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Chapter 1
 

Wynne watched the hawks soaring over the fields and realized there were words in their haunting cries. The words were strange but she felt an understanding in her heart. They were warning her but of what? As she watched them she felt lifted from her saddle into the air among them. They seemed to swoop and soar around her with cries of joy. She did not understand it but she welcomed it. The birds rose over the king's company and she could see the forest road the king would take to Stormridge. She looked south and the distance revealed the spires of Nantitet. Higher, she wanted to fly higher. The cries of the hawks grew more urgent and she shook herself, her eyes tightly closed. The sounds of the hawks became faint and she opened her eyes to see Prince Estes looking at her. She ignored him and continued on the road. 

At the edge of the fields rose an old forest. Wynne stared into the interior and the forest laid claim to her and pulled hard at her tether. 

"Wynne? Are you okay?" asked Prince Estes.

"Yes, I'm fine. I hadn't realized how closed in I was at Nantitet. The stone and brick dulled my senses. This trip is more stimulating than I expected." 

The clop, clop of the horses heralded their exit from the ancient forest road and soon the sounds of rushing waters rose around them. The company slowed as they reached the river crossing south of the castle of Stormridge. The horses crossed the flowing current above the rocks without difficulty but their riders were soaked to the thigh. The forest grew close around the rivers creating a two edged defense. Large forces had difficulty moving through the trees but the castle needed vigilance to detect foes in the dense wood. The castle rose up on a hill allowing a view of the Herban River beyond the trees to the south. The Powtan River to the north also was visible although not as clearly. Sentries always watched the rivers. Any force traveling the nearby lands exposed themselves to the lookouts at Stormridge. It was a small castle but strategic and important enough for King Yeates of Calendia to visit his vassal Lord Rilar. Yeates made regular visits to his major vassals but did not announce the trips in advance and kept a company of thirty men ready to march swiftly. The king believed this surprise action allowed him to visit safely without premeditated attack upon his destination or his capital, Nantitet. Thus far it worked.

The breeze had been lurking and now greeted them almost solid with sensation. Wynne's nose crinkled and her mouth pulled to the left when they cleared the hills south of Stormridge. She inadvertently opened her mouth and it was fouled immediately. The food they had eaten an hour earlier, stringy rabbits of some sort, had tasted foul and now threatened to rise up. Wynne turned her head to grab a cleaner breath of air nearly gasping. Most of her companions paid no notice to the stink but she saw the tension in Prince Estes' jaw. The tall trees did little to pull the smell from the air.

"I guess they haven't buried their waste recently," said Estes. 

Wynne did not even respond to that.

The journey from Nantitet had been pleasant for the most part; the weather cool but sunny and the air was filled with freshness, flowers and trees. It washed over Wynne and she almost forgot why they were going to Stormridge. She put it out of her mind and enjoyed the experience. The sky began to cloud as they neared Stormridge which sat below the Black Mountains. She appreciated the dynamic changes in the sky. And then the smell of the town greeted them. 

Now reality fouled her mood.

King Yeates rode at the head of thirty riders and led them through the forest road. They had ridden through threatening weather to this northern town and Wynne was ready to take a hot bath but doubted, from the quality of air that it was a common practice in the area. Even in Nantitet, the capital city of Calendia and the most important city on Anavar a bath was rare and to bathe regularly was sure to start whispers. Not that Wynne cared about the whispers. She was a sorcerer and whispers followed her like the tap of her boot heels. 

"Anything amiss?" asked Yeates.

"Just the air." Some impulse kept her from mentioning the hawks' warning, whether from spite or a larger scheme she couldn't say. 

"Ha, you haven't been here before. Rilar is a methodical man and does not change his plans often. The garbage sits until he is ready to have it removed."

"Yes, he was methodical with his name calling."

"Wynne, do not dwell on that here. We are exposed and you must protect the book. It is key for Nantitet to remain strong. We do not know who may attempt to steal it. Do not let yourself get distracted." 

"So I have to endure the leers and snickering? The rumors that I am sharing your bed?"

"Well, it is flattering to me," said Yeates. He grinned but Wynne did not smile. 

"You know what I mean," she said in a flat tone. "It undermines my ability to be an advisor and to gather information. Rilar is isolating me, negating any benefit I offer you. Is this result intentional?" 

"I will discuss it with him once I see what support he offers to me." 

"Yes, why did you bring only thirty soldiers?" 

"They are enough to keep bandits away and not enough to threaten Rilar."

"Do you really need him that much? Can't you just order him to obey?" 

"Wynne you told me yourself to strengthen ties with my vassals. Ordering them does not create the trust I may need from them in the future. Not that I believe Treteste is the threat you say he is, but I do listen to you." 

"It was Tagera who said he was a threat. I am following up on his warnings." 

"Do not speak of him to me again. I am done with Tagera and if he shows his face in Nantitet I will throw him in irons. Am I understood?" 

"Yes, your highness." 

She fell back and let Yeates ride alone. Stormridge stood on the low hill before them with its gates closed. 

"We are here, Wynne," said Estes. "You are finally outside the walls of Nantitet and under the shadows of the forest again." He grinned at her. She tried to ignore him. Estes, the only son of Yeates, looked down at the small woman. He was taller than his father and handsome, but oblivious of other people's concerns much like his father. He looked at her down his hawk-like nose set off by blond hair and piercing blue eyes. His white teeth gleamed at her and she raised her hand mockingly to ward off the glare. 

"Isn't that what you wanted?" He asked.

She did not answer.

"I don't understand you."

She smiled at that. Wynne's auburn hair moved gently in the breeze and she was aware of its touch on her neck. The trees. The trees. She did not know why the forests called to her, but she felt their touch, heard their voices each time she stepped outside or passed an open window. More than once she missed the words of the king because windows in the great hall let in the forest air. "Yes, I wanted to leave the city, but it doesn't need to be shouted to all within hearing. I don't want everyone knowing what I think." 

"I apologize, Lady Wynne," said Estes, smirking. "We shall be discreet and no one will notice the sorceress of Nantitet."

"Would you prefer to be a toad? It won't be that much of a stretch," smiled Wynne. "And I would do if for no fee, sincerely." 

Estes backed away. "You are too generous, Wynne. I do not need such favor." 

"It is all you will get from me."

He frowned. "I will invoke your statement about shouting to every ear. I must gain the respect of my men and you help not." He glanced around at the soldiers. They did not meet his eyes, masking their faces with discretion.

"Well met, then," said Wynne. "Perhaps we shall gain respect from each other."

"It is possible," said the young prince. 

Stormridge wasn't a large town; its buildings snuggled around the southern walls of the castle with an outer wood wall around the town. The gates looked far stronger than the rest of the town wall and the gates were closed. 

"Must have recognized the king," muttered Wynne.

"I didn't catch what you said," said Estes.

"Just sorcerer stuff, never you worry." 

A loud scraping reached their ears as the gate of the town opened. The heavy gate slid to one side and several rough dressed horsemen rode out. Each wore a heavy coat of furs with a long sword girdled to their waists. They rode fast, in a wedge with their leader at the point. Lord Rilar led the riders to the king. Rilar proved a strong fighter and defender of the crown. His support of Yeates earned him Stormridge in place of Merkel who had betrayed Yeates. Rilar had quarreled often with Yeates before Yeates became king and they were not close friends. It was the crown that held Rilar's pledge, not Yeates himself. The riders dismounted and knelt before King Yeates. 

"Welcome to Stormridge, sire," said Rilar.

"Rise, Rilar, and thank you for your welcome." 

"Welcome, Prince Estes. It has been several months. You are growing tall and strong." 

"Thank you, Lord Rilar. It is always a pleasure to see you again." Rilar raised an eyebrow while Yeates nodded.

"This is Wynne," said Yeates, smiling. Rilar glanced at Yeates, and then nodded his head to the young woman. Rilar hesitated before speaking.

"It is an honor, Sorceress Wynne. I have heard much about you. You are welcome." 

"Am I really?" mused Wynne. "One wonders about the words spoken by the Lord of Stormridge that pass through Nantitet, whispered and viperous." 

"Only rumors," said Yeates. "Rilar has his enemies who seek to discredit him. I did not know you took those rumors to heart Wynne or else I would have counseled you earlier."

Wynne's expression did not change although she nodded. Rilar backed away. He opposed Yeates' decision to employ the sorceress. His opposition had been vocal and lengthy. Word of it passed through Calendia even to the Wierland border. None of his words about Wynne flattered her. Estes moved to her and reached over to grasp her hand. He shook his head. Her eyes bored into his. She turned to the king. 

"We will speak of this later," snapped Yeates. 

"Later? Do you fear me, King Yeates?" whispered Wynne so Rilar would not hear. "Do not let your vassal see you weak. However, I will not extend friendship to that man." 

"Very well. You shall spend your time out of sight while we are here. Do not look for Rilar and trouble no one."

"As you wish," said Wynne, demurely. She resisted a smile and a glance at Rilar. "We shall continue this discussion another time, Lord Rilar." 

"Please Wynne," said Estes. "This is not the time. We are in the open and in risk. Confront Rilar in his study if you must." He glared at Rilar to show he supported Wynne. "But out here risks the crown."

She nodded. Yeates watched her.

"Well, Rilar. Lead us to your castle," said Yeates. 

"Yes, sire." 

The group rode on, leaving Estes and Wynne to follow, guarded by two soldiers. 

"You will never succeed at politics, Wynne," said Estes. "Your heart is not closely guarded." 

"How do you mean?" she snapped. "No one knows my heart."

"Your thoughts, then. Something of you comes out in the way you move." 

"I notice your interest in the way I move."

Estes blushed slightly as they rode under the gate. People lined the courtyard to see the king. They cheered and waved as the king passed. They cheered for the prince. Then they saw the sorceress and silence blanketed the courtyard. Wynne stared back at the faces focused on her. The crowd dispersed to return to their chores.

"I have no interest in politics Prince Estes," said Wynne. "I work for King Yeates, I am not a follower nor do I consider myself a Calendian." 

"If we were at war our enemies would see you the same as my father or myself and try to kill you." 

"Then I am glad we are not at war. There are other powers in the world that care little for the wars of Men." 

"Is that a veiled reference to the book?" 

She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward her.

"Do not speak of it," she said quietly. "No one is to know of it. I didn't know you knew of it." 

"I understand. My father wants its power. I cannot claim to understand what it can do but I know you are to protect it if not use the spells for my father's benefit. I picked up that much; I am not stupid no matter what you think."

"I stand corrected. But do not be unwary and trust no one else on this subject. Do not speak of it again. I share King Yeates' concern that if its presence is revealed there are many who will risk much to obtain it." 

"Do you have it with you?"

"I cannot tell you if I do or not. I will speak no more on the subject." 

"Very well. Be wary. Rilar's men will be watching you; they are aware of his comments about you. Try not to walk about alone. You are in danger here."

"Why, Prince Estes, I shall heed your thoughtful words. You surprise me at times. There might be hope for you yet."

"I am never without hope," said Estes.

The horses were penned in a corral in the center of the courtyard. After seeing that her mount was well tended, Wynne asked for directions to the highest point in the castle-the tower. She left the company without a word. 

After the soldiers rested, the king put them under Rilar's command. The Lord of Stormridge deployed them about the castle. There were two towers at Stormridge; the taller one was Rilar's residence and the shorter one for the watch. Wynne headed directly for the smaller tower to gain a view of the countryside.

Wynne stood at the window its shudders thrown back and the cooling air of the evening crept over the sill. Her eyes sought out the forest its green fingers reaching toward her. She was in a stone tower but it was better than the large city of Nantitet where she could only see the shapes of trees beyond the city walls. She felt she could reach and touch the trees nearest Stormridge's walls. The wind pushed the odor of Stormridge south and the tower was above the gutters. Here, she smelled the freshness of the trees and it lightened her spirit. 

She watched a rider approach from the north. The horse was a slender gray beauty seemingly gliding over the ground. The gates opened and Lord Rilar met the rider. The slender figure dismounted and spoke to Rilar. Wynne was too far away to hear the words, but the body language revealed Rilar's anger. King Yeates joined them and raised his voice. The rider shook his head and pushed his way past them. Wynne grinned; she knew him now.

She dashed down the stairs from the tower to the main hall. The rider looked up at her and smiled. The fine pale features framed by the long dark hair were as she remembered. The tips of his pointed ears peeked out through his hair. He wore a silver band on his brow and his green eyes flashed with joy at seeing her. 

"Navir!"

"Greetings, Wynne. It has been several years. You are looking quite well." 

"Thank you, Navir." She hugged him and he stiffly returned the affection.

"You were rude to my father," snapped Estes coming up behind them. Navir turned as if he had expected Estes' presence.

"Why do you speak with a hard tone Prince of Nantitet?" asked Navir. "Do you threaten me?"

Estes had his hand on his sword. Navir opened and closed his hands. Wynne stepped between them. 

"Estes, please." Wynne looked deeply into his eyes. "Do not let your anger control you. Daerlan are different than us. Navir's concerns are not ours and his people have lived on Anavar longer than ours. We cannot put our values on him." 

"It doesn't mean I have to like it."

"No, indeed," said Navir. "Keep your beliefs and prejudices. They make you who you are." 

"What do you mean?" Estes stepped forward with his hand on his sword hilt. 

Wynne stepped between them. "How did you know to come to Stormridge?" she asked Navir.

"The wind changed."

"What?" said Estes. "The wind changed and you came here. I cannot believe that. The wind changes all the time." 

"And to you it means nothing." Navir shook his head. "I expected no less. You are human and ill-suited to understand the world around you. Nature is a living thing and each part of it communicates with whoever can listen. The woods in the south sent word of danger pouring northward and I heard its voice, believing that I am needed here." 

"I am glad you are here," said Wynne. "I feel the changes in the air, but cannot read them. I fear danger is coming but in what form I do not know. You are needed here. Despite what Lord Rilar thinks. I care little for him myself." 

"I know. I heard his lies. He did not want me to speak to you." 

"He is one of my father's truest vassals." Estes glared at Navir. 

"Rilar does not trust your father nor like him and your father feels the same way towards Rilar," said Wynne. "They need each other and so they coexist. Who is it that knows little about politics?" 

"Prince Estes. Your presence is not needed nor wanted here." Navir moved toward the prince who backed away and then walked away, muttering. 

"That may cause him to harden against you," said Wynne. 

"I hardly care. He is much like his father and listens to few. The glory times for Nantitet are long in the past. Yeates even banished the one man in Nantitet I trust." 

"Do you mean Tagera? He spoke wisely I thought but I had little direct dealing with him." 

"Yes. I have known him for years and learned to trust his judgment. He is the rare man whose eyes see clearly."

"Tagera's crime was speaking against Baron Treteste," said Wynne. "He told Yeates of the deceitful nature of Treteste but Yeates would not hear it. He needed the Baron's support too much to retain his crown and dared nothing that would jeopardize his tenuous hold on his crown." 

"I hope Yeates does not live to regret that choice."

"Treteste is a difficult man, but he always proved loyal." 

"Loyal as far as your experience tells you. Treteste is a long thinker and is not impatient. One thing about being a Daerlan; our plans move slowly as time. Careful work but thorough work and always successful. I can recognize patterns of planning and this Baron is no fool." 

"You think Treteste has planned long against King Yeates?" 

"That is what Tagera confirmed to me and I believe him. Tagera has long been a man of integrity and his heart is true. Yeates is not a bad man, just overmatched for his position. He should never have taken the throne."

"But he does have de Arayr blood."

"A trickle of blood and gains no strength from it. Royal blood does not guarantee a wise ruler. My people know that all too well. There are Arayr descendants with better claims to the throne." 

"But no one came forward."

"True. I cannot guess the reasons that Men do things or even Zidar for that matter and it is the Zidar blood of the de Arayr heirs that carries the most weight." 

"Can you tell if a person is Zidar or human?"

"Sometimes, but the Zidar must be full blood somewhere in their bloodline. Almost all the pureblood Zidar have died out or interbred with Men. The Zidar were a small isolated tribe of Men to begin with - they were the priests of Cothos."

"Did you know Mauran de Arayr?"

"What a question Wynne. How old do you think I am?"

"You have told me Daerlan live hundreds or thousands of years. But I wasn't asking you if you knew Mauran in the distant past. There are stories that he still walks Landermass to this day." 

"I cannot answer your question. There are many things you cannot know."

"Cannot? Why not?" 

"It is not permitted and I did not make the rules." 

"Who did?"

"I cannot say. Perhaps one day."

"That sounds mysterious and probably will prompt me to dream up things far more wild than what the truth is." 

"Perhaps. Come tell me of life in Nantitet."

"Exciting but suffocating. Travelling outside the city brought me to life again." 

"Glad to hear it."

"I hadn't realized how much I need to walk under the branches of the trees." 

"Ah, it is important I think."

"Yes it is. Also I thought the hawks flying over us were trying to talk to me."

"Hawks? What were they saying?" 

"Warning me of something. I like talking with you. You didn't question my sanity about hearing birds talk. You just accepted it." 

"Perhaps because we Daerlan talk to many animals. It does not seem outlandish." 

They talked long into the night.

Wynne awoke the next morning and found Navir in the kitchen eating warm muffins. 

"Good morning Navir. Found your favorite place in the household?" 

"Ah, yes. Fresh muffins just sing to me." 

"Something's been singing to me," said Wynne. "I have a deep foreboding today." 

"The threat is near?" 

"I believe so. I wish I could decipher it, it's frustrating." She held up her hand and it began to shake. She looked at Navir who pursed his lips.

"I do not know how to guide you with this. Come have a muffin." 

Wynne smiled and picked up one of the warm muffins and began to eat. When they were finished they left the kitchen with the plan to explore the castle. 

Shouting rose up in the corridors and they rushed outside. Soldiers ran everywhere as they moved into position on the parapet.

"What's happening?" cried Wynne. 

"We are under attack!" replied a soldier. 

"Whose colors?" asked Navir. 

"Baron Treteste."

Wynne looked at Navir. He opened his hands helplessly. Looked across the fields to the forest where dozens of shapes moved among the trees. A company of foot soldiers with ladders approached from the south. Archers launched arrows to rain down on the battlements to allow the soldiers to reach the walls. Among the mounted knights Baron Treteste sat on his horse gesturing to the men around him. Runners went to each company of soldiers delivering Treteste's orders. Rilar's archers tried to hit the runners but concentrated their arrows on the approaching soldiers. 

"Why do those men stay in the trees?" asked Wynne. "Most of the soldiers are moving forward." 

"They are engaged in some endeavor. It's hard to see past the shadows of the branches but they are assembling something. Might be siege weapons of some kind."

"Have you been in a siege before?" asked Wynne.

"Yes I have," said Navir. "Do not worry we will escape. We will leave Yeates and Treteste to their own devices." 

"Treteste will win. Yeates doesn't stand a chance without my help." 

"Wynne, are you prepared to take lives? You will have to kill soldiers to defeat Treteste." 

"No, I don't want that."

"Let's see how well Rilar defends his home. Treteste is slippery, I expect he has spies and knows all of Rilar's escape routes. We must be watchful and choose our time well. In the meanwhile I will setup a hospital in the main hall. I expect to be busy in short order." 







Chapter 2
 

The edge of the arrow creased his shoulder, pulling the skin until it could no longer withstand the tension and ripped diagonally into his deltoid, spilling blood on his clean white tunic. Estes stood in shock for a moment, until the sharp pain began to well up, and he dropped his sword.

"Estes!" cried his father, King Yeates. "Get back from the parapet! Are you all right?" The king ran to him, sword in hand. The prince held up his hand. Estes straightened up to greet his father. The clatter of swords rose around them. Soldiers ran to their positions along the walls. Archers aimed and fired with direction, a frantic waste of weapons, killing some attackers but ineffective against the attack. Minutes passed before the captain could gain their attention to focus on crucial areas of the invading army. Arrows rattled off armor and ladders reached for the battlements. The voice of Lord Rilar rallied his men. He commanded the king's men too and they responded to his sharp voice. 

"A flesh wound, no more," Estes spoke crisply although his face paled. A healer examined the arm. The soldier next to him died with an arrow in the eye. Estes looked at the body of Tobrar, a soldier he knew, leaning against him and disfigured by the arrow. Tobrar shuddered before he died and Estes held him as he died.

"The Prince is correct, sire," said Halar. "It will heal cleanly, but it will need the attentions of Navir to staunch the flow of blood. Prince Estes should not continue fighting until that is done lest he bleeds out." 

Estes frowned. The defenders pushed two ladders from the edge. They fell heavily upon their comrades below driving them into the hard ground. Curses rose over the broken ladders. Arrows rained on the parapets from Baron Treteste's army surrounding the castle. 

"Can you fight?" asked King Yeates. He began to feel a twinge of desperation creep into his bones. He detested sieges. He used to wake up in the darkness of night escaping the nightmare of dying in a siege. Now, it tightened around him. It proved difficult to concentrate. 

"Yes, of course. I just need to wrap it to stop the blood. I shall have Navir do it, won't be long. Save some of the Baron's men for me to kill." He grinned as he walked away. An arrow rattled on the stones next to him and he found a brisker pace off the wall.

The king shook his head and turned away, watching the preparations of the army surrounding his castle, cursing under his breath. He had ridden from his capital, Nantitet, to the small castle at Stormridge, two and a half days upriver. He had given his people perhaps two days of notice to prepare for the trip. How could an army of two hundred men be waiting for him? With the thirty soldiers that traveled with him and Rilar's soldiers, a hundred knights and soldiers defended the castle, but the odds were not in his favor.

His scouts and spies had been devoid of news and he believed he could always rely on his most trusted vassal, Baron Treteste, despite the accusations of Tagera. Tagera himself was once a trusted noble until he spoke ill of Treteste. So why was Treteste's army lurking just out of bowshot? He could see Treteste's colors under the trees. He saw the colors of Kirkes, Treteste's vassal, and the greatest knight that ever lived, unbeatable in the field. He wished Kirkes would betray the Baron but the knight was a man of honor. Kirkes' honor made him a great ally and if he broke vows then he would not be the warrior the king desired and feared. Kirkes called his men to him. He unsheathed his huge sword twirling it in the sunlight. His men unleashed a great yell, joined in by others, their ranks swelling and the noise rolling toward the castle. Yeates cursed again.

"Everything is going so evilly, suddenly. Why did I not believe Tagera?"

Yeates briefly thought about his wife, four years in the grave and their three stillborn children. Only Estes had been strong enough to survive, but he did not appear to have the gifts necessary to rule. Perhaps that is why Treteste is making a bid for the throne. He shook his head. Treteste wanted the power for himself that had to the reason behind his move. It was an awkward time for Estes. He will soon mature and make a fine king. Yeates repeated that over and over to himself and almost walked into an arrow screaming over the wall. One of his archers boldly pulled him down to the walkway. Yeates nearly demanded the man's head for touching him, but common sense took over, letting the offense pass. He had so few men to send against Treteste. 

"Surely someone should have seen the archer creep to within range of the king," said Rilar to his captain. "Make sure everyone is alert, our very lives depend on it." Lord Rilar of Stormridge was a large man, heavy of muscle; his intelligence offset by his close-set eyes and red nose. 

"Look!" said a soldier. 

Approaching on the forest road, rolling out from the area where Wynne had seen activity the previous day were wooden towers mounted on wheels. Soldiers labored behind the towers pushing them over the terrain. 

"Siege engines!" cried Yeates. "He pushes for a short siege. Look at the positive side Rilar, Treteste would not let us starve; he has not the patience."

"He will find a bloody battle coming." Rilar hurried off to prepare his defenses. 

Yeates flexed his old muscles searching for the strength to wield his sword. 

He climbed the parapet, walking behind the archers, encouraging them, and shouting curses at Treteste. He kept moving, not risking an arrow in his direction, until he had completed the circuit of the outer wall. A page came and told him they could not find his sorceress.

"Where have you looked?"

"Everywhere, Sire. I even checked with Navir and he had not seen her." 

"Have you searched the upper battlements or the tower?"

"Yes, Sire." 

"Search them again! I need her found and now! Go! Go!" Yeates watched the page run. He felt the pressure in his chest again. 

Crossing the bailey to the inner tower, he found Rilar.

"We are vastly overmatched," said Rilar. "I can see the siege towers beyond the trees, waiting to be called. Four or five. They planned for weeks. They had to-those towers would've taken days to build. My scouts have betrayed me; they could not have missed the construction of the towers. Treteste has his filthy fingers everywhere. Their front lines are three men deep and more arrive each hour. I have tried to send messengers to Nantitet, but I have seen them cut down before they could reach the forest. Treteste has prepared too well. An arrow took a pigeon a quarter hour ago. I am saving my last one." 

"Your escape route?" asked King Yeates. "Is it clear?"

"Treteste's men wait outside the tunnel exit. I do not know how he found out all he did, but he is not planning on your escape. We will have to fight to live and fight to die."

The king was silent, trembling with rage. Treteste had foreseen everything! The only option was to make the Baron pay dearly for his betrayal.

"Why did he do this?" asked the king, his knuckles white from his grip on his sword.

"I do not know," said Rilar. "But I heard rumors that he has a new counselor this past winter, a man named Mortic. I do not know where he is from, but it is said the man is foreign to Calendia. Tagera may have found more out before you banished him." 

Yeates' head jerked at that remark, but he said nothing. 

"Tagera thought Mortic a Mordyn man," said Yeates.

"That makes no sense. Mordyn is quiet and it is far away. I fear the closer threat from Wierland." 

"Wierland? There are rumblings from there. Their situation is so bad they might risk invading us to feed and clothe their people. I do not know who is in charge, now. After the old king died and his nephew disappeared, Armas and council took over the government of Wierland. Armas must be eighty by now. He is still too smart to deal with Treteste." 

"I cannot say," said Rilar. "However, most Wierlandians look like us. I believe this Mortic to be from Mordyn. He is said to have orange skin." 

"Mordyn? What would the desert people want so far from their home?" 

"The world is changing. There is little food in the desert, and perhaps it grows less. Perhaps Wierland and Mordyn have much in common."

"I see. How did Treteste pull this off? He has no interest for details or brilliant planning. I am very interested in this Mortic." 

"You think then, that Treteste is under the man's influence rather than Treteste acting on his own?" asked Rilar. 

"What else could it be? He was such a loyal vassal." 

"Personal gain," said Rilar. "Power." 

"As common as that?" murmured the king. "Tagera was right about Treteste. And I called Tagera a fool." He looked out over the bailey. "Are we supplied for a siege?" 

"Yes. However, there is only food enough for the population of Stormridge for a sustained siege. Your thirty robust knights may be a strain for our stores. With the additional men I figure about two months at the most with severe water rationing." 

"You will have to make it last. Treteste will not allow us to escape. You will be counted among his enemies I'm afraid. Supporting me may cost your life. Look, more riders join the Baron." 

"Another forty at least," said Rilar. "Lord Bayton, I think." 

The red helmets rose into view beyond the lines of Baron Treteste's army. The Baron swung his horse to meet the newcomers. Lord Bayton dismounted and kneeled before Treteste. 
 Yeates clenched his teeth, afraid of the bile that would come out. Betrayed! Betrayed! They will pay; they will all pay! I will have revenge! 

"We need a plan, Rilar. How can we hold out with limited stores?" 

"We cannot last more than two months. After a month we shall feel the effect of rationing." 

"Therefore we attack before we are weakened." 

"Attack, sire? We are undermanned." 

"Undermanned, but each man still has his strength. Determine the weakest point in his siege and attack it with every man. Some will break through to freedom."

"The rest will die."

"Better some than all!" snapped Yeates, his eyes flashing. 

"Yes, sire." Rilar did not look at his king. His eyes scanned the lines of Treteste looking for such a weak place. He sighed. Yeates walked away muttering to himself. 
 

Wynne watched the developments below her. A siege! The warnings from the hawks are now clear. Once Baron Treteste tried to buy her from King Yeates, but the king told him no before Wynne could explain in great depth that she was owned by no one. She often found it difficult to reign in her temper. 

She protested to the king to leave her in Nantitet. He would not relent. He said he felt safer when she was present. Most importantly the book needed to be protected and could not be left in Nantitet. Like a fool, she believed him. She saw a hawk fly overhead, its cry snapping her head upward. She felt a bitter tug on her heart as she watched the graceful creature soar on the air currents. She yearned to fly. She always cherished that feeling since her childhood but did not know why. 

She touched her power, keeping it close. She had never used it to take a life and vowed she never would. Yeates had asked her to consider it. She refused to become a weapon, but now her power may be the only way to stay alive. She might not have time to consider it. She needed to speak to Navir. 

Navir proved a steady friend; always ready to listen to her. She felt close to him and attracted by his alien countenance. Navir was a Daerlan. His ageless features filled with cunning at every question she asked of him. He had an unlimited capacity for listening and sympathy. She thought of him often. 

She found him in the great hall tending the wounded. She started to enter but saw a familiar figure walking toward Navir. Wynne stepped back into the shadows.
 

Estes walked into the great hall, where the other wounded waited for treatment. Navir, the Daerlan, attended to many soldiers. He turned toward the prince, grey eyes widening. 

"Prince Estes! Are you injured badly?"

"No, Navir. But I need it tightly wrapped to stop the bleeding. It goes evilly for us." 

The Daerlan nodded his head, thinking about his errand that the king had denied. The return of a book to the Daerlan, a small thing, yet King Yeates would not part with the Faerion, although it was useless to him. Navir's father had told him the book's power had many uses. Its return could help heal many wounds, not the least his own.

Navir was as tall as any man although of a slighter build. His eyes were grey, hair light brown framing a narrow face. The legend of 'merry Daerlan' could be seen at times in the twinkle in his eyes. More often his eyes held darkness, memories of elder days, or just a strangeness, the likes of which never portrayed in children's tales. Navir moved about in the world of Men much as he pleased, ignoring commands from King Yeates and especially Estes, whose ego could fill any keep by itself. 

Navir turned his attention back to the wounded: the prince would wait like the others. So many wounded; some were children. All Men were children to Navir but these were truly young, fifteen summers, perhaps. 

"You will be fine, young man," said Navir. "You need rest. The wound will heal."

"I must fight for my king!" protested the boy.

"Relax. You cannot fight now. You have completed your task in this battle. Rest so you may fight for your king again. Rest, rest." Navir's hands glowed slightly as the young man's breathing deepened. He moved on to another patient. The prince watched him closely. Estes moved around making enough noise for Navir to glare at him.

"I know you are there. These men are hurt far worse than you. I will attend you when I have seen to them."

Estes stomped to a corner and sat against the wall.

Later, Navir finished bandaging the prince. 

"I need to get back to the fighting," said Estes, impatient and angry at having to wait while Navir attended the others. "I cannot delay any longer."

"You must rest," said Navir. "Your injury will be painful." 

"I am a prince," snapped Estes. "I can endure it." 

Navir knew that for Estes to convince everyone else that he was a leader; he must convince himself too. If his father were to die, Estes would be king. He had to fight Treteste and defeat him. He had to be strong and his will must be iron. Navir watched him closely.

"Do not endanger your comrades by returning to battle too soon. They must be able to rely on you to do your part." 

"Did you not hear me? I am a prince. I do what I must. I may not be worthy in your eyes but above all else I am a skillful fighter. The defenders need my sword. And Navir: I have no comrades, only subjects." He turned sharply and left the infirmary. 

"Is it no wonder the Daerlan seldom live amongst Men?" Navir muttered to himself. "Insufferable fool." He unrolled more bandages. 

He looked up to see Wynne, the sorceress, watching him, a sad smile on her face. 

"That is our next king," said Wynne. She appeared a woman, slender as a reed, with the vitality of an outdoorsman, unusual for a sorceress. She moved silently. Even Navir's ears could not discern her movement. He felt pleasure at her presence. 

"Your next king," corrected Navir. "I plan to be far, far away by then." 

"Home?"

He sighed. "I do not know. I do not deny that I wish to go home, but the situation..."

"I know. Do not speak of it if it troubles you. May I assist you?" She removed the dressing from one soldier, cleaning the wound and wrapping it with clean bandages. She looked around; the bandages would not last the day. 

"Of course," said Navir. "This is far from my favorite activity. Thank you for helping. Won't the king miss you?" 

"Probably. I thought I would be more useful here until then." 

"He did send a page for you."

"I know. I hid from him once already." 

"Has Yeates asked you to kill?" 

"Not yet, but it's coming. If it gets desperate, he will command me to bring lightening or some such thing down on the Baron's head."

"Can you call down lightening?" asked Navir, impressed.

Wynne smiled shyly, nodding. "Once I did it in a fit of anger. I don't recall the situation; I can't even tell you what my anger was directed at. Do not tell Yeates. I have not used my magic to kill anything, ever. I do not know what it will do to me. All my life I've tried to learn and teach and heal. I have never harmed another with my power. Navir, you know much more of magic and killing than I, what will happen? Will it change me?" 
 

Navir took his time answering. He finished another wound, smiling as he noticed the ones in lesser pain following the conversation with interest. Why should that surprise him, he thought. How many people converse with a Daerlan let alone a sorceress? Both together would be a story to tell children and grandchildren for years, bringing the tale out like an old treasure. Navir knew he tended the wounds with all his skill and his patients received the best care possible. Still, he worried. It was a human trait and he couldn't shake it. He found it hard to spend much time in their company but he learned much from them. Perhaps the taint was worth the gain. He did have the opportunity to spend time with Wynne. He didn't know how to deal with Wynne. 

"I cannot say. It varies from individual to individual. If you fear using your power to kill, then I say that is good. Whether it has any long term affect, I do not know." 

"Can you get through the siege?" asked Wynne. 

"Yes, and I can take perhaps one or two people with me, I can shield no more. But as you say, don't tell the king. I will take you with me, no one else. Yeates has the gall to try to command me to his will." 

They both laughed. 

The moaning of the wounded brought them out of their mirth and they gave such comfort as they could as more wounded were brought to them.

"There cannot be too many more defenders," said Wynne. "I fear the king shall call on me soon."

"You are right," said Navir. "There are already thirty men here. I don't think the siege engines have attacked yet. It is the arrows and some foot soldiers with ladders that have caused the damage so far. Why are Men so warlike?"

"That's a peculiar question. The Daerlan have been in wars before Man walked this land."

"But with other races, not fellow Daerlan." 

"Seems to be little difference to me."

"You are a woman," Navir said, biting his tongue almost immediately. She had told him of her difficulty being the king's sorceress. Few unattached women held such positions. Attacks came from every direction; chipping away at her resolve. Especially rumors that her old mentor had taught her magic because she shared his bed. That one she could never live down. Navir had believed her when she told him that the story was untrue. However, rumor among the nobility even coupled her and the widower king. Long ago she gave up fighting them. She found her strength in friends such as Navir. Now he slaps her as well.

Wynne said nothing, but her cheeks were red.

"I am sorry. I am frustrated with my lot in life. I had no cause to speak as I did, especially to you."

Wynne nodded, saying nothing. 

Wynne wrapped a bandage around the man's leg and tucked the end under the edge of the cloth. A page stood quietly next to her. She knew why he was there: it was her summons to the king. She ignored him as long as she could until he had no other option other than to approach her, speaking directly and loud. 

"Pardon me, sorceress. The king desires your presence." 

She nodded silently, meeting Navir's eyes, rose and followed the soldier out of the infirmary. Navir hesitated, waiting to say something to her, in case they never met again. He even considered kissing her in the manner of humans, but his resolve failed him and he watched her back as it vanished from his sight. His heart ached for her mother, Aeli, dead many years, but still he saw the hawk flying in the bright blue sun; his brother's arrow piercing her; killing her on their father's command. The Wierlun is dead. Navir vowed never to return home to his father. The wound never heals. Aeli. Aeli. 
 

The siege towers rolled up to the north wall together and the weakened defenders did not have enough forces to defend the wall in all areas. For every man on the wall five attackers reached it, cutting the defenders down rapidly. Rilar rallied his men, defending the main towers, leaving but a handful to fight the length of the walls. He knew it futile, but blood still flowed in his veins and his sword still had its edge. Treteste's men overran the north walls at noon, surprisingly sparing their prisoners, herding them into the bailey. 

Wynne slowly made her way out to the courtyards, but it was already too late. The defenders laid down their swords. None of the north defenders stood unscathed; bloodied and outnumbered their captains gave their surrender. King Yeates screamed for Wynne at the top of his lungs. Kill Treteste; kill the traitors; kill them all. He swung his sword at anyone who came near; friend or foe. Treteste's men herded him toward the south gate; shields in a tight formation forcing the king to retreat. She bowed her head. Trumpets blared and Treteste rode through the north gate. The king's defenders died, fleeing or fighting. The leaders lost their weapons in the brutal onslaught. 

The defenders at the south wall did not surrender and died bravely. Rilar fought until a blade sliced his arm. He shouted in pain throwing his shield up blocking the next blow. He fought in a frenzy, pouring his remaining strength into his attack. One man fell beneath his blade; another wounded. He lunged towards a gold-black shape. A sword flashed, stinging his shield arm. Another blow buckled his legs. He stumbled backward toward the bailey, spitting at the smiling knight. Then he realized the man did not smile.

"Kirkes!" 

"I like this less than killing you, my friend," said Kirkes. Kirkes, a huge man, towered over Rilar. His gold and black armor glistened in the sun. The piercing blue eyes through the black visor jolted Rilar. No one could defeat Kirkes in battle. Running from Sir Kirkes displayed no dishonor. Rilar looked for escape. 

"Is he that insane?"

"The Baron lost his grip," said Kirkes. "My road is a difficult one." 

"Why do you stay in his service? Break your vow. The Baron has no honor left." A shadow passed over Kirkes' face. "Sorry, Kirkes. I forgot. May Cothos forgive you." 

"Thank you, old friend," said the knight. He hit Rilar with the flat edge of his sword, knocking him off his feet. Rilar was disarmed and pulled to his feet.

Baron Treteste strolled through the open gates like a man on a holiday. Smiling, he watched his soldiers batter the prisoners. He wanted them submissive. The women and children still hid in the inner castle. They would come out after the fighting ended. Treteste gestured grandly to which defenders to execute, and stopped in front of Lord Rilar. The Baron, a short muscular man with a long iron grey mustache hanging below his chin, that barely concealed the long jagged scar under his chin, smiled at his captive. 

"Well, Rilar. It looks like you backed the wrong side. I cannot have traitors in my kingdom." His voice growled low and rough, partially due to his old wound, earned in the king's service. 

"I am no traitor! I backed the king. King Yeates is the rightful ruler of Calendia. I know where my loyalty lies. I gave my oath and I kept it." 

"It will be your death," replied Treteste, nodding to someone behind Rilar.

"Oath breaker! Oathbr..." His head rolled at the feet of the Baron who smiled. He gestured to a soldier who wiped the blood off the Baron's boots. 

"Very good, Sir Crestan." The knight wiped his blade on the dead man's trousers. 

"Bring Yeates to me," smiled Treteste. "I have much to tell him."

Kirkes stood to one side as Yeates came forward. 

"Ah, Yeates. So kind of you to give up your throne to me." Treteste smiled. "I have long looked forward to this day." 

"So I understand. Do not believe this is your victory, but rather my defeat. If I had listened to my advisors you would be hanging from a gibbet. Alas, my faith in you proved stronger than wisdom."

"Which of your advisors warned you?" 

"Tagera warned me for months before I banished him. Banished him because he spoke against my most trusted vassal. I was, am now, and shall die, a fool. But I am not a coward, a buffoon who knights drunken highwaymen, a back-stabbing dolt, craving power for its own sake that will destroy Calendia by his rule!" 

"Enough!" cried Treteste. "Kill him!" Crestan rushed forward with his sword. 

From a window Wynne watched the king brought before Treteste. They exchanged more words although she could not hear them. Yeates spit at Treteste. Even as the sword rose, Wynne sprinted back into the great hall.

"Run!" cried Wynne to anyone who could hear. "The king is dead! The Baron will kill you too." She yelled for Navir, but he had left the infirmary. She hesitated for a moment, and then ran deeper into the keep. The sounds of pursuit filled the castle. 

She found herself trapped in the lower levels. Despite knowledge of what the soldiers might do to her, she discarded her emblems of office. Being a sorceress might save her from rape and worse, but Treteste would kill her. She would not kill with her magic. Her only hope to survive the rough handling the soldiers would give her was disguise. She already knew how to send her mind far away and she prayed she would withstand the assault. She had treated many women who had been raped and prayed it would not happen to her, but she knew better. She clutched the bundle of clothes tightly, the Faerion hidden in the rags. 

Estes ran to her. "Come, save us!" His shoulder bled again; his sword notched his eyes wide and glassy.

"I will not use my power to kill. Never!" 

"You must! You must!" He grabbed her but she twisted out of his reach. She gestured as if to begin a spell, stopping Estes in his tracks. The intensity fell from his face. 

"Then we are dead." He stared into her face, unable to understand her. She envisioned his head rolling in the straw by the gate.

"Go to Navir," she said, suddenly. "Only he can get you out of the castle. You will have a chance to avenge your father. Treteste will not be king for long."

"No, I can help my father." 

"Not here, not now. He's already dead, and so is everyone who remains. You will have no other chance. Find Navir. Tell him I want him to take you with him. I will find another way. Go." She put a little of her power behind her words, urging the prince to flee. He paused, and then ran. Wynne pressed the book closer to her skin under her cloak knowing only she could keep it out of Treteste's hands. She risked her life for it, but Navir hinted its importance was more than just the magic spells it described. Why she did not tell him she possessed it she could not say. 
 

Later Navir picked through scraps in the kitchen when thought he heard Wynne's voice in his mind, asking him to promise to take Estes to safety, to keep Treteste from complete victory. He considered the thought when Estes ran into the room.

"Come! Wynne says you can take me to safety. Come Navir, we must be off, the castle has fallen!" 

"I cannot leave the wounded." 

"We are all dead men unless we escape. They will heal better when the fighting stops and Treteste sends his healers here too. Wynne said you agreed to do this." 

"I did not."

"Come, she promised me you would."

Navir leapt to his feet in a blink, standing close to the prince.

"I shall do this for her, not for you." He did not know why she would say such a thing. "Where is Wynne?"

"With my father. They both commanded me to leave before Treteste found me. My father believes none of the Baron's promises of fairness." 

"He is wise. There is no hope, then."

"Wynne said not. Let us not tarry."

Navir watched the face of Estes; the grim determination masking the twitches of his nerves. There was no cowardice in those eyes and Navir made his decision.

"Yes, I can help you. You must be silent and you must obey me. Do not be surprised at anything I do. We will be vulnerable for several minutes." 

"I understand. You will be rewarded for my rescue." 

"I want nothing. Do not treat me poorly like one of your subjects." His voice hissed. "I am a Daerlan. Do not place your values upon me. Come!"

The speechless Estes followed swiftly, straining to keep pace with Navir as they wound their way to the top of a tower. There were no guards; they reached the top alone. Navir stood facing the east, speaking rapidly. Estes drew near and Navir grasped his arm tightly. Suddenly, energy crackled around them. Estes looked to the strained expression on Navir's face; sweat forming on his brow. The entire scene shifted slightly. Estes felt they would fall off from the tilting tower. His stomach twisted, pulled through his navel. His extremities grew cold, his face flushed. His head started spinning, faster and faster; he blacked out even as the ground rushed up to meet him. 

Navir shook him roughly to awaken him. Estes tried to vomit. 

"Quiet. We are but two hundred yards past the Baron's lines. Move without noise; step where I step. We will follow the deer paths in the forest; the road is too dangerous. Make no sound for at least three miles. The sound carries too well. Come." Navir pulled him behind him alternately telling to hurry and be silent.

Estes looked back to the silhouette of the castle; smoke rising lazily from the walls. 

"Good-bye, my father. There is so much unsaid. Guide my steps." 

"Shh," said Navir. "He is beyond hearing now."







Chapter 3
 

The sun shone brightly and the children played in the fields north of the bloodshed on the battlefield near the castle. Their shouts had not reached the ears of the knights and they played long in the sunshine under the watchful eye of the Border Guard. Seven Tuors, armed with swords and bows, concealed themselves in the shadows of the forest; their eyes alert for danger. They had not anticipated bringing their charges into an area filled with the sounds of war, and did not allow them further travel than the field before them. They expected to be reprimanded for allowing the children beyond the borders of Paglo but the journey had been planned for months and was an annual event for the young Tuors. The children complained when told they could advance no further until their play started and now were content. The lush meadow called to them; full of color and life and the children reveled in it. Tomen, the leader of the Border Guard, had journeyed closer to the battle site, the castle of Stormridge, to gather information to take back to his king. The smell came quickly, very strong to his keen senses. 

It had been a bloody battle, bodies of men lay on the matted grass, and the crows busied themselves among the fallen. Baron Treteste had attacked King Yeates and laid siege to the castle at Stormridge. The children of the Tuors did not pay much attention to the din of the metal, swords upon shields, armor against armor. The sound was not part of their life. The Tuors were a race of Men of small statue, much as Pukei or hobbits of fairy tales, but their features were very fine and their limbs slender and lithe. Their home they called Paglo, and the land deeded to them generations before by King Yeates' great-great-grandfather. Here, they lived in peace; undisturbed by the activities of the larger humans who had little need of their land, gnarled with trees, caves and creeks, cris- crossing the countryside. Although the land was not of use to the Kingdoms of Men, it was perfect for the Tuors and they guarded it zealously. 

The Border Guard escorted the children back to the trail that led over the mountain back to Paglo. The berries had been collected, not a great harvest, but Tomen did not want to wait any longer. The King had been very explicit in his instructions to the Border Guard.
 

The king of the Tuors was Ian, a stubborn but wise Tuor, more handsome than most. His hair was long and brown, tucked back behind his ears. He had been king for ten years and those years had been peaceful. The Tuors had few natural enemies besides the mountain trolls, but now the war of Men was too close, and King Yeates of Calendia had not prepared for the Baron's treachery. King Ian worried. Baron Treteste did not always behave rationally and the mountains were not a boundary against an army, not really. He had no army, only the Border Guard, but Tuors could not stand up to men in battle. He couldn't envision the strength necessary for him to make the decision to leave their homes behind to flee the violence. There was nothing in Paglo to interest Treteste, but rumors spoke of insanity. Tomen had seen Treteste once and told King Ian he feared the human's mood changes. 

