unpleasant, but I can assure you that it, in no way, compromises my resolve or loyalty.  For his part, Iverech is loyal to the Hidden One and to our cause, I am positive.”  She was a little angry at being questioned so but knew the seriousness of the situation.  If another person had pressed her like this, she’d soon have made them regret it.  However, Savrun wasn’t some other person, he was the explicit will of the Hidden One and the deadliest assassin in all the world.   
 
    “Good.”  Savrun said simply.  If he knew anything of her annoyance, he gave no clue.  “What of Meilif?”   
 
    With a small sigh of relief at the subject change, Haunild thought for a moment.  “Meilif is a true patriot who is completely loyal to the cause.”  She took the assassin completely into her confidence, fighting not to look around again.  “He is no servant of our master, though I am sure he knows of the Hidden One and that I serve him.”   
 
    “Will this prove to be problematic, do you think?”  The assassin asked. 
 
    Sighing again, Haunild bit her lip.  “It is hard to say.”  She herself wasn’t entirely sure.  “When we began the Shadow Liberation, Meilif was the wisdom and the coin behind everything.  He remains a real asset in all that we do.”   
 
    “Yet, you have concerns.”  Savrun asserted.   
 
    Looking into his dark eyes, Haunild realized that she had to completely trust this strange and frightening man.  “I fear that if Meilif thinks that my loyalty is to the Hidden One before the Iron Kingdom, he will seek to depose me.”  She then added, without a trace of fear, “He’ll likely have me killed, I think.”   
 
    “You must decide, then.”  Savrun intoned calmly.  “Before I leave this city, you will decide whether Count Meilif lives or dies.”   
 
    He said it so matter-of-factly that Haunild was taken aback, despite her normal serene disposition.  She knew in that moment that if she gave the order that very moment, Meilif would be a dead man very soon after.  “I…I will think on it.”  She promised. 
 
    Nodding coolly, the assassin replied.  “Good.”  Turning to go, he paused before heading toward the front gates.  “Don’t think too long.” 
 
    Watching him glide toward the gates and the city beyond, Haunild shuddered.  There was something about the assassin that completely unnerved her, she realized.  His meaning was as clear as the setting sun in the western sky; if she didn’t make up her mind, Savrun would make the decision of Meilif’s fate for her.  Not for the first time, Haunild wondered if she had made a mistake when she’d pledged herself to the enigmatic Hidden One.  Not for the first time, she had no answer. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
    To those who knew the Iron Kingdom well, it was clear that summer was waning.  The days were still hot, but the evenings were much cooler than they had been only recently.  It was the time of the year when final preparations for the savage northern winters were made and people took stock of whether or not they were ready to face it.  Only a fool waited until the end of summer to prepare for winter.  These words were taught to children throughout the kingdom and it had served them well for generations.   
 
    Turning from the window, Naolin suppressed a chill.  They’d arrived in Vakiun the day before and everything had seemed a blur since then.  The princess had expected a great many things to happen upon her return, but few enough of them had happened as she’d imagined.  The capitol had been her home for her entire life, but after being on the road with Leith, it all seemed strange, and somehow foreign to her.   
 
    “Would you please sit?”  Alanna asked, her tone carefully modulated.  “I hate it when you pace.”  She was sitting at a small table in her apartments and when Naolin had come to see her, she’d only allowed a slight widening of her eyes to show the surprise she’d felt.  They’d already exchanged all of the small talk that either of them could handle and the younger sister was struggling within herself to be cordial.   
 
    Naolin replied quickly, her voice taut with stress.  “I’m not pacing.”  She said, proving herself a bit of a liar by walking over toward the fireplace, where a low fire crackled to give slight warmth to the room.  When Alanna did not reply, she turned to look at her sister and shrugged, smiling.  “Very well, I suppose that I am.”   
 
    The young princess didn’t return the smile and her eyes flashed as she spoke.  “I don’t imagine that you came to talk about the weather or commerce.”  She could see that Naolin was a bit defensive and Alanna enjoyed that, for once, she held the moral high ground.  “How is your husband?”  She asked sweetly and was rewarded by the sight of her older sister giving a start.  “I heard that he’d been badly wounded on the road.”   
 
    “He’s on the mend.”  Naolin replied, relief flooding her voice.  She thought of the long days of recuperation before he’d been able to travel again and how she’d felt at the thought of losing him.  “It was a hard journey for him, but he insisted that we get back on the road as soon as he could travel.”  She tried a smile on her sister again.  “Although, his dignity might have hurt worse than anything, since he had to lay in the back of a wagon for the rest of the trip.  He’s resting well now, and the healers believe that he’ll have a full recovery soon.”   
 
    Refusing to be won over, Alanna sniffed.  “How noble of him.”  She said frostily.  “I suppose there are still some benefits to being royalty, after all.  I’m assuming that you commandeered some poor family’s wagon to bring you back.”   
 
    “Perhaps, you should stop ‘assuming’ and ‘supposing’ things dear sister.”  The elder princess said edgily.  “I know that you’re angry with me…”   
 
    Alanna instantly snapped.  “Oh, you have no idea how angry I am, sister!”  She stood to her feet, her fists bunched at her side.  “How could you just leave that way?!” 
 
    Knowing that her sister wanted to fight and not wanting to give into it, Naolin tried to modulate her voice.  “I had no idea what was going to happen.”  She took a step forward but the forbidding expression on her little sister’s face gave her pause.  “I didn’t think it would matter with everything that was happening...”  This time her sister didn’t have to interrupt her, she just trailed off, hearing how lame the words sounded out loud.   
 
    “Yes, everything that was happening.”  Alanna scornfully echoed her sister’s words.  “Our brother died, Naolin!”  She fought back tears and failed.  Something about her sister returning reopened the wound yet again.   
 
    Fighting tears herself, Naolin’s voice was raw.  “I didn’t know!”  She felt wretched and foolish before the girl that she’d raised.  “I didn’t think that anyone needed me…”   
 
    “I needed you!”  Alanna half screamed.  “You left us all when we needed you the most!  To take a bard for a lover!”   
 
    “Leith is my husband, Alanna!”  Naolin said forcefully.   
 
    Now the young princess laughed harshly.  “Oh, spare me, dear sister!”  She rasped.  “He wasn’t your husband when you left!  You simply walked away from all of us for a man you hardly knew!”   
 
    Despite her resolve not to fight with her sister, Naolin had had enough.  “I have given everything to this family and this kingdom!”  She felt her own hands bunching into fists and forced them to her sides.  “You think that my life has been easy?  I have only ever done what was best for you and for everyone else!”   
 
    “Until you stopped caring!”  Alanna fired right back, holding her head high, imperious as a queen.  “They all could have died, and you knew it!  I was alone here to face all that!” 
 
    Naolin was growing angrier by the moment now.  “By the gods, Alanna!”  Sarcasm and wonder mixed in her tone, she shook her head.  “Don’t you know by now that being alone is part of being grown.  It’s part of being royalty for certain.”   
 
    “I don’t need a lecture from you!”  The younger woman practically hissed.   
 
    Her voice and expression were as regal as her sister’s as Naolin drew herself up.  “Are you certain of that?”  There was that in her manner that was reminiscent of teaching Alanna as a child.  “I buried a mother and a husband and raised my younger siblings while never knowing what would happen next.  I set my own desires aside to do those things, Alanna, or perhaps you’ve forgotten that?”   
 
    Her voice sullen, Alanna looked away.  “No one asked you to do those things.”  She replied, biting her lip.   
 
    “Do you jest, sister?”  Naolin laughed aloud.  “Everyone asked me to do those things!  I was expected to deal with my own grief and anger and do what was best for the kingdom and for my family.”  Waiting until her sister’s gaze found her again, she added, “And I did those things, Alanna.”  Her voice almost broke at the end.  “I did them until I simply couldn’t do them any longer.”  
 
    Refusing to feel sorry for her sister, Alanna gave into her rage and grief.  “So, Valun’s death and every other wretched thing means nothing to you?”   
 
    Shocked and enraged, Naolin took a step forward, half in mind to slap her sister.  “Of course, it means something to me!”  Seeing Alanna stalk forward as well, the elder princess could see that her sister was much of the same mind.  “I came back as soon as I found out what had happened, Alanna!”   
 
    “You ran away with your suitor during a war!”  The young princess said flatly.  “Are you really going to stand there and tell me that it never entered your mind that people might die?!”   
 
    The two sisters were only a pace away when Naolin made herself stop walking.  She realized how out of hand this was getting.  “I knew that they might.”  The princess admitted, her voice faltering.  “But I never thought that it would be Valun.”   
 
    “So, if it had been father or Garyth who’d died, you’d still be off gallivanting across the country then.”  Alanna made it a statement of derision, not a question. 
 
    Strength flooded back into Naolin’s voice.  “Don’t be ridiculous!”  She snapped.  “Of course, I’d have returned, just like a I have now.”   
 
    Her voice oozing sarcasm, Alanna sneered.   “And we’re all just so grateful that the princess Naolin has decided to grace us with her return.”   
 
    “You’re acting like a child.”  Naolin countered.  “I’m not proud of everything that I’ve done but I never expected you to be so angry with me, Alanna.”  She exhaled forcefully, trying to calm herself.  “I never wanted to hurt you or anyone else...”  The older woman faltered a bit then.  “I just…”   
 
    “Couldn’t control the fire that raged in your loins?”  Alanna said so sweetly that it couldn’t have been construed as anything but the worst mockery. 
 
    Angrily, Naolin stepped forward and half raised her hand.  “How dare you!”   
 
    Laughing acidly, the younger woman laughed.  “Go ahead and slap me, Naolin.”  She dared her sister.  “You want to try and shut me up but for all that you’re trying to lecture me, I’m no longer a child, you’ll find.”  There was the promise of real violence in Alanna’s voice as well, but it was the raw grief that brought Naolin up short.  As the elder princess looked helplessly around, her sister’s voice made her look on her again.  “How could you do that to me, Naolin?” 
 
    “I…I didn’t want to hurt you, Alanna.”  She began weakly.  “I honestly thought that both you and Valun had outgrown me.  You were both just so angry with father and with those of us that knew the truth about Garyth and I fell in love with Leith.”  Naolin realized that even as she explained it to her sister, she was sorting it out for herself.  “I never thought that I would fall in love again and when I did…”  She trailed off with a shrug.   
 
    Seeing her sister’s face, Alanna felt some of her anger slip but it almost made her angrier.  “You didn’t have to leave, because of it.”   
 
    “You don’t truly believe that, do you?”  Naolin said archly.  “Father would have found some way to wreck things in time and if not him, Aiden would certainly have made things miserable.”   
 
    The young princess wasn’t having it.  “Don’t lie.”  She didn’t raise her voice, but Alanna made it clear that she wasn’t buying it.  “Not to me, Naolin.  You’ve never been afraid to fight with father or Aiden before so tell me the truth.”  
 
    “The truth?”  Naolin asked, somewhat shakily.  She looked around the room despairingly, seeking anything to focus on but the sharpness in her sister’s eyes.  “The truth is that I knew what I was doing was selfish and I didn’t care.  I wanted something for me, something that was all mine and Leith gave me that.”  When she finally did glance at her sister, she could see that Alanna was just staring at her, arms folded.  “The truth is that I just couldn’t face losing someone else that I loved, and I ran from it all.  I am truly sorry, and I feel horrible for doing it, is that what you want to hear?”   
 
    Her voice was clipped when Alanna responded, after a long moment.  “Yet, that’s still not the complete truth, is it Naolin?”   
 
    “I suppose not.”  Naolin sighed in defeat.  “I suppose the real truth is all of that coupled with the fact that I’d probably still do it all over again.  I’d take the chance to be happy for once over more grief in my life.”  The younger princess said nothing, letting her talk and Naolin just let the tears flow now.  “I feel so terrible that I wasn’t here, that Valun died on some distant battlefield so far from home.”  She couldn’t look at her sister as the room disappeared in a haze of tears and Naolin wept openly.  “I feel…I feel a…a complete wretch that…that I wasn’t…that I couldn’t…”  When she felt her sister’s, arms go around her in a warm embrace, Naolin broke completely and the two sisters cried for some time before the hug ended.   
 
    When she could finally control herself, Naolin wiped her eyes and looked at Alanna.  “Forgive me?”  She asked, hope in her heart.   
 
    Nodding, Alanna simply said.  “Yes.”  Then she hugged her sister again, realizing how much she’d missed her and how much anger had nearly stolen from her again.  “I love you, sister.”   
 
    “I love you too.”  Naolin murmured in reply.   
 
    After they’d both laughed about what a dreadful mess they must look, the princesses washed their faces in a basin and sat at the table, again talking of small trivialities and sipping wine.  When talk again turned serious, it was Alanna who admitted some things to her sister.   
 
    “I think I was angry, in part, because I was jealous?”  Alanna admitted slowly.   
 
    Naolin laughed.  “Jealous of me?”  She really couldn’t suppress her mirth and it felt good.  “You’re the young and beauteous Alanna, the princess whose beauty and virtue are beyond compare!  What could you possibly have to be jealous about?”   
 
    “Stop that!”  Alanna said warningly but there was warmth in her voice.  “Remember, all I’ve heard my whole life is the beautiful and strong Princess Naolin and how she was beyond compare!”   
 
    They two laughed together and it felt like home to them both.  “Well, they got one thing right, at least.”  Naolin said primly and when Alanna arched an eyebrow in question, she added, “They got the beauty part right at least!”  The two laughed again at that for a bit and then Naolin asked the question she’d desired to from the beginning.  “You and Bolaan...It’s over?”   
 
    Despite the gentle way her sister had asked, Alanna bristled.  “Yes.”  She said simply, knowing as she did that she’d have to explain it and loathing the need.  “Just as you said, Naolin, I can’t do it.”  She struggled with her obvious love for the handsome young captain but shook her head.  “I cannot watch someone I love ride off to battle again, not knowing if they’ll return.  I just can’t.”  The princesses’ voice was a whisper at the end.   
 
    “I understand.”  Naolin offered.  “I’m not going to try and tell you what to do, sister.”   
 
    Alanna’s gaze grew a little frosty then.  “Oh, of course not.”   
 
    “However, I would like to say one thing.”  When Alanna nodded, Naolin continued.  “As bad as the pain of seeing him leave might be, is it really as bad as the thought of never seeing Bolaan again?”  When the young princess looked away, Naolin had her answer.  “Just think on it, that’s all I ask.”   
 
    Alanna nodded and faced her sister again.  “Very well, Naolin, I will.”  Now she made a demand of her own.  “I would like to ask something as well.  Do you intend to stay or are you leaving again?”  She could tell that Naolin had been dreading this question when she looked down at the table.   
 
    “I’m not certain.”  She replied slowly.  “In truth, I had little thought save getting home but now I truly don’t know what to do.”  Sadness tinged her voice again.  “I don’t know if I even belong here anymore.”   
 
    Alanna’s voice was all flat denial.  “Nonsense!”  She shook her head.  “This is your home and you will always belong here!”   
 
