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Chapter 1




Give us the coin or die,” his uncle commanded the man in the black cloak. Julian looked at the man closely from where he was hiding in the stand of trees. There was something dangerous about him that made Julian uneasy. They had stealthily followed the stranger for a few miles before they made their move. His Uncle Raul said he was a small man and would be easy to take.
Julian felt wary about the man, he tried to tell his uncle he thought robbing this traveler was a bad idea; he got a busted lip for his effort.
Uncle Raul was right: the man was not tall and although Julian could not see his body because of the long black cloak that he had wrapped around him, he thought their intended victim seemed slender.
The traveler had black hair that fell just past his shoulders, but it was those green eyes of his that made Julian nervous—they seemed too calm for a man who was about to be robbed and murdered.
“Are you a simpleton? Did you hear what I told you? The coin, hand it over now. I won’t ask again,” his uncle threatened.
“Give us that cloak too,” Julian’s cousin Vlad added.
Julian watched as the traveler’s feet shifted ever so slightly. The boy noticed that his own palms had begun to sweat and he was holding his breath. 
The man reached into his cloak and threw a small pouch on the ground. “Take it,” the stranger said. “The few coppers I have are not worth your lives.” 
His uncle smiled and bent down without taking his eyes off the stranger and picked up the pouch; he shook it and put it into his pocket. “You’re a cocky bastard for a man outnumbered three to one. My son said he wanted the cloak, too, now hand it over.”
The dark-haired man looked at the sky for a moment as if he was checking the weather then slowly returned his gaze to Uncle Raul. “Winter is just passing. I will need this cloak, the nights are still cold.”
Julian watched as his two cousins spread out to the right and left of their victim, both with smug looks on their faces. 
“I think he’s just a coward, Father, let’s just kill him and take it.” Julian’s uncle nodded.
“Good idea, Stephan, why waste our time talking to this son of a gutter rat? Try not to get too much of his blood on the cloak.”
The man threw back his cloak. He was dressed in black leather leggings and a long-sleeve black jerkin, but that’s not what caught Julian’s eye. It was the hilt of the sword that hung from his waist. It appeared to Julian to be inlayed with gold and silver.
The traveler’s hand slowly moved down until it came to rest on the sword’s pommel. “I have given you what I have to give. I wish no trouble from you, just let me pass.”
Julian could see that his uncle was not even listening. His eyes, bloodshot from the drinking he did the night before, were staring at the hilt of the stranger’s sword. It was worth enough to keep them fed and his uncle in ale for months.
“Vlad, Stephan—kill him,” his uncle shouted. Julian had trouble following what happened after that; it was too fast.
The stranger’s blade whispered from its sheath and blocked his cousin Vlad’s ax attack. Then the stranger spun away toward Stephan with the grace of a dancer. His cousin raised his mace, but the man’s sword slid through his chest before he could deliver the blow. Stephan fell as Vlad swung his ax at the traveler’s head. The man ducked the ax cut, rolling away to come up behind Julian’s enraged cousin. The swordsman moved like water flowing through a stream making Vlad’s attack seem awkward and clumsy. Before his cousin could turn around the traveler’s sword sang through the air. Vlad’s head jumped from his shoulders and rolled across the dusty road. His uncle screamed with rage his sword coming up to strike the traveler down. The dark-haired man spun on his heel, his cloak spreading out in the cool evening breeze. The beautiful sword severed his Uncle Raul’s head from his neck. The body fell to its knees then toppled into the road. The traveler stood over the bodies, his blood-stained sword still in his hand. In a matter of seconds, all the family Julian had left in the world was dead.
Blood dripped from the tip of his sword. He had never killed before. Now three men lay dead at his feet. Their blood soaked into the dust of the dry road making a gruesome muck. Kian looked down at his grim work. Two of the brigands lay headless, the third had been pierced through the heart. He hadn’t wanted to kill them, but they had given him little choice; they had tried to waylay him for the few copper coins in his pouch. Even after he had even given them the little coin he carried, they still wanted to kill him for his cloak. Kian knew even if he had given them the cloak, the men still would have most likely found a reason to murder him.
He had dealt with thieves and cutpurses many times in his childhood—robbery and murder were a way of life for many of the residents of Thieves Port. He was no child now cowering before the ruffians of a crime-ridden city. He had trained his mind and body for forty years in the Blue Dagger Mountains with his master Gildor. So many years, it was almost half a human lifetime, but then he wasn’t human.
This was the first time he had drawn his sword to truly defend himself. It had been fast. His body just seemed to move on its own. Gildor had told him when the fighting started he would become his blade, and he had. Kian had walked the path of steel for forty years. He had honed his skills until they were second nature to him. The sword would forever be part of his life. Part of who he was. Gildor had taught him well. The lost techniques of the ancient Elven warriors were his now, but his master had never taught him how to feel after killing a man.
Kian cleaned the blood from his sword on one of the dead men’s shirts and sheathed it in its scabbard. He would oil the blade later. The Elven sword he carried was the most precious thing he owned. The blade had been polished to a high sheen. The hilt and pommel were both inlayed with silver and gold. Forged when the Elven race still ruled the world, he would be hard pressed to ever find its equal. It had been a gift from Gildor, so he always took time to care for it properly.
Kian wanted to bury the bodies. But having nothing to dig with, he dragged them off the road into some high grass so anyone that passed by would not have to look upon the gory scene. He retrieved his pouch from the dead man’s pocket and concealed the bodies as best he could. Then the Half Elf headed on down the dirt road, trying to digest what had just happened.
He remembered what his old master had told him. “You are the blade, boy—strong, flexible and sharp. When you kill to defend yourself or another, the blade has no regret nor should you.” He felt little remorse for the dead brigands; he knew if he hadn’t killed them he would be lying dead in the dusty road. If he was going to live the life of a warrior, he would have to temper his heart for the barbarity of combat. Gildor’s words echoed in his mind again. “You have too much empathy for your opponents, Kian, and a trusting nature—two things a warrior does not need.” He had spent many years trying to harden his heart, but it was one lesson he had failed to master.
He walked quickly from the scene of the fight; he wanted to cover as much ground as he could before it got dark. Kian hadn’t been out of the mountains for nearly forty years, he was very curious to find out what the world was truly like and he wanted to go home.
He hadn’t gone far down the road when he heard a horse whinny; the sound snapped his head around. A boy stood in a small stand of trees holding the reins of three horses; he couldn’t have been more than thirteen years old. A wave of guilt hit the swordsman: the boy had to belong to the men he had just killed. He walked towards the boy with his hands up, trying to show he meant no harm. Kian could see the boy was unkempt, his brown hair was a tangled mess and he was dressed in homespun clothing that looked like it hadn’t been washed in a very long time. 
Tears began to well up in the boy’s eyes and his lip quivered as Kian approached. He could tell the boy was scared, but to the young man’s credit he did not run away. “They won’t be back for the horses.”
The lad said nothing.
“They tried to kill me even after I gave them the coin.” Again the boy didn’t respond.
Kian reached out and took the reins of the horses out of his shaking hand; the boy offered him no resistance.
“What is your name?” Kian asked.
“Julian,” the boy answered quietly.
“Did you know the men well, Julian?”
Tears rolled down his red-chapped cheeks. “They were my family, my uncle and cousins.” Julian wiped the tears from his face with the back of his hand. “Are you going to kill me now?”
Kian felt disheartened, the boy thought he was nothing more than a common criminal or brigand. “No, Julian, I would never harm a defenseless boy, you have nothing to fear from me.”
Kian left the boy standing there, chest heaving, his tears coming now like a hard spring rain. The swordsman couldn’t tell if they were tears of relief, because he hadn’t been killed or tears for his slain family.
He walked the three horses away and tied their reins to one of the trees in the tiny grove where the boy was hiding, and he set to work building a small fire. This would be as good a place to camp as any. Trees and cover were meager in this part of Trimenia. The winter snows had only melted a few weeks ago and the night would be cold.
He watched Julian out of his peripherals as he made camp. The boy had sat down with his back to a tree, head down his arms wrapped around his legs. He would give the boy time when night came and he grew hungry and cold. Julian would come closer to the fire, and he could offer him food and water. Kian had no intention of leaving the boy out in the middle of nowhere to freeze or starve to death; he would try to see him safely to a town or village if the child would allow it. The warrior sat down and leaned back against a small oak tree and put his hands behind his head and waited.
As night crept closer, Julian began to get cold. He had started crying when he realized the swordsman was not going to kill him. Most of his tears had been because he was scared. Very few were for his dead relatives; he remembered all the times his uncle and cousins had been cruel to him. Nonetheless, the fact was, bad or not, they were all he had and now he didn’t know what he would do. Trimenia was a grim land in which a boy his age wouldn’t last long on his own.
He looked at the stranger. The man sat with the long sword he carried across his knees rubbing it with an oily rag. The traveler must be a great warrior, the young man thought, he had easily killed his uncle and cousins and they were the toughest men Julian knew.
His father and Uncle Raul had been farmers once, until their land was taken by Baron Serban. Serban was the nobleman that governed the land where his family had once lived. He had killed Julian’s father and taken his mother away. After she was taken to the Baron’s castle, Julian never saw his mother again. That’s when he had moved in with his uncle. The Baron had taken his uncle’s lands a few months later, and his uncle had blamed Julian for it. That’s when they all had become bandits. Julian didn’t want to be a bandit, but his uncle said there was no choice if he wanted to eat. His uncle had grown mean and bitter after that. When he was drunk, he beat Julian and treated him little better than a dog. His cousins were no better. They too took their frustrations out on Julian. The boy realized that he wasn’t really sad his cousins and uncle were dead; he was sad because now he was alone.
The sun was going down. Julian knew there were many wolves in the Kingdom of Trimenia and the Warrior’s fire looked very inviting. He got up and slowly walked over to get warm. Julian thought if the man was going to hurt him, he already would have. Besides this, Kian had said he meant him no harm. And he had spoken with such certainty that Julian knew it was the truth.
Kian watched the boy come towards the fire. He stopped and stood just inside the ring of light the flame cast. “Come sit down, Julian. I have a little food you can have.” The boy sat down; he was starving since he hadn’t eaten at all today. He held his hands out to the small blaze the swordsman had built. The evening air was so cold Julian could see his breath.
The fire felt good, its heat making his face almost hot. Without its warmth, the night would have been miserable for him.
Kian leaned over for the small pack and water-skin he carried. His long black hair swung forward and parted exposing his ear. He heard Julian gasp. 
“Your ear, it’s pointed,” the boy stammered.
Kian sighed. “Yes, I guess they are slightly pointed.”
“Are you an Elf?” the boy asked wide-eyed.
The swordsman shook his head. “No, I’m not an Elf.”
The boy seemed almost disappointed. “I have never seen an Elf before. The priest in our village said they are nasty creatures and God has no place for them in his heart.” 
Kian threw an apple from his pack to the boy. “I’m not an Elf, but my mother was.” 
Julian pointed his finger at Kian. “You’re a half-breed, the priest of our church talked about them too. He said that’s even worse than being an Elf. He said it was an abomination before God for a human to breed with an Elf.” 
Kian looked at the boy and saw the wonder in his eyes. Kian was a rarity, something not meant to exist, according to the Holy Tome of the human Church; he knew all too well what the world thought of his kind. What the boy had said didn’t anger him; he had heard it all before. Besides Julian didn’t seem malicious just genuinely curious. “Your priest is wrong. I’m just like any other man. No better no worse.” 
“I heard all the Elves were gone from the world, except the ones that lived in Sylonia. What are you doing here in Trimenia? What is your name?” 
The half-breed smiled in spite of himself. The boy seemed full of questions. “My name is Kian, and what I’m doing here is a very long story.” 
“I love stories,” Julian said. “My father would tell us stories every night when I was little.”
He marveled at the boy’s resilience; a few hours ago he had killed his uncle and two cousins, now he wanted Kian to tell him a story. Maybe he hadn’t been that close to them, the swordsman thought, or maybe he was just amazed to see something as unique as a Half Elf. There were very few of his kind in the world, even Kian only knew of one other and that was his twin brother, Tavantis.
“What happened to all the Elves, Kian? My father told me once there were huge numbers of them and they had their own Kingdoms, is that true?” Julian asked scooting a little closer to the half-breed.
Kian took a drink from his water-skin and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I can only tell you what my mother and my master Gildor told me. It was the God of Death, the Reaper, that destroyed the Elven race. No one ever knew why he despised the Elven nation; some said it was a grudge he carried from the dawn of time, others said it was because the Elves would not worship at his altar. Whatever the cause, he wanted to destroy my mother’s people. The Reaper caused the humans of the world to hate the Elves, and he taught mankind the ways of battle. The Death God organized them into a mighty army, the Army of Desolation. He and the humans waged war against the Elven nations for millennia. The Reaper was not content to just defeat the Elves; he wanted to eliminate the entire race.”
“The Elves however were not without great warriors of their own and mages of immense power. They fought back with unheard of courage and valor.” 
“Did they win?” Julian asked hopefully. 
Kian paused and looked out into the night, then he shrugged. “In the end, who can stand against Death?” Kian rubbed the stubble on his face. He didn’t like talking about the Elven race’s fate, but the boy had asked. “After the Elves were defeated, humans dominated the world and the fearsome God of Death returned to hell. Very few Elves still remained in the world. Without the Reaper to fuel the humans’ hearts with hate, even mankind tired of the bloodshed. Only the Reaper’s personal guard, the Horsemen of the Red Hand, still hunted the Elves. A few years later when finally the Red Hand vanished from the world, the Elves that remained were driven into what is now known as the March of Sylonia. What remains of my mother’s people are there.”
Julian shifted uncomfortable at the horrible story. “Why do they stay there?” The boy asked, “If the Death God is gone can’t they return to their lands?”
“The Elves are few now and their lands belong to humans. The Elven race is still hated by most of mankind. A few strike out on their own, some even live outside Sylonia, like my mother. They try to dwell among men, but most of them just live in the poverty and misery of the March shunned and despised by mankind.” 
“Why is it you don’t live in Sylonia, Kian? Then you could be with people that don’t hate you.” The boy’s eyes went wide, and he held his hands out to the swordsman. Kian could see Julian thought he had said the wrong thing. 
“I don’t hate you. I was talking about other people.” Julian corrected himself.
Kian wrapped his black cloak tighter around himself; the night air had grown colder. “I cannot. The Elves hate those of us with human blood more than your church does, Julian. Those of us you call “half-breeds” have no home. We aren’t wanted by the humans or the Elves. Both races look on us with contempt.” Kian didn’t want to talk about his heritage anymore, so he decided to change the subject. “That is enough stories for one night. I think you should rest now and try to sleep. You can travel with me tomorrow if you wish. I will see you get safely to a village or town.” 
Julian yawned. “I am tired, and I will go with you in the morning, Kian.” The swordsman pulled a small blanket from his pack and gave it to the boy. Julian curled up on the ground near the fire. In the distance, a wolf howled. “Kian, do you think the Reaper will ever come back from hell?” 
The half-breed threw a few more sticks on the fire and settled down with his back against a tree—he had scared the boy with his story. “The Old Gods are gone, Julian they have been for a very long time. I don’t think they will ever return, now go to sleep.” Kian looked at the boy and saw he already slumbered.
***
Morning came and they ate a sparse breakfast of dried meat and hard bread. Kian was glad to have the horses; he would be able to travel much faster now. He picked a big chestnut mare from the trio of horses; Julian rode a smaller grey mountain horse. The mountain horses weren’t fast, but they were steady and strong. Kian was not an accomplished rider, he could count the times he had ridden on one hand, but his balance was uncanny so he had little trouble controlling the mare. 
Julian told Kian his story as they rode along. Most of it focused on his mother, Kian could tell by the way Julian talked that he had been very close to her. “When I get older, I will find out what happened to her even if I have to go to Baron Serban’s castle myself. If he harmed her, I will kill him for it,” Julian said with conviction. The boy made Kian think of his own mother. “If anyone harmed my mother I too would want revenge. Gildor always said that vengeance was a dangerous thing, and it must never consume a man’s life.” 
Julian brushed his course brown hair out of his eyes. “Why did he think it was dangerous? I think it would be dangerous for the man you were seeking revenge on.”
Kian grinned. “I said that very thing to my master, he said that if a man let the pursuit for revenge become the most important thing in his life one day it would devour his soul, and in the end he would be left with nothing.” 
Julian was silent for a moment, taking in what Kian had just told him. “If someone hurt your mother, what would you do, Kian?” 
The swordsman stopped his horse and looked at the boy. The swordsman’s brows lowered, and Julian leaned away from the Half Elf’s intense gaze. “I would kill them.”
Keeping the Blue Dagger Mountains to their right, the Swordsman and the boy rode on through Trimenia. The country was bleak and the soil rocky. Though rain blew in from the sea quite often, there were few farms; in most places the soil was just too thin to grow a crop. As they made their way south and the mountains grew distant, large pine and sycamore trees began to line the road. The rocky hills gave way to the dark and eerie forests of southern Trimenia. 
Kian was pleased that they had not run into many others traveling on the road. The only traffic had been the two tinker wagons they had seen. The tinkers traveled the roads from village to village, fixing people tools and utensils. They were well known for keeping to themselves and didn’t give Kian and Julian a second glance. 
Kian was afraid if they ran into the wrong people along the way there could be trouble because of his lineage. He had the boy with him now and didn’t want to risk putting Julian in danger, so they moved along as quickly and quietly as they could. He could pass as a human at a glance; unlike true Elves he had some facial hair. He could not grow a full beard but left unshaved his face had enough stubble to help hide his true identity. Closer inspection however would reveal his mother’s high cheekbones and tapering chin and his flawless skin—not to mention if someone happened to see his ears not truly pointed like an Elf’s but too upswept to deny his blood.
Trimenia was not known for its friendly people, his master had told him. He would wait until they rode into Phlosha to find a place for Julian. When he told Julian what he intended the boy offered him no argument. The hill people of Phlosha were fierce fighters, but Gildor had said they were not an unfriendly folk—at least to other humans. He would try to find a village that would allow the boy to stay and leave Julian there. He used to complain about the old man’s insistence on him learning to read and write. Gildor made him study the Kingdoms of the world and their histories. Maps had also been a favorite of the old man; he said it was always good to know where you were and where you were going. He regretted giving Gildor such a hard time about the education his old master wanted him to have. Now that he had left the valley he saw the wisdom of it.
“Was your father a warrior too?” The boy’s question shook him from his daydreaming. 
“I don’t know, Julian, I never knew my father.” 
The boy looked confused. “Did he die like mine?”
“You ask a great deal of questions,” Kian said. 
“There is nothing else to do when you ride but talk.” The Half Elf shrugged. The boy had a point. “You are right, Julian it’s just been a long time since I had someone to talk to, you will have to excuse my lack of manners. To answer your question, I don’t know if my father is alive or dead because I don’t know who he was. My mother never told me. When I asked her, she always said it was not important.”
“Where do you come from, Kian?” The boy was very chatty, Kian thought. The Half Elf was not much of a talker, and he didn’t like to talk about himself at all. He was a soft-spoken man and had spent a great deal of time alone. It was hard for him to answer the boy’s questions. “I was born in the free city of Thieves Port.” 
“Did you have a nice home?”
“I think that is enough questions for today, Julian, we should start looking for a place to stop for the night.” The boy stopped talking. Kian could tell he was a little disappointed his interrogation had been cut off. He didn’t want to tell the boy he grew up in a brothel and his mother was the rarest of the houses assets, an Elven whore. Human men loathed the Elven race, but many overlooked the fact to lay with his mother for a night. He couldn’t tell this young boy the story of his childhood. He was not ashamed of his mother; he just didn’t wish to discuss lewd details of a brothel with a boy. The story of his childhood was not a happy one, and it was better left in the past. 
***
As they traveled farther south the road became narrower and the trees seemed to close in on them with each passing day. The sun stayed hidden behind the low clouds, heavy with moisture and it was hard to keep anything dry. 
A week from the Phloshain border a heavy mist began to come down making the day miserable for both travelers. The trees were so heavy with dew that when it was quiet the water dripping from the leaves made it sound like it was raining inside the forest. Kian looked up at the clouds. “Let’s find somewhere to get out of this, Julian.” The boy’s hair was already plastered to his head from the drizzle, and he was shivering. They turned the horses west towards the mountains. The clouds began to thicken and the drizzle had turned to rain. 
Their spare horse reared up on its hind legs, the reins were nearly jerked from Kian’s hands almost pulling him out of the saddle. He looked back and at once saw what had frightened the animal. 
A pack of wolves were coming up fast behind them. “Julian, ride,” Kian shouted to the boy. He let go of the trailing horse just as the wolves slammed into it like a giant’s war hammer. In moments the horse was down on its side in the road being torn apart by the pack. Three of the wolves still gave chase not staying back with the rest of the pack to feast on the fresh kill. 
The lead wolf was large and its fur black as night. Kian could see the beasts were gaining on Julian. The boy’s smaller horse would never out run the wolves. He had to act or Julian was dead.
Kian yanked his horse to a stop and slid from the saddle. He barely had time to pull his blade before the wolves were on him. The first leaped for his throat. The swordsman thrust his blade piercing the wolf through the chest. The second went for his leg; the animal yelped as Kian’s boot met its jaw. The black wolf had passed him by and went straight for the boy. From the corner of his eye, Kian could see Julian’s horse go down in a heap. The black wolf was standing atop the animal like a victorious King. 
He wanted to go to the boy but he had to keep his attention on the grey wolf in front of him. Kian knew he had to kill the animal quickly to have any chance to get to the boy in time. He went on the attack; the beast was too fast jumping back when he thrust at it. The wolf was wary now, the kick he had given it had shown the animal this man could hurt it.
The grey wolf bared its teeth and lunged at the Half Elf, mouth wide open. Kian spun on his heel making the wolf miss him, he brought the long sword down on the animals back shearing through its spine.
He raced to Julian’s horse that lay dying on the ground. Kian saw how huge the black beast was, easily twice the size of the grey wolves he had killed. The wolf had sunk its teeth into the boy’s shoulder and was dragging him toward forest. The Kian sprinted towards the creature, determined not the let the animal carry Julian away. The monstrous wolf turned his head with the boy still in its jaws and looked at the swordsman sprinting towards it. Kian stopped when he saw the beast’s eyes; there was a strange intelligence in them. The wolf opened his slavering mouth and dropped the boy to the ground and loped off to the west.
Kian ran to where Julian lay on the ground, still keeping one eye on the fleeing wolf. The boy was unconscious but breathing steady. The wound on his shoulder looked bad, the wolf had not just punctured his flesh. It had ripped and torn it. Kian cut strips from his cloak and bandaged the boy’s wound with the pieces of the wet garment, then wrapped the boy in what was left of the ruined cloak.
Down to only the chestnut mare now Kian slung Julian across the saddle in front of him and started to search for a place to get out of the rain. The sky began to rumble and the rain pounded down soaking them both to the bone. It took the Half Elf over an hour to find shelter. A bank where a massive tree stood, its gnarled roots exposed where part of the bank had eroded away. Kian tied the mare to one of its roots and pulled Julian up under the overhanging bank. It wasn’t much, but it let them at least keep the rain off their heads. 
Julian had not stirred since the wolf attack. He was still wrapped in the torn cloak and Kian covered him with the blanket from his pack. It was not much drier than the cloak, but it seemed like the thing to do.
It took until nightfall for the warrior to build a fire, the wood being soaked from the rain. He finally ripped his pack into pieces after it had dried, and he used flint and steel to light it. It was well after dark before the fire offered any warmth at all. Kian leaned back against the cold damp soil exhausted and kept watch over the boy.
“Kian, are you awake?” The Half Elf opened his eyes and saw Julian staring at him. Kian was shocked; he thought he would have to care for the boy several days before he could move around. “Julian you shouldn’t be up, how do you feel?” he asked.
Julian looked at his bandaged shoulder. “Better, it doesn’t hurt much. I’m sure I can ride.” 
Kian shook his head, as he examined the shoulder. The wound had looked much worse to him before, but now that the rain had cleaned away the blood it didn’t look so bad. “The wolf killed your horse Julian, you will have to ride double with me.” 
“Oh” was all Julian said, but Kian could tell the death of the horse bothered him. Kian breathed a sigh of relief—the attack could have turned out much worse.
***
Julian’s wound had gotten better with each passing day. By the time the pair rode into Phlosha, the boy was all but healed. The Hillmen of Phlosha were clannish and had no King. Each village or town was led by a hetman or chieftain. The clans often made war against each other—the only time the Phloshains united as a country was to repel an outside invader. 
The two travelers rode through the hills and vales for several days enjoying their beautiful surroundings and warmer weather. Kian found himself trying to delay finding Julian a home—he was beginning to enjoy the boy’s company. The half-breed had never had a friend. He didn’t count Gildor; he had been more like a father. Julian was the closest thing to a friend Kian ever had, and he liked the feeling. He knew he would have to leave him though; it would be far too dangerous for the boy to come along with him.
A few days later Kian found a small village nestled in a green valley. The men of the village met him wearing their traditional kilts. They had donned chainmail and armed themselves with sword and spear. He explained that he wished to leave the boy with them. “Leave him and go half-breed. Your ungodly kind is not welcome here.” Kian didn’t argue, he had expected worse.
The boy looked unhappy as Kian prepared to leave. “This is Farwell, Julian. I hope you do well here.” 
“Can’t I come with you, Kian?” 
The swordsman’s throat tightened; he hoped the boy wouldn’t do this. “No, Julian. I’m going home to Thieves Port to see my mother and brother and that is no place a young man like you should be.” 
“Maybe we will see each other again?” the boy said hopefully. Kian knew that wasn’t likely, but he didn’t want to disappoint Julian any further. “I’m sure I will pass this way again someday when I do I will find you.” Kian handed the reins of the horse to Julian and took the pouch from his belt and gave it to the boy. It held the few copper coins he had left. 
Julian tried to hand the horse’s reins back to the Half Elf. “You can have the horse, Kian, and you might need the money to get home.”
Kian smiled thinly at the boy and patted him on the shoulder. “The horse belongs to you, Julian and perhaps the money will keep you fed for a while until you make a start here.” Kian waved goodbye to Julian and headed to the south, a pauper. 