Rumors flew wildly in the air; birds came to Ian and spoke of the wild world. King Yeates had in his possession the Faerion, a book of power, once belonging to the Daerlan. Many coveted the book, including Baron Treteste, the sorcerer Blackthorne, and King Yeates' own sorceress, Wynne, a beautiful young woman, flush with newborn magic, eager to learn, but unwary of the dangerous side to her arts. She would need to learn caution before she reached her potential. How the Daerlan lost the Faerion was never clear. They wanted it back and offered a fortune in gold. 

Word came to King Ian that Baron Treteste would not wait to starve King Yeates out. The battle had started. There would be more death in the coming days, said the birds. Baron Treteste would take the castle by the full moon. So King Ian merely nodded when he heard Tomen's report. 
 

Two days later, a tattered human stumbled into Paglo and fell exhausted near the house of Culver, a young Tuor whose parents had died years earlier, leaving him to fend for himself. He did remarkably well with the help of an older cousin, Tomen, of the Border Guard, and Elise, a comely young lass who had already claimed young Culver for her own.

Culver had seen few Men close up but knew this one was in serious trouble. He watched the figure, dust settling on the still form. He nudged it with his foot. The human still breathed, but wheezy and weak. He ran for Avolan's hut, a wise and learned Tuor.

The pounding of his feet on the dirt wove an urgent rhythm not often heard in Paglo. Faces peered out of windows; gardeners paused in their work to see the figure racing by. 

"Avolan! Avolan!" He burst through the door. The old Tuor sat at his table sipping some broth. The interior overflowed with books, boxes, and glass jars and smelled like a tobacco merchant's stall. Avolan's curved pipe sat in its holder, still smoking as he ate.

"Be still, Culver." 

"But.."

"Quiet." Avolan inhaled deeply, remembering all the effort used to train Culver to contain his emotions. Avolan shook his head. Perhaps it is for the best. Culver was a poet and not a Wiseman. Avolan sought an apprentice and believed Culver the one, but the young Tuor brought chaos with him.

"I saw.."

"No more until you have calmed yourself. It is a wonder you can write your poetry at all. How do you still yourself enough to hear your inner voice? Now, wait until I give you leave to speak." 

Avolan watched Culver calm himself, but the young Tuor still shifted his weight from foot to foot. Avolan shook his head, slapping his chin with his open hand.

"What is so important?" 

"A human is lying in the road near my house."

"A soldier?" 

"A woman from the siege. Must have walked through the mountains. A lot of dirt and pine needles."

"You may be right." Avolan's mind raced through the implications. Would Treteste follow his enemies to finish them off? Who was the woman? How did she get through Treteste's soldiers?

"She appears injured."

"A female? You are sure?" 

"Yes. I nudged her with my foot and she moaned. We must help her." Urgently, Culver tugged Avolan's sleeve.

"We will if we can. Let me gather a few items." Avolan found a couple small amulets and put them in his knapsack. He grasped Culver's arm and they departed. 
 

He hobbled back to Culver's house leaning on his cane and Culver's arm. Avolan leaned over the girl, for that was what she was, counted her pulse, checked her eyes and sent Culver to the King.

"Sorceress Wynne, if I'm not mistaken," said Avolan, after Culver was out of earshot. He looked long at her. He exhaled. "The Baron took the castle, it appears. The poor thing barely escaped with her life." He began setting out his herbs, mixing them with a stone cup. He lifted her head and poured the mixture down. She coughed then swallowed the entire cup. She tried to sit up, but small firm hands held her down. 

"Good, good. Just relax. That potion will help you sleep and heal. You need to regain your strength before your journey continues."

She tried to speak, to tell him something, but Avolan would not listen. He put a hand to her mouth, shushing her. She fell silent as the potions took effect.

Shortly, King Ian arrived with several retainers in tow. Culver trailed the group, for the moment forgotten. 

"Who is she?" asked Ian.

"I believe she is Wynne, the Sorceress."

Ian nodded his head. "I heard the Baron did not believe that Blackthorne had stolen the Faerion from King Yeates. He must have tried to force the truth from her. I wonder how she escaped."

"Get rid of her," said Marco, one who accompanied the king. "Her presence will bring Treteste here. We cannot have it." 

"Easy, Marco," said Ian. "We shall do nothing rash, but we shall not abandon Wynne. He turned to another Tuor. "Bring Tomen to me. Will she live Avolan?"

"Yes, sire. We must get her to a bed, where I can administer to her. My hut is too small and we should not move her too much." 

"My house is right there and I have room," said Culver. Marco frowned. Culver came forward to help carry the Man inside. Culver, the King, Avolan and two other Tuors were needed to keep Wynne from dragging on the ground. Elise waited with the door open and a bed freshly spread. She had been on the porch, listening, and pleased at the development. Her eye was always on improving Culver's standing among the Tuors. She saw him as a future leader of their people, constantly alert for opportunities for him. She was slightly shorter than Culver; her black hair contrasted his sandy hair. Her braids rested on her broad shoulders framing her rosy face and bright eyes.

"Good," said Avolan. "I was hoping you would offer." 

Macro looked meaningfully at Culver and sniffed. Elise threw an apple core at Macro. King Ian pretended not to notice and covered his smile with his hand.

Wynne lay on clean linen and most of the Tuors left the house, except for Ian and Avolan. Elise busied herself at her loom. 

"Culver, if she speaks, remember her words," said Ian. "She may say things of importance to our safety, especially if she escaped and the Baron is searching for her. We cannot have the Baron's riders assaulting us for sheltering her." 

"We can't just give her to them," pleaded Culver. "Sire," he added.

"Nothing is decided. Just keep her here, and be attentive," said the King.

"I've given her a potion," said Avolan. "She should sleep for several hours. If she is feverish, call for me, otherwise just feed her and make her rest. Remember what I taught you. You must be calm to think clearly. This is a delicate situation. If she wakes find out what she has to tell, but don't offer information on your own." 

Culver nodded as he listened to his instructions.
 

After they left, Culver drew a tankard of ale and stood in the doorway. He felt proud to have helped his king. He drank slowly, his body relaxing, happy to be alive. 

For the remainder of the afternoon Culver sat on a chair, watching the large girl breathe. At first, Elise smiled at him; but by dinner, she frowned. 

"She'll be fine, Culver. Just let her sleep in peace." She pulled his arm.

"She's so large." His voice was soft.

"Ha! She's small by human standards. Why are you so attentive? Do you favor her over me?" Elise grabbed his ear. 

"What? No, no, of course not. King Ian said to watch her." 

"Watch her, yes. But you have become enamored of her. You haven't eaten anything since she got here and you will soon fall down in a faint. Then what will King Ian think of you when he returns." 

"I understand, I understand." He walked to the kitchen but couldn't resist a glance back to the auburn-haired sorceress. Elise rapped his forehead with a wooden spoon, his legs nearly buckling. He did not look again for some time.
 

Culver awoke in the night. He sensed a change in his house. The air was cool as usual but there was a fragrance in the breeze, soothing yet alarming in some unnamed way. He sat up. He looked at Elise, still sleeping, and walked out in the main room. Wynne was not on her bed. He looked around wildly and saw the silhouette near the window.

"I thank you, little Tuor," said the sorceress. "I guess I owe you my life." Her voice was soft and purred over Culver's ears. He just stared. Her skin paled in comparison to his ruddy brown complexion and her hair shocked him with its redness. Her eyes were piercing like a hawk waiting for the moment to kill. He stepped back.

"Have you a name? My name is Wynne." 

"Culver. I'm Culver." 

"It's a pleasure to meet you. What is your mate's name?" 

"Mate?"

Wynne laughed. She had the same effect on human males and felt delighted to know it transcended species. It felt good to laugh again. Still the memory of her lack of laughter in recent days sobered her again. 

"The female in your chambers? Do you know her?"

"Oh, Elise. Yes, Elise. Very fine, very nice. Takes good care of me." 

"Good. I am glad for you Culver. Not everyone has someone to care for them."

"How did you come to be here?" asked Culver. "You stumbled out of the woods." 

"Yes. I ran from the Baron He killed King Yeates. Killed him in cold blood." Her mind recalled the image clearly. Treteste laughed at the sight of Yeates' head rolling on the ground." She debated whether to speak the entire truth.

"Yeates had surrendered and handed the crown and scepter to Treteste to protect the rest of us in the castle from further harm. Treteste motioned with his hand and a knight beheaded the king, blood sprayed the Baron but he merely chuckled. The king's head was raised on a pike and his body thrown into the courtyard where it still rots, by the Baron's command. Then he sent his soldiers to bring out all the people of the castle and his soldiers questioned everyone. The Baron tried to be diplomatic, for after all, they are now his subjects, but the thinly veiled threat of death did go unnoticed. He wanted the Faerion that was clear, and asked each one about it. 

"Are they searching for you?" asked Culver, suddenly alarmed. The Baron's soldiers might ride into Paglo looking for Wynne.

"Yes, I imagine they are. Treteste is a vengeful man." Her eyes found a distant image, tears welling up inside.

"Did they hurt you?" asked Culver. 

She shook her head. "They tried. Oh, how they tried, but I shielded my mind from them and they couldn't touch it. I swore never to use my power to kill and it proved difficult to keep that promise. Also, the Faerion's presence in the castle hindered my power. It pressed down upon me, suffocating my power. Even the simplest spell pained me. I could not completely cloak myself in shadow. I encountered difficulty eluding the guards." 

"But your wounds?"

"Just flesh wounds. I was able to complete a couple spells to keep them off me but I took a beating. I wasn't raped if that is what you wondered, but I did see other women who's luck was not as good as mine. Let's not speak of that. Ever."

Culver waited several minutes. 

"What shall we speak of?"

"I like the forests. I did not get a chance to enjoy your forests because of my haste and injuries. I have loved the trees since I was a child and do not know what calls me."

"The trees have solitude about them. They do not let the passing of days bother them. Rather, they become time; they do not pass through it." He suddenly realized Wynne stared at him. He fell silent. 

"What is your calling, Culver? How do you live?"

"I am a poet, the only one in Paglo." 

"Ah, I thought I heard your name in Nantitet. Your poems are read there. I'm afraid there is only a small audience in Nantitet, but it is devoted."

"I am pleased. My poems are not popular here." 

"That is a sad thing. A poem is a glimpse of the heart. A shimmering brightness in the night darkness. Everyone should read them aloud under the boughs of a tree."

"I think you are a poet, Wynne. I could listen to you all day." 

"Thank you, kind host," Wynne laughed. "I seldom hear such kind words. I am a useful nuisance in Nantitet."
 

Although his house found seclusion under the shade of the oak trees near the edge of town, Culver could sit on his porch and watch most of the activities in Whitehall. It was the larger of the two Tuor settlements and where King Ian made his home. Other than the crown on his head, there was little to set the king apart from other Tuors. Culver could see the palace, a house twice the size of Culver's. In the front yard, there was a vegetable garden with the gardener hard at work with a spade, his crown tilted to one side. Tuors were extremely partial to their vegetables and each gardener had their own secrets that they shared with no one outside their families. Gardening secrets were passed on as part of their family legacy and wealth. 

Culver tried to regain the comfortable feelings he got watching the morning activities in Whitehall, but he could feel her eyes on him. The sorceress watched him and when he remembered Elise was still sleeping, he felt the eyes more.

He had dreamed of adventure, it was true, yet when adventure waited for him in his own home, it was quite different. He wanted adventure to wait for him outside and when he was ready he would go to it, and finished, he would return to his sitting room. He could not push aside the fear of Baron Treteste's knights riding into Paglo. He knew the Tuors would perish in a battle with an army of Men. He worried for Elise. She brought such happiness to his life, more than he deserved and he developed an irrational fear that it wasn't going to last. This fear hounded him in the cold hours just before dawn. 

The main livelihoods of the Tuors were their gardens of course, and the colorful cloth found nowhere else. Excellent weavers, they sold their wares throughout Anavar. They did not sell directly to Calendia or Wierland. A trader came in the spring and fall, purchasing all that they had made and he spread their industry throughout the land, even as far as Mordyn. 

Culver smiled. Elise was one of the best weavers in Paglo and enjoyed the respect of all Tuors. To say that he was surprised that a Tuor with such status gave her heart to him would not be adequate. She did, and many in Paglo wondered at that. Elise seemed levelheaded, so aware of what went on around her, not at all like Culver, the poet. The only poet in Paglo, Culver was the first one in over a hundred years. They thought his poetry pleasant but not as a way of living. Culver sold his poetry to the trader who had made Culver's name popular among the nobility of Calendia. The Daerlan were very appreciative of his talents. Still, his work was considered eccentric; not a practical effort for a Tuor. It was Elise's attentions that brought acceptance to Culver, not that he would have noticed. 

Culver watched as the baker rapped on windows, to sell his fresh bread and pastries. He did not wait for his customers to come to him. The shutters were opening; the carts of produce rolled out to the street. The smell of bread awoke the hunger inside him. 

"Culver? What are you doing out here so early?" 

"Good morning, Elise. I couldn't sleep. I talked to Wynne for a while. Guess she couldn't sleep either."

"Well, she's sleeping now." 

"Hm." 

"What are you thinking?" asked Elise. 
 

"Morning light, a breath of life,

give but a moment 

to end my strife. 

 Whisper of breeze, caress my face,

I hold tight to

 this endless grace

Boundless love, forever my heart,

cannot withhold 

my greatest desire"

"For me?" asked Elise.

"Always." 

"Truly? I wasn't sure. Wynne had captured your fancy." 

"Fancy is not my heart. Fancy is whimsical, twittering, gone in a moment. You are eternal in my heart. But I worry for you. I believe the Baron Treteste, or king, whatever he is, will try to find Wynne. What happens if his knights reach Paglo? Can we fight Men? Only the Border Guards are trained soldiers. I certainly am not, and we are so few." 

"If such a dire thing comes to pass we shall hide. The knights would not find us. But I think you have a dark view. These things won't happen, surely."

"I am sorry to disagree," said Wynne, from the doorway. "Treteste is obsessed with the Faerion and believes I spirited it away." 

"Do you have it?" asked Elise.

"Elise! She already said she didn't." 

Wynne paused, thinking. Then she answered Elise. 

"No, I do not. But I shall speak no further of this until I meet with your king. I am in no position to idly put your lives in jeopardy." 

"Only the king can do that," said Elise with a smile. Wynne shared her humor briefly, and then her thoughts turned to King Yeates and what he tried to make her do. 

"How did you become a sorceress?" asked Elise.

Wynne's eyes flashed at that, and then softened before she answered as she realized that the rumors of Nantitet seldom reached Paglo. She found no mischief in Elise's question. Wynne looked in the wide expectant eyes of Elise, wishing a futile wish. What has been done cannot be undone. 

"A sorcerer passed through our village seeking a child to be his apprentice. He offered a bag of gold to the parents. I was chosen." 

"Your parents sold you?" asked Culver, a fire rising in his chest. 

"It is quite common among the poor in my land. Besides, I had been adopted, not a child of their flesh."

"We would never do that, never," vowed Elise. 

"Consider it again, if you have twelve mouths to feed and no money. That bag of gold would feed my family many years."

"Did you ever see them again?" asked Elise.

"No." 
 

It was the next afternoon when the king called the council. Culver was surprised to have been summoned. Avolan told him of it when the old Tuor checked his patient and told Culver not to be late. Elise was not summoned and filled Culver's head full of questions to ask and information to learn. He knew he couldn't remember everything she had told him, but he refrained from telling her so. He knew what she would say. 

King Ian sat on a raised chair at the head of the table. Avolan sat to his right. Culver sat near the foot of the table. There were eight Tuors present.

"We all know the subject," began the King. "The question is, how do we assist Wynne?" 

"Will Treteste look for her here?" asked Tobal. 

"Yes. She has said as much," said Avolan. "There are soldiers looking for her even as we speak." 

"Send her away," said Marco. "We don't want her here." 

"I agree," said Tobal.

"She will be leaving," said King Ian. "That is not the question. Listen to what I say. Think for a change!" 

The king's voice cowed the council and they were silent. 

"We should send two or three Tuors to help her reach the Daerlan," said Culver. "Perhaps a Border Guard or two." 

"Why is Culver here?" asked Marco. "He's just a poet." 

"Culver found Wynne," said Avolan. "And is caring for her at his house." Marco snorted.

"I bet Elise is happy," muttered Tobal.

"Elise is happy," snapped Culver. 

"Peace," said King Ian, holding his forehead. "We shall not bicker here. Tobal, that comment was ill-advised." 

Tobal stood up and bowed. 

"I agree with Culver," said Tomen. "I volunteer to guide her over the mountains to the land of the Daerlan. I will gather supplies. No more than four travelers or else we shall draw too much attention in Darkfell." 

"Excellent," said King Ian, nodding his head. "The safety of the company is in your hands. Now, who else shall go?" He looked around the table expectantly.

"I will go," said Culver. All eyes looked to him. "She is in need of our help, and Elise likes her." 

They all nodded. Elise's opinions were held high in Paglo. Marco thought Culver out of place in Paglo and was happy to see him go. 

"Is three enough?"

Tomen nodded. 

"It is settled then," said King Ian.

"Settled? Settled?"

They turned to see Wynne and Elise standing at the door.

"It is settled without asking me?" asked Wynne. "Don't I have a say in who guides me? I feel like a commodity." 

"This is a council meeting," said Tobal. "And you are not part of the council." 

"I little care for your posturing. I thank you for your healer, but I will bother you no longer. I will leave in the morning. If your escort is ready, I would appreciate the company. If not; it is no loss." She stared into each face. She turned and departed. Elise stood glaring at them.

"Foolish males. I am ashamed of you." She stared at them, shaking her head. Her lips pressed together and she nodded to herself. 

"I shall go too." 

"No, Elise," said Culver. "It is too dangerous."

"If you go, I go. Nothing is as important to me as you are." Culver smiled back at her. 

"The weaving fair is next week," protested Marco. "You must represent us. Our honor is at stake."

"You have done more damage to our honor during the last few minutes than my absence at a fair would ever do. Go yourself, Marco. You have such a high opinion of yourself; you should be a great weaver." She looked around the room once more and left. Culver and Tomen rose to follow her. 

"Be careful, Tomen," said Avolan. "You have a great responsibility." 

"I desired no less," said Tomen. He bowed to his king.

"Go with my blessing," said King Ian. "May the wind be at your back." 

The council sat in silence, waiting for the turbulent air to calm. 







 Chapter 4
 

The figure in the chair did not move. Brother Carle shifted nervously as he waited for an answer. Few in the order spoke aloud an original idea, but Carle knew much about Lord Daass, or thought he did and risked revealing his thoughts. Lord Daass had been Moderator of the Brotherhood of the Rose for thirty years, giving no sign of desiring it otherwise. A tall man, beginning to stoop with age, Daass was still agile and had a wiry strength. He wore a sword in public to remind the citizens of Nantitet that the Brotherhood of the Rose began as warrior knights. However, his mind was the most formidable aspect of his persona. He possessed a detached mind, cold, merciless, with an innate ability to make difficult decisions quickly, thus rising to his current position over the corpses of his enemies. His cold blue eyes looked upon the sloping shoulders of Brother Carle with apparent interest.

Carle remembered that Daass looked at him in much the same way when he joined the Brotherhood. Carle had much higher ideals then; hope for mankind, brotherhood for all races. Those ideals changed, especially when the harsh reality of Daass's vision of the Brotherhood relentlessly expounded into his head, day after day, week after week, like a mantra that at last Carle could recall automatically. He believed Daass's vision his own. He glanced at Sister Dellana again. 

He had confided in Dellana first, and drew her into this drama before Lord Daass. Carle's apprehension did not rise from his lack of support for Daass; Carle had defended his leader strongly many times, even to violence. No, his nerves tingled from the knowledge of Daass' treatment of brethren who betrayed him, failed him, and even bored him. Carle believed he would please Daass, but one never really knows. And he had drawn Sister Dellana into his fate.

The young man's eyes flicked over the faces of the others in the room. He observed Brother Arman, next in succession to Lord Daass, Brother Franke, the archivist, Sister Suea, the eldest of the women, and Sister Dellana. Dellana was a little older than himself but very pretty, even in her habit, perhaps the sanest one of them all. He berated himself for thinking that, but it was true in a sense. Dellana did not share the fanatical belief of cleansing the races; that Daerlan were non-human and not destined for Cothos's redemption. Even the Tuors were considered non-human by the Brotherhood although that was untrue. She kept her beliefs to herself and did not know Carle suspected her feelings. Lord Daass had long preached on the subject and Carle had been an ardent believer until he met Dellana. He watched and listened to her and something changed inside him. Slowly, doubt had entered his mind and now he was not sure where he stood on the subject. However, he was in front of Lord Daass for a different reason. 

The room was not ornate but the items in it were of the highest craftsmanship. The cherry wood desk shone like glass and the huge bookcases bowed under rows of bound books, many with gold inlay. All the great works of Anavar were on those shelves. All it lacked was the Faerion. The Brotherhood routinely sent such treasures to the chapterhouse and Lord Daass put the items in his collection. He constantly surveyed the contents of his room with satisfaction. His concern for Men's souls made him rich and voice worry that there were too many men that needed his attention. He twirled his gold ring on his finger. 

"You say," said Daass, the words rolling across his tongue. "That there is infidelity in the household of Baron Treteste? I don't doubt your words, Brother Carle, but what do you expect me to do about it? The Baron is a man of great wealth and power, not given to obeying the word of another." The heavy man shifted in his chair, the wood creaking under the strain. 

"Yes, Lord Daass. I meant to clarify my comments. It is the other person involved who may be of more interest." He quickly glanced at the piercing gaze of Daass, who tapped his finger lightly on the desk.

"Please elaborate. Who is dallying with the Baroness?" The bluntness shocked Carle for a moment, until Daass started snapping his fingers.

"Sir Kirkes." He was disappointed in himself for speaking so quickly. He had intended to trade the information for privileges. I should have known Lord Daass would get the information out of me for nothing. 

There was a silence. All faces turned to the smiling Daass. 

"Indeed. This is a morsel I can chew. You are to be commended for your foresight, Brother Carle. The Brotherhood of the Rose shall be lifted up by your works."

Carle sighed and stole a glance at Dellana, who smiled back, a slight nod to her head.

"You are dismissed. Please remain on the grounds. I shall have assignments for you later."

Carle and Dellana bowed and left.
 

Lord Daass watched them go, and then turned to Garlac, vizier of the Brotherhood who entered the room while the others left. The towering Garlac was grey haired, muscular with keen eyes that missed little around him.

"Well, Garlac. It appears to be the break you were looking for." 

"Yes, Lord Daass. I am pleased. Sir Kirkes has been a thorn in the side of the Brotherhood for many years."

"Too many," muttered Brother Arman. 

"I think we must act quickly, else the advantage slips away," said Garlac.

"What do you suggest?" 

"Observation, at first. But our people must be in place and their presence accepted before we force the issue with Sir Kirkes." 

"Good. The matter is in your hands." 

"Thank you, Lord Daass. May I request a brother and a sister in this endeavor?" 

"Hm. I believe you may."

"I think Brother Carle and Sister Dellana should be rewarded for their keen eyes." 

"So be it. Remember Garlac, I want results." 

"As do I, Lord Daass." 

Daass looked sharply at Garlac. "I believe you have an agenda all your own, my friend." Garlac paused before answering. 

"I cannot deny it, Lord Daass. But I assure that it does not conflict with the Brotherhood's goals and it shall be executed after I have discharged my duty to the Brotherhood in this matter." 

"It is not a matter of trust, you should know that. I trust you implicitly. I am merely curious to what your mind has ferreted out for your advantage." 

"I wish to keep silent for now."

"Very well, Garlac. I shall accept your terms for the time being. Mark me: the time being. If the signs I read are correct, you will have to observe Brother Carle and Sister Dellana closely." 

"I agree. That is partly why I wished them involved. They are very talented but lack the proper focus. There may be a way to tie them closer to the Brotherhood, if the rules may be altered slightly." 

"Rules? The doctrines of the Brotherhood of the Rose? Altered? I scarcely believed your words. You are the Vizier of the Brotherhood. How could you speak in such a manner?" 

"It is the only way, Lord Daass." Their eyes met.

"Very well. Do as you must, but your actions are your own, not condoned by myself. Be careful with your dealings with Mortic. The Mordyn have their own motives in this"

"Quite understood. And I am delighted." He bowed and departed.

"Can he be trusted?" asked Arman.

"Of course. He is true to the brotherhood," said Daass.

"Shall I follow him?" asked Franke.

"Brother Franke," said Daass. "Do my words not reach your ears? He is trustworthy. Trustworthy." He looked long at each face. 

"Do not let him see you." 

"Yes, Lord Daass."

They all left the room, leaving Daass to his meditations.
 

Carle and Dellana waited in the library. Daass told them he would summon them back in an hour and neither had plans to go elsewhere. Dellana looked over the books, aware of Carle's gaze upon her. She did not fear his company like some of the other brothers, who drooled as she walked by. She had spoken to Daass about it once, and he admonished her for tempting the men. Carle was attractive and she thought about him at times. She turned and caught the younger man watching her, turning his eyes away quickly. She smiled. 

"I don't mind you looking at me, Brother Carle," said Dellana. "You have kindness in your eyes. Some men don't." 

"I do not mean to stare."

"No, it's all right. A little polite appreciation goes a long way."

"I have not spent much time in the company of women. Most of my work has been with Brothers. I do not speak often with Sisters."

"Well, perhaps it is time you became comfortable with Sisters."

The door opened; Lord Garlac, the Vizier stood before them, his eyes bright.

"I will speak to each of you in turn." 

The orders were brief and to the point. "Watch your subject until notified. Watch only; do not engage in conversation. Your presence must not be discovered." After Garlac departed Carle and Dellana compared orders and found Carle had been assigned to watch Baroness Richela and Dellana to watch Sir Kirkes.

"This is what you wanted?" asked Dellana, mystified by the assignments.

"No, I had no intention of being involved further. I thought to make my report and return to my work. And I certainly don't want to loiter around the Baroness' apartments. What am I to do?" 

"What are we to do you mean. Can you see me following a knight?" They both laughed.

"Yet, it is what you must do," said Carle. "Kirkes should be in Nantitet soon. Treteste will soon proclaim himself king and he would want his best knight nearby." 

"I heard he was searching for Wynne."

"I hope she's dead. One less sorceress to worry about and she was young enough not to have taught anyone else her demonic skills. At least I hope so. It is so difficult to convince people to live righteously when there are practitioners of black magic wooing them away from us." 

"I know what you mean. People want to be fooled by the ease of magic. They want to believe magic is good and helpful. Certainly, sorceresses like Wynne did good things, but it only allowed them freedom to enact their evil deeds, because people were in awe of the single positive accomplishment." 

"They must be wiped out." Carle spoke more vehemently than he had intended.

"Such strong words," said Dellana. "Are you sure you are not the illegitimate son of Lord Daass?" 

"Dellana! That kind of talk could cost you your life!" His rushed to the door to check for anyone just outside the library door. 

"You are too serious, too intense. This assignment will ruin your health if you do not move slowly, thoughtfully, through the next few days."

"You sound as if you cared." 

She looked at him, smiling. "Of course I care. But I move slowly, thoughtfully, as should you." He smiled back at her, finally.
 

Carle walked near the Baroness' rooms several times. His habit gained him passage to that end of the castle but he never saw the Baroness. His mind could not develop reasons to gain entrance to her chambers.

The second day he wandered near the Baroness's chambers he felt the guards' eyes upon him. He walked through the corridors several times without stopping and the guards were alert. He decided he couldn't risk being detained. He had no good reason to be there. He walked back to the main corridors. 
 

Baroness Richela kept to her rooms when the Baron was in residence. He was elsewhere, and Richela did not care where as long as he did not return soon. For weeks at a time, she could be seen in the castle, cheerful, younger than her years, but when the Baron returned she would vanish. Her marriage started smoothly but the Baron quickly became moody, muttering about King Yeates and the throne. It became an obsession that drove them apart. She did not offer her bed to him anymore; he had to force her, and he did. She did not truly hate him yet, but the hate grew slowly. Only the sight of Sir Kirkes held back insanity. Her pulse would quicken at each stolen glance, each whispered endearment, but their time was short and infrequent. Still, it was there and she craved it.

From time to time, she would see someone from the Brotherhood of the Rose and she would feel ashamed of her longings. Several times, she thought to speak to one of them to confess her sins. However, she never did, until this morning. 

She had reviewed the market, returning to the inner bailey, stopped suddenly, and turning around. A brother bumped into her from behind. 

"Pardon me, Baroness. I am so clumsy." 

"It matters not. Please, come with me. I wish for you to hear my confession." She spoke impulsively, not wishing to think about the consequences lest she turn coward again.

"I am not worthy," said Brother Carle.

"I will hold you to your oath of secrecy," said Richela. Her face was stern. "You are a shriven brother?"

"Yes, of course." He wondered how he could tell the Vizier that he was under oath not to speak of the Baroness's doings. A dangerous situation. He would have to talk to Dellana. However, he would have to hear the confession first.

She led him into her outer chambers. She offered a chair and wine; both he accepted gratefully. She sat across the room from him, watching. He imagined she could read his mind; he did not trust his voice.

"What does the Brotherhood of the Rose think of me?"

"I wouldn't know. I am merely a lowly brother."

"I see. You have no access to Lord Daass?"

"Not for myself. As I said, I am a minor figure in the Brotherhood." 

"Well, then, what do the minor figures of the Brotherhood say?" 

Carle shifted in his chair. "You are not merciful."

"No, I am not. I follow my husband's example; beast that he is. I want to know what people think of me; people who are not angling for personal gain. I know I do not show an example of the supportive wife. But I want to know more."

"There are rumors of a tryst," began Carle. The Baroness paled. 

"These rumors, might they reach the Baron?"

"They might. They are widespread." 

"Widespread? Everyone talks about it? I have exercised extreme care. How can this be possible?"

"People such as myself, Baroness. People of your station often dismiss servants, merchants, and clergy. But everyone has ears and eyes. Somewhere someone was in the wrong place and spoke of it." 

"I see. There is no way to alter the situation?"

"None that I know of. Please be assured that most people are sympathetic with your ordeal and wish you only the best."

"Thank you, Brother Carle. That means a great deal. I am ready for confession now."
 

Later, Carle found himself wandering, full of the confession Daass dearly wanted but he was oath bound to keep to himself. He knew Dellana had rented a room in south Nantitet, near the estate of Sir Kirkes, who was still in the field. His return date was yet unknown, so Dellana waited, learning about the man from the people who lived near and worked for him. 

Carle tried to breathe slowly, keeping his eyes in front of him. Each time he glanced right or left he seemed to find someone watching him, and then turning their eyes away abruptly. He told himself that they were more frightened of him, a brother of the Rose, and had guilt they could not face. Still, it was difficult to believe that Lord Daass did not have someone watching him, although he knew he had little importance in the Brotherhood.

He found the inn where Dellana lived and asked the innkeeper if she was home. One look at his habit brought courtesy from the innkeeper and directions to the room. He climbed two flights of stairs, knocking at the door indicated.

"Who is it?"

"Brother Carle." 

The door opened quickly. Dellana's hair glistened as if she had washed it. Her tunic fit snugly, distracting Carle with the contours of her body. "Come in, come in. What are you doing here?" 

"I need to talk to someone, but it may endanger you."

"How?"

"I heard a confession today. The Baroness." 

"Oh, I see." Her eyes searched his face. "And you don't know what to do with the information?" 

"You are perceptive. That is exactly what the problem is." 

"Lord Daass would want to know what you heard regardless if it was bound under confession or not." 

"Yes, I know that! Tell me something I don't know. Am I a servant of Cothos, or of Lord Daass?"

"Sit down, dear one. I cannot answer that for you. It is a question for you alone."

"What would you do?"

"Careful. You might not want to know. I have hidden passions of my own." 

"You do?"

She laughed. "I better rephrase that. You don't know if I favor Daass or not. I could give you an answer to influence your decision one way or another. I think it is wholly up to you and I will not give you my opinion."

"What will you give me?"

"Don't sound so hurt. Sometimes you are too trusting. You don't know me, Carle. You could make a mistake."

"Or I could be overwhelmed with happiness."

She laughed and hugged him. His lips sought hers but she pushed him away.

"Not yet. Not yet. We have much to do. I still have to seek out Sir Kirkes. We must find out all the facts before we act. And carefully. Garlac is watching us. He probably knows you had an audience with the Baroness." Carle's mouth dropped open and his shoulders sagged.

"My life is an error."

"Don't be so melancholy. Go home, sleep, and come back tomorrow. We shall have a picnic together." 

"All right. I'll do that." He looked longingly at her as she closed the door. 

Behind her, the closet opened.

"Interesting," said Garlac. "You two are more interesting than I had hoped." 

"Leave, Garlac. You were allowed to listen. I shall do no more." 

"Allowed to listen? Well, you hold yourself high, Dellana. Remember where you were when I found you." 

"Shut up! Out! Or I will shout for the Guard." 

"The Vizier of the Brotherhood of the Rose has no fear of common soldiers."

"I'll cry 'rape'! I am known here. You are the enemy. And I am still handy with a dirk."

"You have made your point. Remember, I am followed myself." 

"What?" 

"Daass has people following me. He trusts no one. Your actions must be discreet. The old bastard doesn't miss a trick." 

"Out!" 

"I'm leaving." He kissed her as he passed. She slapped at him; her hand caught by his. "Your spirit is one of the things I liked best about you when I met you. I still cherish it."

She slammed the door. She put her face in her hands; silently sobbing. 







Chapter 5
 

From time to time Kirkes found signs of her passing, continuing higher into the hill country. A stray footprint, bent grass, flecks of blood; and a piece of cloth snagged by a low bramble; Kirkes missed few signs. From the depression of her footprints he guessed she was injured in her escape from Stormridge. She moved much faster than he expected, refusing to stop until she reached her destination, wherever that might be. In hindsight, he wished he had set a faster pace; a thought voiced repeatedly, by Sir Crestan, a perpetual thorn in his side. They moved faster, but not too fast. They could not risk tiring their mounts. To the north, Trolls haunted the passes, waiting for travelers. Even mounted armored knights find the Trolls too much to handle, and they were but two knights. 

"What's beyond these hills, Sir Kirkes?" asked Watty, one of the soldiers accompanying Kirkes. It was a party of six. Sir Kirkes, Sir Crestan, and their squires, Rocodt and Birate, respectively, plus Watty and Holder, two foot soldiers who often worked with Crestan, being familiar with his moods. 

"It is the land of Tuors, but I have never seen one."

"Tuors?" asked Crestan. "Aren't they some kind of dwarf?" 

"Short of stature, I believe they are human.," said Kirkes. "A rustic race, specializing in weaving. They keep to their own land, rarely venturing out; it's rare to see one in the three kingdoms. They let traders distribute their wares. I think I might have seen one once, but I am not sure." 

"Childhood fantasy," said Crestan. He spat. "I have no time for pixies. A man must do men's work, not listen to nursery tales." 

"Perhaps," said Kirkes. "Children seem to have a better grasp of life's mysteries than adults." Crestan snorted. 

"Are we going there?" asked Watty. "Where the Tuors are?" 

"If the sorceress goes that way, we will follow her," said Kirkes. "We must be cautious. I don't want the Tuors to think we are invading them. They are said to be quite adept with their bows." 

"Who cares?" said Crestan. "Treteste is the power to worry about, not your Tuors. Little people cannot withstand knights. They will move out of our way."

"You seem to forget that Men are late comers to Anavar. Other races have been here for centuries. We are not as feared as you might think. Oh, Men are dangerous but so are the other races and if we aren't familiar with them then caution is warranted. Do not stumble your way into battle with an unknown opponent Crestan. Many mysteries in Anavar have not been revealed to Men. The other races understand this world more fully than we do."

"Well, it is time for them to bow to Men. I wish I had gotten my hands on that Daerlan at Stormridge."

"Do you think so?" laughed Kirkes. "Navir? You think you could have handled Navir? You are more ignorant than I thought. Yes, I too wish you had found him. Then we wouldn't be having this stupid conversation because you would be dead." 

"You'd like that, wouldn't you?" 

"Yes, Crestan. I would. You are a disgrace to knighthood. Your only conscience is gold. You have not earned your title. You only supported Treteste because he knighted you. And because you supported Treteste you were knighted."

"Yeates wouldn't knight me." 

"He was not a stupid man, whatever his faults. What does Treteste see in you? You are stupid with only a marginal understanding of warfare. There are times when I am not sure if you will injure yourself with your own sword. I fear for your squire's safety." 

Crestan sputtered in anger, yet controlled himself to avoid attacking Kirkes which would only end in Crestan' death.

The others were careful not to laugh, knowing Crestan' temper. Crestan was a burly man, red-faced and violent. He had killed two men in unprovoked rage last month. Crestan was not an even match for Kirkes but the others needed to look to their lives. Crestan always released his temper in some way and if the gold and black knight would chop him into pieces in return then Crestan must look elsewhere for satisfaction. No one wanted to provide Crestan an easy target. 

The day became long, riding under the sun in their armor. Crestan was muttering under his breath, scowling at Kirkes, who rode as if nothing disturbed him.

They had set out early that morning from the castle at Stormridge. Soldiers discovered that the sorceress Wynne had escaped sometime during the night. A guard recalled a woman matching her description passed by a group of soldiers who had been drinking. They tried to force her to join them but she escaped. The soldiers couldn't recall how she got away. The enraged Baron beheaded each man involved. 

After a time, Kirkes approached the Baron and requested the opportunity to scour the countryside for the sorceress. The Baron had agreed at once but did not let Kirkes chose any companion other than his squire. Kirkes felt stung when his rival, Sir Crestan, had been chosen along with two of Crestan' most trusted vassals. Kirkes wondered at Treteste's motives. Had the king, he was king now in reality, lost his trust in Kirkes? Had the king finally listened to the gossip about Kirkes and Baroness, now Queen, Richela?

Kirkes felt a fear growing inside, a fear for Richela. Who could stop Treteste from doing what he wanted now? Perhaps he had been biding his time until he was king, waiting until he would not be denied in punishing those who angered or insulted him. 

He looked over at Crestan, a knight lacking in virtue. Kirkes tried to deny him knighthood but the Baron interfered and Crestan became a knight. That was the first indication that the Baron did not fully support Kirkes any longer. Kirkes did not ask Treteste for an explanation to forestall the moment when his relationship with the Queen becomes an issue. He thought it better to let it simmer, dodging its undercurrents when they became too unbearable. 

The trail was cold, but Kirkes could follow it, winding upward to the mountain passes. The trees grew thick as the trail disappeared behind a wall of green, flecked with white at the higher elevations. Each man gritted his teeth at the impending thought of snow. Perhaps they would capture the sorceress before she could reach Paglo or whatever haven she sought.

"The blood has grown less," said Kirkes. "Apparently the wound was not as grievous as the King hoped."

"She cannot escape us," said Crestan. "The King has laid that charge upon us."

"I agree. She may be able to put up more resistance than I initially expected."

"She turned coward at the castle," said Watty. "She ran from us. Yeates was screaming at her to use her magic, but she fled. I don't think she will trouble us much."

"No, she won't," agreed Crestan. "She's not much of a sorceress. The rumors about her must be true." 

"At the castle she had a means of escape," said Kirkes. "If we trap her, she will have to fight. Keep that in mind. A desperate sorceress could be formidable." 

"If you are not up to it, I shall do your work for you," said Crestan, sneering. "I'm capable of killing a woman if you are not." 

"Yes, I believe you have a particular knack for it. It is unfortunate that personal gain is your sole driving force, Crestan. You might have grown to exhibit the virtues to earn your knighthood." He looked intently at Crestan. "On second thought, I take those words back. You are and will always remain a cockroach." 

Steel whined as Crestan drew his sword. 

"Sir Crestan!" cried Holder and Birate together.

"Have a care," said Birate. "Remember the King is counting on you to capture the sorceress." 

"Yes, of course." He sheathed his sword, breathing hard. "How careless of me. I must do the King's work." He glared at Kirkes who had dismissed the incident already, looking for the trail of the sorceress.

Kirkes led them higher up the pass. Snow was in the air, causing Crestan to spew curses between breaths. The trail rose higher, winding back and forth through the trees. Suddenly, Kirkes left the trail, entering the thicker woods heading back down toward the valley beyond.

"All be praised," said Watty. "I glad she had some sense."

"She is definite heading for the Tuors," said Kirkes. "Watty, you return to King Treteste with word. We'll want more soldiers." 

"For these pixies! Kirkes, you alone could trash all the Tuors," said Crestan. "Together no one can withstand us. Even I doubt that you are a coward."

"You either overestimate our abilities, or underestimate the Tuors, I can't say which. However, your conclusions may cost us our lives."

"Bah! I should ride in alone and bring her back myself."

Kirkes shook his head, gesturing with his hand for Crestan to lead them. Crestan moved directly to the front; Kirkes and Rocodt waiting to bring up the rear. Watty looked at Kirkes who motioned for him to follow Crestan. 

The grasses gave way to rockier ground. The horses picked their way slowly through the large rocks covering the trail. 

"Why are there so many rocks?" asked Watty.

"Troll country," said Kirkes. "Those are pieces of larger rocks broken against the ground. They were thrown by Trolls." 

"Thrown? At travelers?"

"That's how they catch their meals."

"I'm not going to be a meal," said Crestan.

"Good thing," said Kirkes. "You'd make a Troll sick." 

"I know what you are doing!" cried Crestan. "And it won't work. I won't fall for your schemes!"

Kirkes merely looked at Crestan until the latter turned back to the trail, picking up the pace. Kirkes and Rocodt stayed back, not wishing to injure their mounts. 

"By your remarks regarding other races, Crestan," said Kirkes. "I would guess that you were a member of the Brotherhood of the Rose."

"I am a knight! I do not hold with Daass' practices. Can you open your mouth without insulting me?" 

"Perhaps. But it remains that you do Daass' work for him. And the Brotherhood has their own knights. You would fit in well with those inadequate knights." 

Crestan did not respond, mulling Kirkes' words over.

"A knight must take responsibility for all results of his actions. Remember that, Crestan. Daass appreciates your efforts. You forward the aims of the Brotherhood."

"Bah! I will deal with Daass and his Brotherhood of the Rose when King Treteste takes residence in the castle at Nantitet. I have long felt Daass oversteps his authority with regularity. His followers worship openly, rejecting all manner of royal decisions; setting themselves up outside the law. It's criminal." 

"I agree with you, Crestan. However, Daass has spent nearly forty years building his power base. He has influence in unlikely places. Worst of all, his eyes and ears could be anywhere. Even Treteste does not have the spy system of the Brotherhood of the Rose."

"Yes, I would suspect you have a special dislike for Daass. Especially with your activities. I'm sure Daass would take special delight in vilifying you." 

"What do you mean by that?" Kirkes's voice rumbled low and hard. Crestan chuckled; glad to have finally gotten under Kirkes's skin.

"Nothing. I'm sure you have nothing to hide." 

Crestan rode slightly faster, still grinning. Kirkes exhaled slowly, riding an even pace downward after his companions. 

Kirkes saw the Trolls before the others and rode forward with a shout. Crestan soon followed. Three Trolls waited for them at the bottom of a ravine. Watty and Holder crouched behind a rock with the squires.

"We can't fight Trolls!" cried Holder. 

"Let's retreat," said Rocodt.

"Good idea," said Watty. They ran while the knights held off the Trolls.

A huge club dented Crestan's side, nearly toppling him. Kirkes's lance broke against the tough Troll hide. The Trolls grinned. The knight drew his sword, dancing out of the reach of the lumbering creatures, striking at the tendons behind the Troll's knees. The Troll danced out of the way with surprising speed. Kirkes struck again, hitting only air. Then he faked a blow, striking from the opposite side. The Troll could not change direction quick enough and Kirkes' blade found sinew. The creature screamed, slumping to the ground. Crestan had seen Kirkes's maneuver and tried to emulate it. The Trolls, not as dumb as expected, backed away, finally turning to run. Watty shouted in victory. 

"Wait," said Kirkes. "They will be back."

"We beat them," said Watty.

"Ride down the ravine quickly. We might be past them before they attack again." 

"Surely you can do your trick again," gasped Crestan, holding his side.

"Trolls may seem slow and stupid, but don't bet your life upon it. They will be back and with more Trolls. If we do not clear the ravine before then, we best turn back."

"We can't do that!" cried Crestan.

"Agreed. Now move!" shouted Kirkes.

They spurred their horses to a quick pace down the rough trail. Their eyes searched the hills while Kirkes concentrated on their route. He held his sword ready. His horse snorted, sensing his tenseness.

They had ridden a hundred yards when the horses shied, suddenly. 

Trolls rose up on all sides, screaming and waving their clubs. One hurled a huge spear, gazing Holder and ramming him into the earth. Howls of laughter deafened them. Kirkes charged; his sword held high. The Trolls scattered into the shelter of the trees. Rocks hailed down on his armor, driving him off. He circled back, attacking from the rear. Crestan tried to defend himself against two Trolls who surrounded him, snatching at him when he turned to the other one. Watty and Holder ran into the woods. Birate and Rocodt found safety behind a three. Five Trolls now confronted them. When Crestan realized they moved to the same side; he veered off to the opposite side while calling to the others to follow. The Trolls gaped at the rapid turn allowing Kirkes his chance to disengage.

Crestan led them downward, against the protests of Kirkes. The path would lead them into Paglo. They had no idea of what may be down there. The trees remained thick and green. All they could see of Paglo was forest. 

"Wait! We cannot charge into this land. We are armed and likely to be viewed as hostile," said Kirkes.

"I'll take my chances," said Watty. "Troll stew is not where I want to be." 

"I agree," said Crestan. "In fact, I believe I shall assume command of this expedition."

Kirkes, nodding his head, turned away. 

"You may command Watty and Holder, but I am not servant to a lesser vassal." Kirkes disappeared into the trees with Rocodt following close behind. Suddenly, there was a howl back up the slope, not far from them.

"Trolls!" cried Holder. "Here they come again!" 

Crestan led them down the slope, dodging trees into Paglo. Kirkes watched the huge shapes follow the knights into the land of the Tuors.