    Naolin sighed, seeming lost and it hurt Alanna’s heart to see her strong, determined sister look that way.  “I…I really don’t know, Alanna.”  She took a sip of her drink and ran a finger along the edge of her glass.  “Perhaps it would be better if we don’t stay.”   
 
    “Why do you say that?”  Alanna demanded.   
 
    Noncommittally, Naolin took another drink before answering.  “I don’t think everyone is as forgiving as you, Alanna.”   
 
    “Did someone say that?”  Now Alanna’s voice was growing angry again, though this time the anger wasn’t for her sister.  It was one thing for her to be hurt with Naolin but the thought of someone mistreating her sister made Alanna’s blood boil.  “Was it father?”   
 
    Naolin shook her head.  “No, he seemed to barely have time to speak with me.”  She’d been badly shaken when she’d seen their father.  “He’s…so different, Alanna.”   
 
    “That is a bit of an understatement.”  The young princess said but allowed her sister to ruminate and work though it without further comment.   
 
    “He seems like a creature from a story or out of a dream.”  Naolin was saying.  “It’s as though he’s something more, yet less than the man our father was.”  Seeing that her sister was nodding slowly, she admitted something else.  “He frightens me, Alanna.”   
 
    Troubled, Alanna looked away.  “He frightens me, as well.”  She agreed completely with her sister’s description of their father.  “Make no mistake, Naolin, he is still our father, and he would, no doubt, still kill or die for his family and his country.  Yet he’s colder than I ever imagined that he could be, like that accursed axe froze him inside somehow.”   
 
    Nodding, Naolin spoke.  “He asked me if I remained loyal to my family and to the kingdom.”  She laughed bitterly.  “All the times we argued and fought, and I stood there thinking that it was preferable to the icy detachment he showed me.  When I told him that I was still his daughter and still a princess of the realm, he just nodded and turned back to his maps and reports.”   
 
    “It is as though he only lives to bring cold vengeance to our enemies.”  Alanna said and they both shivered at the thought.  “You still didn’t completely answer me, sister.  Did someone else say something?”   
 
    Naolin’s words were tinged with bitterness.  “No.”  She finally sighed.  “It’s not what anyone said, simply their disposition toward me.  Aiden seemed torn between anger and relief to see me home.  Yet, he seems far more concerned with father and the folly of this war continuing than anything else.”   
 
    “Do you agree with him?”  Alanna asked suddenly.   
 
    “Yes.”  Naolin answered thoughtfully.  “I think it’s a tactical error as well as, perhaps, a political one.”  She looked shrewdly at her sister.  “And you?”   
 
    Without hesitation, Alanna answered.  “I think that father is right.”  There was rage and determination in her voice.  “The orcs cost us far too much to ever be allowed to rise up against us again.”   
 
     “Yet you ended things with Bolaan for being a soldier.”  Naolin observed.  “Are you certain that you completely agree with father?”  The princesses grasp of military and political matters might have shocked those who saw them as beautiful, fairy tale creatures but they were both highly intelligent and well-educated in all such matters.   
 
    Alanna lifted her chin imperiously.  “I do not want to watch someone I love ride out to their death again.”  Her voice grew challenging.  “Those are my personal feelings.  My views militarily are based on what is best for the realm.”   
 
    “Very well, sister.”  Naolin said, holding up a hand in surrender, not wanting to risk further argument.   
 
    Now, Alanna asked, “What of Garyth?”   
 
    Sighing, Naolin replied, “What about him?”   
 
    “Have you seen him since you’re return?”  Alanna demanded.  “He is our brother and he will be dueling Lokkmar soon.”   
 
    Knowing the dangerous waters that these subjects were, Naolin was careful with her response.  “I don’t want to argue further, Alanna so, please understand.  I have not seen Garyth we arrived in Vakiun, but I certainly will.”  There was hesitation in her voice.   
 
    “Elin?”  The younger princess asked, well aware of the antagonism between Garyth’s wife and her sister.   
 
    Naolin nodded briefly but then added, “I am certainly not Elin’s favorite person, but that I can understand.”  She really didn’t want to delve into these matters much further and sought for an amicable way to end this line of conversation.  “I simply don’t wish to burden Garyth with anything further as he faces this duel.”  It was clear that neither sister was happy with the prospect of their brother facing a life or death contest and Alanna might have been pleasantly surprised to know how worried Naolin actually was for him.  They said nothing for a long while, as they thought of all that had occurred since they’d last seen each other.   
 
    Alanna finally broke the silence.  “Naolin?”  When her sister looked up at her, Alanna took her hand.  “I am glad you’re home.”  The statement brought a smile to Naolin’s face.  “Even if you aren’t sure, I’m happy that you’re back.”   
 
    The two women shared the rest of the evening reminiscing and laughing, basking in the glow of simply being together.  They spoke no more of death and even when they talked of Valun and wept for him again, they shared memories of him as a happy boy and a brave young man, refusing to let the gloom of their loss overshadow all he was.  In this way, they perhaps honored him even more than the others, for they refused to let his death be the defining thing about him but celebrated his life.  They would never forget that evening together. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    “Failure.”  The one-word statement had the ring of finality that made several of the others flinch.  It was not a question, nor did the man’s tone show that he was at all interested in further explanation.  It was simply a flat assessment of the shortcomings of those who had failed to accomplish what they’d been hired to do.  “I want them all dead.”  The Grand Vizier might have been discussing seating arrangements at a ball for all the emotion he showed but his eyes flashed like coals of fire.  “All of them.”   
 
    Nodding in obedience, the men spoke not a word.  They, like him, were Children of the Dragon.  However, he was their superior, both within the nation of Paeyona, as well as among those who served the Hidden One.  They were true believers and were ready to die for the cause, yet there was a dread for the vizier that, in truth, overrode any other emotion for most of them.   
 
    When the vizier did not speak for a time, his back still turned from them as he looked into the dull mirror with arcane symbols around its edge, one of the men finally spoke.  Greatly daring, he looked around at the others.  “Most of them are already dead, Grand Vizier.”  He said, careful to use the man’s full title.   
 
    When he did turn to face his subordinate, his voice was like acid, though he did not raise its volume.  “However, they are not ALL dead, are they?”  He said, stressing the word.  The vizier’s voice was a cultured and powerful tool and he was able to convey subtle nuances that all but the most dim-witted could understand.  “You will see to it that none see another sunrise.”  The nobleman didn’t threaten or cajole, he simply ordered it done, imperious as any ruler.  There were those, in fact, who believed that he was far more regal in bearing and manner than King Jeurol or his father had ever been.  The other’s bowed and left when the vizier waved a hand in dismissal.   
 
    Two stayed, a man and a woman who had been seated for the entire exchange.  Like the vizier, they were of the nobility and highly favored among the Hidden One’s servant’s, though not so highly as he.  They weren’t moved by the menace of the Vizier’s manner, as the others had been.  They were also Children of the Dragon but much more highly placed within the cult.   
 
    The man spoke, his voice cultured and refined.  “Is there a point to having street thugs assassinated?”  He wasn’t quite challenging the vizier, but very close to it.  He was a politician who oozed confidence and was used to speaking his mind in any company.  “What difference will it make?  They don’t know anything that could trace their actions back to us.” 
 
    “The point is that those who fail us will not survive to think on their shame!”  The vizier snapped pensively.  “When our master assumes power, we will be his clawed hand, and all will know the price of such failure!”   
 
    The woman nodded.  “Well said.”  Her face was all flat planes and it was if she was carved from stone.  She was one of the wealthiest people in Paeyona and a shrewder negotiator did not exist in all the realm.  “Soon, we shall be rid of this weakling king and Paeyona shall be born anew in the fire!”  Not known for emotion, the other two were well aware that the only time she showed such passion was when speaking of the revolution.   
 
    “Yes.”  The man sniffed, glancing back at the vizier.  “Ilnaath tells us that the Hidden One’s plans are moving forward apace, and I suppose that we have no choice but to believe him.”  His manner was derisive, and it was clear that his thoughts didn’t match his words.   
 
    His eyes flaring, Ilnaath snapped.  “Believe what you like Salaziir.”  It was clear that he would dearly love to kill the other man and his sorcerous skills were potent.  However, they each had their part to play in events to come and were under orders from their master.  At least for now, words would have to suffice.   
 
    Shaking her head, the woman sighed.  “If we could set our sniping aside, we have business to attend to.”   
 
    Salaziir’s gaze sharpened as he looked at her.  “Ever the negotiator, Paava.”  There was conviction as he spoke.  “Soon, we will be past the time for such complexities and blood will have to flow.”   
 
    Her expression never changed as she answered.  “Do not speak to me as though your commitment is greater than mine.”  Paava said simply.  “I long for the day for deeds and not words but to get there is a delicate business.”  Ignoring Salaziir, she spoke to the vizier.   “Many of our new recruits long to see our master in his full glory.”   
 
    Drawing himself up to his full height, Ilnaath sneered.  “The Hidden One does not display himself upon command.”  He said, laughing derisively.   
 
    Unfazed, Paava replied.  “Of course not.”  As always, her voice and face were like a carving of a person, rather than actual flesh and blood and her expression didn’t change.  “I merely say that when he revealed himself, those of us so blessed found an unshakable resolve when we saw his draconic majesty.”   
 
    Now Salaziir laughed as well. “A pretty way of saying that we were all awed by the sight of an actual dragon.”  Looking at Ilnaath, he added spitefully, “Even the mighty Grand Vizier!”  Still laughing, he added, “She makes a point, however.  Surely many of the Children of the Dragon are forced to simply believe that the masters of fire will soon return.  If they could see…”   
 
    “Enough!”  Ilnaath snapped.  “They will all see the glory of our master and his kind soon enough!  Many will wish that the dragons were simply creatures of legend once they return, I can assure you!”  They all knew that the vizier was one of those in the inner circle of the Hidden One and both wished to be in exactly his position.  “There is no time for such petty strategies!”   
 
    Looking at each other, Salaziir and Paava shared a long look.  It was more than the vizier had ever revealed before and clearly, he knew more than he’d let on.  “Will it be soon then?”  Paava asked, the woman’s breathless voice betraying excitement rarely seen in her.   
 
    “Sooner than you think.”  Was all that the vizier said.  “When the master returns, all must be in readiness and you won’t want to be found wanting.”   
 
    His manner uneasy, Salaziir shrugged and hid it behind bravado.  “Threat’s vizier?”  He locked eyes with Ilnaath.  “You can’t threaten us!  We all are chosen by the Hidden One to play our parts and you can’t do a thing to us!”   
 
    “Oh, but I do not threaten, Salaziir.”  Ilnaath purred menacingly.  “You see, our master’s most favored servant will be coming here soon to make sure that all is in hand.”   
 
    Paava breathed in wonder.  “Savrun?”  When the vizier nodded, her expression revealed dread that she quickly hid beneath her trademark stoicism.   
 
    Less successful at hiding his fear, Salaziir spluttered, “Why would he send the assassin here?”  His tone was outraged and demanding.  “We have done all that we have been commanded to do!”   
 
    “Then you have nothing to fear, good Salaziir.”  The vizier said with a broad smile that said otherwise.   
 
    “If anyone has failed the Hidden One, it is you!”  Salaziir snapped back, understanding all too clearly the veiled threat.  “The matter of the ambassador…”   
 
    Cutting him off blithely, Ilnaath smoothly said, “Is well in hand.”   
 
    Now Paava shook her head as she looked at both men.  “We could all be held accountable should we fail in our duties.”  Her gaze settled on Salaziir.  “Surely, you aren’t so blind to think that failure by one of us won’t be viewed as failure by us all, are you?” 
 
    Forestalling further argument, the Grand Vizier raised his hand.  “There is no failure here.”  He intoned, pinning them both with his merciless gaze.  “I alone know the grand design of the Hidden One and all is going according to plan.”   
 
    “How can you say that?!”  Salaziir demanded.  “The failure to slay Zashuor on the road!”  He began numbering the ways he saw that they had, indeed, failed their master.  “The massacre of our hired blades and the continued support that the ambassador enjoys from the king!”   
 
    “All according to our master’s design.”  The vizier said flatly.  “Do not trouble yourselves with things not entrusted to you!”  Ilnaath’s voice grew commanding.  “I will deal with these matters.  You will do as commanded and ready everything for our master’s return.”   
 
    Paava’s voice was calm but there was still a hint of dread in it.  “And what of Savrun?”  Her gaze bored into the vizier.  “Why is he coming here?”   
 
    “As I said,” Ilnaath said patiently.  “He is coming to make sure that all is in readiness for the Hidden One.”  Turning back to his scrying mirror, the vizier was clearly done speaking with the pair.  “I suggest that you make sure you have failed in nothing.” 
 
    Cursing beneath his breath, Salaziir stalked from the room but Paava lingered.  She stood and approached the vizier.  “I do not wish to argue the matter further…”  She began.   
 
    “Then do not test me, lady.”  Ilnaath said, making her title sound an insult as he half turned toward her.   
 
    “However, I am truly concerned over the matter of Ambassador Zashuor.”  Her voice was conciliatory.  “It seems that he is truly part of the problem.”   
 
    Turning back, the Grand Vizier never missed a beat.  “Zashuor has long been a thorn in my side, I will admit.”  Saying the man’s name made his eyes narrow in hatred.  “However, dealing with him is a delicate matter.”   
 
    Well versed in the politics and power dynamics of Paeyona, the woman nodded slowly.  “The ambassador is highly favored of the king…”  She mused, working her way through it.  “Killing him out of hand, even could such a thing be done…” 
 
    “Anyone can be killed, dear Paava, I assure you.”  Ilnaath interjected.  “However, you are correct.  If we slay Zashuor here within the capitol, it will certainly raise the king’s ire and he won’t stop until he finds those responsible.”   
 
    Paava’s voice was troubled.  “Yet, you agree he must be dealt with.”   
 
    “Timing.”  The Grand Vizier’s tone was long suffering.  “Timing is everything in this matter.”  His smile was a lethal thing.  “You may believe that no one would take greater pleasure than I at the ambassador’s death.  If our servants could have slain him on the road, such a thing would have been pleasing.”  He shook his head and turned back to his arcane device.  “However, now we must be cautious and simply thwart the man until the time is right.  The ambassador will die in due time, I can assure you.”   
 
    She knew well that the reason Ilnaath was willing to explain more to her than Salaziir or any of the others was because she was the one best suited to implement his plans, especially on the streets of the capitol.  Paava had more contacts with the seedy underbelly of the city than any of the others and was an old hand at engaging the services of unsavory but necessary characters.  “What is our next move then?”   
 
    “Taris.”  Ilnaath said, passing a hand over his scrying device and speaking a mystical phrase.  The mirror lit up with an ethereal light and he stood to one side to show Paava the image of a powerfully built warrior.   
 
    Nodding, Paava asked, “The captain of the ambassador’s personal guard?”   
 