Chapter 2 


The city of Turill hadn’t change much since Prince Cain had been gone. The capital city of Bandara still teemed with people. The streets near the sea were heavy with tradesmen and merchants loading and unloading goods from the ships in Fair Wind Harbor. The smell of the ocean, the sound of the gulls reminded Cain of his childhood. As a boy he used to watch the ships come in to the harbor from the eastern palace windows. In the hub of the city it was no different, only it was wagons that were being loaded and unloaded instead of the huge trade ships.
The sound of clinking coins changing hands was everywhere. The capital was alive with trade. Turill was one of the places on the Middle Continent that the Gold Road passed through. In fact its great eastern branch ended in the heart of the city. That area of the city had of course become the trade district and held the Great Market of Bandara. It was said you could find almost any item you wanted there and any service as well from butchers to barbers, fortunetellers to fishmongers. The Great Market of Bandara had everything a man could want. 
Many people said that was why it was called the Gold Road. It brought trade to every town or city it passed through. Cain had been told when he was a young boy that the Gold Road got its name from the yellow stones used in its construction. Legend said it was constructed by Dwarven craftsmen thousands of years ago and that their wizards enchanted each and every stone and that is why the road had lasted down through the centuries. 
Cain didn’t know if he believed that or not, but it had outlasted the Dwarves themselves, no one had seen one in hundreds of years. Old tales said the Reaper had killed all of them. He didn’t know if that was true or not either. What Cain did know to be fact was the road brought huge amounts of trade to Bandara, and trade meant gold and gold was power. 
Most of Bandara was fertile farm ground. There were other cities in Bandara to be sure. Most were small and very rural compared to the Bandaran capital of Turill. The city was the life’s blood of the Kingdom. Thousands were proud to call it their home. Here they lived in the shadow of the great walls the Phoenix Queen had constructed around the city. Like a great blanket, the walls made the people feel safe and protected. Safely behind the fortifications created by the famed Queen, they believed nothing could harm them. The people of Turill were healthy, happy, and prosperous.
There was another reason that the city was a hotbed of trade and the citizens flourished: his father King Aaron had lowered taxes until they were almost nonexistent. Commoners did very well in Bandara; the taxes on goods coming in and out of Bandara were very slight. So was what came out of the merchants, farmers, and stockmen’s pockets in taxes, the crown reaped little of the good fortune of the masses. The herdsmen and farmers lined their pockets with gold, being paid more than fair prices for their livestock and crops. Yes, the people love their King. Good King Aaron always smiling, always happy, waving from the royal balcony. He wanted to give the peasants better lives than they ever could have dreamed of. He had told the council he wanted none of his subjects to ever have to live in poverty. Cain knew what he really wanted was to be flattered and cajoled and hear the peasants tell him how wondrous it was to live under his rule. So ten years ago the King decided he had amassed enough wealth and lowered taxes throughout the realm to feed his vanity. 
There were problems though; he seemed not to care that the aristocracy loathed him. They hated the fact that the peasantry did so well on the lands owned by the nobles and paid so little for the privilege. It caused the Lord’s coffers to grow leaner every year. Their families had helped to build and defend the Kingdom since Bandara’s founding, now they felt cheated by their monarch. The noble landholders had come to despise the King’s policies, the commoners, and the King himself. Now the sad fact was his father had almost bankrupted the country so he could revel in the gratitude of his people. Only an incompetent ruler could’ve done that with so much gold flowing through the streets of his city. Cain had come to hate his father and the shame he had brought to their house. When the Prince had tried to talk to him about it a few years ago, King Aaron had laughed and told him what the nobility could do with their complaints.
Cain had only taken two of the Royal Guards with him today. He had little to fear in Turill, he was the son of good King Aaron—no one would dare assault good Prince Cain. He hated when the peasants called him that. The women smiled at him from the street as he rode along, the Prince was young and attractive—not the looks his sister had, but he was fair. His dark brown hair was cut short, he had his father’s aquiline nose, his mother’s blue eyes, and he sported the same goatee as the Knights of Tyro. He knew they gawked and waved because he was a Prince, not because his looks were so arresting; the commoners had forgotten their place in Bandara. He was starting to hate the people as much as he did his father. How dare they look at him the same way they would an ordinary man. When he became King, he would change that—they would learn how they should treat their betters.
His guards were dressed in their traditional red and gold uniforms the colors of the Bandaran phoenix. Cain had chosen not to dress in any finery. He wore a simple deep burgundy gambeson and breeches. After all he was going to be sparring with Talorn today—the brute would most likely ruin any clothing he wore anyway. It would be good to see his old friend again, he had wanted Talorn to go with him to study in Asqutania, the capital of the great Kingdom of Tyro, but Talorn’s father Lord Blackthorn had not allowed it. He said Talorn could learn more from him than any school his son could ever attend. So Cain had to leave his friend behind. 
He had been away for four years only visiting on a few occasions that his father had sent for him, like Raygan’s birthdays. Raygan would be fifteen now, five years his junior. His little sister had grown into one of the most beautiful women Bandara had ever known. Nobles and commoners alike adored her. From the day of her birth, she had come between Cain and his father.
The King showered his little daughter with love and to Cain’s knowledge never had denied her anything she had ever asked for. Raygan acted like the Kingdom was her personal playground. The people of Turill said on the day she was born the sun grew brighter and the air smelled sweeter. 
It made him sick to think about how the people fawned over her, their father most of all. As Raygan grew older, Cain felt the King pushed him aside, spending more and more time with his beautiful daughter. 
The damn gardens, that was the worst, the palace was known to have some of the most beautiful gardens and grounds in the entire world. People came from afar just to gaze on the beauty of the royal gardens of Bandara. That was Raygan and his father’s handiwork. It began when she was a small child and had asked King Aaron for an enchanted land to play in. The two of them had worked on “their” garden to the point of obsession. Cain had to confess that it was beautiful, though he never would admit that to his sister or father. The cherry trees they had planted years ago were blooming, and every spring Raygan had the royal gardeners cut the hedges in the shapes of animals and beasts, even the Old Gods. When Bishop Lyfair protested and said that the hedges were disrespectful to God, the King had ignored him and let Raygan have her way. They had filled the palace grounds with birdbaths and small ponds. The place had become a haven for small woodland creatures and all kinds of birds. The King loved it and of course had it opened to his beloved people so they could share in its beauty. 
Every commoner in Bandara knew that Raygan was the King’s favorite. Cain knew it too, he always had. That was okay though, Raygan could have their father’s adoration and the stupid garden, he would have the throne in the end. That was all he wanted from his father now anyway. He had given up on winning his father’s love long ago; Cain felt ignored and inferior because of the way King Aaron flaunted his affection for his little Princess. Cain had even gone so far as to begin intentionally irritating the King every chance he got—most times, by hurting his sister’s delicate feelings. The Prince began a campaign to distance himself from his father. Then when he was overshadowed by Raygan, it would not hurt as much.
When he finally grew so annoying that the King politely suggested he attend the school in Asqutania. Cain jumped at the chance. Asqutania was also the home of the Grand Cathedral of Tyro and home to the Holy Father of the Church, Pope Ammiel. He had learned a great deal about ruling a country there, more than he would have ever learned from his father. Cain felt his father had little to teach him about being a ruler, unless he wanted to learn to build gardens or throw parties. He had been happy to be away from his father and especially Raygan. In the great city of Asqutania, he would not have to feel inadequate and unwanted.
It had been different when Cain was younger; he had wanted nothing more than to win his father’s attention. He had excelled at everything, his studies, the hunt, and his skills on the tournament field were second only to his friend Talorn. It had all done him no good. Every time he tried he had failed to get King Aaron to see what a “good” son he was. At best he got a pat on the head and a “well done son,” never the pride and love he showed Raygan. When Cain was older, he thought that his father favored her because their mother, Queen Elisabeth, had died giving birth to his sister. Cain had only been five years old when his mother died, and he remembered little of her. All he did remember was that it took his father years to get over her death. Raygan greatly favored their mother in her looks; perhaps the reason for his father’s over inflated love for her was as simple as she reminded him of the woman he had loved. It didn’t matter what the reason was now. The Prince knew it would be his time soon enough. 
King Aaron Albana was dying. He had received word from the royal healer, Finn Selmac, that his father had little time left, and he should return home immediately. Cain had seen his father twice since he had been back, and he believed Selmac’s judgment was sound. The visits had been brief, he did not like to be around the sick and dying; his father was both. He would wait for his father’s death and when the time came he would change Bandara and make it strong again. He would fill the royal treasury with the commoner’s undeserved wealth and show the peasantry that having noble blood was a thing that should be revered and respected. Show them gardens and balls were for fools, he would bring an end to the decadence infecting his country. The bards would sing again about the glory of the phoenix throne. Sing the song of King Cain. He might even have those damn gardens burned to the ground just for spite. The thought of it made him grin.
***
The day was warm for spring and the sun bright. It was a perfect day for a little exercise. It had been a while since Cain had held a sword or lance in his hand. He had gone to Asqutania to train his mind, not his sword arm, and he had found little time to spar with the many young knights that resided in the great city. It had caused him to become a bit rusty. It would be good to have a joust or two with Talorn. The young Sir Blackthorn was unmatched in martial skills, but Cain knew he was the smarter of the two—Talorn had never been one for studying.
At twenty, Cain felt like he was already more educated and worldly than most of the nobles of his father’s court. Most of royal council was made up of mindless idiots his father had appointed because they were friends of his or they agreed with the King’s absurd policies. He had been told when he returned that since the King had fallen ill it was Bishop Lyfair and Lord William Blackthorn, Talorn’s father, who were truly running the country. Cain thought of all the royal council those two would be the men he would have chosen to run the country while the King lay dying. Neither of the men were one of his father’s lackeys. 
Bishop Lyfair had been in Bandara since the death of King Alfred Albana, Cain’s grandfather. He had been appointed as a young priest to serve Bishop Rails, the former Bishop of Bandara. A few years into his father’s reign, Rails had fallen ill and died of natural causes, and Lyfair had been appointed the new Bishop to Bandara. The appointment had come from the great Church itself. 
King Aaron loved his new Bishop. Lyfair helped his King with all the drudgeries that came with the crown. His father hated the day-to-day responsibilities that a King must handle. The Bishop took care of most of the mundane responsibilities of running the Kingdom for his sovereign giving King Aaron more time to indulge in eating, drinking, and revelry—the things his father truly loved. He had to admit that Lyfair did a fine job with the bureaucracy of the Kingdom. 
The Lord of Braxton Bluff, William Blackthorn, was a true noble. His family had been landholders in Bandara since its founding. He was descended from the mighty Braxton Blackthorn, who fought alongside the Phoenix Queen five hundred years before. It was said he had also proved himself a fine warrior years ago in a brief war with Abberdon right after King Aaron took the throne. William was intelligent and decisive. It was more than likely that Lyfair and Blackthorn were the only reason Cain had a Kingdom to inherit. Without their help, his father would have most likely lost it by now. He owed them both his gratitude.
Cain rode into the tournament grounds with his chest out and a stern look on his face. The grooms and pages who worked in the tournament grounds stables all began running to and fro seeing to any needs the Prince might have. The place looked impressive. A few new canopies had been added to keep the sun and rain off the spectators. His father loved to watch jousting but had never participated in a tilt in his life. The sight of blood had always made the King uncomfortable, and he had never been very athletic. What King Aaron did love was the fanfare that came along with the joust. There were several tournaments a year in Bandara and almost all the nobles took part. They had become quite the big social events. The lords and ladies attended, all wearing their finest clothing. The participants themselves were clad in their best armor and rode the finest horses they owned. Everyone feasted for days before the tournaments even started. Some said the events even rivaled those in the Grand Stadium of Asqutania. His father, if nothing else, had a knack for planning splendid events with great extravagance and pageantry.
As he approached, Cain could see Talorn already armored and on his horse riding the rings. The Prince was a little jealous of his friend’s horsemanship abilities. The big white stallion Talorn rode followed his commands like he could read the knight’s mind. The rings were a test of accuracy; Lord Blackthorn the younger was a master at it, very seldom failing to put his lance through the ring. Talorn was the best knight in Bandara; he had won tournament after tournament. King Aaron had always said Talorn had been born to be a knight. His friend’s skill was something he and his father agreed on. 
Talorn saw the Prince and dismounted. His armor shining in the sun, polished to a high sheen just like the Knights of Tyro. Talorn took off his great helm and handed it to his squire. The young Lord shook out his long, blonde curly locks and walked over and clasped his Prince’s hand. Cain smiled his friend’s famous golden hair and good looks, which made many of the women in Bandara swoon. They all wanted the handsome and strong Lord Blackthorn to favor them with his attention. He could easily have his pick of any woman in Bandara. The problem was that, as proficient and skilled with arms and horses as Talorn was, he was equally awkward and uncomfortable with women. It was a secret Talorn had only shared with Cain.
“Highness, you have finally arrived. I thought sure your fear of my abilities had kept you at the palace.” The young Knight dismounted and stood tall, grinning at his Prince with that well-known smile. Cain gave him a friendly push. 
“We will see who’s afraid of whom when the day is done, you arrogant ass.” 
“It’s not arrogance, Highness, when one speaks the truth.” Both men laughed. “Let us begin, get my armor off the horse and help me get ready, Verkan, you will act as my squire today,” Cain yelled to one of his bodyguards. 
“I will be waiting for you in the lists, Highness.” 
“Damn you, Talorn, its Cain here, stop with the ‘Your Highness’ foolishness. We’ve known each other since we were children.” 
“I was practicing for when you’re King,” Talon said, grinning as he walked back to his horse. “Beside I haven’t seen you for a long time. I didn’t know how big your ego had gotten,” the knight called over his shoulder.
***
Sweat ran down Cain’s face, making him look like he had been out in the rain. His hair was wet with it, and he was hot. The day had grown warmer, and the great helm he wore had been suffocating. Talorn and the Prince had made ten passes. Cain had lost all of them, and Talorn had unhorsed him four times. Cain wanted to be angry with his friend but he couldn’t be. He had to admire the knight’s uncanny skill. Talorn was unbeatable; it was as simple as that. Trying to defeat him was like trying to defeat a storm.
Talorn came out of one of the tournament grounds out buildings carrying two large goblets of wine. He was trying not to smile as he handed one to the Prince. Cain drained half of it in one swallow. 
“I needed that,” the Prince said. 
“You’re getting better every time we joust, my Prince. I fear before long it will be my ass that is lying in the dust.” 
Cain shook his head. “No, my friend, you are a true wonder. You are too good to ever be beaten by anyone, myself included. When I take the throne there will be no doubt I will choose you as my champion. That is, if you will accept of course.” 
Talorn squatted down and took a drink of his wine. “I would like that very much, if I have the time.” 
“What do you mean, if you have the time?” Cain said almost insulted.
 “There are some things I would like to talk to you about along those lines Cain.” 
“Along what lines … what do you mean?” 
Talorn finished off his goblet and stood up. “Things that need to be done after you are crowned.” 
Cain wondered what Talorn had to say that made the knight lose his usual jocularity and become so serious. 
“Tell me now, damn it,” Cain said feigning outrage. “You know I hate waiting for anything.” 
Talorn turned to the Prince. “I will after you try to best me with a sword.”
Cain smiled and threw up his hands. “Okay, if you want me to wait, I’ll wait.” 
Talorn put his arm around the Prince and started walking him back out to the tournament field. 
Cain stopped and looked at his friend. “Now, I don’t want to be to beaten up. I have important meetings with several of the council members later today, so take it easy on me.” 
“I will make sure you can walk into the council chamber, Highness—but as far as taking it easy on you, I don’t think that would be prudent a King of Bandara should be as good a warrior as he is a statesman.” 
Cain smiled. “Very true, my friend, but the King should also not be so battered that he can’t attend his meetings.” 
Talorn rubbed his hands together and looked at his Prince. “I will see what I can do, Highness.”
Cain was pleased with the sword practice. He didn’t ever defeat Talorn, but he held his own this time and managed to get in a few strikes of his own. The two men had removed their armor and now sat on one of the public benches in their shirts and breeches cooling off in the spring breeze. 
The stadium looked even bigger empty, Cain thought; the King had built large sets of benches all around the field for his people to watch the tournaments. It was similar to the design of the Grand Stadium in Tyro but not quite as large or ornate. 
“You fought well today, Cain,” Talon said. 
Cain rubbed his shoulder where one of Talorn’s harder blows had landed. “I spent too much of my time reading books in Tyro, I have gotten a little slower with my defense.” 
Talorn gazed out to the empty field. “I know is wrong, but sometimes I wish for war. It’s the only way to test a man’s true skill and courage.” 
“Nonsense,” Cain said pointing to the field. “The tournaments offer the same thing and you have proven your courage and skill countless times, there is no need to wage war only to affirm the same thing.” The Prince slapped Talorn on the back. “Have you turned into a war-monger since I’ve been gone?” 
The knight gave him a halfhearted grin. “The two are not the same, my Prince, the men you face on this field are only trying to beat you, not kill you. Death can only come by chance and then in only rare cases. Without the fear of death, tournaments are just a game. Battle is the true test.” 
Talorn took a deep breath. “Last year, I fought in some border skirmishes with the Abberdonians.” 
Cain sat straight up. “Has King Havalon grown so bold he dared to cross into Bandara?” 
“He has grown that bold, my Prince, with cause, the Bandaran army is not what it was when you left four years ago.” Cain shook his head in contempt; he knew who was responsible for that. 
Talorn continued. “That’s why my father had me lead a company of his personal knights against some of the Abberdonian light cavalry. We clashed with them on three separate occasions before we drove them back across the border. It has been the only time in my life I knew fear, now the tournaments leave me unfulfilled. I yearn to lead an entire army into battle.” Talorn looked Cain directly in the eye. “I assure you, my friend, the tournament field and the battlefield are quite different. Once you’ve tasted the quickening of combat tournaments become … insignificant.” 
Cain took a deep breath and leaned back on the bench stretching his already stiffening muscles; it had been too long since some of them had been used. “I suppose you’re right, the two are different. At least you gave the Abberdonians a good taste of Bandaran steel. I’m sure it will be a long time before King Havalon attacks our border again.” 
“I don’t think he will need to attack again,” Talorn said. The Prince’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me?”
The two men sat in silence for a moment. Talorn seemed nervous and that was odd for the young knight, he was usually very confident almost to the point of being annoying. The Prince decided to give his friend a moment; the knight was obviously wrestling with whatever he had to say.
“Cain, I am sorry to hear about your father. Bishop Lyfair told me at evening mass he thinks the King has only a short time left.” 
Cain said nothing about Talorn’s abrupt jump to his father’s health. “Yes, the healers told me he is getting worse by the day. It’s very upsetting to me that my father is dying, but—and I don’t mean this to sound harsh—it might not be a bad thing for Bandara.”
Talorn nodded his head and let out a long sigh. “That is what I wanted to speak with you about. I didn’t know how to approach the subject without giving offence.”
“You give offence? Talorn, we’re old friends. Speak your mind, I have always valued your opinion.” 
“It’s not my opinion I want to give you, its information. You haven’t been back long, so I don’t know what you’ve been told and what you haven’t.” 
Cain leaned up in his seat; he was becoming very interested in what Talorn had to say. His spies inside the palace had little to report of late. It was very curious that Talorn had information he didn’t. Then again Talorn’s father was first seat on his father’s council, making him the highest ranking noble in the Kingdom, and Lord Blackthorn was known to be a crafty man, Cain was sure Blackthorn had several spies of his own lurking in the palace. 
“I haven’t been told much of anything, just that Father is on his death bed and the Kingdom is not doing well monetarily.” 
Talorn gave an ironic chuckle. “Not doing well? Then you know nothing of the military problem or the debt?” 
Cain shook his head. “What’s wrong with the army? No one has said anything to me, and I have heard nothing about a debt.” 
The knight cleared his throat. “The Kingdom is broke; my Prince, the army has not been paid in months, their morale gets worse by the day. In the last year alone we have lost a quarter of our strength. Our military is what has kept Kingdoms like Abberdon and Illair out of Bandara. Now that the army is losing its size and its will, we are being eyed by our neighbors like a new year’s goose. I fear that’s not the worst of it, my Prince. Six months ago, your father borrowed two million gold crowns from the Abberdonians. 
Cain was stunned, how could his own father be so stupid? “We will simply give the gold back and tell Havalon we don’t need it.” 
“The gold is gone already, been spent paying servants and for the upkeep of the city. Bandara is bankrupt, my friend, and my father told me it will be only a matter of time until King Havalon pressed for payment of the loan. On our honor as a sovereign state, we have to pay it back—if not in gold then Havalon will demand his payment in land—our northern holdings—it is what he has always wanted anyway.” 
Cain felt sick, how could this have happened? His father should know that of all people King Havalon couldn’t be trusted. The Abberdonians had disputed the northern border since Cain was a child. 
Talorn brushed his yellow locks back from his noble face. “My father went to the King and begged him to raise the tax on the commoners and the merchants, so the money could be raised to settle the debt. The King refused, he said he would not have his people robbed to pay the debt. He demanded the nobles pay it from their coffers. You know what their answer was to that. They feel they aren’t getting their fair share now.” 
Cain stood and leaned against the bench in front of him, squeezing it until his knuckles turned white. “He has indebted us to Abberdon? He knows Havalon has always wanted Bandara. He would have invaded long ago if he felt he could win a war with us. Only the size of our army and Ansellus Fox kept them out. My father managed to anger General Fox until he went into self-imposed exile all those years ago, his mishandling of the Kingdom’s coin has weakened our military until our foes see us as a prize ripe for the taking. Now you tell me my father has seen fit to use part of the realm as collateral on a debt to that bastard Havalon? How do you borrow money from someone you know to be an enemy?” Cain bowed his head in shame. “My father is going to die and leave me with an empty treasury and enemies at my throat.” He grabbed Talorn by the shoulders and pulled him up to face him. “What the hell am I to do, Talorn? Will I be known as the King who lost Bandara?” 
The knight gently pulled Cain’s hands from his shoulders. “Not if I can help it, Highness. My father and I have thought of a way we can help you once you’re crowned that is. Will you hear the proposition?” 
“Of course, my father may be a fool, but I am not.” Cain knew that the Blackthorn’s were one of the richest families in Bandara and possessed a small personal army, and William Blackthorn was a wolf in the council chamber outwitting his political opponents time and time again. If anyone could find a way out of this mess, the old Lord could. 
Talorn put his arm around the Prince’s shoulders and began to walk him away from the stables and any unwanted listeners. “Well then, Highness, here is what my father and I were thinking. My father has more or less retired. He has given me control of Braxton bluff and wants me to take his seat on the high council. He still gives me advice when I need it, but I am now the Lord of Southern Bandara. That puts me in a position to help you in more ways than one.” 
“Why did William retire?” Cain asked. 
The knight chuckled. “He said he was getting too old and senile to run the council, and he wanted to enjoy the years he had left doing the things he liked to do. I believe his health is poor, although he denies it. Don’t worry he plans to help us as much as we need him to.” 
Cain nodded. “Good, not that I doubt your abilities, but your father is a wily old man and has more experience with this kind of thing than both of us put together. So tell me what you and your father have devised.” 
Talorn looked over his shoulder to make sure none of the squares or pages had followed them. One could never be too carful, many of the nobles of Bandara employed spies to keep them abreast of each other’s activities. 
“First of all, I have a fortune at my disposal. I can pay the army and keep things going until you as King can levy the taxes Bandara needs to pay Abberdon.” 
Cain shook his head. “What about Havalon? He does not want us to pay the gold back; he will attack if he sees we intend to settle the debt. It’s not the gold he wants, it’s the land, and if he attacks before we can pay, it will justify his invasion with the Church.” The Prince pointed his finger at the young Lord. “I will not give Havalon one ounce of Bandaran soil, Talorn, not one clod of dirt.” 
“Calm down, my Prince, we have thought of that. After you are King, you can get rid of General Voths. You know as well as I, he is an incompetent commander. Your father appointed him head of the Bandaran army because he told good stories at the state dinners. Voths cares more about what his aides are bringing him for lunch than he does about the condition of the Army. Appoint me head of all the armies of Bandara. After the border skirmishes Havalon knows my skill at arms, he also knows my father; it will make him think twice about using force to collect his debt. It will buy you time to collect what you need to repay Abberdon.” 
Cain began to pace. “I like what you’re saying and don’t take this the wrong way, but you are William Blackthorn’s son after all. What’s the price for you and your father’s help?” 
Talorn grinned at Cain. “Just three small things, Highness, and they all are of benefit to you as well as us. 
First, I would like a royal charter to reestablish the Knights of Bandara, for my God, my King, and my country. They kept order along the Gold Road and throughout the realm, and they were a shining example of Bandaran honor in the days of the Phoenix Queen. I feel we need them now more than ever; they will set an example to all of the other Kingdoms of what Bandara stands for. 
Second, I would like you to make me first seat on the council. It will make me second only to you in power until you father your own heir, by rights I should have my father’s seat anyway. He has recommended me to the council already, so there should be no interference from the other council members on the matter. ” 
Cain looked at Talorn and raised an eyebrow. “You seem to have thought this through very thoroughly. What you ask I can’t do until I’m crowned King and that all depends on how long father holds on to his shameful life, this plan will also make me very unpopular with commoners. They will not like their taxes being raised or several other small changes I plan to make when I’m King.” 
Talorn pointed his finger at the future King. “Isn’t it the need for popularity that has caused the problem in the first place?” 
Cain smiled. “You’re right, my friend, the Kingdom must be put before a King’s vanity. A lesson my father must never have learned and the only one he taught me. I agree to your terms and will act on them as soon as my father has passed on and I’m crowned. God forgive me, but I hope it happens in time to save Bandara. 
The two turned around and started walking back toward the stables. Cain stopped and looked thoughtfully at Talorn. “Oh, you never told me what the third thing was you wanted.” Talorn put his hand on the future King’s shoulder. “I wish to marry your sister.”





Chapter 3 


So soft were her steps one could scarcely hear her as she padded down the hallway in her slippers. She loved the silk slippers; they had been a gift from her father last year. He had the royal seamstress sew the ankles of them with pearls and lace. They fit her small feet perfectly and they were as light and soft as a cloud. 
It was not only her feet that were small. Princess Raygan was not much bigger than a child, standing just five feet tall. It wasn’t her diminutive height though that caused all the guards’ heads to turn as she passed them in the hallway. It was the tight silk robe she had on and the sway of her hips. 
Raygan might have a girl’s height, but she had a woman’s figure. Large breasts, narrow waist, and the curve of her buttocks made even the most disciplined of the King’s guards stare. Beautiful dark brown hair fell past her shoulders to the middle of her back in waves of huge curls. Her eyes were big and blue as the sea. Her lips were full; her nose was small and perfect. She had the face of an angel; her looks were unequaled in the Kingdom of Bandara. And she knew it. 
She carried the tray with her father’s breakfast on it low enough that the guards could see her ample cleavage. Before she left her room, Raygan had made sure that she left her robe open just enough for guardsmen to get a peek. Raygan loved the way men looked at her. In their eyes, she could see they wanted her, hungered for her. And she loved it. 
She didn’t want to be with a man, actually even thinking about lying with a man frightened her, she had heard her servants talk about it several times and it sounded vile. She just wanted them to desire her, just knowing she could have anyone one of them she wanted satisfied her needs. Raygan intended to be the most beautiful and most charming woman in all of Bandara; she had desired it since she was a small child. The Princess had worked on nothing else. The way she walked, the way she talked. Even as a young girl, she would sit in front of her mirror for hours practicing her most alluring looks and facial expressions. Raygan felt she had achieved a degree of charm unmatched by any other woman. The only man that didn’t believe she was the most enchanting creature he had ever met was her brother.
 Cain had always been a bore as far as Raygan was concerned. Now that he had returned from Asqutania, he was even a bigger one. He was no fun at all. Raygan tried to love her brother; he just made it very hard for her to do. Cain had always been nasty to her; he tried to make her cry every chance he got. She didn’t like being around him, he didn’t submit to her demands, and she had never been able to charm him. Always “blah-blah the throne this” and “blah-blah the throne that.” He gave her a headache. All he talked about was being King, and he had been that way as long as she could remember. Sometimes he was just plain mean to her, and she could never understand why.
With her father it was different—bat her eyes, stick out her lip pout a little, and he would do anything for her. Yes, if she loved any man it was her father. King Aaron had never told his daughter no—at least not very often. “No” was a word she despised, when she was not the one saying it. 
The Princess turned down the hallway leading to the royal bedchamber. The walls were covered with old tapestries and paintings. Raygan thought that she should make a point of asking father if she could redecorate some of the palace hallways. They were just too dreary and dark. Every other painting in the hallway was of her mother. When she saw the portraits, they made her sad. Her mother was dead. Dead people were distressing. What was needed were paintings of living people, beautiful people. That would make things much more cheerful. She would have her maids start hanging some of her portraits in the halls tomorrow.
The two guards at her father’s door smiled at her and parted to let her through. She returned their smile seeing that each one was looking directly at her breasts. Just as she reached the door, it opened. Bishop Marin Lyfair and Lord Selmac, the royal healer, stepped out of her father’s room. Raygan stopped inclined her head slightly towards the men. “Good morning, Your Eminence, Lord Selmac.” They both looked at her and gave a slight bow. The pair started to walk away. 
The Bishop stopped and turned. His cold blue eyes looked right into hers. “I hope you have a fine visit, Highness, but you should try to keep it short. Your father needs his rest. If there is something you need, please see me, and I will do my best to accommodate you.” 
“I was just bringing my father his breakfast, Your Eminence, and as for my needs I think Father can still see to them.” 
The Bishop gave a slight bow. “As you wish, Highness, I was just trying to make things easier for your father.”
Raygan gave her fake Princess smile and opened her father’s door. The Bishop was another man who had never looked at her with any desire, and she was glad of it. She didn’t like Lyfair or Selmac for that matter. The Bishop made her skin crawl and Selmac was very odd and smelled funny. 
The cups and plates rattled on the tray as she closed the door. Her father turned his head and saw it was her he smiled weakly. “My beautiful dove has brought me breakfast.” He looked better today—or was she just telling herself that not wanting to believe how sick he truly was? 
He was sitting up in his huge canopy bed. His thin gray hair was a mess, but the color of his skin was not as pallid as it was yesterday. Her father had once been a very handsome man. In the last few years, he had grown heavy from all he ate and drank and then the sickness had stolen away what was left of his good looks. The only thing the illness had spared was his beautiful eyes. 
“You need light in here.” The Princess set the tray down on the table near the foot of her father’s bed. She walked across the room and pulled open the massive drapes that covered the King’s window. The sun instantly lit up the room shining through the windows like a radiant spear. The Princess’s lips tightened as she saw the large amount of dust motes flitting around in the rays of sunlight. “I told your servants I wanted theses windows open, and this room cleaned. They have gotten lazy since you’ve been sick.” It took almost all the strength the petite girl had to push open the gigantic windows of the King’s bedchamber. Once they were open she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her father’s room smelled of disease. The fresh air would do them both some good. 
The King shielded his eyes. The sun was bright for someone that stayed closed up in a dark room day in and day out. 
“Lord Selmac told the servants to keep those shut. Finn said it was not good for my breathing,” the King said, squinting. 
“Nonsense, Finn Selmac is a fool and an incompetent healer. How can you get any better closed up in the dark breathing filthy air?” The Princess ran her finger across the footboard of the King’s bed and held it up for him to see.” This room is unacceptable, I guess since you’re sick the servants don’t feel the need to work, every one should be…” 
“Raygan,” her father grumbled. “Not a very nice attitude, young lady. My servants do their best, and Finn Selmac has been my friend for years. He’s just doing what he thinks is best.” The King broke into a coughing fit then cleared his throat, spitting a large amount of phlegm into a bowl that set on his bedside table. Raygan turned her head. The King spoke quieter when he continued. “Besides being my friend he has seen to your health since you were a child. You should show the surgeon a little respect, my dear.” 
“He never did anything for me more complicated than wipe my nose,” the Princess said with a flip of her hand.
The King coughed again and this time he wiped his mouth with a rag. He clutched the nasty thing tightly in his hand. The cough had gotten worse over the last month. “Finn is my healer, he is the man I chose and that’s the end of it.” 
Raygan rolled her eyes and picked up the tray of food from the table. The small girl walked over and sat down on the great bed by her father. “Now eat this before it gets cold.” She scooped up a spoon full of the King’s favorite porridge. “Now open up, you need to eat so you can start getting your strength back.” 
The King took a very small bite off the spoon, she wiped his mouth. She tried to hand him a cup of water, but King Aaron’s hand was shaking so hard Raygan had to help guide the cup to his mouth. He drank deeply as if he had not had a drink of water in days. When he was done, she wiped the water he had spilt off his face and chest. 
“My, dear sweet girl, you’re the only one that thinks I have any chance of getting better. I’m afraid I must tell you you’re wasting your time.” 
“You know that’s not true, Father, Cain thinks so too.” Raygan had no idea what her brother thought, she had not spoken to him since he had returned. She just thought it would make her father feel better to know his son had hope as well. “Besides, you have to get better we have to plan my sixteenth birthday party, I think a grand ball would be in order, and I can’t plan that without you.” 
The old King laid his head back on the mountain of pillows behind him. “Cain thinks no such thing, he has only come to see me twice since he returned, and I could tell my condition sickened him. I also know very well that you don’t need me to plan anything, you have far out done me when it comes to hosting and organizing royal events.” 
She tried to give him another bite, but the King shook his head and pushed the spoon away. She got up and placed the tray back on the table—this was more food than she had got down him the day before. 
Raygan curled up in the big soft bed with her father, just like when she was a little girl. He slowly lifted his arm and put it around her. Raygan snuggled up against him. She could smell his infection and the warmth of his skin from the fever. “You’re going to get better father, I would know if you weren’t. You look much better than yesterday, I think you have improved since I have been overseeing your health. Before you know it you will be out on the balcony with me having breakfast and watching the birds. I’m simply tired of you being sick; you haven’t even been out to see the garden at all this spring.” 
The old King stroked her hair. “Why don’t you ask Cain to have a meal with you? Both of you are older now and should try to get along with one another, it would please me a great deal.” 
“He wouldn’t come if I asked him, Cain will be insufferable now that he is home and you’re ill. He will play at being King ordering everyone about, and you know he will be especially unpleasant to me.”
King Aaron patted her arm. “Your brother might be a little overzealous, but he will be a great help to Marin and William running the Kingdom. Cain is very smart, you should try to win him over, my dear, one day he may be of use to you.”
“My brother is an ass, he should be the one that is trying to win me over.” The King started to laugh but coughed instead. Raygan rolled over so she could see his face; his smiles had become as rare as desert rain. 
“Sometimes you sound very much like your mother. She thought the world should bend to her will as well. What a beautiful, strong woman she was. I wish you could have known her, my dear, it is one of many regrets I have. She was truly something to behold, and she would have loved you more than I do if that is possible.” 
Raygan thought that he must have loved her mother a great deal, it sometimes made her almost jealous when he talked about her. Hopefully when she married she would love her husband that much, but she was fifteen—still young and not ready to be anyone’s wife. There was still too much to do before she was tied down to some man, and the thought of bearing children simply terrified her. 
The King turned to his daughter and looked into her eyes. “I miss your mother, it will be good to see her again. Now I want you to hear me, my pet, you must make peace with the fact that I am dying. Lord Selmac said it could be anytime. You should prepare yourself.” 
Raygan’s mouth turned down into a frown. “I don’t care what he said, you are not dying. You’re going to be fine, you just need to rest and get some fresh air and eat. Yes, eating is good; from now on I am going to bring you every meal myself.” She could feel the tears begin to run down her face, she didn’t want to hear her father talk like this. 
She tried to get up, but the King pulled her close and patted her head. “There, there, my sweet. Even as beautiful as you are, you can’t charm death. It’s my time, but while I have a little strength left there is something I want you to help me do.” 
She wiped the tears from her face. “You know I will help you with anything you ask father. Just tell me what I can do.” 
The old King looked at his daughter. “I would like to sit on my throne and hold court one more time.”
“Why would you need me for that, just order you servants to handle the details? I am happy to help, but I don’t understand why you would need me?” 
“Finn and Marin won’t let me. They said I am too weak and the strain would be too hard on my body. I have come to think they know more about my health than I do. My servants have been instructed not to follow my commands on anything but my personal needs.” 
Raygan’s eyes flashed with anger. “How dare they, an over blown priest and a barber. Just because they are council members gives them no authority over their King, ill or not.” 
The King smiled sadly, “When you grow old and weak your rank becomes less important. They all know I am finished. I am starting to think they know it for a fact now.” Raygan looked at her father confused. “What do you mean they know for a fact? Only God know things like that.”
They brought your brother back from his studies in Asqutania, and now I’m told they have been trying to curry favor with Cain. They know he will be King soon. I suppose it’s the way of things.” 
Raygan pushed her father’s wispy hair to the side and began to smooth the top of his head with her hand. “When the time comes, Cain will make a fine King. It’s all he has ever dreamt about. Even when we were small children, he always talked about the day he would rule Bandara, but even at his best he will still never be as good to his people as you have been.” 
The King took hold of her wrist with his shaky hand and eased it from his head. “Don’t you love your brother, dear?” 
“Of course I love Cain, he’s just so boring—going on and on about armies and taxes and the trade guilds. He is no fun at all.” She slumped over on the bed and rolled her eyes. “He makes me tired, Father.” 
King Aaron laughed that deep rich laugh Raygan loved so much. It made her happy to hear it, even if he was laughing at her. “Don’t you care about the Kingdom, dear? Directing the future of Bandara is important, Cain knows this. Do you?” 
She looked into her father’s eyes, not as a Princess but as his daughter. He had never asked her a question like that. “I know it is important, Father, all that courtly business keeps the country together, but it’s the land and the people I love. Bandara is like a part of me just as much as I am part of it. I adore the very air of your Kingdom.” She smiled slyly. “And I do think about taxes, sometimes.”
The King looked at her quizzically. “When is it you think about taxes?” he asked.
“Right before I ask you for the coin to go shopping in the trade district.” They both laughed at that. 
Raygan took the King’s liver-spotted hands in hers she leaned over and kissed the backs of both of them. He smiled at her sadly. “You must listen to me now and no arguing. Since your mother died, you have been my greatest joy. It has been a true gift watching you grow into a young woman. I wish I could be here to see your children play in our garden like you did as a little girl, that would have brought me great pleasure. I will miss many things, but it is you I will miss the most when I am gone. I just wanted you to know that I love you, and I am so very proud to call you my daughter. You, my dear, are Bandara’s greatest treasure.” The King tried to say more, but he started to weep. 
Raygan’s eyes filled with tears as well. She hugged him around the neck like she did when she was a girl. “Shhhh now, Father, it’s okay. I know how you feel about me. I have always known. You have been the best father anyone could ever have. And I love you too, but if you leave me I won’t know what to do. So I won’t allow that, I forbid it.” She began to cry. They held each other for a few minutes, then King Aaron gently pushed her back. Tears cover both their faces. 
She wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her robe. “If Cain could see us he would never let us live this down.” She deepened her voice mocking her brother. “Kings don’t cry, Father, and neither should a Princess. Raygan, show some dignity.” She grinned at her father, but he didn’t grin back. 
“Yes, I believe that’s what he would say or something close to it. Your brother has always taken his royal blood more seriously than you have. It’s just the way he has always been my dear. A bit high strung. He worries me, sometimes I think he needs to find something in life that makes him happy besides the throne.” 
“Yes, every man should find someone who makes their life delightful. Maybe if Cain had a daughter like yours, Father, he would be a much happier man.” 
“What will I ever do with you, Raygan?” the King said with a slight chuckle. “I want you to promise me something else. When I am gone please be kind to you brother. Don’t drive him to the point of madness like you did as children. Spend time with him, treat him with kindness and understanding. He will need someone. More than you know.” 
She reached out and touched her father’s cheek. “Of course, I will take care of Cain, we are just very different that’s all.” 
The old man pressed her hand to his cheek and kissed her palm. “Go, my dear, you shouldn’t spend your day with a sick old man.”
Raygan smiled at him. “I will return for lunch, we can talk more then.” She kissed him on the head and gracefully walked from the room.
The King rubbed his eyes, he was tired and Raygan’s visit had used up much of his strength. He loved that girl, he wished there was something else he could do but nothing came to mind. He just hoped she wouldn’t hate him when it was over. King Aaron knew there were others that would.
***
“Where have you been, Highness? I told you to wait until I returned from the seamstress before you left this morning.” Agnes Cort stood in the middle of Raygan’s room, arms folded across her chest tapping her foot. Her pinched face frowned at the young Princess.
“I went to visit my father I didn’t know I had to wait for you to do that.” Raygan hated her royal attendant, that is what her father called Agnes, but she was more like a royal taskmaster. Cain called her Raygan’s nanny, which infuriated the Princess.
The older grey-haired woman unfolded one arm from her chest and pointed at Raygan. “I see you managed to once again ‘accidently’ allow you robe to fall open, Highness.”
Raygan would usually never allow anyone to talk to her like that, but her father had told her that Agnes would only answer to him. “Oh, I hadn’t noticed,” Raygan said as she pulled the robe closed.
Lady Cort put her hands behind her back and walked around Raygan looking her up and down. “You should only leave the room fully dressed, Highness; I won’t have your father thinking I allow you to run around the palace like a little royal strumpet.”
Raygan stuck her tongue out at her attendant and jerked the doors open on the huge wardrobe that contained her dresses and began to throw them on her bed.
“I see your showing your maturity again today, Highness. I will send Isabella in to assist you.” Agnes walked out, closing the door behind her. 
Raygan threw a shoe at the door and sat down on her large canopy bed. If it weren’t for those two stupid boys, she wouldn’t have to put up with Agnes. Her father had overheard two young nobles talking about her attributes at her last birthday party. The next day he had assigned Agnes Cort to be Raygan’s attendant. Cain had come home last year to attend her party, and she believed he was the one who had suggested the idea to her father. Agnes’ duties were to make sure that the Princess’s virtue stayed intact and see to it that the Princess acted like a lady. It was the only time her father hadn’t let her have her way and she abhorred it. Agnes had made her life boring and insufferable of late. Raygan wished the dreadful woman would find someone else to criticize and bother. 
The Princess lay down on her bed and stared at the silk canopy. Her father had tried to say goodbye to her today, and she was not ready to let him go yet. If he died she would have no one, she had no real friends and her brother was not very fond of her. When her father was gone, her life would be very lonely, and she hated being alone.