They rushed into a clearing, the Trolls still in pursuit. Suddenly, arrows rained upon them killing Holder and wounding Birate. Crestan and Watty dove behind tree trunks, listening, but there was no sound except for Birate's moans. 

"Look, Sir Crestan," said Watty, holding up one of the arrows. "Some kind of jewel for a tip." 

"Similar to diamond," said Crestan, calculating in his mind. "How many of these do you think we can recover?"

The Trolls lay still; three large shapes not far behind Crestan. His eyes strained to see the distant Trolls fade back into the mountains. 

"The Trolls seem to have retreated. Now, let's see about gathering these pixie arrows." 

More arrows struck the tree above their head. Crestan held a finger to his mouth. A voice rose out of the trees. 

"We will not hurt you. Turn back. You are not welcome here. This is Tuor land." 

"We mean no disrespect," shouted Crestan. "We are traveling and ran afoul of the Trolls."

"You are a knight. Are you on a quest?"

Crestan tried to pinpoint the direction the voice came from but the bunched trees proved too thick, distorting sound.

"Yes."

"What quest brings you this close to Paglo? Whose vassal are you?" 

"I am Sir Crestan. I am a vassal of the king."

"Ah, King Treteste, you mean? We do hear somewhat of the outside world. Hear me, Sir Crestan. By the power invested in me by King Ian of Paglo, I deny you haven in Paglo. Leave the area immediately." 

Crestan jumped to his feet, ready to charge the diminutive figure, wherever it might be. An arrow pierced his wrist; his sword dropped to the ground. Crestan shouted in pain.

"The next arrow will claim your life. Be gone!"

Watty led the cursing Crestan back up the slope into the trees. "At least you got another arrow tip."

"Shut up!" 

They could feel the eyes of the Tuors upon them. The silent forest listened as Birate fell in behind them. It was a slow ride back to Stormridge. Kirkes and Rocodt watched their comrades.

"What do you make of that?" asked Rocodt.

"Only one or two Tuors," said Kirkes. "Fine shots. This Border Guard of Paglo is quite adept at keeping unwelcome visitors out. But I'm afraid Treteste would not be cowed so easily. Paglo would fall."

"Would he attack them, if Wynne had already passed through?" 

"If they had helped her in any way. And from my limited knowledge of Tuors, I believe they would have helped her."

"Why crush them? Wouldn't they be a valuable ally with their skills?" 

"Rocodt, you ask too many questions for a squire. I am merely a knight and my knowledge is limited, as is my patience. No more questions. Let's ride. I want to return to King Treteste before Crestan. I think my account of the hunt for Wynne would be more accurate. I would hate for the king to hear falsehoods." 

They made a sled for Holder's body. "I believe there is an old trail to the east that bypasses the Troll land. We shall make for it." 

"I think Crestan went back the way we came. Won't the trolls be waiting?" 

Kirkes grinned, spurred his horse as they found the trail down the mountain into Calendia.







Chapter 6
 

It had been difficult to keep Estes moving in the proper direction. He seemed to be wrestling with the notion that he could succor the castle from the Baron if he could get back to the soldiers. Navir shook his head and grasped the prince by his elbow, leading him through the thickening wood. They headed west to the mountains. Beyond the mountains lay Arda, Navir's homeland and the home to all Daerlan in Anavar. Navir did not wish to return to Arda without the Faerion but Estes needed a place to hide and plan the overthrow of the Baron. Overthrow the King, now. King Yeates was dead and Treteste was king. Treason would mean death in King Treteste's eyes and his insanity had grown daily over the last few years, an unholy combination. It meant torture before death under Treteste's reign. Navir did not care. One Man or another did not impact the Daerlan. However, he worried about his daughter. Daughter. I have never thought about her as my daughter before. Could I ever tell her the truth? Could she forgive me for not raising her? She seems so Man in many ways. 

Navir found he had many worries. He could find food, but Estes did not appear to know much forestry. Navir guessed he would last a week or two on his own. The mild weather helped but water was scarce in this part of the forest. The trees spread wide over the rocky terrain. Once they crossed the mountains the forests would be close and damp. Navir did not like confinement and he felt confined by his charge from Wynne. His opinion of Estes was low and he tried to reassess the young man as they traveled. Unfortunately, there was nothing to change his original evaluation. He calculated the time for the journey to Arda and his tolerance of the young man. The trip would be too long. 

"Hurry up, Estes. I can't wait for you." 

"I'm doing my best," puffed the prince.

"Your best will get us killed."

"I am your prince..." 

"Quiet. You are not my prince, nor shall you ever be. And right now, you are no one's prince. Move as silently as you can. I do not expect them to know we are here but if Treteste sent trackers the sound might carry to them."

They reached a secluded area five miles northwest of Stormridge where they camped. Navir knew they had escaped without leaving a trail, despite the prince. The Daerlan neared exhaustion, covering tracks for two travelers and moving at the pace he desired. Navir opened his pack and began to prepare a small fire. 

"Navir, we must go back. I must avenge my father's murder." Estes sounded certain but he was breathing heavy and bent over, his hands on his knees.

"No. That is senseless at the moment. We do not have the numbers. We would be executed in Treteste's presence by tomorrow morning. We have discussed this already." He filled a small pot with water from his pouch and sprinkled in herbs.

"I cannot let that beast take my father's crown. The thought of it makes me vomit."

Navir rolled his eyes. "He already has it. No amount of whining will change that," said Navir. He stirred the soup pot with an arrow. 

"Whining!?" He moved as if to gain his feet, but Navir did not notice the movement. Estes leaned back again, crestfallen.

"You have to plan carefully, as the Baron did, to realize your goal. You cannot dash off into the fray without some plan." They sat quietly as the soup heated. Once he was satisfied Navir removed it from the fire and poured the green soup into cups. Estes looked long at his cup, sniffed it, wrinkling his nose.

"I do not whine." His voice was lower, speaking slow and clear. 

Navir shook his head, cursing his fate; to be homeless and a nursemaid for a coddled prince. Prince of Men, he corrected. Navir was a prince himself, and the Daerlan were of a far nobler race. Yet, he found occasional employment as a healer in the service of King Yeates, a distasteful enterprise at best but it honed his skills. There were few on Anavar who could match Navir as a healer but he was disgusted at the necessity of his talents.

Now the prince was king in truth although Treteste was king in fact. King Estes. Navir thought about that for a while. King Estes. He hoped there was much about Estes he did not know for what he did know would crumble the kingdom. Calendia would be in ruins similar to its southern neighbor Wierland. It is no easy task to rule a kingdom.

"Where are you taking me?" asked Estes, slurping his soup.

"Arda. To the city of Evenlight. King Oalaria rules from there. It is a safe place."

"Safe?" 

"You won't have to wonder who supports Treteste and who doesn't. Oalaria should help you set up a government in exile. He has spoken ill of Treteste and his hunting parties; killing more than they could use and leaving the rotting carcasses in the forests. For all his bluster, even Treteste would not attack Daerlan. In Arda you can build your support until you are ready to take on Treteste. Take heed; move slowly and do not risk all you are building. You may only have one chance to regain your father's crown." 

Estes nodded. "I hear your words. It will be difficult to have such patience." 

"Talk to Oalaria. Sometimes I think he invented the concept of patience. He can help you, but he is proud and fickle with his approval. Always be forthright with him. He asks questions whose answers he already knows."

"Just to trip you up?" 

"For no other reason." 

"Why should I be honest with one so devious?" 

"Because he holds all the power and without him, you are a wandering man without a country." 

"I will think on what you say," said Estes. 

"That is more than I hoped," muttered Navir.
 

They dropped into a ravine and followed it through the grasping brambles, moving slowly to reduce noise. Navir stopped, placing a hand on Estes' chest. The prince barely resisted the urge to slap it away, and then he too, heard the music. They listened in silence. 

"What are they doing out here?" asked Navir.

"Looking for me, no doubt," whispered Estes. "Spies of Treteste's." 

Navir did not acknowledge that comment. He half hoped Treteste's men did wait for them so he could deliver the prince to them and be out of his misery. Treteste probably did not care about Estes now that the crown was his. Treteste probably thought him of no consequence and he wouldn't be far wrong. Navir remembered Wynne's words and calmed himself. Estes was important and necessary; he told himself. Treteste might not hunt for Estes but he certainly would have given orders for him to be killed if found. Once Estes was delivered to a safe haven, Navir could then vanish. Vanish. The word even sounded wonderful.

Navir used his magic to slightly alter Estes' face. His nose appeared longer and his brow thick and hairy, while a thin beard covered his chin. Navir could not change the prince's height or manner, but he should not be easily recognized.

"My face tingles." He touched it and felt over his nose. "What did you do?"

"Nothing you can feel with your fingers. There is a glamor over your appearance making you less like Estes. Do not worry it isn't permanent but no one but a strong wizard could see through it."

"Thank you," said Estes.

"What? Oh. You're welcome", replied Navir.

Reaching the minstrels took longer than Estes anticipated. The sound carried strangely in the forest. He saw six of them, brightly dressed, not a forester among them. There were four men and two women, practicing their performance.

Navir walked boldly into their camp. Estes cursed and hid behind a tree, waiting for the Daerlan to be killed.

"Navir? Is it really you?" The man wore blue breeches and a red shirt. A yellow feather stuck out of his blue cap. The others did not break their practice. 

"Yes. It is good to see you, Apal. Are your companions old friends or new?" 

"New. However, one of the ladies may enter my confidence soon." He grinned. His perfect teeth framed by a jet-black goatee. His hair was long and grey at the temples; his upper body was massive; unusual for a minstrel.

"Ah, good for you." Navir slapped him on the back. Apal grinned, and then his face turned serious. 

"I heard you were with King Yeates." 

"I was." 

"But.." 

"I escaped. Treteste is king now, I wager." 

"Yes, I'm afraid you are correct. News travels fast, even out here. Are you well?" 

"No injury. I am traveling with a young man, rescued from the siege. I think you will know him, but do not speak his name. He's a little hot-headed." Apal opened his eyes wide.

"Ah, that is good news, Navir. I did not know how we would oppose Treteste. He wields a powerful sword. This will be a great boost."

"I am glad you are happy. I will turn him over to you. I detest his company."

"He was spoiled as a child."

"He's not changed, then," laughed Navir. "Tell me, what other news?"

"There is a group of nobles opposed to Treteste. They speak of treason with vehemence. They need someone to unite them and lead them. Presently, their identities are guarded, but they want to move quickly before Treteste solidifies his position." 

"It appeared solid at Stormridge." 

"Yet in Nantitet his name is spoken in disdain. The key to Treteste is Sir Kirkes."

"How so?"

"Kirkes is so great a fighter that no single man can overcome him. No man, not even me. If Treteste calls for a fight of Champions, he will always win. Kirkes is a man of high honor and respected by everyone. It would be difficult to find someone to set archers in wait of Kirkes, yet such warfare is necessary." 

"Interesting. I had no idea your honor would extend so far. Is there not some mercenary who would undertake such a thing?"

"Presumably, but it cannot become common knowledge. The people of Calendia idolized Kirkes. If the killer becomes linked to nobility, the people will riot. I do not doubt it. If Kirkes is to die, it must appear fair and in the normal course of his activities. Assassination benefits no one." 

"What about the field of battle? Can two or more defeat him? Or a stray arrow?"

"That is our best hope, yet it is uncertain at best. If your companion seeks the throne then Kirkes could recognize the right to rule." 

"Kirkes was there when Treteste killed Yeates. Where was the recognition of the right to rule?" asked Navir. 

Apal sighed. "It is difficult at best. I am not sure what to do. However, I must do something or nothing will change." 

"That is true. Let me bring my companion down. I think he's been hiding long enough."

Navir turned and waved to Estes. At last, the prince came slowly into the camp eyeing each of them as if they would knife him. "This is Rapert," said Navir, giving Estes a false name.

"I'm Apal, leader of this troupe. Please be welcome Rapert." 

"Thanks." Estes looked hard at Apal, but no memory triggered. Apal tried not to notice the scrutiny, calling to the others to join them for their midday meal. Two were dressed in close fitting garments to allow for acrobatics and juggling. The younger of the two was a girl with dark hair. She caught Estes' eyes immediately. The singers wore loose clothing with long sleeves and capes for accenting their music. The tall blond woman walked to Apal and interlocked arms.

"Let me introduce the jugglers, Reber and Deenie. And the singers, Kelia, Gora and this is Melana. Melana and I play lutes. If the crowd is tolerant, I sing too. Where are you two bound?" 

"Rapert spoke of seeing my homeland, and with the countryside in such turmoil and the two of us without work, I thought now was a fine time to travel." 

"Well and good. Stay and sup with us. We have bread and cheese and mulled wine. No joint of beef I'm afraid, but work is limited at the moment. We hope to have a chance to perform for the king."

"The king is dead," said Rapert. 

"The new king," said Apal, easily. He watched Rapert's face pale, and saw the tension in the jaw. "Navir, your friend shows his emotion too well. It may land him in trouble. Treteste is king, now, Rapert. He will not be tolerant of those who oppose him. And his spies are everywhere. Careful you don't find yourself minus your head. It's very awkward to continue living that way." 

Rapert nodded mutely, still distrusting his voice. Navir watched closely, surprised at Estes' silence, but pleased just the same.

They all gathered round to eat. Apal served the ladies first, then the guests, the other men, and himself last. There was plenty for everyone. Afterward, Apal whispered to Melana who got her lute and played. Her voice soared to the tops of the trees. Estes did not seem interested, but Navir found it wonderful. 

"You do not appreciate Melana's talents, Rapert?" asked Apal. 

"She's a singer. That is not the life for a respectable person and especially not a lady."

"Who said I'm a lady?" asked Melana. She winked at Apal who covered his mouth with his hand. Estes blushed. 

"We are common people. This is all we know. This is our life. What else would you have us do?" 

"Find respectable work." 

Navir laughed. Estes scowled at him.

"You have fixated on your opinion of 'respectable', Rapert," said Apal. "Despite your Daerlan companion you seem to be a noble, and in trouble from what I hear." 

"What did you mean about his companion?" asked Navir. "There was more than 'Daerlan' in your words." 

"Come, Navir. Everyone knows your contempt for the kings of Men, especially their coddled children. The fact that Rapert is with you might throw your enemies off his trail for they would never believe him to be a noble. That is until, he opens his mouth."

"How dare you!" shouted Estes, pushing Apal. Suddenly, Estes found himself on his back with Apal's sword at his throat. 

"I am trying to teach you a lesson, Rapert," said Apal. "I was hoping I didn't have to be so blunt. You are on the run. If you speak like nobility you will be caught and killed. Treteste does not allow surprises in his world. If there is potential for a situation or person to undermine what he wants, he removes it without conscience. You must submerge your arrogance and your pride. Do not call attention to yourself. They will kill you. Remember that. Remember. If you do not behave like the common folk you seem to despise, you will die. And I will not be sorry for many reasons." 

"Listen to him," said Navir. "Right now you have no friends except those who are right here, and you have tried hard to reject their aid." 

Estes breathed deeply. He nodded his head. "Some friends. Again, Navir, I will think about what you said. And I will think on your words, Apal. But it is very difficult."

"If you are successful, you will be a better man for it," said Apal. "Perhaps a man other men will follow. Yes, it will be difficult and I foresee you facing death many times. Only you can determine your fate." 

"What about Treteste? He has a hand in my current fate. How did I alone determine my current state?" 

"You talk too much," said Apal. He looked to Navir. "Everyone tries to destroy my beautiful theories. How can I be a great philosopher with such people around? It would be better to work in a deserted town. Except for the money, I'd love it."
 

They took their leave of the minstrels, Estes staring straight ahead, Navir waving to Apal his thanks. Estes had not enjoyed the conversation. His brow was furrowed and his face flushed. Navir shook his head. The anger of the young man would be his undoing. Were all Men this headstrong? 

They walked long without speaking. The land was familiar to Navir. He had wandered the edges of the troll land, Darkfell, and Paglo, the land of the Tuors, for many years, guarding against Man presence in Arda. He knew Blackthorne made his home in the mountain reaches but had not seen him in twenty years. The next land they would pass through was once the domain of a Wierlun. Navir frowned at the thought of exposing that part of himself to Estes. He did not want to relive those short days at all. Yet when he looked at Wynne that time became a pleasant memory, not the bitter one where his father was prominent. 

Rocks rose high around them; their steps echoed slowly as they passed. Estes thought he heard something and turned to the Daerlan, who already had drawn his sword. They slowed, walking back to back, watching the tops of the rocks. No bird songs or other sounds reached their ears. A pungent smell greeted them. 

"Trolls," whispered Navir. "They are close and clever concealing themselves. They can't see well but can smell us." 

They moved by several misshapen rocks, their eyes still upward when the misshapen rocks began to move. Suddenly four huge trolls stood over them. Navir lashed out with his sword, wounding one, but something struck his head rendering him senseless. Estes tried to run and made it twenty yards before the Troll caught him and trussed him up like a bird for the supper pot. 

Navir regained his senses underneath a tree. He had rolled a good distance without the Trolls noticing him, occupied as they were with Estes. Navir raced towards the Trolls, his sword piercing the eye of one troll. He twirled and cut the ropes binding Estes, then faced the Trolls again.

"Run. Run as fast as you can. I will hold them. Head southeast for four days and you will reach Evenlight. The scouts will find you before then." 

Estes did not move immediately. Navir kicked at him, flailing his leg backwards. "Run! Or your father will go unavenged!" Estes finally heard the Daerlan and scampered into the trees. Navir waved his sword, moving to the north to draw the brutes after him. With a roar the Trolls charged him. He led them on a merry chase through the rocky terrain, dodging branches, jumping streams, keeping within sight of the Trolls. He could lose them quickly, but Estes needed more time to escape.

However, escape was elusive. A Troll dragged Estes toward the Troll's campsite. Estes had tried to run, but a straggler happened upon him, knocking him down. The creature made no noise as it approached its camp, probably intending to cook Estes for itself. Suddenly, it heard a whistle from the east. The Troll stopped. An arrow pierced its eye. It screamed, dropping Estes who sprang to his feet. He ran toward the archer. It was Melana. Rocks began raining down near them. A small rock struck her in the head. She fell heavily. Estes looked back to see more Trolls approaching. He checked his impulse to run and went to Melana. Her scalp peeled back from her wound but she still breathed. He looked back at the Trolls, closing quickly. Cursing, he picked up Melana with strength he didn't know he had and hurried down the ravine, roots grasping at his ankles, the weight of the girl fouling his balance. The Trolls gained ground quickly.

Arrows rained on the trolls. One struck the leader and it went down, tripping two more. The arrows flew again. With savage cries they withdrew out of the range of the arrows. Estes ran wildly, finally stumbled and pitched into a fern. Rough hands pulled him out, turning him over and covering his mouth in one motion. 

Estes looked into the face of Apal.

"Thank you for saving my Melana. The wound is not serious, but we have other matters to discuss. Navir has gone. I do not know where. I called with a prearranged birdcall, but he did not answer. Either he is out of range or is sorely pressed. Your only safety is with us. I know your real identity. Without Navir your only hope is to hide with us. Become a minstrel. We pass through most towns without question. We could find out many things about Treteste to help you gain the throne. You have no other help."

"That last remark is the telling one. I do not trust you, Apal, but I don't know why. I don't fear for my life, but you are not totally honest with me."

"That is true. And I will be more honest as time passes. I have many responsibilities and I treat them all the same. But I am devoted to each." He glanced behind them. "We must go; the Trolls may return."
 

Over the next days Estes was tested for abilities to help the group. His juggling was horrible and he did not play the lute. However, his voice was pure and golden; blending with Melana's so well that Apal's eyes misted over. Apal smiled at Melana. This was a real break. They would obtain better engagements allowing them better intelligence. Apal was pleased; Estes was not.

"Do you sing often?" Deenie asked. 

Estes bit back an angry answer. He studied the smiling face of Deenie. 

"No. I haven't had much opportunity. I used to sing with my mother, but she died many years ago. It saddens me to sing now." 

She smiled and touched his hand. 

"No. Do not let it. Sing and remember your mother. I think of my own mother often when we perform. It helps me remember her. Sometimes her face begins to fade from my memory but a tune often brings her back. A song is a joy and each song praises your mother and revels in those wonderful memories. It does work. Try it."

Estes smiled. "Thank you. I shall try to do as you suggest. Don't expect great things right away."

"Of course I expect great things Rapert." Deenie patted his hand then went back to cooking supper. Estes watched her the rest of the evening. 
 

The Trolls gave up chasing Navir and returned to their home. He had led them miles to the north, almost letting them catch him, then sprinting out of reach. The game lasted through the night but the Trolls' stomach made them stop and seek out easier fare. Navir stopped and sat on a warm rock in the morning sunshine. It felt good to be free of Estes. He could finally relax. A hawk flew overhead, startling him. Tears filled his eyes for the memory of Aeli. She would laugh at him, sharing some secret with the forest, but it was never troublesome. She loved keeping things from him and set small clues for him to uncover. Often he did. When he didn't, she loved him all the more. Did he ever tell her he loved her? 

The anger toward his father and brother was unabated even after so many years. Why did they do it? He cried.

He worried about Wynne. How could he have left her in Stormridge? Her life was in danger.

He had to find her. He would find her. He had to reclaim his daughter.







Chapter 7
 

Tomen led the small party out of Paglo to the steep slopes of the forest to the north. Their short legs labored up the terrain but Tomen held his pace, not looking back at his charges. Their breathing labored but no one complained and he thanked the stars for that. Their journey would become perilous soon enough and complainers usually disrupted the trust necessary in a time of danger. He wanted to enter Troll country during mid-day, passing though it quickly while the Trolls watched the border passes between Arda and Paglo. It was rare for anyone to enter Troll country willingly but Tomen had often walked the rocky terrain of Darkfell. He knew where the Trolls laid their traps and he knew safe paths. 

They waited while Wynne found the hollow tree where she had hidden her belonging before entering Paglo. She said she had circled to the west to be sure Treteste's people wouldn't stumble across it. 

While they waited for Wynne, Tomen received word from one of his scouts of Trolls chasing Treteste's men into Paglo. Tomen did not share this information but urged them to make haste. When Wynne returned, they started out at once. 

"All my sorceress's tools. All I have in the world. I was lucky to be able to smuggle them out of Stormridge." She held them close to her, confirming their value. Culver watched her as his stomach tightened. What did she really hold? She said she did not have the Faerion, but that was at Whitehall. She did not have this bundle there. He did not dare ask her the truth; he wasn't sure he wanted to know for certain. The presence of the book would make it more dangerous for Elise. 

Elise hummed to herself while they walked. Tomen was silent and Wynne muttered to herself. Culver brought up the rear, watching his companions each chance he could. Wynne seemed pleased with her belongings, now stuffed in the extra pack Tomen had brought. Culver hoped it contained only her tools of trade, but the more his mind dwelt on it, the more troubled he became. He felt sure she had the Faerion. He could sense its presence in the pack, urging him to touch it, to see it, to unleash it. It grew on his mind with every step. He could see it in her pack. It bulged out in the middle. He kept his eyes on it. Suddenly, it began to move! It was alive! Someone spoke and he looked away. When he looked again it did not move. He convinced that it had and kept some distance away from the pack. Even singing to himself did not help keep his thoughts from the pack. 

He closed the distance to Wynne heedless of Elise's puzzled expression as he passed her. Wynne stopped suddenly and Culver leapt aside so he wouldn't run into the pack. Tomen gave him a pained look, motioning for quiet. 

"Sorry," said Wynne. "I had a rock in my boot. I'll let you know before I stop next time." 

"Thank you," croaked Culver. 

"Quiet," said Tomen. "We are nearing Troll country. See, the land is becoming barren."

The land was still rugged but there were more rocks strewn across the landscape. Jagged rocks of various sizes covered parts of the trail. Tomen led them from the trail deeper into the trees. When they were a good distance from the trail, he stopped. 

"There are Trolls nearby. Six to ten by the number of tracks. They trampled the ground so much I cannot tell the exact number. I did not expect them. Something disrupted their normal activity. We must take great care. Trolls do love Tuor stew." 

"Don't say that," said Culver. "You will scare Elise." 

"If it saves her life, so be it. Have a care with your concerns, Culver. I think Elise can handle herself much better than you."

"Keep to the matter of the Trolls," said Wynne. "You obviously did not expect them here and have no experience of what it might mean. What would you do if you were alone?"

"I would wait until noon. The Trolls should be napping, but I am not certain. I would cover ground as fast as I could. The Trolls are not sharp witted and even if I made noise they would not be able to pursue immediately. They would be disoriented and the hundred yards or more it would allow me might get me to Arda unscathed."

"Might?" asked Elise. 

"Might," confirmed Tomen. "There is the chance of running into a stray Troll, late for his nap. They are an unstructured people. Remember, they are swifter than they appear. Do not think their stupidity limits the danger. Tuors have been caught before." 

"I think we ought to follow that plan," said Wynne. "I might be able to raise a fog to confuse any who pursue." 

"At noon?" asked Culver. "I am impressed." Elise gave him a sour look.

"Do it, then," said Tomen.

When the sun was high, Wynne moved away from them, her face drawn and pale. Culver stared, fascinated. Avolan was more an herbal type of wizard; extracts of berries, potions, but Wynne used real spells. Culver grinned at Elise who shook her head at him although she was no less enthralled with the demonstration. Wynne began to chant softly, with a disturbing rhythm. Culver's skin began to crawl and he felt clammy. The chanting lasted several minutes. Culver knew the Trolls would find them before Wynne finished. Then the sound stopped.

The chilly fog rose up around them, moving with them as Tomen led them forward. It clung to them silently, swirling with their movements. Tomen slapped Culver on the back, grinning. "Let's make a go for it."

They ran quickly, stopping for nothing. Thin branches whipped at them, snapping in their passing. A quizzical grunt reached their ears, then another. Great voices rose up around them. There were more Trolls than Tomen expected. The fog puzzled them and enraged them, but the Tuors were too fast. The giant shadows lumbered among the trees unable to find their quarry. Wynne proved faster than a human, surprising Culver because he thought she was human; she moved like a Daerlan. This confirmed to him that sorcerers were a race unto themselves. They ran and ran through the daylight until the fog dissipated.

"I am too weary to hold the spell," said Wynne. She bent over with her hands on her knees.

"It was enough," said Tomen. "We are far enough away. We need to find shelter for the night in case the Trolls try to follow us. I don't think they will, but I never take a chance unless it's necessary."

"I think I see smoke over that rise," said Elise. "A campfire."

"Or a dwelling," said Culver. "There appear to be different tree tops over there." 

"Yes, I see it," said Wynne. "Almost like an orchard."

"Have a care," said Tomen. "It would be a strange being to live in these parts and dangerous too to be safe from the Trolls. My knowledge of this area is limited. There is not a good feeling here and I don't linger." 

"Lead on," said Elise. "We shall be alert." Tomen nodded, as if her response was the only one he expected. 

The sunlit clearings closed around them with long grasses radiating heat. It felt better to be in the shade and they moved quickly to the closeness of the trees. Tomen's eyes glanced everywhere, looking for signs of Trolls and whoever lived in this part of the forest. An age-old tale nibbled at the back of his mind, but he could not chase away the shadows that shielded his memory. The ground swelled upward and they felt their legs ache. 

"Not much farther," said Tomen. "It will be downhill the last mile or so. Resist the urge to move quickly down to the house or whatever it is. We must not blunder into anything." 

"You shall lead us," said Wynne.

They did move quickly; it felt wonderful to relax their muscles if only a little and they did stay behind Tomen.

Tomen stopped before the huge gate. Black and cleverly wrought with dragons and serpents. It was open, inviting, but the Border Guard did not trust its offer. The gate seemed unlatched and opened by a breeze. Tomen could squeeze through without touching the iron. He stared into the beautiful garden beyond the gate, shaking his head. 

"What's wrong?" asked Elise. "Why have you stopped? The gate's open." 

"You said we need shelter," said Culver. "The trolls won't have given up yet." 

"I'm not sure," said Tomen. "I don't like this gate. Dragons inviting me in; doesn't seem natural." 

"It feels safe," said Wynne. "There are no spells about it. But the sounds of the trolls are gone. Their pursuit has ended." She reached out, touching the gate. "It appears to be iron. I say we go in." 

"I still have misgivings," said Tomen.

"I say enter," said Elise. 

"Agree," said Wynne. Culver nodded.

"I will lead the way," said Tomen, sighing. 

They entered what appeared to be a garden courtyard. Bright flowers filled the courtyard; some intertwined on the lattice over the cobblestone path. Rows of yellow roses on one side, red roses on the other, lined the path. The path seemed to wind endlessly through the flowers. The scene caused their hearts to lighten, losing their apprehensions. Suddenly, where there was silence now came songs of birds and freshness to the air that energized them. The flowers grew taller than the Tuors and some taller than Wynne. The sensation of warm springtime eased their tensions and soon they laughed and skipped among the stone paths. 

They did not notice the closing of the gate.

Elise smelled the flowers, sneaking a glance at Culver. He saw her expression, turning away, embarrassed should the others have seen it. Elise was so much more relaxed around other people than Culver, especially when expressing her emotions. 

"The gate is closed," said Tomen, drawing his sword. "Who closed it?"

"Where is it?" asked Culver. "I can't see it anymore. We haven't walked that far." 

They all looked around them, seeing only the garden. Flowers rose up all around them. Wynne muttered a spell but could not command her powers. Did she forget how? She tried another spell; her eyes darting to find some evidence of her spell. Culver watched Wynne fight the panic welling inside her. She looked around wildly, her hands shaking. 

"I closed the gate. You are my guests," The silky voice purred over their ears. A man clad in a black cloak wearing a pointed black hat stood on the steps above them. They had not noticed the steps or the house; so powerful was the image of the garden. The house was of stone built long and low and resisted the stains of time, perhaps by the owner's sorcery. He started to descend the stairs. His beard was black, streaked with two thick strands of white, but blacker still were his eyes with pinpricks of red in the center. They seemed to suck all light from around him. His expression was unreadable. Tomen immediately drew his sword and rushed the man. He held his hand out palm facing Tomen and the Tuor stopped as if he hit a wall and went sprawling. Elise and Culver rushed to his side. Tomen regained his balance quickly but Culver held him back.

"Blackthorne!" said Wynne, guessing where they were at last. "No wonder my spells did not work." 

"Quite so, Lady Wynne. And I am delighted that you have brought the Faerion to me."

"She doesn't have it!" shouted Culver. 

"Oh, yes she does, Culver of Paglo." He glanced at Wynne but her face showed nothing. "Do you know I've even purchased some of your poetry? I enjoy it immensely. I sit here in the garden in the evening, reading it aloud. I don't know why Tuors don't honor you more."

Culver blushed. He muttered his answer and Blackthorne had to strain to hear it. 

"Elise is all the honor I need."

Elise kissed him.

"This is an honor for me," said Blackthorne, turning to Elise. "A weaver has come to my home. So, we have a poet, a weaver, a sorceress and a warrior. Be welcome Tomen, son of Tangol. My home is yours during your stay." 

"And how long will that be?" asked Tomen. "We are your prisoners."

"That is a question only Wynne can answer. I need some information and the sole source is the Faerion. I do not wish the book for myself, only to read a selection of it. Then you may return it to the Daerlan and King Oalaria. I sure he would be tickled to get it back. Navir could never get it for him. But Navir found many distractions on his journeys. Come, I have a meal prepared for you."

They followed mutely and found a banquet laid out before them. They sat down but no one touched the food except Culver who had eaten several mouthfuls before he noticed the others watching him. 

"What's wrong?" 

"We don't know," said Tomen. "We were waiting to see what happens to you." 

"Me? Why?" He swallowed as it dawned on him. "Poison?"

"We don't know yet." Tomen smiled. 

"Quit teasing him," said Wynne. "If it was poison something would have happened by now." 

"That's not reassuring," said Culver. 

"You should have stopped him," said Elise. "What if it had been poisoned?"

"He ate so fast, there wasn't time to stop him," said Tomen. "Does he really eat like that all the time?" 

"Like what?" asked Culver. "I have seen you wolf down food and belch afterward without blinking."

"I do not need to be lectured by a poet."

"Enough," said Wynne. "We should eat to keep our strength up. I don't intend to spend much time here."

"I will keep my eyes open for a chance to escape," said Tomen. "I have useful skills." He looked at Culver for a moment then back to Wynne. "Blackthorne probably won't spend much time watching me. I'm afraid he's more interested in you." 

"Unfortunately, you are right." 

The rest of them tasted their food and began to eat. The food was delicious and they ate their fill. Blackthorne left them alone until they had finished and then led them to their sleeping quarters. He refused to answer any questions, imploring them to rest from their journey first. In the morning everything would be clearer. He locked them in their rooms. 

The next morning breakfast was laid out but Blackthorne was not there. Unseen servants saw to their needs while their host was away. They only saw Blackthorne for a few minutes and he ignored their questions. Wynne and Tomen discovered that they were indeed prisoners. Magic kept them pinned behind the gate and the wall unscalable, turning slick when Tomen touched it. Blackthorne would not let them escape. Two days might have passed before they saw him again. Wynne worried about the loss of time sense. They had no idea how long they were there. They spent their time sitting in the garden and speaking of happier times.

Culver and Elise sat in a corner of the garden surrounded by flowering vines. The aroma of the flowers relaxed them. They held hands speaking of nothing. They passed half the morning in silence. 

"I must ask you," said Culver. "Are you glad you came?"

"I am always glad to be with you." 

"That's not what I meant."

"I know. I feel we are in real danger here, but how can we escape? We are powerless against Blackthorne. I don't know what Wynne is capable of doing." 

"I imagine we will find out soon enough."

"Culver, you must promise me something." 

"Anything." 

"If I die, bury me where there are flowers. A place you will want to return to over the years." She felt a black shadow fly over her as she spoke although the bright sun warmed her. 

"Elise! How can you talk so? We will escape. I promise you." Elise laid her head on his shoulder pulling him to her. He held her tightly. 
 

One morning, Blackthorne found Wynne alone in the garden.

"Good morning, Wynne. Enjoying your stay?" 

"When can we leave?" 

"Perhaps when I see what I want to see."

"I refuse to allow you to touch it."

Blackthorne sat back and watched birds fly overhead. 

"What do you know of your parents?" 

"Nothing. I was orphaned." 

"Nothing? Did you know your mother was a Wierlun? Her name was Aeli."

"A Wierlun? How do you know about my mother? I never heard of such a thing." 

"She turned into a hawk at will. What shape do you take?"

"None. I am not a Wierlun. What makes you say something like that?" 

"Ah, but I can see you have the power. Have you not tried it?" 

"I cannot change shape."

"Wynne. I am a sorcerer. I can sense these things. Besides, I know your story from someone who knew it firsthand."

"Who?"

"Perhaps later. You did know of your abilities?" 

"No, I knew nothing about it. I can change shape?"

"If memory serves me, the Wierluns usually took the form of birds. Owls or hawks, I think. Birds of prey. An interesting shape for protectors of the land. Very aggressive. Are you aggressive?"

Her mind dwelt on her ignoble escape from Treteste. She clenched her fists remembering the soldiers. She might have flown away. 

"Strange that your father would not tell you." 

"I do not know my father." 

Blackthorne sat silently, rubbing his nose. Her ignorance surprised him. Why did he bring up the subject? He gained nothing from it, or did he? 

"Then you do not know who killed her? On orders from his father, King Oalaria, Aelan shot your mother out of the sky with an arrow."

"Daerlans! Why?" The Tuors joined them. Sensing her distress, they moved between Blackthorne and Wynne. 

"Ask your friend, Navir. Is he not a son of Oalaria and Aelan's brother?"

Wynne looked at the faces around her, seeking the help none could give. 

"Aeli. You said her name was Aeli?" 

"Yes. I would like to listen in when you return the Faerion to Oalaria. That is if you decide to give it to your mother's murderer. I wonder if his opinion will change after meeting you. I doubt he knew of your existence. Should be interesting." 

"You crow!" shouted Elise. "You just want to enjoy her suffering! How could you?" Blackthorne patted her hand. 

"Don't condemn me, my dear Elise. I am what I am. Look to Wynne and help her in her need."

Blackthorne left them alone. Tomen reached for a stone to throw at the sorcerer but he couldn't pick it up. He looked up to see Blackthorne waving a finger at him.
 

One morning a strange man dressed in a red cape appeared at the gate. Blackthorne merely watched as the gate opened and the man glided into the garden. 

"Lord Blackthorne." The man's orange face, ruddy as soil perched upon a long neck. His hands displayed a lighter shade of the same color.

"Paulenis. What brings you here?" Blackthorne moved his hands in spell preparation, but Paulenis had no hostile intent. His eyes darted around the enclosure, marking everyone present. Blackthorne waited for his answer. 

"I have come from Lady Galamog. She sends greetings. She wants you to know that the throne beside her is still empty." 

"As it shall ever be," said Blackthorne.

"Ah, yes. Also she sends warnings. Berimar has been sent out on her bidding. War is coming north. Prepare yourself."

"Berimar? Berimar has left Mordyn? I thought he found it to his liking."

"He did and he does, Lord Blackthorne," said Paulenis. "But Lady Galamog wishes him to travel and present her wishes to you, personally. I am but a messenger, unequipped for the demands of diplomacy." 

"I see. Do not worry. I shall find wine enough to soothe you after such a close call with diplomacy. It is too coarse a calling for someone with your refinement." 

"Thank you, Lord Blackthorne. Your kindness overwhelms me." 

"Laile will show you to your room." 

Blackthorne watched the orange man slink down the hallway. 

"Who is Berimar?" asked Culver.

"A sorcerer, powerful and deadly. He is the iron fist of Natale Galamog, who is a creature so vile, so evil that she should not be allowed to dwell in Anavar. However, she controls Mordyn and its fierce warriors." 

"It sounded like she wishes you beside her," said Wynne. 

"That is so, that is so," murmured Blackthorne, lost in thought. 

Blackthorne left them alone for the remainder of the day. They sat in the garden, attempting to enjoy the hospitality. It proved to be a comfortable house and the garden's beauty was unsurpassed. The reality of their situation kept them on edge. 

"Will we ever leave?" asked Elise. 

"If I give him a look at the Faerion," said Wynne. 

"Will he honor that?" asked Elise. 

"I think he will," said Wynne. "He has told me what he wants to see and I cannot detect a reason not to show him, yet something holds me back." A strange look came over her face; pain, surprise, joy. She held out her hand. It changed. The skin puckered, exposing feathers, small yet growing longer. Their redness increased with their size. Then her hand turned normal. She tried the other hand, then her face, and her eyes changing to gold. She jumped into the air with a shout. Her body shimmered and there was a golden red hawk. Her wings flapped and she was airborne. She soared high toward the sun and glided over the garden. Blackthorne joined them. 

"She's done it then. She is truly her mother's child." 

"Who is her father?" asked Elise.

"Since he is living, I shall not presume to answer for him. She must seek her own answers from him." They watched her fly high above them but even as a hawk Blackthorne's magic kept her over the compound. 

"Very pretty," said Blackthorne. 

Wynne came to Blackthorne that evening and they spent the hours until dawn reading from the Faerion. A very confident Wynne greeted the Tuors the next morning. 

"We will be leaving tomorrow. Blackthorne expects Berimar to arrive this afternoon and thinks we should greet him if for no other reason than to know Berimar and avoid him at all costs." 

"Sounds dangerous just to meet him," said Tomen. "Even if it is safe here, Berimar will know us for future encounters. We will no longer escape his notice."

"This is all over my head," said Culver. "I don't want to get mixed up with sorcerers." 

"You wanted to come along," said Elise. "You are doing fine. Relax. Wynne and Blackthorne will protect us." 

"Actually, there will be quite a lot of danger for you," said Blackthorne, appearing out of a shadow. "Paulenis is still here and he wields some magic. Berimar is a jewel. His power is great and he is a shadow of Lady Natale Galamog, the Dark Queen." 

"Why should we risk meeting Berimar?" asked Wynne. 

"To sow seeds of doubt. My power is strongest here and no one can pierce the shadows I drape over this portion of the land, not even Galamog. Berimar will not be able to know your worth and he will wonder about you. He might even worry about you. And if we allow him a glimpse of the Faerion, he will go sleepless thinking about you." 
 

Culver found himself sleepless, lying next to Elise's warm back, her own breathing rising and falling gently. Culver found no comfort in it. He rolled away, rising to his feet. He walked down the hallway that never seemed to end. He marveled at the house, small on the outside and nearly a palace inside. There were many rooms. He passed Tomen's and Wynne's and then the southerner Paulenis' room. Culver did not know where Blackthorne slept. The floor was cool stone polished to smooth ebony that did not show scratches. Culver tried to mark the floor one day, but Blackthorne discreetly cleared his throat; stopping the little Tuor from more mischief.

The outer doors were open and at home Culver favored an evening walk through the flowers and gardens of Paglo. Since Wynne allowed Blackthorne to see the Faerion they were no longer locked in at night. He felt that Blackthorne's beautiful garden would be just the thing for his insomnia. The cool air felt wonderful and he felt himself gliding around the garden, happy and nearly singing. He walked around for several minutes, and then found a wrought iron bench to sit on. His thoughts drifted away.

Suddenly, he felt chilled. The air had turned cold. He looked around, sensing a presence, but he could see no one. He thought he heard something near the gate and cautiously made the way there. He knew he heard voices, sinister whispers in some unknown language. He strained his eyes to see into the darkness, but there was no movement. He was patient. 

All Culver saw at first was the huge black shadow with the blood red eyes. 

"Are you the door servant? A gnome of some kind, I suppose," rasped the voice. "Tell Blackthorne I have come."

Culver's ears reddened at being mistaken for a gnome, even if it was a shadow talking to him. He looked closer, but saw no features. 

"Who shall I say is calling?"

"Ah, a polite gnome. Tell your master that Berimar is here, and my patience is thin. If you can remember all that, gnome. I am waiting!!" A storm crackled overhead, lighting flashes displaying the tall black figure reaching out a gnarled orange hand. Culver shook where he stood, unsure of what to do. His legs would not obey him.







Chapter 8
 

The daylight failed as Apal's troupe reached the ancient walls of Nantitet. The majestic walls of white stone surrounded the royal city, a formidable defense and serene security for the people of Nantitet. No army had ever conquered the city during the thousand years the wall guarded it. The guard turrets rose like jagged teeth over the white walls resembling polished seashells in the sun. Another wall rose high inside the city surrounding the inner castle known to the people of Nantitet as the 'palace.' Apal made them halt behind gorse trees out of sight of the guards lining the walls. Estes knew the guard rotation but saw a dozen more guards than expected. Guards stood at each corner of the wall while patrols reached each checkpoint every quarter hour. They watched the movement of the stern faced guards. They heard no voices. The usual banter of the watch was silent. 

"What's going on?" asked Estes, jittery with the idea of sneaking into his own city under Treteste's nose. He did not recognize the mood of the guards. 

"Martial law," said Apal. "There are still supporters of Yeates in strong numbers in Nantitet. Treteste is merely preparing for violence. There wouldn't be anything of a large scale - an assassin or two, but he is taking no chances. The dissidents are not well organized yet. They can be, and I plan to see it done. I want to reach the Boars head Tavern. I have some friends there." 

"That's a filthy place, full of cutthroats and.." 

"Yes it is. Remember Rapert; the wrong words from you will cost us our lives. And I will kill you before I allow you to endanger Melana or me. Is that understood?"

"When I am king, you will have a lot to answer for." His face flushed and he spoke between his teeth. 

Apal grimaced, striking Estes alongside the head. Estes stumbled.

"You are a fool, Rapert. Navir was right. I can imagine his joy at being free of your company. I wonder now if he merely fled your presence, not the trolls. I had hoped you would be the leader Calendia needs. I thought perhaps Navir just didn't care for our race, he had reasons not to, but now it is clear it was you alone that disgusted him." 

"How can you talk to me that way?"

"You just don't get it, do you? You will have to earn your throne. You will have to prove yourself to my friends and me. The throne is not something that is owed to you. You must be worthy of the throne. Your father wasn't worthy, Treteste is not worthy and right now, you are not worthy." He looked into Estes' eyes. Estes turned away. 

Apal walked back to the others. 

"Come, we shall enter the city now." 

They walked to the gate and the guards admitted them without question, their vocation obvious to the guards. The approach to the gate stretched long and straight, giving the guards ample time to observe all who came to the gate. Apal's troupe was well known in Calendia, but seldom heard. It proved to be an interesting benefit of fame. Still, one guard watched them until they rounded a corner two blocks away.

Nantitet looked different to Estes. The smells stronger, pungent and the world had a texture he hadn't noticed before. He wasn't sure that he liked it, but it was new to him and he felt keen on learning about it. He realized that he did not know as much as he should of the people he intended to rule. Apal's attitude surprised him, and he hoped it was not a common one although he knew that was a futile wish. He stepped in a puddle of water to get out of the way of a carriage and the water soaked his feet. He saw Apal watching him.

"Make way for the nobility. We are honored by their presence." Apal spoke in a mocking tone. Estes set his jaw and continued on.

Far more people filled the streets than Estes imagined. He seldom had the opportunity to walk the streets without an armed escort. He pulled back from the people walking past and tried not to make eye contact. Each person on the street with business to conduct, scraping for the coin to buy meals and provide a roof. They seemed lively, happy in their activity if not their lot in life.

Estes stopped at a baker's stand. The aroma was too compelling to pass by. A notion came into his head and he spoke to the baker. 

"How's life with Treteste as king?"

"About the same. No notice to regular folk. You are singing in town?"

"Yes," said Estes. "But I'm not sure where." 

"We don't have a job yet, but we will," said Apal.

"There really isn't any difference between kings?" asked Estes, determined to sort it out.

"We had nothing when Yeates was king and we have nothing now. Kings don't care for regular folk; they have their money to count. Hey, what's the matter?" 

Estes' face was red with rage and he seemed to be choking. Apal quickly supported him. 

"He has a bad stomach. Takes over suddenly. He'll be all right in a few minutes."

"My wife makes a drink for that. Vile stuff, but it works. Here, I'll fetch some." He vanished in a blink and returned nearly as fast. Perhaps he didn't trust his customers. 