    “The very same.”  The vizier said caustically.  “It was Taris that stopped our paid mercenaries from questioning Zashuor’s concubine, I’m quite sure.  He is a powerful warrior and a bold and cunning tactician.”  Ilnaath’s tone held grudging respect.  “Captain Taris was a great leader of men before joining the retinue of that dog, Zashuor!  He would have been a valuable asset but his loyalty to the ambassador is beyond question.”   
 
    “When?”  Paava asked simply, not mincing words.   
 
    Ilnaath smiled with satisfaction.  “Taris dies before the week’s end.” He could see that Paava was looking intently at the image of the former captain turned bodyguard.  “He’s been nosing about, asking questions down in the slums.  Make it look like a random robbery turned murder.”  The vizier barely noticed Paava’s’ murmured farewell and turned his attention to his scrying device once more.  Speaking another magical phrase, the view changed, and he was looking at the monarch of all Paeyona, who was currently enjoying dinner with his family.  “Soon…”  The Grand Vizier hissed like a serpent, his eyes alight with dreams of fire. 
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Bustling and busy was the bazaar in the Gate of Dreamers.  The quarter of the city had been so named because it was where endless streams of people came into the capitol of Paeyona and where, since time immemorial, dreamers had come to the fabulous city to seek their dreams.  That was the idea, of course, but the reality was quite a bit different, at least in the current day.  The Gate of Dreamers was a heavily fortified gatehouse with constant patrols by guards and the streams of people entering and leaving the capitol of Paeyona were endlessly watched, searched and questioned by the gate guards.  There were numerous races and professions to be found in the bazaar near the gates to the city.  Nearly any type of person or thing could be found here, if one knew where to look.  It was also a place of great danger, where theft and murder abounded, and the unwary were naught but sheep for ravenous wolves who prowled the shadows and alleys of the bazaar.  To those nefarious types, the Gate of Dreamers had another name; the Crooked Quarter. 
 
    Striding through the throngs of people, Taris was an imposing figure that caused most to quickly step aside.  Even those warriors he passed could see that he was a lion among them and other than an appraising look or respectful nod, kept their distance.  For his part, the warrior only noted those around him in the detached, professional way that he always did.  The powerful fighter noted a thin cutpurse plying his trade here or the doxy that he marked as a paid killer from the way she moved and dagger that he was all but certain she carried.  They were only at the periphery of his consciousness, as Taris was here on important business.   
 
    The two-story shop was newer and made of cut stone.  While not one of the bigger buildings in the area, it was a much more modern and well-built one.  The only problem that Taris could see with the place was that it’s location was far from ideal, being a fair distance from the main bazaar.  Still, he doubted that the owner of the shop minded overmuch.  The things that she dealt with weren’t readily obtainable elsewhere and were not always legal. 
 
    The entrance to the shop was a door painted a dark purple.  As Taris entered, there was a slight tinkling of chimes just above the doorway and he looked around, letting his eyes adjust.  The shop was far from gloomy, as it had windows open to catch the breeze outside.  Sunset was not far off, and he could see that there were candles and lanterns already lit in preparation for the coming darkness.   
 
    “Taris, my lovely!”  A woman’s called, high and sweet.  Seated behind a low counter was a large, curvy woman in her late middle years.  She was dressed in billowy satin and had more jewels on her fingers than many potentates and her manner was like that of a queen.   
 
    Smiling broadly, the warrior answered.  “Good to see you, Ollet.”  Taris had always liked the information broker, though he knew better than to fully trust her.  “How’s business?”   
 
    “Business?”  Ollet replied.  “Business is dreadful, my dear.  No one wants to pay fair rates these days.”   
 
    Laughing, Taris nodded at the pair of grim-faced guards who stood in opposite corners of the room.  They were of a kind, though not twins.  Muscular men with ready sabers, said to be some of the best warriors in the city and Taris didn’t doubt it.  Ollet always paid for the best.  “You always say that business is bad.”  He said, approaching the counter.  He could feel the guards’ eyes tracking his every movement, just as he could see the almost imperceptible glance Ollet gave them that told them all was well.   
 
    “That’s because it’s true, handsome.”  Ollet said with a smile and a shake that sent her dark tousled hair dancing.  Taris had heard that she’d been a beauty when younger and there was still some of that that remained.  Ollet paid well to keep her hair dyed dark and her face painted to mimic youth as best she could, but age was having its way with her all the same.  Her penchant for young, muscular men was well-known and her gaze took in all of Taris from head to toe.  “Business is always dreadful.”  She favored him with a wink.  “That’s why it’s called business and not…pleasure.”   
 
    Ignoring the salacious manner in which she drew out the word, the warrior’s tone grew serious.  “Well, unfortunately, Ollet, I’ve come on business.”   
 
    With a pout, she sighed.  “Don’t you always, lovely?”  She smiled again as she ogled him unabashedly.  “I always hope that you’ll come see me for…more than that.”   
 
    Shaking his head, Taris was tempted to laugh but didn’t know how she’d take it.  He was no toy and was far from interested in a woman like Ollet, not only because she was probably old enough to be his mother but also because she used lovers as disposable playthings.  “Sorry, Ollet, but I’m only here to talk business.”   
 
    “Hmph!”  She replied saucily.  “Too struck by that skinny Jandara?  Bad form, you know.”  She clucked reprovingly.  “Isn’t she your employers concubine?  Zashuor is the king’s favorite, they say.  You could well end up with your head on a spike!”  She grinned impudently.  “And it’s such an attractive head!”   
 
    Now Taris did laugh, despite his reserve.  “No, I’ve no interest in Jandara, I promise you.”  Ollet’s manner always set him at ease and the warrior imagined that it was part of what made her so good at her job.  “And she has even less in me.”  He winked back at Ollet, who chuckled.   
 
    “Her loss!”  The woman finally nodded then and lowered her voice.  “I’ve put out discrete inquiries on the matter you asked about.”   
 
    Lowering his voice to match, Taris asked, “How discrete?”   
 
    “Oh, I went through several intermediaries as always, my dear.”  Ollet answered.  “The information is reliable and my inquiries mere whispers on the wind.”  Her eyes grew sharp and her tone shrewd then.  “The price is a thousand sovereign’s.”   
 
    Taris eyes grew wide, despite his reserve.  “That’s a ridiculous amount of gold!”   
 
    “Not for what I know, my fine warrior.”  She purred, satisfaction oozing from her voice.  “There are people who would gladly pay double that, believe me!”   
 
    “We agreed on half that amount.”  The warrior said in a flat tone and a glance showed her guards tensing.   
 
    “Peace!”  Ollet said, raising her hands to calm her guards as well as Taris.  “I am aware of that, but what I discovered demands a higher price.”  Her dark eyes glittered greedily.  “You will want this information, I can promise you.”   
 
    Taris voice was grating, though he tried to calm himself.  “I only brought the agreed-on amount.”   
 
    Ollet’s laughter held a note of mockery but remained good-natured.  “Have Jandara fetch you the rest!”  She leaned forward on the counter to reveal more of herself than Taris wanted to see and laughed again when he looked pointedly away.  “I know she’s watching from across the street.  I have eyes everywhere, lovely one!”   
 
    “I’ll give you what we agreed on now.”  Taris said after a long pause.  He shook his head and sighed.  “You have my word of honor that if it’s as important as you say, I’ll get the rest myself.”   
 
    Ollet smiled and leaned back, glancing out the open window toward the street.  Evening was settling in and the setting sun bathed the streets in a strange half-light.  The markets were bustling less now but there would soon be more illicit deals happening than occurred in the light of day.  “Jandara’s not really a concubine, is she?”  The information broker asked shrewdly.   
 
    Keeping his expression neutral, Taris flatly responded.  “Of course, she is.”   
 
    “Very well, have it your way.”  Ollet replied with another wink.  “Your word is good enough for me, dear Taris, I’ll expect the rest of the gold tomorrow.”   
 
    Nodding, Taris couldn’t help but lean forward.  “So?  What is this all-important information?”  He frowned when she still hesitated.  “I hope you aren’t wasting my time, Ollet.”   
 
    “Far from it.”  Ollet said, and beneath her flirtatious manner, something else surfaced; fear.  “It’s only that, this information could well prove dangerous.  Not only to me, but to anyone who hears it.”   
 
    He smiled encouragingly and quipped, “I never took you for faint-hearted.”   
 
    “Don’t try to play me, Taris!”  Ollet snapped, and this showed that her consternation was true.  “You haven’t the skill!”  
 
    Taris raised his hands in surrender.  “My apologies.”  He simply waited then, letting her take her time.   
 
    “The truth is, if I’d known where this was going to lead, I’d never have agreed.”  Ollet said, glancing furtively around as though someone else was listening.  “These are dangerous times, Taris and these Children of the Dragon are insane!”   
 
    “This I know from experience.”  The warrior murmured.   
 
    Ollet’s pitch grew even lower.  “They’re murdering people.”  With a shake of her head, she looked into Taris eyes.  “Not just at random, although it seems that way to some.  My sources say that they plan to slay the king himself!”   
 
    “Impossible!”  Taris said but there was doubt in his voice.   
 
    “Oh, come now!”  Ollet chided.  “You should know as well as any that it isn’t truly impossible to kill anyone, even a monarch!”  She hesitated and then added, “Especially, if you have someone trusted and close enough to them.”    
 
    Taris dropped all pretense of patience then.  “Ollet, what do you know?”   
 
    “It’s the Grand Vizier Ilnaath!”  The woman replied, her voice barely a whisper.  “They say that he…”   
 
    Ollet stopped speaking as the guard watching the street near the window stumbled and turned.  There was a black fletched arrow sticking out of his chest and he gurgled as he pitched forward.  The woman let out a low scream as more arrows flashed into the room.   
 
    “Get down!”  Taris shouted as he crouched low, drawing his scimitar.   
 
    Her voice a panicked shriek of the doomed, Ollet wailed.  “They traced it back to me somehow!”   
 
    Taris had wondered for a split-second if the information broker might have set him up but the death of her guard and the very real terror in her voice told him otherwise.  “Stay there!”  He commanded and saw her other guard move to bolt the door, saber in hand.  Glancing toward the street, Taris could see figures moving toward the shop in the darkness.  There was some lamplight but not much, this far from the center of the bazaar, but he was certain that they were all armed.  “I’ll check the back!”  Taris hissed and saw the other guard nod.  “Make sure to get the windows.”   
 
    “We’re going to die!”  Ollet wailed.   
 
    Ignoring her, Taris moved through the door that led to the backroom of the shop.  There were rows of shelves filled with inventory.  Ollet actually did a modest amount of normal trade, he knew.  Stairs to the upper level where she lived led up to the left of the door, but he ignored them for the moment, making his way through the rows toward the back door.  He knew that Ollet kept the windows back here shuttered and locked, as well as the rear entrance.  His hopes of getting out that way were dashed as he got within sight of the door.  It was wide open, and he saw armed men rushing inside.  He turned to go back and heard them on the stairs as well.  The arrow, and the resultant commotion had been a signal apparently.   
 
    Taris moved toward the doorway that led back into the front room and found his way blocked.  The man that lunged at him from the shadows with a short sword had bad teeth, a birthmark on his face and a tattoo of a black dragon on his arm.  Parrying the clumsy thrust, Taris counterstrike left the man’s entrails decorating the stone floor.  Pushing past, he killed the next assailant with a slash to the throat, after disarming him and a third screaming killer died when he rushed the warrior from behind, an axe in hand.  Taris stepped up close and drove the pommel of his scimitar into his attacker’s face before driving his blade into the man’s chest.   
 
    Seeing more attackers coming, Taris stepped away into the front of the shop, thinking to grab Ollet and get out, perhaps through a window.  He saw the other guard go down amid a throng of stabbing figures, though he had accounted well for himself, nearly a half-dozen bodies scattered around him.  Ollet lay still, her form hacked and stabbed.   
 
    Without hesitation, Taris waded into the Children of the Dragon, for he knew for certain now, who they were.  His great scimitar wrought horrific carnage among them as he wielded it to devastating effect.  They were like mangy dogs trying to stalk a lion.  Here, the great scimitar took a hand, while the next strike split a skull.  One attacker was gutted, while the next was torn from sternum to crotch.  Taris was a warrior with few peers and killed a score of them.  Normal men would have fled.  Sane men would have surrendered.  The Children of the Dragon were neither normal, nor were they sane.   
 
    As a sword-wielding woman threw herself at the mighty warrior, Taris spitted her on his blade.  As she fell, he was left open and another of the blood mad cultists threw a short spear that hammered into his shoulder, spinning him around.  The warrior grabbed an onrushing assailant by the wrist and threw him to one side like a doll, kicking the next man in the stomach.  Wrenching the spear from his shoulder with a savage roar, Taris laid all about him, stabbing and striking, killing even more of them.   
 
    Taris never saw the strike coming that ended his life.  He had buried the spear in the chest of another cultist and a short, powerfully built attacker, drove a long knife into his side.  Gasping in pain, Taris half turned and drove a fist into the man’s face.  He meant to follow up and take the knife from him, but his legs wouldn’t work.  The room spun, and he realized that a moment later, he was looking up at the ceiling.  He fought the darkness, knowing for certain that he was dying, but he couldn’t allow it just yet.   
 
    The cultist approached with his dagger in hand but suddenly Jandara was there.  Her saber ripped through the man’s throat and she stood over her fallen comrade’s body.  The last of the Children of the Dragon hesitated.  There were only a handful left alive and able to fight now but they were all committed and seemingly mad.  They died on the Jandara’s glittering blades as she wove a tapestry of death that Taris found beautiful.  When the last one fell, she knelt at his side.   
 
    His chuckle a wet sounding thing, Taris smiled a blood-stained smile.  “You…took your…time!”   
 
    “Don’t talk!”  Jandara snapped, glancing around.  See saw only the dead and the dying.  The shop was a gore splattered abattoir.  There were distant shouts, but she knew the truth as she looked at his wound; it was a mortal blow and Taris didn’t have long.   
 
    “Have to…tell you…”  The warrior gasped painfully, shocked at how weak his voice sounded.  It was rapidly growing more difficult to speak.  “It…it’s…Ilnaath…”   
 
    “The Grand Vizier?”  Jandara’s beautiful and normally implacable face was full of wrath as she leaned close.   
 
    Taris tried to nod and found that he couldn’t.  “He’s…one of…them…”  It was growing darker and darker in the room.  All he could see was her face and it was enough for him.  “Jandara…”  He breathed her name like an invocation.  The mysterious woman was a mystery to him still, but he was glad she was here with him at the end.  Taris realized that he couldn’t see anything now.  It was raining somehow, which wasn’t at all right and the shock of that made him force his eyes open a last time to see a wondrous thing; Jandara was weeping as she held him.  “Jaaaan…”  He tried and failed to say her name again as he breathed his last breath. 
 
    Jandara held the still form of her comrade in her arms.  She was as surprised as he’d been at her tears, though she couldn’t have known it.  Taris had been a man she greatly admired, a true patriot and a mighty warrior.  He was honest and loyal and a truer friend she’d never had.  In another life, he might have been much more than that.  Now, he was dead, slain by madmen on the orders of someone who should have been as loyal as he, himself was to their homeland.  It was a waste of a magnificent life and there was death in Jandara’s eyes when she heard movement.   
 