Chapter 4 


Why isn’t he dead, Selmac?” Bishop Lyfair was unhappy about the fact King Aaron still lived. “You told me he would die last week, you told me the same thing the week before, and yet that old fool still lives.” The Bishop’s brows lowered. He was not a tall man, but his looks of displeasure could be imposing. “If he starts to suspect what’s happening things could go very wrong. You know what that would mean for us, Finn?”
The healer ran his hand through his thin graying hair. The royal surgeon was spindly and frail-looking, his face reminded the Bishop of a starving rat. 
“I don’t understand it, Your Eminence. The lung sickness should have killed him some time ago. I have done everything I can think of to hasten it, but still he hangs on. I don’t know what else I can do short of poisoning him.” 
The Bishop rose from his great oak desk, a gift from the King years ago for his outstanding service to the crown. How things had changed over the years. Once he was the King’s confessor and most trusted advisor, now he was trying to orchestrate the old man’s death. 
Bishop Lyfair began to slowly pace back and forth stroking his close-cropped goatee. It, as well as his hair, had both gone grey in the last ten years. It was the stress of trying to keep the declining Kingdom afloat. He turned back to the royal surgeon and held his arms up exasperated. 
“You know the rest of the council will be here soon, what am I to tell them? The royal healer is at a loss on what to do? He can’t even see to it that one sick old man dies. Cain has returned home, Finn, we can’t dally now. They will all want this over so we can get on with the succession and restore the Kingdom.” The Bishop knew the Lords of Bandara that were mixed up in this nefarious scheme were already impatient. The King was supposed to be dead before Cain returned from Asqutania. Selmac had failed to see to that now, he would be pressured to make it happen. The intrigue in Turill was beginning to exceed his skills as an agent provocateur.
“Tell me, Selmac, do you understand what is at stake here? Not only the well-being of this Kingdom, but our very lives could be in danger, there are powerful men embroiled in this. They have risked a great deal on the consummation of their plan, and if it fails who do you think they will blame?” Lyfair rubbed his eyes, he hated to be stressed. “I’m a man of God, do you think I would involve myself in this most unsavory of affairs if the very realm did not hang in the balance?” 
“It’s the Princess, Your Eminence,” Selmac said almost whining. “She is the one that is keeping him alive. She gives him reason to live, and she is always interfering with my medical orders causing the King to hang on a little longer. You saw her yourself this morning taking him food.” 
The Bishop clasped his hands behind his back and walked over to the healer and screamed, “Then do something to stop her!” Lyfair took a deep breath and lowered his voice, realizing he didn’t want to be overheard by one of the young priests outside his office. “Finn, the fate of this Kingdom is resting on your shoulders. For us to move on and rebuild this nation, the King must die and Prince Cain must take the throne; there can be no other way. King Aaron has forced our hand, we must bring solidarity back to Bandara. Our country must be allowed to thrive again.” 
The healer nodded his head as a knock came on the door to the Bishop’s private office. A priest stuck his head in the door. “They have arrived, Your Eminence.”
The Bishop cupped his hand to his ear as if he was intently listening to the priest. “Then see them in, Father.” Whirling around, Lyfair faced the nervous surgeon the hem of his black robe spinning tightly around his feet. “You hear that? Some of the most powerful nobles in the land have arrived. What should I tell them, Finn?” The healer shrugged and he put his head down. 
The Bishop realized he had taken out his irritation and his own apprehension on the pitiful healer. “Just sit there and keep quiet, and try to act like you know what you’re doing. I will try and placate them as best I can and buy us a little more time if possible.” The royal surgeon sadly nodded his agreement.
Through the door came three men. The first was the Lord of all Eastern Bandara, Galen Bradford. Bradford was tall and thin. He wore very light chainmail under a green woolen tunic with three rampant griffins in red. The Bradford Family was one of the older families in Bandara. The men of the family had two choices when they came of age: join the priesthood or become a knight. Galen had chosen the latter.
The second man was one of the biggest landowners in Bandara, Lord Stuart Kaspar. His family was rich, even by the nobility’s standards; they owned vast tracts of land given to them by the crown during the reign of the Phoenix Queen. He had the largest number of serfs in the Kingdom; their farmlands fed the realm. He was short and very heavy. His face was covered by a full beard. Even though it was warm in the palace, he was dressed in ermine from head to toe. 
The third was Lord of all Northern Bandara, Tobias Fox. Fox was a short man with blondish red hair and a well-groomed beard. He wore a simple leather gambeson. He came from a long line of fighting men, but the family was not a noble one in the beginning. Near the end of the Phoenix Queen reign, his family had been granted their nobility because of their skill at arms. 
The Bishop greeted each Lord in turn. “my lords, let us get down to business.” If this had been a normal meeting of the council, Lyfair would have said a prayer before it started, but considering the circumstances he thought it inappropriate.
The young priest brought chairs in so everyone could sit down. “That will be all, Father Bindel.” The young priest nodded to the Bishop and closed the door to the room. Three of the most powerful men in the country sat before Bishop Lyfair. They were expecting him to tell them that the King was dead and things were moving forward, instead he had to explain why the old man was still alive and Prince Cain was not about to be coronated. 
“Gentlemen, I’m glad you could come.”
Lord Bradford cut him off, “Forget the pleasantries, Lyfair; I heard the King was still alive and doing a little better I might add. Perhaps you can make us understand why we are still waiting to hear of his demise?” 
They were not even using his title any more or even “Your Eminence,” they were addressing him like he was any other man. Why should he expect them to show any respect for his office? Regicide was not listed as a virtue in the Holy Tome.
“Yes, I agree with Bradford,” Lord Kaspar said. “I was told this business would be over in a very short time, I was told the King had one foot in the grave and the good healer was kicking the other out from under him.” Kaspar wiped the sweat from his fat face and when on. “I have made certain promises to members of our community, and they won’t be put off much longer. I mean really how long does it take for an old man to die?” 
Lyfair raised his hands. “my lords, I have been assured by Lord Selmac that the King has just a matter of days to live. Sometimes people show a false improvement right before the end. I’m correct about that aren’t I, Lord Selmac?” 
The healer bowed his head in agreement. “After King Aaron’s death and the new King is crowned, Bandara can once again prosper and we will all have what we want. I urge you all to have just a little more patience.” 
Lord Bradford scoffed. “We have been very patience and given you more than enough time to conclude your end of the arrangement; I’m beginning to lose faith in you, Lyfair.”
The Bishop could feel his contempt for the Lords rising in his chest, but he held his temper. “I assure you, my lord, that the trust that was placed in me will be validated.” 
The Lord of the East pursed his lips. “We will find that out very soon now, won’t we?” Bishop Lyfair nodded and leaned back in his chair.
Lord Bradford began speaking about how Bandara was failing as a country and how the polices of the King were ruining the nobility and if something wasn’t done soon it would be too late, and of course how if his lands were increased by the new King, he would show the other Lords how to make the best use of their assets and how he would put the peasantry back in its place. Bradford was well known to love the sound of his own voice.
Lyfair had heard it all before, in fact he had heard it over and over. They would all go on about what needed to be done and how they would do it for about an hour, and then they would return to their homes and it would be left to him to see to the details. These Lords were typical of the Bandaran nobility. They wanted results without putting any efforts forward themselves. The Bishop knew it was best just to let them finish without interruption, he would nod his head at the appropriate times and feign his agreement, that way the meeting would be over sooner. As he halfheartedly listened to the long-winded Lords, he began to apprise each one. He felt it was a better use of his time.
He found he disliked every man in the room. Bradford was a greedy pig that thought much too much of himself. He had been told Bradford had drowned his older brother when he was younger to become heir to his father’s title and lands. 
Kaspar was a gambler and a poor one by all accounts, losing huge amounts of his family’s wealth to the gambling houses of Turill. The Bishop’s spies told him that despite his noble birth Kaspar spent a great deal of his time with the more shadowy figures of the harbor district. Many people said he would sell his mother for a handful of coppers, and it was well known that Lord Kaspar liked to take small boys to his bed, a vile man indeed. 
Then there was Lord Fox. The Bishop was not sure what to make of him, he said very little and listened a great deal. He came from a very honorable family, his older brother was once the Commander of the entire Bandaran Army and a very good one by all accounts. His people had found Lord Fox to be without vices or dark secrets. He was perhaps the smartest of what would be the new King’s council and that made him the most dangerous. The Bishop had his spies watching Lord Fox as well as the other Lords every move. He wanted no surprises from any of the overly ambitious Bandaran Lords.
As for the royal surgeon, Selmac was a simpleton at best. He would do whatever Bishop Lyfair told him to do. 
These were the men he had to work with to achieve what he wanted, what had to be. It was no wonder the Kingdom was in such a state with noblemen like these, but they were also easily controlled by greed and their arrogance. That’s why they had been chosen to aid in this skullduggery. 
He let them ramble on for a while. Most of what they had to say was unimportant. How they were going to change the Kingdom after Cain was crowned was what most of their discussion centered around and what their gains would be. He nodded and smiled assured each one that everything would go as planned. Then he saw the worthless dullards out. It was he and the Church that would come out ahead when the dust settled. Cain would bring new life to Bandara, and he could be guided to make the right decisions. With a powerful ruler and a strong Kingdom behind him, Lyfair could advance his own agenda. Perhaps even gain an appointment to the Church in Asqutania, from there who knew? He could one day even be Pope.
Bishop Lyfair was tired and it was getting late. The meeting earlier in the day with Lords of Bandara had given him a terrible headache or was it his guilt? He had one more guest to see before he could sleep. The true architect of the macabre stratagem would want a full report and that would be more trying than the meeting he had earlier. 
***
It was nearing midnight when his office door swung opened and a man walked in pulling off a pair of riding gloves. Lyfair could tell who it was by the swagger in his stride, even before the man pulled the hood of his cloak back.
“Lord Blackthorn.” The Bishop slightly bowed his head to the older man. William Blackthorn may have been older than Bishop Lyfair, but you could not tell it by his looks. The Lord was still trim and fit, he looked like a man twenty years his junior. 
“Father Lyfair.” Blackthorn always addressed him as Father never Bishop or Your Eminence, and it infuriated Bishop Lyfair, but Blackthorn had enough money and power to get away with it and the old Lord was just a bully by nature. The nobleman neatly laid his cloak over a chair and put his gloves on top of it. He wore a grey gambeson with his family crest on it, a black gauntleted fist clutching a thorn vine.
“I heard the King is doing well?” The Bishop could see that Lord Blackthorn’s spy network was on top of things. He had gotten the information before he even arrived in Turill. 
“No, my lord, that is just wishful thinking by those close to him. I assure you the King is still very ill, and he won’t last much longer.”
“Then why do I hear he will hold court himself day after tomorrow? It seems to me that a man that could die at any moment would not be able to hold court?” 
The Bishop could feel the sweat start to run down his body under his heavy robes. “I had not heard that, but I’m sure that Princess Raygan is somehow behind that foolish aspiration, you know how she fawns over her father.” The Bishop brought his hands up and formed a steeple with his fingers and touched them to his lips. “I’m sure the Princess wants her father to stay alive as long as he can, Prince Cain is not overly fond of her excesses. She may be trying to show everyone that the King is still capable of making decisions.” The Bishop chuckled. “Perhaps she’s afraid Prince Cain will pull the purse strings of the Kingdom closed once he’s its King.”
Lord Blackthorn frowned as he stepped close to Lyfair and put his finger on the Bishop’s chest. “This ends now.” Lyfair could see that Lord Blackthorn was seething with anger and he had no idea why. What had he said? 
“There is nothing funny about this situation; I want that incompetent fool dead by the end of the week. You told me that if we just helped his illness along and let the whole thing look like a natural death it would be easier than trying to cover up a messy death and it would be just as quick. The boy has returned and you’re out of time, Father. I don’t care if you have to put a pillow over his face yourself. I want him gone by the end of the week. I will wait no longer. You said you could handle this end of things, now handle it.”
Lord Blackthorn walked over and poured himself a cup of wine. Lyfair could see the anger slide off the Lord like a serpent. William Blackthorn was a man of many temperaments. The Bishop had watched him over the years in council meetings. He could go from furious to jubilant in the blink of an eye. Many of the council members were wary of the many moods of William Blackthorn.
“Do you have all the others prepared to play their parts, Father?” Bishop Lyfair sat down in his chair. He hated talking to Blackthorn, the old Lord was cunning. If the truth was known the Bishop was more than a little afraid of what William Blackthorn was capable of. The Lord’s arrogance knew no bounds, the man was an elitist in the extreme, he was not someone the Bishop wanted as an enemy. “They are prepared I believe but are as impatient as you are. When the time comes they will play their parts. Of that I have no doubt.” 
The old Lord swallowed down his wine and sat the cup on Lyfair’s desk. “They dammed well better for what they are being paid and the concessions I have made. You’re the only one with any wit, Lyfair, that’s why I’m so short with you. You know what hangs in the balance, I can’t have you getting squeamish about things now.” 
The Bishop sighed. “I know it has taken longer than expected, but I wanted no accusations or inquiry made after the King is dead. It will be better for all of us that way.” 
“Do what you must, Father, kill the King, you have my word there will be no accusations. The new King will be crowned and this Kingdom will once again know greatness,” Blackthorn said. 
“Your son has secured his appointment then?” 
“When Cain takes the throne he will give Talorn command of the armies of Bandara, and now that I have given him my seat on the council and named him my successor at Braxton Bluff. He will be a very powerful man in Bandara.” 
“You’re sure of this? Have you spoken to Talorn?” Lyfair asked.
Blackthorn smiled. “I have not spoken with Talorn as of yet, but I have it on very good authority that Cain will give him whatever he asks for. What choice does the Prince have anyway, without our help he is finished.”
Lyfair shifted in his seat. “Are you at all concerned about your son? With that much power in such a young man’s hands, won’t that make him very hard to control?” 
“Make no mistake, Lyfair my son will do what I tell him and being that he loves God so much you can help with that. If we need him to do something and he questions it, just tell him God has need of him and he will jump down on his knees and ask what part of God’s ass he can kiss.” The Lord laughed and poured himself another cup of wine. “My son is a master at arms and the joust, aside from that his mind is, should I say not as sharp as his father’s.” 
He laughed again. “Don’t worry about my son or my end of things. You just take care of what you need to, Father. See to it he dies by the end of the week.”
Lord Blackthorn got up from his chair pulled his cloak on and started to walk out. 
“What about the King holding court day after tomorrow?” the Bishop said. 
“That is perfect opportunity for you, Father,” Lord Blackthorn said with an evil grin. “The stress was just too much for him. He died still trying to serve Bandara.” Blackthorn pulled on his gloves.
“And you do understand what I want you to do?” Lyfair reluctantly nodded his head. 
“Yes, Lord Blackthorn. I believe I do.” 
“Now I have pressing business elsewhere, Father.” The Lord turned to go. “Then by this time next week Bandara will be free of King Aaron’s nonsensical leadership, Lyfair, and you and I will both have what we want,” he said over his shoulder. “Good night, Lord Blackthorn.”
The Lord held up his hand as he walked out the door. 
He had one week. The King would last that long at least. Murder that was what Blackthorn had just told him to do. Murder the King. Letting the old fool die of his illness was one thing, killing him was another. Lyfair did not know if he could go that far, he was a man of God after all. He knew one thing for sure: if he didn’t kill the King, Blackthorn would, and if the former Lord of Braxton bluff had to do it himself, the King might not be the only one they would have to bury. 
***
He was tired from hunting all day and had gone to bed early. He and Cain had killed two large boars late in the afternoon and they had drunk too much wine afterward. Bed was all he could think of when he had returned to his room at the palace. He was dreaming of Raygan when he was awoken by someone knocking on his door. Talorn put on a robe and stomped to his door irritated by the disturbance. He jerked open the door to find his father standing there smiling. “Son, did I wake you? We need to talk. I know it’s late but it can’t be helped.” His father brushed past him and right into his room. He eased down in a chair and appeared to be almost out of breath. 
“Father, what brings you here so late? I thought you were still in the Bluff? You should not be up so late let me get you a cup of water.” Talorn poured his father some water from the pitcher on his dresser. The old man took it his hand shaking just a bit.
“I needed to see you, my son, and talk over what happened with you and Cain. Did the Prince agree to our offer?” 
Talorn went over to his bed his head was still foggy from the wine and sleep. “Yes, Father he agreed to all of it, even the marriage. Cain said he would grant everything you asked for once King Aaron has passed away. Tell me you didn’t ride here alone, Father? I told you to take some of your guards with you if you planned to visit the capital.”
The older man rubbed at his leg like it was sore. “I did come alone; do you think me so old I don’t know the way anymore?” 
Talorn sighed. “That’s not what I meant. It’s your health. What if you had taken ill on the way?” 
“Yes, my health, well it’s a risk I had to take. I fear the King has little time.” Talorn shook his head and poured himself some water; the wine had made him thirsty. “That’s what Cain said as well. Selmac told him too, how long you think it will be?” 
Lord Blackthorn rubbed the back of his neck. “If I had to guess, Son, I would say the King won’t last out the week. We are very lucky that the Prince has a good head for politics. I knew he would jump at the chance to have a man like you leading his army as well as bedding his sister,” the old Lord said smiling. 
Talorn’s face turned red. “She is beautiful, Father, as far as I’m concerned she is the best part of the bargain. I don’t know Raygan well. Cain never let her come around us much when we were younger. I hope we will get along and at least share a few common interests. It will make the marriage much more agreeable.” 
Blackthorn slowly rose from the chair and walked over to his son and pulled him into a fierce hug. The old Lord pushed him back and looked at his son with pride. “If you want to get on with the Princess just give her a good dose of cock every night and that should interest her and make her more agreeable.” 
“Father please, you know I don’t like it when you talk like that, and I don’t want you saying anything lewd about Raygan. She is to be my wife and I want her treated with the upmost respect.” 
“It was just a jest, Son, I see you’re tired and I have disturbed you, get some sleep we will talk tomorrow. I just wanted to let you know I was here, and I would be in the capital for a while with the King so ill I may be needed.” The old Lord walked slowly to the door and patted his son on the cheek. “Talorn, you should see Bishop Lyfair. He was asking about you.”
“Of course, Father, I will see him first thing in the morning.”
“That’s a good lad. Now it’s time for this old man to get some rest.” 
“Good night, Father. Make sure to get plenty of rest, we don’t need you taking ill.” The old Lord smiled at his son and slowly made his way down the hall. Talorn closed the door. Good thing that his father said something about Bishop Lyfair. It reminded him he had not said his evening prayers.
William Blackthorn stood in his room looking out the window clad only in a robe. He had left it open. The night breeze felt good on his skin. He hated lying to his son, but what he hated more was playing the sickly old man, but he could not lose his best cat’s-paw. Talorn was the key to it all, if he didn’t play the sickly old Lord with Talorn his son might suspect his true agenda and he was lucky no one else had. Talorn’s love of the Church and his love for his ailing father would be the easiest way to control him. The boy took too much after his late mother. William had not thought of her in years. It was a wonder that he got along so well with his son, having the same temperament as his late mother. His relationship with the woman had turned foul when Talorn was a very small boy. Blackthorn had strangled his wife to death on her birthday. Of course no one knew the truth; the story had been that Lady Blackthorn had hung herself, and no one had ever questioned the Lord’s word on it.
He heard a very light knock at his door. “Come in.” A young girl, maybe twelve or thirteen, came in. She was dressed in a simple robe and her hair was down just as he had ordered. William could see she was scared. “Close the door, dear.” She obeyed. “Now lock it,” the Lord said. The girl’s hand shook as she tried to lock the door finally using two hands to make the lock snap shut. He stood before her with his robe open, his manhood hanging out. He looked at the girl, apprising her as if she were a horse he was thinking of buying. “You will do just fine, my dear. Take your robe off and climb into bed then get on your hands and knees. I will be there in a moment.” The girl did as she was told. She began to softly weep as she crawled on to the bed. They always cried. The sound was something he enjoyed a great deal. “Save your tears, little one. You will need them later,” William said. He turned back to the window and took a deep breath. Tonight was going to be a goodnight after all.





Chapter 5 


Kian and his brother Tavantis had come into the world in an old bed on the third floor of the Heavenly Hole, a brothel not a stone’s throw from Grey Harbor in the free city of Thieves Port. 
His mother had never told anyone how she had come to be in the foul city. The women of the brothel had found Kia one cold winter morning behind the whorehouse starving and in labor. The courtesans of the house took pity on her and brought her inside and helped birth her twin sons. After the twins were born the courtesans told Kia she could stay if she wished and his mother accepted the offer. The fact that Kia was Elven didn’t concern the women of the house. They knew all too well the pang of society’s cruelties and prejudices, besides they thought that Kia was the most beautiful woman that had ever graced Thieves Port. She was built athletic and slim like most women of the Elven race, but her looks were dazzling Hair was like black velvet, eyes like emeralds Kia’s face was so inhumanly flawless it could have been sculpted by the hand of a God. People were drawn to his mother and not just because of her beauty it was her kind nature and soft heart as well. She had a gift for making people feel good about themselves when they were around her. A man once told him that his mother’s smile was so intoxicating it could make flowers bloom. Kian had no doubt of it.
The ladies of the house taught Kia the only work they knew so she could earn enough coin to feed her boys. His mother always said how lucky she was to have been found by so many sweet women.
Some of his earliest memories were of the courtesans of the Hole. It was like having a house full of mothers and Kian had grown to love each and every one of them and they too were smitten by Kia’s beautiful sons and had returned his affection tenfold. His mother was Elven trash and her sons were abominations reviled by the world but in that house they were shown only love. The brothel had been a happy place for him as a child; inside it he had known peace and acceptance. 
The breeze coming off the sea whipped his long hair across his face as he stood staring at the ruins of the brothel. The old building was empty and in very poor condition. It looked like it hadn’t been used in many years. Hot tears stung his eyes. Where had they all gone? His mother, Tavantis all the courtesans there was no one left. 
After leaving Julian in Phlosha he had traveled to the kingdom Nyronor where he took ship from the city of Janus. Kian had found a captain whose ship had been caught in a storm he had lost some of his crew in the blow. His ship had taken some minor damage and it needed fixing. The ship’s next port of call was Thieves Port. That was all Kian had cared about. He readily volunteered to work aboard the ship for his passage. After docking in Grey Harbor he had left the ship and come straight to the brothel to find his mother. All he found was the old dilapidated house. Kian didn’t know if his mother and Tavantis were alive or dead. 
He spent most of the day asking up and down the harbor if anyone remembered them or knew what had become of them. He had found no one who could help him. He had been a fool. Forty years had passed had he thought that time stood still outside the Blue Dagger Mountains? His family might have left the city long ago; there was just no way to know for sure. He hadn’t been able to communicate with them over the years and they never could have found him in the mountains without a map. They must have gone on with their lives perhaps they had thought he had done the same.
He stood with his hands on his hips looking out at the sea. The stench of the filthy harbor made him think of his childhood.
He and Tavantis had played in the filthy water of Grey Harbor almost every day. Skipping rocks or trying to catch fish for their supper. They loved to watch the smugglers and pirates come in and out of the harbor with their big ships and listen to them boast of their exploits to the women along the docks. The free city of Thieves Port offered safe harbor to any who could pay the city for the sanctuary of its port. It was an open invitation to every raider and marauder that sailed the western sea.
Kian’s brother Tavantis was his best friend they done everything together. The twins had little choice when it came to friends none of the other children of the city would play with them because they were half breeds. Kian didn’t mind having Tavantis as his only friend because most of the street children of Thieves Port were as treacherous as the city itself. He had seen children murder and steal no differently than their adult counterparts. 
The city was awful for anyone to live in but it was a nightmare for the half Elven boys. By the age of seven he and his brother had been beaten and robbed several times. Humiliation became a part of their everyday lives. Kian stopped going out to play he could just never understand why the other children were mean to him when he tried so hard to be their friend.
The beatings and insults did not stop his brother Tavantis; he was not as sensitive as Kian. His brother was very stubborn and refused to be controlled by the ugly city. Tavantis started sneaking out at night. He told Kian that it was easier to hide from people at night and that very interesting things happen in the dark. Tavantis had tried to get him to go out with him several times, but Kian hated the dark; he always had he preferred to stay inside and listen to all the stories the men told while they waited for the ladies of the house to service them. It was how he had met his first master. 
Kian’s stomach growled; he was getting hungry as he hadn’t eaten all day. The captain of the ship that had brought him across the sea had given him a few coppers because he had done a lot of extra work on the ship during the voyage over. He had worn a rag tied around his head to hide his Elven blood during fourteen days he had been at sea. He expected that he would not have gotten the extra coin or passage if the captain had known what he was. At least he hadn’t returned home with his pockets empty. 
The gulls were everywhere screaming with excitement; the fishermen of the city had finished cleaning the day’s catch and were dumping what remained of the haul along the beach. The birds would eat well this evening. Kian began searching the street himself looking for a cheap place to fill his belly.
He recognized a building he remembered from his childhood. The One Eyed Eel was a small tavern that had served very good fish when he was a boy his mother had taken him and his brother to eat there on a few rare occasions. He would get a meal and think on what he should do next. 
He pulled the hood up on the old cloak he had acquired after he left the ship. He had taken the worn out thing from a clothes line near the wharf. It wasn’t as heavy as the one Gildor had given him when he left the valley but it would do. Kian entered the One Eyed Eel; it was not what he remembered at all. The inside of the tavern was filthy and stunk of urine and vomit. There were seven rickety tables and the bar itself was constructed of mismatched boards setting across two big barrels. The man who stood behind the makeshift bar was not much cleaner than the place itself. He was short, bald and pudgy: his hands were grimy and he wore a horribly stained apron. His tiny eyes reminded Kian of a pig. The serving woman was no better. She was so dirty Kian could not even guess her age and he noticed she walked with a bad limp. 
He sat down at one of the tables and waited. There were only three other men in the Eel and only one of them was conscious and he was having a very intense discussion with himself. The other two were sprawled across the table dead drunk. The limping barmaid came to his table; she coughed hard and cleared her throat then she spit a chunk of phlegm on the floor the size of a gold coin. “What do you want?” she asked in a very raspy voice. 
Kian looked up at her from under the hood of his cloak trying not to show his disgust. “Fish if you have it or chicken would be fine.”
She smiled at him displaying the few teeth she had. “We got beer, ale or wine. No food.”
“I guess a mug of ale then,” Kian said. He thought he should at least have a drink before he got up and walked out. He didn’t want to give any offence. The barmaid limped away to get the ale. Kian left the hood of his cloak up just to be on the safe side no sense courting trouble. 
The door to the little tavern burst open and the biggest man Kian had ever seen came through the door followed by another man; both were armed. He released the grip he had on his sword. His hand had shot to the hilt of his weapon without him even realizing it. Both the men hurriedly sat down at the table nearest to Kian’s. The drunk that had been talking to himself looked up at the two newcomers shook the other two men at his table awake and all three made a stumbling but hasty exit. 
Kian took stock of both men. The giant man was well over six foot tall. Unwashed long black hair hung in his face covering most of his features. The only thing Kian could make out of the man’s face was his dark eyes. He was dressed in a short sleeve leather jerkin, iron bracers on both wrists. He carried a huge two handed sword on his back and what looked like a short sword in a scabbard at his belt.
The other man was tall but shorter than his huge companion by a several inches. Black hair and beard both cut short and his eyes were also very dark. He was dressed in a short sleeve chain mail shirt that showed signs of rust in a few spots. His left arm was incased in mismatched plated armor that looked like it had come from a blacksmith’s scrap pile. He was armed with a long sword and dagger. What both had in common was they looked dangerous and they were out of breath. They looked at Kian but didn’t seem overly concerned by his presents. The lame barmaid brought Kian his ale. He watched as she gave the two men a fearful glance and hobbled over to their table. “Ale, you ugly gimp can’t you see we are thirsty?” the giant yelled.
The barmaid visibly trembled and hurried to the get the men their ale. Pig eyes swiftly filled two tankards and sent her back to the table. As she was bringing the ale the door to the tavern opened once again. 
Six city guardsmen came in dressed in conical helmets and chainmail, swords drawn. They too were winded and Kian could see the sweat on their brows. 
“Don’t any of you jackals move we know it was you three that left the bodies in the alley next to the fishmongers we saw you fleeing, the leader of the guardsmen said.
Kian looked from the guards to the two men at the table then behind him; did the guardsmen think he was with these two rogues? The two men were not disputing the fact Kian had not come in with them. Kian started to speak up and tell the guardsmen they were mistaken and he didn’t even know the two men but before he could say anything.
The short haired man spoke first. “Your eyesight must not be too good, we have been sitting in here for a long while just ask Chugg over there.” The barman nodded his head his tiny eyes as wide as they could open. 
“Why would I believe that pig faced thief he’s nothing but a piece of wharf trash,” the guard said. 
“Because it’s the truth,” the shorthaired man said. “Chugg has no reason to aid us hell he doesn’t even like us do you Chugg?”
The barman shook his head in confusion not knowing what to say. Kian saw the short haired man’s hand slide under the table as he spoke. “Chugg might be a pig faced thief but he’s not a liar and if you don’t believe him ask the wench,” he said gesturing to the barmaid. “She’ll tell you the same thing.” 
“May I say something, sir?” Kian broke in. The guardsman spun towards him and pointed his finger. 
“You sit there and shut your mouth.” It was strange, one second the guard was pointing his finger in Kian’s face, and the next a table flew across the room and shattered against him knocking the leader of the guardsmen to the floor. 
“Damn you, Cromwell,” the short hair man said as he stood and drew his sword. The huge man had thrown their table at the leader of the city guardsmen clearing the area in front of him and his companion. Kian jumped up from his table and tried to back away from the fight; this was none of his affair. He wanted no trouble with the Guardsmen of Thieves Port they were notorious for their loose interpretations of the laws of the free city. 
The short haired man turned a blow away using his armored arm like a shield then plunged his sword into a guardsman’s guts. He kicked another in the groin doubling him over. The barmaid was screaming and doing her best to try and get out of the way when the giant man picked her up over his head and hurled her at the guards. They ducked; Kian heard her bones break when she hit the far wall of the tavern. 
He’d been in only one fight and it had been fast and clean never had he seen violence like this. The brutality of the two men was distressing, Kian had been trained to fight with skill and honor not savagery and strength. Fighting these two men would be like fighting wild animals.
Short hair had cut the arm from another city guardsman. The giant pulled the short sword from his belt and stabbed it into the top of the man’s head that had been kicked in the groin. He then jumped back and drew the two handed sword from the scabbard on his back. One of the guardsmen turned to run but could not avoid the huge blade. It cut him in two just under the arm pits. The top half of the dead man’s body careened over the bar to hit Chugg in the face knocking him down into a pile of gore. The leader of the guardsman who had been hit by the table regained his feet. Rather than face the giant man he charged Kian. Out of reflex Kian drew his blade and parried the man’s attack and swept his blade across the leader’s throat. The guardsman grabbed at his neck wide eyed as he fell to the floor dead. When Kian looked back the remaining two guards were down, one howling in pain clutching a half severed leg. The other one’s head had been cut in half. Short hair stared down at the man screaming on the floor. “Cromwell, do something about that.” The giant walked over and stomped on the dying man’s head crushing it like a melon. Then the big man walked across the room and retrieved his short sword from his victim’s head. He muttered some words to himself and put it almost reverently back into its scabbard. 
The tavern looked like a slaughter house. The floor was slick with blood even though some of it had drained through the cracks in the old floorboards. The walls and tables were splattered with the remains of six city guardsmen. Chugg kept making whimpering sounds as he tried to untangle himself from the dead man’s torso. 
Shorthair walked over and put two copper coins on the bar. “Sorry for the trouble, Chugg this should cover it.”
The tavern owner finally freed himself from the dead man. “Damn you K’xarr two coppers? That won’t cover your ale and you owe me a new barmaid; that big bastard killed her,” he said pointing at the towering warrior.
“She was slow anyway, Chugg I think Cromwell did you a favor.” K’xarr laughed and walked out of the bar. The giant looked at Kian. “Better come with us, little man or they will kill you when the rest of the watch comes.”
Kian stepped over the crippled woman’s broken body as he followed the big man out. He really did not want to follow these men but the one called Cromwell was right, more guardsmen would come. He had little choice but to flee with the two killers. 
It was dark when they left the tavern. That made it easy for the three men to get out of town, that and the fact no one had ever seen fit to build a wall around the free city. They traveled in silence for near two hours. Kian was not pleased with the company he was in but he had killed a member of the city watch. It was best to get out of town for now. If the watch were still the same as when he was a child he could return in a day or two if he was careful. The city guard’s pursuit and investigation didn’t last much longer than that. If he was caught before then he would most likely be killed out of hand. The watch wasn’t big on trials. 
They finally stopped in a wooded area a few miles north of town. The one called K’xarr made a small fire in silence. Kian leaned against a tree and the other two men sat down near the fire; neither had spoken since they had left the city. He didn’t know what to make of these two men. He had learned many things from Gildor but one could not teach another how to judge men. People were still something of a mystery to him. When it came to ascertaining a person’s nature he was very naïve.
The bearded man stood up and brushed the grass and dust from his pants. “We can rest here for the night.” He looked at the large man still sitting near the fire. “Couldn’t keep your head in there could you? I hope you enjoy sleeping on the ground tonight.” The huge man just hung his head. Kian could hear him softly laughing. 
The man turned his attention to Kian. “It was smart of you to follow us, friend. There would have been a lot more guards to kill if you had waited around. I am K’xarr Strom and this is.” 
“I can say who I am.” The Giant stood up and walked over to Kian; he towered above the half Elven warrior by at least a foot or more and he spoke with a heavy accent like one who was unaccustomed to speaking in the common language used by merchants and traders. “I am Cromwell Blood of the Blood clan. I hail from the village of Volech. I am A Toran warrior. My clan’s blood goes back to the founder of my country and second greatest warrior of my race Tor Ironclaw. None have stood against me and lived.” Cromwell stood with his chest out looking at the half Elf with his sullen eyes as if he dared Kian to dispute anything he had said. The big man sat back down Kian could see K’xarr was trying to hide his grin. “Cromwell thinks a lot of himself as you can see. Can I ask who do we have the honor sharing our fire with?” 
“I am Kian Cardan. I was born in Thieves Port.” He could not think of anything else to say. He saw K’xarr looking at him in a strange way and he knew before the man could speak what he was going to say. 
“Cromwell I’ll be thrice dammed he’s a half breed.” Cromwell cocked his and gave Kian a long look. 
“He can’t be a half breed, K’xarr, he can fight and he hasn’t tried to pick my pocket or beg for food.” 
Kian’s jaw tightened and his hand dropped to hang near the hilt of his sword. K’xarr and Cromwell both saw it. “No reason to be so touchy, half breed there are very few Elves on the Harsh Coast and even fewer of your kind. Hell, I’ve never even talked to an Elf. Have you Cromwell?” 
“No, I have killed a few though. Poor warriors,” Cromwell said as he stretched out on the ground and put his hands behind his head.
K’xarr folded his arms across his chest and looked at Kian a moment as if he were trying to decide what to say. “We are kind of outcasts ourselves in a way. We won’t hold your blood against you, half breed.”
Kian sighed. “I just don’t like the word half breed. 
“K’xarr doesn’t like to be called ass but it is how he is known throughout the world by most women,” Cromwell said without setting up. 
“At least they don’t run away from me screaming, you ignorant bastard,” K’xarr countered.
“I like it better when they run, makes it more of a sport when you have to chase them.” 
They bedded down for the night. Kian wrapped his cloak around himself and pulled his hood up. The night was damp and the morning would most likely be very cool. Leaning his back against a tree he tried to fall asleep. He listened as the two warriors continued to insult each other. He had been pondering something so he waited till there was a break in the banter. “Cromwell can I ask you a question?” Kian inquired. 
“Ask away half Elf I will answer if I can.” Kian pulled his hood back enough so his face could be seen. “If this ancestor of yours, Ironclaw I think you said his name was, if he is the second greatest Toran warrior that ever lived who’s the greatest?”
The small camp was silent for a few moments Kian thought that Cromwell might not answer him then he heard Cromwell say, “I am.” Kian shook his head as both K’xarr and Cromwell busted out laughing. Kian would never understand some people’s humor.
The fire was dying down and he could finally hear the other two men snoring. Kian was very tired to but couldn’t fall asleep he just could not stop thinking about what might have happened to his mother and Tavantis. Where could they be? Maybe they finally got out of Thieves Port too? There was just no way to know. They had left no word for him and he didn’t even know what direction to head. Finding them was a lost cause for now. When he finally drifted off to sleep he dreamed of his lost family.
Morning came chilly and wet; the fire had died during the night leaving nothing but a faint smell of smoke and grey ashes. Kian opened his eyes; he saw that K’xarr was already up strapping on his armor. The half Elf heard an odd splattering sound; he looked over to see Cromwell was relieving himself against a tree Kian could only stare with his mouth open. 
“Have you ever seen anything like that, friend?” K’xarr said grinning. Kian turned away quickly embarrassed K’xarr had seen him staring at Cromwell. 
“Don’t be upset, my little half breed friend the first time I saw that Toran’s cock I stared too, I think his father was a horse that’s why the women run from him and he has to pay the whores double. Their afraid he will split them in half with that thing.” 
K’xarr and Cromwell both started laughing. “Shut up K’xarr you will make me piss on my boots,” Cromwell said shaking with laughter.
K’xarr tightened his sword belt and stretched his arms yawning like a big cat. “Put that thing away Cromwell we need to get going.” 
The Toran laced his breeches back up and walked over to Kian and squatted down. “Don’t worry; half breed when you grow up your cock might be as big as my sister’s.” He patted Kian on the head and offered the half Elf his hand to help him to his feet. 
Kian knocked the Toran’s hand away and jumped up hand on the hilt of his sword. “I said I don’t like to be called a half breed and I am tired of your insults. I am an Elven warrior, trained by Gildor Singollo Sunblade to King Celebrindal. I am not someone to be made sport of.” He stepped into his fighting stance and waited for them to come at him.
The two men began to laugh. “Damn you’re a thin skinned bastard is that the way with all half breeds or is it just you that can’t take a joke?”
Kian realized the two men did not care that they had angered him. 
“Just look at him, Cromwell I think he was going to fight both of us.” 
“I think your right, K’xarr. The little half breed is a fool but he has courage. It would be a shame to have killed him.” 
Kian was angry the two men had gotten under his skin with their continuous slights. Kian pulled his sword half way out of its scabbard. “Stop laughing at me.” 
K’xarr put his hands on his hips and looked the half Elven man right in the eye. Kian saw no fear in the warrior.
“I wish you could see yourself standing there all puffed up spoiling for a fight, it was only a jest. K’xarr held his hands up and walked over to Kian; the half Elf eased his blade back into its scabbard. The bearded warrior put his hand on Kian’s shoulder and gave him a very sincere look. “We are sorry… but you’ll never have a cock as big as Cromwell’s sister’s” They roared with laughter again. Kian was unsure of what to do he stood there staring at the two large men as they laughed at their own vulgarity. K’xarr bent over and put his hands on his knees. “And by the way, my half Elven friend, where did you get that clothing. With those leathers and big cloak you look like you could be a Celonian circus performer. You must know there are no Elven Warriors left and if there were they would be in the March with the rest of their defeated race. You need to learn to be a lot less serious, friends jest with each other. Now let’s go find something to eat.”
Cromwell and K’xarr both turned and walked away from him. Kian didn’t know what to do he felt a little foolish. Jesting and friends two things he knew very little about. Perhaps he was too defensive but, he had always had to be. K’xarr was right he was no Elven warrior he was not even truly Elven. The two were rude and callused but they were the first two humans he had run across who said his blood didn’t matter to them. He followed after the two men unsure of the reason why.
Later in the day after foraging for food the three men found themselves sitting on top a grassy hill. They could see the harbor from where they sat. Kian watched as a caravel with its sails spread by the stiff breeze cruise lazily into the harbor. The sun was shining and the day had warmed up. The sun felt good on Kian’s face and his belly was full of some black berries they had found that morning. 
K’xarr stood alone away from where Kian and Cromwell sat staring out towards the sea. “He hasn’t said anything since we got up here. Has something angered him?” Kian said. 
“Who can say what he broods about the future the past, he just gets that way sometimes. When he does I leave him be. If you stay around K’xarr long you will find he is a very ill-tempered man.” 
“You spoke of a clan last night. Is this clan your family?”
Cromwell plucked a blade of grass and spun it around between his two huge fingers. “K’xarr and I were both were driven out of our homelands several years ago. My clan turned their back on me I’m clanless now a great insult in my country. So I have no family though I am still Toran and will be till I draw my last breath.” The big man tossed the blade of grass into the air and shook his thick dark hair out of his face and looked to the north. “I miss Tora. The feuds, the battles, the women there is no place I would rather be. Kian, my half Elven friend there is nothing like a good Toran woman. They are nice and thick; they know how to keep a man warm at night.” Kian saw Cromwell reached down and clenched the hilt of his short sword. “What I miss most is my honor someday I will go home and win it back and avenge myself on those who drove me away.” 
“Kian could tell the Toran’s mood was becoming grim talking about his homeland so he tried to change the subject. Where is K’xarr from?” Cromwell looked over at his friend then back to Kian. “He is from Camir you would have to search hard for a more unforgiving country. It is a land of rock and ice. The Camirians themselves are mountain warriors raiding and pillaging is their way of life. K’xarr talks little of his homeland and even less about his family.”
Kian looked at the harbor again thinking of his mother. “A man needs a family it is what makes him whole if I knew where mine was nothing could stop me from going to them.” 
Cromwell looked dour and stared at the short sword strapped to his side. Kian was curious about the weapon the large man carried.
“Where did you get that blade Cromwell I have never seen any short sword like it?” Kian asked. 
Cromwell looked down at the weapon on his hip. It was as long as the half Elf’s arm from his elbow to the tips of his fingers. The cross pieces were forged into the shape of some kind of animal talons and the hilt looked to be a solid piece of iron wrapped with black leather, the blade was straight and wide enough to deliver a brutal wound with a cut or thrust. 
Cromwell grinned. “This is no short sword. It is my Voltakar a dagger blessed by a priest of Fane the god of war. It is forged from the Iron of Tora and tempered in the blood of our enemies. It is placed in our cradles at birth. As the babe grows they roll and crawl over the blade cutting themselves many times over. When the child is old enough he begins to carry the Voltakar with him at all times. It is the first weapon of a Toran warrior. My people believe the practice teaches the child to endure pain and the blood that is shed is a sacrifice to Fane.”
 Kian looked at the warrior in horror he could not fathom doing that to a child. “What happens if one of the children dies? I mean they could cut themselves bad enough to bleed to death.” 
Cromwell looked up and pointed to the sky. “Then Fane has decided that child is not worthy to be a Toran warrior.” It is a sacred ritual of my people the Voltakar can only be taken from us by death.” 
“The old gods are gone, vanished long ago so why do your people still honor this war god if he no longer exists?” Kian asked
Cromwell laughed. “Fane is not gone he waits for us to join him in Vinteytium; it is where I will go when I died half breed make no mistake about that.” 
Kian watched as the Toran drew the wicked blade from its sheath; he had angered Cromwell, he should never have said his God didn’t exist. “Cromwell I apologize for being disrespectful of your beliefs it won’t happen again.” 
Cromwell turned the huge dagger over in his hand then inspected the blade’s sharpness with his thumb. “If a Voltakar is drawn it is custom that it must taste blood.” Kian look perplexed he shifted himself back away from Cromwell not knowing what the Toran intended. Cromwell looked Kian in the eye then drew the blade across the palm of his own hand. Black blood ran down Cromwell’s scarred forearm. Kian had never seen anything like it not even in an animal. The Toran’s blood was as dark as night. Kian watched it as it rolled down the big man’s arm and dripped from his elbow onto the ground. 
“Cromwell look at your blood are you ill?” 
Cromwell looked at the cut then put the weapon back in its sheath. “I’m not ill my blood has always been like this black as the Reaper’s heart.”
Kian shook his head in disbelieve “Do all Toran’s have black blood?” 
“Of course not, you half Elven fool.” Cromwell paused a moment and stared at the blood. “Only me.” 
He wanted to ask the big man more about it, but the look in the Toran’s eye made him hold his tongue. Cromwell must have seen the question on Kian’s face. “We have a saying in Tora, my friend. If you ask too many questions you will soon get an answer you do not like” Cromwell stop carving on yourself it’s time to go.” K’xarr had rejoined them. Kian had been so in grossed in Cromwell’s tale and the strange blood he hadn’t even heard the Camiran walk up. 
“K’xarr have you seen his blood?” Kian said pointing to Cromwell’s arm. 
“Yes we have traveled together for a long time I have seen more of that Toran than I care to. You don’t have a problem with it do you, Kian?” 
“No, I have just never seen anything like it. Have you ever run across anyone else that bleeds black?” 
Cromwell looked at K’xarr. “Only one other that I have ever seen.”
Kian looked back and forth between the two men. “You have it too, K’xarr?” 
“Aye, since the day of my birth. I wouldn’t think you would question the purity of anyone’s blood half breed?”
Kian stood up. “I don’t judge men on the color of their blood or the shape of their ears or anything else. I was taught to judge men by their deeds.” 
K’xarr nodded. “Good but I ask you to keep it to yourself, most people in the world don’t think that way and we have had trouble in the past because of it.” 
“You have my word I will tell no one,” the half Elf said. Kian understood all too well how intolerant the world could be. 
“Where are we going?” Cromwell asked ignoring their conversation. 
“We will head back to the city and take ship to the middle continent and see what kind of trouble we can find there.” 
“We have no coin to pay for passage, K’xarr you know that,” Cromwell said as he stood up and slung his two handed sword across his back.
“We’ll get the coin. It’s time to seek our fortune in the world. I have seen twenty five winters and so have you, oaf and we don’t have a thing to show for it. I am tired of living like rats and fearing someone will find out about this accursed blood. Let’s join the first band of sell swords we come across and see the world. Make a little coin while we do it.” 
Cromwell stood up. “Well I have nothing better to do and I too have grown tired of living like beggars. We are warriors, K’xarr, it’s time we acted like it. If people don’t like our blood, we will teach them to fear it.”
K’xarr looked at Kian, he seemed pleased with himself. “Well, my half breed friend you can go your own way or you can come with us if you like but I warn you now, the road Cromwell and I are traveling is a bloody one. We will live by the sword. I want you to know that before you make your choice. If you come maybe you will run across that family of yours. I plan on seeing much of this world before I’m put down into it. If you choose to go on alone we will not hold it against you.” 
Kian thought for a moment; he too was a warrior and had no other skill to speak of and traveling with humans even if they were savages and had strange blood would make it easier for him to journey through the world. “I have nowhere to go and little coin. My family is lost to me for now and the only talent I have is with a blade. So I will come but I tell you this. I will do no murder and I will not make war on women or children.” 
Cromwell gave him a friendly slap on the back. “You can leave that to us.”