"Here you go." He held up a yellowish mixture in a cup. "Go on drink it."

"Yes," said Apal, grinning. "Drink it." 

Estes had no choice but to drink. The smell curdled his nose hairs and it was difficult not to gag while swallowing the creamy concoction. There was a lump, then two, and then more. Estes felt the things slipping down his throat. Finally, he was through. Apal stood next to him, smiling brightly.

"Thank you, sir," said Apal. "That should fix him right up. How much?" 

"My pleasure. No payment. Glad to have helped." 

Apal steered Estes away, laughing in his ear. "Hold your feelings in; you almost gave us away there. I will tell you once; betray us and you are dead. Accidental or purposeful, I will kill you. No man is more important than Calendia."

The Boars head Tavern squeezed among the buildings near the center of Nantitet in the shadow of the palace. They walked briskly nodding to the people calling out to them, but they didn't stop. Several patrols of stern guards passed them, covertly eyeing them suspiciously. Apal shook his head. Some of those guards cheered the loudest at their last performance. He knew their faces. Now the guards treated them like potential enemies. The influence of Treteste could only harm Calendia, thought Apal, renewing his resolve. Treteste's rule must be brief or the damage would never be reversed.

Before they reached the tavern a man in a purple tunic stepped in front of Apal.

"Do I address Apal the minstrel?" The voice was high and pinched. 

"Yes, I am Apal." 

"I bring a request from Queen Richela for your troupe to perform this evening for the Queen. I will send a servant to guide your steps at dusk." Without waiting for an answer the messenger walked away.

"What do we do now?" asked Rapert.

"We perform for the Queen."

"But I.." 

"You will do fine," said Apal.

"That's not what I mean." 

"I know quite well what you mean, but we are in the street. Anything you say may be overhead and quite easily. Do not call undue attention to us. However, we cannot reject a royal summons. You should know that. We must respond quickly for the Queen will be waiting."

Apal led them to the tavern, walking through the main room to one in the back without even a sideways glance at the proprietor. Estes looked all around, appalled to be in such a place. One ravaged face he peered at growled at him. When they were all present, Apal shut the door.

"We have some time to relax and review the order of play."

"Do I have to?" asked Estes. 

"If you don't, you might get us all killed. You must perform and perform well. Your voice is pleasing. Just relax. I will not speak of it again."

The innkeeper came in and sat down. 

"I can spare a few minutes, Apal," said Waren. "Those girls of mine are old enough to handle things out there. Ah, it's good to get off my feet." The pink-faced man looked around the troupe. "Some new faces. Good, good. Always keep variety around these parts. I had a minstrel last month that tried to sing the same songs each night. His lute is still here. The crowd chased him out so fast he couldn't collect his belongings. Imagine he'll be sending for it one day, I shouldn't wonder." 

He turned his attention to Apal. "Now, what brings you to Nantitet at this time? I expect you know Treteste is king and what an idiot he is. Do you know I think he will even be worse than that Yeates? Never thought it possible." 

Estes squirmed in his seat. Apal saw the whiteness of the lower lip and hoped the boy wouldn't bite through it before they sang for the queen. 

"We are to sing for the queen."

"So I hear, so I hear. But that offer came just lately, after you arrived. What are you planning, Apal? Do I need to pack up and leave?" 

"Nothing so spectacular. Still planning, I'm afraid. Too many variables to more quickly." 

"Ah, I hear such things here. Like the prince surviving the siege and that crazy sorceress disappearing with some Elven book of power. I sort of liked Wynne, but I never spoke to her and only saw her half a dozen times. There was something about her-kind of queenly. I'll tell you what; she'd be more a fit ruler than Prince Estes would have been. Too bad he survived. He'd make a mess of things or he's no son of Yeates'. I understand why you are planning so carefully. Can't have Estes claiming the throne." 

Deenie had put her arm around Estes at that moment from a signal by Apal. Estes was startled by the closeness of her body and stammered. She put a finger to his lips and smiled. "Must relax and rest before the performance." She looked into his eyes, and then returned to her place near the window. Estes then noticed Waren had gone. He sheepishly smiled at Apal who watched him and looked down at his feet.

Food and drink were brought and each of them sat quietly among their own thoughts. Estes watched them awhile before deciding to lean back, closing his eyes. 

Later, Melana gently shook him awake
. "It's time." 

Estes felt the knot in his stomach tighten, and his mouth was suddenly dry. Apal looked over each of them, nodding his head. 

"I think we are ready. Remember we are performing for the Queen. I shall be the only one to speak and for all our sakes, if you are spoken to, answer quickly and humbly without looking into their eyes. They might think you believe yourself equal to them." 

"That's rubbish," said Estes.

"Is it Rapert? Think hard. What went through your mind when minstrels performed for you?"

Estes said nothing; his face reddening. Apal turned and led them out the door to their performance. The cooling air refreshed the prince, but his nerves were still raw.

The attendant waited outside and escorted them wordlessly to the Queen's chambers. Lamps burned brightly; ribbons hung from the ceilings. There was much laughter, floating above the aroma of wine. Servants hurried through the corridors, smiling at the minstrels.

"The Queen is celebrating tonight," Melana whispered to Apal. 

"I wonder why," said Apal. He discreetly scanned faces of the guards and those attending the performance. Something seemed out of place, but he did not know what. 

The servant bowed and directed them to enter a doorway. Apal led them into the chamber. The Queen sat on a sofa with servants kneeling at her feet. Behind her were two guards, their eyes forward, and hands on sword hilts. The Queen seemed high of spirits despite the rumor than Treteste had returned. Apparently she was going to enjoy her entertainment without thought to his presence. They heard rumors that the king planned his unannounced arrivals to upset the Queen. It was a miscalculation of the king's part. She longed to see his face when he realized she was indifferent to his presence. She could see his eyes widen, mouth agape, blood leaving his face. She savored the thought, and often. Apal privately cheered the Queen's effort to cross her husband. 

Apal stopped in front of the Queen and as one, the troupe bowed. She did not seem to notice them, flicking glances under her eyelashes at them.

"I am called Apal, and this is my troupe of minstrels. We humbly thank you, your highness for this honor you do us, unworthy though we are. We shall do nothing less than our best and hope it pleases you." He bowed again and stepped backward. 

The jugglers started at once as Melana played her lute. Attendants laughed and clapped at the maneuvers they witnessed. Apal motioned for Estes to join Melana. Estes's stomach tightened as he cleared his throat. Melana smiled and nodded. She changed the song and began to sing, Estes taking the harmony a beat after, then catching up. 

"This is the spring of my life 

the flowers so bright, their fragrances sweet

the love of my life, weeps at my feet
 

Why do you cry so, why do you weep 

there's a thousand tomorrow's for us to keep

hold me tight through the night and the day

with you forever my heart will stay. 
 

There came one evening a man so tall 

if I looked up to see him, I'd certainly fall

he asked my wife's name, said that's why he came.
 

Why do you cry so, why do you weep 

there's a thousand tomorrow's for us to keep 

hold me tight through the night and the day 

with you forever my heart will stay.
 

He said she'd left him, a terrible crime

and he would punish her with his cane

I struck him and kicked and pushed him down 

where he lays tall and still, wet in the rain. 
 

 Why do you cry so, why do you weep 

there's a thousand tomorrow's for us to keep 

hold me tight through the night and the day 

with you forever my heart will stay."
 

The lute ended. Estes felt his clothes sticking to him. He glanced at Melana who grinned. The Queen applauded and the court joined in noisily. Apal stood next to him.

"Excellent. You passed as a professional Estes. Few could have done better." 

They played two more songs. One Melana sang solo and not another sound disturbed the room. The jugglers performed again and then Estes sang again. By the time he had finished, his nerves were as taunt as a bowstring and he shook his head when Apal inquired if he would sing the next one. Apal smiled and patted him on the shoulder.

Estes retreated to the back as the jugglers entertained again. He vaguely heard Melana start another song and Apal's voice rose in duet, but Estes did not hear the words. In the back of the room a large figure entered the room, followed by several guards. The room stilled. Melana's fingers sent a chord into the air, music without resolution.

"What is this?" cried Treteste. "I return and my wife does not greet me?" 

Richela turned to the king. "Quiet. I am listening to these fine performers. Run along. I'll see you later." She turned back to the minstrels, sipping her wine. 

Treteste's face reddened his words unintelligible; spittle sprayed from his mouth. He drew a sword, rushing Apal. Swinging at everyone, he wounded one retainer, killed another, and then looked again for Apal who had vanished. Estes watched in fascination how Treteste lost control, realizing at last that the entire troupe had left. The queen's retainers screamed and ran to evade the mad king. Queen Richela had quickly disappeared behind a sliding panel.

Estes saw his chance and tried to circle around the king, drawing his knife. He nearly reached his objective when Apal grabbed his arm. He pulled him through a doorway before Treteste could see him. 

"Not yet, not here," Apal whispered fiercely. "We must prove your worth to rule." 

"But I could kill him. I was so close." 

"And only prove that you too can kill your enemies. That is not ruling. Come."

Apal led him away, glancing backward to see the eyes of Kirkes upon him and a monk of the Brotherhood watched from an alcove. Apal knew Kirkes would guess the identity of his singer. He hurried. 

In the hallways they dodged people, nearly running. A squad of guards came into view and Apal slowed them to a walk. The guard leader watched them, nodding his head. He snapped his fingers; the guards rushed forward. Melana rolled into the legs of one, spilling him on his head. Apal's sword disarmed a second guard. The rest of the minstrels ran, Estes with them, leaving Apal and Melana to deal with the guards.

Outside they split up as prearranged by Apal for such an eventuality, taking circuit routes back to the tavern where they should be safe. They moved with purpose but without haste. Apal had trained them all. It required all of Estes' will power not to bolt. He kept pace with Reber. Estes wondered if they were minstrels truly or an elite fighting team or spies. They seemed too competent, too calm in the turmoil. His heart was pounding. 

They returned to the tavern in twos and threes, entering in the rear. Waren saved a private room for them with no windows where they sat in silence waiting for Apal. Estes sat next to Deenie, praying Melana had escaped. Those guards had been looking for them. Apal was known to them, that much he knew by the way the guards bolted for Apal and Melana immediately. What else had Apal kept from him? 

Estes sat in the corner, silent, listening to the muttered words of the jugglers, Reber and Deenie. Gora paced the room holding a cloth to his cut forehead. Waren brought them food and drink, leaving them alone. The waiting irritated Estes, but he had nothing else to do. He waited. 

He watched Deenie, sitting under the window again, and wondered where she came from, how she joined Apal's troupe. She noticed his attention and smiled. She walked over to him and sat down. 

"What were you thinking Rapert?" 

"Wondering how you came to join Apal. How does one become a minstrel?"

"In my case, my parents were minstrels, and in time I became part of their troupe. When my mother died, my father went to live with my brother and I decided to carry on. I traveled alone for a while, but it wasn't safe for a woman. I had a rough time until three years ago when I met Apal. He gladly welcomed me into the troupe and we been together ever since. I love to travel and see new places."

He was silent, thinking about what "rough time" had really meant. She smiled at him.

"How did you come to be here?" she asked. "I know Apal has some interest in you, but I didn't think you would fit in so well. That is, once you stop scowling at everything someone says about you or your family. Life is not easy or kind. You must learn that and soon."

"I am learning rather quickly that Landermass is not the world I thought it was. Everything was handed to me as I grew up and I believed, or at times still believe that the world revolves around me." 

"Not unexpected for nobility. We see it all the time when we perform. We're just the entertainment; a thing to ooh and ah over and then put us out of mind. We all exist to support the world of the lords and ladies. You'll get used to it." 

"I hear no sourness in your voice, yet you are tossed aside as you say." 

"Some of us are bitter. Apal tends to frown on that type of thing and only hires certain types of people. Or he used to anyway." She grinned. 

"Ouch! I earned that one I suppose." 

"Yes, yes you did."

Presently there was a soft tap on the door. Reber lifted the latch and the door was pushed backward driving Reber into the center of the room and allowing a knight to enter; his sword drawn. He glanced around the room, his teeth gleaming in the light. 

"So this is where the traitors plot," said Sir Crestan. "Hold your place! I will cut you down where you stand. Now, tell me of your plots and who else is involved." 

"Go burn!" said Deenie. She tried to hit him with her boot and Crestan struck her with the flat of his sword knocking her into the wall. Reber rushed to help her. Estes reached for his knife. The knight's sword pointed at his throat and Crestan waited; hopeful the boy would attack. He pushed the point into Estes' neck drawing blood.

"I shall not be so lenient next time," said Crestan. "Who is working with you? There isn't a brain among you. Someone is helping you. Apal is getting beyond himself." 

"Did you come alone?" asked Apal, stepping in behind him. Crestan whirled in a panic, and then relaxed when he noticed Apal was unarmed. He directed him to stand with Estes where he could see the entire troupe in front of him.

"You are foolish, Apal. I arrest your troupe as conspirators against the king." 

"I will resist," said Apal.

"Then I shall have the pleasure of killing you." Crestan motioned Apal to stand near the others. He watched them fidget, but Apal's calmness bothered him. "Why do you show no fear?"

"What is there to fear?"

"Your death."

"It is not drawing near," laughed Apal. "I have many years ahead of me."

"I beg to differ." 

"Ah, but I was not alone when I returned here."

"What are you saying?"

"Put up your sword, Sir Crestan," said the huge man in the doorway, his sword ready. He tapped Crestan on the shoulder with the blade. 

"Kirkes!? Here? Not here?"

"I shall not ask again. The men that came with you are waiting in the street for you. Or are they lying in the street? It's one or the other." 

Crestan shook with rage, but did not strike at Kirkes. He calculated how many of Apal's people he could kill before Kirkes killed him, but the odds were too great. Crestan sheathed his sword, muttering under his breath, and his face red with anger. Kirkes stood still, his arms folded; smiling slightly as if some small amusement played out in front of him. Crestan threw venomous glances around the room and brushed past Kirkes who watched him go.

"We will hear from him again," said Apal. "He will not forget this humiliation." 

"He should not," said Kirkes. "He has much work to do before he is a knight, Treteste's knighting notwithstanding. Now, tell me Apal, what have you gotten into?"

"I do not know. Treteste ran for me directly."

"Yes, I saw that. He must know your identity." 

"Who are you?" asked Estes.

"That will remain a secret for now," said Apal.

"As should your identity," said Kirkes to Estes. "I recognized you easily. Your disguise is not good enough for Nantitet. You are too well known. Apal, you should have known he would be recognized."

"He is called Rapert," said Apal. "I wanted a certain number of nobles to know he lives. But I did not anticipate Treteste returning so soon."

Kirkes shook his head.

"'Rapert'? Apal must have thought that one up. I suggest you keep out of sight. I don't know how many others may have recognized you, but I do not doubt that Treteste will be looking for you by tomorrow." 

"And you?" asked Apal.

"Me?"

"Yes. You are Treteste's vassal, Sir Kirkes. What will you do with your knowledge of Rapert's identity?" 

"I will sleep on it. I promise nothing. Good eve."

"I didn't realize he was so big," said Gora, after Kirkes departed.

"Where is Melana?" asked Estes.

"Ah," said Apal, his face dropping. "She is captive. I couldn't help her. Two guards dragged her away and by the time I could give chase I lost sight of her. I couldn't discover what direction they had gone. I met Sir Kirkes and returned here."

"What can we do?" asked Deenie, holding her face.

"There is a meeting tonight at Gresham's mill. We may find someone to help us get inside the castle."

"What kind of meeting?" asked Estes.

"People who don't want Treteste for king. Some supported Yeates, some did not. You should be there Rapert, just to listen. It will teach you something. You would have never had this chance to hear the voices of rebellion if Yeates was still king. You will learn quite a bit, more than you want I suppose." 
 

They moved under the protection of darkness. There was a breach in the city's walls, hidden by Apal's colleagues, unknown to the Guard. It was the only way to leave the city without being noted by the guards. The patrols were few in that area. The king left the unfortunates to fend for themselves. Apal led them the three blocks to the wall. Estes brought up the rear, nervously turning around, expecting to see the king's soldiers behind him. Finally, they reached the wall. It was in a shadowy alley between the cooper's workshop and the cobbler's shop. The buildings leaned close together and Apal pulled back some boards exposing a crawl space. Reber led them through the hole. They walked swiftly in the darkness, staying to the edge of the road in the tall grass, hurrying across open places. They followed the curve of the river beyond the shadow of Nantitet's towers. 

The mill rose dark against the sky. Shadows moved across the yard slipping into the crack of the door lit by a muted candle. Apal led them quickly to the door. The interior, warm and dimly lit, hosted a score of people, sullen and earnest. Lord Tercha stood on a box. He was a man of ideals, of the memory of High Nantitet and although he thought Yeates a poor king he acknowledged his right to rule. 

"Gentlemen, we are in a terrible situation. Treteste is a monster, unfit for the crown. However, his power is very real. We must band together, landowner and shopkeeper to secure the future of Calendia. There is nowhere to go for assistance. Wierland is too weak, Mordyn unstable and Curesia laughs at our distress. We must take the crown away ourselves." 

"And then what?" someone asked. "Who then rules? A committee? We can't agree on anything. Who becomes King?"

"How do we choose a new king? Strength of arms? Wealth?"

"There are rumors," said Tercha. "And like any rumors they must be proved. However, Prince Estes was not found in the ruins of Stormridge. It is to be hoped he escaped." 

"And if he didn't?"

"There are a number of nobles with slight claims to the throne. One of them will take the throne."

"Somehow that is not reassuring," said Apal, standing in the wing.

"Ah, our friend," said Tercha, seeing Apal. "Your background is suitable." 

Apal shook his head.

"You flatter me. However, I am not the best choice. I suggest we search for the prince. Then we move against Treteste. We must be agreed in our methods. United and strong else adversity will smite us." 

"What about Sir Kirkes?" asked the crowd. "There's adversity." 

"He can be approached and reasoned with," said Tercha. "Whether he agrees with us is another matter, but he won't kill us for speaking our mind." 

"Unless ordered to do it!" cried a man by the door.

"Yes! He's the king's vassal. He helped Treteste gain the throne. Why should he change sides now?" 

"Truly spoken," said Apal. "But he will listen to one or two of us without recourse. He follows his own counsel, whatever the rest of you may think. Without his aid, it will prove difficult, but once Treteste is dead, Kirkes will be freed of his bonds."
 

A shadowy figure stood in the rear of the room wearing a monk's robe. Carle had slipped in unnoticed. He had followed the singers to the tavern, waiting until they emerged again. The singer called Rapert had to be Prince Estes, even under that disguise. Carle had heard the prince singing to himself once last year and this minstrel's voice was the same. He was certain of the identity, especially after the attempt to stab Treteste. The rage on the young man's face was savage. He would listen and see what unfolded. Perhaps he would have something to tell Lord Daass in place of the Queen's confession. 

The meeting continued for another hour. Voices rose to shouts as disagreement reigned. Apal shook his head. "This is no help. Treteste is laughing at us." 

"What do you suggest?" asked a red-faced man. "You appear to know so much. Give us an answer!"

Before Apal could answer, a low thunder seemed to build up around them.

"What's that?" someone cried. Several people ran to the doors. 

"Horses! And coming fast!"

Horses pounded the roadway to the mill. A lookout saw at once the king's colors.

"The king! The king!" He cried to the people inside. 

Shouts rose in the night as people ran from the mill; weapons brandished. The soldiers rode many people down, slashing with swords. Figures scattered in the darkness, but the torches of the soldiers lit up the countryside and the night filled with the death cries of the rebels. They looked around the mill, seeing the torches of the king's soldiers surrounding the mill.

"You cannot escape!" cried the captain. "Surrender or die!" 

"Seems the same to me," said Apal to Estes.

"Look!" said Estes, pointing to a hill beyond the soldiers. A large mounted figure watched the developments below. 

"Kirkes!"

"What can we do?" said Estes.

"Go to the river. Swim for it!" He pushed Estes in that direction. Suddenly, the soldiers roared and charged, crashing into the remaining rebels with lethal forces. The crushing of skulls sent Estes running. Three shadows rose up before him and he tried to run through them, then everything went black. 

Carle saw the blow that disarmed Estes and watched the prince dragged off by the soldiers, oblivious to his identity. Carle decided to follow the soldiers and keep an eye on the prince. A soldier saw him but Carle's habit forestalled questions. Carle found a horse and kept the limp figure of the prince in sight. They were taking him back to the castle.

Apal had made it to the rear of the mill, looking for a suitable place to jump into the river. The river flowed quickly and he knew it cold.

"Halt" Two soldiers cornered him. He drew his sword. A third soldier with a bow rode up. 

"Drop your sword or you are dead."

Suddenly, the thunder of hooves heralded the entrance of Sir Kirkes who killed two soldiers with one blow. The bodies danced head over heels at Kirkes' feet. Apal killed the bowman. 

"Leave now," ordered Kirkes. "I will not do this again. I have killed brave men for you. I may have to answer for it." 

Apal saluted Kirkes and jumped into the swirling waters. Kirkes rode back into the battle. The rebels resisted stubbornly. Several archers took refuge in the mill, raining arrows upon the soldiers. A torch was tossed in the mill, igniting a fire.

An arrow found the unprotected area under Kirkes' arm. He growled, his sword dipping. A sword struck his shoulders sending him sprawling. The big body rolled under the horses. A shout went up as they closed around the knight to kill him.

"Where is he? I saw him fall."

"Right there!" 

"There's nothing here! It was Kirkes wasn't it? Where did he go?" 

"He couldn't have vanished." 

"The ground swallowed him up. " 

"Nonsense." 

"Magic." 

They never found him. It was magic and he was several yards away draped in a cloak of darkness, blacker than the night. The figure next to him was silent, content to wait until the area was still. The last of Treteste's soldiers rode off leaving the bodies of the dead conspirators in the mud. 
 

"Thank you my friend," whispered Kirkes. 

"Is the pain severe?" asked Navir. 

"Yes, but it is bearable." The broken section of the arrow protruded from under his armor.

"I should be able to heal it tonight. By the second day you will be free of pain." 

"That is more than I can ask for. How can I repay you?"

Navir shook his head.

"Did you find Wynne?" asked Navir. 

"No, she eluded us. Entered Paglo." 

"The Tuors! Excellent. She will find help there. Now, I wish to ask you something."

"Ask away, I owe you my life." 

"Can you see the type of man Treteste is?" 

Kirkes thought for a moment, weighing his answers. "I know he is mad." 

"And you still remain loyal to that murderer?" 

"It is difficult," said Kirkes, at last. 

"These people who died here worried that any attempt to wrest power from Treteste would result in a duel of champions, a fight you would not lose and Treteste retains his crown. You, Sir Kirkes, are the only person keeping the crown on Treteste. The nobles who oppose him are more afraid of you." 

Kirkes was silent. He sighed. "I can make no promises." 

"I ask for none, just follow your own heart. I know you are a true man without deception." 

Kirkes snorted. Navir raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 







 Chapter 9
 

Duke Armas rose to address the High Council of Wierland. 

"My friends, we have all heard of the terrible death of King Yeates of Calendia at the hands of Baron Treteste. Some of us have heard of the divided opinion of the people of Calendia towards the usurper King Treteste. Hear now for the first time, the news that Treteste's soldiers have ambushed a meeting of Calendia nobles who were plotting Treteste's overthrow. Nobility and merchants, farmers, and even knights have banded together to resist Treteste. 

"Why, you may ask, does this concern us? There are two reasons, which overlap. One, as you know Wierland is poor and hungry. Much of our wealth and food have found their way to Calendia. Yes, to Calendia. Our spies have confirmed it. The agents for King Yeates and now King Treteste have diverted foodstuffs and stolen gold that belongs to us. Calendia, a country we have never harmed, has stolen our future. This must end. This jewel of Landermass, the city of Nantitet has grown dark with greed. 

"Two, Treteste is a hated man. He oppresses his people. If we ride into Calendia to end the plunder of our kingdom, Treteste will not have full support of his people, while we bring the desperation of the entire Wierland people to his door. We will crush him with his people's consent and we shall regain our respect. I call for the muster of Wierland!" 

The roar of cheers greeted the old ears of Armas which validated his movement of soldiers prior to the council meeting. It was good to be in action again. 
 

The old duke shuffled out to review the army. His stiff joints and the prospect of days in the saddle caused him to curse his age. He hoped the weather would hold although it was too dry and dusty for him. Better than rain. The dampness caused breathing problems and he wouldn't have his soldiers see him infirm. Better to die with a sword in his chest.

He had come to grips with aging, once. However, that was before he was to lead an army to war. War. Even as a young man, he detested war, for he was not a skilled swordsman. Defeat found him even on the practice field. He believed himself a poor choice for a military leader, but there was no one else. He had failed miserably with the prince who spurned the throne as if it would burn him. The prince was a leader and Armas believed the young man would revitalize Wierland after the death of the king. Armas watched the king despoil the country for his personal satisfaction and vowed to assist the prince in restoring prosperity. However, the prince fled the throne. Armas believed this war his only chance left to right his judgment errors to the people of Wierland. What there a chance that this too, was a mistake? Only the prince had ever accused him of errors. Were any of the nobles honest with him? Could he have avoided the decay of Wierland? He shook his head. He would never know. 

His head ached. He knew he was too old for war just as he knew he would die during the campaign. What could he do else? Wierland sought hope like a starving man, and Wierland was starving too. He watched the soldiers finish preparing to march. The wagons loaded with gear seemed to creak under the weight of the burden. They had few war wagons; most were farm equipment, idle because of fallow fields. All the iron they found was hammered into weaponry. If they lost the war there was no reason to return to Wierland. 

The sun seemed too bright, throwing perilously long shadows off his soldier's shoulders. Easy targets for archers. He shuddered at the thought of the hundreds of deaths that would befall his men. He stumbled, steadied by the strong arm at his side.

 

Sir Galen walked with the duke alert for such a moment. Galen was in the prime of his life, a master swordsman and the real military leader of Wierland. Duke Armas ran the kingdom in the absence of the prince, who had not been crowned as the rightful king, whom Galen secretly hoped would return one day. His hopes grew fainter daily but he still clung to them in the darkness as he tried to sleep on his bed. He still wore the medallion around his neck that the king had given him before riding out of Wierland forever. 

Galen believed he would win this war and revive his kingdom. Perhaps his prince will come back. He thought of it often. First a year passed then two, ten, and twenty. Still somewhere Galen found the faith to watch for his prince's return. He had been the prince's squire until the old king died. When the prince declined the throne and departed Wierland. Galen watched daily for his return. It was his reason for rising each morning and putting one foot in front of the other. He kept his obsession to himself, rising to the head of the Wierland military. His prowess with his sword won him renowned and the respect needed to lead men. Galen lost himself in thought. Could it really have been twenty years? 

"I said are your men ready?" asked Armas. 

"Sorry. Yes, they are. I have trained them long and hard. No men have had such training. They are well prepared to fight any kind of battle. We may march anytime."

"Good. I am not deceived to think myself a warrior but I want to ride with you at the head of the army. If we are not victorious, there will be no reason to go back to Wierland."

"We shall win."

"Your spirits lift me up, Galen. But I fear the rumors of Sir Kirkes. He is said to be a giant without peer in battle. Armies have left the field at his appearance."

"Do not worry over rumors. I had the best training and I have continued improving my skill. I am a master swordsman. No man can defeat my sword. Even the renowned Kirkes will fear my blade." He stared off into a distant battle playing only in his mind, blood beginning to pound his temples.

"Good, good. Keep reminding me. I'm afraid my age has brought frailty to my mind as well as limbs." 

Galen hesitated a moment, realizing that Armas was still talking to him. The words slowly registered in his brain. He shook his head.

"Nonsense, Duke Armas. It is you who has rallied Wierland, none other. We shall be victorious because of your vision, your wisdom, and your faith in the Wierland people. Do not undervalue yourself; we would not be Wierland without your leadership."

Armas stood silently. Galen suddenly feared he had taken his flattery too far, allowing Armas to see the deception of his words. The old duke did not speak again. Galen watched the old man, wondering what fears gripped Armas. Galen wanted to fight this war. He dreamed of it at night-the coarse sound of the swords clashing, the cries of the knights, the thunder of hooves, and the red of the blood covering the grass. The blood. He could almost taste it; he could already smell it. 
 

Galen gave the signal, the heralds sounded their trumpets, and the Wierland army marched. Galen and the duke rode to the head of the swirling dust, escaping the choking cloud rising from the soldier's feet. Galen looked back: it was a grand sight. Eight thousand men followed him into war. They would give their life for him. Suddenly, he had a twinge of compassion for his prince, who abandoned such responsibility. He saw more clearly than I. His thoughts found his wife and children, hoping to see them again, wishing to bring them no shame. Die with honor. Did he really want to die? What was honor? 

Again the thoughts of battle drove all other matters away. Even the images of his family faded away. Only the victory and the blood mattered. He must draw his sword and soon. He had been preparing for this day since the prince went away. To fight bravely and win, were the forces driving him and he would not fail. The dream sustained him for years. Now it drove him mercilessly.

The journey trudged endlessly, dampening Galen's inner fire. It would be days before battle. As they passed the dilapidated houses and fallow fields of the farms, people cheered the army, believing in Armas' promise of a better life.

 As he rode, Galen tried to envision what achievements would impress his prince, perhaps enough that he would return to Wierland. Should they burn all the cities in Calendia? Should he personally kill twenty men? Fifty? A hundred? The thoughts intrigued him. He must have it sorted out before battle. 

The river lay before them; wide but shallow and the first horses splashed into the cold water. They would not take the time to construct ferries; the necessary time would be too great. Galen rode on, the sun drying his clothes. Armas shivered, not daring to voice his discomfort as he rode with Galen who seemed oblivious to the chill of the water.

A man came forward, dirty, in ragged clothes. Galen looked at the man, suddenly enraged by the sight of the beggar. He closed his eyes, hoping the innocent man would depart, but he wouldn't. 

"Great master, who are you? How can a poor Calendia farmer help you?" 

"By dying," said Galen, through his teeth. He lost the inner battle, drew his sword, striking the man in the neck. The sword sliced cleanly to the spine, nearly notching, but Galen withdrew it without difficulty. He did not spare a glance at the figure, blood pouring onto the turf. Armas could not take his eyes off the dead man, appalled at the brutality of Galen. Then he reminded himself. Galen's just the man to see this war through to the end. He will tolerate no weakness.

They rode in silence for the rest of the day, Galen muttering to himself. When darkness fell, they arrived at a large farm. The servants sang old songs around a fire. Galen spurred his horse, riding down two women, hacking at the men with his sword. His soldiers followed him, killing the remainder of the servants. They found Galen, hacking the corpses of the farmer's family. They tried to approach him but he attacked them, wounding three before his rage vanished. He looked at the carnage he wrought, saying nothing, and ordered camp set. He walked to the fire, staring at the swirling glow. 
 

Armas lay awake; his eyes searched the stars until morning.

He felt the same fear the soldiers now felt when Galen walked past. Galen was no longer one of them, moving to another plane of existence where only killing mattered. Galen's face shone with pleasure as he hacked the bodies, not dimming even long afterward. He's not Men, anymore, thought Armas. Did I create this monster? 

Again and again Galen displayed his brutality, seemingly lost in the gore and adrenaline. Some of the men tried to emulate him to various degrees of success. Twelve men lay dead because they tried to fight like their leader, heedless of caution, relying on superior skill to defeat their enemy. Only Galen had the prowess. 

Word traveled quickly across the farmlands of Calendia. The Wierland army, marching northward, killing randomly and without quarter, despoiling all they touched. At the sight of the Wierland army people fled their homes, hiding in the forests until the invaders were gone. Many returned to burned out homes, but joyful that they yet lived. Warnings flew ahead of the invaders and Galen found few people left to witness the truth of the rumors. 

The rumors spoke of a mighty knight leading the invaders, whose sword screamed through the air, killing and killing, hacking even the dead. It said he collected the little finger off of each hand or one hand; no one waited around to be certain. No one could withstand him. Sir Kirkes rose as the hope of Calendia to defeat the berserker of Wierland. 
 

King Treteste cursed, kicking the pillows off his sofa. He turned on the messengers in a rage, calling for his advisors, his knights, and most of all, Sir Kirkes. All gathered quickly, huddled around the throne pooling their knowledge of Calendia's resources and terrain, deciding on the best place to engage the Wierland army. All they needed was Sir Kirkes. They waited for him, Treteste's impatience barely in check. The king could barely speak raising the hopes of many that his life would end from the strain. However, Treteste grew out of sterner stuff and did not bow to the wishes of his court. His strength and his gaze often disheartened his enemies. 

"I am concerned with the timing of Wierland's attack. Nantitet must be secure. There is still much to do to cut off the influence of any who speak against me." 

"There are not many left sire," said Croanal. "Most are friends of Tagera. We have spies in their midst and are prepared for any activity on their part. Our spies led us to the mill. If the rebels even think to gather together again we will know of it." 

"Excellent. I do not doubt Tagera is planning trouble for me. I want him arrested on sight. Give the order to the guards."

Treteste walked to the window. 

"Let us see if Lord Daass support is what he claims. Tell him to send knights to support the west gate."

The great doors opened but the huge knight did not appear. Treteste looked hard at the footman entering alone. 

"Well?" bellowed the king. "Where is Kirkes?" 

The man bowed low. "A thousand pardons my king. I was unable to find Sir Kirkes. His servants had not seen him since before the raid on the mill, and no messages were sent."

"Vanished?" 

"Perhaps he is on a rendezvous," offered Sir Crestan. The King glared at him, but said nothing. 

"Keep trying," he said to the footman. He turned to Crestan. "There is no time to look for Kirkes. Sir Crestan, I commission you to take charge of the army in the field to defend Calendia from the Wierland threat." 

"Thank you, Sire." 

"Make arrangements with your leaders then return here this evening. I want to review everything with you. Have messages been sent to my vassals in the north?"

"Yes, sire. Early this morning. We shall receive a response by sundown tomorrow."

"Not earlier?" 

"The distance is great. Even riding the horses to death cannot save significant time."

"If it must be. But bring me word as soon as they arrive. Understand? As soon as they arrive. No food, no drink, no rest, no healer. They come to me immediately."

"As you command, sire," said Sir Crestan. 

Treteste watched them all leave the room. He was not sure of any of them. Crestan was transparent; hoping to gain power by running with every whim of the king. Kirkes had known the measure of Crestan exactly, but Treteste no longer trusted Kirkes and had to have someone to enforce his commands. However, Sir Crestan' usefulness was limited. Crestan was neither the brightest nor the best with a sword. Treteste worried about the knight of Wierland. He knew Kirkes would at the least be a match for the invader sword to sword, but Crestan would be hard-pressed to win. Treteste needed to stack the odds in Crestan' favor. Perhaps a few well-placed archers could help the situation. He would have to think on that.
 

Navir sat on the edge of the rise, watching the stars appear in the violet sky. He named every one as he had for eons. I am old, he thought. I am older than some of the forests. Why does my heart pound with such passion?

He felt unclear about his motives for rescuing Kirkes. Why did he meddle in the affairs of Men? Often his thoughts turned to Wynne. Where was she? Was she all right? 

His hand was on his sword before the figure moved out of the trees. Despite his preoccupation, Navir's senses were alert. Navir did not turn around as the figure approached; he knew all he needed to know. 

"Hello, Apal." 

"Do I smell?" asked the minstrel. His voice was light. "I bathed four days ago." 

"No, I know your walk. What brings you here?"

"War. There is war at last." 

"With whom?"

"Wierland has marched on Calendia. Can you believe it? Old Armas still has some teeth. Treteste calls for the muster of Calendia."

"A war. It might be entertaining to watch Men killing Men. Why doesn't he use your scenario-offer Wierland a battle of champions? Kirkes should be able to stand up to anyone."

"Kirkes is not to lead the army. I did hear that. He wasn't found when Treteste summoned him. Also the Queen has not been seen since the performance. Maybe confined to her rooms."

Navir started, and then nodded. "It's finally happened. Treteste has listened to the rumors. I can't guess why he let so many people discuss it, although I thought it would be sooner, but considering it is the worst time for Treteste to do it, I'm not surprised. That man is insane."

"Agreed. Now, I believe Estes is also in the dungeon." 

"Can you be sure?" 

"No. After the raid on the mill many rebels were captured and brought to the dungeons. There was one meeting Estes' description, but I have no proof. At least, Treteste is not yet aware of his identity. I sent Reber to find out for sure. I will know by tomorrow." 

"Yet. I heard you say yet. Treteste will move swiftly once he knows Estes's there. What can we do?"

"Wait until the army rides to meet Wierland, then attempt the rescue of all four of them."

"Four?" 

"Yes. I'm afraid Melana was captured too." 

"Melana? Was she the one you referred to at your camp?" 

"Yes. After all this was settled I wanted to settle down with her." 

"I pledge my assistance to you." He squeezed Apal's shoulder.

"Thank you, my friend. Now, this is what I've been thinking. I believe Treteste will want to make a statement to the world of his might. He will throw all his weight at Wierland and leave Nantitet undermanned."

"You seem fairly certain," said Navir. "Yet, it is my experience that Men are not predictable at all. I would not bet my life on the expectation of Treteste's actions. However, I predict he will lose his fight whether or not all his forces are thrown against Wierland. As you say it will may our task easier." 

"I must ask you a question. Did you leave Estes?"

"Ha! I desired it strongly, but I did not. I had promised Wynne to protect him. No, I lost him honestly. But I was not disappointed to lose him." 

Navir sat in thought for many minutes. Apal, content with his own thoughts, knew Navir would speak when he was ready. 

"Did you know that I have a daughter?" asked Navir. 

"No, I did not. Is she in Evenlight?"

"No. As far as I know she has never been there. She is unaware of her heritage. Her mother was not a Daerlan and died while my daughter was an infant. She was raised by Men and believes she is human."

"And she is only half-human." 

"Ha, less than that, but I should not speak more of it. I wish to tell her the truth before the opportunity passes but I am afraid she will hate me for not coming forward sooner." 

"You found out where she is?" asked Apal. 

"I have always known. She knows me, but not as her father. I tried to judge this as a Daerlan, but I see now that it was foolish. She was not brought up to think like a Daerlan and will have no sympathy for my motives." 

"On that point, I will agree. I congratulate you for your daughter, and a second time for wanting to set things aright. However, I pity you for the ordeal ahead."

"Thank you, my friend. My mind is much easier." 

"What are friends for?"

"I have no idea."

"Let's plan a rescue. I caught a brace of rabbit." 

"Excellent, Apal. In your former life, I always treasured an invitation to your table." 

"This is not my former life; do not get your hopes up for this meal." 

"I shall be fine. My memory will guide me through the rough spots." 

"Rough spots indeed! There are no rough spots in my suppers!"

"Conceded. Lead on." 

They walked to Apal's camp a short distance away. Navir smelled the rabbit before they covered half the distance. He felt cheered to be with Apal. He had few friends. Rather, he had no friends. Only Wynne and Apal heard his confidences, no others. He suddenly realized how lonely he was and drifted into sleep later with Aeli's face in his mind.







 Chapter 10
 

The populace feared Treteste. That was obvious by the number of people wishing to join the Brotherhood of the Rose. The sense of security of belonging to a group seemingly beyond the reach of the king was bringing new souls to the Brotherhood. Each week more and more people made discreet inquiries at the chapter house, hoping for security and a purpose not dictated by the withering mind wearing the crown. The Brotherhood did not openly oppose the king of Calendia, but spent many years developing their own power base, their own avenues of influence. It was a common belief that the Brotherhood held itself above the doings of other people and their mission could not be dissuaded by another man, be he noble or king. Rumors abounded that the Brotherhood would defend their brethren against outside forces. Reliable sources reported that the Rose Knights, a military unit within the Brotherhood; totaled three hundred men. 

Lord Daass stared at the line of people waiting for admittance to the hall. 

"I've never seen anything like this," said Daass, at once amazed and calculating what he could accomplish with so many Brethren. He could remember the days when the Brotherhood of the Rose had few members, most hounded by the king's guard. It was not a happy memory. The guards had nearly killed him near the city gate in an ambush. Never again did he trust the word of another person. He had lived many years by that creed. The cold nights reminded him how close he had come to death. He rubbed the shoulder still lumpy with scar tissue. It had been a year before he could raise it above his head. 

"Treteste is not popular," said Garlac. "Perhaps you should give a speech to the newcomers affirming their choice. Throw off the yoke of Treteste's support. Condemn him to the people. Let them know there are choices."

"You speak quite well," said Daass. "Perhaps the Vizier should speak instead."

"As you wish." 

They both watched the crowd silently.

"This time we shall have control of the throne," said Daass. He spoke almost to himself. Garlac looked carefully at him. 

"You think so? Treteste is not the most stable mind in Nantitet. He won't keep to bargains nor will he tolerate different opinions."

"That is true, however, he is a suspicious man and if we can prove to him that we can hold throne for him we may see a change in our fortunes. None of his advisors are secure - we can have the entire council filled by our representatives and Treteste ignorant that it happened under his nose. We backed him against Yeates; he should be reminded of that." 

"But it wasn't widely known. That information could hinder us now." 

"True, but perhaps he wasn't crazy when we supported him?" Daass looked at Garlac with raised eyebrows. 

"Ah, that could well be true. I will start new rumors." 

"Excellent. I love this city, this ancient Nantitet. Sometimes I can feel the spirits of the Arayr's still walking the avenues. We must not let the heritage of Nantitet be tarnished by an unstable king." 

They stood quietly, each following their own interpretation of that scenario.

"Time for you to speak to the crowd. Send Sister Dellana to me." 

"Yes, Lord Daass," said Garlac.

Garlac spoke to an aide and walked out to speak with the newcomers. Daass fingered an amethyst on his desk, staring into its violet depths. He was motionless for many minutes, not noticing when Sister Dellana entered the room. She stood before his desk, nervously shifting her weight in very small increments, hoping Daass wouldn't notice. Suddenly, he jerked his head, his eyes blinking. He stared at Dellana without speaking, and then nodded his head. 

"I believe you have information that I desire," said Lord Daass. 

"No, Lord Daass. I'm afraid I have not been successful. Sir Kirkes has not returned to his estate. I've been unable to find out anything."

"Not what you have found, my dear, but the information from your friend, Brother Carle. I understand he has learned much about our new queen. What has he told you?"

"Nothing." 

Daass frowned, and then smiled very briefly. Dellana wasn't sure if he had smiled at all. 

"Come now, Sister Dellana. Do not trifle with me." He raised his voice a tiny bit, but Dellana grew agitated. She wasn't sure what he knew, but she suspected Garlac had related some of what he heard at her room. 

"Honest, Lord Daass. He heard Queen Richela's confession, but he told me nothing that she had said. He asked for advice on what he should do with the information and I told him it was his decision. But I do not know the substance of the information."

"I see. But he was concerned about what he knew? He had vital information and yet was constrained by the confessional. He was agitated about what to do?"

"He seemed to be." 

"We may assume he weighed heavy the silence of the confessional with obedience to me. Do you concur?"

"If you say so, Lord Daass." 

He looked sharply at her, his fingers moving over the amethyst. He held it up to the light.

"And do you foresee his decision? Will he come to me with the information?" 

"You trained us well, Lord Daass. None of the brethren would betray a sacred trust for political motives." 

Daass stared as if unsure of what he heard. He bit his lip gently, and then laughed, slapping his desk.

"Excellent. You have done well. I don't believe you need to seek out Sir Kirkes. I have all the information I need. Thank you, Sister Dellana. You shall be rewarded." 

"As you wish, Lord Daass." She turned to leave. 

"A moment, Sister Dellana. How does Garlac know so much about you?" Her stomach knotted, unable to relax.

"About me? I don't understand." She discreetly looked around the room to be sure they were alone, but Daass noticed her mood. 

"He can predict how you will react in certain situations and is usually correct. He predicted that you would tell me what you did in the manner that you did. Why is that? He has no intuition about any other Brethren or anyone else that I know of. Why would he know you so well? Did you know each other prior to joining the Brotherhood?" 

Dellana's mouth hung open. 

"You needn't reply right now. Think about it, and then tell me. You and Garlac have a secret history and I intend to find it out. For now I am satisfied that you are aware that Garlac and yourself are in my thoughts, that I am concerned about you. Remember, Garlac is a dangerous man; play no games with him. Or with me."
 

In the afternoon Garlac entered the back room of a tavern. The main room lacked customers; only two weathered travelers sat near the fireplace. Garlac nodded at the proprietor as he walked to the rear. A hooded man sat at a table, an empty wine bottle in his hand. Garlac sat down. A tanned leathery hand waved to the barmaid, bringing a second bottle. After she left, Garlac spoke softly to his companion. 

"Do not summon me from the chapterhouse directly. Daass has spies everywhere." 

"As I do," said Mortic, Treteste's advisor from Mordyn. "As I do. Both the king's spies and my own do my bidding. It is especially satisfying to hear information from varied viewpoints. Makes a clearer picture." 

"Yes, yes. What can you do for me?" 

"What can I do?" asked Mortic. "Very much. But it remains to be seen what you will do for me. You have not proven yourself in your assignment. I am not impressed. You did not procure the book for me and I am disappointed. That was the point of the Brotherhood supporting Treteste was it not? To gain his trust and access to him. You had the run of the castle while he was dispatching Yeates."

"We searched the castle but it was not there. He had it with him at Stormridge. Yeates was very protective of it. Treteste also failed to retrieve it from Yeates. It was not at Stormridge after Treteste took control." 

"Plenty of time to point fingers later Garlac. The book is beyond us now. Galamog will send other agents for it. So let's discuss what you can get for me. I desire information about the Brotherhood. Military power, wealth, and anything on Daass's schemes." 

"I don't feel comfortable discussing the business of the Brotherhood." 

"Don't make me laugh Garlac. You look out for yourself. You'd sell your own mother if it would benefit you. Now will you do as I ask? Or shall I find another source?" 

"I can help with some information, but Daass's mind is a closed door. He shares few confidences and even has me followed."

"Followed?" Mortic voice rose. Only the fingers holding the bottle displayed emotion; whitening knuckles and a slight tremor. "You did not tell me of that development."

"I lost him, do not worry. It would take more than the best Calendia can offer to trail me."