    Light as a cat, she leapt from the floor to the door that led deeper into the shop.  Sabers at the ready, she flowed through the doorway and saw a woman trying to crawl away.  The scimitar of Taris had cut her leg deeply at the thigh and she was bleeding freely.  Sheathing one sword, Jandara stalked toward her prey, kicking her in the side to stun her.  Turning the woman over to her back with a foot, she contemptuously parried the weak sword strike from the fallen cultist and swiftly kicked the blade from her hand.   
 
    “You’re going to tell me everything.”  Jandara hissed, putting a boot on the cultist’s throat.   
 
    The woman’s laugh was an ugly thing.  “Your friend didn’t make it, did he?”  The cultists mockery was cut short as the point of the Guardian’s sabre dug into the wound on her leg, causing her laughter to turn to screams.  When she regained her breath, she spat, “You’re too late!  The ancient masters are returning!  Then you will see!  Then you will all see!” 
 
    Ignoring the rant, the Guardian pressed down with her bootheel to cut off the flow of words.  Watching the cultists eyes bulge with satisfaction, Jandara demanded, “How did you find out about Ollet?”  Her voice was calm, as if asking about the price of a garment.  “She is extremely cautious.”  She let up enough pressure so the woman on the ground could answer.   
 
    “We let the rumors flow from the start!”  The cultist gasped.  “Dropping the Grand Vizier’s name as bait would surely flush out Taris and so it did and now we know about you as well!”  She said venomously.  “You’ll never be able to prove anything, and you’ll be dead before you can do more than…”  A sharp kick to the head silenced the woman and she went limp.   
 
    Jandara knew in an instant that what the woman had said was true.  She had no proof of the vizier’s involvement in any of this and now she, herself was compromised.  It wasn’t fear for her own safety that troubled her but her guise as a concubine would soon be seen as just that.  There had been an urgency to the cultists words, a belief that told the Guardian that time was of the essence.  However, she still had a job to do and nothing would stop her from doing it.  Glancing back into the front room, she could see torches and lanterns coming closer, the heralds of the gate guards finally coming in response to the racket.  Jandara looked at the still form of Taris.  He looked as solid and as handsome as ever, as though he would just sit up, a wry comment on his lips, but she knew it wasn’t so.  She’d never hear his voice again.   
 
    “I’m sorry.”  Jandara whispered to the dead man.  “I still have a job to do.”  She was surprised at herself, as more tears flowed down her face.  Her training should have purged such things from her, but the Guardian knew that she’d grown close to Taris over the years.  She turned to the fallen cultist again.  Jandara had meant what she’d told the woman earlier; the cultist was going to tell her everything she knew, no matter how long it took.   
 
    When the guards assigned to the Gate of Dreamers burst into the shop, they were given pause by the horror within.  All of them had seen action and spilled blood but such carnage was normally reserved for a battlefield.  It was reminiscent of another recent butchery in the slums, but no one had ever dreamed such bloodshed would happen in any other part of the city.  What the denizens of the Crooked Quarter couldn’t have known, nor for that matter, could any other inhabitant of Paeyona, was that soon, blood and fire would reign in the Blessed Land on an unimaginable scale. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Within the Hall of Battles, tension reigned.  The Iron King had called his war council for a final time together to outline his plans and strategies.  Assembled were most of those who had been there previously, as well as a few new faces.  It was evident that the king was demanding complete cooperation from anyone of import within the realm and just as evident that there was a growing unrest.  If the monarch cared about such things, it was impossible to tell.  His voice a booming, commanding thing, the Iron King left no detail to chance and what surprised many was how he’d planned for nearly every eventuality.   
 
    Looking around him, Aiden saw only division and pondered how those within the chamber reflected the kingdom as a whole.  The usual collection of officers, nobility and wealthy elite of the land were in attendance.  There were the normal assertions of loyalty, protests of this or that issue and reports given on matters from small to great.  What was different was the king’s reactions to all these things.  He was indifferent to anything, but his war and the prince was beginning to understand that it was, perhaps all his father truly cared about.  Noticeably absent from the meeting was Calder, though no one had mentioned it.  Aiden hadn’t been able to find out where the druid had gone, he’d simply disappeared without warning.  Of course, Calder had always come and gone as he pleased, but this time was different.  The king wouldn’t speak of him and even the man’s name brought a sour look to his face.   
 
    Glancing around the room, the prince saw Lokkmar taking the king’s plans in as if he wasn’t facing a duel to the death in a few days.  Aiden had always known that the general possessed great self-discipline but watching him now, he was impressed anew.  Nodding here and there and offering insightful comment and input when asked, the man seemed to have ice water flowing in his veins.  Not that the king asked his opinion on much, but when any of the other officers spoke to him, it was if there was no impending life and death struggle at hand.   
 
    Shaking his head, Aiden looked at his brother, who stood directly across the room from General Lokkmar.  If the general was like ice, Garyth was pure fire and he rarely took his eyes from his opponent.  The crown prince doubted that his brother heard much at all in the council chambers and it was clear in his stance and gaze that he was already crossing swords with Lokkmar in his mind.  Prince Aiden was quite sure that the intensity of Garyth’s contemplation wasn’t lost on Lokkmar, and his calm disregard for it impressed him anew.   
 
    Not a dozen steps from Garyth stood Ingvar.  He was calm as the general as he surveyed the room, but Aiden had made sure that he was in position to keep things from getting out of hand.  He didn’t truly think that anything would happen here, but it was simply impossible to know for sure.  There was so much bad blood between so many people gathered in this chamber, no one could truly say for sure what might occur.  His thoughts returning to the realm as a whole, the prince knew that these assembled people were very much representative of how things were in the kingdom.  The king had those loyal to him, that saw his word as law, regardless of the cost.  Others saw his plans as petty and foolish and believed that he would lead the nation to ruin.  Many more were caught somewhere in the middle, between the two extremes and Aiden knew that he was one of them.  As the council of war dragged on, the prince realized now, more than ever, that there was a shifting of things within the land.  He’d known for some time that things would likely never be the same but, in his wildest imagination, Aiden had never dreamed it would be so final or so different.   
 
    Looking back at his brother, Aiden grappled with anger and sorrow, regret and fear.  He knew that, like the state of the nation, his relationship with Garyth was fractured, perhaps never to be repaired.  He didn’t know how to fix things between them or if such repair was even possible.  What he did know was that there was a sense of inevitability to events now, as if these matters were preordained.  Never one to place much faith or thought in the gods, the prince couldn’t help but wonder if their power and influence had somehow grown and his mind went to Winter’s Heart, which was never far from his father’s hand.   
 
    The prince saw Captain Rothan and Thane Karrok stood very near to his brother.  Both warriors looked every inch the heroes of the war that they were and bore the wounds to prove it.  From time to time, Rothan locked eyes with Ingvar and Aiden knew that there would likely be trouble between the two men sooner or later.  Shaking his head, Aiden thought how foolish such things were.  Both were decorated soldiers and men of valor.  Their focus and ire should be on the enemies of the Iron Kingdom.  Yet, he knew that both of them would gladly kill the other out of hand.   
 
    “Something to add, Aiden?”  The king intoned.  “You disagree with the initial deployment?”   
 
    The prince realized that his father had noted his shaking head.  “No, my king.”  He said calmly.  Thinking quickly, he said, “Just thinking of the cost in lives.”   
 
    Baring his teeth in a wolf’s smile, the king shot back.  “The orcs will bleed worse than we will.”  The king made it clear that he had no intention of inviting further comment.  Continuing with his explanation, the monarch laid out, in detail, his final plans.  Even those who were his staunchest supporters were taken aback a bit as he made an end of speaking.  “When we are done, we will establish border forts in the hills.”   
 
    The Lady Tove spoke then, her voice strong and sincere.  “Those forts will take time to build, my king.”  She did not look away as she faced the fearsome monarch.  “Even if the war could be won before winter, which we all know to be impossible, there is no way that they could be completed.”  The king did not answer but nodded for her to continue.  Her tone became questioning.  “What will our warriors do in the bleak southern hills when winter comes?  Surely they cannot wait out the winter in tents?”   
 
    “Our ancestors lived in tents and huts for generations.”  The king growled in reply.  “We’ve grown soft indeed, if the prospect of winter frightens us so.”  He ignored the widening of Tove’s eyes at the slight.  “By that point, we will have taken the caves of the orcs from them and that will provide ample shelter.”   
 
    There were murmurs of disbelief and outrage at the statement but Lord Derrid’s voice rose louder than any other.  “You expect us to lay our heads to rest where those monsters lair?”  He spluttered in incredulity.  “You cannot demand that we…”   
 
    “I DO demand that you follow orders, Lord Derrid!”  The Iron King’s voice rose like thunder.  “You will all follow my commands and we will triumph over our enemies!”  There was disdain in the ruler’s voice.  “Perhaps you have all forgotten the times that I have led this nation to victory in the face of defeat, but I will remind every one of you that I rule!  My enemies lie dead, their bodies food for the fowls and their bones a warning to any who would defy me!”   
 
    Aiden couldn’t believe the barbarity in his father’s voice and manner.  The king seemed to swell visibly and the cold that could often be felt in his presence radiated from him like an open window in the dead of winter.  He, like many others were speechless at the display and, though none had to courage to speak in the face of the Iron King’s wrath, it was clear that many were angered.   
 
    If the king cared a whit, it wasn’t visible.  “Your opinions are not necessary.”  He growled then like a beast.  “What is necessary is your obedience.” 
 
    “We are not slaves!”  Derrid said, finding his courage.  “Are you the tyrant that many now claim you to be?!”   
 
    If the assembled people were shocked at Derrid’s outburst, they were even more shocked at the king’s reply.  “I commend your courage, Lord Derrid!”  He said, chuckling.  “There is steel in you that many of your peers would to well to find within themselves!”  He added, looking around at them all.  “To be king is, at times to be a tyrant perhaps.  Were it not for the kings of old, our people would have long since perished.  Were it not for my deeds, the land would be even now overrun with orcs and other monsters and foreign powers would have looted all worth taking!”   
 
    “No one argues those statements, my king.”  Lady Tove said calmly.  “Yet, a king needs the people and the nobility to help lead the people as much as they need him.”   
 
    Now, the Iron King laughed uproariously.  “What I need now are warriors!”  He glared at Tove and Derrid and to their credit, neither flinched.  “Such talk is fine for peacetime, but we are at war, despite what all the naysayers bleat to the contrary!  We will win this war and our people will be saved the horrors that would devour them.”  He shrugged then.  “I care not if they understand or sympathize with how we prevail.”   
 
    Everyone in attendance knew that the matter was closed.  This was the final war council before the armies of the Iron Kingdom were mobilized and moved south once more.  There was nothing more to be said.  Many of them knew of the civil unrest and some even had heard the whispers of revolution.  If the king knew of such things, he never let on and his manner and words were as plain as the blue sky.  He meant to solve every problem with the edge of his axe, whether it was a war with orcs or those who would dream of deposing him.  Many in the chamber remembered that day for years to come and how the nation changed after that point.  Some would speak of the king’s blind stubbornness and how things could have been different.  Others pointed to the turbulence of the times and the need for the militarization that occurred.  What was certain was that to live in those times was to be uncertain of the future.   
 
    General Olvar spoke into the silence then.  “What of the reports of orcs massing in the hills again?”  His voice was calm and his question tactically pertinent.  It was obvious that the king had respect for the old general and turned to give the old warrior his full attention.  “Is it possible that they somehow know of our plans, sire?”   
 
    “I thought the same, at first, general.”  The king allowed.  “It seems impossible that they could know what we plan, but a rumor has come to my ears that makes me think otherwise.”  He looked around the room then, his next words sending a shockwave through them.  “There are orcs massing in the southern hills as General Olvar says, and rumor has it that they are led by a mighty orc clad in black plate mail, wielding an enchanted axe.”  The Iron King seemed almost happy when he spoke.  “They say that Morgall has returned.”   
 
    The council chamber erupted into chaos then.  Many were the cries of ‘Impossible!’ and ‘It must be lies!’  One nobleman said that if the orc warlord was unkillable that it might be the end of the Iron Kingdom, as a merchant spluttered how the trade routes would be compromised anew.   
 
    Lord Derrid fixed Garyth with a grim stare.  “You said that you killed the warlord!”   
 
    “My blade cleaved his head!”  Garyth replied savagely, taking a step forward as the royal guards moved to quell the room if necessary.   
 
    “SILENCE!”  The king shouted them all down.  “Lord Garyth did indeed fell the warlord!  I saw it with my own eyes as did others who were there, unlike many of you!”  The ruler was clearly not about to allow insult to Garyth.  “Morgall’s fell before our eyes and yet, who is to say what magic might have kept him alive at the very brink of death.  Both his armor and weapon are of some vile magic and perhaps they brought him back or kept him from his end.”  Ignoring the way that many eyes strayed to Winter’s Heart, the monarch spoke on.  “Morgall’s body was never found and if the accursed warlord still lives, it changes nothing except how important it is that we move quickly to deal with the orcs once and for all!”   
 
    Amid the murmurs of agreement and endless questions, the crown prince realized that for all his bluntness and seeming barbarism, his father had, once again, played the assembled war council.  He’d kept the knowledge of the possibility of the warlord’s return hidden until it suited his purposes to reveal it.  There was little talk of the furtherance of the war being a bad idea or the impending winter now and those few voices raised on such topics were shouted down by their fellows.  Aiden saw that the king had them right where he wanted them for the most part and it saddened him.  Glancing at the Lady Tove, he could see that her expression mirrored his own.  She and a few others were wise enough to realize how masterfully the king had played things and, for all her loyalty, her woeful countenance spoke of strained loyalty.  Looking at the king, Aiden saw that his father was exultant and, if anything, happy.  In that instant, the prince knew that it wasn’t only because he’d manipulated the council but because of something else entirely.  In that moment, Prince Aiden knew that his father was overjoyed at the chance to kill Morgall himself.   
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    The merchant ambled down the hallway, ledger in hand, rarely looking up from it.  His manner was one of distracted tension and most who passed him, took little notice of him.  Those few who did take any note at all saw a foreign man, slender by the standards of the Iron Kingdom, who seemed completely lost in his papers and notes.  He didn’t make much eye contact and seemed perpetually nervous.  This wasn’t anything new to the citizens of the northern realm.  As a people, they were fairly accepting of those from other lands who immigrated to the strong nation to start over.  However, many people of the kingdom thought it only right and fitting that a newcomer be overawed and nervous in their great land.  All of these things suited the merchant, who introduced himself as Rithul to anyone who asked, perfectly fine.  No one could ever have guessed that the deadliest assassin in living memory was stalking the halls and streets of Vakiun. 
 
    Glancing from the corner of one eye, Savrun could see that the war council was letting out.  He saw all the notables and their dispositions, while rifling through meaningless papers.  Of course, the papers, which had been provided for him by Haunild’s network, would stand up to cursory examination.  They told the story of a desperate man, who’d lost everything and was seeking to start a new business and a new life in the Iron Kingdom.  If someone were to really spend time, they’d begin to see some holes in the fabrication but Savrun wouldn’t give someone that long.   
 