Chapter 6 


She had made it back to her chambers. Raygan locked her door and leaned back against it. Her chest was heaving from her erratic flight from the throne room. The Princess’s mind was reeling. She had never been so mixed up by anything in her life. How had it happened?
King Aaron had been taken down to the throne room early that morning before any of the nobles had arrived for court. Raygan had directed his servants on what her father should wear and the route they should take to get him to the first floor of the palace unseen. No one needed to know the King could not walk to the throne room on his own if it could be helped. Her father had been very quiet that morning, she should have known something was wrong. He was so serious and deep in thought. He had seemed almost troubled. She had dismissed it as the strain of being out of bed for the first time in months. 
Once in the throne room, they had carried him up on the dais and seated him on the phoenix throne. The day before, Raygan had ordered the King’s staff to adorn the whole palace with red and gold, the royal colors of Bandara. There were banners and garland, even the carpet had been changed to reflect her idea of a nationally themed event. 
Her father had looked so pleased when he saw the throne room. He had thanked her for all she had done and gave his daughter an almost remorseful smile. She wished she had asked him what was making him so forlorn. Maybe the whole thing could have been avoided.
The first of the nobles had begun to arrive by midmorning. The lesser lords and ladies of Bandara were all dressed in their finest to see their King. Raygan knew many of the nobles didn’t care for the King’s lenient taxation of the commoners. It was no secret to anyone that the King was ill, and it might be the last time Aaron Albana held court. Even though the nobility disagreed with the King’s politics, their sense of nobility wouldn’t allow them to miss the affair. Raygan felt good about how many of them turned out to show proper respect for the man who had ruled the Kingdom for so long. 
She remembered Finn Selmac and Bishop Lyfair coming in and hovering like vultures near the dais. The rest of King’s council was the last to come in: General Voths, Lords Kasper, Bradford, and Fox. Talorn Blackthorn and his father had entered with her brother. She had never liked Talorn, he was arrogant and far too pretty for her taste. 
Raygan had invited many of the wealthiest commoners as well. So many had come to the palace to see their King that many had to be turned away and asked to wait in the garden where refreshments were to be served after the court business was finished. It was a grand gathering and somehow it had gone terribly wrong.
Someone was knocking on her door. She jumped, afraid that it was someone sent to bring her back down to the throne room. She was not ready for that yet. “Are you alright, Highness?” It was just her young servant Isabella. 
“Yes, Bella, I won’t need you for the rest of the night, you may go to your quarters.”
“Highness, I heard what happened. The whole palace is in an uproar. I don’t think you should be alone.”
“Just go, little one, I will be fine.” Would she? How could she ever be fine again?
***
King Aaron had given a fine speech to the court about his beloved Bandara and his years on the throne. The crowd had cheered and applauded. It was after that when things took a turn for the worse. 
Her father had raised his hand and quieted the room. He started speaking of how he had left a fine mess of things for his heir and that they would have to be an extraordinary and exceptional person to undo all the mistakes he had made. He said he had chosen his heir because they shared his vision for the continued prosperity of the citizens of Bandara. Her father proclaimed to everyone in the throne room that he was leaving the Kingdom in the hands of someone he could trust and he had the utmost confidence in them. 
Cain was beaming with pride; you could see the satisfaction on his face. Her brother liked nothing better than to have his ego stroked. The truth was Raygan thought Cain would be a great King; he had trained all his life to be the ruler Bandara. He had been sent to the colleges in Asqutania where only the very brightest and astute young men were allowed to attend. Father had told her he had done very well there. It was not surprising. Cain had always been more intelligent than she was. Sometimes she felt a little jealous about that, but she had no head for facts and numbers. Raygan had trouble with the subjects the royal tutors had tried to teach her. If not for the way she could flip her hair and smile, she would have never completed mathematics this past winter.
The Princess had been daydreaming again as she usually did during court functions when she heard he father say, “That is why I have changed my mind. My daughter Raygan will be my heir, she will rule Bandara when I am gone. I’m sorry, Son, but it must be this way.” The throne room went silent everyone stood frozen by the shocking news. Raygan stood with her mouth open staring at her father. Had she heard him right? He looked at her and spoke in a low tone only she could hear. 
“Promise me, Raygan, you must do this for me. You must rule. If Cain takes the throne, there will be nothing left of our Bandara. I promise I will explain it all to you later. ” She remembered nodding her head. The next thing she heard was someone yelling, “The King is mad!”
The dais was rushed by Royal Guardsmen and her father was picked up and carried out through his private entrance. The throne room had erupted into complete turmoil. Bishop Lyfair and most of the Lords were trying to restore order. The common people were yelling and some were even cheering the announcement. She felt like everyone was looking at her. It was Cain she noticed, though the anguish written on his face was more than she could bear. She stepped down from the dais and ran.
“Get those peasants out of here now,” Lord Bradford screamed. The throne room began to fill with Royal Guardsmen. William Blackthorn pulled one of them aside. “Get everyone out but the high Lords Bishop Lyfair and Selmac. Do whatever you have to.”
The guard saluted the old Lord and went to give the Lord’s orders to his commander. Cain stood staring at the throne. She had done it again. Raygan had bested him and made him to look like a fool in front of all the nobility of Bandara. 
“Cain? Cain, listen to me this means nothing; your father was ill, his decision will never stand. The Prince turned his head to look at Talorn. His friend was trying to comfort him, but he couldn’t quite understand what he was saying. He had just been cheated out of everything he had ever wanted. The throne was the only thing that mattered to him in this world. Was he so much less than his sister?
“Cain, where are you going?” Talorn called after the infuriated Prince.
Lord Blackthorn saw his son trying to talk with the dejected Prince. “Let him go, Son, help us clear the palace and then we can see to the Prince.
***
Raygan paced back and forth in her room, trying to decide what she should do. She heard the lock turn and the Princess jumped back, covering her mouth with her hand. 
“Highness, why did you run away?” Agnes said as she turned and relocked the door. 
“Didn’t you see what happened? Father made me the heir to the phoenix throne? It was Cain who has been groomed to take over when Father is gone. Why did he change his mind? He knows I have no idea how to run a country.” 
Agnes took the little Princess by the shoulders, squeezing them hard enough to make Raygan wince. “Calm yourself, Highness, I’m sure your father had his reasons for taking Cain out of the succession. Collect yourself and get back down there, the people need to see you’re not a frightened little girl.” 
Raygan shook the woman’s hands off her shoulders. “I’m not going back down there, you old troll, has everyone gone mad? I need to see my father right now. He going to undo this, I wanted no part of it.” 
Agnes stomped her foot. “Like it or not you are to be the next ruler of Bandara. I suggest you start acting like it or the nobles of this Kingdom will tear you apart.” 
“I’m fifteen and a woman, no one is going to listen to me anyway.” Agnes shook her head. Your father loves you, child and he believes in you, despite the way you are. I hope you won’t disappoint him. I will go down and tell the Lords you will meet with them shortly.” 
“Tell them whatever you want, I’m not leaving this room.” Agnes stomped out of the room and Raygan locked the door behind her. The Princess went to her window the sky was beginning to darken. There was a storm coming.
She heard a very soft knock on her door again. “Bella, I told you I didn’t need anything.”
A voice from the hallway answered very softly. “It’s not Bella.”
Cain! What would she say to him? He must be furious. “Open the door Raygan. I want to talk.” He didn’t sound upset, maybe he was here to tell her it had all been a big mistake. She turned the key and opened the door. Cain stepped into her room and softly closed the door. He had a vacant look on his face. He walked over and stood right in front of her. Raygan had never noticed how much taller he was than her. “Please, don’t be mad at me, Cain; I will go to Father and...” Raygan never finished the sentence.
The back of Cain’s hand stuck her across the mouth, knocking the small crown she wore off her head and sending her straight to the floor. Raygan had never even been so much as spanked in her life. Now blood dripped from her busted lips on to the beautiful carpet that cover the floor of her room. 
“I think you have talked to Father enough, you treacherous little bitch.” He moved toward her like a monster in the old stories. “How long did it take you to get him to do this to me? I never said anything when he spent all his time with you.” Cain clenched his fists as he spoke. “I never complained when he put you before me time and time again. Not one word passed my lips when he laid everything you ever asked for at your feet.” He walked slowly around the Princess. “My whole life I stood in your shadow, Sister, and watched as he gave all his love and attention to you and never did I once complain. I took the leftovers of Father’s love because I knew that he had entrusted me with Bandara. The one thing I had with our father, the one thing we had together. In the end you found a way to destroy that too, didn’t you?” His accusation’s hurt her as much as the back of his hand.
Raygan tried to rise, getting as far as her hands and knees before Cain kicked her in the stomach, flipping the tiny young woman completely over on to her back. She could not get her breath, and it was agony to even try. She could hear him rage on. “What was it, dear sister? Did you whisper in his ear the whole time I was in Tyro with your sweet lies and our mother’s looks, did you tell him it was your heart’s desire to be the Queen?”
She was just getting her breath when Cain stomped down on her abdomen, this time she heard a bone snap. He loomed over top of her looking down with contempt. “How did you do it, little sister? Did you take our mother’s place in his bedroom? Did you become Father’s whore?” Cain jumped on top of his sister and straddling her small body and began to scream in her face, spittle flying from his mouth. “Answer me, you worthless little bitch. I want to know how you did it!” He began to pound her face with his fists. Her head bounced off the floor with each blow. The last thing she remembered was his hands sliding around her throat.
“Cain, what the hell are you doing?” Talorn said as he and his father came through the door of Raygan’s room. 
“Talorn, would you be so kind as to stop the Prince from killing his sister, please,” William asked casually. Talorn was already halfway across the room. He grabbed Cain by the arms and pulled him off the bloody girl. “You will never sit the phoenix throne, you treacherous whore,” the Prince screamed. 
Cain struggled to break, free still kicking at the helpless girl lying on the floor. The Prince couldn’t free himself, Talorn’s strength was too great. The big knight began to slowly pull him back. William walked over to the struggling Prince. “Highness, I think you need some air. Talorn, if you please.” William pointed to the door and Talorn dragged Cain from the room. As he wrestled the struggling Prince out the door, Bishop Lyfair and Finn Selmac came in. 
“I think the Princess is in need of your administrations my good surgeon,” William said. Selmac knelt down over Raygan and started assessing the damage her brother had inflicted on her. 
Bishop Lyfair looked down at Raygan’s bloody face. “What in the name of Almighty God happened?” 
“It seems the Prince thought that his sister’s treachery should not go unpunished. Cain has more backbone than I gave him credit for.” William smirked. 
“You call that backbone? He has savagely beaten his sister, a mere fifteen-year-old girl, and you think that shows some kind of courage?” 
“Indeed I do, Father, the Princess betrayed her brother. He may have not chosen the best way to punish her, but there is no doubt of her guilt.” Lord Blackthorn looked at the guards standing in the doorway. 
“Would you be so good as to close the door? I don’t think we need any more people to see this than already have. Come Finn, let’s get her onto the bed. ” Lyfair walked to the door nodded to the guards and closed it. 
As the other two men put the Princess on her bed, Lyfair looked around the room. The Bishop had never been inside the young girl’s chambers before. The lavish furnishings were worth a fortune. The gold that had been spent on Raygan’s room was almost sinful. The Princess was spoiled and willful, but Lyfair didn’t believe she deserved the abuse her brother had inflicted on her. He knew the empty-headed Princess had not contrived to steal the throne from Cain. Anyone that believed that the comely little dunce could accomplish that was foolish.
“How bad is it, Finn?” the Bishop asked. “She will live, but I fear her looks will never be the same. Her head is split open in the back I believe her nose and jaw are both broken, and it might be a couple of days before she can see. Both eyes are swollen completely shut. I think the worse is a couple of broken ribs. She is young, she will heal quickly, provided he didn’t break something inside her head.” 
“See to her then, Finn.” The Bishop let out a huge sigh. By the looks of her, he thought the damage would be worse, though the conceited girl would have a fit when she found out her looks had been ruined.
“Selmac can take care of the Princess. Come Father, we have business to attend to,” William said.
Lyfair looked at Blackthorn confused. “What business?” the Bishop asked. 
“We should go to check on the King.”
***
Talorn pushed Cain into his room. Cain whirled around, face red with rage and tears in his eyes. “Keep your hands off me, knight.” He dumped over the writing desk that sat in the corner of his room then ripped a painting of his mother off the wall and smashed it against his wardrobe. Talorn grabbed the Prince in a bear hug and tried to keep the young man from wrecking the entire room. 
“Cain, it’s over, stop this madness, do you realize you almost killed your sister?” Talorn said a little harsher than he intended. 
The Prince stopped struggling and looked at his hands. His eyes grew wide when he noticed the blood that stained them. Talorn eased his grip on Cain as the Prince walked slowly across the room staring at his bloody hands. “She betrayed me, Talorn, she played me false the whole time, always acting like she wanted nothing to do with the crown while the whole time she was undermining me with Father so she could get her hands on Bandara.” He went to his dresser and poured some water from a pitcher into a large washbasin. He began to furiously scrub at his hands trying to wash the blood away. “She has been plotting this since I left for Asqutania; she has stolen the crown right out of my hands.” The Prince snatched a towel off the dresser and dried his hands feverishly.
Talorn looked at Cain and scoffed. “Do you really believe that? Raygan? When did she hatch this diabolical scheme while she was trying on dresses or picking flowers in the garden? Think, Cain. It’s like my father said, the King’s illness has finally driven him mad. You know no one in their right mind would believe he would name Raygan heir. In your wildest dreams, can you imagine her as the Queen of Bandara? You have nothing to worry about, the throne still belongs to you.” 
Cain ran his damp hands through his hair, slicking it back down to his head but his eyes were still wild. “How can you say that? The whole court was there! They heard him, even if I am crowned now there will always be questions, suspicions. The commoners will say I usurped the crown from Raygan; you know how they love the little sow. There will always be a shadow over my reign.” 
Talorn walked over to Cain’s writing desk and set it back up. He noticed a bottle of wine that had fallen to the floor without breaking. Talorn picked it up and pulled the cork. He picked up two cups and filled one handing it to the Prince. “Here drink this.” Cain drank it straight down. He sat down on the bed looking exhausted. 
Talorn poured himself a cup of wine and stood before the Prince. “There will be no questions, everyone knows your father intended the throne to be yours, so calm yourself. What you should be thinking about is what you have done to Raygan. What happened, why did you do it?” 
“I went to talk to her and find out why she had stolen my birthright. When I saw her, I lost my temper. I would have killed her if you hadn’t stopped me.”
Talorn looked at the Prince with disappointment. “It would have been for nothing. Raygan has no mind for politics or intrigue. I don’t believe for a second she tried to steal the throne from you.” 
Talorn sat down beside Cain. “How are you going to explain what you did to her?” 
Cain gritted his teeth. “I don’t have to explain anything to her, she is just a girl; she may be special to my father and the peasants of this Kingdom, but she is nothing but a spoiled little bitch to me. She will never forgive me anyway, so there is no point in trying to make her understand.”
“Give her time and stay away from her. I know you don’t care about her forgiveness, but I do. It will be better for us if you can make amends.” 
Cain looked confused. “For us? You should have no grievance with me.” 
Talorn stood up and walked toward the door. “Have you forgotten she is to be my wife?” 
“Of course not, but…” 
Talorn turned a flash of anger in his eye. “Cain, you are my friend and soon you’ll be my King, but I want you to know if anything like this happens again I will avenge her, make no mistake about that.” With that the most dangerous knight in Bandara walked out, leaving the Prince sitting alone. 
Cain got up and closed his door. He didn’t really care what his sister thought or Talorn for that matter, he would kill anyone who stood between him and the throne. He needed Talorn, he also needed the Blackthorn fortune, so he would have to go easy, but he didn’t like to be threatened.
The Prince walked over and looked into the large oval mirror that hung on his wall. He thought of his sister on the floor of her room, her face beaten until she was unrecognizable and his hands wrapped around her throat and he gave a half grin to himself in the mirror. 
***
Quietly, Bishop Lyfair followed Lord William into the King’s quarters. Blackthorn had not told him anything. He had no idea why the Lord wished to speak to the King. Lyfair knew as well as everyone else the King’s change in heirs would not be honored. Raygan would never be allowed to have any power in Bandara, let alone be its Queen.
They entered the royal chambers to find His Majesty was sitting on a silk divan. Two of the Royal Guard dressed in the red and gold of Bandara stood at each end of the divan. One of Selmac’s apprentices was attending the King. “I want to see my children now,” the aged King demanded. “I have to explain to them what I intended and why I made the decision. Did you hear me? Damn you, do as I say bring them to me now.” 
It had been a long time since Bishop Lyfair had heard that much fire in the King’s voice, it cracked the air like a whip. The King noticed them as he closed the door. “Marin, William, tell these fools to bring Cain and Raygan, I must speak with them. They won’t listen to me.” 
The surgeon attending the King stood up. “The King is very distressed, I thought it best he have no visitors.” The young healer said, “Of course, sound thinking. Too much excitement in one day can be bad for the heart. Physician…?”
“Bryce Averton, my lord.” 
“Bryce, why don’t you and the guards step out, perhaps you should go find Lord Selmac and see if there is anything particular the King may need. Father Lyfair and I would like to talk to His Majesty alone.” Lord Blackthorn was smiling as he spoke. Lyfair did not like it. When he smiled like that the Lord didn’t look quite sane. 
“As you like, my lord.” Averton nodded to the Bishop as he and the two guards walked out of the room. Lyfair noticed that Averton looked relived to be leaving. He wished he could leave with the young healer; he didn’t want to be here either, but he had chosen this path and he would see it through, God willing. He told himself it was for the Church after all, besides he was sure they could calm the old King down. He and William would have the old man back in his sick bed in no time and the plan could proceed.
Lord Blackthorn slid down on the divan beside the King. The Bishop remained standing, hands folded together as if ready to pray. 
“William, please bring my children, I know they have to be upset. I’m feeling fine and I must speak with them now. If I don’t, this will fester between them and I don’t want them to misunderstand the reasons for what I have done.”
Lord Blackthorn put his finger up to the old King’s lips to quiet him. “What I want you to do now, Your Majesty is shut your mouth and listen to me.”
“How dare you speak to me like that, I will…”
Lord Blackthorn slapped the King across the face snapping the old man’s head to one side. Blood leaked out from the corner of King Aaron’s mouth. 
The old King looked at Lyfair with tears welling in his eyes, the Bishop turned his head. He could not meet the King’s sorrowful gaze. 
“You will do nothing, Majesty,” Blackthorn went on, “I have a few things to explain to you.” 
The old man’s lip began to quiver. “I knew it. I wasn’t so sick I couldn’t smell the treachery,” the old man said, almost to himself. “I could have guessed you William, but Marin? We have been friends since the Church sent you to Bandara. How could you do this to me? You’re a man of God.”
Lord Blackthorn grabbed the King’s face and squeezed it turning the King’s head back toward him. “I told you to shut up, you weak imbecile and I will explain. We had to act before you completely destroyed the realm, because you couldn’t come to grips with your wife’s death. You have been so worried about keeping your precious commoners happy and using them as a surrogate for the late Queen’s love you forgot about the rest of us. It is the nobility that has suffered your absurd reign, but we will suffer it no more.” Blackthorn let go of the King’s face, grabbing the old man by the front of his embroidered doublet, he hurled the sickly monarch to the floor. Bishop Lyfair could not look, he could hear the King gasp for air as he rolled onto the floor. Had Blackthorn lost his mind? Lyfair looked at the door fearing someone would walk in on the Lord accosting the King.
“You should have just died Aaron, we all did everything we could but you were too stubborn. I wish you would have died in your sleep peacefully, now you leave me no choice.”
The Lord of Braxton Bluff walked around behind the King and kicked him hard twice. Lyfair could hear the King in a weak voice, pleading, “Please, please stop. I beg you don’t hurt me William Marin, please.” Blackthorn would have none of it. The sadistic Lord repeatedly kicked the old man in the stomach, back, and groin. The Bishop squeezed his eyes shut and covered his ears; this was never what he wanted. Blackthorn sat down on the divan out of breath. “Would you like a turn, Lyfair?” 
The Bishop opened his eyes and looked at Lord Blackthorn in shock. “I will have no part of this. I’m a man of God, you can’t expect me to participate in this … this torture.” 
“Father, think of him as a worthless piece of dung. That is truly all he really is,” Blackthorn said gesturing to the old man. 
The Bishop looked down at the man who he had once called friend. “End this, damn you, end it now.” The Bishop’s face shook with rage.
Blackthorn chuckled. “Calm yourself, Father. If you’ve no wish to aid me in killing this pig, so be it.” Blackthorn once again rose to his feet. Only this time he gently rolled King Aaron over on his back. Blackthorn squatted down beside the King. “I wanted to tell you something, Your Majesty.” Blackthorn got down as close as he could to the old King’s ear. “Cain just tried to kill his sister, but we stopped him before he could finish the job. Tragically, I fear she will never be beautiful again, sire. And you should know I am going to make it my life’s work to see to it your daughter never knows another day of happiness. She will live in misery for the rest of her life.” 
Bishop Lyfair saw the King roll his head toward Lord Blackthorn, tears streaming down the side of his face. “Please, William, don’t hurt her. Kill me if you will, but don’t harm Raygan.” 
The Bishop could barely hear King Aaron, as he spoke blood began to fill his mouth. Blackthorn had broken something inside him during the beating. Lord Blackthorn still kneeling next to the dying King put one hand over his mouth and the other held the King’s nose closed. King Aaron’s eyes bulged, he looked at the Bishop as he tried to paw at Lord Blackthorn’s hands.
“Bandara will be restored to her greatness, Albana, and you can rot in hell. The King’s body quivered for a few moments and went still. Lord Blackthorn stood up and looked at the Bishop. “Done and done, Father. Now help me get him back on the divan.” 
“You are a monster, William,” the Bishop said looking at the Lord with revulsion. 
“Yes, yes, I know I’m a monster, but this monster has just rid you of the pig that would have destroyed our country.”
The two men put King Aaron back on the divan, taking care to smooth out his clothing. They tipped his head forward and let the blood drain on to the front of the dead King’s shirt.
“Someone come quick, we need a healer in here. Hurry,” Blackthorn began to shout. The door opened after several seconds and the young surgeon and the two guards raced into the room. 
“The Father and I were talking to him and blood began to pour out of his mouth. I fear his heart may have ruptured,” Lord Blackthorn said with feigned panic. 
Averton looked at Bishop Lyfair, he reluctantly nodded his head for the young man to proceed. The healer bent down and examined the King. “Yes, I do believe something has ruptured, he is bleeding on the inside. The healer listened to the King’s chest and felt for a pulse. There is nothing I can do the King is dead, my lord.”
 “God forgive me,” the Bishop whispered to himself.
***
William Blackthorn had returned to his quarters, he had left orders for what was to be done by morning. He hoped the idiots could handle it without him for a few hours, he needed some sleep. Killing the King had been exhausting. The old King had finally caught on but far too late to do anything to stop them. Trying to proclaim his daughter as heir could be a slight problem but nothing that couldn’t be handled. 
The girl had no ambition and no one would support her if she did try for the throne. Blackthorn had to admit the girl had charisma, he wished her brother had her flair for inspiring people’s devotion. If he did there would be no problem securing the loyalty of everyone in the Kingdom. 
The nobles could be appeased, it was the commoners that could come to be a thorn in their side if the girl ever tried to make a claim. If Raygan ever became too much trouble, William would see to it she met the same fate as her father. 
A knock came on his door. He pulled it open, irritated by the disturbance. Lady Cort stood in his doorway. 
Why would the Princess’s attendant be bothering him? “Can I help you, Lady Cort?” 
“Yes, Lord Blackthorn, I have been trying to find someone to speak to about the Princess. Then, I just heard about the King and what happened between the Prince and Princess. What a terrible business.” 
William didn’t want to have this conversation. In fact, he didn’t want to talk to this stone-faced woman at all. “Yes it is all very tragic, but I am sure things will work out, now if you will excuse me I’m very tired.” William started to close the door, Agnes stepped in not taking his hint to leave. 
“Since you’re on the council, I would like to speak with you on how the Princess should assert her right for the throne. After all it was the King’s last wish to have her rule the Kingdom.”
Well this was what she wanted. To meddle in things that didn’t concern her. “The Princess will never rule Bandara. Cain is the heir and that’s the end of it. Now run along, I’m sure the girl needs to be tended to.” He gently pushed the woman towards the door. 
She shook his hand off her and narrowed her eyes. “You can’t just ignore what the King said because the Princess is a little scatterbrained. The whole throne room heard it. She is the heir and I will see to it her claim is heard.” 
William grabbed the woman by the throat and kicked his door shut. The look of surprise on her face made him grin. She was a fighter though. He had to use a great deal of strength before Agnes finally succumbed. He probably should have just thrown her out, but William hated pushy women. They reminded him of his mother.
***
The hour was late and she was tired, but Isabella’s anger kept her awake. Her lady had been terribly beaten by her brother for nothing. Isabella knew all about beatings. Back in Kasena her father had beaten her often. When she was older, he had traded her to a very cruel man for a new horse. He too had beaten her and visited other cruelties on her as well. Yes, she knew all about beatings. Isabella didn’t like to think about that time in her life. She was fourteen now and almost a woman. The past was the past. Besides she had to worry about the Princess now. The Royal Guards who usually stood watch over the Princess’s quarters were gone. Old Lord Blackthorn had order them away. Isabella had never liked him, he had a look that made her uneasy. He reminded her of the man who had owned her. Those bad times all seemed so long ago. When her owner died in a fight over a stolen horse, she had taken to the road alone. She hadn’t thought about how hard traveling could be. She found out many horrible things can befall an eleven-year-old girl on her own. She was sick and starving on the day the royal coach had passed her. To her surprise it had stopped and the coachmen had picked her up and put her inside. That had been the first time Isabella had seen the Princess and her father. They had taken her to the palace where she was fed and given warm clothing. After she recovered from her illness Raygan had come to see her. She asked Isabella if she wanted to serve as one of her handmaidens. She had readily agreed, having nowhere else to go and she had never lived anywhere that she got to eat every day. Raygan had taken her to the King and asked if she could keep Isabella and he had agreed. That had been three years ago. Isabella had never asked the Princess why she had been picked her up off the road and taken her in, but she knew if the Princess hadn’t she would most likely have died right there along the roadside. 
The thin blonde girl had decided if the guards would not defend her lady she would. She had stolen the butcher knife from the kitchen earlier that now lay in her lap. 
After the healer left, she had cleaned Raygan up the best she could and tried to scrub the bloodstains out of the carpet. Her lady was still unconscious and Isabella was starting to worry. Maybe the healer was wrong and the Princess would never wake up. All she could do was wait and hope.
There was a knock at the door. Isabella jumped up and ran to the end of the bed with the knife clutched in her small hand. Talorn came through the door as quietly as he could. He was greeted by a knife thrust at his throat. The champion of the lists leaned back quick enough for the knife to just miss his throat, he had to jump back to avoid the next attack. 
He grabbed the wild girl’s arm as the knife came down plunging towards his heart. Talorn twisted the knife out of Isabella’s hand and pushed her down on the floor. The little servant girl popped right back up on her feet. Talorn threw the knife aside and grabbed the girl pinning her arm to her sides. “Stop it, Isabella, have you gone mad too?” 
“You will not harm my lady, you beast. You’ll have to kill me first.” Talorn smiled at the ferocious handmaiden. “I mean your lady no harm. In fact, I came to see if she needs anything. Where are her guards?” 
Isabella stopped struggling. “Your father ordered them away.” Talorn slowly released his grip on her. Isabella stepped back and brushed her dress off and pulled her blonde hair back behind her ears. 
Talorn put his hands on his hips. “You are dangerous for a small girl, and it’s good to know someone is looking after Raygan, but you have nothing to fear from me. I will be sure and tell her Highness that you were protecting her while she slept.” 
“Please don’t do that, my lord. I stole the knife from the kitchens, and my lady would frown on that. I’m sorry I attacked you, but I know you and the Prince are friends and I thought he might have sent you to finish what he started.” Talorn started to assure Isabella that Raygan was in no danger when the Princess screamed, “I‘m blind!” Thunder rumbled through the palace. The storm was beginning.