"I see. I certainly hope so, for your sake." Mortic relaxed in stages, his eyes continually checking the doors. "I have too many projects that must remain discreet. There are many things in motion. Wierland is invading Calendia."

"I knew that," said Garlac. "That's all the messengers have brought to us lately. I'm not sure where our position will be." 

"Really? Wierland is attacking your kingdom and you don't know where you stand?"

"Speaking as a Brother of the Rose. I have not heard Lord Daass make a statement on the upcoming war."

"I see. They are led by a knight called Galen. A large fellow with broad shoulders, long shaggy brown hair and dark green eyes." 

"Galen? Dark green eyes? Are you sure?" Garlac's eyes looked far beyond Mortic's shoulder.

"You sound as if you know of him," said Mortic. 

"I knew of a boy named Galen, many years ago. My son actually. His mother ran away with him; she did not appreciate my position in the Brotherhood. It can't be the same person." Garlac suddenly realized he spoke too freely and said no more.

Mortic smiled and continued.

"He is a berserker, I'm told. He kills for the pleasure of it. This is of course distressing in Mordyn. The invasion, I mean. If Wierland and Calendia unite without severe losses the combined might would be too great for Mordyn to contend with." 

"Is Mordyn going to invade?"

Mortic put his finger on his chest as if to say 'you are asking me?'

"I cannot say. I do not know the mind of Lady Galamog. I do know that the security of Mordyn is always a topic of discussion and the Kingdoms of Men are considered a threat to Mordyn. The recovery of the book was of extreme importance to Lady Galamog. Several of the messengers I sent to tell her of our progress did not survive their meeting with Lady Galamog; it is perilous to bring ill news to her. An important event to note; Lord Berimar is abroad and that has not happened in my lifetime." 

"The sorcerer really exists?" 

"Yes, he does." Mortic cringed, remembering a past encounter with Berimar. "Although he is cruel and powerful, he is but a servant for Lady Galamog as I am. Pray she does not personally enter the battle, else you will see a horror this world is not prepared for." 

"You speak so harshly of your queen." 

"I admit it. But I speak no falsehoods. It is said she is not a creature of this world." Mortic returned to his private thoughts.

"Tell me," Mortic said at last. "What do you wish for your assistance in my requests?"

"Magic. Sorcery. I want the power they bring. I am tired of serving others."

"I see. Very sensible. I can obtain some spells for you, perhaps from Berimar himself. If I can, you must be very careful to follow the instructions exactly. There are many souls in Galamog's torment because they were imprecise with their spells. And be certain that the Lady would be delighted in your company. I should not say this perhaps, but Berimar has been known to weave a trap in the spells he hands out." 

"A trap? What for?"

"To insure no one becomes as powerful as himself perhaps, I do not know. But sorcerers are a jealous lot. I have heard Berimar raise his fists to the sky cursing Blackthorne for some indignity from past eons. For all their power they can be quite petty. I will obtain the spells for you, but I do not guarantee your safety. The very first one could kill you, or none of them. It is your chance to risk." 

"Your words are not comforting," said Garlac. 

"We Mordyn are not a comforting race. We delight in misery and misfortune. We live in a harsh climate with a demanding Jungegud to rule us. I remind you to think carefully before you accept magic from Mordyn."

"You sound as if it is guaranteed to harm me."

"I cannot say, but it is likely. So, think of some other trade. We have ample gold, for example. Perhaps too mundane for a particular man like yourself, but still useful and it may help you in other matters." 

"I will settle for magic."

"As you wish." Mortic smiled to himself. "Let us speak of information I do not possess."

"Here? We could be overheard. You put me in terrible danger. Even at this moment Daass is preparing to expose the failings of Kirkes to Treteste. Treteste will be in a terrible anger, killing anyone who opposes him." 

"Ah, Sir Kirkes. Surely Treteste is aware of the infidelity. Seemingly everyone in Calendia has that knowledge. I was amazed by the gossip of one of the serving girls in an inn I frequent. There could not be any way she could have the information except from another's indiscretion." 

"Nobles don't speak of it." 

"Really. I am amazed once again. The nobility, people who thrive on the shortcomings of others are so refined as to refrain from discussing the queen's love life. I hardly find that ringing true. I think you have paid little attention to the people around you if they do not figure in your immediate plans." 

"I have no time." 

"Make time, Garlac. If you truly want what I can provide. Make the time or find your spells elsewhere. My task is the study of Men and their motives. I want no other information nor do I need it. You have stated what you want and so have I. I will contact you in three days. Do not look for me."

Mortic stood up and walked away, leaving Garlac to pay for the wine. 
 

The older man stood erect, unbowed by his age and waited patiently. He knew the nuances of the court and ignored all the subtle moves of disrespect sent his way. Pettiness was not worth his effort. He pretended to admire the intricate carving of the arch of the doorway.

"Be welcome, Lord Daass. It is indeed a pleasure to have the company of the guiding light of the Brotherhood of the Rose. Your works have inspired me for many years." The king sat on his throne, eating a pear. Juice ran down his chin, dripping on his robe. His face was flushed and his eyes bright under his bushy eyebrows. 

"Thank you, your highness. Your praise is gracious. I trust your coronation has brought what you have sought?"

"You speak in riddles, Daass. I am king and it is all I desired. What else do you mean?" 

"I was speaking of fulfillment, a contentment of the soul as you begin your reign." 

"Well, yes. I am very content. Are you surprised?"

"My brethren hear troubling stories from many types of people, whether in confession, which seals them from repeating the words or during counseling. Many items are mere ramblings of sick people but when the rumors become consistent from a wide range of people I tend to give credit to them."

"What are you saying, Daass? I can't spare the entire night." 

"I have a troubling matter to relate to your majesty."

"You may speak freely without fear. Provided you finally do speak." 

Daass nodded, inwardly cursing the pompous man. 

"I fear there are rumors of a friendship between the queen and a knight."

"Ah, I see where this is leading. I, too, have heard these rumors, but there are no grounds for them. None whatsoever."

"I beg to differ on that point, your majesty. Although the man would not verbalize it, I was able to gleam information from one of my brothers. He had heard a confession from a noblewoman. Now, I want it to be clear that he did not break the seal of the confessional. Garlac was able to ask piercing questions of this brother for which even a non-answer was an answer. I can state with confidence that Sir Kirkes is the man in question and the relationship has a long history." 

Treteste stood still, his puffy face pink with anger. His knuckles were white as he tried unsuccessfully to crush the goblet in his hand. He threw it into the fireplace.

"Now I know how Yeates felt!" He spoke through clenched teeth as he turned away. Daass allowed himself a smile at the king's back. 

Several minutes passed before the king spoke. Pear juice still clung to his beard. Daass noticed the tremor in his hands.

"I said I knew of the rumors, but the reality hits me like a stave. And what of you, Lord Daass? What does the Brotherhood seek to gain by telling me this? Surely your coming here was not to spare your king further embarrassment. Your welfare is your only concern. Come tell me your price."

"Price? I ask no price, sire. Sir Kirkes has been a problem for us for many years. It was the hand of Cothos that delivered this information to the Brotherhood. We did not seek it, nor set the process in motion. I would be remiss in not adding that I desired Kirkes' downfall, for I did, vehemently. We believed it was our duty to Cothos to bring this information to you. We also believed withholding it could be detrimental to Calendia." 

"I see. I admit I don't trust you, Daass, but I recognize when someone is trying to forge a relationship. I will work with you to draw the Brotherhood of the Rose and the throne closer together. Calendia will be mighty again." He was calm again, no sign of the rage or tremors. Perhaps he had put it all out of his mind. He appeared totally concerned with the combination of the Brotherhood and the throne. He spoke for several minutes. Daass had a newfound respect for the king.

"Yes, your Highness," said Daass. "May I offer a squad of the Rose Knights to aid your soldiers? The Brotherhood wants to do all it can."

"That's a generous offer, Lord Daass. I accept. I will send Sir Crestan to Vizier Garlac to work out the command. Please come again soon." Treteste left the room. Daass stood staring at the doorway where the king had exited. He is insane, yet there is a glimmer of brilliance behind the bloodshot eyes.

Daass returned to his quarters to find messages for him, but no one had seen Brother Carle recently. He wanted to know more about the Queen's confession. Perhaps she spoke of more than Sir Kirkes. 
 

A sharp rap on the door to the queen's apartment brought curses from within. When the servant opened the door a soldier pushed her aside to allow others to enter. 

"What's the meaning of this?" cried the queen. She recognized the colors of the Rose Knights. "The Brotherhood!! What is going on?" 

"We are in the service of the king, your highness." The captain averted his eyes. Three soldiers surrounded her, their eyes downcast. They blocked all escape. "We are commanded to arrest you and take you to the dungeon."

"Arrested for what?"

"I do not know. Come quickly, else we use force." 

She picked up a bottle to throw but another knight struck her arm sending the bottle to the floor. She watched it spin until it stopped.

"Please, your highness. Do not make it any more difficult. Please dress." 

"I know you. Foract! How can you do this? I am your queen. Obey me."

"I am sorry your highness. Lord Daass commanded us to the king's service and it was the king himself who ordered you imprisoned. I heard the words myself."

Richela pulled a knife from her gown and struck Foract in the shoulder. He cried out, knocking her to the floor with his mailed fist. 

"Take her like that. She has lost the privilege to dress. She will go to the dungeon in her nightgown." 
 

Kirkes entered and dropped to his knee, waiting for the command to rise. Treteste said nothing. Kirkes looked up to see the king staring at him. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Crestan smirking. Too late he reached for the hilt of his sword. Two blades rested on his neck.

"Ah, Sir Kirkes, I am afraid I know now, the secret of your loyalty," said Treteste. "Once I believed, as the world believed, that you are a man whose word was stone. Once I believed that you were content in your knighthood and wealth, that nothing could entice you to betray your vows. How wrong I was. How blind I was. How stupid. And the most galling of all was Lord Daass had to inform me of what so many others knew. Lord Daass! Do you realize how embarrassing that is for that viper to bring the truth to me? And I had to acknowledge his friendship to receive his information." He paced, his hand trembling. 

"Richela confessed at once, almost at once. Now she is in the dungeon, and you shall join her. The war with Wierland takes precedent. I do not have the time to enjoy killing you, but after Wierland is defeated, I shall take all the time the world can offer to make you suffer. All the time. I look forward to it." He nodded to Crestan. 

"Disarm him," said Crestan. "Take him away." Crestan smiled at Kirkes whose venomous glance vanquished Crestan's smile. Kirkes glared at him until the door was shut. 

The soldiers pushed the huge man ahead of them, afraid of the mood of the king. They were not gentle with Kirkes, knowing Crestan hated him. Crestan would find out how they treated him and their fate in Treteste's regime depended on it. Kirkes said nothing to the indignity.

As they passed the guards to the dungeon a murmur of disbelief rose in their ranks and even the unfortunate souls behind the iron bars shook their heads at Treteste's folly.
 

Carle stood in the shadows, aghast at the sight of Kirkes, manacled and led to the lower levels. An extra guard stood at the door leading downward. Carle guessed that the more sensitive prisoners must be down there where no one would see them and protest. He knew Estes could not be down there for he had already searched the lower levels.

He stayed where he was listening to the rhythm of the dungeon, learning the guard changes, official visitors, and meal times. Most of all he listened to the guards talk, learning who was imprisoned and where they were. He found out exactly the locations of Kirkes and the Queen but heard nothing of Estes. That meant Estes' identity was unknown and that he was on the main level of the dungeon. 

"Brother?" A voice whispered as Carle passed a cell. He hesitated, not sure what to do. 

"Brother, help me." It was a woman's voice. Its lilting quality drew him to the cell. 

"What is it? How can I help you?"

"My family doesn't know I'm here. They will be worried and looking for me. Will you send a message to them?" 

"I might, if it's short. I'm not supposed to be here. What is your name?"

"Melana. I travel with a troupe of minstrels. Apal's troupe."

"Ah, then I know who you are and I can guess why you are here. I was at the mill when Apal spoke with the other lords."

"Then you must help me." She looked down the corridor. Carle's gaze followed hers; there was no one within hearing. She spoke quietly. "They are at the Boars head Tavern. Apal must be informed as soon as possible." 

"I will do all I can."

"Bless you, Brother."

"Thanks, I'll need it."

He moved quickly in the shadows, treading his way back to the upper levels. He shook the dust off his habit and folding his hands, walked with the proper piety out of the castle proper and walked into Dellana.

She grabbed his arm.

"I'm in trouble. Will you help me?" Her eyes pierced him with her intensity.

Carle rolled his eyes. What had he become, a knight-errant, saving beautiful ladies? At least he knew Dellana was pretty and he thought Melana beautiful. Her voice was anyway; he couldn't see clearly into her dark cell. He smiled.

"Yes, my lady Dellana. For a single kiss I will help you." Why did he say that?

Dellana laughed. "You impertinent man! Do you cast aside your vows so easily?" 

"Perhaps. For you."

She squeezed his arm, leading him through the courtyard. 

"I have a message I must deliver," said Carle. "Let me discharge that duty first." 

"Of course, my gallant suitor. Do what you must do. I shall await you in my room." 

Carle's face reddened. Did she mean it that way? She waved at him. He turned away. Not enough prayer that was the problem. When did he pray last? His mother suggested he join a men-only order to keep him focused on his faith, but he thought he was strong enough to work with women. At least he believed it at the time. Why was mother always right? 

One crisis at a time. He neared the tavern, thinking of a legitimate reason for him to go there. He stood across the street watching the door. No good reason to enter the tavern came to mind. What was he to do? He watched people enter and toyed with the idea to ask one of them to find Apal but how to know who to trust? Suddenly, he felt someone standing next to him. It was Apal.

"I saw you at the mill, Brother. Are you will us or a spy?" He felt the knife in his ribs.

"I bring word from Melana," he said hoarsely. "I'm here to help." 

"Good. Good. Go around the back. I will let you in. Mind the dogs. They don't eat regularly."

Carle nodded, wondering what wayward turns his life would take next. A rebel Brother with a lover. He laughed out loud, heedless of the stares of the rough people on the street. He felt buoyant, but did not know why. Nor did he care. 







Chapter 11
 

Culver stared at the figure standing before him. A lean gnarled shape towered over him; a full foot taller than Blackthorne, its dusty cloak flapping in the calm air. The hands, long and yellow, clutched continuously, a raptor impatient to strike. The sallow face framed the red eyes. When the mouth opened, the white teeth sparkled, filed to points. Culver felt shocked by the sudden appearance of the shape. He had a prickling on the back of his neck that led him to walk to the gate, but he didn't expect to find anything. He never expected to face a seven-foot wraith. He was sorry they had left Paglo.

"Well? Tell Blackthorne I am here, or do I need to step on you?" The voice was refined, a person of learning, precise with thought. He moved forward, an expanding blackness, but Culver did not move. He hoped the gate had a spell to keep the sorcerer out, but the creature walked in directly. The eyes looked beyond Culver to the courtyard.

"Are you really Berimar the sorcerer?" Culver never considered the danger from Berimar. The sight of the creature at the gate stunned him. He just stared. He had never seen a man so tall. Trolls were taller of course, but they were so broad and ugly. Berimar was tall and thin like a tree and the air around him chilled as he moved. Culver was fascinated. He wondered if the image would work in a poem. He hadn't thought about poetry for several days. 

The crimson eyes widened. "Of course," he snapped. "Do you not recognize me? Am I not unique in this world? Can you not feel my power radiate around me?" His voice was thickly accented, but Culver did not recognize the origin, nor did he acknowledge the questions. Berimar grabbed Culver's shoulder with an icy grip. "Away fool, I shall find him myself." He shoved Culver aside. Suddenly, there was a lean figure standing in Culver's place, eyes flashing at the intruder. Culver thought he heard the crackle of energy, of magic.

"No need, Berimar," said Blackthorne, his arms folded. "I was aware of your arrival. My guest merely beat me to your welcome." 

"Some welcome, harrumph. More useful as a doormat, I daresay. Dull-witted gnome." Berimar glided forward, his shape seeming to broaden to fill the courtyard, and then it folded back in on itself like a huge black blanket.

"I sense your power," said Blackthorne. "It clatters in readiness like a child wearing his father's boots. Has it been so long since you tried to be subtle? Be warned; this place is warded." Their eyes locked. Culver backed away from the two men. Berimar relaxed. 

"Tch. I expected no less." He looked around the compound and at the Tuors and Wynne, standing near the house. "Quite a collection of performers you have here Blackthorne. I don't imagine you get many travelers here. Not willing ones at any rate. Did you buy them from gypsies? Or did you grow them yourself?" He chuckled to himself. "I didn't expect you to be a fan of the circus. Where is the fire-eater? I have always enjoyed their acts." 

"Your courtesy is astounding, Berimar. Galamog must be embarrassed to allow you to attend court functions." Berimar's red eyes brightened as Blackthorne turned away. "Allow me to introduce you. We have Elise, Culver, and Tomen. And this is Wynne." The Tuors bowed low. Wynne did not respond. Berimar nodded to himself as if an earlier opinion had been confirmed. 

"Ah. The sorceress." Berimar looked her up and down, a half smile on his face. Wynne's face reddened. Berimar made some low noise to himself. 

"Mind your manners," snapped Wynne. She started to call upon her power, but her thoughts were scattering, unable to focus. "I am not a toy. I will defend myself."

"Easy, easy. I meant no disrespect," hissed Berimar. Blackness billowed around him like smoke raised by a bellows, pulsing with his mood. "My culture is different than yours and women have a special place. Very special. I do not know your customs." 

"I know all about Mordyn," said Wynne. "Special indeed. Chattel! I will split you in two before you insult me again. I will use the Faerion!" Blackthorne shook his head at information so freely given.

"What? You have the Faerion!" Berimar looked to Blackthorne who shrugged. "How did she get it? Does she know what to do with it?" He peered at from his great height. She shrank back toward Tomen who readied his knife. Blackthorne shook his head at the Tuor.

"That is not necessary in my house Tomen. She is resourceful," said Blackthorne. "I wouldn't test her word. There are spells in the Faerion to vex even you, Berimar. Perhaps even Galamog."

Berimar continued to stare at Wynne. She sensed his power growing but Blackthorne's wards dampened it, rendering it ineffective. Berimar shook his bronzed fist at his host.

"Curse you, Blackthorne. I must read that book. Remove your wards." 

"You know I won't. You will have to behave, servant of Galamog."

Berimar cringed at the word 'servant'. His red eyes fixed themselves on Blackthorne. A sudden crispness of the air alerted the others of the magic around them. Elise drew close to Culver who kept backing up to the door of the house. Finally, Berimar threw up his arms.

"Don't let me catch you away from here, Blackthorne. I will relish your slow death." His hands clenched and unclenched spasmodically.

"You are all bluster, old man. You caught me once, which is true. I was young and inexperienced but many generations have passed; you will not catch me now." 

Berimar stared long at Blackthorne. He looked at the others as if just remembering they were present. With a glance at Wynne, he stepped toward the Tuors. 

"Tell me of your other guests. I do not recognize their race. I can see that they are not gnomes, despite the similar behavior." He glared at Culver. 

"We are Tuors," said Tomen. "We live in the valleys among the mountains north of High Cedars. We call our land Paglo." Again, Blackthorne was distressed at the willful discarding of information, especially information that Berimar seemingly did not know, a rare feat indeed. Spies from Mordyn seemed to find their way into every kingdom in the land, even Arda's capital Evenlight. How an orange skinned Man passed for a Daerlan even Blackthorne could not say although he longed to ask Berimar. Without a doubt he would not reveal his secrets.

"Ah, Tuors. All my life I have wished to see one. Now, I have. Hmm. All that is left is to dissect a Tuor and discover if there is a difference in their anatomy. I suspect it is similar to Daerlan."

"Dissect?" screamed Elise. "Have you dissected Daerlan?" 

"A few. They are very hard to get. Any trapper smart enough to catch one also knows it's true worth. No bargain buying Daerlan. Cost nearly a fortune. Lady Galamog was not pleased. The live ones are even more expensive." He smiled at Elise. 

"Murderer!" Tomen held her back.

Berimar ignored the shout. "Now, Blackthorne, what will you charge for this Tuor? I hope your prices haven't gone up."

"You beast!" Culver ran toward him, held back by Blackthorne.

"You are doing what he wishes. He feeds off your anger. Ignore his stupid talk. He is master of untruths."

"Me? Ask yourselves Tuors, and Lady Wynne. Is Blackthorne helping because of his generous heart or is there something for him to gain? Are you free to leave at any time, or are you prisoners? Once you have paid him, will he let you go? Think before you answer. Is there any reason to let you go? Where do you think I buy my Daerlan? There are none in Mordyn. Who has the skill to trap Daerlan besides Blackthorne?" He grinned at his host. 

Blackthorne said nothing, staring at Berimar.

"Why do you think Daerlan and Tuors are related?" asked Blackthorne. "Both races deny this."

"You have lived long, Blackthorne, but I grew up in this world long before Lady Galamog's ship made land fall. There is a secret in the lore of the Daerlan regarding Tuors. I read it once. It was a black moment in their history and I will not speak of it without their permission so hideous was the story. I do not have kind words for Daerlan but I will not darken the world with that story." 

Blackthorne shook his head. "There are sides to you I can't fathom." 

"Try existing for a thousand years under the yoke of Galamog." His voice was wavering. "Time enough to develop many facets to a personality. Time enough indeed." He seemed to be recalling a memory. 

"Why do you reject her overtures?" asked Berimar. "She offers much to you." 

"Despite her beauty and power, I loathe her," said Blackthorne. "Her beauty is only sorcery. For whatever reason I see her as she really is through her spells. I have to train myself not to see beyond her spells to her actual shape. But her power is green and her grip tight. I can sense her moods even here." 

"So do I, so do I. Now, I understand your position, somewhat. Understand mine. I am instructed to capture you wherever it is possible and bring you back to her. That is not why I am here, but I thought it sporting to warn you."

"I am filled with gratitude."

"As I assumed you would be," said Berimar. He took a long pipe from his cloak and lit it. A spicy aroma filled the air. "Nothing like a pipe after a long journey. Care to try it?"

He handed the pipe to Culver who reached for it, but Blackthorne stayed his arm.

"The leaf is too strong for you, Culver. Now is not the time to try it. Perhaps when this is over." Culver nodded. Berimar shrugged.

Blackthorne escorted Berimar to a room set aside for him. Berimar touched the wall with his hand, nodding his head.

"Very impressive. You have learned much. I will not be able to communicate with Lady Galamog from this room. Yes, you are formidable, in a limited area, but try to cover a battlefield with your power and I think you will feel very small indeed. Very small. I warn you, do not agree to lead anyone's army. You do not have the power. It is difficult to imagine the steps to gain such power if you haven't experienced it. Please listen to me Blackthorne, I say this in friendship, and such as we had once. Keep your battles small and strategic. Open warfare will witness your destruction. Keep to the shadows, using cunning and surprise. I mean that." 

"I thank you," said Blackthorne, taken aback. "I did not know you could speak so sincerely. Apparently, Galamog has not subverted all of your original character."

"Apparently not," agreed Berimar, but he would say no more.
 

Tomen urged Elise and Culver to keep to their rooms, warded against the sorcerer. "You heard Blackthorne, this Berimar is far more dangerous than Blackthorne and we can't even escape from him. Keep out of sight. Berimar might do something just for spite. He might have poisoned blades or potions that Blackthorne can't ward against. Take no chances, we must leave soon."

"How?" asked Culver. "We have no magic. The place is warded; Blackthorne and Berimar both said it was warded." 

"That is enough to give me cause to wonder. I do not trust either of them. They may dislike each other, but if the profit is high enough they will work together. Mark my words. You two stay in your room after dark. Keep safe and together. Do not separate. I will explore to night. I will check Blackthorne's defenses. We do not need much of an opportunity to slip through."

"What will Blackthorne do to us if we are caught?" asked Elise. 

"I do not know. But hope Blackthorne catches us and not Berimar. I think he would have skinned us if Blackthorne had not been there. You two stay together. I will talk to you in the morning." Tomen closed the heavy door. 

Elise held Culver tight.

"What are we to do?" 

"I am sorry I brought you into this," said Culver. "I did not wish to endanger your life."

"I chose to come. I remember you tried to keep me in Paglo. Do not try to burden yourself with guilt for my presence."

"If I had not come, then.."

"Culver! Close your mouth. I will not hear such words tonight." She pulled him close, dousing the candle. 
 

Wynne glided down to her perch. Her wings were not yet as strong as they needed to be and she flew at every opportunity to gain strength. As a hawk she felt something of her mother, but nothing she could express verbally. It distressed her to know her father was alive. Blackthorne knew who it was but would say nothing, nothing, leaving it to her father to come forward. But would he? What would she say to him? 

Suddenly, she realized she wasn't alone.

"You are quite a beautiful hawk. Your feathers would be quite a prize." 

Wynne did not answer. She was still filled with the euphoria of flying. It reminded her of nothing she had ever experienced. It made her blood race and she wanted nothing else. Just to soar over the trees was all she aspired to do. Even the Faerion slipped away from her mind, as did Treteste. All she wanted was flying. Berimar watched her closely.

"You actually become a hawk, don't you? I can see it in your eyes. You didn't speak then because the transformation was not complete and your voice wasn't ready. Do you comprehend what is spoken to you when a hawk?" 

"Not is the way you mean." Her voice was soft. "But I sense the substance. I haven't been a hawk often enough, yet." 

"Interesting. There once was an entire race of Wierluns who had your ability. Most of them died generations ago, purged by the Daerlan. Nasty creatures really, those Daerlan."

"My friend, Navir, is not." 

"Perhaps, perhaps. But it was Navir's father, when still a prince, who led the Daerlan armies against the Wierluns. I cannot remember the reasons, but so it was; Daerlan slaughtered your ancestors."

"Daerlans, Daerlan. Why are Daerlan the enemy of Wierluns? Why should they bother with me? Blackthorne told me it was Navir's brother who slew my mother, upon his father's orders." 

Berimar nodded his head. "Makes sense. I see a dilemma for you. Will you take the Faerion to the creature that is bound to eliminate your kind?" He let his words hang in the air. Wynne frowned, watching the red eyes of the sorcerer. Behind him she saw Blackthorne watching her intently. Why were they so interested in her? Was the Faerion more than they had revealed. Navir hinted it was so? Could she trust Navir? He was estranged from his father; would it be enough reason to trust him?

"There seems to be much that you and Blackthorne know that I don't, even about myself. How am I to make an intelligent decision if facts are withheld?"

"An astute observation," said Berimar. "Perhaps an intelligent decision is not what Blackthorne wants." 

"Or Berimar," said Blackthorne, standing in the doorway. 

"Or myself," agreed Berimar. He looked at Blackthorne. "Come, join us for tea. Perhaps we can enlighten the sorceress about her heritage and the origins of the Faerion." 

"Perhaps," agreed Blackthorne. "She may hear more than she wants." 

"Knowledge carries its own risks," said Berimar. "To gain knowledge without assuming its responsibilities creates chaos." 

"Or Galamog." 

"Ha! Good one, Blackthorne. I shall remember that one. However, I shall keep it to myself." 

"My mother's name was Aeli, I know that much. Tell me about this race of hers."

"Wierluns were plentiful when I was a lad," said Berimar. "They changed their shapes at will becoming the creatures they loved. They were really shepherds of the forests, shielding the animals from men and their arrows. I met one when I was seven. I will always remember it. She was tall and thin, brown hair slowing graying, and whipped by the wind. I was lost. She watched me struggled against the storm to reach her. Roughly she took my hand and led me to her house. I knew she was a Wierlun and thought she was going to cook me, but I couldn't get free from her hand. She fed me and cared for me. I had to work for my room and board, which wasn't as bad as I expected. She taught me much about the land and its magic, but she would not teach me how to reach that power and use it as my own. She said no Wierlun would ever share that power." 

"Perhaps that was the problem with the Daerlan," said Blackthorne.

"As I think, too," continued Berimar. "She made it clear that the stewardship of the land was the first and only duty of a Wierlun. A Wierlun answered to no one and heeded no laws or conventions of any culture. I think the Daerlan believe they are the guardians of the land, requiring all races to bow to their desires. That was the reason for their wars with Trolls and Men. They drove gnomes south to Mordyn where they are making their last stand."

"That is correct. They are no more in the north." 

"Pity," said Berimar. "They are uncouth and very, very, rude, but they do not deserve genocide."

"What about Wierluns?" asked Wynne. 

"Nor do Wierluns, half breed or not."

"You both seem to know my history. Who is my father? If I am a half breed, what is my other half?" 

"I will beg off this one," said Berimar. "I have said all that I will say. Blackthorne, the stage is yours."

Wynne looked at her host, her eyes blazing.

"I had promised never to reveal his identity but you deserve to know. I will sunder that promise. I will tell you, but not in Berimar's company." 

"Some host," snorted Berimar.

"Come." He held his hand out to Wynne. "I prefer Berimar to find information without receiving it as a gift." 

They walked to the south side of the house. A canopy of vines covered trellis over a bench. They sat.

"What is the Faerion worth to you?" asked Blackthorne. 

"To me? I should be asking that question of you." 

"Will you give to me if I told all I know of your father and mother?"

Wynne shook her head as if listening to a tune. "That is difficult. If the book belonged to me the choice would be easier, but it does not and I cannot decide for its owners."

"I expected such an answer. If you could merely leave the book open for straying eyes to read a few pages, I would accept that." 

"Agreed. If..."

"Go on." 

"If you tell me of the nature and origin of that book."

"That would be a story to last the winter. It is a living thing. Its power is immense and will make the unwary its slave. I have seen it happen. Like a poison slowing growing, changing you into another creature. That is the fate the Faerion holds for its owner. It is a perilous book and only a fool would claim it."

"Where did it come from?"

"I do not know. It is said to contain every spell ever used, but what is the source? I can't believe the book wrote itself." 

"It is not Elvish?"

"Oh, no. The Daerlan learned much from it, but they were not its creators. Its origins trace back into the dawn of time. No one knows it's true history. But I know even Lady Galamog fears it."
 

The house was silent. Tomen crept from his room watching for movement. He moved slowly; tense, muscles knotted. His boots made faint scuffing noises on the stone floor and he stopped after a few strides to listen. The house took little notice of him. He stood on the edges of the courtyard. Some places had no fence; the hedge grew close, armed by thorns, long and jagged. He knew the gate would be warded because Berimar had to ask permission to enter. After a quarter hour he confirmed what he already knew. They could not leave without Blackthorne's leave. He hoped the defenses were triggered by Wynne's magic, but it was not. Nothing living could get in or out without permission. Tomen felt helpless, and he loathed it. 
 

The sun's rays floated in through the narrow gap in the heavy curtains warming the stone floor. Elise stood, her bare feet in the sunlight, stretching as she greeted the morning. She was the first one up; Culver always slept late. The house waited silently and the night's sleep refreshed her. She hummed to herself as she walked to the kitchen, thinking how Culver would like flapjacks. She stopped, her hand covering her mouth. 

"Good morrow, Tuor," said Berimar. The sorcerer sat in a corner, shadows draped around him; a botch in the sunlight that could not penetrate his gloom. 

"I did not expect to see you this morning. I thought I was the only one up." 

"I never sleep." He stared at Elise. "You are called Elise, if my memory has not soured." 

"I am."

"Well Elise, I expect you believed a sorcerer such as I could not endure the sunlight." She nodded. "I can't. But my skill is such that I cover myself with shadows and walk in the noon sun. I wanted you to know the extent of my power." 

"Why?"

"I must have the Faerion. You must help Wynne see that her only recourse is to give it to me."

"Why?" 

He sighed. "With that knowledge I can free myself from bondage to Galamog. I have served her, unwillingly, for eighteen hundred years. Can you comprehend that? I must be freed. I am losing my sanity." 

"Perhaps. However, with that book you can do far more evil than ever before. Is that not true?"

"Aye, you have a point. I have been so consumed by my freedom that I didn't look at all angles. Perhaps Wynne can find the spell I need, and thus be freed without the risk of using the Faerion for other purposes?" 

"I don't know. That is not my expertise. Others will have to make that decision and I would guess our host will have a large say in the result."

"But I wish the answer from you."

"I don't believe I am hungry anymore." Elise hurried away, sensing the darkness of Berimar reaching out to her. 
 

Meanwhile, Culver had arisen, looking for Elise. Darkness clutched at his heart and he feared for her. Leaping out of bed, he flung open the door, running into the hall. Culver sensed the presence of another, but did not realize his danger until the blade flashed out at him. He threw up his arms. Another figure jumped in and he heard a cry of pain. He saw Elise holding her bloody side. Tuor footsteps pattered down the stone walk with the cry of the Border Guard. Tomen sliced Paulenis' hand off, cursing at the orange man, clutching the sword so tight his fingers were white. Wynne came running through the strangely silent house. It seemed to swallow all sound.

Wynne examined the orange hand, the curved knife still in its grip. Tomen stood over the man, his blade at Paulenis' throat.

"There is a spell woven about it. I am not familiar with it. Perhaps Blackthorne has the knowledge." 

"The Faerion?" asked Culver. He pressed Elise's wound, trying to stop the bleeding; his eye flooded with his tears. 

"I don't dare bring it out into the open with Berimar here. I don't know what he can do, but his power is greater than Blackthorne's. There may be some way he can tap into it without touching it. For all I know, he may once have possessed it. Berimar is a creature extremely long-lived. It cannot be risked. Find Blackthorne. I will aid Elise." 

Before Culver could leave to seek Blackthorne, Berimar and their host arrived. Blackthorne quickly bent over Elise, and then stared at Paulenis.

"You have insulted me and my guests by using such base sorcery in my home. These people are under my protection. You, sir, are no longer welcome here." Paulenis looked to Berimar who remained impassive. Blackthorne spoke under his breath and suddenly Paulenis was a ball of green flame streaking upward. The Tuors flinched at the casual death. Berimar smiled. 

"Very impressive." He waved his arms to disperse the sulfur smell. 

"You didn't have to injure my guests!" cried Blackthorne. 

"But I do, I do. I must test their value to you, and to me." 

Blackthorne bent over Elise. His covered her wound with his hands, speaking quickly. A warm glow radiated from the wound. "That will stop the bleeding, but I can do nothing for the pain. Perhaps Berimar can, but I do not counsel such a choice for he may bewitch her in some other way." 

"Really, Blackthorne, you are quite mistrusting," said Berimar.

"I have cause." 

"Tsk, tsk." Berimar glided back to his room.

"You said we were safe here," said Tomen.

"Yes, I said that. I was concerned with Berimar's magic, not a common dagger." 

"There was a spell on it," said Wynne. "Is that not magic?" 

"Okay, so I failed you, I'll admit it."

"Will she live?" asked Culver.

"Yes, yes. But the poison will burn constantly and I cannot quench it. She will not die from the wound, but the pain will be miserable." 

"I can make her sleep," said Wynne.

"Please do," said Blackthorne. "This is a problem I did not envision. Come Culver, we must discuss things." Culver looked back at Tomen and Wynne, and then he looked at the pale face of Elise.

"Will she live?" asked Culver again.

Blackthorne thought over his answer.

"Possibly. The difficulty is the spell. If it was Paulenis' spell we will be lucky. If Berimar set it, then we must watch over her night and day. Berimar's influence will be deadly and difficult to combat. Culver, I warn you; saving Elise may come to ending her life." 

"No!" 

"It's possible."

"No!" 

"If Berimar controls her, we cannot save her." 

"Kill Berimar!"

"A good choice, however imprudent. He is the most powerful creature on this world besides Galamog. I cannot kill him in a fair fight." 

"Is Elise's condition fair?"

"Good point, Culver. I think that allows me much latitude. Yes, I will think on that. Meanwhile, watch over your beautiful Elise. She will have much need of you."

Blackthorne walked into the depths of the house humming to himself.







Chapter 12
 

Blackthorne sat on a marble bench underneath the solitary willow on the western side of his house. His eyes watched the golden rays of the sun darken into red, demanding him to do what he must do. He looked up and saw Wynne standing two paces off. Her eyes pierced him.

"Sit with me." 

She did not respond immediately. Blackthorne sat facing forward watching a butterfly. 

"I want you to tell me the truth about my father."

"I will. It may be difficult to understand your father, but remember, he is not a Wierlun nor a Man, nor a sorceress. His ways are not yours; do not judge him by yours."

"What is he?" She felt her stomach tighten.

"He is a Daerlan." 

"What? But you told me Daerlan destroyed all the Wierluns. My father was Daerlan and my mother Wierlun? I don't understand. Were they cast out from their people?" 

"Listen to your father's story. This is the tale he told to me many years ago." 
 

'The forests of Arda remain green throughout the year, but not because of any special magic of the Daerlan. These forests have their own magic, ancient and deeply hidden among the gnarled trunks of lichen-covered giants. Men seldom came to Arda after the Troll War leaving the Daerlan to wander freely in their own land. There had been a time when Men hunted Daerlan in fear and ignorance, creating a greater fear that fed upon itself. After the first murders of Daerlan, Men that entered the forests of Arda never returned to their homes.

Navir wandered the quiet paths sadly remembering the silent deaths that he caused, following the will of his father, King Oalaria.It had been over seventy years, but the long-lived Daerlan remembered the years like days, centuries like years. Navir had walked the land for over a thousand years, the third child and second son of the king of the Daerlan. He seldom went to the palace anymore, living alone in a cottage in the shadow of the mountains, studying herbs and healing. As the second son, he had no claim to the crown and his presence was not necessary. King Oalaria had time only for Aelan, his heir. Navir was denied the comfort of his father's approval.

Navir excelled at many skills of weaponry but loved learning best. He searched for tasks to keep him away from the palace at Evenlight. His father gave nothing of himself to his youngest child and the slight cut Navir terribly. His brother, Aelan, the heir, offered kindness but it tasted bitter to Navir. To him had fallen the task of guarding Arda against outsiders, Man and otherwise. He had many Daerlan to help him in this task but they knew their business, leaving him alone, as he desired. Each Daerlan had an area to himself, seldom seeing each other for weeks. Through a series of signals they could call upon one another for assistance if needed.

He wandered many paths some often but today he was journeying farther than usual, heading north to the mountains between Darkfell, the land of the trolls and Paglo, where the diminutive Tuors lived. He hadn't visited the Tuors for years and wished to see his old friend Avolan, the wise one. The voices of birds tinkled among the leaves gently serenading Navir as he walked, footfalls silent, even the blades of grass unbent under his shoes. Daerlan did not wear boots as Men did; their shoes akin to slippers were enough to protect them. The elements did not bother the Daerlan; or rather, Daerlan took no notice of cold, rain, snow, or the heat of summer. Navir wore dark blue breeches with a bright yellow shirt, sleeves billowing as he moved. His long light brown hair flowed to his shoulders, kept off his face by a thin gold band around his forehead. There was a song in his heart and he was glad, for often he could find no melody inside himself, although he was loath to tell of this. He knew what his father would say.

He had walked quite far when he noticed a different sound to the birds' songs, telling of pain somewhere ahead of him. It was puzzling, the birds sang happily at this pain and that was unusual, for birds were most sympathetic. As he drew near, he heard the soaring cries of pain and recognized the voice of a hawk. Well, that made the puzzle of the birds clear.

As Navir entered the clearing two things struck him. First, a Man's trap held the hawk and was most distressing, that Men entered Arda again. Second, the hawk was stunning, easily the largest he had ever seen with deep red-brown feathers. If this bird was not the king of the hawks, then Navir was a gnome. The hawk spotted him at once of course, and ceased its cries, watching warily. Navir circled around the clearing. Traces of Men were old, days perhaps. It was possible they could return soon and he debated what he should do with the hawk. One wing injured, perhaps not seriously. He could not see another wound, but he wasn't close enough to examine it properly. He decided: he moved forward to free the hawk. The bird flapped its wings in terror but Navir spoke softly, soothingly and the bird began to slow its movement. Navir took some lotion out of his pouch and rubbed it on the bird's wing to start the process of healing before he freed it. The hawk took a half-hearted snap at him while he pried open the snare, dropping the bird to the ground. 

The hawk hopped a few feet away, watching the Daerlan. Then it began to shimmer, to grow and change shape. Naked before Navir stood a stunning woman, not quite Men, but not Elven either. 

"Thank you," she said, huskily. "You have saved my life."

"How are you called?" Staring boldly, Navir was oblivious to all else. The high cheekbones caught his eye, as did the angularity of the face framed by flowing tresses of auburn hair.

"I call myself Aeli, but some call me Wierlun." She stared with her yellow eyes, boring through his head. "How does the son of Oalaria come to my part of the forest? I believed you safe far south of here."

"I chose to wander. There are Men in these woods," he added needlessly.

"Yes, for several months they have come here. I find them quite useful." She smiled and he knew she was not Men. Her feral expression and hawk eyes showed her to be quite wild. Navir found that exciting. 

"How is your injury?" 

"Much better, thanks to you." Her hawk eyes pierced him and she knew his heart. "Would you like to join me for supper? I shall cook for you to reward you for your rescue." 

"It would be a pleasure." 

"Yes, it will." 
 

As he walked with her, Navir became aware of the thoughts of the forest slipping into his consciousness. Not verbal, but moods - passive, raging, each life whether plant or animal had its own distinct pattern that Aeli recognized and responded it. Some of the images were too alien, even for a Daerlan to comfortably embrace them. Aeli noticed his discomfort and silently instructed her charges; the onslaught stopped. Navir stumbled, not fully aware of how much they had taken him over.

"What was that?"

"The forest was welcoming you. It didn't realize that you are different than me."

"I'm a Daerlan. Isn't that obvious?" 

"Not to the forest. It knows me and I told it about you."

"What did you tell it?" 

"That you were the one I had waited for." 

"Waited for..?"

She reached for him, kissing him roughly. She pushed him away and ran from him. Before he realized what he was doing he chased her, but lost her. The forest was still. Suddenly, she dropped on him from a tree branch and they rolled in the leaves in an embrace, laughing in each other's breath. 
 

Navir spent many months with Aeli, learning about her life, her powers, and the life of the forest she lived in. Together they trapped and killed the Men who had set the trap that so cruelly wounded Aeli. Word of them could not be kept from Arda. The Daerlan that guarded the forest with him also watched him. At least one found fault with his prince. 
 

One day, his father, King Oalaria, rode out to Navir's house alone. Navir stood on the doorstep, not offering his hospitality. The king watched him in silence, and then dismounted. 

"I desire speech with you, Navir," said Oalaria. "I have heard disturbing news."

"I am listening." 

"Your tone is offensive, but I have no time for that. I have heard that you have taken a Wierlun as a lover." 

"What concern is that of yours? I am not welcome in your house." 

"You are still a prince, and are still my son. It is not unthinkable that someday the throne may be yours. This dallying with a wood Wierlun shall be the undoing of you, Navir. Mark my words. I forbid you to see her again." 

Navir made no answer, setting his jaw firm.

"Very well. You have chosen your lonely fate." He looked back at his son once more and spat on the ground. 

The King of the Daerlan rode back to his palace at Evenlight, never looking back, his silhouette as stiff as the tall trees in which he vanished. Navir stood long, watching his father.

Several weeks later, Navir found himself walking through the forest, trying to avoid Aeli's woods but drawn there nonetheless. He sensed a presence in the trees ahead of him and slowed down, drawing his knife.

"Put that away, my Prince," said a voice. 

"Meartan?" 

"It is I." 

Navir found one of his border Daerlan, crouched, reading a trail. 

"What is it?" 

"A party of seven or eight. Hunters." 

"Men? Let us rid this land of them." 

"Stay, Navir. I will speak plainly. These tracks are of Daerlan. Your brother and his friends." 

"Aelan? Why would he be here? There's little for his hunting skill." 

"I spoke with them when they passed. I have been trying to decide whether to seek you out." 

"I don't understand." 

"Your brother was commanded to hunt here." 

"Why?" Suddenly, the horrible thought came to him. He grabbed Meartan by the shoulders. "Aeli?" 

"I am sorry, Prince Navir. I am not reconciled to your situation, but I would spare you sorrow if I could. You have always been true to me." 

"I must stop them!"

"As I knew you would. I cannot help, but may the speed of the wind push your feet."

Navir left Meartan without a word, running hard.

He heard the cries of a bird, perhaps a hawk, and he started to run, faster, faster, thinking of his own brother hunting Aeli. Aelan was the greatest archer in Arda. It was said he never missed a target. He ran and ran, finding a group of Daerlan armed with bows. His brother, Aelan, pulled back his bow, letting the arrow fly skyward. Navir shouted but it was too late. The arrow climbed upward seemingly too slowly, toward a dark shape gliding across the sky. Navir cried out again. A large reddish hawk fell to the earth, dead. Even the Daerlan cried out in wonder as the bird turned into the Wierlun. Navir leaped on his brother in a heartbeat, striking him, trying to find his heart with his dagger. Several hands grabbed him and finally pulled him off his bleeding but still living brother. Navir trashed in rage, finally giving way to sobs and Aelan ordered him left with the body of the Wierlun and the company of Daerlan departed. 

"I feel for the grief in Navir's heart, but he has strayed from Daerlan ways. It could not have ended otherwise. Farewell, my brother. Know that this deed was commanded to me, and I would not willingly have injured you. Perhaps, someday there will be room in your heart for me again."

Navir did not answer. Aelan gazed long over his brother, turning to join his comrades, returning to Evenlight.

Navir cursed his father, knowing that Aelan, who was cool to Navir, nonetheless, would not have been hunting in that area if the king had not commanded it. He hugged the still form of Aeli, wishing his sister were there to comfort him. However, it was cold comfort he received. The forest was silent. 
 

A small cairn of rocks marked Aeli's grave. Navir stayed by it for days, only leaving to see to her house. No one had been there, but he heard a small sound from inside. He opened the door slowly, peering into the gloom and saw a juvenile hawk on a perch. It looked similar to Aeli but it had grey eyes, not yellow like Aeli. Grey eyes. Grey eyes like Navir. There was a tightening in his stomach as he reached for the hawk, speaking softly. It came to him easily, watching his face.

"Wynne," he said. "I shall name you Wynne." 

The hawk screeched and Navir cried, remembering Aeli and her wild ways.'
 