    Hiding in plain sight, the assassin walked toward the doors to the hall and stopped a servant in the hallway.  “Is this where I can speak to someone about renting a shop?”  Savrun’s purposely shuffled awkwardly and stooped his shoulders, making little eye contact.   
 
    “What?”  The servant, who looked rather harried, was himself carrying a large bundle of scrolls.  “No, you need to go to the registry.”  The man was in his middle years and burly, though he had a bit of a paunch.  His thinning grey hair and beetling eyebrows just added to the picture of a man who was constantly running behind.  When Savrun gave him a mystified expression, he pointed down the hallway past the doors to the council chamber.   
 
    “Thank you.”  The ‘merchant’ murmured and began making his way down the hall.  The encounter had given him the cover he needed, and he could see the guards at the door were paying him no mind now.  Had he simply walked past them, they might have taken note or stopped him but the interaction with the servant put them at ease.  Now, he was all but invisible as he ambled down the hall.  When he stopped just past the doors to rifle through his papers, he could see in his peripheral vision that he was of no more note to the guards than the banners on the walls behind him.   
 
    The door to the Hall of Battles opened, and the Iron King strode out.  Savrun, along with all the others nearby bowed and he made sure to bow low, making sure not to make eye contact.  He needn’t have worried, as the king was busy talking with several men.  Two of them were officers in the army and one was a merchant, while the last man was the Seneschal, Barull.  Making no special attempt to eavesdrop, Savrun nonetheless overheard the men as they prattled on about the coming military campaign against the orcs.  What he noted was the Seneschal’s disposition and some instinct, a sixth sense that had always served the assassin well, made him pay closer attention to the man.  The Iron King himself, obviously dominated the attention of all around him, of course.  He was a gigantic warrior and the fighter in Savrun instantly began the old game of assessing the strengths and weaknesses of such a superb specimen.  For all that, however, the consummate professional, could see the urgency of the Seneschal and when the man pressed the king to talk, the sharp eared assassin could just hear his words.   
 
    “My liege, I really must speak with you.”  Seneschal Barull said, glaring at the others gathered around the king.   
 
    Glancing away from the nobleman, who was yammering on about the rise in food costs and what it would take to properly feed the first elements of the army, the king shook his head.  “Not now, Barull.”  He raised a hand to stop the flow of words coming from the whining courtier.  “I will speak with you later this evening.”   
 
    Barull pressed the king, however.  “Please, my king.”  He held a crumpled letter in his hand that he tried to hand the monarch.  “I need you to read this.”   
 
    “No more letters today, Barull!”  The king waved him away.  “No more missives or reports or treaties!  I don’t want to see another scrap of paper right now!”  With that, the agitated ruler stalked away, still trailed by the other men, though the seneschal stayed in the hall, gripping the letter in his hand tightly.  When he walked the opposite direction, he didn’t realize that he was being followed.   
 
    The ‘merchant’ had hidden in an alcove when the seneschal passed and followed him from a discrete distance.  There was an art form to following someone that most would never understand.  It wasn’t just in your movement’s but also in your attention.  You could not focus completely on your quarry or they would get a sense of you.  They might turn inadvertently and find that they were being watched.  Savrun had mastered such skills long ago and the one time that Barull did turn and look back down the hall at the distant form of the Iron King, he barely registered the foreign man, who was slowly turning another page in his sheaf of documents that seemed to posses his entire attention.   
 
    A short time later, Barull was seated in his study.  As his servant was tending a small fire to ward off the evening chill that would soon set in, the seneschal drummed his fingers on the desk before him.  His eyes were on the letter that lay half open on the table.   
 
    “Do you ever struggle with your duty?”  He asked the old man tending the fire across the room.  The servant was an old confidante of the seneschal’s and Barull often spoke to him of important matters, though he kept the details secret when necessary.   
 
    Chuckling, the gnarled old man looked up from his task.  “I suppose at times I do, milord.”  Having gotten a small blaze going, he looked through the firewood on the hearth.  “Some tasks are more difficult than others, of course.”   
 
    Gazing fondly at the servant, who he considered a friend, Barull mused aloud.  “You’ve been in my service for fifteen years or more, haven’t you, Bjarke?”   
 
    “Closer to twenty, milord.”  The old man allowed, finding a piece of firewood to his liking.   
 
    Now, the seneschal chuckled.  “Long enough to dispense with the ‘milord’ nonsense, I think!”  It was an old game between them. 
 
    Bjarke smiled back, and asked, “Something on your mind then, Barull?”   
 
    The seneschal sighed and leaned back in his chair.  “I need to speak with the king on what could be an urgent matter or could be the purest nonsense.”  His voice was troubled.  “I can’t really go into it…”   
 
    The old servant laughed a little.  “Well, enough, mighty seneschal!”  He turned back to the fire.  “I understand that it’s about that letter on yer desk and that’s as much as an old fool like me needs to know!”   
 
    “You’re no fool, Bjarke.”  The seneschal said, smiling.  He truly valued the man’s simple, straightforward insight.  Barull had learned that someone like Bjarke, who had no guile and was as straight as a pine, was often the exact type of person whose thoughts could prove invaluable.  “The king is so busy with preparations and so focused on it.  He’s…”   
 
    When the seneschal hesitated, his servant spoke into the silence.  “Strange.”   
 
    “Well…perhaps…strange isn’t the best word.”  Barull said slowly.   
 
    “Strange…fey…different…”  The servant said as he worked with the fire.  “It’s all the same isn’t it?”   
 
    Still hesitant, the seneschal finally replied, glancing back at the letter.  “I suppose.”   
 
    “What’s no different is your duty.”  The old man said bluntly then and Barull gave a little start.  “You have a job to do, Barull, same as me, same as any of us.”   
 
    The blocky seneschal’s hand strayed to the letter again, tapping it absently with a thick finger.  “Perhaps you’re right.”  He allowed.   
 
    “Of course, I’m right.”  Bjarke said with a snort.  “It’s like this fire here.  Summer’s ending and the nights are getting colder.”  He glanced at the seneschal and then gestured toward the small fire that he’d started.  “Still, I can’t get it so hot that it’ll run you out of here, so I have to make sure I get just the right bits of wood and add them at just the right time.”   
 
    Drily, the seneschal quipped, “Matters of state aren’t exactly the same as starting a fire.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t.”  Old Bjarke fired right back.  “Never said they were.  What I’m saying is my job is the same whether it’s the beginning of fall or the dead of winter.”  He gestured with a stick that he’d selected from the pile.  “The same as my job is to keep you comfortable in this room while your working, your job as the king’s right hand is to decide what to bother him with and what not to, right?”   
 
    Now, Barull laughed aloud.  “Well that’s one way to describe what I do!”  He ran a hand through his thinning hair ruefully.  “It’s certainly how some would describe it.”   
 
    “Your job’s an important one, milord.”  Bjarke said stoutly.  “The king trusts you to sift through things like I’m doing with this here pile of firewood.  I choose too big a piece and it gets too hot.  Too small and the fire won’t last long enough.”   
 
    Nodding, the seneschal replied.  “Well said, old friend.”   
 
    “Who are you calling old?”  Bjarke fired back with a smile on his face.   
 
    Sighing, Barull leaned back in his chair.  “This letter could be nothing more than pure nonsense.”  He picked it up again and opened it for perhaps the hundredth time, and hesitated as he looked at the old man.  Finally, deciding to take Bjarke into his confidence, he said, “It says that prince Valun didn’t die on the battlefield!”   
 
    “What?!”  The old servant exclaimed, rising from the fire.   
 
    Shaking his head, Barull replied.  “I know, it sounds completely fanciful and I hesitate to even say it aloud.”  Then he grunted in exasperation.  “Much less take this to the king.  If it’s a farce, it will just bring him more pain.”   
 
    Bjarke nodded and asked, “Do you believe it to be nonsense?”   
 
    “That’s just it.”  Barull answered with a shrug.  “It seems the purest fantasy, the product of a delirious mind, at best.”  Looking out the window, he sighed again.  “It tells of a man appearing on the battlefield and disappearing into thin air with the wounded prince in his arms.”   
 
    Guffawing rudely, Bjarke responded.  “Now that IS nonsense!”  His voice was disbelieving.  “What kind of horse dung is that?  Appearing and disappearing into the air?”  Shaking the stick in his hand, he said, “I don’t blame you for not wanting to take this lunacy to the king!  Such a thing would be…”  
 
    “Like magic?”  Barull said flatly.  The people of the Iron Kingdom had little enough truck with sorcery, but they knew it to be real enough.  They almost universally disdained magic and even the powers displayed by the priests made the average citizen nervous.   
 
    True to form, Bjarke looked away, the old man’s expression growing more skeptical.  “What kind of magicker could work spells like than anyhow?”   
 
    “The greatest that this world has ever known.”  A new voice entered the conversation then as Savrun stepped into the room.  To the two men, he seemed to just appear, but the truth was more mundane.  He’d seen where the seneschal was heading and had picked the lock on a side door.  Hiding silently in the antechamber of the office, he’d listened to the entire exchange.  “Who wrote that letter.”   
 
    Both men rose instinctively.  “Who are you?”  The seneschal demanded, seeing the guise of the merchant fall away.  A warrior long before he became the king’s seneschal, Barull’s instincts screamed danger, even though he towered over the man who had seemingly appeared out of thin air.   
 
    Noting how the old servant clutched the stick of wood like a weapon, as well as how the seneschal put a hand on the pommel of his sword, Savrun smiled.  “I am called Rithul.”   
 
    “But that’s not your real name, is it?”  Barull said, his eyes narrowing.   
 
    Still smiling, Savrun saw the servant inching closer.  “No.”  He admitted. “I imagine you might even find my name in the letter you’re holding.”   
 
    “What do you…”  The seneschal began and then stopped as understanding dawned on him.  “It’s not possible…”  He breathed.   
 
    Spreading his hands, Savrun spoke.  “Unlikely perhaps.”  He saw the old man was getting ready to rush forward at the slightest provocation.  “Certainly, fortuitous for myself.”  Calmly, he reiterated his earlier question.  “Who wrote the letter?”   
 
    Barull glanced toward the door and saw the stranger shake his head.  Then, he remembered sending the guard away for the evening.  He hadn’t planned to be in his office chambers for that long and as he looked back toward the strange man, he instantly realized that he knew it too.  “You are…Savrun?”  He asked, although he already knew the answer.   
 
    Answering with a nod, the assassin intoned.  “Last time I ask.”  His eyes flickered like lighting between the two others.  “Who wrote it?”   
 
    Old Bjarke lunged forward, his strength and speed impressive for his age.  However, Savrun moved so fast that it was astonishing, sidestepping the old man’s charge and striking him in the throat with the flat of his hand.  As the servant dropped to the ground, the assassin pivoted toward the seneschal but saw that, rather than charging in as well, the blocky man had dashed toward the fire and hurled the letter into it.   
 
    Turning from the fire, Barull drew his sword.  “Is the prince alive?”  He said, his eyes straying to the crumpled form of Bjarke and hoping that he was alright.   
 
    “When last I saw him.”  Savrun said with a cold smile as he stalked forward.  He mentally gave the seneschal credit for burning the letter and keeping his cool.  The man was clearly formidable.  “You’re going to tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    Barull didn’t wait for the man to close with him, finally rushing forward.  His longsword would have cleaved the assassin’s skull if he’d connected but only swiped the air as Savrun sidestepped the strike.  As if from nowhere, a dagger appeared in his hand and he struck Barull’s forearm quick and deadly as a viper.  Leaping back, the seneschal brought his sword into a guard position, cursing as the blood flowed down his arm to drip on the floor.   
 
    “Why did you take the prince?!”  He shouted loudly, thinking both to gain time as well as possibly draw a passerby to take notice.   
 
    Savrun smiled, knowing full well what his prey was doing.  He also knew that the walls were thick, and the seneschal’s offices were at the end of a long, little used hall.  The assassin always made it a point to know the ground he hunted.  “Like you, I serve a master.”  He said, respecting the seneschal even as they spoke.  The man showed no fear, even though he was clearly overmatched, and he was obviously loyal to the king he served.  “A master greater than all the kings of this world.”  He added cryptically.   
 
    Barull weakly stabbed forward but Savrun easily dodged the strike and kicked the older man savagely in the knee.  Stumbling backward, the seneschal switched to his off hand, the move making the assassin smile.  He’d known that the other man would make the switch sooner or later and like most warriors, simply wasn’t as good with his other hand.  Behind them, Bjarke rose, coughing and Savrun pivoted smoothly, grabbing the old man by the hair and wrenching his head up.   
 
    “He dies now unless you tell me what I wish to know.”  Savrun said, icy as death.   
 
    Barull looked sorrowfully at his old friend.  “I cannot.”  He thought he saw understanding in the pain filled eyes of the servant, but he couldn’t be sure.   
 
    “As you wish.”  Savrun said without emotion and slit the old man’s throat, the dagger sounding like a knife through a wet melon.  Bjarke fell to the ground, gurgling as his lifeblood spilled on the stone floor. 
 
    Despite his resolve, Barull started forward.  “NO!”  He roared. 
 
    It was exactly the reaction Savrun had planned to elicit and he leapt toward the stumbling seneschal.  Easily ducking the clumsy blow of the northerner, the assassin’s elbow connected with the seneschal’s wrist, causing him to drop his blade.  Another kick to the stomach left the big man on the floor, breathing heavily.   
 
    “You are going to tell me what I want to know.”  Savrun said, stepping close.   
 
    A warrior to the last, Barull lunged upward, ignoring the pain of his wounds.  The blocky warrior managed to grab the assassin’s arm.  Instantly thinking that the northerner meant to take wrest the blade from him, Savrun pulled back but such was not the seneschal’s intent.  He used the other man’s momentum to regain his feet and drive forward.  The assassin instantly reacted, sweeping his right leg around to trip his larger opponent.  Falling backward, Barull kept both hands on the hand that held the assassin’s dagger, knowing that he wouldn’t relinquish the weapon.  Savrun smoothly leaned in to retain control and realized too late Barull’s true intention was never to take the blade from him.  As the last instant, the warrior had stayed his fall with one meaty arm and let the momentum drive the dagger into his neck without resistance.   
 
    “Well played.”  Savrun murmured as the dying seneschal collapsed to the floor.  His respect for the man grew.  The seneschal knew that any man would break, given enough time and enough pain.  He’d chosen death before dishonor and it was a sentiment that the assassin could well understand.  He said no more as he quickly and quietly exited the room, after cleaning his dagger and hiding it once again.  He didn’t bother with the letter, which he knew was burned to ash, but without haste, his meaningless sheaf of papers once again in hand, walked from the palace.   
 