Chapter 7 


Raygan sat in her bed propped up in a sea of pillows. Isabella had combed out her hair; it flowed down shoulders like a lustrous brown river. Her features however were another matter. Raygan’s eyes and lips were still swollen and her whole face was black and blue. Her once small nose was bulbous and crooked and much too large for her face. The girl’s jaw was also crooked and hurt badly. The once beautiful Princess of Bandara was gone, replaced by a hideous monster. At least that’s how Raygan saw it. She hadn’t left her room in days and could not bear to look in a mirror. The swelling around her eyes from the beating had gone down enough that she could see. 
There would be no one to help her now. All she had left was Isabella. Even now the girl sat by her side waiting for her next request. Bella had been amazing doing the work of several servants and caring for her injuries on top of that. 
Raygan remembered her father picking the sick girl up off the road during one of their coach rides through the country. Raygan had thought nothing of her father’s act of kindness until she saw how pretty Isabella was. Her looks were why Raygan had offered her a job serving as one of her handmaidens. 
She never would have guessed the Celonian girl was such a wonderful worker. If she wasn’t a servant, Raygan might even call the pretty handmaiden her friend. She watched as the girl began to tidy up her room without even being asked. It wasn’t hard to see Isabella was tired. Raygan hated to ask any more of the poor girl today but she had no one else. It was hard for the Princess to speak everything had to be said with her teeth clenched. Her broken jaw made it very hard to form words, but Bella could seem to understand every word she spoke.
“Isabella, I want you to do something for me.” 
“Anything, milady” 
“Go into town and find the best healer in the city and bring him to me. I will not have that dolt Selmac attend me anymore.” 
“I will go right away, milady.” 
“I have to get up, there are things I need to do.” Raygan scooted to the edge of her bed and tried to rise. Her head started to hurt worse and she was having trouble breathing as sharp pain shot down her side. She lay back on the bed trying to keep from getting sick. 
“Stay still, milady, you should not try to get up yet.” 
“I have to get better soon, Father can’t lay in state forever I want him to have a wonderful funeral, Bella. He was so good to me he must have a magnificent service. One that is so grandiose that no one will ever forget it. It’s the very least I could do for him. Besides Cain can’t be trusted to tend to it properly, so I have to handle it. Father would have wanted that.” The tears began to fall again. Isabella handed her a silk handkerchief to dry them. 
“Where should I look for a healer, milady?” 
Raygan wiped her eyes and did her best to clear her throat. “Go to the Great Market, I’m sure you can find one there. Ask around the people will know who’s best. Then bring the healer back here quick as you can.” The young girl turned and bowed to her Princess and walked out closing the door quietly. 
Raygan wanted to get better so she could bury her father, but that wasn’t the only reason. She was afraid now of what her brother might do. He was mad, she had seen it in his eyes that night. If Cain intended to kill her, the least she could do was meet her fate like a Princess of Bandara standing on her own two feet with perfect hair.
The new high council of Bandara had been in meetings for the last three days. Cain’s head ached from lack of sleep, there were so many things to do so many decisions to make. 
General Voths had been relieved of his command and almost all of the old council his father put in place had been dismissed. Now the council consisted of men who were loyal to the throne and wanted the return of a monarchy that favored the aristocracy of Bandara.
Cain had also signed a royal decree proclaiming Braxton Bluff to be Bandara’s first Grand Duchy and William Blackthorn to be its first duke, the titles and lands were to be hereditary. Lord Talorn Blackthorn was made general of all the armies of Bandara. Though his father had been given the title of duke and the city of Braxton Bluff and surrounding lands named a Duchy, Talorn was still Lord of southern Bandara and first seat on the royal council. 
Duke Blackthorn had volunteered to stay on to help the council with the transition until the new King had established himself. The other three high Lords of Bandara Galen Bradford, Tobias Fox, and Stuart Kaspar had been appointed to the council and had their lands increased. 
Bishop Lyfair had stayed on the council due to the fact William Blackthorn had told Cain no one knew more about the domestic workings of the Kingdom than Lyfair, and the Church could also be very helpful quelling the commoners if they became unruly. 
All other nobles had been told to return to their individual land holdings and the new King would deal with them individually in time. Cain was pleased with the choices he made. The new high council was men who supported the new King and his vision for Bandara’s future. The council was not as large but Duke Blackthorn said a smaller council meant fewer arguments. 
The duke’s experience had been invaluable in the last few days. Cain was just glad the meetings were over for now. He needed some sleep desperately. Duke Blackthorn stopped him as the meeting adjourned. “You’re doing a fine job, Majesty. I think the Kingdom is finally in good hands.” 
Cain’s face reddened a tad with pride. “Thank you, Lord Blackthorn, that pleases me greatly coming from a man like you.” 
The older man put his hand on the new King’s shoulder, “If I can be of any help, Majesty just ask. I believe my son would like to speak with you now.”
William lowered his voice and winked. “I think it has to do with your sister.” 
Cain nodded, the last thing he wanted to think about was Raygan. He hadn’t had the courage to go and see his sister yet and he really didn’t want to discuss her with Talorn, but he had little choice. He had promised her to the knight and he would fulfill his end of the bargain. He shook Duke Blackthorn’s hand and excused himself. Cain caught the eye of his new general across the room and motioned for Talorn to meet him in the King’s private office across from the council chambers.
“Majesty, may I have a word?” Bishop Lyfair called out as he was heading through the door. 
“I have a meeting with Talorn Bishop. What is it?” 
“I wanted to know when you would like to have the coronation ceremony Highness. You must be ordained by the Church before you are truly King of Bandara.” 
“It will just have to wait, I’m far too busy to bother with it now.” 
The Bishop frowned. “But Majesty the Church can’t recognize you until you are properly crowned. Until then, you’re not the true ruler of Bandara in the Eyes of God.” 
Cain smiled. “I assure you eminence, only I rule in Bandara.” Cain gave the Bishop a condescending pat on the shoulder and walked away.
“As you wish, Prince Cain,” Lyfair said under his breath.
The council hall had emptied except for William Blackthorn and Bishop Lyfair. The Bishop walked over to his co-conspirator after his unsatisfying discussion with the young Prince. “What is it now, Father? I have a great deal to do today.” 
Lyfair looked around then moved closer to Duke Blackthorn and lowered his voice. “You seem very sure that the … incident with the King will go unchallenged.” 
“Who’s going to challenge it, Father?” 
Lyfair lowered his voice to a whisper now. “I have been thinking the healer Averton perhaps, and there were two of the King’s guard there also. They didn’t see, but they may have heard or suspect what happened.” 
“Didn’t you hear, Father? Averton fell from a window in the palace library two days ago. Tragic, I told the staff not to bother anyone with the details since the palace has had enough turmoil and bad news this week.” Blackthorn pushed his chair into the huge table and picked up his cloak. “As for the two guards, they are now on their way to the Bluff. I asked the King if they could take a message there for me as well as the King’s decrees on my new titles and the deeds to the lands Talorn and I have recently acquired.” He leaned close to the Bishop’s ear. “I don’t think those two will be leaving the Bluff, not alive anyway.” Lyfair could only step back and look at the new duke.
The Bishop was shocked by how glib the man was about murder. “God help you, William.” 
“He already has, Father, he already has.
Cain sat down at the desk in the King’s office. He would have to change the décor in here, there were too many reminders of his father. He didn’t want anything around that made people remember the weak old man. It was just an irritation he would have to put up with for now. Talorn had followed him in and closed the door. 
His general sat down in a chair opposite him. Cain looked at him, “Okay, let’s hear it.” 
“Do you remember Morgan Galnic?” 
“I do,” the King said. “He was one of the boys that attended riding class with us all those years ago. We spent the summer pretending we were knights. I remember it well. Why?” 
“I thought he would be a good choice as a junior officer. I helped him train for the last tournament. He is from a noble family and he’s a good man. I thought of giving him a commission.” 
Cain put his feet on his father’s old desk and looked at the ceiling. “Well, Morgan won’t be available to aid you, Talorn. He and his family were among some of the nobles that questioned my right to rule right after father died. They came to the palace and complained that Raygan had been named successor and they supported Father’s insane decree. So I had the whole lot imprisoned. Morgan was among the dissidents. You’ll just have to find someone else.” 
“Oh, I didn’t know,” Talorn said hanging his head. 
Cain put his feet back on the floor and looked at his friend knowingly. “Was there something else?” 
“Have you talked to her yet?” 
“No, I haven’t and I don’t intend to anytime soon. If you want to tell her about your impending nuptials, you tell her. If you hadn’t noticed, I have been a little busy.” 
Talorn shook his head. “I know you have been occupied with state business, Majesty, and I would talk to her. I just think it should come from her brother the King, besides she ordered me not to come back to see her.” 
Cain stood. “Why do you listen to her? I think you are afraid of a tiny fifteen-year-old girl.” 
“I am not afraid of anything, Majesty, I just think you should be the one to break the news.” 
Cain folded his arms and smiled. “It’s not like she can say no. She will marry who I choose, it’s her duty.” 
“I don’t think she will take it well coming from me,” Talorn said.
Cain laughed. “And you think she will be more accepting if I tell her? I nearly killed her a few days ago.” The two men looked at each other and smiled. Both realized neither wanted to talk to the Princess.
“My pardon, Majesty, I must admit I’m a bit nervous, you know my history with women.” 
Cain smirked. “You have no history with women. Look Talorn, I know Raygan, whoever tells her she won’t take it well. We need a neutral party to break the news and absorb her initial fury, make no mistake there will be a tantrum. Then after she calms down, you can speak with her about it. Why you want to marry her in the first place is what I would like to know, the girl is a selfish tart.” 
“Majesty, please stop insulting her. At least in front of me, I beg you. I have loved Raygan for a long time I just … well you know I have a hard time talking to women. Once we’re together though I think she will come around she’s still young and…” Talorn saw Cain grinning at him. The knight stopped talking, realizing he had been speaking his thoughts. 
The new King shook his head and folded his arms across his chest. “I know you must love the little beast, just remember I warned you. Now try to think of someone we can get to telling her.” 
Both men sat in silence for a moment. A big smile spread across Cain’s face. “I know just the man for the job.” Cain walked over and jerked open the door. The servants had begun cleaning up the council room across the hall. Cain pointed at one of the men as he walked into the hallway. “You come here.” The young man hurried over to his King.
“Yes, Your Majesty?”
Cain looked at Talorn with a grin on his face “Go find Bishop Lyfair and tell him I want to see him.” 
Bishop Lyfair’s eyes darted back and forth as he passed down the empty hallway toward the Princess’s quarters. Cain had taken all her servants and guards away. He said it was because Raygan might conspire with them. The real reason was he did not want anyone to see what he had done to her. 
The empty hallway was ominous and made the Bishop uneasy. The eerie corridor made him think of the deranged duke and consider the deplorable pact he had made with him. William Blackthorn was a madman that he could do nothing about. He had heartlessly beaten and smothered King Aaron. Now he had all but said he killed everyone else that was in the vicinity of the murder that night. 
He wasn’t worried that Blackthorn may try to kill him, there was no need. He was just as guilty as if he had killed the King himself. He had stood by and watched. If they were found out, he would hang right alongside Blackthorn. He had begun to have nightmares about it, dreadful nightmares, he had gotten very little sleep the last few days. Lyfair was an intelligent man, he knew it was his guilt that was causing them. Being sent to talk with the Princess and his nightmares were his penance. God had a way of making people suffer for their sins.
The Bishop lightly knocked on the door to the Princess’s room, hoping no one would answer. “Come in,” he heard someone say, the voice sounded strange. The Bishop slowly opened the door and walked in. He saw the Princess propped up in her bed. He tried to keep the look of revulsion off his face, the girl’s looks were ruined. He had never really liked the young girl, she only had one redeeming attribute and that was her beauty. Now that it was gone, there wasn’t much to like. She had not deserved the beating she had gotten from the new King. He had nearly killed her that night. The way she looked now, the Bishop felt like it might have been a blessing if Talorn had let Cain had finish the job.
“Princess, may I speak with you?”
“No, you may not.”
Raygan turned her face away, refusing to look at the holy man. It was hard for the Bishop to understand what the Princess was saying. She had to speak with her teeth clenched and the swelling in her jaw didn’t help the situation.
The Bishop walked closer to the bed, this was going to be like dealing with a child, Lyfair thought. “I must speak with you, Highness, it’s the King’s own order.
She turned to face him. Now that he was closer Lyfair could see her poor face more clearly, it was truly a mess, if Blackthorn hadn’t killed King Aaron one look at his precious daughter’s face would have. “I care very little about what my brother has to say, Bishop Lyfair.”
 Her jaw moved like a wagon with a broken wheel when she tried to speak and she winced in pain with every word. “Highness, please let me speak the King’s word and I will leave you in peace.” 
Raygan glared at him with fury in her eyes. 
“Very well, speak quickly and be gone.” The Bishop cleared his throat. “Princess Raygan Albana you are to be wed to General Talorn Blackthorn Lord of Southern Bandara heir to the Duchy of Braxton Bluff in the fall. The King expects you to do your duty and accept the Lord General as your husband.” 
Her lip had begun to quiver and tears ran down her face dripping on the satin pillow she clutched to her breast. “I’m truly sorry, Highness, I…” 
“Get out now!” Raygan grasped her face in pain the shout had cost her. 
“As you wish, good day, Highness.” 
She didn’t have to say it twice. He did not want to be there in the first place. Lyfair turned and quickly left the room. He could hear the Princess weeping as he walked back down the shadowy hall, it sounded more like a wounded cat than a young girl. He was too old for this. Cain should have attended to this task himself. Maybe the new King didn’t have as much backbone as William thought. The King and his general were both too craven to talk with the Princess themselves. And why did Talorn want to marry the Princess now anyway? He could not understand, the girl was disfigured and she was not known for her sweet disposition. It didn’t matter, he would tell the King the Princess had been informed of her impending nuptials and the subject would be closed. He needed to return to the church, he needed a nap and maybe Selmac could give him something for his aching head.
She would never marry Talon Blackthorn. Not in the fall or any other season. So that is what Cain had in store for her. Marry her off to one of his cronies. If she were a man she would challenge him for the throne, her claim was just as strong as his now. All the nobles of Bandara had heard what her father said. She had no chance though, Cain would simply imprison her or have her killed. She had no army and few of the powerful nobles would support her. Fulfilling the promise she made her father was hopeless.
She might not be able to fight Cain for the throne, but she would not cooperate with this marriage. Raygan decided right then she would run and leave Bandara behind before she married Talorn. The very thought terrified her, but she would not allow herself to become the wife of Cain’s arrogant friend. First she needed to get better, then she would bury her father. Raygan hoped Isabella was having some luck finding someone to help her.
Isabella had asked everyone in the Great Market of Turill who the best healer in the city was. Everyone had a different answer. The healers she had checked on seemed little better than Selmac. She knew Raygan would not stand for any of them to treat her injuries. 
She had left the market district; there was one more name she had acquired from an old man with no legs. Rhys Morgan. The old man said he didn’t have a place in the market. The healer worked out of a small two-story house by the northern gate. That area was the poorest district in the city. Why he had his practice there and not in the market district was a mystery to Isabella. 
By the time Isabella approached the street where she had been told the healer lived, her feet were aching and she was tired of walking. It was late in the afternoon and well past lunchtime. She thought about turning back. She would just tell the Princess that she couldn’t find a healer better than Selmac. Isabella thought about how disappointed the Princess would be, and she wasn’t a very good liar anyway. So she decided to push on, feet throbbing and belly growling. 
The house was not hard to find, there was a line of perhaps twenty people coming out of a two-story shack on the corner. 
She asked a young boy with a bandaged hand at the back of the line, “Is this where the healer Rhys Morgan lives?” 
“Oh yes, Mother said he could fix my hand.” 
“What happened to it?” 
The boy frowned. “A dog bit one of my fingers off.” The handmaiden shook her head and looked at the length of the line. It was going to take a while if she stood in line. So Isabella tried to make her way up onto the porch where the line started. She thought if she told this healer Morgan that the Princess was inquiring about him she could skip the wait. 
As the girl made her way up, several men in the line stopped her. The handmaiden tried telling them she was there on the Princess’s order. They didn’t believe her. They laughed and told her to get to the back of the line. There was little choice but to wait. 
She caught a glimpse of the healer as he came out to greet his next patient. He was much younger than she thought, around Cain’s age she guessed. He was handsome. Isabella liked the way he wore his brown hair pulled back to show his kind face. The healer had a lean build, but what stood out the most were his pale blue eyes. The Princess would like him. Even if his skills were not the best her lady would like his looks. She decided this was the one.
Isabella noticed while she waited that this surgeon seemed to take anything as payment chickens, cheese, a goat. One man even brought him a stack of firewood. He would walk them out onto his porch take whatever they gave pat them on their back and wished them well. Isabella wondered if it was some kind of trick, no one was that kind at least no one she had ever met. 
It was well after dark when she got her turn. The young healer came out on to the porch drying his hands with a rag. “What do you need, young lady?” Isabella nervously pulled her blonde hair behind her ears. “I need you to come with me to the palace, please.”
The physician looked amused. “Why is there someone sick?” 
Isabella could tell he didn’t believe her and was just going along. “My lady bid me to find her a healer and bring them to her.”
“Really well, who is your lady ah...?”
“My name is Isabella and I serve Princess Raygan Albana.”
The young man tried not to smile. “I’m quite sure the Princess has a royal healer to tend to her needs.”
“She doesn’t like him,” the handmaiden said, yawning.
“That’s quite the story, Isabella, but all you had to do was say you need my help, and I would have come there’s no need for the big story.” 
Isabella was too tired and hungry to argue with him. “Will you come with me then?” 
“Yes, let me get my things.” Rhys put on a clean shirt and his short jacket and grabbed his bag of instruments and the small leather case that contained the herbs and ingredients he used in his medications. Isabella was waiting on the porch when he came out. With all the bags he looked like he was going on a trip. 
“I am ready, lead on, Isabella. Is it your house we are going to then? Is one of your family members sick?” 
Isabella sighed. “I told you where we were going.” 
“Oh right, the palace.” Rhys chuckled. 
A while later as they walked through the gates of the palace the guards nodded to Isabella and let her and the healer pass without question. Isabella looked out of the corner of her eye at her companion. “This is the palace healer.”
Rhys looked down at the girl astonished. “Oh bloody hell.” 
Isabella watched the healer examine the Princess. He was gentle and seemed to know what he was about. He had introduced himself to the Princess, told her to lie still, and went right to work. 
When he finished Rhys had pulled the chair from Raygan’s dressing table over near her bed and sat down. “Your injuries are severe, Highness, how did you get them if I may ask?” 
“It was a riding accident a few days ago.” 
“Begging your pardon, Highness, but those injuries aren’t from any riding accident.”
Raygan looked into his eyes almost pleading. “It was a riding accident.”
“Of course, Highness.” Rhys asked no more questions. The healer was not about to argue with royalty. “I can mix some herbs that will help with the healing and the pain.”
“What about my face when the swelling goes down, will it be like it was?” 
“The bones were broken in your nose and there was damage to your jaw. I don’t know that I can help your appearance Highness.” 
Raygan kept herself from crying in front of the young healer, but the disappointment was all over her face. 
“Thank you, healer Morgan, I was hoping there was something that could be done.” 
The healer just shook his head. Rhys could see the look of anguish on the young Princess’s face, he had crushed her last hope. 
“I would like to retain you as my physician anyway, if you are willing.” 
“Of course, Highness, whatever you wish. I will plan to check on you tomorrow and bring the medication I talked about.” 
“You’re not from Bandara are you, healer Morgan?” 
“No, Highness, I’m from Tara.” 
“The Tyroian colony south of Greyland?” the Princess said. 
The healer’s eyebrows rose in surprised. “You’ve heard of it, Highness?” 
“Oh yes, Bishop Lyfair has mentioned it in his sermons on many occasions saying how the great faith of the Taran’s have sustained them all these years against the dreaded black slayers of Larcasia, the savage Viborg, and the rest of the nasty’s of the Harsh Coast.” 
He nodded. “The Riders of the White help some too, Highness.” 
“Yes, the knight order in Tara. The Bishop has mentioned them as well. I think I will rest now, thank you again healer Morgan.” 
“I prefer Rhys, Highness.” 
“Very well then, thank you Rhys.” 
He patted Isabella as he passed her then stopped at the door. He wasn’t sure if what he was going to say next was a mistake, but he was going to take the chance. “I might be able to help you, Highness with your face, that is.” 
Raygan painfully pushed herself back up in bed. “I thought there was nothing that could be done.” She could barely contain the excitement in her voice. 
“You have to understand I was trained by the Church like all healers are and by their knowledge and traditions there is nothing I can do. However there are things I have learned that are not taught by the Church, things that are not even condoned by the Church. I didn’t know if you would even entertain the idea.” 
“I will try anything. I don’t care if the Church likes it or not.” 
“Then you will have to trust me, and we will have to keep it just between you, me, and Isabella of course,” he said glancing at the girl. 
“You have my word, Rhys. I will do whatever it takes.” 
Isabella pulled at the healer’s sleeve, “You have my word too, Rhys.”
He smiled at the girl and the Princess. “Then I shall return tomorrow and see what I can do. I will make no promises, Highness, but I will do my best.” 
“It’s all I can ask I will leave word at the gate so the guards will let you pass.” He nodded to them both and left. 
“Isabella, come here,” Raygan commanded.
The girl walked over to her mistress’s bed. “Yes, my lady?”
Even though the pain was great Raygan put her arms around the girl and pulled her close. Isabella could feel the Princess’s tears on her neck. “Thank you so much, Bella.” 
Isabella returned the hug as gentle as she could. “Why are you thanking me, Highness?” 
The Princess pushed the girl back and looked into her eyes. “For bringing me hope.”
Rhys couldn’t sleep, he was taking a big risk using what he had learned from the old woman to help the Princess. She said she didn’t care what the Church might say, but he did. It would be his neck on the block if anyone found out. 
The few times he had used his gift people hadn’t understood its function and he had been forced to flee the town. He was most likely being a fool trying to use it on a noble, a Princess at that, but there was just something about the young woman. He wanted to please her and he didn’t know why. The Princess’s injuries were severe enough for him to tell if his skills had improved. It would be a good test. He had been practicing on animals when he could but it was not like healing a human. Rhys tossed and turned for another hour. When sleep finally found him he dreamed of the old woman and the cave.
The next morning Rhys arrived at the palace early and was let in without any trouble. Isabella met him at the main entrance and led him to the Princess’s room. Raygan was waiting when they came in. She had Isabella put her in one of her favorite silk robes before she had gone to meet the healer.
“Good morning, Highness.” Rhys reached in his pocket “Here is the medicine I want you to take.” He sat a large glass vial down on the ornate nightstand near her bed. “Take a spoonful in the morning and one before bed.”
Isabella took the medicine from the nightstand. “It will be done just as you say, Rhys.” 
“I want you to lie back on the bed and just relax, Highness while I prepare.” 
“Where is your bag? You have no instruments, how do you intend to fix my face?” 
“What I will do requires no instruments, Highness.” 
Raygan looked a little bit timid. “Will it hurt?” 
“No, Highness, there should be little or no pain,” Rhys said as he knelt down beside the bed. He closed his eyes. Raygan looked at Isabella, the girl only shrugged. 
Raygan was nervous; she hoped this young healer wasn’t going to try some peculiar technique he learned from some savage on the Harsh Coast. He seemed much too intelligent for that, but one never knew. 
Rhys was still for a few minutes then he opened his eyes and touched the Princess’s nose with two fingers. Isabella stood at the end of the bed trying to get a better look. 
Raygan’s nose grew warm it and felt like it had been stuffed full with mud. There was a brief snapping sound. The Princess’s eyes watered, but there was no pain. 
Raygan saw Isabella’s eyes widen. “Bloody fucking sorcery,” the girl mouthed.
Rhys gasped and removed his fingers from her nose. 
“Isabella, get a mirror quickly, girl.” Isabella was just staring at Rhys, not moving. 
“Bella, did you hear me? Get me the mirror,” Raygan said again. The girl handed the Princess a mirror off the dressing table, her eyes never leaving the healer. 
The Princess looked at her refection. Her smashed and crooked nose was straighter and the swelling had gone down a great deal. Some of the bruising was even gone. She was speechless. 
Isabella started looking around the room for something to hit the healer with. “He’s a damn foul wizard, my lady. We should call someone to burn him.” 
Rhys slowly got to his feet. “I’m not a wizard, Isabella.” 
“Yes you are. I just saw you magic the Princess’s nose.” 
“It wasn’t magic, it is something else. Something I learned as a boy.”
“Isabella, calm down. I don’t care what it was it worked,” Raygan said as she looked into the mirror. 
“I assure you both, it was not magic. May I have a cup of water please, Isabella?” 
The girl folded her arms and stared at Rhys. “No.”
“Isabella, don’t be that way, get this wonderful man some water.” The girl reluctantly nodded and fetched a cup of water from the pitcher on the Princess’s dresser. 
“How did you do it Rhys? My nose, it’s so much better. It doesn’t even hurt.” 
“It’s a long story. I will tell you sometime, but I assure you it’s not magic. It’s more of a healing art, but now you understand why I have to keep this quiet. If the Church found out I was healing people like this, I would be burning at the stake before I ever got the chance to explain it.” 
“We will keep your secret won’t we, Bella.” 
Isabella pulled her hair behind her ears. “Yes, my lady, as long as it brings no harm to you or anyone else. I will remain silent.”
“I give you my word, Isabella, I would never harm you or the Princess or anyone else for that matter.” 
The handmaiden took a deep breath. “You helped milady, for now I will believe you.” 
“Well I’m glad you’re satisfied, Bella,” Raygan said tartly. “When can you fix the rest of me, Rhys?” 
“I must rest a while, Highness, this kind of healing taxes me a great deal, and I have to be well rested to even attempt to perform the procedure.
If I could practice it more it wouldn’t take some much out of me. In time I hope to learn to use it more effectively.” Rhys looked at her nose, it was by no means fully healed, but he could see he was getting better at what he had been taught. “I will start on your jaw tomorrow and your ribs as well, if I can manage it. Given time I should be able to heal everything and return your looks to their previous state.” 
“Splendid, Rhys, just splendid. I will see to it you’re paid handsomely for what you’re doing for me.”
“Thank you, Highness but just having someone who is brave enough to allow me to use my gift is payment enough. What you have done will help many of my patients in the future.” 
“That’s not enough, you saved me, Rhys, I couldn’t have went through life looking like that. You are the answer to my prayers.” 
Rhys’s face turned red at all the praise. “Thank you, Highness, I have to go get some rest now so I can be ready for tomorrow’s treatment. Take the medicine I brought. It will take some time before you’re fully healed, and the medicine will help a great deal in between the treatments. Until tomorrow then, Your Highness.” 
“Until then, Rhys, rest well.” With that the young man walked out the door, leaving Isabella with her reservations and Raygan looking into her mirror. 
Rhys was exhausted as he walked down the hall, and the young healer didn’t take much note of the older man he passed in the hall on his way out. 
Finn Selmac watched the young man slowly walk down the hall. The royal physician wondered who the man could be and what he was doing in the Princess’s chambers.