Blackthorne rose, tracing the slope of Wynne's shoulders as she cried. She reached up, pulling him down, hugging him in her anguish. Blackthorne patted her head, seeing the eyes from the house; the Tuors watching him. Berimar watched too, but Blackthorne could feel those eyes; he didn't need to see them. Wynne's sobs ceased as the light faded. 

"Navir? I've known him all my life, why did he not tell me? Free me from your bonds, Blackthorne. I need to fly beyond the walls. I need to hunt!" 







Chapter 13
 

Swords crossed at first light the next day. The Wierland army spread out over the fields, a wave of pikes and swords, waiting silently for the knights and soldiers of Calendia. As the light of the dawn reached across the land, the sentries on the walls of Nantitet saw the host rise before them like a maiden out of the sea. They stood, mouths agape. Then their cries rang out rousting the defenders and bringing the knights and squires on a dead run. Shouts rang out as figures darted around like ants finding an unguarded kitchen. It seemed like moments until they mustered. At attention they stood, barely restraining the emotions rising in them as the prospect of battle hung over them like a mist soaking them to their skin. The grizzled veterans, carrying the scars of many encounters shouted to their comrades. There were confident faces, worried faces, and the youthful fear of the youngest men, new to battle and mixed in among the experienced fighters so an entire line wouldn't break at first contact. They would gather their strength from those around them.

Sir Crestan rode haughtily at the head of the Calendia army, his shield glistening in the reddish light of the new sun. He carried his lance high; the colors of Treteste draped over the end, flapping in the breeze. Treteste's army drew confidence from Sir Crestan, steadying themselves to meet the enemy. They advanced steadily without haste, fanning out as they moved to stretch to the limits of the Wierland army. 

Crestan looked for the berserker of Wierland. Galen was the name. The tales of endless bloodlust reached Nantitet weeks before. At first the rumors were not believed, the details described were too horrible. Then more tales reached Nantitet as the invaders moved deeper into Calendia. Even Treteste found the gore excessive. Galen's name became a talisman by which children behaved themselves, retiring to bed without argument. The stories were horrid but less vivid than the actual event. Strongmen wept at the carnage left by the berserker. Vows were spoken among the army of Calendia. Galen would not reach their families. 

Crestan spied a slight figure hobbled by age that he guessed was Duke Armas. Next to him stood a broad man, hair curly and wild, without a helm. His black shield lacked arms upon it. Galen. It had to be. However, he heard no stories of the man fighting without a helm. Insanity was the only answer. Rumor said Galen rushed into battle without caution, killing without thought, bloodied only by the lifeblood of his victims. Crestan could not fully believe the stories, but he could not take his eyes off the man.

Crestan raised his lance halting his army. He rode forward with his herald. Armas, Galen and their herald rode to meet them. He met their hard eyes, patiently waiting for them to speak. They made no sound. He cleared his throat. 

"I am Sir Crestan, warlord of King Treteste. I will stop your army from advancing this day."

"I am Duke Armas. This is Sir Galen. Our country is starving and you have refused assistance. We cannot turn back; our fate is set. We shall advance until we conquer you or are destroyed ourselves. We ask no quarter and shall give none. Make your peace with your god. You shall meet him soon." 

Sir Crestan saluted his opponents. "May Cothos give strength to the righteous and bring victory to those he deems worthy."

"So be it," said Armas. Crestan nodded to Galen, unnerved by the silence of the huge man. Galen was nearly the size of Kirkes and ten years younger. Crestan' cheek began to twitch involuntarily. Kirkes sat in the dungeon. There would be no help from Kirkes. Crestan had to deal with Galen himself. Crestan knew Galen would meet him on the field before the sun set that very day. He did not feel the nervousness from earlier in the week. Now he felt calm. Serene. He never felt this way before battle. He looked at the huge form of Galen riding back to the Wierland ranks. 

Crestan rode back to his army even as the drums of the Wierland's began to thunder, rolling over the still green grass, heralding the bloody sea to come. Would it be prudent to retrieve Kirkes for this one battle? Treteste threw him out in Kirkes' place. He thought the king favored him, but now he was not so sure. What did Treteste do to him? How have I displeased the king? 

The horns rang out sending the hordes of Wierland into the defenders. Galen's battle cry rose above the din, urging his army onward. The clash of metal rang. The mass of figures swarmed against itself, pulling one way, pushing another to the rhythm of the swords and arrows raining upon the warriors. The ground soon became soft from the carnage; boots sinking into the earth. Man against man, to the death. 

The Wierland army drove a wedge into the Calendia lines nearly breaking through. Green soldiers retreated while the veterans proved their worth holding the line until Calendia regrouped matching strength versus strength. The battlefield roared with cries, shouts and exclamations as the true impact of war washed over the combatants. The east flank of Calendia succeeded in turning the Wierland advance toward the center, raising a shout spurring their comrades on to greater efforts. A great charge from the center of the Wierland line surged into the men and horses of Calendia. 

The battle lasted long into mid-day, neither side giving quarter. However, the Wierlandians gradually gained the advantage, foot by foot. Galen's frenzied attacks energized his soldiers, pushing them beyond their endurance. The Calendia line nearly faltered and broke but Crestan led a countercharge halting the momentum from the south. Crestan called his soldiers to him for a brutal sortie. 

Crestan held his ground while the soldiers and knights flowed around him. He could hear the laughter of Galen playing around the edges of his ears, taunting him to the rhythm of the drums pounding, pounding endlessly. Crestan stole a glance, finding the unprotected head of the berserker shaded under the broad blade of Galen's own sword as Galen raised it to deliver another killing stroke. Again and again Galen unleashed his weapon. Suddenly, Crestan realized how close Galen was now. He had been cutting his way through both armies to reach Crestan. His heart beat to a chilling rhythm. His voice rasped; he could not spit.

The heat on the battlefield stifled him. Crestan felt rivets of water slide down his body. He fought well, evading injury. He armor bore several dents, pressing into his skin but not impairing his movement. He felt the pressure come from the right, driving soldiers back into him. He held his position, shouting encouragement. Suddenly, a figure broke through the Calendia line. Galen paused, looked at Crestan, and then beheaded the nearest soldiers. He quickly dispatched two more and he stood before Crestan.

"Well met, Sir Crestan," said Galen. "It is time to determine the outcome of this skirmish." He swung his sword round and round over his head crying out to the Wierlandians. All noise on the battlefield slowly fell away. 

Crestan exhaled slowly, knowing this battle would be his last. 

Galen waited, breathing slow and easy, beads of sweat on his forehead. He brushed back his damp hair with his shield hand. Crestan lunged suddenly, sword reaching for Galen's abdomen. A flashing arc of silver crashed on Crestan' weapon, nearly dislodging it from his grasp. He stepped back, raising his shield. Galen rushed forward, and then skipped aside sending a backhanded blow partially blocked by Crestan who stumbled from the power of Galen. The berserker laughed, moving slowly toward his opponent. Crestan remembered some tactics of Kirkes. A quick flick of his sword caught the edge of Galen's knees surprising the berserker. Crestan struck again. Blood flowed from Galen's leg. 

"Well struck, Sir Crestan. We shall see if you can do better." Galen felt the stiffness in his leg, knowing the encounter must end soon.

Again and again Galen crashed his sword on Crestan' shield staggered the knight. Crestan found strength inside himself to fight back. Each blow used his last energy but he dug deeper and deeper surprising himself. Kirkes flashed through his mind and he knew, finally, what the giant man meant about knighthood. A serenity filled Crestan despite the long odds. He prepared to die as a knight.

"Hail, Calendia!" Crestan shouted.

Crestan stepped forward into the quick rush of Galen. Galen swiped long against Crestan' shield then backhanded the edge of the shield pulling Crestan' arm wide. Galen drove his shield into Crestan' chest knocking him to the earth. He brought his sword down heavy on the knight's head. Crestan bled from his nose and mouth. He surged to his feet striking Galen across the brow sending a stream of blood into the berserker's eyes. Galen sliced Crestan' thigh and the knight stumbled. Galen allowed him to rise, and then delivered the killing blow, sending the warlord of Calendia spinning to the ground, dead. Galen beheaded Crestan, raising the head high and cried out in a loud voice. 

"I have killed Crestan! The best Calendia can offer. Nantitet will soon be ours!" 

Wierland voices roared and increased their frenzied attack on the collapsing Calendia line. 

The Wierland army flowed like a wave over the Calendia defenses pushing them against the white walls of the city. Treteste railed at the sky, ordering the archers to rain arrows over the battlefield, heedless of their comrades below. 

"Shoot! Shoot! Or it will be too late. We cannot aid those below. If the gate opens the Wierlandians will overrun us. Look! Even now it is too late."

The Wierlandians killed all who stood before them. Galen shouted to Treteste to come down and fight. The king shook his fist and turned away amidst the laughter of the Wierlandians. It would be a siege. Galen shouted orders. The woodcutting had begun. 
 

Carle stood watching the faces watching his, waiting for Apal to speak. The minstrels held knives in their hands, sharpening them. It gave Carle chills to hear the scrape of the whetstones instead of music emanating from the troupe. He knew it to be a perfect image of Treteste's brief reign - singers to assassins- and he found it difficult to keep the swelling from his throat. Something had tilted the world and he found it a place he did not know. Silently he prayed. 

"We are fortunate to find Brother Carle," said Apal. "He saw through the prince's disguise and followed his captors from the mill to the castle. The king does not know the prince is in his prison, and Carle knows the whereabouts of two other prisoners the king recently placed there. The queen is imprisoned now, as is Sir Kirkes for reasons we all know. The difficulty is the Wierland army is fighting our army even as we speak. If the rumors of Sir Galen are true then only Sir Kirkes can defeat him, but not from the dungeon."

"What about Melana?" asked Deenie.

"She is there," said Carle. "She told me to find you."

"Yes, she is there," said Apal. "Now we have four prisoners to break out instead of one. I don't know how to do four at once given our resources. We do not have an army, only a small band for stealth. If we rescue only one then security will be tightened and the other might not be freed. We cannot wait until the march of the Wierlandians causes enough havoc to allow us to move in plain view. That may be too late for us. Kirkes must join the battle, and Estes must be available for the throne. The queen is expendable." 

"And Melana?" asked Reber. 

Apal did not speak at once. He turned away and wiped his eyes. "If there is time." 

"Apal," said Deenie. She grasped his wrist. "What are you saying?" 

"We have a duty to Calendia that comes first. If Cothos gives me the strength, I will rescue her."

"We will be at your side," said Deenie. Her thoughts stayed to Estes, Rapert, as she knew him. He was on the verge of becoming himself, a real person unmarked by the sigma of a crown. He could become someone who could think for himself without advisors telling him how it would appear, keeping him on a leash. She thought she saw something inside him that needed to be set free.

"I will draw you a diagram. I cannot do more." Carle looked at the earnest faces before him. "I am known there now. It would be unusual for a Brother of the Rose to return to the dungeons so soon. As a rule we visit barely once a month." 

"Surely they change the guard," said Deenie. 

"The guard, yes, but there is the Captain, a large fellow named Dannen. Used to be quite a knight in his youth." 

"I remember him," said Apal. "Fierce and strong. A bit uncouth to be a knight, this was his undoing. Also a spear in the kneecap ended his fighting days."

"He holds a tight grip on his domain. I know he marked me both coming and going. His mood is vile and he is cruel when crossed. He is the biggest threat to your rescue."

"Will you carry messages for me, if you won't join us?"

"I will."

"Good. Allow me time to write three messages and directions for their delivery. It will save us a great amount of time, and may forestall trouble of another nature later." 

Deenie offered Carle some wine and he drank deeply. His pulse raced, unused to such endeavors. He risked his life in Apal's company. Daass or the king would see him dead if they knew of his involvement. He tried to trace his steps backward to find out how he managed to wedge himself so completely in Calendia's upheaval.

"Brother Carle?" Deenie was looking up to him.

"How may I help you?" 

"Apal is trying to be brave but I think it will kill him to lose Melana. Is there some way we can save her? Some side entrance we can use while Apal is rescuing the others? I could save Melana without costing time needed for Kirkes and the prince." 

Carle looked into those brown eyes, thinking of Sister Dellana. He could not deny her. 

"I will help you, but do not tell Apal. He would forbid us." 

"This I know. He will not hear it from me. Will he be able to see us during our attempt?" 

"In one or two places. By then it would be too late. He couldn't take the risk to send us away. Time will be too precious. I cannot emphasize how dangerous this will be. We may well perish in the attempt." 

"That chance is there every day we live." She patted his arm. "Why should it now guide our movement?" 

"You shame me, Deenie. I thought I was a man of Cothos. Now I know I have no more wisdom than a minstrel."

"Is that bad?" asked Apal, joining them. 

"I mean no offense. There is nothing that sets me apart. No reason for me to be a Brother." 

"When you have the opportunity, take a good look inside yourself, Brother Carle. I think you will find quite a lot of gifts. Do not judge yourself too harshly. Only the Almighty has that right."

"Again, I prove unworthy." 

"It is because you think you are unworthy that you will prove that you are not. A person who is content in all things is not alive. I think you will find yourself to be a good man, Brother Carle. Now, we must go to work."

They ran through the town as wraiths on the wind. The noise of battle sounded throughout Nantitet. The berserker had come.

Amidst the commotion they slipped into the dungeon-dodging people, working downward. Deenie felt the tug on her arm and followed Carle down another direction. 

The corridors of rough stone dripped with moisture. Foul smells and whimpers of pain greeted Deenie. She grasped a loose portion of Carle's habit following blindly. She soon lost her sense of direction, knowing if it came to flight she would not be able to escape unaided.

Suddenly, they stopped.

"Deenie? Is that you?" 

"Melana! Brother Carle led me here." 

"Where is Apal?"

"There are others who also need his help," said Carle.

"He wanted us to help you," said Deenie. 

"Deenie, Deenie. I know Apal. He is rescuing those more important to the kingdom. I know my place. He would rescue me if there were time. Thank you, Deenie and you Brother Carle."

"We haven't freed you yet." Carle used his dagger to pick the lock.

"Hurry. A guard comes by each quarter hour." 

Carle jigged the knife, angling it until the clicks sounded. The noise seemed to fill the corridors. They remained still. Finally, Carle motioned for the women to follow him. He turned the corner running into a large shape. 

"Well, Brother," said Dannen. "Where do you think you are heading? I recognize one of your lady friends as a prisoner. Now I know why you haunt these corridors. Tell me why you should keep your life?" 

Dannen lunged forward, a long arm wrapping itself around Carle. The guard's strength crushed Carle and his joints ached. A long curled blade drew close to his neck. Dannen smiled at the woman; his face crooked from a terrible red scar from his right eye to the left side of his mouth.

Suddenly Apal raced to Carle's rescue. Dannen saw the movement, turning to meet Apal.

"Another one. What a party we'll have."

Apal stood his ground waiting for a huge shadow filling the corridor to catch up with him.

"You're free?" gasped Dannen.

"I am," said Kirkes. "I will engage you for my friends' freedom."

Dannen let go of Carle, crouching, tensing his muscles. Kirkes appeared unarmed. They circled until Kirkes stood between Dannen and the others. "Go!" Kirkes said quickly. "I know where to meet you." 

Dannen roared hurling a dagger at the unprotected face of Kirkes. He blocked the throw with his forearm; a trickle of blood reddened his sleeve. Dannen dove into the big man, knocking Kirkes to the floor. Dannen was strong but Kirkes tossed him aside. Dannen rolled to his feet, drawing his sword. Kirkes held one in front of him. Dannen did not know where it came from. Kirkes' face showed no emotion. Dannen's eyes darted around checking for more weapons or shadows hiding people to aid Kirkes. The knight remained motionless, waiting for Dannen. The guard's mind formed doubts. Dannen knew the name of Sir Kirkes and his invincibility of course. However, he never gave them credence until now. He swung his sword; Kirkes blocked it. He tried again. Blocked. Blocked. Again and again Kirkes deflected his blows. Kirkes remained impassive. Dannen wiped the sweat from his forehead. 

"Don't you ever talk?" asked Dannen.

"Are those your final words in this life?" asked Kirkes. He still did not appear to tense for attack. The guard's jaw quivered, his teeth grinding.

Dannen screamed and rushed forward. Kirkes deflected his blade then sliced the body going past. Dannen slumped to the floor, his hands holding the gash in his ribs, the blood flowing through his fingers. Kirkes brought down his sword, ending the guard's life.

"Yes, I guess those were your last words."

He hurried to catch Apal.
 

Carle's shirt still clung to him after the trauma of the rescue. Glad he helped but more happy that he was through with it. Still, he felt a foreboding of trouble ahead. He glanced behind several times, trying to shake the feeling of being followed. He began a circular route, and then alternated streets, hoping to confuse any one tailing him. He reached Dellana's building and entered quickly. 

"Hello, Carle. Enter quickly." Again she appeared freshly bathed and Carle stumbled over his words as he watched her walk in the damp tunic. "Were you followed?"

"I don't know. I might have been. Probably not connected with you."

"You don't know? Garlac is having us followed, as is Daass. Anyone else that I don't know about?"

"Perhaps the king." 

"Please explain." Her voice was cold. 

"I assisted in the escape of Kirkes and the queen from the dungeon. I may have been followed after that."

Dellana's mouth dropped open.

"What have you done?" she cried. Carle tried to cover her mouth but she pushed him away. "Lord Daass will kill us for that." 

"Us? You weren't involved."

"In Daass' eyes we are involved in all things. It is not bad enough that Garlac watches us, but Treteste as well? We are not so important, Carle. Why do this to us? We shall be destroyed by the powers in the world, unable to resist. This is not the life I wanted." 

"What did you want?"

Dellana sat silently, gathering her thoughts.

"I was to be married to the younger son of a noble. A house on a farm and hard work awaited us. We were so happy." She grew silent. 

"What happened?" 

"His family... You do not truly want to know."

"I do, I do." 

"I can tell what you really want. I will not speak of it more. I thought the Brotherhood of the Rose would be a peaceful, contemplative place for me, but it has never been. I am planning on leaving the order." She did not look at him and did not see the joy on his face. He had recovered his composure by the time she did look at him.

"Where will you go?" asked Carle.

"I do not know yet. Wherever I go it must be where Garlac cannot find me."

"Garlac? What has he done to you?" 

Dellana looked out the window. Her fingers traced the patterns in the curtains as her tears traced the lines in her face. Carle waited for her to speak again, knowing not to interrupt her reverie.

"What will you do?" asked Dellana.

"I don't know," said Carle. "I think the Brotherhood is no longer the place for me." 

"What trade do you know?"

"None. Except teaching. I could teach children."

"But only nobility can afford to hire teachers. Could you work for them?" 

"I do not know. Perhaps there is a small town somewhere that has a use for a man of my training. Perhaps they will clothe and feed and house me for my work. I can think of nothing that I deserve other than that."

"To listen to you speak is not uplifting. You have many good qualities. You will find a life that suits you, I know it." He reached for her but she turned away. "No. Not here. Not now." 

"When?" 

"I don't know. Someday soon. In our new lives perhaps." 

"How will I find you?" asked Carle. 

She wiped her eyes. "I will find you. Trust me." 
 

Deenie closed the door after Apal and the queen entered. For the first time, Deenie saw Richela close up. The queen's pale face found the grace to smile at Deenie.

"You are all so kind."

Apal drew a cloak around her bedclothes.

"It was the least we could do," said Apal. "We thought you might like us to finish our performance. We were interrupted." 

She laughed. It reminded Deenie of bells in the church where her parents once brought her. The sound stayed with her always. She decided she liked the queen.

"Your performance in the dungeon was good enough. Do you think Sir Kirkes will join us when he finishes with the guard?" 

"It was his intention," said Apal.

"You sound as if you aren't worried about him," said Deenie. Apal smiled at her.

"Sir Kirkes will never be defeated in combat," said Richela. "Not even the berserker of Wierland can withstand him. But it does not mean I do not worry."

Apal sat in the corner next to Melana, rubbing her bruises. She smiled, kissing him.

"I would have come for you." 

"I know. This worked out better. Do you know the Brother?" 

"I know much about Brother Carle. I will try to help him escape from Daass' grip if I can. But it will have to wait until Treteste is dethroned."

"Apal," said the queen. "I heard rumor that Prince Estes lives. Is that true?" 

"You tell her, Rapert." 

"Yes, Lady Richela. I am alive." He stepped out of the shadows. Deenie moved to his side.

The queen nodded her head. "Good. Treteste must die. Are you ready to be king?"

"To answer honestly, no. I have seen much in these last days that convince me of that. But I am ready to help rid Calendia of your husband."

"Do not blame me for him. I am glad you answered honestly and know it. Treteste was not ready to rule. He is a beast." 

Estes nodded. He wondered how he could help this woman, this wife of the traitor.

"If I am king, what do you want me to do with you?" 

Richela laughed again. "Nothing. I want no claim to the throne. I just want to live my life. Perhaps the wife of a knight would suit me." They all smiled with her. 







Chapter 14
 

Navir watched the red hawk make its kill. He chuckled to himself. Every hawk he saw drew his undivided attention no matter what task at hand. Three hawks so far today. This one seemed larger than usual and he watched it take its dinner to a tree, tall and stretching over a river. He sat down in a shady spot, leaning back against a tree; his eyes alert for signs of the hawk. He felt the piercing eyes before he spotted it. He sighed. 

It proved difficult for Navir to keep his attention focused on the events in Calendia. He promised Apal his assistance but his mind drifted away from such things and so did he. He provided some help but now while war raged outside the white walls of Nantitet, Navir found himself miles away watching birds. He had not realized how different Men were than Daerlan. Truly different. He hoped he could find a home far from other Daerlan. He would not return to his father, ever. Yet, he was different from the Men he dwelled among. His understanding of Men he now knew to be faulty. Was there a place for him? His daughter would not understand his actions any more than Apal or even Kirkes. He could not understand them. It some ways he understood Kirkes and the abandonment of his past, but not his devotion to another man's wife. Navir felt truly lost. The cool breeze relaxed him and he thought of Wynne. 

He opened his eyes, unaware that he had slept. The red hawk perched on a low branch just over his head. Its eyes keenly stared at him. He sat waiting for the bird to fly away. Its beauty brought a smile to his lips. They remained still; gazes locked. Then the hawk's wings spread as it glided down to him. Even as the talons touched the ground the image shimmered and Wynne stood before Navir.

Neither one spoke immediately. 

"Blackthorne told me the truth," said Wynne, at last. The words came hard. "Why couldn't you?" 

"There did not appear to be a need to concern myself with your heritage. I am a Daerlan. Daerlan do not raise their own children. The community raises the children." 

"Neither do they mate with Wierluns! They kill them!" Wynne's eyes filled with tears. "Why! Why do Daerlan kill Wierluns?" 

"I do not know the full tale, but it is a shameful part of our history. Tuors are wound into the story but it was before I was born. My father had already led armies against Wierluns when I was but a babe." 

"Berimar seemed upset by it himself. He said there was some connection between Tuors and Daerlan and since Daerlan would not speak of it, he would not either."

"You saw Berimar?"

"At Blackthorne's house."

"He was there? Why? What business did they transact?" Navir got to his feet, eyes flashing. 

"Berimar warned Blackthorne that Lady Galamog would attack Calendia."

"Really? How generous of him. Were there Tuors there? Did Berimar buy any from Blackthorne?" 

Her mouth dropped open. "So it is true. I trusted Blackthorne. He is aptly named. Berimar said Blackthorne sold him Daerlan for his experiments. I did not want to believe it. How can he help us one minute, while he's selling Daerlan and other species? I really trusted him." 

"His goals are his own although he can be a friend if you have nothing for him to take from you." He sat silently, and then turned to her. "I believe he told you about me to get you to leave his home alone. And in rushing away forget what it was that brought you there. Did you have the Faerion?"

"Yes. It remains at Blackthorne's house. I know you need to return it to your father, but he ordered my mother killed. By your brother."

"Aelan. I admired him when I was younger. I will kill him when I see him again. I tried to kill him once."

"What about us?" asked Wynne. "Can you be a father?" 

"You are grown up, Wynne. Why do you need a father? I do not understand it in human terms." 

"I need one now, perhaps more than before. I have suddenly found my father, heard tales of my mother, and discovered I can change shape. I also escaped from High Cedars after much abuse from the soldiers. If I knew I could change shape I would have escaped without being violated! Why did you not tell me? Even at the end when escape was the only route! Why! Why!" She beat her fists against him. He tried to gather her to him, and then slipped away. 

"It never occurred to me." 

"My safety never occurred to you?" 

"No." 

"What kind of father are you!" 

"I am a Daerlan. I behave as a Daerlan." 

"You conceived me with a Wierlun!"

"One mistake, that's all. In all other respects I am a Daerlan." 

"Mistake? I am a mistake?" The agony in her voice pierced Navir and he turned away.

"How am I supposed to be?" he asked softly. "What do you want me to do? Tell me how to behave as a father. What do you expect from me? Tell me so I can do it." 

Wynne sobbed. "I don't know what a father's supposed to do! I never had one! All I know is he shouldn't make me hurt so much! Navir! Help me." Her voice trailed off into sobs. 

Navir went to her. He lifted her chin and kissed her forehead. "Daughter." Wynne collapsed into his arms. 
 

Later, they spoke again. 

"Why did you leave the Faerion in Blackthorne's hands?"

"It is warded. He shouldn't be able to obtain it. I will let him see a portion of the book for our freedom."

"Freedom? You are free."

"He let me roam after telling me about you and Aeli. But the Tuors are still there." 

"Are they?" asked Navir, rising. "What's to keep him from selling them to Berimar without your presence? Perhaps they are already gone."

Wynne turned white, making a gagging noise in her throat. The hawk took wing and Navir raced on foot. She quickly outdistanced him but he knew the path to Blackthorne's house well. 

The Daerlan's fleet feet covered the miles quickly but the hawk flew ever before him. The ground dropped off into a gully slowing Navir's progress as he picked his way through thorn bushes and ground softened by a slow creek. The path sloped upward for several hundred yards and by the time he reached level ground again he could not catch Wynne. He pushed himself to greater speed. 

He heard the shrieks of the hawk ahead of him. He saw her fly at the invisible barrier surrounding the grounds of the house. As he neared, Blackthorne appeared. 

"So, you have found him. Very good. How did the reunion go?" 

Blackthorne noticed the stern expressions. He stepped back a couple steps. The gate shimmered as his wards increased. 

"Where are the Tuors?" asked Navir. His eyes bore into Blackthorne. 

"I am afraid they have returned home."

"Liar!" screamed Wynne. "You sold them to Berimar!" 

Blackthorne paused, and then bowed.

"If I did, you cannot help them now." 

"I can use the Faerion," said Wynne.

Blackthorne laughed.

"Can you? You have warded it to keep me from it, but you cannot penetrate the compound. In time I will dissolve your wards and the book will be mine." The wizard smiled. "There is no advantage to remaining here. You might as well move along." He turned and walked away vanishing into the mist.

"He is right," said Wynne. "Come on. At least let us look for them. Berimar might not be expecting pursuit." 

"Good luck!" called Blackthorne.

Wynne grabbed Navir's arm and pulled the furious Daerlan after her. "Come on, I have an idea."

They walked in silence until they were far from Blackthorne. 

"What is it?" asked Navir. 

Wynne closed her eyes, holding her hands in front of her. A shape materialized in her hands.

"The Faerion! How did you do it?"

"One of the first pages tells how to keep it with you, unseen and undetected by any supernatural power. I had it with me all the time. I set a warded spell so Blackthorne would believe I left it in his care. He will find a nasty surprise when he breaks through the wards. It will take him days and we shall be far away by then."

"You are your mother's child," grinned Navir. Wynne smiled for a moment, and then sobered. 

"Yes, I am. Mistake that I am." 

Navir's head snapped up, looking in Wynne's direction, but she kept moving without acknowledging his glance. He knew he had hurt her, but did not know how to soften the pain. He had no notion in that regards. His time with Aeli was pure joy. They had no heartache to work through together. He endured alone after her death. Perhaps he could talk to Wynne of how he felt in those days. His memory was still clear. Perhaps it would help. Perhaps. 

Navir tried to talk to her several times as they walked but received only stony silence. The trail gave them few clues. Navir could not see signs of their passing and Wynne used her magic to detect traces of Berimar's passing. Something passed but she could not be sure what it was. They decided to follow it, knowing of no other creature than Berimar who would have passed this way. 

Navir walked and walked at a brisk pace. Wynne finally asked him to stop and the look on his face told her it did not occur to him that she might tire. Again, she slept without speaking to him. Navir knew the anger was there; it could feel it all around him. 

He tried to remember everything he knew of Berimar, the sorcerer. The creature existed for over a thousand years and Navir did not know the true heritage of Berimar. Blackthorne said Berimar spoke of fishing off the southern coast in his youth but little else. At some point he became ensnared by Natale Galamog; truly a creature of unknown origins. Rumor spoke of a shipwreck from across the sea. What was there really, over those endless seas? Did Galamog belong to this world? Navir could not answer. Her power must be formidable to overwhelm the sorcery of Berimar. Berimar's power towered over Blackthorne's wizardry and Navir found his magic somewhere in-between them. If Berimar returned to Galamog before they could catch him, what chance did they have of rescuing the Tuors?

Navir's thoughts ran deep into his past and the one time he viewed the contents of the Faerion. He wished Wynne would let him look at it. His father spoke of the great evil in the south that feared the Faerion. It could only have been Galamog. What spells would be useful against such a creature? How would he find the correct one? He rested his face in his hands, breathing deeply. Time passed. 

He felt her eyes on him, suddenly. Her gaze sharp, surprising warm, bored into him until he was unaware of anything but Wynne.

"I still do not know if I should trust you."

"You trusted me always," said Navir.

"That was before I knew you deceived me." 

"I spoke truly in all things." 

"Do not be difficult. You withheld the truth from me. How can I be sure you will not do so again?"

Navir stared into the foliage above him.

"Aeli and I shut out the world. We lived only for each other. I cannot say how long we were together for we did not mark the passage of time. Time was eternal in that glen. The world keeps moving; we did not." 
 

Wynne watched Navir as he spoke grasping for images and feelings of her mother. The reflections of Navir's eyes showed a shadowy image of the Wierlun and her wild dancing, laughing, and flying on the wind. It slipped Wynne's grasp, returning, and then fleeing again. It was not much, but Wynne began to find a sense of her mother. She also remembered why she admired Navir so much and her pain eased a little. Her anger remained and they would have to confront that ere the end.

"Will he take them to Mordyn?" 

"There is no other place for him. I am surprised that he ventured out at all. If the Tuors were the only reason he came north, then I am much perplexed. Any minion would have been just as effective." 

"Unless the Faerion prompted him to return." 

"Good point. I could believe that if he knows the truth about the book." 

"Truth?"

"One of many truths. I remember a story that there is power enough in the Faerion to destroy Galamog."

"Truly? Then we must learn the spells." 

"I've thought much about those spells. I am not convinced that it is a single spell that contains the necessary power, but there is no one with the lore we require. It is a puzzle and we must work it out." 

"Navir? You love puzzles don't you?" 

He smiled. "Yes, I do. It is one thing I enjoy. Aeli was a terrific puzzle." This time the smile did not leave his face. 

They walked for miles, Navir leading southward. He left the road and their path wound through the edges of precipices. Wynne thanked her mother for her newfound ability to fly. She tried not to look over the edge. 

"I do not know what roads Berimar will take but I know where his home is located. I will never forget that blackened mountain. Deep in its bowels Berimar makes his home, not far from the tunnels leading to Galamog." His words hung in the crisp air. They neared the peaks of the mountains. The beginning of Mordyn lay just beyond their sight, but they felt the malice hanging like a fog over the lands below.

"I will not abandon the Tuors to Berimar," said Wynne. Navir glanced at her, but her eyes scanned the horizon. Perhaps she spoke to herself. He started downward.

They noticed the dryness of the land immediately. The sun beat upon them and Navir missed the cool forests of Arda. It became hotter the lower their path wound. Navir sensed watchfulness in the land.

"Do not take flight in this land," said Navir. "There is a presence watching us. I do not what it may do." 

"I sense it too. It's not Berimar."

"Agreed. I think it is Galamog." 

"She must be powerful indeed. Are we not a score of miles from her home?"

"Yes." 

"And she can sense us?"

"Wynne, remember that Galamog is not any creature that you find familiar. She came across the water and her power is very great. Very great. We may be walking into our graves."

"We may. But I have my father, now."

Navir smiled and turned to her, but her face was grim. 

"Let's go! The sooner we end this, the better."

Navir shook his head and walked; his eyes alert for movement in the barren land. The land spread out dry, rocky and full of disconcerting shadows. He knew Berimar's mountain lay near the foothills, low in the range yet tall nonetheless. They would go there first. 

The light failed quickly in the mountains and they made camp. Wynne could not shake the sensation of watchfulness. They ate in silence. 

"There is something out there," said Wynne. "It is not animal. I can sense that. Would Berimar have left a trap for us?" 

"Possible. Might be the defenses of the land. Something magical to save live soldiers. It would be difficult to be stationed out here. See how dark the night is?" 

"It's cold. Should we build a fire? I wanted to ask you before."

"No. Our eyes must be suited to the darkness. A fire would locate us and destroy our night vision. We will endure the cold to save our lives." 

They sat back to back, watching the darkness. 

"I will tire, even if you do not."

"Forgive me," said Navir. "Again, I think only as a Daerlan. It is a terrible thing I do." 

"Not terrible, just selfish."

The night deepened. Shadows closed about them. Slender shadows moving from rock to rock, tree to tree, closing them in a tight circle.

"What are they?" Wynne whispered. 

"Wukka. They are death itself. I fought one, years ago, but never so many. I don't know how we shall survive. It will require more strength than either of us have." 

"The Faerion? If we could find a proper spell..."

"Do it!" 

Navir leapt to his feet, shouting spells. His hands flared in blue light sending the Wukka back into the shadows. The Daerlan walked the perimeter of their camp glowing like a firefly. 

"My strength will give out after a short time. Use the light to search the book. Look for something with fire or brightness and something that will last."

The Wukka stopped retreating after seeing Navir would not leave the campsite. The creatures moved back within a few feet of Navir, as close as they could stand the light. The reedy voices of the slender stick creatures startled Wynne but she kept reading. 

"What are they saying?"

"Keep reading. They are deciding whether to brave the light." 

Suddenly, one rushed forward, touching Navir on the leg and dodging back. Navir yelled in pain and anger, sending the creatures further away.

"Are you all right?"

"Keep reading! You must find a spell. It burns but doesn't spread. We are in a difficult situation." 
 

Navir heard the pages flip as the Wukka closed the ring tight. He called up the strength to send fire to two of the creatures. The others watched their brethren burn, and then continued their measured approach. Navir did not know what to do. His magic had little to do with destruction and what strength he retained would not transport them away as he and Estes had escaped High Cedars.

Navir felt his light dim and started to warn Wynne when the Wukka pulled back, looking to the north. Navir followed their gaze and saw the red glow rushing down the slopes to them. It did not appear to be of fire, but whatever it was; the Wukka feared it. Navir increased his light with a large flash. The Wukka fled.

"What is it?" asked Wynne. 

"I don't know, but I am tired." The only movement was the red glow. The night was silent.

They watched the red glow stop before them and transform into a man, tall and dark.

"Blackthorne!" cried Wynne. 

"You really must give me more credit. Your ward proved difficult until I realized it guarded nothing. You see, Navir, there are two kinds of wards and they unravel in different manners. I knew Wynne to be strong, but there was no way for me to unravel the ward. There should have been some clue. Even Berimar's wards can be revealed in time. I was perplexed, but then I figured it out. And here I am. And here you are-following Berimar and his prizes. Well, I admire you for that, but do not walk into Galamog's lair with the Faerion unless you know what you are doing with it. She will destroy it immediately for it is the one thing she fears above all else."

"Why?" asked Navir. "What spell could possibly harm such a creature?" 

"Ah, it is not a spell. The Faerion itself is a living creature and will destroy Galamog on its own."

"I don't understand," said Wynne. 

"I know. And that is why I've decided to help you."

"At what price?" 

"Clever girl. For the Faerion itself."

"It belongs to the Daerlan." 

"A joke, surely. Navir's father killed your kind his entire life and he had a very long life. He does not deserve the treasures the Faerion holds." 

"And you do?"

"A separate argument. After we have settled the Daerlan question."

Wynne drew near to Navir. 

"We do not trust you," said Wynne. "You sold my friends."

"I did not sell them, Berimar took them." 

"I thought your home was warded against Berimar," said Wynne. 

"So did I," said Blackthorne. "He made a fool of me again. Since you headed in this direction I thought the three of us might teach the old bugger a lesson." 

"We must hurry," said Wynne. "He should have reached his cavern by now."

"Most certainly," said Blackthorne. "But Berimar rushes not. He will keep them secured for the present, while the demands of Galamog and the invasion of Calendia keep him occupied for the immediate future. Why are you so quiet, Navir?"

"I am trying to ascertain your motives in all of this." 

"Motives? Your friends are in danger." 

"Thanks to you," snapped Wynne.

"Wynne, I tried to be a good friend to you. I advised you on many matters, and I told you of your father." 

Wynne glanced at Navir. 

"I wonder how much of your advice is sour."

"You insult me!"

"You protest too much," said Wynne.

"I agree," said Navir. "Explain yourself in detail or we shall part forever from henceforth." 

Blackthorne sighed, shaking his head.

"I want to use the Faerion to destroy Galamog. Because I think it will be destroyed at the same time, I want to learn the spells within it. They must be committed to memory. I tried to write some down, but the words vanished when I finished. The power of the Faerion will not permit the existence of a second Faerion." 

"Who made it?" asked Wynne. "Why would it have such powers?"

"It is the guardian of this land, created when the evil called Galamog set foot on this soil. It was hoped that one day Galamog would touch the book and die."

"And did the Daerlan make it?"

"No, they coveted it. It was made by the Wierluns encompassing all their lore."

No one spoke for several minutes.

"Come," said Navir. "Berimar's home is this way."







Chapter 15
 

"Have you decided?"

Kirkes turned away from the window to address the speaker. He wore a black tunic yet he towered over the others as if he wore full armor. He exhaled deeply. Thoughts tugged at his mind, pulling him in diverse directions, but he knew what was right, knew what was true. He could not have decided any other course. 

"Yes, Apal. I will oppose Treteste."

Apal grasped his arm. 

"Good. We are brothers once again." He smiled warmly at Kirkes. "Treteste cannot hold his throne against us. We shall bury that usurper in a pauper's grave and drink wine until dawn."

 A throat cleared behind him. They turned to the young man.

"There is another issue," said Estes. "Wierland soldiers surround Nantitet."

"I think little of them," sniffed Kirkes. He flinched at the reedy sound of Estes' voice. He turned away from the prince. His lips pressed tight while he rolled his eyes. Tension swelled in his chest. A hand touched his arm. He fought with himself to stop from striking the prince. 

"Even Galen? The berserker?" Estes watched the color deepen in the knight's face.

"Speak to me in that tone when you are king, not before. I think little of berserker's. This one shall fall like the others before him." He stared hard at Estes, but the young man refused to divert his gaze. Long minutes passed, and then Kirkes nodded, a faint smile on his lips. 

Apal continued. "We will pass the word among our people that you oppose Treteste. We shall have the numbers to dethrone him. We can round up several hundred fighters by tomorrow night." 

"Who will be king?" asked Richela, speaking for all of them. 

There was an uneasy silence. 

"I see," said Estes. "I have not earned the throne in your eyes, yet you are not dishonorable enough to claim the throne for yourselves. I count Apal or Kirkes suitable for the crown. What do they say?"

"It is not for us to say," said Apal. "Creatures such as Treteste proclaim their own fitness for the throne. Time enough to decide on a king later. Although, I do not intend to belittle the importance of your question, we must rid ourselves of the Wierland army and Treteste. Only then can intelligent decisions be made." 

Kirkes looked long at Estes. "There is much to you that might be molded into a king. The question is-do we have the time? If you are king, you will need to be strong and brilliant." 

"Oh great," said Estes. "Just say you don't want me as king. I can't stand this double-talk." 

"I speak no double talk. Listen to what we say. You take each comment personally when you should be thinking of Calendia. Calendia must come before any personal ambitions. It is not a time for weakness. Calendia and your life would depend on your ability. It is not lightly undertaken and cannot be tossed aside. Kingship penetrates your very bones and you have no other concern than Calendia. Your father did not teach you enough or begin soon enough."

"That was my complaint for which your father tossed me aside," said Apal.

"Who are you?"

"He's Tagera, of course," said Richela. "Even I figured that out. The hair color doesn't change enough of his features."

Estes did not answer.

"I warned your father about Treteste but he was deaf to my voice. He believed that his crown would demand loyalty from his vassals. He believed the kingship a sacred gift to which everyone would bow. He never considered treachery. Never. I warned him, time and again. I warned him against those he favored and he grew angry with me. He thought I undermined his authority, banning me from Nantitet and threatened to take my lands from me. I chose to leave Nantitet and your father. He missed so many chances to be a good king, but his foresight did not serve him." 

"I won't listen to you attack my father. He's dead. Have some respect."

"Estes," said Kirkes. "There is no time for arguing. You must learn from your father's failures as well as his triumphs else you become the same king. Calendia cannot afford that now. Treteste must be our focus." 

"You all push me around. I…" 

Kirkes backhanded Estes who fell against the wall. Deenie helped him to his feet. Estes' eyes glazed and he could not focus. They stumbled to the back of the house to a private room. 

"Was that necessary?" asked Apal. "As much as I would have liked to do it myself." 

"The boy has no respect. He must be taught to respect something and my fist was the closest thing."

"You're terrible," said Richela, suppressing a smile. 

"Thank you, my dear."

"Whatever you think about him," said Apal. "Estes is right about one thing: we must halt the Wierland army first. That means you must seek out Galen and kill him. Do it quickly. Treteste must not be in power by the end of the month." 

"That gives me plenty of time. I will prepare today. Tomorrow I will confront Galen."

"Tomorrow? You need to recover from your ordeal." Richela's eyes implored him to listen to her. 

"My wounds are not serious. Navir healed the worst of them. I shall be able to fight. I have yet to meet a fighter of any merit to challenge my skill. This Galen will prove to be no match. Do not worry, my love. I shall not be overcome." 

"You are amazing, my friend," said Apal. "You cannot be entirely human. Are you hiding Zidar blood somewhere Kirkes? Come with me, Melana." 

They walked outside. The room quieted. Kirkes sat near Richela, whispering to her. 

Later, Apal came back alone and asked Kirkes to accompany him. 

Kirkes and Apal entered a room at the back of the house. Apal shut the door behind them. Kirkes stood near the wall; his arms folded, a scowl marring his face.

"I do not like this, Apal."

"I know, I know. But what are our choices? Estes is heir to the throne." 

"He is not ready. He cannot wield enough power to hold Calendia together even after Wierland is defeated. I heard rumor that Mordyn is marching north. If the sorcerer Berimar leads them, what will that boy do? He is merely a boy, Apal. He will crack under the strain." 

"Then you must claim the crown. Until recent times the mightiest warrior always took the crown."

"That is true. Or it was true. I do not know if I will be accepted."

"Accepted? You take the crown; do not worry about acceptance. Your strength makes acceptance." 

"Makes? Can I really force myself upon Calendia? Will I be any better than Treteste or Yeates?"

"Then you cannot dismiss Estes so easily. Who knows what he can do?"

Kirkes stared at his friend. He exhaled, kicking at the floor with his foot. They stood silently for many minutes, Kirkes trying to distill his thoughts into agreement with Apal. It proved difficult.

"If he survives the battle with the Wierlandians and if he fights well leading men, I will support him. Not until then. He is unproven."

"Agreed."

They stood silently watching each other. Finally, the two men left the room. 

In the corner shadows crouched below their sight, a figure stirred, rising to its feet. Estes' grim expression did not show his inner thoughts. At least he has a chance to prove himself. A chance. He will show Sir Kirkes how a prince fights, how a king fights.

He waited then left the room, his mind a swirl of thoughts.

Deenie, left behind in the dark, felt a tug of loyalty. Apal must be told that Estes overheard him. She owed at least that much to Apal. More, in fact. However, she liked the way Estes looked at her. He would be king. Her mind followed unlikely paths for a minstrel. Still, it was something to hang onto in a world where there were so few moments of light and joy. She would hold it tightly. Now, she had to find Apal. 
 

Garlac found the alley. It appeared to be the haven for the refuse of the entire city. The stench alone nearly made him stumble. He heard the rats squeak and scurry under boxes and discarded food, spoiled and reeking. Halfway down the alley was a shadowed doorway. He walked toward it, feeling the alley's presence close in on him. The doorway sheltered a pack, new and tightly packed. He lifted the heavy pack to his shoulder and returned the way he had come.

His feet tapped lightly on the stones as he snaked his way home. He locked the door securely, checking each room and closet to be sure Daass did not have a watcher placed in his home. He did not light a lantern, instead finding a small candle he placed on a table. He dumped the contents of the pack on the tables. Several jars of a cloudy liquid, three musty books, and a skeleton hand made up the contents of the knapsack. 

Garlac picked up a book and flipped through the pages. Spells! Every page held a spell. His heart beat hard and fast. Mortic kept his promise. Power! He had real power! Everyone would bow to him, especially Lord Daass. Garlac laughed loudly. 

He spent the next hour reading the book. He read standing up, shifting his weight. 

A soft tapping on his door alerted him. He put the pack in a side room and cautiously approached the door. He listened, but heard nothing.

"Who's there?"

After a moment -"Mortic." 

"Why are you here?" 

"May I come in?"

"Hurry, someone might see you." Garlac pulled the door open. 

"I doubt it."

There was no one there. Garlac heard the voice behind him.

"I have entered, shut the door." 

"How?" 

"The skill of Berimar. He taught me many things. Now, show me what the package contains." 

"You don't know?" 

"I merely requested it. Let us see what Berimar has in store for you." 

Mortic peered into the bag, humming to himself.

"Well, nothing too terrible here. I think you shall be fine, if you use caution. You have much to learn."

"Why are you here? Certainly not to check on my health."

"You are right. I am interested in one of your brethren and need information from you."

"I see." Garlac looked at Mortic, then at the bag. "I guess I owe you."