    The fire that old Bjarke had started burned for several hours, as he’d planned it would.  It wasn’t until much later when servants came looking for the seneschal that their bodies were discovered, causing an uproar in the capitol.  No one ever remembered the nondescript, foreign man with his sheaf of papers and many theories abounded, none of them correct.  No one could ever have imagined what had really transpired and by the time anyone came close to figuring the truth out, it mattered not at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Every stone of the square seemed to ooze history to those gathered there.  The barracks had grown around the training yard and since ancient times, this place had been consecrated to martial pursuits.  It was as much a sacred place as any temple to the warriors of the Iron Kingdom, and in a land where battle was venerated as much as any god, that was saying something.  The square itself was one of the oldest places in the capitol, and predated, in fact, most temples.  The flagstones of the square were weathered and worn by countless boots and cracked with age.  The low, stone walls were roughly three feet in height, allowing onlookers to watch easily over them, and there were many onlookers on this fateful day.  There were gates entering the square on opposite sides, little more than openings with stone columns on either side.  It was along those opposing sides where partisans of the duelists had gathered.   
 
    From the outset, it was clear that General Lokkmar had a much greater following.  His family was large and his allies and friends many.  The gates were roughly east and west, and the general prepared himself near the eastern gate.  As the challenged, Lokkmar had made many of the choices in the duel and choosing the east gate was a part of his due.  The general had proclaimed that the east gate symbolized the sun rising on him and his house and many agreed with that.  This left lord Garyth with the west gate and many wondered if the sun was setting on the man that rumor now held might possibly be the bastard of the Iron King.   
 
    Lokkmar wore chainmail, greaves and gauntlets and a helm emblazoned with the crest of his family, a hawk in flight.  His shield and the tabard over his mail bore his family sigil, the hawk in flight over field of quartered red and white, the colors of his ancient clan.  The general wore a longsword and dagger on his belt and held a spear in his hand.  Lokkmar was the very picture of a modern warrior of the Iron Kingdom, his bearing and manner proud, his arms and armor a blend of hundreds of years of martial tradition and modern black-smith techniques.  His muscled frame was lean and powerful, and he stood tall and resolute, as if carved from ice.  The general’s face was aquiline and noble, his sharp nose and deep-set gray eyes giving him the look of a bird of prey strongly reminiscent of his family’s coat-of-arms.  As the general’s squire saw to the final straps and buckles of his armor, the general removed his helm and held it high to the cheers of those around him.  Then, as the squire stepped back, he tucked the helm under one arm and walked to the entrance of the square.   
 
    Across the square, Garyth was also finishing his preparations.  The lord’s armor was similar to that of the general, though plainer in ornamentation.  His mail, greaves and gauntlets bore no etching or embellishments, and his open-faced helm was one that any infantryman might have worn.  Garyth’s shield was painted a plain, utilitarian gray, as he had no house colors to boast and upon that gray field was the visage of a snarling wolf, a device of his own choosing.  He had a longsword and dagger on his belt and a bastard sword on his back, all of good kingdom steel, as per the restrictions of the duel.  Tall and heavily muscled, the brawny lord wore no tabard over his mail.  Compared to the somewhat ostentatious general, lord Garyth looked like a mercenary or common soldier.  His bearded face was grim beneath his helm and he gave no salute nor attention to the gathered people.  His eyes were fixed on the man at the opposite gate.   
 
    Those gathered on lord Garyth’s side were fewer in number, if not importance.  The king’s household was gathered, of course, as the lord was a kinsman of theirs.  There were a few officers who sided with the lord, though most were gathered on the side of the influential general.  There were also the few allies and friends that Garyth had, namely the dwarf thane, the elven wizard and Captain Rothan, who was his second.  Garyth’s wife was there as well, though not his son, for his parents hadn’t wanted him to be there.   
 
    Her face anxious, Elin watched her husband make his final preparations.  She didn’t look around and had completely tuned out everything and everyone else.  Her entire focus was on her husband and she fought back tears once more.  She’d cried the night before and this morning and the last thing she wanted him to see was her crying before he went out into the square.  As he turned toward her, she smiled at him, thinking back on their years together, and how she’d never loved another man.  When he smiled back at her, her heart lurched as she thought she might never see that smile again.  The tears began to flow as he walked toward her.   
 
    “Don’t be afraid.”  Garyth said, the words sounding foolish in both their ears.   
 
    Glaring through her veil of tears, Elin snapped, “Don’t tell me how to feel!”  Her actions were gentle, even though her words were sharp.  Reaching up with one hand, she caressed the side of his face, staring at him as though she’d never see him again, which was entirely possible.   
 
    “I’m going to win, Elin.”  He said calmly.  And raised a gloved hand to touch her face.  “Trust me.”   
 
    “And if you don’t?”  She replied, hating to ask it, hating to doubt him.  They’d argued over this duel for hours and hours.  Her view of the foolishness and pride, his wounds and the repercussions of it all even if he did win.  Elin knew that he wouldn’t be swayed at the last, but she couldn’t help herself.   
 
    Garyth’s smile was tender and full of understanding.  “Rothan and Tavia will be with you, should I lose.”  His eyes flickered over where the captain was standing by the elf.  “He vowed to protect my family and his honor is without question.  Tavia will stay with the man she loves, and you will be well provided for.”   
 
    Her eyes shiny with fear, Tavia’s voice was reproachful.  “You said that you would win!”  She breathed.   
 
    “And I mean to, Elin.”  He replied, savoring her name as he drank in the sight of her beautiful face.  “Whatever happens, trust Rothan and go to our house in the country.”  He could see that she was going to protest to argue and there was no time for any of it.  Leaning in, Garyth kissed his wife as passionately as the first time.   
 
    When he made to lean back, Elin held him close for a moment longer, whispering into his ear.  “I will always love you.”   
 
    Garyth smiled again, that quick flash of a lopsided smile that he reserved for those he truly cared about.  “And I will always love you, Elin.”  Then, he gave her the impudent wink that never failed to make her heart skip a beat.  “I’ll be right back.”  Before he turned away, he laid a hand gently on her swelling belly and smiled.  The warrior turned away before she could say anything more. 
 
    Watching the exchange, Tavia looked at Rothan.  “She is heavy with child.”   
 
    “Yes.”  He murmured, tightening the straps of his shield.  “Garyth said that she’ll have the child any day.”   
 
    “You will keep your oath, if he falls.”  The elf murmured.  It was not a question.   
 
    Looking around at her, Rothan nodded.  “Of course.”  There was a quizzical sound in the timbre of his voice and his brows rose in question.  “What else could I do?”   
 
    “Should he die today, you could well spend the rest of your life protecting his family.”  Her inscrutable, elven eyes never wavered.   
 
    “Yes.”  Rothan said flatly.  “I will do what I have sworn.”  He then stepped close and took her hand.  “I did not speak for you, Tavia.  You aren’t bound to my oath.”   
 
    Her rueful laugh sounded like a wind chime.  “You are a fool, captain.”  She said and kissed him fiercely.  His eyes widened, and it was clear he was thinking about the onlookers, but the sorceress did not care.  Their kiss was long and deep and their embrace strong.  When she stepped away, she pronounced simply, “I go where you go.”   
 
    Alanna smiled as she saw the flustered captain fumble to reply.  She wasn’t near enough to eavesdrop but close enough to see his consternation.  She was glad for the couple, even as she felt the depth of her worry for her brother.  The princess was terrified that she would lose another person that she loved, just as she was fiercely proud of Garyth.  She couldn’t agree with the duel, though she could logically see her brother’s reasons for it, Valun never being far from her thoughts.  She stood near Naolin and Leith and the two sisters smiled when their brother walked toward them.   
 
    “It is good to see you, Naolin.”  Garyth said warmly.  They hadn’t had a chance to talk upon the elder princesses return.   
 
    Stepping forward to embrace him, Naolin whispered, “And you…brother.”  Despite the hesitation, the two shared a smile.   
 
    When his sister stepped back, Garyth extended a hand to her husband.  “Well met, Leith.”  He said as the two men clasped forearms.   
 
    “Well met, lord Garyth.”  Leith said formally, nodding.  “Good luck to you.”   
 
    Murmuring his thanks, Garyth turned toward Alanna, who quickly stepped forward to hug him.  “Be careful!”  The young princess commanded, as though he were simply going for a walk.   
 
    “As you command, princess!”  Garyth laughed drily.   
 
    She thumped him in the chest with her tiny fist.  “You know what I mean!”  Alanna said, laughing through her tears.   
 
    “I do.”  The lord replied and stepped back.  Glancing around, he saw Captain Bolaan was looking at them, or rather at his sister.  “He’s a good man, Alanna.”   
 
    Seeing where his gaze went, the princess flatly refused to look in the captain’s direction.  “Yes, he is.”  She said, wiping her tears.  “And a warrior.”  There was complete conviction in her voice and Garyth understood how she felt.  Alanna had explained that she couldn’t bear to see anyone else she loved, go off to war, and it was an argument, he’d known from the start he couldn’t win.   
 
    Instead of arguing, Garyth bowed to the princesses.  “Be well, sisters.”  He smiled at them both when he rose.  “I love you both.”   
 
    They both replied that they loved him as well as he turned to go, and Naolin stepped close to her sister, taking her arm.  “He is right about one thing, if nothing else.”  She said, looking at the forlorn Captain Bolaan.  “He is a fine man, sister.”   
 
    Still refusing to look toward the captain, Alanna’s firmly said.  “We should keep our thoughts and prayers with our brother.”  Inwardly, the princess questioned herself for the thousandth time.  She held so much love for the young captain in her heart that it hurt.  For all that, she simply couldn’t imagine losing him to war.  Watching her brother walk away, the princess knew in her heart that her reservations were justified.  She might never see Garyth alive again, and she knew that she could not bear such a parting from Bolaan.   
 
    Naolin looked from her sister to her husband, who was intently taking it all in.  There was a look in his eyes that she’d learned meant he was cataloging everything mentally.  “Leith?”  The princess said, as she released her sister and stepped close to her husband.   
 
    “The wolf meets the hawk.”  The bard murmured half to himself.   
 
    Naolin’s tone was severe.  “Leith!”  She hissed, her brow arching as he turned to look at her.  “This isn’t some tale or song!”   
 
    “It will be, Naolin.”  Leith replied in a low voice.  “People will be talking about this day for years and years to come.”   
 
    The princess grew angry.  “This isn’t some stranger, Leith!”  There was fear in her tone as well as frustration.  “This is my brother!”   
 
    The bard nodded absently.  “I understand, my love.”  He said, taking her hand.  “I’m only saying that someone is going to write of this day.”   
 
    “Well, it isn’t going to be you, husband!”  Naolin said flatly.   
 
    Seeing her dismay, Leith nodded his agreement.  “Very well, Naolin.”  He looked into her eyes.  “I won’t write a single line of any of it.”  There was wistfulness in his heart, however.  The bard knew that history would remember this day, and it pained him to think his words wouldn’t be part of that record.  Still, he knew that his wife was hurting and meant to keep his word to her.   
 
    Not far away, Captain Bolaan finally looked away from the princess Alanna.  He’d hoped to catch her eye, but it was apparent that she was refusing to so much as glance at him.   Bolaan sighed, thinking that he was truly a madman.  He knew that he needed to give up this crazed dream of the princess, especially when she’d made her decision.  He could understand why she felt the way she did and didn’t want to cause her pain.  Still, he couldn’t help the way he felt about her.  He thought inwardly that he would rather fight orcs that linger in Vakiun, feeling lovelorn and foolish.   
 
    Looking at the two men soon to face each other, Bolaan felt torn.  He’d stood with lord Garyth out of loyalty to the king, more than anything else.  He didn’t really know Garyth, although the man’s deeds were rapidly becoming legend.  However, General Lokkmar was a man of honor and no few deeds of note himself.  Captain Bolaan knew that he was standing where he was more for the slain General Fogrim, than for any other reason.  Bolaan knew in his heart that if Fogrim was alive and here, he’d stand with Garyth, so that was where he chose to stand.   
 
    Thane Karrok stumped up to Garyth and saluted him.  “Ye’ll do fine, lad.”  The dwarf’s manner a blend of good humor and helpful advice.  It was as if the Thane couldn’t help but imagine that his comrade could do anything but win this fight.  “Remember, let him come to you!”  The two clasped hands forearm to forearm in a warrior’s handshake.   
 
    “Thank you, mighty Thane!”  Garyth replied with a grin.   
 
    “Keep your guard up and play up your injuries.”  Karrok said, not done with advice.  “Lokkmar didn’t receive and major wounds in the war, the bastard!”  He shook his head.  “Just let him come to you!”  The dwarf’s expression was all but unreadable but, in truth, he was very concerned.  He believed in Garyth’s abilities, but Lokkmar was said to be a deadly swordsman in his own right.  More than those factors, however the dwarf worried that Garyth would let his emotions get the better of him and his desire for vengeance overwhelm his tactical sense.  “Keep your guard up!”   
 
    “Fine advice!”  Kollur said, walking up to the pair, his brother in tow.  “You look well, but you’re still moving a bit stiff, kinsman!”  The big man said cheerfully.  “Don’t discard your shield too quickly.  I know how much you love your hand and a half sword but there was this one time…”   
 
    Mercifully Belthe was there to staunch the flow of words from his brother.  “Garyth knows how to fight, you may remember, brother.”  He said drily and when the lord smiled his thanks, added, “Fortune smile on you, cousin.”  Garyth shook hands with both men and with the dwarf again before continuing toward the west gate.   
 
    “Still walking a bit slow.”  The big warrior noted.   
 
    Belthe sighed.  “Shut up, Kollur.”   
 
    Aiden watched his brother and cousins talking but did not draw near.  He knew that Garyth would not welcome his presence and would have had a hard time saying anything remotely sincere.  The crown prince would rather had stood among the neutral parties that had gathered to the north and south of the square.  He couldn’t bring himself to agree with this duel and worry for his brother warred with anger at their last encounter.  Added to this was the knowledge of the potential for trouble that would occur from this duel and Aiden felt paralyzed.   
 
    Ingvar stood nearby, watching the whole thing with forced detachment.  “The general seems confident.”   
 
    “Hoping he kills my kinsman, Captain?”  The words escaped Aiden before he could capture them.  Ingvar was loyal, but he’d made it clear that he’d love to take Garyth down a notch himself.   
 
    Shaking his head, the royal guardsman’s tone was firm.  “Not at all, my prince.”  His gaze was unwavering as he gazed upon the two combatants.  “Both men are excellent warriors, tacticians and leaders and the loss of either will be a blow to the kingdom.”   
 
    Surprised, Aiden nodded.  “I assumed after the other day…”   
 
    “Oh, I’d love nothing more than to humble lord Garyth and teach him humility, Prince Aiden.”  Ingvar interjected.  “I simply think that this duel to the death is a waste of talent that the kingdom can ill-afford.”   
 
    Aiden mumbled his agreement.  He was so vehemently opposed to this whole thing that he’d refused to bring his wife and children to it.  The prince didn’t care what anyone thought, he wasn’t about to subject them to witnessing this combat.  He was torn, though as he watched his brother ready himself for battle.  He knew that Garyth could well lose and he might never have the chance to speak to him again.  However, so much had fallen out between them that he was paralyzed to do more than stand back and watch.   
 