Chapter 8 


The night was dark, Kian stood with one hundred other men overlooking a village he didn’t even know the name of. Its name didn’t matter anymore anyway. The Birds of Prey were about to descend on the small hamlet and it would be gone. He had traveled all the way to Thieves Port only to wind up back in Trimenia. K’xarr had quickly found a mercenary company for them to join when they had arrived back on the middle continent. They had not been in the city of Janus more than an hour before he was a member of the Birds of Prey. A little over two weeks later he’d found himself back in Trimenia.
Captain Alonso Barbeau was walking down the line appraising his mercenaries. The big white plume he wore in his hat swung back and forth like the neck of a goose. Cromwell gave the man a look that told Kian he did not approve of the Celonian captain. There were few men the Toran did approve of, but he had a special dislike for Barbeau. Kian thought it might be because the man was a drunk and dressed like a fop.
Kian couldn’t say he like the captain much either. It didn’t matter though the captain and his men had made it clear they hated the Half Elf and the whole Elven race. The captain had said those with Elven blood were worthless cowards, and Half Elves’ were well known for their lack of intelligence.
He had refused to take Kian on at first. If K’xarr and Cromwell hadn’t spoken for him the Celonian captain would have turned him away without a second thought. The truth was Barbeau needed extra men for the attack on the rebel village and was taking on anyone that asked to join his company. So Kian had become one of the Birds of Prey for a quarter of what the other men were to be paid. He didn’t care about the coin. He was pleased that K’xarr and Cromwell had spoken well of him. That was worth more to him than any paid Barbeau could offer.
 The portly captain stopped in front of Kian as he came down the line he twisted his thin mustache and smiled. Kian could smell the wine on his breath. 
“I should have left you back with the horses, half-breed, you shouldn’t be out here with real fighting men.” This kind of treatment was nothing new for the Half Elf, the captain had taunted and belittled him since he joined up. “You’re a poor excuse for a sell-sword as I have ever seen, maybe I’ll get lucky tonight and one of those village rebels will gut you.” 
Kian stared at the captain but said nothing. The man hated him and he could do nothing about it. If he did it would ruin things for Cromwell and K’xarr, so he held his tongue. 
“Cromwell your friend is dim. I insult him and he just stands there like a pointed-eared simpleton. I heard these half-breeds were born thick headed, but at least you would think a man could anger one. Is it possible to provoke one Cromwell or are they all that slow witted?”
Cromwell leaned down close to the captain, “I don’t know about Half Elves, Captain, but Torans anger easily.” Cromwell gazed at the captain. His deep set eyes and fierce Toran brow caused the Celonian to take an unbalanced step backwards. Barbeau gave Kian a look filled with disgust and moved on down the line. Kian grinned; he thought the big barbarian might be able to stop a charging boar with that gaze.
“You should kill him one day, Kian, that is what he needs you to do.” Kian shook his head. Cromwell always had the same solution for every problem. Kill it. Kian just could not see the need to kill a man because they didn’t like him.
No, he would show the captain and the rest of the men his worth tonight when they attacked the rebel village. The Trimenian Baron who had hired them said he wanted an example made of this village. Kian was not sure what that meant, but this village had started the revolt that now swept through his Barony, and he wanted the Birds of Prey to make them answer for it. 
Barbeau said that Baron Serban had told him the villagers would be armed and to expect resistance, that’s why the captain had decided to attack at night to catch them off guard. Kian didn’t like the idea of fighting people who had done nothing to him and Baron Serban was the noble that Julian said had taken his mother. Helping the noble did not set well with the Half Elf either.
He didn’t like the idea of fighting for a man who had stolen a woman, but he had little choice but to go through with it. K’xarr and Cromwell had both spoken for him and assured Barbeau he would do his part, and he had no intention of letting his friends down. Besides even if this Baron Serban was not a good man, stopping the rebels might bring peace to the Barony. At least that’s how he tried to justify his actions to himself. It had been easy to tell right from wrong in the valley with Gildor. It was hard to understand things now that he was outside the Blue Dagger Mountains. Now some decisions were much more complicated to make than any he had faced there. 
The order was given and the mercenaries began to advance toward the village. They moved slowly at first. The hill had little cover and the ground was rocky, a man could twist his ankle easily in the dark. That danger was why the captain had decided not to use horses in the attack.
At fifty yards the men let out a great shout and charged. The buildings of the village were just shadows in the gloom. A man on Kian’s left went down with an arrow in his throat. The villagers had been ready, he could hear arrows as they streaked by in the dark. “Archers,” he heard Cromwell shout. The warrior’s shout was little help; no one could see the barrage of arrows in the night. 
The mercenaries hit the town at a full run. The village didn’t have enough bowmen to stop the advance. It was hard to see the enemy. Kian drew his sword, but was having a hard time telling who was who in the dark. It was chaos, the screams of dying men and angry shouts filled the air. 
Kian looked left and right not knowing what to do, this was not like the battles Gildor had told him about. He was sweating, he knew that indecision would get him kill. He had to do something. As he moved to his right someone jumped on his back. He saw a hand come around with a knife. Kian bent at the waist and flipped the attacker to the ground before the knife could strike home. He saw the outline of the attacker in the dark and plunged his sword through his opponent before the man could rise off the ground. 
As Kian pulled the blade free, fire lit up the village. A small home nearby had been set ablaze. He looked down to find he had killed a young man no more than twenty. His sightless eyes stared up into Kian’s. There was no time for remorse, no time to think. He stuck to his right and a head flew through the air. An older man in chainmail charged him with a battle ax. He blocked the blow and countered taking the man under the arm, the Elven blade didn’t stop until it hit the villager’s sternum. Time seemed to slow down for Kian as man after man went down before his cunning blade. Blood covered his black leather armor, making it shine in the glow of the fire light. It had been hundreds of years since any human had faced an Elven warrior with Kian’s ability.
He caught sight of Cromwell a few yards ahead fighting near one of the burning buildings. Bodies littered the ground all around the massive warrior. The Toran was so focused on the enemy in front of him that he did not see the man running up from behind with a spear held low.
Kian covered the ground quickly. He reached out as far as he could and brought his sword down with all the force he could. He cut the shaft of the man’s spear in two just before it could plunge into Cromwell’s back.
Kian’s momentum carried him passed the spearman. Cromwell turned in time to see Kian go passed, and the villager holding nothing but a spear shaft in his hands. The Toran smiled, realizing what had happened, then swung his two-handed sword over his head. There was a look of surprise on the villager’s face as the sword came down and split his skull down to the teeth. 
The big man grabbed Kian by the arm and pulled him over next to him. “Stay behind me.” The two men stood back to back, looking for the next attack, but none of the villagers would dare approach them. The bodies lying at their feet dissuaded them from testing the skill of the two warriors.
“You might be worth something after all,” Cromwell said. Kian could not help but grin. “It seems we have scared the fight out of them.” 
“You might be right. Come, Kian, we will take the fight to the bastards. See if we can find out how K’xarr is faring.” Kian’s blood was up, he followed the Toran at full speed.
The two men ran into the center of the village where what was left of the rebels were still fighting. More than half the village was ablaze now, the battle would soon be over. 
Cromwell and Kian crashed into the rear of what looked like the last pocket of the village’s defense. Kian caught sight of K’xarr fighting alongside the captain. He tapped Cromwell and pointed. The big man nodded, and they started to cut their way over to their companion. 
Kian felt a stabbing pain in his lower back. He spun around, the shaft of a small javelin was sticking out of his back. A boy no more than thirteen stared wide-eyed, amazed his throw had hit its mark. Kian went to his knees; Cromwell, seeing his friend wounded, looked at the boy and gauged the distance. He swung the two-handed sword over his head and threw it with all his great strength. The heavy blade hit the child point first, bursting through his chest carrying the boy several feet in the air to land on his back stone dead. 
Cromwell scooped Kian up and carried him away from the fighting. He laid him down by an old shed, one of the few buildings that wasn’t on fire. The Toran gripped the shaft of the javelin and pulled it out of Kian’s back. It was all the Half Elf could to not to scream. He was light-headed and everything was blurry, he heard Cromwell’s voice. “You’re bleeding badly. I’ll get the surgeon, try to stay still until I get back.” Kian gazed into the dark sky, gritted his teeth and waited.
Kian thought he must have passed out. When he awoke, Siro, the new battle surgeon for the Birds of Prey, was finishing binding his wound. “The wound was deep, but I stitched it up. He’s young for a Half Elf, he should recover quickly.” The homely healer stood up and brushed the dirt from his knees. Siro was the only man as short as Kian in the whole company. Kian rolled to his side to see the Toran grinning down at him. 
“I have seen Toran children with worse wounds than that out playing with their war dogs.” 
“Help me up, would you?” Kian said, trying to get off the ground. Cromwell reached down and hauled the swordsman to his feet and all but carried him over to the old shed. The big man propped Kian against it. 
“Watch what you’re doing, you big oaf, you’ll pull his stitches out,” Siro said, frowning. Cromwell gave the healer a nod of thanks as the little man packed up his instruments and walked away.” 
“You fought well. Stay here and rest. I will come back and get you.” Cromwell clapped him on the shoulder and walked toward where Kian saw the remains of the company gathering. 
The battle looked to be over. He could hear the wails of widows and fatherless children echoing through the night. The fire still burned bright enough, he could see the mercenaries were rounding up what was left of the villagers. Most of what remained seemed to be the women, children, and the old. Guilt flooded his mind as he watched the mercenaries pushing and shoving the survivors into an old barn. Many of the women were being dragged away from the bodies of their fallen husbands and fathers. Some of the mercenaries were beating the helpless villagers to get them to abandon their dead loved ones. 
Captain Barbeau stood near the doorway to the barn as the people were forced inside. He was picking out the prettiest of the young women from the survivors, having his men hold them back from going inside the barn. Kian figured he planned to sell them as slaves, or he had decided to keep them for himself and his men. 
He realized tears were running down his face. Minutes ago he had been so proud of how well he had fought, now all he felt was shame. Defend others and yourself, that is what Gildor had taught him. He knew his master would be appalled by the mercenaries’ treatment of the defeated villagers. The old man would never stand for it.
Kian wiped his eyes and used the shed wall to push himself up. The wound shot lances of pain through the small of his back. He clenched his fists and started limping towards the captain. He knew Siro’s stiches were starting to tear as he hobbled along, he could feel the blood starting to trickle down his leg into his boot. It didn’t matter, he had to do something even if it meant his life. 
Cromwell turned in time to see Kian before he got to where the ring of sell-swords stood. The Toran reached out and stopped him. “What the hell are you doing, you’re going to start bleeding again, you fool.” 
Kian looked up at Cromwell, the firelight casting shadows on both men’s faces. “This is wrong, someone has to stop it.” 
Cromwell grabbed Kian by the arm ,he could see the Half Elf was having trouble staying on his feet. “I know my friend, Barbeau should have mercy and just kill them, not burn them up in that Barn. There is no need to be cruel.” 
Kian pushed Cromwell’s arm away, “He’s going to burn them? I have to stop this. I won’t let it happen.” 
Cromwell shook his head. “You can’t stop it, you can barely walk. Besides, you know they won’t listen to you and the captain won’t hesitate to use your protest as an excuse to kill you.” The Toran took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “The villagers lost, this is their fate.” 
Kian Ignored Cromwell’s logic and looked the crowd over for K’xarr. He could see him standing with his arms folded on his chest. He was looking right at them from across the circle of mercenaries, his face was unreadable. There would be no help there. 
“You and K’xarr can watch this evil, if you want. I won’t stand by and let them die. I will pay whatever the price I have to.” Kian drew his blade. 
“Then go to your death an Arradar if you must.” Cromwell pulled his Voltakar out and sliced his forearm. “With this blood I honor you with the scar. I will remember you. Die with honor, Kian Cardan.” Cromwell stepped back; Kian just nodded to his friend, not understanding the Toran rite. Then he limped into the circle of mercenaries.
Sweat ran down the captain’s face from the heat of the fire, he had stripped down to his knee breeches and expensive shirt, both of its ruffled cuffs stained with wine. He was laughing with his lieutenants as they looked over a girl no more than twelve years old. Rapier in one hand, a bottle of wine in the other, the captain seemed to be enjoying his victory. “Barbeau, hear me Barbeau,” Kian shouted. 
The circle of men went quiet as all eyes went to the Half Elven swordsman. The captain raised his arms. “What do you want, half-breed, none of these fine young girls want a tumble with a freak of nature like you, be off, find a nice sheep to love.” 
The men roared with laughter. Kian seethed with anger, never had he been this full of rage. All the mistreatment the captain had heaped on him over the last two weeks, along with the anger over the atrocities he was witnessing, boiled to the surface. “I will not allow you to burn these people or rape their women.” 
The captain walked over to where Kian stood. “What did you say, you little bastard?”
Kian met the captain’s gaze. “I said I will not allow you to burn these people.” The captain smiled and stabbed his rapier into the ground. He leaned on the blade as he took a big swallow of wine. “You’re wounded and can hardly hold that sword up, how would you stop us? Besides, you would have to kill me, you son of a whore, and that you couldn’t do on your best day.” 
Kian spun, his blade flashing in the firelight. The captain’s head rolled across the ground and came to rest at the feet of his lieutenants. The captain’s rapier snapped in half and his body fell to the ground. No one was laughing now. 
Kian knew he had ripped his wound wide open. His legs began to shake the pain was agonizing. He went down to one knee, they would kill him now but he was strangely content. 
One of Barbeau’s seconds named Ospree drew his sword. “You are dead, half-breed scum.” His legs were shaking and his strength was gone. The Half-Elven swordsman knew that he had lost a great deal of blood, his boot was full of it, but Kian gritted his teeth and stood back up. “I won’t be the only one.” He was having a hard time seeing, he came to guard as best he could and waited for them to come. 
“You kill him, you will have to kill me too and you may find that a little harder task, Ospree.” Cromwell came to stand beside him, two-handed sword resting on his shoulder. 
“Damn you to hell, Cromwell.” K’xarr drew his sword and stomped over to stand with them. “You’re both damn fools.” 
There was starting to be a bit of doubt in the eyes of the mercenaries. Many looked at one another, unsure of what to do. “We’re with you K’xarr.” Two more men came out of the circle to stand with them: a young man with uncut blonde hair, the other slightly older in a horse-hair crested helmet and the breast plate of a Dragitan cavalry officer. 
K’xarr walked over to Ospree and pointed his sword at the lieutenant. “Your choice, Ospree, you can let the villagers go and get your pay from the Baron or you can face the five of us. Choose.” 
Ospree gave a confident smile showing his rotten teeth. “I have seventy men or better, you can’t kill us all K’xarr. You’re as mad as that half-breed if you think the five of you can take us. Your odds are not too good, Camiran.” 
K’xarr looked around at the mercenaries, then back at the other four men standing inside the circle of brigands. “You’re right, Ospree, you might take us in a rush, but not with seventy men, you know not all of them will fight. There’s no coin in it and the ones that do back you won’t have their hearts in it.” 
K’xarr looked at his sword then at the mercenary lieutenant. “I swear by all the Gods, Ospree, I will see to it you are the first to die, how are those odds sounding now? Not so good, eh? Besides, you’re the captain now, the half-breed did you a favor.” 
The lieutenant looked at his men and sighed. He knew K’xarr was most likely right. It would be more than half of the greedy bastards that would not join in the fight and no one wanted to face the Toran and that two-handed sword of his. 
“One condition: the five of you give up your pay for the villagers and you leave.” 
“Done.” K’xarr sheathed his sword and walked back over to where his comrades stood and lowered his voice. 
“You Half-Elven idiot, you almost got us all killed and you owe me the coin I just lost. What in the hell were you thinking pulling a foolish stunt like that? If most of these curs weren’t cowards, we would all be dead.” Kian smiled at K’xarr and put his hand on the Camiran’s shoulder then he fell backwards. Cromwell caught him before he hit the ground. 
Cromwell was glad to be leaving the Birds of Prey, they were poor warriors. K’xarr thought so too, but he hadn’t wanted to leave. He said they needed to build a reputation. Cromwell didn’t care, he was just happy to be rid of the sorry band. 
Siro had worked on Kian through the night. The Half Elf had lost a lot of blood, but the little healer was good and the swordsman yet lived. They took some of the Bird’s horses and loaded Kian into a small wagon and headed east. Siro had asked if it was possible that he could travel with them when they left. The Toran thought Siro must not have like the mercenaries either.
The little healer was hard to look at but he seemed to know what he was doing, and a good healer was very hard to come by so they had agreed to bring him along.
K’xarr’s new friends Rufio and Vandarus were coming along as well, they had worn out their welcome with the mercenaries the night before when they had joined K’xarr and Cromwell in Kian’s defense. A Dragitan and a Bandaran, they weren’t from the Harsh Coast but Cromwell could overlook that since K’xarr had said they were good men. 
He knew that Dragita was one of the most powerful nations in the world. He had heard their armies were vast and their leaders cunning. Rufio claimed to have once been a cavalry officer for them. The Dragitan had short dark curly hair and was built like a block of stone. He didn’t talk a lot and Cromwell liked that about him. 
Vandarus, the Bandaran, seemed a fine warrior. He was as tall as K’xarr and strong. Cromwell didn’t like the fact he came from a country that worshiped the One God, but aside from that he found no fault with the young warrior.
He knew K’xarr was angry with him and Kian. The Camiran didn’t like anything interfering with his plans. If Kian hadn’t decided to take on the mercenaries single-handedly they would still be with the band and K’xarr would be happy. The truth was neither he nor K’xarr would have troubled themselves to help the villagers. They both saw it as how the world worked: the victorious survive and the defeated die. 
It was Kian’s courage that had made him step forward and the fact that the Half Elf had saved him from a spear in the back. Cromwell knew he was no thinker. The whole incident confused him, he had never thought about helping anyone weaker than he was. It was not the Toran way. In Tora the weak and helpless were left to die. It made the clan stronger.
The wounded Half Elf was prepared to die for villagers who wouldn’t trouble themselves to spit him. Kian’s act of valor had shamed the barbarian. 
It was like one of the stories the old ones told of the Arradar. K’xarr would not understand, he was not Toran and had not lived with the Toran laws of honor. 
He knew K’xarr would think Kian a fool or mad, but Cromwell knew better. He saw what was in the little swordsman’s eyes, he was willing to die for what he thought was the honorable thing. 
Cromwell talked of honor all the time, it’s what the people of Tora lived for, yet he had seen little true honor among the clans. Kian had the kind of courage the old Toran stories talked of. The world was very strange sometimes. He needed to stop thinking on it, his sword was sharp and he travelled with brave men. Things were good.
“What are you thinking about? I hope it’s about how you and Kian cost us all a lot of coin.” Cromwell looked over, he hadn’t even seen K’xarr ride up beside him. 
“I think we did the right thing,” Cromwell said holding his head high. K’xarr mouth opened to speak then he closed it. He shook his head and rode up to the front of the wagon.
Cromwell started to follow K’xarr to make him understand what he meant, then thought better of it. It would be smarter to let him cool off first.
 Vandarus rode over to where Cromwell trailed behind the wagon. He was grinning again. Cromwell could not think of a time in the last few weeks when the Bandaran wasn’t talking, and he almost always had that aggravating smile on his face. 
“I think you pissed him off, big man.”
“Aye, it’s not a hard thing to do,” the Toran said.
“Tell me something, Cromwell, do Torans ever laugh?”
“Rarely, tell me something Vandarus, do Bandarans ever shut up?” 
“Point taken, my friend, I just wanted to say Rufio and I agreed with you and the Half Elf about the villagers.” 
“It was Kian’s idea, not mine. I would have watched them burn just like you would have.” 
Vandarus gave the Toran a confounded look. “True enough, my friend, I feel bad about it too. I couldn’t believe the half-breed had the guts.” 
Cromwell gritted his teeth and stopped his horse. “Watch your mouth, Bandaran, there are no half-breeds here.” 
“Sorry, I meant nothing by it. It’s just he is a Half Elf and you know ... I’ll be off now.” Cromwell lowered his brows and did not reply.
Vandarus turned his horse and rode up to where the healer sat driving the wagon. “Siro, can I ask you a question? Since you’re a healer and a man of knowledge, you may have an answer to something that has been plaguing me.” 
Siro nodded. “Ask I will answer if I can.” 
“How the hell did you get that ugly?” Siro frowned and spat on the ground, slapping the reins and driving the wagon faster. 
Vandarus laughed so hard he almost fell off his horse.
Cromwell sighed and rode up ahead to join K’xarr. “Where are we heading?” 
“Southeast, we will skirt the mountains and ride into Warmark, see what trouble you and Kian can get us into there.” 
“Damn you, K’xarr, you were there, you saw him limp into that circle of cutthroats, take the captain’s head, and then defied the rest of those bastards to doing anything about it. That is something most only hear about, let alone see, and I was not going to be out done.” 
K’xarr shifted in his saddle, “Not let him out do you, in what, stupidity? Cromwell, we were just lucky to get away with our lives and we lost all our pay, for what? A bunch of worthless peasants. I don’t like rape or slavery, but you didn’t see me trying to pick a fight with the whole company over it. We have to be smarter than that.” 
“You aided us, why if it was so foolish?”
“You’re my friend, Cromwell, and I suppose that unconscious half-breed back there is too. Listen to me now, we can’t let Kian play hero anymore, we’re mercenaries, we fight for pay. The villagers were not paying, so we should not have been fighting for them.” 
Cromwell banged his fist on his chest. “I know what we are, Kian only stood by his principles and I stood by him.” 
K’xarr stretched back in his saddle, they had been riding a long time already. “Don’t be so naïve and stop getting all worked up. We aren’t knights or heroes from a story, we’re sell-swords and poor ones at that. It’s hard enough to keep a job very long with this accursed blood of ours. Just keep him and his principles in line. Okay?” 
“I will do my best but he is an Arradar, K’xarr, it will be hard.” 
“I don’t even know what the hell that is, Cromwell.” 
“It is a Toran word for someone who will die for a cause, a protector of the weak. In the traders’ tongue it means defender.”
K’xarr looked up at the sky, “That’s just what I need.”