"Yes, that is the way of it. I assist you and do assist me in return. The very basic of all agreements." He sat down, opening a jug of wine. "Tell me of Dellana and how you came to meet her." 

"Dellana? Why Dellana?" Garlac found it difficult to look away from the book.

"I believe she may be someone else other than what she claims. However, my reasons are not open to you. Just answer the questions, Garlac. You have made many enemies in this town and they would pay dearly for what I know of you. Your first thoughts of violence by me are unfounded. I would not risk myself that way. I would deliver you to your enemies and not dirty my hands. Not that I couldn't kill you right now. Don't ever forget that. Berimar trained me himself and I will never forget those lessons." 

"Your crude point is taken. Let's see. I met Dellana four or five years ago. I was traveling for Daass, recruiting from outside Nantitet and I saw her in High Cedars. She sat in a dungeon. She had been selling herself." He spat out the words. Mortic smiled. 

"Everyone does what they can to keep the world turning. Did her profession disgust you?" 

"She is too pretty for such work." 

"Yes, she would be pretty if she is who I seek."

"Would the person you seek do this kind of work? Would she display herself for coppers?" 

"Each path leads separate ways. Who can say where your next step will take you?" 

"I never knew your people to be philosophers."

"With Berimar guiding us and the blackness of Galamog at our windows, it would be surprising if we were not of a particular wisdom. Life in Mordyn is difficult and we do not apologize for ourselves. We are not weak." 

"I see. Dellana would not speak of her life before that time. I pressed her but she has a strong will."

"That she does."

"I believe she believed whoring a better life than the one she left. It took several days before she would join me. It proved a good thing I did not press her too hard. One trader tried to force her and she killed him. Quickly and efficiently with a pair of daggers. She moved so fast I nearly did not see what had happened."

"Clearly, she is the one I seek." 

"Who is she?" Dellana's secret history interested Garlac. Perhaps he could use it to his gain.

"I think I shall tell you for it will do you no advantage. She will kill you if she finds out you know of her origins. Without a second thought, she would slice you to pieces. Once, she was betrothed to Berimar." 

"Berimar? You are kidding."

"Garlac, I am deadly serious," said Mortic. "This woman who is a member of your Brotherhood is perhaps the most deadly killer in this land. Berimar taught her and Galamog taught her and she possessed many gifts at her birth. I search for her for many reasons. One, Berimar wants her back. Always a compelling reason. Two, she stole the Faerion from the Daerlan and Galamog wants to punish her slowly, over centuries for that one action." 

"Then it is true? The Faerion is a threat to Galamog."

"Galamog knew the Daerlan to be too timid to use it against her. All perhaps except for Navir, but he was banished from his home. Then Dellana left Mordyn. No one knew when she left or where she had gone. I know she sought power for herself. Months later the word came that the Faerion had been stolen." 

"How did King Yeates end up with it?"

"I do not know. Perhaps Dellana will tell me, perhaps not. It is of no concern now. I must find Dellana and return her to Mordyn. How she stole it would be a good yarn to hear on a cold night. But I would have to time to hear it. I must bring her to Mordyn with much haste. Then I must search for the sorceress."

"Wynne? She's gone for good," said Garlac. 

"No. There is much more to her than you realize. She will use the Faerion and she will be powerful. Galamog fears Wynne, as should we all." 

"Galamog fears Wynne? I don't understand."

"Nor do I, fully. Wynne's origins are unknown, but once she ventured near to Mordyn and Galamog became enraged at her presence. I had never seen Galamog behave in such a manner. Many died before the rage passed. I believe there is much to Wynne that no one understands. And if Wynne gains possession of the Faerion, the heavens themselves may quake with fear."

"What can she do with it that Blackthorne cannot? Or Navir?" 

Mortic sat silent, bringing his thoughts to focus and debating whether to trust Garlac. What could he do with the information? 

"It is possible that Wynne is a descendant of Wierluns." 

"I thought the Daerlan killed them all." 

"So did I. However, there are persistent rumors that one or more survived. Although Wynne appears young there is no way of telling how old she is. Perhaps she has lived several hundred years. She only appeared in Nantitet two years ago. Where was she before that and what was her name? Very easily Wynne could be a full Wierlun. The Faerion was made by Wierluns."

"What?" Garlac looked so surprised that Mortic cursed himself for giving away information. He had expected the resourceful Garlac to have uncovered that fact. Garlac had many spies. Perhaps he underestimated Garlac in other ways as well.

"Well, if you don't know the tale, I shall not tell. It is a valuable story and should not be given freely. I believe you have received enough from Mordyn already. Don't you agree?" 

"You are right. I shall try to content myself with the spells." Garlac's mind raced over the possibilities of the Wierluns' intent when they created the Faerion. 

"If you need to know the tale we might be able to work something out, but first I require payment for the spells. Tomorrow evening, you must keep your half of the bargain."







Chapter 16
 

Berimar stopped at sunrise. He watched the Tuors stumble into the clearing. Even Tomen was breathless. The sorcerer pushed a pace that stretched their little lungs. Culver heaved and puffed. He felt too tired to worry about Elise, clinging to his arm. 

"I shall rest until the sun sets," said Berimar. "Do as you wish. I have set wards around the clearing and you cannot escape. See to your own comfort. Rest easy, the wards will also protect you." 

"Small comfort," said Tomen. He brushed away stones, smoothing a place for them to lie down. He glanced at Elise, supported by Culver. He knew she couldn't travel much farther. He debated with himself whether to ask Berimar for help. Would he give it? Or would her weakness make his plans so much easier? And Culver, what help will he be? He is a poet and unskilled in battle. He would be of no use. It would be up to Tomen, as usual, but that was what he expected when he volunteered. Tomen did not anticipate separation from the sorceress before they delivered her to the Daerlan. He failed one task, guiding Wynne to her destination -- delivering the Faerion to the Daerlan, but he vowed to protect Elise and Culver. He reviewed the weapons he carried. He carried a small knife, a two-foot rope and a slender arrowhead hidden in his boot. Blackthorne sold them to Berimar weapon-less, or nearly so. Tomen would not let himself forget that he had been unprepared for Blackthorne's treachery. At first, he told himself it had been Wynne's fault for his trust in Blackthorne. She trusted Blackthorne at once and Tomen relied on her judgment in dealing with Blackthorne. However, he couldn't blame her entirely. He felt secure in Blackthorne's presence, especially with Blackthorne's dealing with Paulenis and Berimar. When he realized their peril it felt like he swallowed a hot stone. Now they were marching who knows where, into the depths of evil in Mordyn. What could he do?

Berimar sat against a huge rock jutting out of the earth. He wrapped his cloak around him, pulling the darkness close. The Tuors huddled together several yards away. Tomen shared what little water remained in his pack. Elise said little but Culver knew her wound pained her greatly. He heard the sudden gasps for breath as they hiked over rocky terrain. 

"What can we do?" Culver asked Tomen. "He is so powerful. What weapons can defeat him?" 

"None that we carry."

Berimar allowed the Tuors to keep their knives so Tomen knew the sorcerer did not fear them. What could they do? Escape was the only answer.

"Can we make some?" 

"He will discover us. The only chance we have is escape or rescue." 

"Who knows where we are?" asked Culver. 

Tomen shook his head. "No one. Unless Blackthorne tells Wynne, if she returns. And it is not likely that Blackthorne will tell, because that will reveal his involvement." 

"What would Wynne do to him?" 

"I do not know. Blackthorne is powerful, but Wynne has not yet reached her true power. What that is, I cannot say. Avolan hinted many things about Wynne. He seemed to be in awe of Wynne, but I do not know why. But I would like to be there when she does confront him."

"Avolan is very wise," said Culver. "I wish he were here." 

"Do you?" asked Tomen. "What could he do against Berimar? Do not wish our situation on any friends, Culver. You should be glad only the three of us are here." 

"I am not glad we are here." 

Tomen laughed. "True, true. You best me with your wit." 

"What did I say?" 

"Dear Culver," whispered Elise, the pain etched in her face. 

"We must get you to Avolan," said Culver. "He can help you. He must."

They lapsed into silence. Culver wiped the tear from his eye. 

"I wish I was a warrior."

"What then?" asked Tomen, not unkindly. "How would you free us from Berimar's grasp? Would you dazzle him with your prowess? He would be awed by your skill with a piece of steel and flee?" 

"I would have an enchanted sword, as in the tales. It would protect me from sorcery and destroy even the most powerful sorcerers. He would be defenseless against me." 

"Very pretty," said Tomen. "And I would follow you and together we would rid the world of evil." His voice was low and mirthless, yet he smiled at his cousin. 

"Wonderful to dream, isn't it," said Culver. He felt the first twinges of despair, but tried to keep it from Elise. She bore too much pain already.

"Keep dreaming for all of us," said Elise. "I have no more dreams." 

Culver held her tight, tears welling. She did not appear to notice him. Her pain sent her mind fleeing her flesh at every chance. 

"Keep dreaming Culver," said Tomen. "Your dreams sustain me beyond food and water, perhaps even into the darkness of Galamog's pit." 

"Avolan told me to keep it a secret, but I guess it doesn't matter anymore. He wanted to make me his apprentice."

"Culver!" cried Elise. "How wonderful."

"Congratulations," offered Tomen. "A poet and a wise man. Our family is quite celebrated. Too bad Avolan hadn't time to begin your instruction."

The red eyes in the darkness glittered. They sensed he was about to speak and turned toward him. 

"Avolan cannot help Elise," said Berimar. "I know of your wise man. He is not unskilled but he is no match for a true sorcerer. The spells on Paulenis' knife are ancient and powerful. I was surprised when I examined it for Paulenis has not the mastery for those spells. Galamog herself cursed that knife. It is a wonder that Elise still survives." 

"Are we to be awed by your words to lessen our grief?" asked Tomen. "Our lives appear to be at their end. There is no more wonder for us."

"You intrigue me, Tuors. There are more aspects to you than I realized. I once traveled every acre of this world but that was a thousand years ago. But I met every type of sentient creature that walked the earth except for Tuors. Your race was a mere legend. I am delighted that I now know of your kind and have conversed with you. I began writing a book on the history of races and it is unlike any history you will read and I will not bow to modesty in this. I lived with Daerlan, Trolls, Men, Pukei; and the various sub-cultures each spawned so my dissertation is not based upon other people's work. It is wholly my own and it is genuine. The Tuors shall be a new chapter in my history, devoted just to them. It has been too many years since I started a new chapter. I am pleased to have your company." 

"For your experiments," hissed Elise. "I promise to take my own life before that happens." 

"I do not doubt your determination, but I am compelled to stop you. I have already woven a spell to keep you from killing yourselves or each other. I did not expect you to surrender easily and I would be disappointed if you had. But it matters not. Although my strength is green, there are many aspects of my existence that I have no control over. I am compelled to investigate the creatures of our world and present all that I have learned to Galamog." 

"You, a mere servant?" asked Tomen.

"You really do not understand? Galamog is not of this world. A creature of vast power. Infinite power. She is a Jungegud I suspect. I am unable to lose my temper in her presence. No control save by her command. She suppresses all emotion, logic, and personalities. The slaves that serve her have spent so much time in her presence that they no longer experience conscious thought. They are merely drones. Insects tending the queen. Galamog's mere presence destroyed their being. They might as well be dead." 

"And you chose to serve her?" asked Culver. 

"Choice? Haven't you been listening poet? There is no choice with Galamog. I had discovered my abilities and sought knowledge. A sorceress offered to help me and told me her name was Natale Galamog. I had not heard of her and she smiled when I told her. She would instruct me without charge. I would not be apprenticed to her and could move on when I was ready. And she appeared very beautiful. It was too good to be true, but I was still young and overconfident. Still, the early years were very pleasant. 

"Ten years I studied and when I told her I would leave, she laughed. Then she showed me her true form and I rolled on the ground in terror. I became her greatest servant, but still, no more than a servant." 

"I pity you," said Elise.

"I am aware of the emotion but it is powerless here. Pity cannot save me." 

"Tell us how to help you." 

"My dear Elise, there is nothing I could tell you that you can trust. I have my own resources, but you would never know what words are mine and which belong to Galamog. Nor would I be able to tell you when I am lying. For good or ill, do not trust me. I cannot change what I am."

"If Galamog was destroyed?" asked Tomen.

"Then I may be free. I cannot answer your next question. I do not know if I would still be what you consider evil, or a force for compassion and justice. The point may be moot, however. I fear I have served her too long and her demise would mark my own. But it would not be unwelcome." 

"Death is preferable?" asked Culver.

"Infinitely better. I have existed thirteen hundred years, my friend. Only forty of them did I live freely. The remainder I have been a servant of Lady Natale Galamog." 

"Why do you call her a lady?" asked Elise.

"Because she wishes it."

"What does she look like?" 

"Ah, Elise. I am afraid you shall find out. Your friend Blackthorne spoke of seeing her true form, one that I have seen. However, to you she shall appear an ageless beauty, full of grace and charm." 

"What is her true form?"

Berimar let the question hang as he pondered his answer. Culver became aware of night noises. He felt surprised at the normal sounds near such a well of evil. Wouldn't the creatures flee Galamog? Other than the soothing sounds time seemed to stop for Culver as they waited for Berimar to continue. The sorcerer retreated into his darkness, the red eyes flickering out. "I will not tell you." He did not speak again.

The Tuors leaned against one another and slowly drifted into fitful sleep.
 

They were awakened by Berimar and broke camp without eating. They walked in silence until they broke for lunch. Berimar told them to eat well; the hardest part of their journey was before them. He allowed them a few minutes extra rest then compelled them to their feet. They hiked down a ravine leading to a darkened area. Tomen recognized the cave opening before the others. He paused, warding the others with his arm, but Berimar turned suddenly, his eyes flashing.

"We enter now. You cannot fight me. Come, Tuors, and meet your destiny." 

They were compelled to enter the darkness, pulled by the will of Berimar and after several steps the light vanished completely. Culver looked back but he could not see the opening that stood a mere ten feet away. He felt cold and a terrible fear gripped his heart.

They shuffled their feet across the rocky floor unable to see each other, only the cold red glow of Berimar leading them downward. They walked for what seemed hours ever downward. Culver heard water dripping once, then later what seemed to be a stream. Berimar did not cross water and their course wound in an intricate dance. 

Green lights appeared in the distance, too far to tell what caused them. Tomen tried to change direction toward the lights but Berimar's hand stopped him. 

"Not yet, Tomen. Do not end your life too soon. You do not want to meet the source of those lights. It is rare that a traveler gets far enough in the tunnel to meet the green lights. We must move quickly, they will be angry that you have escaped." 

They moved faster into a darker part of the tunnel. What little sight they gained from the green lights vanished now.

"How much farther?" gasped Elise, her pain pinching her breathing.

"Not far. Not far. Soon you will see my home." 

"I can't wait," muttered Tomen. 

"Keep that sense of humor as long as you can, Tomen," said Berimar. "You will be amazed at what you can endure if your humor does not abandon you. Steel yourself against the pain to come, for it will come. Not just the pain Elise imagines on my operating table, but the intense assault of your senses by Galamog. She will pierce you with her thought, stripping away your being until only a husk remains, biddable and obedient." 

"I don't know if I can stand to hear anymore," said Culver.

Berimar watched him for a moment, then turned and led them on their way again. The walkway grew steep and narrow. Even the Tuors needed to walk in single file. Culver sensed rather than saw the edge of the path, inches beyond his feet. He scuffed several rocks over the edge and waited enormous amounts of time before they hit bottom. One rock he never heard impacted the floor. He kept his hand on Elise's shoulder. She gripped a rope Berimar extended to her to keep them close and following the correct paths. Tomen brought up the rear. His ears were alert - he heard a patter of feet behind him. He knew his business and he knew he did not imagine the footfalls. He debated whether to mention it to Berimar, but surely the sorcerer would know? 

They walked in silence, winding through the darkness. Culver's legs ached and he could barely lift his feet for the next step. Each time he shuffled his feet he kicked rocks over the edge of the walkway where they would drop into the depths or crack against another ledge below. 

"Stop that, Culver," said Tomen. "I don't like the reminders of the bottomless depths below us." 

"I'm so tired. It's hard to pick up my feet." 

"Try. You don't hear Elise complaining." 

"She's too far withdrawn into her pain; I don't think she hears anything we say. She just moves in a trance. Berimar pulls her on that rope. I'm surprised she hasn't collapsed."

"She will make it to my home," said Berimar. "I am supporting her with my art and shall not let her fall." 

"Thank you," sighed Culver. "I don't know if I should, but thank you." 

"You think poorly of me," said Berimar. "You cannot understand." 

"Yes, yes. You gave us your sad story earlier," said Tomen. "Why keep bringing it up? Do you crave forgiveness in what you do? Hardly like the legends of the Sorcerer Berimar we heard as children." 

"No, I suppose not." 

"What was that?" asked Culver.

"What?"

"Behind us. There was movement. A bluish shape, but it vanished so quickly. Tomen, did you see it?" 

"No, but I heard footsteps earlier."

"Why did you not say something?" asked Berimar, his eyes peering into the blackness behind them. "Bluish? Man shape?"

"This is your domain. I thought you would know if something was following us." 

"Not if it is one of Galamog's Seekers. They are creatures that bow not to me. They answer only to her and are very dangerous. I purged this cavern of them once, but Galamog was very angry with me. Yet, I was firm and she agreed to keep them away from here. We must move quickly. They seldom hunt alone." 

Berimar increased their speed. The Tuors stumbled in the dark. Culver's foot slipped over the edge and he started to follow. Tomen grabbed him but it proved difficult to get the shouting Culver to calm down enough to aid in his own rescue. Berimar cursed. The sorcerer returned and yanked Culver back to the walkway heedless of the bruises and skinned knees of the Tuor. 

"Fool! Follow quickly or the Seekers will have you." Berimar stomped off pulling hard on the rope, knocking Elise off her feet and dragging her several yards before Tomen and Culver could help her to her feet.

They kept to the pace for another hundred yards when Tomen was struck from behind. Something drove into him, knocking him into Culver and they both sprawled on the walkway; Tomen's shoulder hanging over the edge. Blue shapes stood jabbering above him. He heard Berimar curse and the red flashes that followed, but his attention was focused on the triangular face leering at him. He was reminded of a praying mantis except the eyes were feline and the mouth round, framed by razor sharp teeth. 

Stubby hands reached for him when a blast from Berimar knocked the creature away. Tomen jumped to his feet. Elise hung on Berimar's arm while Culver slowly regained his footing.

"Hurry!" hissed Berimar. "They shall soon return with their leader. He was a vile sorcerer of old before Galamog changed him. He is very cruel." 

Culver lost his sense of direction and Tomen guided him by his arm. Tomen saw that Culver's face bore several cuts. One long slash left skin hanging over his eye. Tomen laughed to himself because he caught himself wondering if Berimar could heal Culver. He laughed because of the fate awaiting them in Berimar's cavern. Fix us up so you can dissect us. His mirth kept him going until at last they entered the red light flooding the entrance to Berimar's home. Tomen heard a sucking sound as they passed through the threshold. 

It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the amber light that emanated from the walls. The cavern was divided into several chambers. The one they entered appeared a great hall with paintings hung on the walls, sculptures seemingly everywhere. Some were classical while others grotesque and eerie. One maned head had eyes that glowed and seemed to follow them around the room.

"Have a seat. I shall bring refreshments."

Berimar's courtesy after the journey they had just completed kept them off balance. Elise dropped into the long sofa in the room's center. Culver shrugged and sat next to her. Tomen returned to examining the room. He found a huge sword in a corner. It was not attached to anything and looked usable despite the rusted edges. However, a giant of a man had wielded it and Tomen could not lift it. 

"I'm afraid that it would be of no use to you even if you had the strength. You are in my domain and no weapon can harm me here. None. Not even Galamog can assail me here. It is my last refuge, my last stand if I am to be free of her." 

The cups of water he brought to them tasted cold and clean. Tomen felt himself become alert. His heart was pounding. 

"What did you do to the water?" 

"Nothing. There is no enchantment there, just crisp clear mountain water." He walked over to a basin and stood staring into it. "Now this water is enchanted." Tomen joined him and looked into the black depths of the basin.

A hint of blue started in the center sending tendrils of color to the other edges, then it began to spin, blue and black, blue and black and for a moment Tomen thought Berimar wanted to hypnotize him. Then shapes began to appear. Three distinct figures moved down a trail descending from the mountains. 

"Shall we have a closer look?" asked Berimar. Tomen nodded. 

The features were clear. Navir, Wynne and Blackthorne traveled together.

"Well, isn't that interesting?" asked Berimar. "That trail will lead them to us. I will have to prepare a welcome for them."

"What kind of welcome?" asked Tomen, realizing that the trio might be their only chance of rescue. Berimar looked at the Tuor. His expression was unreadable.

"Let me heal Culver's wounds while there is still time." 







Chapter 17
 

She knew he was out there. The street was silent and the shadows draped themselves over the cobblestones dampening the outside world. Dellana knew Garlac would be coming-she had the art, but also she knew him and what motivated his actions.

She drew her bath water, stirring the water slowly with her hand, letting the water run over her palm back into the tub. Bathing was a vice she had taken to quite greedily. She once went many weeks without bathing, perhaps longer, certainly longer, but she would not admit it to herself. The sensation of warm water running over her skin was unparalleled in her experience. She knew Garlac would wait until she was most vulnerable; he usually did. At least to his mind she was vulnerable. Dellana kept her secrets to herself. 

She rinsed the last of the soap off her skin and wrapped a thick towel around her and walked into the main chamber. Garlac sat on a chair cutting a piece of bread from a warm loaf he just purchased.

"You always look so attractive after you bathe."

"Hardly the words of a devout Brother of the Rose." 

"Perhaps not. But you are not offended?"

"No. You remember where you found me."

"Yes, I do. But I wrongly thought that it was where you had started, too." 

"What makes you think different?" She started drying herself, knowing that Garlac would be distracted. 

"I had a conversation with a man named Mortic, from Mordyn. It seems he is searching for the wife of Berimar. The wife of Berimar! Can you believe it? I find it hard to believe the sorcerer actually exists, and to hear he has a wife. Probably a withered old crone, eh?" 

"Perhaps. What else did you talk to this Mortic about?" 

"This and that. We talk frequently. I've learned quite a bit about magic." 

"Ah, I thought as much. This Mortic dangles Berimar's secrets in your eyes and you become his servant. You crave much yet are still a babe in the woods. You presume to learn the art of a thirteen hundred year old sorcerer?" 

"That old? You look so well preserved. You do not deny that you are who Mortic searches for?"

"I will say nothing on that matter. However, if I were that person, then you would be in grave danger for telling me these things. One might guess that I had strong magic."

"I considered that. I made preparations for this meeting." 

"Berimar's secrets?" 

Garlac bowed. "I do what I deem necessary."

"Does Lord Daass know your activities?" She dropped her towel, and pulled a dress over her head. She noticed the hesitation in Garlac's reply and glanced at him. She caught him before he could tear his eyes away.

"A gentleman wouldn't watch a lady dress." 

"A lady wouldn't allow a gentleman in the same room when she dresses. You chose to dress in front of me. Do not blame me for watching you. And to answer your question, no, Daass knows very little of what I do, but he has suspicions. As long as I execute my duties he refrains from digging too deep." 

"And what is your goal? To unseat Daass?" 

"Trivial." 

"The throne?"

"Potential, but too little." 

"Too little? Your ambition is staggering. There are many powers in the world that will be at odds with you. You realize that even with all of Berimar's sorcery you would still be a servant of Galamog." 

"I know a way around that. The Faerion." 

She smiled at him like an indulgent parent patiently waiting for the child to find the answer. 

"Perhaps, you do," said Dellana. "But you do not have the Faerion and you do not know its secrets. Berimar, Blackthorne, even Galamog do not possess the knowledge to unlock the book."

"So you are the sorceress after all. What about Wynne, or the Daerlan? Do they have the skill for the Faerion?"

"Wynne would not know her potential with the Faerion. I can't speak for the Daerlan although they possessed it for many years. Navir might know. He holds many secrets in that head of his, but getting that knowledge out will be a challenge."

"I am prepared for that." 

"Do not underestimate Navir. Never underestimate Navir. His father did and still does and it will cost him dearly ere the end. There are many bones in the earth of those who underestimated the solitary Navir. Berimar tried for years to kill that Daerlan. Navir survived everything. All of Berimar's power. What can you do different? Will you tell me what you paid for Berimar's magic?" 

"Just information. Just information. Mortic is interested in politics. Apparently, Mordyn will be invading Wierland and Calendia in the near future, depending upon the outcome of the Wierland invasion. Mordyn does not wish Calendia and Wierland united against Mordyn." 

"I see. You believed that Berimar's spells are worth mere information. Mortic could find out what he needed almost anywhere. Certainly not for the price he paid you. I should be wary, Garlac." She began to brush out her hair very slowly. She looked at him directly.

"And you care nothing for the people here? Aren't you the Vizier of the Brotherhood? How can you have such little concern for your fellow man?" 

"Spare me the lecture. How about you? A sorceress acting the part of a follower. Who is the bigger hypocrite?" 
 

She sat on the bed. Garlac resisted the temptation. They sat in silence watching each other. Garlac began to fidget. He did not know what Dellana would do. He was not adept enough to sense the buildup of sorcery. She could be working a spell and he would be unaware. He began his own preparations, slowly recalling the proper phrases, remembering, too, Mortic's warnings about accuracy in a spell. The wrong words would damn his soul to the demons for eternity. 

Garlac's spell rose up in a violet light. It hummed and began to seal the room. It was designed to such the air out of the room, rendering Dellana unconscious. Too late, Garlac remembered Mortic's warning about Dellana's daggers. A sharp pain tore through his shoulder and his spell faltered. He caught a glimpse of Dellana opening the door and slipping out. He pressed his hand against his wound and started after her. However, he had forgotten about the spell. It hung in the air, unfinished. Garlac forgot where he was in the sequence. He tried to close the loop but the spell wavered and pulled itself inward and flashed and crackled, searing Garlac and he collapsed. He heard footsteps running down the hall, and then he blacked out. 

"Lord Garlac?" A hand reached out and gently shook Garlac. His eyes flickered, and then opened, slowly focusing. 

"Carle?" He glanced around. Dellana was gone. Apparently some time had passed as the light entered the window from a different direction than he remembered. 

"What happened? You are badly burned. I bandaged your cut shoulder and put some salve on your burns. You lost a bit of blood. Are you okay?"

"I'm not sure. I'm too groggy." He moved gently, feeling the painful cracking of his burned skin. He winced as he sat up.

"Who did this?" asked Carle. 

His mind cleared quickly and he needed to divide Dellana from her only ally. 

"Dellana." 

"Dellana?"

"She is a sorceress."

"I don't believe you. She is a member of the Brotherhood. A Sister!" 

"Take a look around, boy. The signs of sorcery are evident. I stupidly confronted her about her past and she grew angry. I am lucky to be alive."

Carle helped Garlac to a chair. He brought him a cup of water. He looked around the room, searching Dellana's belongings, but could find nothing out of the ordinary. He sighed. 

"What can I do for you?" asked Carle absently.

"Let me rest here. I shall be all right." 

"But your burns need treatment. Let me find a physician for you. There may still be time to prevent much scarring." 

"Scarring?" The thought hadn't occurred to Garlac. His fingers touched the side of his face, feeling the deformed skin, brittle under his touch.

"Yes, yes, find a physician."

Carle left quickly and Garlac sat, gathering his thoughts. What would he do? Should he seek Dellana out and kill her? Expose her to Lord Daass? The better course would be to betray her to King Treteste or perhaps Daass could do that. It might gain them an advantage later.
 

Carle found a physician and gave him directions to Dellana's quarters. Carle needed to find Dellana. Garlac's story rang false, but Carle needed to be sure she was all right. He checked the Chapterhouse and several taverns that he knew she liked but found no trace. No one had seen her for days. 

He searched the castle. He peeked into the dungeon but there was too much confusion and the guards were suspicious of anyone. He asked the guards at the gates but no one remembered anybody of Dellana's description leaving the city. It would be impossible to leave in any case; the Wierland army still surrounded the city. 

He bought a small loaf of bread and returned to his quarters. He had a bottle of wine hidden under his bed and believed the bread and wine would taste wonderful at the moment. He opened his door and shut it, locking it securely. He went directly to the bed and pulled the bottle out. He set the bread on the table with the wine. He opened the wine and poured some into a cup. He sipped it while eating the bread.

"Do you have another cup?"

He nearly fell out of his chair as Dellana moved out from the curtains. 

"I waited for you for a long while. I was nearly asleep when you returned. Have you a second cup?" 

"No, I don't." 

"No matter. I will share yours." She took the cup from his hand and drank deeply. Her eyes locked on his. Carle felt himself slipping away. 

"Are you a sorceress?" he blurted out, breaking the mood.

"Do you think I was bewitching you?" 

"No. I found Garlac in your room, burned." 

"Ha! The fool. It was his own spell. When I escaped he must have lost his place and the spell collapsed on him."

"You didn't do that to him?"

"No, of course not. Do you believe that I am capable of such a thing?" 

"No, Dellana. I don't. But I don't know what is going on anymore. I am over my head. I only wanted to be a Brother and serve the people of Calendia. What have I become?" 

"I told you before that you are too hard on yourself. You cannot do more than you are able. Why do you deride yourself so mercilessly?" 

Carle sat nothing. He thoughtfully chewed his bread. 

"Garlac will be hunting us," said Carle. "He told me to fetch a physician but I did not return with him. Garlac will want to know why. We cannot be found together." 

"Let us leave Nantitet." 

"How? The siege." 

"Ah, I had forgotten." Her expression was strange. Carle noticed it, curious to know her thoughts. He did not totally believe Garlac, yet neither could he give Dellana all his trust. He had spent enough time with Apal to know that looks can be deceiving and that all manner of people may be involved in intrigue. 

"Perhaps there might be another way. We must talk to a man I know. Come with me- we must hurry."

They moved quickly through the commotion in the streets as the people of Nantitet prepared for the siege. They stored the food in a large storeroom near the castle and guards watched the wells day and night. King Treteste would not let the city be defeated from within. Everyone outside moved with purpose and Carle and Dellana did not stand out.

She led him toward the inns nearest the castle. 

"Why here? Most who live here are foreigners."

"True. There is a man from Mordyn who may be able to help us." 

"Why would he?" Carle watched her face but there was no reaction. 

"He owes me a favor. I obtained an audience with Lord Daass for him once. I hope he remembers his obligation; otherwise we cannot get out of Nantitet. Once we are admitted to his presence let me speak. Do not offer any speech. He may be a spy." 

"You helped a spy?"

"I was instructed to. I cannot discuss it further." 

The inn was dark. Dellana entered it with the ease of familiarity. Carle kept close behind, his eyes taking in the hostile glances around them. Dellana walked up the stairs to the first landing then knocked on the nearest door. They waited several moments, and then the door opened. A thin man stood there. 

"Well?"

"I want to see Mortic."

"Who are you?" 

Dellana gestured with her hand. The man clutched at his throat. Dellana pushed him aside and Carle closed the door behind them.

"Poor manners. What do I owe this visit?" Mortic sat on a sofa, a glass of wine in his hand. "The Brotherhood of the Rose does not frequent this inn. Nor do they use sorcery." 

"I heard you were seeking me," said Dellana. 

"Ah. I might have guessed. You call yourself Dellana?" 

"I do. Why do you seek me? I have no desire to return to Mordyn." 

Carle's heart thumped. Garlac spoke the truth. Dellana was a sorceress. He started to move away but Dellana grabbed his hand tightly.

"We are not through yet, you and I. Mortic, speak plainly. I have little patience with Berimar's underlings." 

"I understand. But I am not an underling of Berimar. Lady Galamog herself requires your presence." 

"To tighten her grip on Berimar." 

"If you say so. I am but a servant." He had not moved, but Carle felt the air moving and warming.

"We should not be here," whispered Carle.

"Do not worry. Mortic does not have the skill to harm us." She looked pointedly in his eyes and Mortic's expression relaxed. 

"I see. You are quite powerful, Dellana. Why did I not know this fact?" 

"Galamog does not know. We kept it secret from her. Berimar did not want her to become too greedy. And he thought it safer for me if Galamog felt no threat from Berimar. My power is far greater than it was. I have read much of the Faerion. You best beware my power." 

Mortic watched her for a moment, then Carle. "Point taken. I see this surprises your companion. What is your intention with him? I can't see any hostage value or perhaps a spell that requires his blood?" 

Carle struggled to pull free of Dellana's grasp. 

"Calm down! Don't you see you are reacting the way he wants? He wants to separate us and use your fear to trap us both." 

"I don't know what you are. I thought I did, but now.."

"Later. Right now we must deal with Mortic." She turned to the orange man. "I want passage out of Nantitet. I know you have a way out. We must use it tonight." 

"Leave Nantitet? There's a siege."

"No playing now, Mortic. Out tonight." 

"And what do I get for my trouble."

"Your life."

Mortic appeared to think it over. "Perhaps I have been hasty. Meet here at dark and we shall depart."

"As easy as that?"

"Well, perhaps not. But we shall leave." 

"I will know if there's a trap." 

"I am aware of what you will know, Dellana. I have preparations to make. I will await you."

Dellana led Carle out of the room and back into the main room of the inn. They left without pausing, walking to the south wall area of the city. 

"Do you trust him?" asked Carle, who was still looking for a place to run. He felt terrified. He wiped his forehead several times. He began to mutter softly to himself, watching the ground where he placed his feet. Dellana led him by the arm to a house on a narrow street. Finally, he looked up. 

"Where are we?" 

"A safe place. No one will find us here." She opened the door and locked it behind them.

"What will you do to me?"

"Dear one, fear not. I do not use blood magic and I will not harm you." 

"You were to marry Berimar."

"No. That is a tale told by Mortic based on an older tale by Berimar. I am Berimar's sister. He wanted to be sure Galamog would never connect me to sorcery and consider me only a plaything for Berimar." 

"You are a thousand years old." His voice was without inflection. His eyes bore into the wall. 

"Slightly more. Do I look it? You are not required to answer honestly." She smiled at him and he remembered that smile. He felt the warmth inside himself grow again and he managed a small smile in return. 

"You are beautiful," he whispered, knowing he was lost.

"Oh dear," said Dellana. "I need a friend, not a disciple. Walk beside me, not behind me."

"I'll try."

She laid him down on a bed and Carle fell asleep immediately. Dellana made sure the doors were locked and sat on a chair next to Carle. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. No turns or murmurs in his slumber. He was right about one thing, she admitted, Garlac would soon be searching for them. If he was brave enough to face Lord Daass with his folly, there would be far more resources at Garlac's command to find them. The siege would help Garlac's search. She looked out the window, wishing the shadows to grow quickly to hasten their rendezvous with Mortic. There too, she would have to be wary. Mortic would not let them go easily. He would have some trap set and she must uncover it quickly for she would need to protect Carle as well as herself and that would be a distraction. Often she asked herself why Carle appealed to her and each day she knew less of the answer. She would like to talk with Berimar just once, before she met Mortic. She had the power, but was it safe enough? What was Berimar doing? Would she put him in jeopardy?

She opened a window, letting the cool air surround her. She sat on the floor in the middle of the room, closing her eyes. Her mind drifted out of her body following the air currents out the window and far away. It flowed Crestan miles of grasses, hills and mountains to the lair of Galamog and next to it, the cavern of Berimar. 

His mind greeted her immediately and she was aware of wards surrounding her in a tight grip. 

"It is very dangerous, Dellana. Galamog stirs."

"I needed to talk to you."

"So I guessed, but why?"

"I must leave Nantitet now. It is under siege and the only person who can help is Mortic."

"Mortic? You can't trust him." 

"I am not stupid, only your sister. Am I stronger than Mortic? And can you guess what traps he may set?" 

"He is strong, but not I think, as strong as you. He will have spells of Galamog's making and I cannot advise you against those for I have no knowledge of them. I would say do not go with Mortic, it will only lead to your death or worse." 

"This city is too dangerous and I must leave." 

"Use your own skills. Risk being known as a sorceress, but do not allow Mortic to help you. It will only lead to ruin. I must go." 

Her eyes snapped open, as contact was broken. Her head ached. Berimar lacked social graces and always gave her a migraine. She knew now they could not meet Mortic. She would have to trans-locate herself and Carle, but was she strong enough? She had not used such power often, and moving two people took more than twice the effort. The other obstacle would be Carle himself. 

Dellana spent most of the night recalling spells and deciding on a course after they escaped Nantitet. The Wierland army surrounded the city and they had come from the south. Beyond Nantitet to the east lay Mordyn and Berimar. That direction might not be closed off. Could she be of help to Berimar? Once, she thought not, but her confidence had soared since she lived in Mordyn and she found few things in the wide world she cared about more than her brother. She and Berimar were unique and lonely in their existence. Perhaps Navir could help them in that regard. Blackthorne never would. He was a dark one, Blackthorne. His mind burned so brightly but he locked it away from them all. Still, she had been happy for him when he fled Galamog's lure. Perhaps that was why Berimar hated Blackthorne so, that he escaped when her brother could not. She had not thought of that before and it opened her mind to other things.

Dellana shook Carle awake. "It is time." 

"We go to Mortic?"

"No. I have thought of another way." 

"Good. I did not trust him." 

"Nor did I, but at the time there were few options. This is what we shall do. You are aware of my abilities?" 

Carle nodded his head.

"Have you ever been sea-sick?"

"Once. I don't relish the thought." 

"You may be again. I will use a spell to transport us outside the city. I am not sure how far I can direct us. We will be beyond the Wierland army, but we may still be in sight. The only affect on you will be disorientation." 

"I'm always like that around you." He grinned foolishly. Dellana smiled and kissed his forehead.

"Be silent when the spell is over and do what I say." 

"When do we start?"

"Immediately."

"Supplies?"

"Only ourselves. Everything else is too much to handle. Now, stand still."

Dellana spoke soft and fast. She held both of Carle's hands. He closed his eyes and felt his stomach rising to his throat when suddenly they were spun and spun and dropping, fast, faster and then stopped. His body quivered and it proved difficult to keep from retching. Dellana pulled his arm.

"Quietly. Run with me. A hundred yards and we shall be beyond the sight of the Wierlandians."

Carle focused on the ground before them. It seemed endless but then they were through a thicket of trees and dropping to the ground. 

"Rest here." Dellana retraced their steps to spy out the land behind them. After several minutes she returned. "We are safe. No one saw."

"Where do we go?" asked Carle, still light-headed but no longer sick.

"Mordyn. To help my brother, Berimar." 

"Oh!" said Carle. He was sick again. 







Chapter 18 
 

The rumors of her origins vanished in the shadows of the past. A shipwreck on the western shores left no survivors. Many sailors died days before landfall. Their throats ripped open, their bodies bloodless. Witnesses reported a huge wolf leapt from the deck to the rocky shore and vanished into the woods. The true facts became distorted through the centuries but the terrible fear of the unknown remains. Lady Natale Galamog, ruler of the southern lands, a creature of unknown origin and unseen by outside eyes. No one who enters her lair returns to the living save Berimar and in the past, Blackthorne. Her fury smites armies. Her touch freezes life. Her teeth piece the toughest hide; her lips drain lifeblood from her unlucky visitors. 

When Berimar and the Tuors crossed into Mordyn her eyes opened. Each step closer to their destination brought more activity in the mind of Galamog. The caverns of the foothills wound through the blackness, sucking light and life from the world above. The stones groan and crumble as the queen of darkness rises to explore her domain.

A guard at the gate to her sanctuary did not realize his danger until too late. The great shadow rose around him slowly as an hourglass filling with sand. He felt the chill, and then the blackness entered his body sucking his life away. Even his cry of terror vanished into the shadows. At the next change of guard his absence was noted, but no one realized their queen had awakened. 

Berimar felt the tremor as Galamog moved under the earth, but he said nothing to his companions. He fought the compulsion to warn Galamog that the Faerion might be entering her domain. He wasn't sure, but with Blackthorne and Wynne together the odds were good that one of them carried the book. Navir's presence made certain that if the Faerion was with them; they would use it. Berimar had to protect himself from the trio and keep the Tuors out of their hands, at least for a time. Following one compulsion made it easier to ignore others. Only for a time, and it always proved difficult. 

Berimar fortified his wards protecting his cavern. In his mind he calculated that Galamog would reach him even as Navir and company did. He would not allow either side to enter his domain and he would parlay with the victor.

He watched the Tuors. He made an effort to make each thought; each movement deliberate to slow the process he must undertake. For Elise was correct. He would have them on his dissecting table. The choice was not his, but he could delay it. If Galamog proved greater than the Faerion then he would do as she commanded. If he could wait long enough and the Faerion destroyed her, then the Tuors would go free, he hoped. He did not know what would happen after Galamog's death. It was uncertain how her sorcery would unravel and what lives would be taken with it. Berimar hoped his life would not be one of them. 

"Berimar?" asked Culver. 

"What is it?"

"Can that basin let you see anywhere?"

"Yes, why?" 

"I was wondering if we could see Paglo one last time. Before.. you know."

Berimar smiled at Culver. 

"That much at least I shall do for you. Gather round the basin." 

Elise, Tomen and Culver moved closer to the sorcerer as he moved his hand over the water. The water swirled and slowly the image of Whitehall opened before them.

"There's our house!" cried Elise.

"Look, Gamthen is tending our garden. The house looks so pretty, Elise. I can almost see you on the porch."

"There's your chair, Culver," said Tomen. "Many are the mornings I've walked past you sitting there. I never told you before, but I enjoy your poems."

"Tomen!" cried Elise. "I am surprised." 

"Thank you, cousin," said Culver, his eye was brimming. "It means a great deal to me."

"I know that now," said Tomen.

Berimar watched his captives closely. 

"There's Avolan. I wonder what he is mixing in that stew?" 

"Lunch?" offered Elise. "He can cook you know." 

"I know, I know. I just hoped he would find a way to help us." 

"He doesn't know we are in trouble, Culver. He knows we walked into the unknown, but no word of us can have returned to him, unless the trolls sent him a letter."

Berimar chuckled, much to Culver's irritation. 

"You are a warm, wonderful people," said Berimar. "It makes my task harder."

"Poor you." 

"Do not mock me. I am trying to delay your fate until we see the outcome of Wynne, Navir and Blackthorne's quest."

"Can the basin hear what is happening?" 

"Of course." Suddenly, they heard birds and the creek near Culver and Elise's house.

"I can almost smell the bakery," said Culver. "A nice hot loaf with jam."

"This is starting to be cruel," said Elise. "We know we cannot be there and it makes this pain unbearable. 

"Why do you not listen to Wynne and Navir?" Tomen asked Berimar.

"Ah, little gets by you Tomen. If I knew what they planned, I would have to inform Galamog. Her magic compels me and it could not keep the knowledge form her. Ignorance is helpful in this case. Although I may have helped them, the possibility of thwarting their aim was much greater. I chose not to listen for your sakes." 

"I almost believe it," said Tomen. 

"Come, Culver." Elise pulled him by the elbow. "I cannot watch anymore. My heart aches and cannot find solace in views of home." 

They sat on the pillows in the middle of the floor. Berimar studied them. Then he returned to the basin.

"Show me Dellana." 

The scene blurred and images whirled through the water before slowing and forming faint images. He saw the white walls of the city and the Falloan army around it. He saw two figures hurrying across the plains south of Nantitet. He wondered who was with Dellana as the image enlarged and became clear. A monk, but then Dellana wore the same clothes. What had she been doing in Wierland? He noticed the tightness of grip with which she held her companion's hand and Berimar smiled. Smiled as he had not in many centuries, and he felt some brittleness crack and fall from his body. He knew it to be the ice that imprisoned his heart. A tiny sliver of freedom, a bit of him that Galamog no longer possesses. It was but a sliver but it was a start. He turned back to the Tuors. They saw his expression and did not know what it meant.

"I feel a start, a beginning in this battle. A small part of Galamog's grip on me has slipped." 

"You said once that we couldn't believe what you say." 

"True, true. Trust me not, still. However, there is hope I may shake this creature from me yet. Do you think someone my age can change? I hope so. You are delightful company and I do not look forward to reading your intestines."

His steps lightly guided him deeper in the cavern and he disappeared from the Tuors' sight. 
 

They stood staring at the mountains before them. The trail wound down between two huge rock formations and disappeared into the gloom. The shadows seemed too long and dark for the time of day. It appeared color gave way to darkness in Mordyn. The arm of Galamog gripped the barren country tightly and fouled the air.

"Berimar is aware of us," said Blackthorne. "I know the feeling of his watchfulness. Also, there is something stirring under the mountains." 

"I feel it too," said Wynne.

"Galamog?" asked Navir. "There is a foulness reminiscent of the Menaloch that troubles my homeland."

"The only answer," said Blackthorne. "Many years have passed since I walked this path, but I remember the force of Galamog's presence. It is a thing not sought after twice. Her image hammered inside my skull, trying to burn itself in my mind. She tried to be what I ate, what I breathed, what I thought. I barely had the strength to resist and I believe it was because she underestimated me. I wasted no time in fleeing her presence. Sometimes at night, when it is warm and humid I sense the beating of her heart and I realize I shall never be entirely free of her while she yet lives." He withdrew into his thoughts for a minute or two, and then shook his head. 

"We must move quickly else she will be ready for us. Actually, we must be ready for her. She will strike at will and her power flows at her thought. This is a foolish undertaking."

"If it is foolish, it was your doing. You sold the Tuors to Berimar."

"Hold. He took them. I thought we discussed this already. Although I might have prevented it."

"What?" cried Wynne. 

"It brought you and the Faerion here to destroy Galamog. A situation that might not have arrived if left to chance." 

"You risked their lives."

"Their lives are but a moment in the arch of time," said Blackthorne. "Galamog must be destroyed and this is the first opportunity in my lifetime. It cannot be tossed aside for the lives of three Tuors, or kings, or sorcerers, or Daerlan. No individual matters anymore." 

"You speak so eloquently," said Wynne. "Have you been a court jester?"

Blackthorne's face darkened. "I know you despise me, but keep it back until our task is completed. After Galamog is no more, then you may vent your frustration and anger at me. I shall not care anymore." 