    Trying to think of something else, Aiden’s mind went to the scandalous murder of Seneschal Barull.  The seneschal’s body, along with that of a servant, had been discovered and, while the king had commanded that the culprit be found, so far, the investigators had turned up nothing.  No one had seen or heard anything suspicious and it seemed like the killings had been perpetrated by a ghost.   
 
    The ghost in question was in attendance as well.  No one could have known he was there but Savrun watched from amongst the crowd.  He was there to make note of the important people of the realm, but also had a curious desire to see the men of the Iron Kingdom slay one another.  He knew much more of lord Garyth than anyone there would ever have realized.  The assassin knew a bit less of the general but enough to know his weaknesses and strengths.  He hadn’t revealed himself to Haunild or any of the others of the Shadow Liberation, but kept himself aloof in the crowd, using his merchant’s guise to full effect.  Standing near the south end of the square, amidst a knot of commoners, Savrun watched the two men clinically.   
 
    The assassin thought that the general looked healthier and noted how his every movement was one of precision.  There was a warrior who would fight as precisely as he planned troop movements.  Lokkmar would be a foe to capitalize on every weakness and present none to his enemies.  Lord Garyth, on the other hand moved fluidly, despite his healing injuries.  There was something in his stride, in his gestures and his gaze that spoke of a born killer.  Savrun saw in Garyth something of himself and felt a familiar combative urge.  As always, when the assassin, beheld someone that, like himself, seemed to be a warrior without peer, his instant instinct was to test himself against them.  Like the mercenary, Iverech, the assassin was supremely confident that he would slay the other man, but he was curious what such a fight would be like.   
 
    Iverech stood near Haunild at the north end of the square.  He had no idea that the peerless assassin had given him a thought, no matter how fleeting.  However, just as Savrun had, the mercenary was silently measuring the two warriors who were readying themselves.  Standing amid the people of the Iron Kingdom that weren’t committed to either side, Iverech’s thoughts were that this whole ordeal was representative of the current plight of the nation.  The people were torn, divided and something had to change.   
 
    As if reading his thoughts, Haunild murmured.  “It’s as if this is the beginning of the end for the old ways.”  Her voice was thoughtful and pitched so low that no one else could hear them.  The two stood very close to each other, though they did not hold hands or anything that a couple would normally do.   
 
    “Aye.”  Iverech intoned.  “The lord and his slighted honor facing off with the prideful general who refuses to see the sorrow his actions have wrought.”   
 
    Smiling, Haunild was somewhat surprised.  “That’s a rather poetic thought for a warrior.”   
 
    “I’m full of surprises.”  Iverech quipped, looking around.  “I don’t see Meilif.”   
 
    Haunild shook her head.  “He informed me that he wouldn’t be coming.”  She gazed at the hated form of the Iron King.  “He doesn’t want to risk running into any of the nobility that were his old enemies.”   
 
    “Wisdom, I suppose.”  Iverech allowed.  “Yet, the count is still a free man?  What could they do to him?” 
 
    Sighing, the leader of the revolution replied.  “You’re a warrior and strategist, but not a politician.”   
 
    “Thank you.”  Iverech said, now smiling himself as he took the statement as a compliment.   
 
    Haunild looked around, her gaze taking in the assembled crowd.  “The last thing we need is attention, no matter what kind.”  Her voice grew venomous.  “Let these nobles kill each other!”  She hissed.  “It will be less work for us!”   
 
    The thought made the mercenaries smile broaden as he looked toward the Iron King.  Soon, regardless of the outcome of this combat, the king would lead the majority of the kingdom’s troops south to further war with the orcs.  The kingdom would be largely defenseless and then, he knew, the revolution would begin in earnest.   
 
    Like a demi-god among mere mortals, the Iron King watched his son’s approach through the crowd.  The monarch had waited near the western gate, uncaring of the scornful looks he received from across the square.  The king held Winter’s Heart in one huge fist and saluted lord Garyth as he walked up.   
 
    “My son.”  The Iron King said.   
 
    Despite it all, Garyth glanced around, old habits dying hard.  Then, he squared his shoulders to face the king.  “Father.”  He replied, his eyes searching the cold visage of his king and father.  Like all the others, Garyth didn’t truly know what to make of the changes the artifact had wrought in the king.  Unlike many of them, the lord believed that those changes were exactly what the kingdom needed.  His father was decisive and strong again, mightier than he’d ever been in his youth, and as far as Garyth was concerned, this was a good thing.   
 
    “I am proud of you.”  Said the king.   
 
    Taken aback, Garyth struggled for words.  “Thank you, sire.”  He said, bowing low.  “You do me great honor.”   
 
    When the son stood to face his father, the king’s voice grew cold as death.  “Honor me but killing that dog!”  The Iron King’s wrathful gaze swept toward the general.   
 
    “I will take his life or die trying.”  Garyth promised.   
 
    The king stepped forward to clasp his son in a bearhug, the strength of the embrace and the cold flowing from him, making the younger man gasp.  “If you die, know that I will avenge you, if I have to butcher them all!”   
 
    Garyth had no words left for his father and simply hugged him back, despite the discomfort.  He knew that there was something otherworldly about his father, just as he knew that many now doubted him.  For him, however, there was no doubt.  His father had taken up Winter’s Heart in response to losing Valun and so many other brave warriors.  The king had made a choice to do whatever he had to secure the future of his realm and his son knew in his heart that he’d have done exactly the same.   
 
    “Vis go with you.”  The king said, looking upon his son.   
 
    Surprised, Garyth gave a start.  “Thank you, my king.”  He said.  The typical warrior’s blessing would have been an invocation of Baurr.  The king had never given much attention to any of the gods, yet his benediction had been the Hearth Mother, Vis, rather than to Baurr, God of War.  The king nodded and released him, stepping back.   
 
    Garyth knew exactly where Aiden stood and was sure that he was watching the exchange but refused to look upon his brother.  The crown prince had made his stance all too clear and as Rothan walked up, Garyth knew who his true brother was.   
 
    “Good to see you, captain.”  Garyth joked darkly.   
 
    Rothan laughed.  “It’s a fine day for a stroll, milord!”   
 
    The two men couldn’t help but share a chuckle, despite it all and were still laughing as they strode purposefully to the west gate.   
 
    Looking at them, Lokkmar gritted his teeth.  “Insolent fools!”  He grated to his second, a kinsman on his father’s side.  “A bastard and a commoner, laughing like jabbering idiots!”  The general seethed.  “They think they don’t know how this looks.  The king siding with his bastard against me!”   
 
    The general’s cousin’s voice was cautionary.  “Careful, kinsman.”  He said.  “He is still our king.”   
 
    “Yes, and I have been nothing but loyal to the Iron King.”  Lokkmar’s voice was full of hatred.  “Now, he wishes men dead as much as that mongrel, Garyth!  I’ll show them all!”  Pure malevolence gleamed like ice in the general’s manner.  “When his corpse lies at my feet, they’ll all know that I’m not some cur for the kicking!”  Even the general’s rage was a cold, icy thing and he never trembled or showed emotion other than the strength of his words.   
 
    Without preamble, the two combatants walked to the center of the square.  There stood the old general, Olvar, whom both men had agreed upon to judge the duel.  Though it was a duel to the death, there were certain formalities and both warriors respected the old general.  The aged warrior stood tall and proud but there was deep sadness within him.  He had admiration for both men and privately wished that this duel would not take place.  Still, Olvar was a warrior himself and knew that there were times that words and feelings would not suffice.  At those times, only blood and steel could determine such a matter.   
 
    “You are both still set upon this course?”  The general asked sadly.   
 
    Lokkmar nodded coldly.  “The bastard will learn that I am his better on this day!”   
 
    Garyth bared his teeth.  “No one else to hide behind now, Lokkmar!”  Clenching his fist, he growled, “You’re going to pay for Valun!”   
 
    Speaking clearly, Olvar restated the rules as though either warrior didn’t know them.  “Your seconds are here only to show their readiness to stand for you in case of illness or other calamity and their presence is noted.”  Rothan and Lokkmar’s kinsman exchanged glances.  Olvar raised his raspy voice loud enough to be heard all around the square.  “The quarrel between General Lokkmar and Lord Garyth will be settled by blood!  They will return to the gates and prepare to fight!  On my signal they will return to square to do battle until one is victorious and one lies dead!”   Looking at both men one last time, the old general asked sadly, lowering his voice.  “Are you both still set on this course?”  When they nodded, he spoke again.  “Let the gods decided between you!”   
 
    The two warriors walked back to the gates as Olvar made his way toward the north wall.  
A small platform had been prepared for him there and he mounted the steps to oversee the duel.  Normally the king would have presided, but the monarch had excluded himself and no one had argued.  There were guards spaced around the square to keep the crowd back and anyone from interfering.   
 
    “Good luck, my friend.”  Rothan said as the two men arrived back at the western gate.   
 
    Garyth turned and shook his comrades hand.  “Thank you, Rothan.”   
 
    The captain hesitated just a moment before releasing his friend’s hand.  “I will keep my oath to you and to your wife and children, my lord.”   
 
    Smiling, Garyth replied.  “I never doubted that you would do otherwise, captain.”   
 
    Turning from his friend, Garyth faced his enemy across the square, his smile disappearing.  As Lokkmar received his spear from his second’s hand, Garyth drew his longsword.  A moment of doubt skittered across the surface of his thoughts but like fish breaking water, disappeared beneath the surface.  A warrior’s calm descended upon Garyth as the crowd grew hushed.  The sun broke through the clouds that morning and as he’d been waiting for this cue, General Olvar raised a gnarled hand with a wordless shout and the two warriors stalked from the gates toward one another across the square. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    It was an effort not to hasten his steps.  Now that the duel was upon him, Garyth felt like a wolf who’d scented fresh blood.  For months he’d dreamed of making Lokkmar pay for the loss of his brother.  The man’s pride and idiocy had cost the kingdom its dashing young prince and Garyth knew that nothing less than taking the other man’s life would suffice.  It wasn’t, as some imagined, that he couldn’t understand the Lokkmar had simply made a military decision that had gone wrong.  Thinking of the crown prince, Garyth knew that Aiden was firmly entrenched in that thinking.  What he couldn’t get those people to understand was that he’d been there on that day, and they had not.  He remembered Lokkmar’s arrogance, his foolishness.  Garyth remembered the last time he’d ever seen his younger brother.   
 
    Forcing himself to push such memories and thoughts to the background, he remembered the gruff words of Olaf, the old man-at-arms who’d been one of his first instructors.  The old warrior had, in fact, instructed countless warriors, including all his siblings.  ‘The here and now of things is what matters, boy!’  The stern words of the professional warrior had been seared into his mind.  ‘It doesn’t matter why you’re facing the man before you!’  Olaf had punctuated every sentence with a movement that day long ago.  Garyth had been young and angry and was swinging the wooden practice sword like he meant to kill.  ‘What matters is that you are completely here in the moment!’  He remembered how the old cavalryman had disarmed him and his reward for his anger had been a sharp crack on the elbow the left his weapon on the cobbles.  ‘You must learn to be fully aware in combat, or you’ll never survive!’ 
 
    Those words of wisdom echoed in the lord’s head, as he pushed even the memory of that day from his thoughts.  As the distance between he and Lokkmar diminished, his warrior training asserted itself and he saw only his enemy.  The general’s spear was held at the perfect angle as he trudged forward, slightly downward, just resting on the rim of his shield.  His stance too, was perfection, giving almost no target and maximizing the defensive posture behind the shield.  Lokkmar’s head was down, eyes piercing in his helm as he, too, only had eyes for his foe.   
 
    The general could see that the bastard son of the Iron King was still favoring his left side, as rumor had said.  Lokkmar had schooled himself to know that the rumor might be a ploy, but here before him was the proof.  He knew that such movements might be an affectation, but he began to see the truth behind the rumor; the bastard lord’s shield wasn’t the firm bulwark that it should have been.  Even if it were a ploy, Lokkmar doubted that in the closing moments, a warrior such as Garyth would have been able to keep it up.  Still, the general saw the precision of the bastard’s sword arm, and for all his derision for the other man, Garyth’s skill with a blade was famed.   
 
    At ten paces, both men broke into a jog almost simultaneously, their mail jingling.  At five paces, Lokkmar’s spear arm was raised higher, as Garyth’s sword went into a high guard.  At three paces, the warriors drew themselves in tightly behind their shields.  As they closed on each other, the crowd hushed, watching their every move.   
 
    Lokkmar struck first, his spear lashing forward to take advantage of its longer reach.  He hadn’t really expected it to strike home but instead unbalance the other warrior as it struck his shield or forced Garyth to slow his steps.  Instead, the lord showed the footwork that made him such a superb swordsman, and pivoted to his left, causing the strike to miss completely.  The general followed suit then, turning to keep his shield between him and his enemy.   
 
    Garyth didn’t wait for another spear strike, but instead jabbed toward the general’s head, thinking to make him recoil and give ground.  Lokkmar was no novice and instead of retreating or raising his shield as the lord had hoped, ducked his head just under the rim of his shield and the sword was deflected.   
 
    The warriors circled each other, each filled with growing respect for the other man.  Lokkmar had, of course, heard tales of the bastard’s prowess, but seeing the fluidity with which the man moved, even in armor, was astonishing.  For his part, Garyth had always heard that Lokkmar made no mistakes in combat, and always punished his foes for theirs.   
 
    Unable to help himself, the dynamic lord pressed to keep the offensive and drove forward, swiping his sword low.  He’d expected Lokkmar to either take a step back or hastily drop his shield.  Instead, the crafty general, slammed his rectangular shield down, seeking to either trap his opponents weapon or knock it from his hand.  The move left Garyth slightly off-balance and Lokkmar’s spear thrust forward, quick as a hawk toward the other warrior’s head.  Garyth brought his shield up, but it was an awkward movement that left him in a half-crouch.  The general capitalized on the awkward stance, rushing forward, his shield slamming into Garyth’s and knocking him backward.   
 
    Stumbling, Garyth quickly recovered, planting his right foot and rising slightly.  His weakened left side ached, reminding him that he wasn’t fully recovered from his injury there.  Furious, he dropped his shield, the move taking Lokkmar by surprise.  Without pause, Garyth swiped from right to left with his sword, and the instant that his foe raised his shield, he struck a vicious backhanded blow with a twirl of his wrist.  The strike was never meant to hit Lokkmar himself, but instead sheared completely through the general’s spear just below the weapon’s broad blade.  There was an audible sigh from the crowd as the move left the general without a viable weapon in hand. 
 
    Now holding a blunt staff, Lokkmar was the one who gave ground, turtling behind his shield.  The bastard lord leapt forward, his sword seeming to come from every angle, his speed and precision beyond what even the seasoned veteran general had ever faced in single combat.  Showing his own skill and tactical acumen, however, Lokkmar threw down his broken spear and, after blocking another strike from the dancing sword of his enemy, drove forward with both arms behind his shield.   
 