Chapter 9 


I bet you’re glad to be out of that wagon,” Vandarus said.
“It was a long ten days. I know the wagon was slowing us down. Now that I can sit a horse we can move along,” Kian said. 
“I don’t know how much speed we picked up without the wagon, Siro and that damn mule aren’t much faster,” Vandarus said, pointing behind them with his thumb to where the healer rode.
Kian chuckled, he liked Vandarus. He seemed like a good man. The Bandaran always seemed to be in a good mood unlike his other grim companions. 
K’xarr had brought a horse along for Kian when they left the Birds of Prey, but when they had abandoned the wagon in Warmark the little healer was stuck riding the small mule that had been pulling it. 
“Hey, Siro, see if you and your gallant steed can move a little quicker,” Vandarus called out. 
“I really hate you, Vandarus, more every day.” Kian laughed. Vandarus had made sport of the healer since they met. The two had entertained their companions through the long days of riding. Sometimes even Siro had been amused by the Bandaran’s jokes. Kian had been worried about it at first; he thought the men really hated each other. He soon realized that the two men were just jesting with each other. The Half Elf still had a hard time understanding why people thought ridiculing someone was funny. So he just laughed along with them when they insulted each other.
The ride through Warmark had been uneventful and slow. The bleak land and its people were both unfriendly. The farther south they rode, the more futile the land became. They crossed the Tyborg River into the rich pasture lands of the Kingdom of Alarusia. Kian thought the countryside was beautiful. Small farms dotted the landscape, and they had even passed a couple of small towns. They had not stopped at any of them, K’xarr thought it better not to visit anywhere with too many people. He told them it was too easy to get into trouble in a town. K’xarr had looked right at him when he made the statement. The Camiran said that he want to keep traveling east and get on the Gold Road. His plan was to follow it south. 
Kian couldn’t wait to get his first look at the famous road even though he was a little nervous. The Gold Road was heavily traveled, he would have to be careful and to try and hide his race as best he could. Most humans were at best indifferent or just rude to his kind, but there were those whose hatred for half-breeds would cause them to do violence over their prejudices and misconceptions. Sometimes he wished he was human and didn’t have to face the world’s scorn. It would make things much easier for him and his new companions.
They made camp not long after crossing the great Tyborg River. They ate a sparse meal of dried beef and wild onions. The small company all sat around a crackling fire as the sun sank below the horizon. “K’xarr told us you’re a trained swordsman, Kian, is that true?” Rufio asked from where he sat, leaning back on his arms. 
Kian nodded. “Yes, that is true.” 
“Don’t take this as an insult but how did you find a master to train you, being a Half Elf and all?” 
Kian gave the Rufio a sad grin. “It is a long story.” 
The stocky Dragitan moved around until he seemed comfortable. “I have nothing to do at the moment but listen to a long story.” The others all gathered around waiting to hear what Kian had to say. 
He had not thought of Elu in a long time. “My first master was Elven, his name was Elu Elensar. He was a frequent visitor of my mother’s.
He was a very old, even by Elven standards. I took a liking to him right off, sometimes when he was waiting for my mother to take him up to her room, he would tell me stories about knights and dragons and Elven heroes from long ago.” 
Rufio sat up. “Your mother was a courtesan?” 
Kian hung his head. “She was.” 
“No shame in that, Kian, I have known many fine whores,” Cromwell said. “There was one that lived in the villages of the Claw Clan that had the biggest…” 
“Cromwell,” K’xarr interrupted. 
“What?” 
“Shut up, Kian, go on with your tale.” 
Cromwell gave K’xarr a dirty look. “My apologies, Kian, go on.” 
Kian took a breath and continued. “I grew very fond of the old man ,he was kind to me. Few of my mother’s visitors were. Elu was smitten with my mother, Kia. He came to see her at least twice a week. The old man had asked her to marry him many times, I could tell she was fond of him but her answer was always no. Once I had asked her why she always turned down Elu’s proposals. 
“She told me she didn’t want to disgrace Elu and was not worthy to be any man’s wife. Her refusals never deterred Elu from trying to win her hand. I think in the beginning his offer to train me was one of his ploys to get her to agree to the marriage.
“Anyway one night as I readied myself for bed, she asked me if I would like to live with Elu for a while. I was very hurt, I thought I had done something wrong and she wanted to send me away or sell me, a fate that happened all too often to the children of Thieves Port. Mother saw I was upset, she told me Elu would teach me things that she could not, like how to defend myself and how to live with honor. 
“I asked why she could not teach me these things. She said, ‘I’m not an Elven warrior and I have no honor left, Son.’” 
Kian paused, remembering the tears in his mother’s eyes that night. It had bothered him a great deal when he found out she felt that way.
The Half Elf went on. “Elu would not take my brother, he said Tavantis could be trained when he was finished with me. He told us he could only handle one student at a time. My mother and I both knew Tavantis was a more resilient boy than I. So she wanted me to be the first to go with Elu, so I agreed. I was eight years old.”
“How old are you now, Kian?” Vandarus asked. 
“I’m fifty-two, I believe.” 
All the men looked at each other. Vandarus seemed the most fascinated by the Half Elf’s age. “You look no more than twenty. So it’s true about how long the people of the Elven race live?” The blonde man asked. 
“Yes, Elu was over a thousand years old and I would be considered a very young man by anyone Elven.” 
Vandarus looked at the Half Elf in disbelief. 
“Vandarus, you’re as bad as Cromwell, just let him finish,” K’xarr said.
Kian nodded his thanks to the Camiran. “Elu had been a Shield for the Last Ruler of the Elven King Tathar Celebrindal. The Shields were the Royal Guard for the Elven King and his family. 
“From the first time I picked up a sword, I knew it was meant to be in my hand. I listened to everything Elu told me. Over the next few years, I got better and better. Elu always said he was a good teacher but I was a better student. I went and saw my mother almost every day and tried to spend time with Tavantis, but he was seldom home when I was there.
“When I was twelve years old, Elu went to my mother and told her he had taught me all he could. ‘The student has surpassed the master. The boy has a true talent for the sword, Kia. His training should not end here with me.’
“He thought I should go where I could be trained by someone with much greater skill than he possessed. He told us he had a friend that lived in the Blue Dagger Mountains, but it would mean I had to leave Thieves Port for a very long time, perhaps forever. My mother was torn, but she knew if I stay with her my life would be wasted and miserable.
“I was very excited about leaving the city. I would miss my mother and Tavantis terribly, but a chance to leave Thieves Port could not be turned down. Mother agreed to let me go and I vowed to her that one day I would return. 
“Elu told me I would have to cross the sea and enter the Blue Dagger Mountains. That was where King Tathar Celebrindal’s Champion lived, the First Sword of the Elven Nations. Gildor Singollo, he had been the Sunblade to the last Elven King. The way Elu had told it, they had been good friends long ago and he had visited this Gildor at his cabin in the mountains before he came to Thieves Port. He also told me that Gildor was the best swordsman he had ever seen. So the old man wrote a letter to his friend and drew a map that would guide me through the mountains to the swordsman’s home.
“My mother had saved a little coin, it was just enough to pay for my passage on a ship called the Sea Devil. The captain of the ship told her there were no ports near the mountains, but if she would see fit not to charge him for a night of pleasure he would make sure that I was put off as close as he could get me to my destination. 
“She agreed. The trip was set. I went and found Elu and told him the news. We talked all night about the trip, the old warrior even told a few stories about the man I was going to meet. The way it sounded Gildor could have defeated the Reaper and the Red Handed all by himself. I thanked him for all he had taught me, and I reminded him he had agreed to train my brother. I thought in a few years Tavantis could join me in the mountains and we could train with Gildor together. 
“The old man promised to see to my brother and promised to be there on the dock when I left. Elu broke both promises; I found him dead the next day.” 
“What happened?” Rufio asked. 
“We found him in his home face down in a bowl of porridge. My mother said it must have been the old man’s time to go. He was over a thousand years old, after all. We buried him the following day. It had been hard to watch them put him in the ground. Elu had been a good friend to us, he changed my life and I would miss him. Though he was dead, I was determined to go through with what he had arranged for me. 
“I said all my goodbyes to the women of the Heavenly Hole, and they even had a little party for me. Everyone had tried to be happy, but with Elu’s death so fresh in our minds it had not been much fun. My mother cried a lot, but she said it was just because she would miss me so very much. 
“My brother was the only one that I had not said my goodbyes to. Tavantis had become hard to find of late. We were both twelve, and Mother had stopped trying to keep us in and he took full advantage of it. So I waited up all night for him to come home. I had been thinking of Elu when Tavantis came in just before dawn. I tried to tell him goodbye but he would have none of it. I think he was mad because he had lost his chance to train with Elu and I was leaving. He just stared at me for a moment as if he was deliberating about something. I made him promise to take care of Mother while I was gone. He told me that was one thing I wouldn’t have to worry about. Then he walked out the door back into the early morning light. That was the last time I ever saw him. 
“Later that morning my mother had walked me to the docks when it came time to get on the ship. She told me she would not cry, but she did. 
“She hugged me. I can still remember how her beautiful hair had smelled and how her wet tears felt on my cheek. The thing I remember the most though was the last thing she said to me. ‘It’s not who or what you are, Son. It’s how you live.’ 
“I boarded the Sea Devil and sailed east. My mother waving from the dock is my last memory of her.” The small fire had burned down, everyone was too involved with the Half Elf’s story to have put any more wood on it.” 
“What then, Kian, you found this Gildor?” Rufio seemed genuinely interested in the tale. 
“Yes, I found Gildor, but that is another story.” 
Sparks flew up from the dim fire as K’xarr threw two large branches on it. “Are you done now bard, or do you want to sing a song?” 
Kian looked at K’xarr confused. “I am finished.” 
“Good, I want to get an early start tomorrow, everyone should try to get some rest.” Every one of them was tired from the day’s ride, and they quietly bedded down for the night.
K’xarr went to check on the horses alone after everyone was settled. Kian and his stupid story, he thought. Mothers, brothers, family, the half-breed was too soft hearted to be a warrior. K’xarr didn’t think the Half Elf would live very long, if he didn’t stop worrying about other people and sulking about his missing family. The story had made K’xarr think of his own family and that was something he never liked to do.
The sun was shining and he was among friends. Kian chose to not worry about the world and its people today. He eased his black gelding alongside the healer’s mule. “Siro, do you think we will stay at an inn tonight?” 
The man didn’t look at Kian. “No, K’xarr sent Rufio and Vandarus a league or two to ahead to see the lay of the land. They found little but a few farms and one tiny village. I don’t think any farmer would welcome our little group spending the night in his barn. I doubt if there was an inn that would welcome our business either.” Kian kept pace with the healer’s mule, he had to agree with the man. If he were a farmer, he wouldn’t be too happy to see their group riding on to his land.
“I never thanked you properly for saving my life, Siro, I won’t forget it.” 
“It’s my calling, Son, think nothing of it. Before I left Ardak many years ago my father said I would never be of use to anyone.” 
Kian looked at the healer curiously. “Why would he say that?” 
“Well I’m small and have a slight hump in my back and I’m not the most attractive man in the world if you hadn’t noticed.” Kian still looked at Siro like he didn’t understand. 
“Have you ever been to the Harsh Coast?” Siro asked. 
“No, but I can find it on a map,” Kian said with pride. 
“Well that’s good, but if you haven’t been there it will be hard for me to make you understand, but since you are curious I will try. Ardakians are a warlike race, most of the lands of the Harsh Coast prize skills that involve strong bodies and an aptitude with weapons. Just like your friends K’xarr and Cromwell. I was never strong and had little interest in weapons. When I began reading and learning my craft, my father was not happy with me. He said I had been a waste of his seed and he should have killed my mother and me. So I took his displeasure to mean my father may at some point in my life decide to kill me. I left the Coast not long after his outburst and tried to find someone who would appreciate my skills.” 
“Your father was wrong and cruel, Siro, you are a very handy man to have around.” 
The healer smiled, “I am glad you think so. Ardak is not a land known for its tender people. My father was like most other Ardakians, nasty and callous. It is just the way of the Harsh Coast. Now go on and stop bothering me. I accept your thanks with pleasure. ” Kian rode on up ahead, he like the healer even though Siro could be gruff at times.
Vandarus rode his big bay alongside Rufio. “I have a question for you, my Dragitan friend.” 
Rufio rolled his eyes. “If you have come up here to try to be funny, Vandarus, I’m not in the mood. 
“No, that’s not what I wanted and I don’t have to try to be funny.” The Bandaran grinned. “I wanted to know what you make of this bunch.”
“Why ask me? You’ve been around them as long as I have.” 
“That’s true, but you’re the one who was an officer in the mighty Dragitan army, and you have a lot more wear on you than I do.” 
Rufio ran his hand through his curly black hair. “It was junior officer and I only lasted about a year in the legions.” 
The blonde man held out his hands. “Well, it’s more experience than I have.” 
“Ok, Vandarus, I will tell you what I think as long as you promise to keep it to yourself, but first tell me why you’re asking?” 
Vandarus’s grin faded. “I don’t know, sometimes I just get a strange feeling about them. Not the healer so much, it’s the other three.” 
Rufio, normally a very serious man, chuckled. “I know what you mean, my friend, it’s because someone else rides with them.” 
Vandarus looked back to where the others rode, he saw no one else.” What do you mean, Rufio?” 
“I believe death rides with them.” 
The Bandaran’s eyebrows rose. “What the hell does that mean? You’re not doing much to quell my fears, Rufio.” 
The Dragitan smiled at the younger man. “I didn’t think you spooked that easy. You’re a fighting man, Vandarus, why would you fear death?” 
The Bandaran sighed heavily, “I don’t, at least no more than any other man, but I am not sure I want to ride with it.” 
“Well, I believe we are doing just that.” Rufio nodded his head toward the Camiran. “Look at K’xarr up there in that mismatched armor and that old long sword of his. Not a coin in his pocket. Most men like that I would not give a second thought let alone to ride with, but look into his eyes, Vandarus, you will see the cunning there. The focus, his mind is always at work. He is a deliberate man, command comes very easy for him. Being a leader is just his nature. If he’s not killed young, I think he could be a great man one day. Rufio turned and looked toward the big Toran riding alongside K’xarr.
 “Now his friend Cromwell there, would you care to have him for an enemy? He would hunt a man to the ends of the earth, if he felt it must be done for his honor’s sake. Fear does not live in him, Vandarus. He would follow you to the very gates of hell, if he counted you a friend.”
Vandarus looked behind him to where Kian rode alone. “What about the half-breed?” 
“Kian is the most dangerous of all and not just because he is skillful with a blade. He would die for a cause large or small with no regret if he thought that cause just, but that’s not what makes him dangerous. The lethal fact is he would kill just as quickly for that cause. You saw him in the village, he killed the captain without hesitation or regret, because he felt it was the right thing to do. I’m glad he is a man of a good nature because he is truly a killer, Vandarus. Death will follow all three of them. Never forget that, my young friend.” 
“I won’t, but if you feel like they are such dangerous men, why not just ride away?” Rufio tilted his head and looked at his friend. “I seek glory, Vandarus, and its men like them that can lead me to it.” Rufio galloped ahead, leaving Vandarus behind grinning.
“It’s getting dark, we should eat and let the horses rest for the night,” K’xarr said. The air was a bit warmed now that summer was near at hand in the lands this far south. They found a stand of trees and fixed their dinner there. Rufio and Vandarus had somehow found six freshly killed chickens on their scouting trip. 
Kian knew they had stolen them but he had not had chicken in a long while, and he didn’t mind a little stealing to eat.
He and Tavantis had done some stealing back in Thieves Port when they had been short of food, but their mother had not liked it at all. Anytime she found out, Kia had made them give back whatever they had stolen.
Kian missed his brother. He had asked some of the people they passed on the road that would trouble themselves to speak to him if anyone had seen any Elven travelers but no one had. Many said they had never even seen an Elf before. Disheartening as it was, he would not give up. He would keep looking no matter how long it took to find them. 
“What are you thinking about?” Kian looked up to see K’xarr standing above him. “I was thinking about home.” 
“Your home is on the back of that horse now, just like the rest of us.”
Kian stood and brushed the grass from his breeches. “I know what you’re saying and I know it’s not likely that I will find my family but I’m not ready to give up on them yet.”
K’xarr shook his head. “You might as well get use to the fact the world is cruel and unfair. No one cares about your family. The fact is you’re a Half Elf. You should know by now no one is going to help you. There are people that would not tell you if they had seen your mother and brother even if they had. I’m not telling you to give up, I’m just saying don’t count on other people to help. There are very few people in this world you can count on and even fewer you can trust.” 
“Thank you for your opinion but I don’t think everyone is as unkind as you think, some of us can be trusted.” Kian turned and walked away. 
“I can trust you to get me into trouble half-breed, that is what I can trust in.” The Half Elf’s optimism irritated the hell out of K’xarr and he didn’t know why.
Cromwell joined K’xarr. The Toran was still eating the half-cooked chicken Vandarus roasted. “What’s his problem?” K’xarr said. 
“He misses his family and worries about them. You should not give him so much trouble for it just because you don’t have one.” 
“Cromwell, what would you know about family, yours cast you out because of the color of your blood.” 
“You are right, my friend, I know nothing about family and I most likely never will. There is one thing I do know: Kian is right, he is someone you can trust, he will not betray you, K’xarr, I know that is what you fear about everyone you meet. The Half Elf is different, he is a man of honor.” 
“I fear nothing, my friend, and I learned that if you don’t trust anyone you’re never betrayed.” 
Cromwell licked the chicken from his fingers and threw the carcass into the dark. “A hard way to be, my friend, with no trust you will always be alone. Even you had family once, didn’t you trust them?” 
“I did and they tried to kill me, that’s what you get for trusting.” K’xarr said his voice rising.” 
Cromwell put his big hand on his friend shoulder. “You trust me.”
“You’re too dumb to be a traitor,” K’xarr said, without looking at the Toran.
The young warrior looked back towards where the others sat around the fire talking and lowered his voice. “You’re right though, I should ease up on him. I just wish Kian would understand his family is lost and start thinking about what we’re going to do about making some coin.” 
“He will be ready when the time comes, K’xarr, trust me.” 
“I hope you’re right; he has a good sword arm. It will be a benefit if we ever find a band that doesn’t hate half-breeds.” 
“Never fear, my friend, we will find our place, you just wait and see. Now let’s see if Vandarus has anymore chicken.”
Kian had walked alone for a while. He felt good with the night wrapped around him. He knew he had grown melancholy the last few days, too much time to think while he rode. With each new land he saw he wished his mother and brother were there to see it with him. He could not help but be concerned about them. K’xarr just didn’t understand that. He knew K’xarr was a hard man and Kian respected him for it, but nothing was going to stop him from finding out what happened to his family. 
Kian looked up toward the east and thought he could see another camp fire in the distance. It was hard to tell how far away it was, the night was so dark. He was trying to judge the distance when a child’s scream pierced the night. 
Kian sprinted back to where they had picketed the horses. “Did you hear that?” Kian yelled, jumping astride his horse. 
K’xarr stood up from where the men sat talking. “It was coyotes or a wolf, you should get off that horse right now. Don’t go looking for trouble, Kian. Kian! KIAN! Son of a bitching half-breed,” K’xarr said as Kian galloped out of the camp. “Damn it all to hell, here we go again, get the horses,” K’xarr spat. The rest of the men grabbed their weapons and they followed Kian into the night. 
Kian thundered toward the fire he had seen in the distance without thought about the safety of himself or his horse. He didn’t know if the others followed or not. It didn’t matter, he knew he had heard a child, it was no coyote. He saw a line of trees in the moonlight, the fire was just inside the trees, he could smell the smoke now. 
As Kian closed he could make out shadows moving in and out of the trees. He pulled the horse to a stop and slid out of the saddle, hitting the ground running. When he got close enough to see, he stopped to take in the scene. A tall woman was fighting three men in white robes and chainmail. The three were pressing her hard. He saw that two more of the men lay dead near the fire. 
The woman’s sword was a blur striking left and right, she held the men at bay for the moment, but she was unarmored fighting in only her under clothing and riding boots. She would not last long against the three armored men. 
Kian did not hesitate; he attacked the robed men instinctively. He yelled out, not wanting to attack the men from behind, all three looked and it cost one of them his life. When he glanced at Kian the woman delivered a backhand blow to the side of his her opponent’s head, killing him instantly. 
One of the robed men turned to take on Kian, the other stayed on the woman. Kian could tell the man was good and well trained, but he had not been train by the greatest Elven swordsman of the age. 
Kian blocked an overhand strike, turned his wrist, and buried his blade in the man’s neck. He looked over to find the woman had already killed her remaining attacker. 
Kian had a better chance to see her now. Waves of black hair wet with sweat hung in her face and fell well past her shoulders. The woman’s eyes were as dark as her hair. She stood staring at him, broad shoulder with a body that was hard and lean. Her face looked like it belonged to a blood-splattered angel. Kian had never seen anything or anyone so beautiful in all his life. 
“Were you stuck in the head or have you never seen a woman before?” 
Kian realized he was staring at the half-naked woman’s ample breasts. He could feel his face heat up with embarrassment, he was glad it was dark. 
“I heard a scream and came to see if you needed help.” 
The woman walked over and picked up a cape off the ground that appeared to be made from some kind of animal hide and tied it around her neck. “As you can see, I didn’t need any help, but I thank you for the thought.” 
Kian heard horses coming, he knew it was K’xarr and the others. The woman heard it too and stepped into a fighting stance. 
“They are friends; you don’t have to worry.” The woman didn’t move. She looked ready to fight again. His companions charged through the brush into the light of the fire. 
“Kian, what the hell have you done now? I … what do we have here.” K’xarr lowered his sword eyes drinking up the woman like a man dying of thirst. 
“These robed men were attacking her when I got here. I dealt with one of them, she killed the rest. K’xarr, did you hear me?” 
“Yes, yes, she was attacked, looking at her I understand why. My question is what she’s doing out here all alone. What does she look like to you, Cromwell?” 
The big man walked around the side of the woman then back. “I would say she was a Goddess of war, if it weren’t for that mammoth hide cape. Only the hunters of Sorrack wear such a garment. She is either from there or she stole that cape from a Sorrackan.” 
“Where is Sorrack?” Kian asked. 
Cromwell’s eyes narrowed. “It lies to the north and east of Camir, K’xarr’s home, deep into the Harsh Coast. It’s a frozen waste; only crazy tribes of hunters live there, killing the local great beasts in order to survive. It’s an ice-covered shit hole. Is that where you come from, woman?” 
The woman did not move, but her eyes scanned the entire group, gauging each one. Kian could see the muscles in her smooth legs ready to spring any direction at a moment’s notice. 
Rufio was kneeled down looking at one of the dead men. “K’xarr, you’re not going to like this.” 
K’xarr moved over to Rufio without taking his eyes off the woman. “What is it?” 
Rufio rolled the dead man over on his back and pointed to the symbol on the dead man’s robe; it was of an open hand. “He is a Hand of God, K’xarr, a warrior priest.” 
Vandarus spit on the ground. “More like an assassin priests. They kill people for the Church, people I have known. They are only sent out of Tyro for very special missions and their missions always involve murder. The Church must be hunting this woman and its death to hinder or harm a Hand of God.” 
K’xarr looked at Kian. “How many did you say you killed?” 
“He killed but one,” the woman said. “Go now, I will tell no one that he helped me, you have my word.” 
K’xarr closed one eye and looked at the woman. “I bet you stole something from the Church, and it must be very precious for them to sic their dogs on you. Am I right, woman? If you are from Sorrack, you know my people. Camirans have no problem killing women.” 
The woman began to shift back and forth on her feet. “Just go, I have nothing of value.” 
K’xarr continued, “It must be nearby, you’re in a very big hurry to have us leave.” The woman glanced behind her and K’xarr slowly smiled. “Just hand it over and there will be no trouble, even as dirty as you are you are a true beauty. It would be a shame to have to take your treasure from you by force and spoil your looks.” 
Before anyone could move the woman attacked, her blade striking out at K’xarr like a serpent. Kian started to intercede, but Cromwell held him back. “I want to see this. K’xarr was bluffing about killing her, but I don’t think she understood it was a bluff.” 
K’xarr was blocking blow after blow doing his best to look like the woman was no match for him, but Kian was beginning to worry. The woman was good, very good. 
She drove the Camiran back step by step until they were right next to the fire. K’xarr stomped down on a burning branch sticking out of the blaze sending embers into the woman’s face. 
The distraction was all he needed, he beat her blade aside and slashed her forearm. 
The woman dropped her sword and K’xarr sent an elbow into her jaw knocking her to the ground. Kian didn’t like it, but the woman had attacked first. 
“Not the best swordsmanship I have ever seen, but you’re one of the best dirty fighters I have ever known, my friend,” Cromwell called out. 
K’xarr smiled and put his blade back in its scabbard. “Now, woman, show us the treasure or whatever it is you have. There’s no need for any more bloodshed.”
Three children burst from the bushes behind the woman screaming like banshees; they were two boys and a girl, none looked more than five or six years old. 
K’xarr was so shocked he took a step back and tripped over his feet, the three wild children jumped on him and began to bite and kick as hard as they could. 
“Back children, run. Run into the dark,” the woman cried out, but it was too late the group of men had grabbed the little ones off K’xarr and held them back like a pack of small angry dogs. 
The woman reached for her sword, but Kian stepped on it. “We don’t mean you or your children any harm, trust me.”
The woman looked angrily up at Kian. By the look in her dark eyes he didn’t believe she would ever surrender. 
“Put the children down. They are frightened.” Kian motioned to the others and they lowered the children slowly to the ground. 
The children ran to the woman; they looked at the men and growled. The little girl stuck her tongue out at K’xarr. 
“See, we mean you no harm. Calm down and we can talk.” Kian offered his hand to her. She took it and he pulled her up on her feet. She clutched her wounded forearm to her chest. Kian saw she was in pain. “Let me see it, we have a healer and...” 
Kian’s eyes went wide with surprise. “K’xarr, look.” They all gazed at the beautiful woman’s arm and the black blood seeping through her fingers. 





Chapter 10 


K’xarr had asked Siro to bind the woman’s wound. Vandarus rode back to camp and gathered what was left of the chicken he had roasted to give to the children. 
There was little left so the Bandaran made a stew adding wild onions and some salt. The children looked at the young man as he cooked like he was a saint descended from heaven. When it was finished they fell on it like wild animals, cleaning up every last drop. 
Kian and Rufio built the fire up and tended to the horses, then they helped Cromwell drag the priests’ bodies away from the camp. 
“I am finished, K’xarr, her wound was minor, just a few stitches. I find the blood very intriguing though.” 
He didn’t answer the healer. K’xarr stood with his arms folded, his focus was entirely on the woman. “Okay, sit down, I need some answers, let me ask my questions and we won’t trouble you anymore.” 
She shook her raven black hair out of her face K’xarr could see the defiance in the woman’s eyes. “Will you at least give me the chance to put my clothes back on?” 
K’xarr smiled. “If you must.” He gestured to a pile of clothing he saw laying on the ground. 
The woman pulled on a pair of soft leather pants and a short-sleeve chainmail shirt then a leather vest with steel pauldrons laced onto the vest’s shoulders. “May I have my sword back?” The woman asked as she strapped a pair of steel bracers to her wrists. 
“As you please,” said K’xarr. She picked up the sword, it was a beautifully made bastard sword, a weapon few women would have the strength to use. She slid the blade into the scabbard on her side. Sitting down on a fallen log, she pulled on her high boots.
K’xarr watched as she stood up, hand on her sword hilt, mammoth cape waving slightly with the night breeze and those eyes like cold black steel. K’xarr thought she looked like a woman no man would ever conquer. 
“Now that you’re more comfortable, first things first; what’s your name?”
“Endra Korlest of Sorrack.” 
“You’re a long way from home, Endra. Why is that?”
The woman narrowed her eyes. “I want to know why what I am doing is such an interest to a bunch of mercenaries.” 
“Who said we were mercenaries?” Cromwell asked. 
“I know a sell-sword when I see one, Toran.” She shook her head. “I think that’s all the questions I want to answer. The children and I will be leaving now.” 
K’xarr stepped in front of her as she started to walk away. “You’re not going anywhere until I get some answers, wench.” Endra’s hand shot to her sword hilt and before K’xarr could move she drew the blade straight up and hit him under the chin with the pommel, busting it open and causing K’xarr to bite his tongue. 
He put his hand over his mouth but it was too late, black blood dripped down his chin. Endra stepped back, leveling her sword at K’xarr. “By all the Gods, what evil is this? You are like the one that did this to me?” Endra raised her blade to strike a killing blow to K’xarr’s head. Cromwell grabbed her arm just in time, holding her back from his friend. As strong as she was, her strength was no match for the Toran’s. 
“What in the hell are you doing, you crazy bitch? None of us have done anything to you,” K’xarr said holding his busted chin. 
Cromwell wrenched the sword from the woman’s hand and pushed her away. “Calm down, woman, and tell us what you’re talking about. K’xarr and I both carry the same blood curse as you do. All we want to know is if you can tell us anything about where it comes from?” 
As he finished, Cromwell looked around and saw Rufio and Vandarus both staring at him. Siro stood just out of the fire light with a look of amusement on his face. 
Their secret was out, now Cromwell gawked at K’xarr with an apologetic look on his face. “They would have found out sooner or later, K’xarr.” The Camiran closed his eyes and shook his head.
Endra backed away from them. “You two were cursed by the man in the black armor?” K’xarr could see the woman was confused and for the first time fear crossed her face. 
Siro handed K’xarr a rag to hold on his chin, the cut was wide but not deep. “If you would stop attacking me for a few minutes, I will tell you our tale and we can sort this all out. You are the first we have ever seen with the blood.” K’xarr’s bleeding had all but stopped. He handed the rag back to Siro. The little healer casually tucked the rag into his pocket.
K’xarr turned to his companions. “Rufio, Vandarus, and Siro, you all should hear this too. Kian, you already know, but you should listen, I will tell this tale only once. When I’m finished, Endra, I hope you will tell us your story and what you know of this curse.”
The woman did not answer, she only looked at him and sat down on the other side of the fire, the children gathering around her, the girl sitting on her lap and the boys to either side. 
K’xarr watched as the men in the group all found a place around the fire to listen. “When I’m finished any of you who want to leave can go with no hard feelings, if you chose.”
K’xarr began pacing back and forth. He had tried to forget all of it, now like a malevolent ghost the past had come back to haunt him. The tale was painful for him, though he would never admit that. 
“Neither Cromwell nor I know why we have this cursed blood. We were both born on the Harsh Coast, I in Camir, Cromwell in Tora. I will not attempt to tell his story. I can only tell mine.
“As long as I can remember my blood has been black. I know of no other consequence to the curse other than our blood is a different color than other men. I lived among the Camiran’s until I was seventeen. I always lived under the suspicion of our village elders since I was a child. My parents were never kind to me, only caring for me as much as they had to, to keep me alive. To this day I’m not sure if they even were my parents.
“In Camir every warrior is needed to fight off the rival villages and raiding parties. If not for that fact I would have been put to death as an infant. Whenever anything bad happened in the village, I was blamed. My father and the elders often discussed the idea of killing me. It didn’t matter how many times I fought for our village I was never part of it.” K’xarr paused, there was no need to get into details of the night he left home. No one listening would understand. “One night I just left and fled to the mountains living alone for a very long time with only starvation and death to keep me company.
“As I got older, I journeyed west. Some time ago before I sailed away from the Harsh Coast, I happened to run across a man who told me a story about a monster that lived in the mountains of Tora. He said the Blood Clan was offering a large bounty for anyone who could kill it.
“I was young and foolish and needed coin, so I went into the mountains to kill the creature. As you can see, I did find the monster.” K’xarr looked at Cromwell, the Toran hung his head and would not look anyone in the eyes. “After we tried to kill each other we talked; his story was little different than mine. We decided to travel together and here we are, end of story.” K’xarr walked over and gave Cromwell a soft kick in the leg. “You want to tell them your tale now?”
Cromwell looked up at his friend. “No, I do not.” K’xarr nodded his understanding. 
“We don’t know anything about the curse, where it came from, or why only we have it.” K’xarr looked at Endra. “Now that we have found another like us, you can give some of the answers to our questions. That’s why I tried to stop you from leaving.” 
The woman just looked at the men on the other side of the fire, keeping her thoughts to herself.
Endra felt that perhaps she had misjudged this group of men. They were mercenaries and there were few races of warriors more ruthless than the Torans and Camirans. They didn’t act like their countrymen or she might have already been raped and killed, not necessarily in that order. 
The men had shared their food and bound her wound. She held no grudge about the cut. She deserved it after she had tried to kill their leader. She felt lucky she hadn’t lost her head. 
There was something about the men that made her feel comfortable, almost drawn to them. Maybe it was the blood?
The mercenaries had to be tolerant they traveled with a Half Elf. Even the hunters of Sorrack shunned those creatures, not that any had ventured into their lands, but their kind was known. 
It was said they were evil, though she did not get that kind of feeling from this one. The Half Elf had helped her fight the Hands. What could it hurt to tell them what had happened to her? It was a very personal story, but she hadn’t been able to talk to anyone about what had happened to her in five years. 
She had only the children to keep her company, and she had never been able to risk talking with anyone. The danger was too great. She had only told it once and had been imprisoned for it. This wasn’t the ideal audience, but she might never get another chance to tell the tale, and someone in the world should know the truth so they could warn others. 
Endra decided she would tell her story and see if they believed her. Few people would and she wouldn’t blame them, it happened to her and she could barely believe it. Besides the one called K’xarr said they would leave if she told them what she knew of the blood. “I will tell you what I know.”
K’xarr looked at the woman. “It’s the right decision, we can both benefit from sharing what we know.” 
“Maybe, but my story is nothing like yours.” 
Kian put more wood on the fire, shadows danced all around the small patch of woods as she began. 
“I don’t think I have any answers for you, but you can judge for yourself.” She got up from where she sat, putting the little girl between the boys. The larger of the two put his arm around the girl, and she leaned against him yawning.
“I can tell you that I was not born with this blood like you two were. I was a normal girl until I was fifteen, that’s when it happened. Let me start from the beginning.” Endra ran her hands through her thick hair. It had been so long since she had spoken with adults.
“In Sorrack we are all hunters like the Toran said. The young must hunt small game on their own until they are asked to join the elders on a true hunt. 
“In my fifteenth year my father and uncle had told me it was my time. I was eager to go on my first hunt. In my land it is a very prestigious thing when a young man or woman is first asked to accompany their elders. 
“My mother thought I was too young but father told her I was ready and she said no more, though I knew that didn’t mean she would not worry about me. I was her youngest daughter. I gathered my weapons and warm furs and the hunt party left the next morning. 
“Three days north of the village we came across the tracks of a mammoth herd. We followed the herd’s trail until my uncle spotted the tracks of a white dragon.” 
“I have never seen a dragon.” Kian chimed in. 
“Be quiet so you can hear about one then,” snapped K’xarr. 
The Half Elf winced. “Sorry.”
“It’s alright, not many have seen a true dragon, they are as rare to find as a … Half Elf.” 
Kian’s lips tightened and he nodded to the woman. 
“There were only ten of us in our hunting party but my uncle said he could tell by the tracks that the dragon was very young and there were enough of us to kill it. So we left the mammoth trail and started following the dragon’s tracks.
 “I was very excited to go on a dragon hunt, it is a very big honor among my people to kill one.” 
“Are there many dragons in your land, Endra?” Vandarus asked.
“Yes, but they are all of the white variety, though I have heard of the odd black one passing.” 
Vandarus elbowed Rufio and grinned like a school boy. “I love tales about dragons.” Endra stared at them momentarily surprised by the young man’s excitement. 
“Anyway, later that afternoon we came across some strange tracks in the snow. The men talked it over and decided the tracks were from a horse, the odd thing was the snow and ice was melted around the outside of the tracks. It put us on our guard, very few in our land ride horses or even own one and none of the elders could figure out what caused the snow to melt. 
“We followed the dragon tracks for two more days, the horse tracks paralleled us the whole time yet we never saw anyone.
“On the third day we found the beast’s lair, a large ice cave. Before we could make a plan on how to flush it out, the dragon emerged from its cave. It was a young male. It was larger than my uncle had thought, at least twenty-five or thirty feet long. 
“The thing attacked and killed three of us with its tail and claws before we could even ready our weapons. I was afraid. I had never been that close to a living dragon before. I found my courage and hurled a spear, striking the beast in the chest. The dragon seemed unhurt by my spear or the arrows shot into it by the other hunters. Our attacks only infuriated the beast. I saw my father die as the monster leaped on him and ripped him apart with its great claws. As I ran over to where he lay dead, the dragon whipped its scaly tail around and grazed my head, knocking me down. I tried to shake off the blow but I was dazed, all I could do was roll around in the bloody snow trying to get back on my feet and clear my head.”
Endra realized her voice had begun to sound as if she was pleading as the memory of her father had found its way to the surface of her thoughts. She took a breath and tried to relax and go on. 
“When I got back up, I saw it was using its icy breath on my uncle. White dragons can freeze the very air with their cold exhalations. My uncle, the best hunter in our village, fell to the ground dead, incased in the dragon’s bitter ice. I looked around for help but no one was left alive but me. 
“As the monster turned toward me, baring its dagger-like fangs and clawing at the ground, I lost my courage. I began to back away as fast as I could. That’s when I saw him, the dragon did too. 
“He was on the most frightening horse I ever saw. It was black and huge, when it whinnied I could see its teeth had been filed into points. I swear by the Gods its eyes glowed with a faint red light. Every time the animal’s hooves struck the frozen ground flames appeared around them, making the snow hiss. As it came closer, I could smell the stench of carrion. As terrifying as the horse was, the man himself was more so.
“He was covered in black armor from head to toe, only his great biceps and shoulders were bare. A dark helmet covered his entire face, it was crested with some kind of hair and had bull horns on the sides and through the helmet’s eye slits I saw only darkness.
“He had a huge sword strapped to his side, the pommel was made from the skull of an infant with dark hair still hanging from its scalp. He slid from the horse easily and as gracefully as if he wore no armor at all. He was tall taller than you, Toran.” 
“Damn, was it a giant? I have yet to see a man taller than me.” 
K’xarr just looked at him. “Fine, I’ll be quiet,” Cromwell said frowning. 
Endra continued. “As he came towards the dragon he drew his great sword. The blade was black and I felt ill when I looked at it. He rammed the infernal blade into the ground and stalked toward the dragon unarmed. I was frozen with fear but could not look away.
“The dragon turned away from me and looked at the man walking through the snow, and I swear it started to back up. By the old Gods, the beast seemed to be afraid of the man approaching it.
“Instinct must have overcome its fear, because the dragon lunged at the huge man, razor-sharp teeth bared, claws ready to shred his foe.
“The man caught the dragon by the neck midway through its attack. The muscles in his massive arms tightened, and I saw his fingers plunge through the dragon’s scales into the muscle of its neck. I thought I must be dreaming, he was strangling the beast; this was not a man. No human has ever had strength like that. 
“He pulled the beast’s head down and wrapped his massive arms around the dragon’s neck and pulled until I heard its bones break.
“He watched as the dragon rolled onto its back, thrashing around in its death throes. I couldn’t run or speak as he walked over to where I stood. He spoke, I only remember a little of what he said.” 
Endra closed her eyes as she recalled his words. “I have searched the world over for one that has the strength to endure. You, Daughter of the White Waste, are that one. Your beauty and grace will serve me well. That is what I will call you. Grace, the name suits you well.”
“He picked me up and carried me into the ice cave. I tried to struggle but it was no use, his grip was like iron. 
“The man made a fire by simply touching his hand onto the cave floor. He bid me sit by the magical blaze. I did as I was told, too afraid not to obey. 
“The cave grew very warm and I started to become light headed. I don’t know if it was the blow from the dragon’s tail or some kind of spell he cast on me. I remember him removing my armor and my clothing. He laid me down on my furs naked, but I did not feel the cold. It was as if I was falling asleep. 
“He removed his armor and helmet, I could see his face, he had long thick black hair and he was handsome, not the monster I had imagined … but his eyes. They were so dark, I could sense something terrible and wicked behind his black eyes. Even when he smiled, I could sense the hostility inside him.”
Endra’s face grew red with embarrassment, but she had gone this far with the story she would finish it. “He was immense all over, and I was frightened yet I could not move he took me then. 
“I remember little of it, just the screaming and the pain. I was a virgin and it was my first time with a man … or whatever it was.
“I awoke later to find him back in his armor and astride the evil horse. He said, ‘Fair thee well, Grace, blood of my blood. We are bonded forever now, girl, hold your head high and walk with pride for I have chosen you above all other women of this world.’
“He rode away to the south and the cave grew cold. I mourned my father and uncle and the men from my village. I placed their bodies in the ice cave and covered them the best I could. 
“It took a week to return home. I was near frozen to death and half-starved. I wanted desperately to find my mother and tell her what happened and find comfort from her for all that I had lost, but that was not to be. 
“My village had been burned to the ground and everyone in it put to the sword or burned alive. The men, the women, and children all dead, even our animals had been killed. The only tracks I found were from a horse and the snow was melted around them. It was him; he had come to my village and killed everyone. I was crazed with grief. I sat in the ruins of the village for two days before I could think again. 
“I took what food and supplies as I could find and headed south. I vowed I would find a way to take revenge on the dark rider.”
K’xarr was on one knee, leaning on his sword, staring into the fire. He looked up at the woman, his thoughts a secret. “Where did the children come from? Or need I ask?” 
Endra had not wanted to relive this part of her life, it had been terrible and had almost killed her, but the tale just flowed from her like water from a burst dam. For so long she had held it inside, trying to make it go away because there was no one to give it to. Now she had to let it all go.
“I walked south to the sea then followed the coast west. Though the cold and snow I wept for my lost life. I was just a girl. I had no one and nowhere to go. I was not the warrior you see before you now, I was just a young girl lost and alone.
“It was not many weeks until I knew I was with child. The thought scared me, I knew nothing of children. I was in a hostile land, hardly keeping myself alive. I had no Idea how I would keep a child from dying in that cold wasteland. Still, I moved on. I thought I had plenty of time until the child was to be born and I could decide what I should do. Maybe I could find someone to help me. I was wrong.” 
She looked at the children. They had fallen asleep near the fire. “I gave birth to all three of them alone in an abandoned fishing hut three months after the man had lain with me.” 
“It was a very dark night, a cold rain fell and the pain…” Endra paused and looked into the fire. “I will never forget it.” 
She met K’xarr’s eyes. “That was when I found my blood had turned black. I thought I was diseased and going to die. I stayed in that stinking hut until I saw that the babes were going to survive and I realized I was not sick. Then I packed the three of them up and continued west along the coast.” 
Endra’s eyes glistened with tears in the firelight. She told herself she would not let herself cry in front of these men. “I was little more than a girl and alone with three babies to protect and as you know the Harsh Coast is a hard place for a warrior, let alone my tiny new family. 
“The weather, the land, day after day, night after night, I just kept moving on. I thought for sure we would be killed or die of starvation. There were so many nights when I fell asleep that I didn’t think I would wake the next morning, but I was a mother and if I died the children would have died. 
“It took me almost a year to reach Tara. A priest took us in and we stayed at the church. We were fed and cared for until I cut my hand one night at dinner and a priest saw my blood. I was imprisoned and the children taken from me with no explanation.
“I rotted in that filthy cell for almost two years, not even getting to see my children. Not knowing if they were dead or alive.
“Then one day the priest came and I was taken in chains to a ship, the children were already on board. The ship sailed to the south, they said we were to be taken to the Kingdom of Tyro to see their Pope that lived in a great church in the city of Asqutania. 
“We landed in the Celonian port of Inargo for supplies, with a bit of luck I escaped, killed the priest, and took my children. I fought my way off the docks and ran. 
“We have been running ever since, and you should know this is not the first time I have been attacked by Hands. They have been hunting me for a long time now. It’s hard not to be seen when you travel with three small children. So I have had to become good with a sword just to survive.” 
Siro held his chin in his hand. “I don’t understand something, how did the children survive when born at only three months? Nine is what it takes to give birth to a healthy babe.” 
Endra shrugged. “I do not know, perhaps it’s the blood.” 
“They have the black blood to then?” the healer asked.
“All I know is they were well developed and healthy when they came out. They have never been sick and have always seemed very smart for their age.” Endra looked at K’xarr. “And they have been black blooded since the day they were born.”
Her insinuation was not lost on the Camiran. “The man that raped you, have you seen him again?” K’xarr asked. 
“Never again, if I do I will do my best to kill him.” 
Cromwell chuckled. “I think that a man that choked a dragon to death would be a little hard for a girly like you to kill.” 
“I said I would try to kill him you, Toran ass, I know he will kill me, it’s the principle of the thing.” 
Cromwell nodded his agreement understanding exactly what she meant. Toran’s knew a lot about the principle of a thing. 
K’xarr saw the lost girl was gone now and the warrior had returned. “It is quite a story. I salute you, you’re a strong woman Endra Korlest, and you were right, your story didn’t help us much but I thank you for telling the tale. We will return to our camp now as I promised, we have much to discuss among ourselves. I wish you luck on you quest. If you are attacked again, we are camped not far to the west.” 
K’xarr turned to leave. Kian grabbed him by the arm. “We can’t just leave her alone tonight, what if there are other assassins out there?” 
Endra’s brows furrowed. “I don’t need any help from you or anyone else, half-breed.” 
“Don’t take offence woman, he can’t help himself. He likes to see to the safety of anyone he comes across,” Cromwell said and grinned at the Half Elf.” 
K’xarr tapped the hilt of his sword. “Maybe we should leave someone, there could be more of these priests in the woods tonight. Endra, it wouldn’t hurt to have another sword in your camp.” 
“Fine … K’xarr, is it? I’m too tired to argue over it, if you have to leave someone leave the Half Elf. I don’t think he would try to slide under my blankets in the night.” 
“You don’t trust us, woman?” Cromwell said like it was a great insult.
“No, you Toran pig, I have been watching you and the others look at me all evening, and I think I prefer the half-breed. I don’t think he would know what to do if I did let him under my blankets.” 
Kian flushed and started acting like he was looking for something on the ground.” 
K’xarr had to laugh, he could see that the woman was joking. He knew Kian didn’t get the jest, he never did. He decided then and there that Half Elves must have no sense of humor. 
K’xarr and the rest of the men mounted their horses and rode away. Cromwell lingered. “We will see you in the morning Arradar, if you need help with the Sorrackan wench in the night just come and get me.” Laughing, Cromwell turned his horse and followed the others back to camp. Kian pulled his hood up and started looking for more fire wood. Now he almost wished he had gone back to camp with the others.
When they returned to their own camp and unsaddled the horses, everyone stood waiting. They all knew what was in the wind. K’xarr still dreaded asking the question, but he was a man who was direct and to the point. “I want to know now, is anyone leaving?” 
They all shook their heads no. Rufio unstrapped his Dragitan breast plate and placed it with care against his saddle. “I think I can speak for the three of us, blood counts for little, it’s what a man does that matters. I see no sense in getting all worked up about it, in the time I have known you I haven’t seen any ill effects from this so-called curse. I will stay.” 
“Aye, me too, K’xarr. Kian has more of a curse than you or Cromwell do,” Vandarus said. 
“I agree with you, Bandaran, the Half Elf has a hard way to go of it, and he can’t hide his affliction,” Cromwell said.
“What about you, Siro?” K’xarr looked to the healer. “Oh, don’t worry about me. I have seen many strange things in my line of work, a little discolored blood doesn’t bother me.” 
K’xarr sighed heavily “That’s settled then, we should try to get some sleep. I want to put some miles behind us tomorrow.” 
“What about the woman?” Cromwell asked. 
“What about her? She has her own troubles and we don’t need them, besides Kian’s staying with her tonight.” 
“I’m not talking about just tonight, K’xarr. She is the same as we are, at least we should see she gets to a town or something, and what if it’s true the Church is hunting people with black blood? ” 
“You’ve been listening to Kian’s sermons too much, that woman is not our problem, blood or no blood, if she was a bit friendlier and did not have the children things might be different. As far as the Church goes, we will deal with that like we deal with everything else.” 
“Did you believe her story?” Cromwell asked. 
“Hell no, men choking dragons, having a litter of brats alone, and walking hundreds of miles down the Harsh Coast, never happened. She is trouble, my friend, and maybe crazy too. I want no part of her. I left Kian with her, that’s as much help as she will get from me.” 
Cromwell sat down and blew on their fire, sparking it back to life. “I don’t know, K’xarr, her story has a ring of truth to it.” 
K’xarr put his head on his saddle and tried to get comfortable. “Maybe the part where she’s from Sorrack might be true. Go to sleep, your dreams will be more real than that story.”
***
Kian had propped himself against a tree and pulled his hood up. He watched Endra bed down her children. She seemed very loving and caring towards them, unlike the woman he saw killing the priests. After she was sure they had fallen to sleep, she joined him. “Do you sleep, Half Elf?” 
“I do, and my name is Kian.” 
“Well then, Kian you can take first watch and I will relieve you later.” She started to walk back to the children. 
“Your life has been hard, Endra, and I am sorry for that.” She turned and looked at him. Kian could tell she wanted to speak but changed her mind, she just gave him a slight nod of her head. “I also believe your story is true as fantastic as it sounds.”
She smiled. It was so beautiful that it made Kian’s throat tighten. 
“Then you would be the first, sometimes I don’t even believe it myself. Wake me if there is trouble.” The woman walked away and began to take off her armor. In the dying firelight the Half Elf got a good look at her physique before she lay down near her children. For the first time in Kian’s life he wished Gildor would have taught him more about women.
Siro had been woken by Rufio for his watch, he had waited an hour until he thought the Dragitan was asleep. He had heard the call in his mind, he knew one of them was near. 
The ugly little healer quietly walked away from the camp. Up near the road, he saw a figure waiting. 
Even in a robe with a deep cowl over the head, he could tell it was a woman. It was too bad she wasn’t his type. 
“Why are you still waiting, Siro? Your master said you would be finished with your task by now.” 
He smiled, the sorceress’s voice was intoxicating. Most likely a spell but he still liked it. “I am waiting for the right time, these things must be done very delicately. The Dark One will not tolerate any mistakes.” 
The woman giggled. “The Dark One, that always makes me laugh, your master is powerful, but he knows nothing of true darkness. We had a deal, necromancer, your master has been paid, finish your job and leave. We will not allow this to go on much longer. My sisters and I have our own agenda.” 
“You must understand, timing is everything. If I don’t time this right and his plan runs afoul, my master will destroy me or worse.” 
“That, you nasty little creature, is your problem.” She vanished and Siro was left standing by the road alone. They would not rush him, he had put too much work into this and he would not fail his master. He stealthily made his way back to the camp, he had a lot of planning to do.
***
The morning was beautiful, the sun was warm and the sky cloudless. Kian loved these kinds of days. 
Endra was up and getting her children ready to go. She had them prepare their meager belongings with practiced precision. Kian didn’t want to leave the woman and her children to travel alone with the Church looking for them. It would be just a matter of time before they would be caught.
He had tried to tell himself that it had nothing to do with the fact that he was attracted to the woman. The truth was her looks did play a part in his wanting to help them. He had very little experience with women. The only women he had ever been around were back at the Heavenly Hole. Give them a little coin and you could purchase their undivided attention. He knew he had no chance with Endra anyway. Thinking about it was a waste of time. She was very beautiful and a human. She would never take an interest in him, but he still wanted to help her. The very least he could do was find them a safe place to stay before leaving them on their own. 
“I would like to know what the children’s names are.”
Endra looked at him strangely. “The taller light-haired boy is Vinsant, the stocky one is named Payton, and the girl is Tressa.” She bent down and started tying the little girl’s shoes.
“I will travel with you until you find a safe place to go, if you wish.” 
Endra stopped helping her daughter with her shoes. “Why would you want to travel with me? I am hunted, have three young children, and I am not looking for a man or a Half Elf for that matter, what would be your gain?” 
“Nothing, it is what any man should do, that’s all.” 
“I doubt your companions would feel the same way,” the woman said coolly. 
“No one knows how another person feels unless they ask. You are most likely right though, I have been told I can be too helpful. Often they don’t agree with what I think should be done. If they won’t let you travel along with us then I will go with you on my own and I will find them later after we have gotten you and the children to a safe place.”
Endra tilted her head and squinted her eyes, “You are an odd one, Kian … do you have a last name?” 
“Cardan.” 
“Well, Kian Cardan, let us see what your friends have to say. I am sorry if I have seemed less than hospitable, but I have to keep my guard up, we have been tricked before. I don’t know why but your eyes speak the truth to me, and I believe you mean what you say. I will accept your help.” 
Kian tried to keep from smiling but did a poor job of it. “Let’s go ask K’xarr what he thinks and if he says no then we will travel on alone.” 
“Agreed, but I don’t want to cause trouble between you and your friends.”
“It’s okay, they’re used to me causing trouble.”
Endra stood a few yards away with one arm around each son’s shoulder and the little girl clinging to her leg. K’xarr looked at them. The little family was trying to look pleasant. 
“I should have known you would pull something like this. I should have made you come back with us last night. They are hunted by the Church, we don’t need that kind of trouble. Kian you can’t help everyone we come across.” 
“Let them come with us, just until we find them a place for them to stay. Please K’xarr, they won’t be any trouble and Endra has a good sword arm, she might be of use if we run into any trouble ourselves.”
“The only use she would be is if she was on her back with her legs spread.” 
Kian’s lips tightened, and he looked K’xarr in the eye. “I don’t think you should talk that way about her.” 
“Oh by the Gods of horse shit, I see now, you are smitten with her! Why didn’t you say so, that I understand.” 
Kian looked to see if Endra had heard K’xarr. “Please keep your voice down. I’m not smitten, I just can’t leave a woman and children alone and in danger.” 
“I won’t argue with you, Kian, I know you well enough now that it’s a waste of time, here is what I’m willing to do. They can travel along with us until they find a safe place, then we cut them loose and it’s over. I won’t take on the might of the Church for anyone and they are your responsibility until we get them where they’re going.” 
Kian nodded. “I understand and don’t worry, I think she can handle herself and I will help her with any problem that might arise.” Kian looked over his shoulder at Endra and her children. “Thank you, K’xarr, I won’t forget this.” 
“Don’t thank me, I just don’t want to listen to you complain and I don’t want to lose your sword arm either. If it takes hauling a woman and her brats a few miles down the road, so be it.” 
The companions mounted their horses. The children rode with Cromwell, Vandarus, and Rufio. Kian gave his horse to Endra and he trotted alongside her. Kian looked up to find Endra staring down at him. “Is something wrong?” 
She shook her head. “I wanted to say thank you for the kindness you have shown me and my children. It’s been a long time since I had reason to give anyone my thanks.” 
Embarrassed, Kian smiled at the woman. When he looked into her eyes he found it hard to speak. The sun climbed higher in the sky as the small band rode on to the southeast.