"I am amazed at you two," said Navir. "Fighting like this on Galamog's doorstep. She has a wide array of creatures to throw at us. Perhaps we are lucky her choices are many. She might have decided by now, which force to send at us. Galamog would not dirty her own hands with us three. Unless we gave her a reason."

"What are you suggesting?" asked Blackthorne.

"Use some spells from the Faerion. It may not be able to destroy her without closer proximity but she may sense that it is here and more too quickly." 

"Your idea has merit," said Blackthorne. "But do we know what spells are unique to the book?" 

"I thought you were the expert in that regard," said Wynne. "Your knowledge of spells far outstrips mine." She smiled sweetly at him. He frowned and looked to Navir for help. Navir intently studied a rock at his feet. 

"I see." 

"You brought this situation to its present risk, you must complete it," said Wynne.

"I believed the two of you would have had better ideas." Blackthorne received a withering look from Wynne. "Okay, okay. I will make the first choice of spells, but I expect you both to assist." 

"But of course," said Wynne. "It would be an honor." 

Blackthorne ignored the sarcasm and took the book from Wynne. He turned pages evidently looking for a particular one. He stopped and read. 

"This one I tried to memorize three different times. I had written it down but the words kept changing. The power of the Faerion extends to its spells in any form. This might be the only chance for me to see this spell work. It's very old and I had searched for it too many years to count, but here it is in my hand."

"What is it?" asked Wynne.

"Legends spoke of little spites in our dim past that could put the 'come hither' upon you." 

"What" asked Navir. "It is true?"

"According to this spell. I shall put the 'come hither' upon Galamog and force her from her lair."

"Is that wise?" asked Wynne. "I mean, are we ready for her?" 

"No. And I don't know what we can do to be ready except expose the Faerion to her. And hope." 

"Hope the book knows what it's supposed to do?" 

"Do you have a better idea?"

Navir grinned and bowed. Blackthorne shook his head and read the page to himself. He closed his eyes envisioning the work involved. When he was sure he knew what he was to do, he opened his eyes and began speaking at once. A low voice, riddle with staccato words jetting from his mouth and swirling in the dust at his feet. The words bubbled in the dirt rising slowly, flowing into each other to a sinuous shape dwarfing Blackthorne.

"What do you require?" asked a voice seemingly from nowhere. The tone of the voice made Wynne's skin pimple.

"I wish to summon Lady Natale Galamog. Can you do this?" 

"It shall be done. Prepare yourselves." 

The shape vanished.

"What did it mean, prepare ourselves?" asked Wynne.

"I don't know," said Navir. "But I fear it isn't good news." 

"I agree," said Blackthorne.

The ground began to tremble; rocks tumbled off the mountainsides. Navir grabbed Wynne and pulled her under an overhang of rock just as two large stones struck the ground where she had stood. Blackthorne dove aside, rolled to his feet and sprinted to join them in their tenuous safety. The earth shook and screamed as the mountain in front of them tried to tear itself open. Fissures opened, widening as the mountain peeled back its skin and a huge blackness bubbled out of it, streaming down the sides.

They watched, mouths agape as the mountains dissolved. The black material congealed in a crevasse and dragged itself to the top, finding a secure foothold. Then it began to pull in on itself, smaller and smaller until a Man shape stood before them. A woman in her prime, long black hair, alabaster skin and cold, cold black eyes. As she moved forward Wynne was reminded of a serpent toying with its prey.

"Blackthorne," her voice purred. "You have summoned me? I did not know you possessed such power, or was it your passion that called me?"

"Natale, I did not summon you to discuss the past. My friends and I have brought something with us, something you need to hold." 

"What?" asked Galamog. She did not seem nervous and did not move save the darting eyes.

Wynne stepped forward. "I am descended from Wierluns, Galamog. And on their behalf I bring the Faerion to you." 

Galamog stood still as stone.

The wind came from nowhere, blasting them off their feet, tearing at their clothes. Branches and twigs pelted them in a hail brought by the gale force winds. Wynne could not stand. Shadowy shapes rose up from the ground and advanced toward them. They could hear Galamog's voice in the roar of the wind.

"Fools! Did you think it would be so easy? Did you think the mention of the Faerion would bring me to my knees? My victory will be total."







Chapter 19
 

The soldiers of Wierland woke to trumpets from the battered walls of Nantitet. Long and clear rose the notes, piercing the rose-colored sky pulling cheers from the besieged people. People lined the top of the wall waving and jeering the army below them. Dirty faces dropping their lines of worry and spreading smiles of joy to the confused Wierland soldiers. At their captains' commands, the Wierlandians readied their arms, falling into positions for battle. A silence followed. The people on the wall squirmed in anticipation. A growing unease spread among the Wierland army and Galen puzzled, unsure how to put an end to it. 

"What is happening?" asked Galen. 

"I do not know," answered Lord Armas. "It seems that the wind has changed, at least from the Calendia point of view, but I can't see how. Out here, nothing has changed. Unless they plan to send another army out, but they couldn't have hidden one inside Nantitet. We will have to wait and see." 

"I think they move to surrender." 

"Unlikely. King Treteste is unbalanced. He would do nothing so sensible." 

Galen stood forward, thinking a parlay to be imminent. He began to consider the terms of his victory and the taste was sweet. Still, his sword wavered in the morning light. He took nothing for granted. His army had not breached the white walls of the city. The gates of Nantitet groaned open; their hinges bent from the Wierland assault. A single figure stood in the gateway dressed in black and gold armor. 

"Galen of Wierland," called the herald on the wall. "You are challenged to a duel. If you win, Nantitet is yours. If you lose, Wierland loses. Do you accept?" 

"Who challenges me?" 

The black and gold figure strode forward. The people on the wall cheered wildly. Galen nodded certain of who approached his position. 

"I do. I am Sir Kirkes. And I challenge you to the death, berserker and woman killer. Children have fallen to your blade and I will foul mine with your blood to avenge your acts of cowardice!" 

"I accept your challenge. I shall not be cowed by words, Sir Kirkes. Come, and meet me here on this field, if your sword is as lethal as your words. Else, go and cower with King Treteste whom we know to be a coward and murderer of liege lords." 

Soldiers from both sides moved quickly to clear a space for the battle of champions. Each side kept their weapons ready, expecting deceit from their opponents.

A great space opened up in the battlefield with both armies backing away from the two combatants. Estes stood closest to Kirkes, expecting the Wierlandians to fall upon the knight in violation of the battle of champions. Estes and Apal had followed Kirkes through the crowded streets of Nantitet and took positions of support on either side of the great knight. Two Wierland soldiers assumed the same positions for Galen. 

The two men strode nearer, and then Galen suddenly roared and rushed forward, his great sword high over his head. Kirkes moved quickly blocking the blow as he stepped aside. Galen counterstrokeed but again Kirkes's sword intercepted the berserker's lunge. Again, Galen attacked, and then again. They circled each other occasionally testing each other's defense.

Estes watched the Wierlandians soldiers, especially the bowmen for signs of treachery. Apal stood close by. Estes looked to the wall where several archers stood at attention. He was thankful so many kept a secret allegiance to Apal, or Tagera, as he should now call him. Still, Kirkes would have turned many to his side on his own right. Between the two of them Estes found he could build a power of support to lay claim to the throne. He realized why they were so hard on him. Kirkes and Tagera, alone, could proclaim him king. They would not use their authority without caution. It was a nation they considered, not the egos of young men who feel wronged by the world. Estes's mind eased at those thoughts. He never admitted wrong in himself. He was stubborn to a fault and Tagera wanted him to see that there was more to the world than himself. 

"Good boy. Keep you eyes on the left side; I'll watch the right. Kirkes will get a fair fight out of this or I'll be damned." 

"Me as well."

Apal patted him on the shoulder. 

Kirkes swiftly moved in, his blade scraping off Galen's shield. The berserker struck Kirkes in the back with the flat of his sword, sending the black and gold knight sprawling. He brought his sword down with all his strength but Kirkes' blade blocked and held with tremendous strength, unyielding to Galen's blow. Kirkes's shield struck Galen's legs and he stumbled while Kirkes used the opportunity to regain his footing. 

Kirkes' breathing was loud. He appeared wearied by the weight of the armor. Galen roared again and charged Kirkes. The impact sent both of them rolling down the slope. Galen regained his footing first and struck at the prone Kirkes. Kirkes rolled, barely escaping the brunt of the blow. Then he kicked Galen's feet out from under him. Kirkes stood slowly and stepped back to catch his breath. Blood trickled down his face.

"You are strong for such an old man," said Galen. His uncovered head was plastered with hair and blood. 

"I'm not so old that I can't beat a whelp like you."

Galen charged again but this time Kirkes sword shot upward disarming the berserker. Galen stood, stunned. 

"I shall offer you your life. Take your army and depart these fields."

"Kill him!" shouted Galen to his men.

Estes ran forward to cover Kirkes' back. He glared at the Wierlandians nearest him. 

"You'll have to go through me cowards! The battle of champions is a battle of honor. Do not dishonor your country anymore. Fall back!"

Several Wierlandians rushed forward, their eyes cold and hard. Estes felt his fear rise quickly into his throat. He hopped slightly to expend his nervous energy. His sword was ready. He moved smoothly and quickly as his father trained him. His arm was young but the sinewy strength whipped his blade through the close quarters wounding the first opponent. He seemed to slip into another place, watching himself move, parry and thrust. His speed proved greater than his opponents and they fell at his feet. He looked at the line of Wierlandians facing him. He saw fear and respect. He glanced at Kirkes, who nodded his head. 

"I call upon the army of Wierland to surrender. Who speaks for this army?" 

"Lord Armas speaks for Wierland," said one of the soldiers. "The old man on the hill." 

"Get him." 

 The soldier moved through the bunched groups of soldiers to fetch Armas.

Kirkes smiled at Estes then turned again to Galen. 

"If nothing but death will satisfy you, so be it. Pick up your sword and fight." 

Galen picked up his huge sword, watching Kirkes.

"I am honorable. I told you to pick it up and I shall not attack until you are ready."

Without warning Galen struck, wounding Kirkes in the shoulder. He staggered back, blood coursing from the wound. Galen laughed, raising his sword skyward. He rushed Kirkes knocking him down. Kirkes jabbed his foot and Galen howled, dancing out of reach. Kirkes found his footing, staggering. Estes resisted putting out a hand to steady Kirkes. 

Kirkes dropped his shield, switching his sword to his left hand. Galen charged but Kirkes surprised him with the left-handed blow, slicing Galen's midsection. Galen's armor creased but did not rip open. Kirkes quickly struck again, catching Galen under the arm between the armor. Galen gasped and reached for the wound. He appeared shocked to see his own blood. Kirkes found the strength for another blow and lodged his sword in Galen's neck.

Galen fell dead. 

Estes stood forward with Apal who supported Kirkes. The Wierlandians parted and a tall white haired man walked toward them. 

"Lord Armas!" called Estes. "I am Estes. I call upon you to surrender the battle on the terms of the battle of champions." 

The old man walked through the sea of soldiers to stand before Prince Estes. 

"I stand before you to accept the terms of the battle." He exhaled deeply. He felt the despair of his people. He gambled and lost. "I speak for Wierland and we surrender. We are diminished because of the battle of champions, which Galen should not have agreed to fight. We came to win or die. Our country is poor and starving. We cannot return like this. We have condemned our people to death."

Estes turned to Apal who motioned him to continue. It was his problem if he was to be king. His mind raced at he looked into the proud eyes of a man driven by desperation to make war. Estes thought he found a way.

"Lord Armas. Your terms of surrender are this: swear fealty to Calendia and repair the damage done to the homes on your route. Calendia shall help restock your granaries. Your people will not starve. After Wierland is on its feet again, we require Wierland to send one twelfth part of your income to us annually to help repay our generosity." 

"Your father and Treteste diverted food and gold from our merchants. You would be giving us much that should have been ours." 

Estes looked the old man in the eyes.

"Well then. That is a different matter. If we adjust the annual amount to one sixteenth?" 

"It is acceptable." 

"Good. If fortune shines on me I shall be crowned within the week. I shall send for you and seal our agreement officially after I am king."

"You are fair, Prince Estes. I offer Godspeed on your coronation. I would wish to discuss many things with your highness." He turned to Apal. 

"Tagera, you are a scoundrel." 

"Good to see you, too, Armas."

"You have done it, then? Prince Estes possesses the throne?"

"Only a matter of time before Treteste is behind us."

"He was the only reason I decided to attack. Otherwise, we would have begged."

"Yeates might not have given you anything if you appeared weak," said Tagera.

"No," agreed Estes. "Father would not have helped you. I know that now."

Tagera patted Estes on the back. "It is a fine beginning." 
 

Bells pealed throughout the town. Flowers floated from the white walls to the victors approaching the gates. Sir Kirkes rode without helm. His forehead bloody, but his strength allowed no waver. Somehow Tagera found several tankards of ale on the battlefield and they firmed up Kirkes's spine tremendously. 

He entered through the gates, Estes at his side. The people cheered Kirkes; then the young man accompanied him was recognized. The people cried out Estes' name, calling for him to be king. Runners went to the castle to warn Treteste, but he already rode his horse toward the procession. In his haste, the king rode without guards. Spittle hung to his chin. Kirkes noticed the rider thundering through the streets toward them. Kirkes touched Estes' shoulder and pointed.

Treteste drew his sword, spurred his horse and rode hard down the streets; his face contorted in rage. He screamed at Estes and Kirkes, but they both looked at each other, unable to understand the words. Estes shrugged. 

"This battle is yours, Prince Estes," said Kirkes. "Win and you are king, fairly won. The crown returns to your family in the eyes of the people of Nantitet. There would be no doubt; the right to rule through strength of arms. Listen to the voices of the people of Nantitet. They want you as king. Kill Treteste fairly and you will be king."

Estes looked into Kirkes eyes, his own face grim.

"I will win," he said flatly. "I shall earn the crown and work for my people's trust and respect." 

Kirkes grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. "I ask no less. Godspeed."

Estes rode to meet Treteste. His grim face troubled Treteste who slowed his horse. 

"Traitor!" cried Estes at the top of his lungs. All the people heard his words. "You plotted against the throne of Nantitet for years and murdered my father. Your actions have cut you from our family. Whatever blood we share has been tainted by the blackness of your soul. I deny kinship with you! Taste the steel blade of justice!" 

They met in the square and the concussion buckled Treteste's horse. Estes struck Treteste on the shoulder. Treteste grimaced and tried to turn his horse as Estes rode into him again and tore open his chest with a slicing blow. Even as the horse toppled, Treteste dropped his sword and clutched his bloody jerkin. The horse tipped Treteste to the ground; his leg trapped under the horse. It rolled off him, regaining its feet, but Treteste lay there. Estes looked down upon his father's killer. In his mind he saw his father's head rolling on the ground and the sound of Treteste's laughter. He could not squeeze out the sound. He bit his lip until it bled. His blood flowed hotly in his veins and his head began to pound. Rage such as he never knew filled him and he raised his sword, his arm shaking with anger. Unbidden, an image of Deenie came to him. Her soft eyes penetrated his anger blowing it away like candle smoke. He smiled as she smiled. The crowd screamed for blood, but Estes' heart beat cold for violence. He wanted to see Deenie. Only Deenie. He turned away and rode back toward Kirkes. 

"Come back and fight!" yelled Treteste. He tried to regain his footing, but his leg was broken. A man rushed forward from the crowd and slit Treteste's throat and vanished back into the crowd. No one tried to stop him or even get a good look at the assassin. The king lay dying in the street as his people stood and cheered. Estes rode back to the street where Deenie waited.

"He has grown," said Tagera.

"Yes, I am pleasantly surprised," said Kirkes. "They may be some potential there yet."







Chapter 20
 

The feast following the coronation of King Estes was open to all, regardless of their rank. Many nobles thought it foolish to allow the common population of Nantitet to mix with the lords of Calendia but Estes could not be convinced otherwise and he shared the absurd notion with Lord Tagera and Sir Kirkes who insisted the King's wishes be enforced. The nobles shook their heads and whispered amongst themselves. That they should have lived to see such times was a tragedy.

There had been little opposition to Estes' claim to the crown. Nobles lined up to gain an audience with the newly crowned king but Tagera stood at his side to advise Estes as he met each noble. No advantages were gained this day.

"May your reign be long and glorious, sire," said Lord Daass. 

"Thank you, Lord Daass. I am glad you could join us this evening." 

"I do Cothos's bidding, and here I shall join with all the people of Nantitet. It is a rare treat to mingle all the classes in one gathering. I do not believe it has been done before. Unfortunately, there are a great many people who do not appreciate your vision. I do appreciate it, I assure you. I offer my services to you, sire. I shall be delighted to advise you on spiritual matters when you so desire it."

"Thank you, Lord Daass," said Estes. "I shall look forward to it." 

Daass bowed and moved away. Tagera watched him until he was out of sight.

"Watch him closely, sire. He is as devious as they come."

"More devious than you?" Estes grinned. 

"Yes, more devious than me. He is a viper." 

"I shall remember your words," said Estes.

Daass prepared to leave the great hall, but a large shadow blocked his path. 

"Ah, Lord Daass. May I have a word?" 

"Sir Kirkes. What a pleasure."

"I'm sure. I wanted to mention that Treteste told me who set in motion the imprisonment of Richela and myself." 

"I see." Daass stood still, but his eyes darted everywhere. 

"I just wanted you to know that I shall always keep your welfare in the forefront of my thoughts."

"I appreciate that, Sir Kirkes. And I shall do the same for you."

"As long as we understand the situation," said Kirkes. 

"Oh, I understand perfectly. Good day, Sir Knight."

"Good day, Moderator Daass." 

Pennants adorned the great hall. People in their best clothes crowded inside to catch a glimpse of the king. Many activities kept the guests entertained. There were games of skill; eating contests, dancing, minstrels and a bard from far the East telling tales not heard in the land. Even the nobles most offended by King Estes bent their ears to hear the bard. Besides, the food proved excellent. The king's table included his closest friends, old and new, who stood by him and prodded him during his brief exile. He quite forgave every perceived slight toward him by Tagera and Kirkes during his exile. He began to see what they had meant by their words. He hoped he could measure up to their expectations.

"I have an announcement," said Tagera. He paused, grinning foolishly.

"What is it?" 

"Did you find an unattended keg?"

"No, no." He pulled Melana up next to him. "I have always been a thorn in the side of those who honor tradition. While in exile I met this delightful young lady." He grinned at her and she blushed.

"Good for you," someone shouted. "Can we return to the feast?" 

"Not, yet. I want to go against tradition once more. Melana is not of noble blood, yet I wish to make her my wife." 

"What does she think?" asked Richela, shouting down the comments from the men.

"It is my wish, too," said Melana. 

"To the devil with tradition!" called out King Estes. He raised his tankard. A great shout rose to the rafters. Tagera kissed Melana and was showered with ale. Kirkes stood and clasped his friend's hand. 

"I am happy for you, my friend."

"Thank you. And I rejoice for you that all barriers are gone." 

Kirkes held Richela's hand and grinned like a little boy. "I am very happy." 

"As it should be!" cried Tagera.

Singers and jugglers entertained the company. Soon everyone sang with the minstrels. More food was served. Another cask of wine soon spilled into their cups. The tumultuous sound rose from the laughter and song.

Suddenly, Tagera stood up, clapping his hands. 

"I wish to speak once more." 

"Go easier on the ale, Tagera." 

"No, no. I wish to introduce my daughter."

"She's just a little thing, isn't she," asked Kirkes. "She should be with her nurse." 

"My friend, it has been many years since you came to the estate. She is quite grown up and journeyed as a member of the troupe." 

"I don't believe it," said Kirkes.

"Denora, come forward." The young girl stood up, blushing. Estes choked on his bread. He stood up coughing. Several hands pounded his back. He threw back some ale to clear his throat. 

"Deenie!" cried Estes.

"Yes, you have met, haven't you," said Tagera. "I'd forgotten." He winked at Kirkes who shook his head. 

"Deenie's your daughter?"

"I thought I spoke clearly. My dear, did I speak clearly?" 

"Yes, you did," said Melana.

"Sir Kirkes, did you understand my words?" 

"Clearly." 

"Your highness, I fail to see how you did not hear my words."

Estes did not respond. He stood grinning at Deenie and her back at him.

"Sire, are you well?" asked Richela.

"Perhaps you should lie down," said Kirkes.

"I think he has a fever," said Richela.

"You are right," said Melana. "He is burning up." 

"Lord Tagera, I have a request."

"Yes, your highness," said Tagera, smiling at his daughter.

"I wish to court your daughter."

"Indeed, I am shocked, shocked."

"Oh, father, please shut up." Deenie hugged Estes. 

"What?" 

The room exploded in laughter. Melana pulled Tagera away, shaking her head. 
 

Deenie sat in a courtyard alone. The flower smelled sweet and the sounds of the castle seemed muffled. She enjoyed her solitude. She made plans for the wedding and the feast. The sun seemed warm and her eyelids grew heavy. A large shape passed by the door to the courtyard, and then returned twice more. Deenie dozed on the bench. The shape moved closer to her, and then paused. Voices came toward them. The shape concealed itself behind a bush against the wall. 

Presently, Tagera and Kirkes walked into the courtyard. 

"Sh. Look, she's asleep." 

"No doubt dreaming of the wedding," said Tagera. "She's been so cheerful. She kept to herself after her mother died. Only spoke to me or anyone for that matter, when she absolutely had no choice. I hope Estes can keep her happy." 

"He seems fairly smitten himself." 

"Yes, but it may fade. It often does." 

"That is the truth of it," agreed Kirkes. "I do not envy you as a father. So many worries."

"You have to look past it, my friend. Otherwise, you cannot survive." 

They left the courtyard. Their voices continued to fade and Deenie remained sleeping. The shape moved from its hiding place. Mortic looked around to be sure no one could see him. He pulled out a long dagger and approached the sleeping girl. Even as he began his killing blow, he heard a gasp, and then felt a searing pain in his shoulder. He turned to see Sir Kirkes, eye ablaze, bearing down on him. Just before the huge fist of the knight rendered him unconscious, Mortic wondered at the knife-throwing prowess of Kirkes. Kirkes's blow sent Mortic back into the bushes he had used for concealment. Deenie woke with a start to find the smiling face of Sir Kirkes shadowing her. 

"Nothing to worry about," said Tagera, standing behind Kirkes. "It was just an uninvited guest who needs to be shown his own quarters."

Tagera called for guards to remove the assassin. Shortly, thereafter King Estes arrived.

"Are you hurt?" asked Estes.

"No. I didn't even know I was in danger. I slept through the whole thing."

"How fortunate," said Estes. "That you did not suffer the fear of such an attack."

"Let's leave them," said Tagera. "His speech is about to become flowery and that I cannot abide." 

"A hazard of parenting?"

"Exactly. Exactly."
 

With Mortic in the dungeon, the Mordyn invasion stalled. No instructions from Mortic could reach the Mordyn commander and they pulled back, fearing the combined Calendia and Wierland forces would be prepared for them. They relied solely on Mortic for intelligence information and now they were blind. 







Chapter 21 
 

Wynne fought back the nausea. Her eyes could not look away from the shifting image of what she thought to be a woman, Lady Natale Galamog. She resisted her stomach's urge to retch, steeling herself to the horror to come. The Man form shook and danced as if on a string, then sudden bulges stretched it out of shape. Galamog's blackness grew larger and larger while her control of her Man shape weakened. Blackness exploded through her features and her eyes grew and grew, spreading like broken egg yolks. The creature before them sucked all light from the area and became blacker than the darkest night. A bird flying overhead became absorbed into the blackness and vanished.

"How do we fight it?" screamed Wynne.

"I do not know," said Blackthorne. He was shaking his head. "I have never seen her like this. Her strength is terrifying." 

"She's trying to absorb everything," said Navir. "As if she were a sponge." 

"A sponge for life-force," said Blackthorne. "A vampire of sorts."

"Quaint," said Wynne. Blackthorne glanced at her.

Wynne began to hear a voice in her mind. It was a fuzzy sound, both comforting and irritating. At first she thought it Galamog, but it did not threaten, nor did it feel evil. There was strangeness to it and she could not make out the words. It seemed to be urging her to do something. The voice did not grow in volume yet it seemed to start a throb in her head. 

Blackthorne moved to the left and Navir to the right to flank Galamog. The dark queen laughed at them, but her voice did not sound Man anymore. She was slipping back to her original form. It proved difficult to do anything but watch. Even Navir felt the tingle of fear in his flesh. 

They each ran to different areas as bolts of blackness shot out from Galamog singeing anything it touched. Navir dove and spun to escape death. Blackthorne threw spell after spell at the creature with no noticeable effect. Wynne held her head, the voice blasting inside her, quenching her thoughts.

The squat black shape with flailing appendages filled the ravine. Galamog appeared part spider, part octopus. The stench assailed them, invading their lungs, clinging to their clothing. Wynne covered her face, running to find a place to hide. The inner voice grew louder, urging her to fly. She shook her head, trying to displace the words. The Faerion held tight to her bosom also seemed to murmur. For several minutes she worried that Galamog bewitched the book but then the voice began to speak of her mother. She heard things Navir did not tell her, yet there was truth in what she heard. This she knew in her heart. As a Wierlun she could truth-say and no one could speak falsely to her without her knowledge. The words she heard came from the Wierluns who had created the Faerion and given their lives so Galamog could be ultimately destroyed. The inner voice was the voice of the Faerion. Wynne opened her mind to the voice and knew what she had to do.

Navir hid behind a boulder and watched Wynne as the feathers began to sprout during her transformation. For a moment he feared for the Faerion, then he saw it clutched in the hawk's talons, shimmering with a faint blue light. The boulder rocked as Galamog assailed him again. Rocks fell upon him and he scrambled to escape the punishment. Blackthorne's voice rose time and again, only to be submerged by the hideous laughter of Galamog. Her voice shook small rocks off the sides of the hills. Navir tried to support Blackthorne's spells with his own. Galamog sensed the increased attack and blasted the overhang where Navir stood. He fell down the ravine, striking his head as he settled at the bottom. The blackness of Galamog washed toward him. 

The hawk cried overhead, swooping low with the Faerion clutched tightly. The blackness paused, and then rose to meet her. The hawk dropped the Faerion into the center of the darkness and peeled away. Blackthorne made his way to Navir and dragged him away. 

Suddenly, a burst of color erupted from the blackness and two creatures could be seen. It appeared the black-armed spider form of Galamog struggled against a huge tree shape. Its green branches wavered and struck Galamog. A flash of green and blue preceded a cry of pain from Galamog.

"The Faerion!" cried Blackthorne. "It turned into a living creature." 

"The accumulative power of the Wierluns that made it," gasped Navir. His breathing still labored after his fall.

"How did Wynne know?" 

"I do not know," said Navir. "I wasn't certain how it was supposed to work myself."

They watched the supernatural creatures' battle. No one spoke. 
 

Berimar had sensed the coming of Galamog. He felt the vibration through the stone of the mountain. Her rage was terrible. At this moment, when deciding to thwart her designs, Berimar felt fear. True fear. Despite the generations of servitude she forced upon him he never realized what true fear could be. He would risk the end of his lengthy life to save the Tuors? Perhaps it was his own freedom he craved. It mattered not. 

He watched the Tuors. They knew fear. He had their lives in his hands. So far he had been able to resist Galamog's directives. It tired him and soon he would have to submit. If he moved quickly, the Tuors could escape. He watched Culver wash Elise's face. She would die, regardless of what he did. However, he might spare Culver and Tomen. Was it worth the risk?

"There is a chance to save your lives," Berimar whispered to Tomen. "But it may not work and we all shall perish."

"It is better than waiting here for you to kill us." 

"There is no hope for Elise." 

"I know it, but do not speak of it to Culver. His heart is already breaking. We must keep his hope alive."

"Even falsely?" He arched an eyebrow. 

"Even falsely." Tomen sighed. There were no good answers. 

"Come," he said to Tomen. "Bring the other two. Galamog battles your friends. If we are lucky, I might be able to help them and yourselves."

He handed Tomen and Culver long knives that served for swords for Tuors. The hilts were inlaid with pearl and the blades gleamed red.

"These are enchanted. They will bring injury to any supernatural being you encounter. I doubt we will see Men in this battle except for those on our side. Right now, Galamog is engaged with Blackthorne, Wynne and Navir. I plan to add whatever assistance I can. You three are to escape. Run as fast as you can and never look back. Run all the way to Paglo. I will try to keep you safe. Let us go." 

"Berimar," said Tomen. "Thank you." 

The sorcerer grinned a sad grin and patted Tomen on the head. 

Even as they left Berimar's sanctuary the seekers waited for them. Berimar filled the cavern with power, searing everything in its path. 

They dashed over the smooth stone path, Tomen bringing up the rear. Seekers appeared from nowhere. Berimar blasted them with bolts of power and Tomen's sword killed those that drew near. Culver, holding the increasingly weak form of Elise, kept pace with Berimar. 

The path to the surface seemed shorter than their decent.

They stepped out of the cave into a surreal scene. The Faerion creature and Galamog battled below them. Tomen rubbed his eyes. It could not be real. Berimar pushed them out. 

"Run! Run!" His voice boomed through the mountains. Even Galamog paused and turned toward him. 

Galamog hissed in rage as she saw the Tuors escaping. With a scream she unleashed a stream of power at the Tuors. Berimar moved instinctively, throwing up a shield to protect the Tuors. The blast ricocheted off the shield and struck Berimar fully. Galamog roared even as the Faerion creature attacked again, drawing her full attention. 
 

The creature of forest green resisted the enfolding of the black shadows of Galamog. Streaks of green shot out of the darkness like light through a cracked door in the night.

Wynne regained her Man form and staggered to Navir who held her tightly. It was over for them. Whatever happened, win or lose, they could do no more. Blackthorne stood off to one side away from the glare of Tomen. Berimar sat as if senile. His bloody mouth hung open and he patted the cold forehead of Elise. Culver did not notice the battle of the Faerion and Galamog. He sat on his knees, holding Elise's hand, thinking of all that they would never do, how brave she was, how pretty she was, why did she choose him and why did she come on the journey. His thoughts ran wild through his mind, a kaleidoscope of images numbing him. 

The air was full of thunder. Galamog screamed in rage, tearing at the creature the Wierluns made when they became aware of her coming to their land. Galamog tore the greenness into bits, battering the creature until it was no more. Her red eyes turned to the watchers on the bluff. She laughed, shaking the very earth. The blackness reached for them.

Behind her the color of the trees grew together with a sucking sound and the creature of the Wierluns leapt upon the blackness that was Galamog. The thunderous concussion knocked Wynne and Navir to the ground. Galamog screamed and raged, struggling to free herself of the Faerion. 

A strange thing happened. The green began to blend into the blackness, darkening as they mingled. Darker and darker it became until it was almost black. Yet, it was not. Slowly the green began to grow, spreading throughout the area until the darkness was gone. Then the greenness pulled itself back, compressing into a small shape.

They watched but nothing more happened. Navir stepped forward. Blackthorne followed him. Wynne held her breath. Navir walked to the shape and bent to it. He picked it up and turned to Wynne.

"It's the Faerion again. Just a book." 

"It's never been just a book," said Blackthorne.

"Give it to me," rasped Berimar. 

Navir looked at him. 

"Don't," said Wynne. "We can't trust him." 

"Galamog is dead," said Berimar. "And my life is nearly over. All I want is one chance to see it again." 

"Again?" said Navir. "When did you see it?" 

"Heh, heh. You do not know?" 

"I know," said Blackthorne.

"Of course you do. You were there."

"Where?" asked Wynne.

"The Faerion was not created by the Wierluns alone," said Blackthorne. "Berimar helped them. He gave them the structure of the book to fill with their power. He showed them how to accomplish their desire." 

"It was before I foolishly allowed Galamog to trap me," said Berimar.

"Why didn't tell us?" asked Wynne. "Well could have prepared for this battle." 

"I do not know the limits of Galamog's power. Because if I spoke it aloud, she might hear me and know I held such knowledge. And then she would try to force my mind to reveal everything I knew. I played a dangerous game for many years. She could have tried to destroy me at any time."

"It looks as if you are dying now," said Blackthorne, not unkindly.

"I believe you are right. It does not sadden me. There is a new era dawning."

"Is Galamog really dead?" asked Wynne. "Or imprisoned?"

"The Faerion was supposed to kill her," said Berimar. 

"Supposed to? Can you tell if she is dead?" 

"I can't sense her anymore but she is a Jungegud."

"A god?" said Wynne. "Can we kill a god?" 

"Unlikely," said Navir. "I would guess she is imprisoned and if she escapes we should be far away."

A shout rang out from up the trail. Two figures ran down to join them.

"Berimar!" 

"Dellana? Dellana, is that really you?" 

She ran to him and hugged him. Behind her came a man in a habit. He grinned at the two, and then noticed the others.

"I'm Carle. I recognize Wynne and Navir."

"I am Blackthorne. Those two are Culver and Tomen. They are Tuors." 

"Tuors! I thought they were only stories." He stared at them, and then turned away, embarrassed. "I see they grieve for the other one."

"Don't disturb them," said Wynne. "You are a member of the Brotherhood of the Rose?" 

"No longer. I no longer follow their policies." 

"I see. What can you tell us of Nantitet? How is Treteste governing?" 

"Not well. Wierlandians have laid siege to Nantitet. I don't know all the details, but Sir Kirkes is leading a rebellion against Treteste. Prince Estes is with him."

"Estes?" said Wynne. "He's alive?" 

"A man named Apal brought him to Nantitet." 

"Apal is really Lord Tagera," said Navir. "I tired of Estes and left him in Tagera's hands." 

"But why is Kirkes against Treteste?" asked Wynne.

"I believe the imprisonment of Queen Richela and Sir Kirkes led to his defection. I can say that I assisted in their rescue. I am no hero, and I don't mean to speak proudly, but it was a departure for me." 

"We understand," said Wynne, smiling at Carle. "Tell me of the Wierland siege. Can they take the city?"

"I don't think so, but they are led by a berserker. He kills everyone. Sir Kirkes did not seem bothered by the prospect of fighting a berserker. I don't know anymore. I tend to ignore politics."

"Who is Dellana?" asked Wynne. She noticed Carle kept an eye on her and she recognized the glow in his face when Dellana was mentioned. 

"Berimar's sister."

"I don't see the resemblance," said Wynne. "She doesn't favor him thank goodness."

"Indeed," said Blackthorne. "For centuries I believed they were husband and wife. A clever deception. Berimar was defying Galamog all those years ago. Interesting. She has magic?" 

"Yes. I've seen her use it. She surprised me. She was also a member of the Brotherhood."

"Clever hiding place," said Wynne. "Daass would never have found her there." 

"Someone did. I think Garlac knew who she was, or at least suspected some of her origin. He dug his nose into everything he found. Very little escaped him. I'm surprised we did." 

"I'm afraid Berimar is dying," said Wynne. "I cannot help him." 

"Nor I," said Blackthorne. 

"Even if I had the strength, the damage to him eludes my skill." Navir tried to put his arm around Wynne but she pushed it away. He followed her away from the others. 

"I must have more time," said Wynne. "I see your side now, but it does not ease the pain. You don't know what I went through."

"I respect your wishes. We have time. If nothing else, we have that."

"Navir, how old am I?" 

"You are as you appear."

"The last of the Wierluns were killed hundreds of year ago. How did my mother survive that purge?"

Navir rubbed his forehead. 

"Every choice I have made with you turned out wrong. I am glad I am not human, having to raise many children. How is it done?" 

"How old?" 

"Well, as near as I can remember, you were born 278 years ago." 

Wynne's eyes filled with tears. 

"Where was I all that time?" 

"Mostly with me, but as a hawk. I decided to send you out into the world when I grew tired of caring for you in your Man form. I could trigger the transformation. Your human form wouldn't age while you were a hawk and the hawk is ageless. Your mother told me that. I became fearful for you when you changed into a Man on your own. I had been gone several days when I found a near death toddler in my lodge. You nearly starved because you couldn't fend for yourself, nor could you change back into the hawk. I decided then and there to find a suitable home for you. Then, I lost track of you and the years. I have no excuse." 

"It helps to know. However it was, it helps to know. I must go away Navir, and find my true self, the one kept hidden from me. I will return someday. Say goodbye for me." 

"Where shall I wait for you?"

"I will find you. Do not fear, father, I will find you." 

He watched her shimmer and soar to the skies as the hawk. He watched her fly northward beyond his sight. He sighed and returned to the others. 
 

Carle wiped Dellana's brow. Her hands glowed from the heat she transferred to her brother. Berimar's breathing was strong and even. Dellana slumped back against Carle.

"You have done well," said Blackthorne. "I did not know you had such power. I've never seen such skill in healing." 

"We kept it a secret from everyone. Berimar feared Galamog would discover it and enslave me too." 

"A wise decision."

"What will we do now?" asked Carle.

"We wait for Berimar to recover. Then I think we shall journey to the sea. Berimar and I grew up on the sea. I would like to take you sailing." She pulled Carle close and kissed him. 

Blackthorne smiled and walked with Navir.

"Where shall you go?" 

"I should like to see the Tuors safely home," said Navir. He arched an eyebrow at Blackthorne.

"As you wish," he laughed. "I'll behave. For a while. Goodbye my friend. Do not stay away too long."

They clasped hands and Blackthorne headed home. Navir watched the black shape grow smaller in the distance, shimmer and vanish. Navir walked to the grave of Elise. Tomen stood there. His hood covered his head. 

"Where's Culver?" 

"He already left for home. Wants to be alone. I will follow shortly. He's a good fellow and my cousin. But he is a poet and has been out of his depth. I will protect him without his knowledge. That way, I will breathe easier." 

"Mind if I join you."

"I would be delighted, Navir. My legs feel heavy already."

"Come then, we shall walk to Paglo in the wake of the poet. Perhaps he shall find his voice again on his journey."

"I don't know," said Tomen. "Elise was everything for him. Do you understand?"

Navir's eyes were dark. "Yes, I believe I understand completely." 







Chapter 22
 

Culver had nowhere else to go. He had offers to stay with Wynne or join Carle in his self-imposed exile, but he needed roots, familiar roots, even with painful reminders. The pain would lessen one day, Wynne said, although the hollow feeling would be a constant companion. He needed to fill that hollow up with memories, tastes, smells; but no more adventure. He had his one adventure and the cost proved much too dear. He wanted to hear the life of the marketplace, the chatter of the merchants, and the creak of wagon wheels. He wanted to smell the fresh vegetables and bread. He especially missed the smell of the bread. He was through with adventures. He tried to think of poetry, but the words betrayed him. Harsh and vengeful words. He stopped. One day his life would move forward again. He promised himself. 

He knew there would be some kind of reception for him, but the mood of which he had no clue. All of Paglo would mourn Elise and the thought made him smile. Elise deserved such honor. Her name should be taught to all the children that follow. Her name should be spoken with reverence.

He drifted into memories. 

Culver's journey would last three more days. He walked slowly, enjoying the peace of the forest paths, knowing that the wars were over and no one tracked him. He ate his lunch by a stream, drinking the cold, clear water. Then he napped. The grass felt cool against his neck as he watched the clouds drift over treetops. 

The next day followed as the previous one. He walked for hours, enjoying the peace around him. He began to see familiar landmarks, immersing himself into the comfort of Paglo. He neared the border now. He could almost smell the fresh bread from Brendan's ovens. Few things smelled as wonderful as melting butter on a hot slice of bread on an autumn's day. He stopped, suddenly, unable to remember what time of year it was, but then shrugged his shoulders and continued on his way. Seasons had no meaning for him anymore. It would always be winter; Elise was gone.

When he awoke after his nap that afternoon, he shivered. The sunset and the damp mist clung to him. He pulled his stained cloak tighter, hugging himself. Suddenly, he realized he wasn't alone. A black shape stood near a tree, not seven yards from him. It reminded him of Berimar's appearance at Blackthorne's gate so long ago, or so it seemed. He drew his sword, but the figure made no sound. He shivered, uncomfortable with swordplay despite his experiences. 

"I am not here to harm you, Culver, you must believe that." The figure spoke at last. 

"Who are you?" 

The figure was silent, and then sighed.

"I thought myself a great man once, but the great fall so far and so hard. I miss-stepped and here I am, a fugitive." 

"I don't know you." 

"Ah, of course not. Another example of my once great pride. But I know you. I was called Garlac, the Vizier of the Brotherhood of the Rose. As I said, my fate is deserved. I sought to fly too high and the sun burned me."

"Fly? You're Men. I don't understand." 

"Ah, I speak in riddles and metaphor. I assumed a poet would follow my speech." 

"I don't feel like a poet anymore." 

"Yes, your loss. You have my sympathy, dear Culver. I heard of the many talents of your Elise. I am sorry you lost her. May your heart mend soon." 

"Thank you." 

Garlac looked at Culver for a long while.

"I want to offer you a bargain. I have much lore, hidden away by the Brotherhood. What would you say if I could reunite you with Elise?" 

Culver sat bolt upright, his mouth twitching. 

"What would I say? She was my whole life. What price would be too dear?" 

"Exactly my thought," said Garlac. "Exactly my thought. In exchange I would like some of your gardening secrets."

"Gardening? Not what I'd expect from a former Vizier." 

"I concur. However, with your secrets I can make a great deal of money. Tuor weaving is in great demand and I believe traders would also welcome your garden products. It is a great opportunity. There are few options for me."

"Makes sense now. Gardening secrets for my Elise. How can you bring Elise back?"

"Not bring her back, but allow you to experience her presence again. The hollow place inside you will be filled. It's magic of a sort. I really can't explain it, but it works."

Culver sat thinking about Elise. Her memory was painful but now with Garlac's words he smelled the flowers she wore in her hair. He was sure her eyes searched for him. She still needed him and he must go to her.

"Magic? Is it dangerous?" 

"No, of course not, although it is not without cost. It might prove stressful for you, but you will be amazed at the result. I guarantee satisfaction. You will join Elise."

"I will try it," said Culver. "How soon?" 

"Immediately," said Garlac. He set out a candle and a mortar. Then he drew a line around Culver. "Sit very still and close your eyes. You must experience a little discomfort, but it is necessary."

Culver closed his eyes, thinking of Elise. Garlac spoke in a chant but Culver did not recognize the words and drifted back into his thoughts. He did not notice when Garlac stopped speaking.

Garlac watched silently, slowly licking his lower lip. His body seemed to shake briefly. He drew his dagger, walking close behind Culver. He looked at the sharp edge of the dagger, then at the trusting little Tuor. He paused, closing his eyes. Suddenly, the blade ripped across the Tuor's throat, blood pouring into the mortar. 
 

Culver felt himself drifting on a wide cool sea. There was no landfall anywhere. The sky was a warm blue, soothing him. Somehow he knew the sea was bottomless but there was no apprehension about its denizens. There was a closeness about the sea, like a small room although it appeared to be endless. His soul floated everywhere at once, becoming, and yet constant, moving and still, and the contradiction felt good. The pain of his life drifted from him as the water washed him and he yearned for the next step. His eyes were closed but he knew there was a bright light overhead. His fingers tingled and he thought all the warmth drained out of his body. Then he heard the voices. He recognized one voice, but the words were unclear. Then the bright light came nearer and the voices disappeared.
 

Garlac collected as much blood as he could and lit the candle. His hands were soaked in Culver's blood. It was time for the spell. Mortic had warned him not to use it, but there was no choice. He would die if he did not attempt it. He started chanting. 

A black mist rose out of the ground surrounding Garlac. Garlac's pale face dripped with sweat. His eyes nearly glowed through the mist, his hands shaking. His head snapped up. He saw movement in the near thicket. A lithe figure ran forward.

"Stop!" called the Daerlan. He jumped between Culver and Garlac. "What have you done?" 

"Too late, Navir! Too late!" cried Garlac, prancing around the candle. 

Navir knelt next to Culver, putting his hands on the wound and closing his eyes. His hands glowed with a golden light. Garlac, his face contorted, raised the dagger at Navir's back. Suddenly, a diamond tipped arrow pierced his chest. He fell heavily. Tomen entered the clearing, followed by King Ian, Avolan, and a company of Border Guard. Tomen knocked the candle over, covering it with dirt. The mist began to dissipate.
 

"I missed you, Elise," said Culver.

I know. I am glad to see you, but it is not your time. 


"I want to stay with you."

There is so much left for you to do. Our home waits for you. Our people wait for you. I will be here, waiting. Time has no purpose here. Live your life, and then come to me. It will be to me as a moment passing. I will be waiting. 


"I want to stay." 

Go back, dear Culver. One day we shall be together again, but not yet. Not yet. 


"He's opening his eyes," said Tomen. 

"It was a near thing," said Navir. Sweat dripped down his face. He wiped the hair out of his eyes. "I used all my skill to save him. I nearly failed."

"It was a good thing you followed him," said Avolan.

Avolan bent down to Culver's face. "He's still murmuring her name as if he's talking to her."

"He may have been," said Navir. "Some of the dead do not stray too far from their loved ones." 

"Aye, she did love him." 

The Tuors gently laid Culver on a litter and two of the Border Guard carried him followed by an honor guard. Navir, Avolan, Tomen and King Ian watched him go. No one spoke.

"Where will you go?" asked Avolan. 

"I don't know yet," said Navir. 

"You are welcome to stay in Paglo," said King Ian. "You would be honored here." 

"Thank you, but I would intrude." 

"Nonsense," said the King. "You will blend right in, except for your height of course. Culver would be glad of your company." 

"There's room in his house," said Avolan.

"There was extra room even before Elise died," said Tomen. "It is a comfortable house."

"I will think on it." 

"You are kindred spirits," said King Ian. "You have both lost dear ones."

Navir nodded, not trusting his voice, the rush of memories too strong. 

"Wynne stayed there," said Avolan, not looking at Navir. "She was comforted and healed there. It is a goodly place for sitting and thinking." 

"She did? Then I may stay. I'd like to think she would return here someday. I'll sit on the porch with Culver, listening to his poetry until then." He turned and followed Culver's litter. He felt a warm breeze caress his face. Overhead a hawk filled the sky with its cry. He looked up but only saw the shape as it vanished over the treetops. Elusive as memories. He smiled. It would be all right. Navir's heart sang. 
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