    Although he saw the move coming, Garyth was too committed offensively to do more than raised his own shield.  It wasn’t enough and as the general slammed into him, he was knocked backward once again, this time nearly losing his feet. Swiping the air in front of him, the lord realized that Lokkmar hadn’t pressed the attack but used the momentum to put space between them and draw his own sword.   
 
    “You’re nothing but a common cur!”  Lokkmar spat the insult as he drew his longsword from its sheath.   
 
    Taking the moment to catch his breath, Garyth tried not to let the pain from his side show.  “And you’re nothing but a pompous fool!”  He grated back.  
 
    “The king can’t save you now!”  The general said snidely, bringing his sword to bear.   
 
    Garyth threw his head back and laughed.  “I don’t want to be saved, you preening idiot!”  His voice was feral as a beast’s.  “I want your lifeblood in my teeth and your heart in my hands!  I’ll die before letting you leave this square alive!”   
 
    Before that savage proclamation, Lokkmar was taken aback.  He was a warrior but there was something so brutal, so animalistic in the bastard’s words and manner that he knew he was looking at what their ancient ancestors must have been like.  Garyth was, in his way a more primal being than Lokkmar, though the lord was a skilled warrior as well.   
 
    His actions suiting his words, Garyth flowed forward, his blade striking high and low in a rhythm like that of a drum.  The general countered and parried and struck back as well but he was slowly driven back before a dazzling display of swordsmanship.  Garyth’s sword moved so quickly that it seemed like eldritch lightning summoned by sorcery and it was clear that Lokkmar was not his equal with a sword.   
 
    However, the general was a tactician and rather than seeking to match the bastard blade to blade, timed his movements.  Waiting for the opportune moment, Lokkmar again used his shield, this time seeking to use a block to force the lord’s sword out wide.  Though Garyth saw the move for what it was and quickly recovered, the general swung his shield back to his right to clout the other warrior solidly in the head.   
 
    Now the crowd gave another sigh as the lord stumbled, his helm flying off his head.  Now the general brought his own sword to bear.  Garyth was clearly dazed as Lokkmar slashed and stabbed with his longsword, forcing him to back up.  Though the general lacked the artistry of his enemy with a sword, his movements were quick and precise and each one designed to use as little effort as possible while seeking an opening.   
 
    Bringing his round shield up to block a strike, Garyth circled left seeking to keep his defenses up and clear his head.  However, Lokkmar would give him no chance to rally and lunged in again to shield bash his hated foe.  By now, however, the lord had learned the move and it was plain as the blue sky to him that afternoon.  Leaping in at an angle to gain the initiative, Garyth was inside the general’s defenses.  Too close to bring his sword to bear, he ducked low and slammed the rim of his shield down on the general’s foot.   
 
    With a howl of pain, Lokkmar fell back, hacking down with his sword but Garyth’s sword was there and blocked the blade with a clang.  There was nothing for the enraged officer to do but give more ground and try to bring his shield up again.   
 
    Garyth was having none of it and leapt up from the partial crouch he’d been in.  He maneuvered his sword first out and then in to tie up Lokkmar’s sword and brought a knee up into Lokkmar’s midsection.  The maneuver hadn’t caused any real damage, but it drove the air from the general’s lungs and he fell backward, flailing wildly.   
 
    Again, displaying his own skill as a seasoned fighter, Lokkmar twisted himself quickly into a stance and riposted, his sword seeking Garyth’s exposed head.  The lord was too close for the maneuver to work properly but it made him hesitate, and so he couldn’t capitalize on his momentum.   
 
    Both warriors were breathing heavily as they again circled each other.  The baking sun in the blue sky had banished all but a few clouds as it bathed the scene in brutal clarity.  Each man had a heightened sense of awareness.  Lokkmar limped slightly now, his foot aching where the iron rim of the bastard’s shield had crunched into his foot.  Garyth’s head was bleeding a bit from the general’s own shield strike.  More critical was the fact that his shield dipped lower and lower now, the wound in his side ever weakening him.   
 
    Like an adder, Garyth struck again, his sword thrust nearly impaling the general.  The other warrior’s shield work was impeccable, and the bulwark was there once again.  Still, for all that, Lokkmar’s eyes had widened at the sheer precision and speed of the warrior’s sword.  Making a split-second decision, the general again turtled behind his shield and pushed forward into the bastard lord’s shield.  Dropping his longsword, Lokkmar twisted to block an incoming strike from Garyth’s blade and then, grabbed the rim of his enemy’s shield.  Wrenching savagely out and down, the general tore the shield from Garyth’s grasp.  As the bastard gasped in pain, Lokkmar kicked his foe in his injured side.   
 
    The crowd’s gasp matched that of the injured lord, who fell backward.  Lokkmar didn’t pursue immediately, first gathering up the sword he’d dropped.  As Garyth straightened, the general charged in furiously.  Now it was Lokkmar’s sword that seemed to be everywhere.  He didn’t give the lord a chance to catch his breath, striking from all angles, his sword hacking and slashing, as he drove ever forward with his shield.   
 
    Impossibly, Garyth did not fall to the onslaught.  His footwork and swordsmanship were a thing of beauty as he blocked and dodged, all while fighting to catch his breath.  The lord even managed to go on the defensive for a moment, nearly stabbing the general in his shoulder before the man’s shield came up again to block.   
 
    As Lokkmar came ever closer, he swung wide, and when his enemy’s sword came into strike, he revealed his ruse.  The general brought his shield in quickly to slam into Garyth’s sword arm.  The lord’s gauntlets protected him, but his weapon fell from nerveless fingers.  Now Lokkmar’s sword came in again from left to right, seeking to shear into the lord’s unprotected head.   
 
    Pivoting, Garyth brought his right arm up, his metal bracer blocking the strike.  He then grabbed the general’s sword arm and displaying the strength of his lineage, jerked back hard, unbalancing Lokkmar.   
 
    The general quickly brought his shield around but realized that the whole move had been designed to put space between them.  He came back into a guard stance as Garyth drew the hand and a half sword from the sheath on his back.   
 
    “It’s fitting that you’ll die with a bastard sword in hand!”  Lokkmar said mockingly.   
 
    His teeth bared in a wordless snarl, Garyth lunged forward.  Two things quickly became evident to the onlookers.  The first was that if Garyth was incredibly good with a longsword, he was astounding with his chosen weapon in hand.  The longer weapon spun and arced in graceful loops and for all the general’s own superb skill, it was clear he was now completely on the defensive.  The second thing that was evident was that both men were growing tired.   
 
    The sun was beginning to march down further in the sky as the two men clashed in the square.  Now the sighs of the crowd had turned to shouts and jeers.  On both sides, the spectators had surged to the walls, fists raised and insults streaming from their lips.  The guards in the square looked nervously around.  It seemed that the two camps might well come to blows.  Eyes turning to the king saw his gnarled hands clasped on his grounded axe, the point digging into the earth between the flagstones.  His face bore a grim look and his brow was that of a thundercloud.   
 
    Lokkmar desperately parried a side cut with his shield and then struck forward with his sword, seeking to gut his foe.  Garyth stepped in and slightly to the side, letting the strike skitter off his chainmail.  Savagely, he snapped the pommel of his sword in to crush the general’s face.  Spitting blood and teeth, Lokkmar stumbled back, trying to bring his shield up once again.  This time, it was Garyth who’d had enough of his opponent’s shield.  Contemptuously, he grabbed the top of the general’s shield and wrenched it down and away from him.   
 
    The move cost time, however and the general let the bulwark go, instead stabbing out with his sword.  True to form, Lokkmar had capitalized on his enemy’s weakness, this time being Garyth’s preoccupation with the officer’s shield.  At the last second, the bastard realized his peril and tried to twist away but the general’s sword drove into his leg just above the knee.   
 
    Now it was Garyth who stumbled back with a cry of agony and rage.  Lokkmar’s camp roared with exultation even as those for Garyth let out a cry of despair to match his own.  The guards tightened their grip on their weapons and in places began pushing against the crowd where they were starting to climb over the low walls.   
 
    “Let’s see you dance about now!”  The general said in a hate-filled voice, rushing forward and striking down with his sword.  Garyth’s blade came up and he stopped the blow, but his leg gave out and he fell to the ground heavily.  “No quarter, bastard!”  Lokkmar reveled as his foot lashed out to kick the weapon from Garyth’s hand.   
 
    Surging forward, the crowd was like an angry behemoth.  Shouts and curses flew between the two sides and in some cases, weapons were drawn.  The guards brandished swords and spears, seeking to keep the tide of humanity at bay.  The king still stood like a monumental statue, his eyes upon his fallen son.   
 
    Lokkmar brought his sword down but Garyth lunged upward on his uninjured leg.  In a show of strength, the brawny warrior stopped the descent of the sword and the two men grappled for the sword.  As they fought for possession of the weapon, Lokkmar kneed Garyth in the side.  Feeling his opponent weaken, the general pressed the blade down toward his foe’s neck.   
 
    Twisting his head to one side, Garyth let the blade come down on his shoulder.  Ignoring the pain as it chopped into the mail links, he drove his elbow into the general’s nose with a crunch.  Pushing up on his good leg, the lord let go his grip on Lokkmar’s sword and drove a fist into the general’s midsection.  The mail blunted the force of the blow, but the nobleman doubled over, his own sword clattering to the ground.  Weakly, Lokkmar grabbed Garyth’s powerful arms but the lord was the stronger and he forced the general to his back.   
 
    “I…I yield!”  Lokkmar half screamed, looking up at the blood-mad bastard’s face.  “I yield!”   
 
    Pushing forward, Lokkmar’s supporters howled.  ‘Enough!’  Shouted his aged father.  ‘He has yielded!’ roared his brother.  Cries of ‘Stop!’ and ‘Let be!’ mingled with others bellowing ‘Leave him!’ 
 
    Yet vengeful Lord Garyth would not relent.  For his lost brother, for the senseless deaths of so many good men and dwarves in battle, for the prideful arrogance and sheer stupidity of the bested man before him, he would not stop.  “NO QUARTER!!!”  He roared and clouting the wounded lord in the side of the head, quickly drew his dagger in his left hand.  As Garyth buried the blade in Lokkmar’s throat, there was an arterial spray that painted his face red.  True to his earlier words, Garyth had the general’s very lifeblood in his teeth as he crouched over the dying man like a beast.   
 
    It was too much for the family and friends of the general, and they surged over the wall, howling and screaming in grief and vengeance.  Moments later, the supporters of Lord Garyth followed suit.  The guards tried to no avail to stem the tide, but it was impossible, and the men of the Iron Kingdom began to shed one another’s blood in earnest.   
 
    Aiden couldn’t believe what he was seeing and stood paralyzed.  Part of him wanted to rush to his brother’s aid but another part was stunned by Garyth’s savagery.  He saw Kollur wade into the fray, Belthe at his side, while Rothan and Tavia fought to get to Garyth.  Leith and Bolaan leapt to get the princesses from the fray while the Royal Guard closed in to help them get to safety.  The prince’s eyes sought his father and when he found them, saw the king heft Winter’s Heart and begin to stride purposefully into the square.   
 
    “Father!”  The prince shouted but his cries were lost in the din.  He knew in his heart that there would be a terrible price to pay should the king shed the blood of his own subjects.   
 
    Lokkmar’s eyes glanced wildly about as he died and Garyth shook him hard.  “Look at me!”  he said brutally.  “I told you I would kill you for Valun!”  His wrathful face was the last thing that the general ever saw and as Garyth let go of his enemy, Lokkmar fell to the ground, a broken, lifeless thing.   
 
    “BASTARD!!!”  Lokkmar’s brother screamed as he ran forward, spear in hand.  Garyth was kneeling and weakened from heavy blood loss, but he still managed to try to move out of the way.  The spear slammed into his midsection, in almost the exact same place that the Morgall had wounded him.  The wound broke open as the spear pierced the links of his mail.   
 
    Falling on his back, Garyth saw Lokkmar’s brother raise his spear high, it’s point glittering in the sun.  He thought, ‘Now I die.’  There was regret for leaving his family but none for killing the general.  The world seemed to be growing unreal and the veteran warrior knew that he was experiencing the shock and blood loss as his vision became blurry and surreal.  He could see with stark clarity the grief and rage on Lokkmar’s brother’s face, however, though all else seemed a blur.  The man’s teeth were clenched as the spear descended, and Garyth closed his eyes.  
 
    Like a bolt of lightning, the Iron King arrived.  Winter’s Heart clove into the armored chest of the general’s kinsman like paper and the man fell, dead as a stone.  Laying all about him, the terrible monarch slew anyone who came close to his son and the carnage he wrought was terrible to behold.  None could stand before his fury and all fell back before him.   
 
    Turning to his guard, the king spoke, his voice like the cracking of a glacier.  “Take my son from this place.”  The guards formed a ring about the injured lord.   
 
    “Your bastard murdered my son!”  Lokkmar’s father said, brandishing his sword.  “And you murdered my other son!” 
 
    The Iron King didn’t answer with words but with the steel in his hand.  Winter’s Heart split the nobleman’s skull like a falling star mid screech.  The king was not done on this red day, however.  Like a titan, he strode into the ranks of Lokkmar’s supporters and where he walked, men died.   
 
    Aiden couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  That day, the Iron King slaughtered his own subjects before the eyes of men and gods.  Anyone who failed to stand in support of him was killed or forced to flee.  In his heart, Aiden knew that the people would never trust their king again.  He knew that they would likely never trust the royal family again.  It was a travesty, and while many would argue that the king was defending his blood, confidence in the crown would never be the same.   
 
    The screams and shouts began to fade in Garyth’s ears as darkness descended.  The faint sounds of steel on steel, battle cries and the wails of pain dimmed.  Everything seemed further and further from him now.  Perhaps, he was indeed, dying.  If so, he had the fleeting thought, as the darkness took him completely, it had been worth it.  Valun had been avenged. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    Stars shone in the endless void of the Door of Forbiddance.  The still air of the massive hall was broken only by the floating stones that made up the edges of the portal.  Suddenly, there was a pulse from the door that made the dust blow back from the great dais.  The stars in the portal seemed to shimmer and flow as the image there changed.  Suddenly, the world of Uthokaas surged into view.  Though there was no one to see it, the vision grew closer and closer upon the great orb as a vision of a world of fire and rock, great green seas and narrow bands of green and yellow.  Had anyone been there to see the great sight, they would have seen distant winged forms flying toward a great ring of circling stone, similar to the Door of Forbiddance that hung in the dark sky.   
 
    There was a great blast of air as the black form of the mighty dragon flew through the portal.  Stretching his mighty wings, the Hidden One landed.  “I have returned!”  His exultant roar blasting through the stillness of the cavernous halls.  Nimble forms leapt from the dragons back, moving to take positions around him, their armor black to match his dark scales, and their elven eyes surveying the world they’d left long ago.  Noting with satisfaction the precision with which his minions moved through the hall, The Hidden One breathed deep, his silver eyes flashing.  “We have returned!” 
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