Chapter 11 


It was the end of spring in Bandara. The cool nights and warm days of spring were changing to warm nights and hot days of summer. The farmer’s crops had been planted. The fishing boats were full with the sea’s hard won bounty when the summer breeze brought them back into Fair Wind Harbor. It had also come time for the sheep to be shorn throughout the Kingdom. The days were growing longer in Bandara and the army was preparing to march. 
Abberdon had brought its soldiers down to the northern border of Bandara, forty-thousand strong. It would be no small incursion, this time it would be war.
King Cain had ordered Talorn to prepare the army to make the march north to the Abberdonian border. Cain had paid the army with Duke Blackthorn’s generous donation and had spent time over the last few weeks talking with the now-placated Bandaran officers. He made sure they that knew under his rule they would never be neglected again. He had patches made with the personal symbol he had adopted. The Bandaran red-winged hawk flanked by crossed lances on a blue field. Cain told the troops that the phoenix was still the symbol of Bandara, but he wanted them to wear the hawk so it would remind them they were fighting for their King as well as their country. It would signify that whenever they marched out he would be with each man in spirit. 
The young King was smart, the army had loved it. Most of them had never served under a King that indulged the military. King Aaron had been very indifferent to the military. He found them just a large draw on the royal treasury. Now the army was ready to enforce the King’s will and defend the Kingdom again. Cain had accomplished it all in less than two weeks.
Raygan didn’t care about Cain and his war, she was far too distracted by her feelings for her new physician. While Cain had been spending all his time with the army and his tax collectors, Rhys had healed the damage to her face. His skill was amazing; it looked like it had never been damaged at all. She was beautiful again. Her side was still a little sore but Rhys said he would take care of that today. The handsome healer had won her respect and admiration, and maybe a bit of her affection as well. 
Rhys had not only healed her physical wounds, he had helped the sorrow she had in her heart. His kindness and concern had helped to ease the pain of the loss of her father. The healer had been a true blessing from God. The only thing he couldn’t take away was the anger she felt for her brother. She tried to think of ways she could make Cain pay for what he had done to her. It was the only other thing on the Princess’s mind besides Rhys.
She found herself thinking of revenge often. Not just for the beating or the engagement to Talorn, which she had told no one about. What had drawn her true ire was he had placed her father in the royal tomb in the dead of night with almost no one in attendance at all. She hadn’t even been told about it and wasn’t present at the crude service Bishop Lyfair performed, if he had even truly performed one. Who would know? She wasn’t being told anything. Isabella lurking around the palace eavesdropping was her only source of information. Of all the things Cain had done to her that was the worst. He had buried their father as if he was ashamed of him. The contempt he had shown for his own flesh and blood was unforgivable. What had really crushed her was she hadn’t got to say goodbye to the father she loved so dearly. The new King had even taken that from her.
The people of Turill had not liked the disrespect shown for their former King either. They too wanted to give their beloved King a sendoff that benefitted his station. Their anger at the funeral services for the old King didn’t last long. They had quickly found a new target for their outrage: the staggering new taxes Cain had imposed on them. The usual harmonious people of the city had changed to a disgruntled mob in just a few weeks. Her father had been right. Cain was quickly destroying their Bandara.
Her mind was torn, half of her was filled with rage at her brother and the other half with the feelings she was starting to have for the handsome healer from Tara. It was exasperating; Cain’s deplorable actions had weaved themselves into her life like the thread of a cheap rug. She simply wouldn’t think about it anymore, what could she do anyway? Raygan decided to turn her thoughts back to Rhys.
She sat in her garden thinking about what she would say to the young physician when she saw him today. As she sat daydreaming, a large male peacock, one of the several that roamed the garden, walked into her line of sight. How her father had loved them, he had once even had the royal dressmaker construct a cape for her out of their tail feathers. 
When she was in the garden her thoughts always returned to her father. He would have been very fond of Rhys too, she imagined. The healer was gentle and bright and the old King had loved those traits. She started to fantasize about what the two of them. What would they have talked about? It would be her, of course, the thought of it made the Princess smile. 
The warm spring breeze brought her back to the present. Raygan wondered what was keeping Isabella and her healer. The peacock let out a piercing cry and quickly ran for the cover of a hedge cut into the shape of the pagan Goddess Octavia. She turned to see what had frightened the peacock. 
Cain was coming across the lawn towards her. She started to shake despite herself. She had not spoken to him since he had almost killed her. All her petty schemes of revenge washed away only to be replaced by cold fear. She stood up from the bench and put her hands behind her back so Cain would not see her trembling. 
“Sister, may I speak with you a moment?” He wore a heavy quilted red gambeson trimmed in gold with the phoenix of Bandara emblazed on the chest. It covered a shirt of fine chainmail their father had given him several years ago. 
She swallowed hard, getting up the courage to speak. “I don’t want to talk to you, Cain, after what you have done to me. I don’t think there is anything to say.” She said it with as much disdain as she could muster. 
Cain nodded his head. “You’re right, Sister. I was wrong to hurt you like I did, and perhaps I should have waited until you were able to attend father’s funeral, but war has come and there is no time to stand on ceremony or cater to the whims of women. Besides, you seemed to have overcome your injuries quite quickly. Selmac said that you would be permanently disfigured. Tell me, Sister, how was it you healed so swiftly?” 
Raygan knew then that Cain had heard about Rhys. She had tried to keep his visits private and make them appear unimportant as possible, but Cain had found out anyway. She was not surprised, many of the servants in the palace were his spies.
No wrong had been committed and she was the Princess of Bandara after all and had the right to have a personal healer if she chose to. There was no reason to fear, but she found herself petrified. 
“I found a very good physician in the city, he worked wonders on the damage you caused.” 
“I know what you’ve been up to, Sister, and who you’ve been up to it with,” the King said. “His name is Rhys Morgan, and he is from Tara and if I’m not mistaken he is on his way here right now. I also know he had to have used magic to fix your face. Selmac said there could be no other way the damage was repaired.” 
Raygan’s eyes widened. “No, no, no, there was no magic used, he has a special talent it has nothing to do with magic at all. I can tell you…” 
Cain crossed the distance between them in two strides and put his hand over her mouth. “Shut up, Raygan, don’t try to lie to me; sit down on the bench and keep quiet and I will tell you what your King is going to do.” 
Tears came to her eyes and she began to shake all over, there was no hiding it now she was terrified. 
She obeyed Cain and sat down on the bench like he told her and she hated herself for doing it. “Very good, dear sister, you are learning. First, your healer will be arrested when he arrives today, the guards at the gate will take him to Bishop Lyfair and he will stand trial for using magic without consent from the Church, he will be found guilty and he will most likely hang.” 
Raygan began to sob; she covered her mouth with her hand and tried to stifle the sound. “Second, you will marry Talorn tonight before he takes the Army north, and I will not listen to any complains about it. You should have kept your affair more secret, Raygan, on the bright side you have your looks back, and I won’t have to listen to Talorn grumble about wedding a woman with a ruined face.” 
Raygan was stunned. Marry Talorn tonight? “Cain, there was no affair, he’s just my healer and…” 
Cain held up one finger then pointed at the Princess. “I can put your face back like it was, if you like?” Raygan hung her head and said nothing.
The King stepped back from his sister. “Guards.” Four of the Royal Guard emerged from behind a row of hedges; they marched over and saluted their King. “Take her to her rooms and stay with her until the wedding.” They saluted again, then two of them grabbed Raygan’s arms and pulled her up from the bench. They formed a square around her and prepared to take the Princess back to the palace. Cain lifted her chin until she was looking in his eyes. “Don’t ever forget who rules Bandara, little Sister.” He jerked his hand away and motioned for the guards to take the Princess away. Raygan could only look back at her brother, tears streaming down her face as the guards led her away.
Isabella thought the guards were acting strange at the palace’s north gate. They seemed to be more alert than most days, watching the people of the city walk by with much more interest than usual. There were more of them too. Most days only two of the Royal Guards were at each entrance to the palace. Today the north gate had four. 
She thought little more of it, perhaps it was on account of the coming war. The whole city was on edge about it. That and the tax collectors that were going door to door assessing what each citizen should be paying.
The Princess had bid her wait at the gate for Rhys and escort him to her as usual. Isabella didn’t mind, she liked the healer and he had been very kind to her over the last few weeks; he didn’t treat her like a servant at all.
At first she thought he was a wizard or evil mage, but as they spent time together and she watched him with the Princess she knew she had been all wrong about him. Isabella had grown fond of Rhys but not as fond as his royal patient had.
He had greatly improved the Princess’s mood and Isabella was very thankful to him for that. When the Princess was sad, she had a way of making everyone else around her sad too.
She saw Rhys coming and started to wave. As he got closer Isabella realized it wasn’t him, just a man who looked similar. The guards drew their swords and grabbed the man by the arms and started dragging him towards the gate, the man was struggling and asked the guards what he had done. 
They held him there until an officer came down from the enter wall of the palace he told the guards they had the wrong man. They released the fellow and pushed him back into the street without even an apology. It took no time for Isabella to catch on to what man they were looking for. Someone in the palace had ordered Rhys’s arrest. The Princess would be furious. 
She had to warn him, but what could she do? If she yelled when he approached she would be seen and that could go bad for her and there was no time to go find the Princess. She couldn’t let the healer be caught, she would just walk into the city and try to warn him before he got to the palace. Yes, that was a good plan. She walked out the gate as she did any other day, acting as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
Isabella had gotten only a few steps past the guards when they stopped her. “Halt, girl, the King has given orders for you not to leave the palace grounds.” She turned back towards them hands on her hips. 
“The Princess has sent me on an errand and I must go unless you want to deal with her.” She turned her back to them and walked on. One of the guards grabbed her by the arm. 
“You’re not going anywhere, girl.” She started to give the guard a good cussing when she saw Rhys come around a corner down the street. He was heading right for the gate. She had no choice, if she didn’t do something it would be too late. “Run, Rhys, run they mean to arrest you,” Isabella screamed as loud as she could. 
Rhys looked up the street at her struggling with the guard. He seemed confused at first. Isabella thought he was going to come on down the street to see what was happening. So the handmaiden continued to yell, the guard tried to cover her mouth, but she bit him. Rhys must have finally heard her and realized the guardsman was holding her back. He turned around and ran back the way he had come. The guard holding her arms, cuffed her in the head. 
“You’ll pay for that, you little Celonian ally cat.” The guard shoved her down on the ground and all but one of them ran down the street after Rhys.
The remaining guardsman picked her up and held her by the arms. The alarm bells were sounding throughout the palace grounds. Royal Guardsmen appeared from everywhere, she watched as over fifty of them ran out into the city. 
A tall officer walked up to the guard holding her. He was so mad he looked like he could bite his sword in half. 
“What the hell happened? All you had to do was stand here and he would have walked right up to you.” The man shoved Isabella forward still holding her by the arms. “This little bitch called out to him and he ran before he got all the way up the street.” The officer slapped Isabella across the face, making her mouth bleed. “Take her and lock her up inside, the King may want a word with her.” 
The guard grabbed her by the hair and started dragging her to the palace. Isabella struggled but the man punched her in the back twice and she lost her air. She was caught, there was nothing she could do now. She hoped Rhys was a fast runner or it would all be for nothing.
General Talorn and King Cain stood talking together in the throne room. Captain Overton Hightower did not want to tell the King they had been unsuccessful in capturing the healer. The new King was already notorious for how little patience he had for failure. 
Hightower had just been promoted to the position of Captain of the Royal Guard, and he didn’t want to lose the position or his head. 
The King had been in a foul mood the last few days and Hightower didn’t want to be the one he took his displeasure out on. If he were lucky, the King’s anger would be directed at the scrawny blonde girl he had in chains by his side. 
She had fought them when they first tried to put the chains on her, but his guards had slapped the disobedience out of her. Besides they would catch the healer soon enough, he had over a hundred men out looking for the elusive physician. Like it or not, he had to make his report. 
“Majesty?” 
Cain looked to the door. “Come in, Captain we were waiting for you, did we catch my sister’s … healer?” The King gave Talorn a smug look. The new general said nothing, but the captain could see he looked very unhappy.
Captain Hightower’s boots clicked on the marble floor as he walked his shuffling prisoner across the throne room. He brought the girl to stand before the two most powerful men in Bandara. The captain told the King and General Blackthorn what had happened at the north gate. They listened without interruption. 
Cain climbed up the stairs of the dais and sat down on the phoenix throne. “Talorn, would you go see if Raygan is still in her room? I want to make sure she is preparing herself for the wedding.” Isabella’s head snapped up she looked at the King but she didn’t say a word. Talorn slightly bowed and left the throne room. 
“Captain Hightower, be so good as to shut the door and dismiss the rest of the guard. You and I should be able to handle one small girl.” The captain did as he was told. The room was still, only the hush of their voices disturbed the quiet. “My sister didn’t tell you about her upcoming wedding did she?” The handmaiden shook her head. Cain smiled down at the girl. “Don’t feel bad, she doesn’t think much of the lower classes. I doubt she would have allowed you to come to the wedding anyway, you know how she is.” The King watched the blonde girl carefully, but her expression didn’t betray her thoughts.
“Isabella, I want to ask you a few questions. Be at ease, just answer me truthfully and no harm will come to you. 
“Did this healer, Rhys Morgan, defile my sister?” Isabella shook her head no. The King looked perturbed. “I want you to speak Isabella, not just nod. How will I know if you’re telling me the truth?” 
The handmaiden shifted her feet rattling the chains around her ankles. “I don’t even think they like each other that way. At least I never heard either one speak of it, Your Majesty.” Her voice sounded very small in the empty throne room. 
Cain tapped his finger against his lips and looked down at the girl. “Did the healer use magic to mend your lady’s injuries?” 
“No, Your Majesty, I saw nothing like that.” 
Cain rubbed his eyes. “Isabella, why are you lying to me? This is especially important, you do understand that don’t you? You can tell the truth, I will see to it Raygan never finds out who told me. You’re a pretty girl, it will not be hard to find another noble for you to serve. You will never even have to see Raygan again. All I want is the truth.” 
Isabella raised her manacled hands and tried to pull her hair back behind her ears. “I’m telling the truth, Your Majesty, I have no reason to lie. Neither one of them has done anything wrong I know of. I will even swear to it on the Holy Tome before Bishop Lyfair.” 
“Well, Isabella, you disappoint me. Captain Hightower, take her to the dungeon and see if Arn can ring the truth from her.” 
The captain looked at the King, puzzled “The royal executioner, Majesty? A good twist of her bony arm and she would most likely give you the truth.” 
Cain stood up from his throne “Are you questioning my order, captain? Is that what I just heard you do?”
“Not at all, Majesty, I will take her down right now.” The captain took Isabella by the arm and led her out. There was no need to send the girl down to the dungeons, the new executioner was a monster of a man. This waif of a girl wouldn’t last a second with him. 
Arn had been sent from Braxton Bluff by Duke Blackthorn as a gift to the new King. The duke had told the King every ruler needed a good executioner and he swore this Arn was the best.
 Hightower didn’t even like to be in the same room as the vile, mutilated man. He looked at the thin young girl shuffling along beside him. He pitied her for what she would have to endure. “I’m sorry, lass,” he whispered to Isabella as they passed through the doors of the throne room.
The ceremony was to be in the royal chapel, it would be small and quick. That’s what Raygan’s new attendants had told her. She had never seen any of the women before. They belong to her brother and they were there to spy on her, Raygan was sure of that. She had been told that the women were there to help her prepare for the wedding. They were all ugly and she hated them. She wanted Isabella, even Agnes would be better than these hags. She had no one to share her despair with. Isabella was nowhere to be found, and Cain said that Duke Blackthorn informed him that Agnes had returned to her family after their father died.
This was not the wedding Raygan had dreamed of. She had often spoken to her father about her wedding day and what she wanted. It would have been a grand affair with the palace full of guests and of course gifts. The ceremony would be in the garden. Afterwards the whole city would have turned out to see the royal couple waving from the balcony of the palace. Her father could have decreed her wedding a national holiday and on her anniversary the whole city could have celebrated with her every year. That wasn’t going to happen now. Now she was to marry a man she despised, surrounded by men she hated in the cramped royal chapel at night. It was all unbearable.
She was wearing a wedding dress that was old and plain and the matching shoes were an atrocity. They told her it was what the King had ordered her to wear. The servants had fixed her hair and dressed her but when she looked in the mirror she saw only misery. Her eyes were swollen from crying and the smile everyone loved was gone, maybe never to return. 
Where was Isabella and what had happened to Rhys? Raygan could not stop wringing her hands, she had not realized how much she cared about the healer until Cain said he would be hanged. He might be swinging from a rope right now for all she knew. The very thought of the man who gave her back her beauty hanging in the city square sent chills down her spine, and it made her loathe her brother even more.
The time had come and she was escorted to the chapel by four Royal Guardsmen and her new attendants. Bishop Lyfair stood at the altar, Talorn and Cain in front of him. The guests included the royal council: Bradford, Fox, and Kaspar. Standing against the wall, she noticed William Blackthorn and Finn Selmac. This was worse than she thought, not even the lesser nobles were in attendance. It was ridiculous for a Princess to be married in this fashion. She would protest. Before she could say anything she saw the look that Cain gave her and she decided to keep her complaints to herself.
Raygan knew she was truly alone, she was missing Isabella terribly at the moment. She realized in that instant the girl had been her only friend since her father had died. Maybe the only friend she had ever had.
She was led to the altar by the guardsmen; they saluted their King and then their general and stepped to the back leaving Raygan standing by her future husband. Lyfair began the ceremony. Talorn stammered through his vows, the general seemed very nervous. He didn’t have the confident look Raygan had seen so many times on the tournament field.
When it came Raygan’s turn to recite her vows, she found the courage to remain silent and not repeat the words Bishop Lyfair had just read to her. 
She looked to her brother. “I will only proceed with this on one condition.” The look on Cain’s face was pure fury but he kept his voice even. “What is your condition, Sister?” 
“I want my healer Rhys Morgan left alone and no charges brought against him by you or the Church. I swear before God in his holy chapel he has done nothing wrong.” She looked at Talorn, “He healed the woman that is to be your wife. Is that a crime, my lord? Or did you prefer my crooked face?” 
Cain started to answer, but Talorn spoke first. “Majesty, grant her this favor, so our marriage can begin on good terms without any malice in my bride’s heart.” 
Cain put his hand on Talorn’s shoulder and sighed. “If that is what you want, my friend, then so be it.” The King waved one of the guards to him. “Tell Captain Hightower to call off the hunt for the good healer.” The guard saluted and left the room. 
Raygan almost smiled. Rhys still lived, they hadn’t captured him yet. “Consider that my gift to you, Sister, on this day of your wedding,” Cain said with a mocking bow. 
Raygan tilted her head towards her brother feeling she had won a small victory. Bishop Lyfair cleared his throat and the ceremony continued. That night Raygan Albana became Raygan Albana Blackthorn before God and witnesses. 
As everyone quietly filed out of the chapel, Duke Blackthorn touched the King on the arm. “That was very magnanimous of Your Majesty to call off the hunt for the healer after what I heard about him.” 
Cain stopped and waited until everyone was gone. “Once the girl Isabella confesses that she saw him dishonor your new daughter-in-law and use magic, my hand will be forced. If I don’t arrest him, the Church will and he will still be brought before my judgment.” Blackthorn smiled. “Very cunning, Your Majesty. By the way, where are you holding that girl?” 
***
The cell was so humid that Isabella’s hair and body were soaking wet. It made the blood running down her legs look thin. The huge pig man had put her in a pair of manacles that hung from the ceiling. The stone beneath her was wet with sweat and blood. Her toes barely touched the floor, causing her to sway and the manacles to cut deep into her wrists. Blood had started to run down her arms now. The pig man had also ripped all her clothing off and rammed things inside her in places they shouldn’t go. This wasn’t Isabella’s first time in chains or the first time a man had hurt her. 
The pig man had left the cell. He didn’t say where he was going, he had not actually said anything at all. Through all the torture, he hadn’t asked her one question. It wouldn’t have mattered if he did. She would protect her Princess, no matter what.
She could hear other people moaning from outside her cell, she was not the only prisoner down here. Maybe the pig man had gone to hurt someone else.
“Well, young lady, you seem to have gotten yourself into a very grave situation.” Isabella looked up to see William Blackthorn standing in the doorway of her cell with his hands on his hips.
Sweat ran into her eyes when she raised her head, it burned and blurred her vision but she could tell he was smiling. 
The pig man walked up beside the duke. “How do you like Arn here? I hope you don’t mind his face. Arn’s nose was cut off by his father when he was a small child, his tongue was torn out as well. He does good work though, doesn’t he? Be kind to him, he has been a dear friend of mine for a very long time.” 
Blackthorn slowly walked over to her and took off one of his riding gloves. He began to run his hand slowly down her back until he got to her small buttocks, then he squeezed it like the women in the market squeezed the fruit. 
“Very nice, Isabella, I believe you’re ripe.” He then started on the front of her, his hands cupping each of her breasts then sliding down between her legs. “Oh yes, my dear, you might do nicely, I believe you would have grown into quite the beauty. What a shame. I think I might spend a little time with you myself before Arn ruins your looks.” 
Isabella raised her head and spit full into Duke Blackthorn’s face. He wiped his face off with his hand. Then the duke slowly licked her spittle off his fingers. “What a spirited girl we have, Arn.” Then he thrust his thumb into her left eye, there was a very slight pop as the fluids that were once Isabella’s pretty green eye trickled down her cheek. She screamed and her body became taut. The girl began to convulse as the duke twisted his thumb into her eye socket. 
Isabella finally went limp, losing control of her bladder and bowels as she hung helplessly from her chains. Blackthorn pulled his thumb out and wiped it off on the girl’s sweat-soaked hair. 
“Arn, make sure she doesn’t die and don’t tear her up too badly yet, she will make a fine project for us.” The executioner snorted through the two holes where his nose once had been, causing yellow slime to drip out on to his upper lip. He licked it off then giggled like a girl. “Yes, dear boy, she will give us hours and hours of pleasure.”
When the morning came, the new Princess Blackthorn stood staring out of her window. Should she consider herself a woman now?
Her wedding night had not been what she expected. She had thought that General Talorn Blackthorn Champion of the lists, the greatest warrior Bandara had known since Braxton Blackthorn, would come in and rip her dress off and have his way with her. She had made up her mind to just shut her eyes and let it happen but that was not what occurred at all.
Talorn had carried her into their bedroom after the wedding and sat her on the bed. Then he seemed not to know what to do next. He was sweating and acted very odd. They had drunk some wine and she had waited and waited, but the great knight had never said a word about intercourse. The mighty Talorn Blackthorn, the subject of so many women’s fantasies, the envy of so many men, was a fraud in the bedroom. Either that or he didn’t find her desirable. The very thought of a man not wanting her was just ludicrous.
She had excused herself and put on her bed clothes and gotten into Talorn’s huge bed while he just sat there with an idiotic look on his face. She saw no reason not to just go on to sleep. Raygan was very relieved, as handsome as the knight was she didn’t want him touching her. She had no feelings for him, and he was too closely associated with Cain for her to ever have any affection for him. She drifted off to sleep thinking about Rhys, pleased with her wedding night. 
A little later she was awoken by her new husband climbing into bed with her. He was nude and smelled strongly of wine. She could see he was very aroused. Talorn began tugged at her sleeping gown. He was very clumsy and she ended up take it off for him, she knew if she didn’t do her womanly duty her brother would pay her another threating visit, now that he knew Rhys was a weak spot of hers. Cain would not hesitate a moment to use him against her.
She lay back on the bed her, exquisite body unveiled for the first time before a man. Talorn stared at her as if he were spellbound. He mumbled something about how beautiful she was. 
Then he just jumped on top and shoved himself inside her. It had been awkward and quick; he had said nothing afterward. She went to sleep confused by the whole thing, only to be awoken in the middle of the night for another assault by the great knight. It was no different than the first time, maybe even worse. He had got up when he was finished and left the room. 
Raygan had never been with a man before, so she had nothing to compare it to. She really felt no different than she had the night before. She really didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. All the servants around the palace talked about sex all the time like it was such a wonderful thing. She thought it akin to being molested by a sweaty hog. Perhaps her husband was not the experienced lover everyone thought he was. 
Everyone believed Talorn swam in a sea of women. After her experience with his lovemaking, the Princess would say he was not much of a swimmer. The thought made her smile—what would all the ladies of Bandara say if they could have seen the great lover last night? The mighty Talorn Blackthorn was baffled when it came to what to do with a woman. 
He had not returned to their room by morning so she had got up and dressed. Breakfast had been brought to her and she had eaten sparingly. She also made up her mind that her husband would never have her willingly again. 
She stood at the window, finding herself wondering what Rhys was doing and if he had heard the about the wedding. The bells had been rung throughout the city and the criers had announced her marriage from every corner in Turill. If he was still in the city he had to know. She wondered if she would ever see her handsome healer again.
There was a knock at her door and then it just opened. It was Cain. “Good morning, Princess Blackthorn,” he said with an evil little smile on his face. “I hear Talorn made quite an impression on you last night.” 
Raygan was afraid to say anything about the King’s friend, but she could not help rolling her eyes. 
“I see, well I am sure when he returns things will be much better.” Raygan wrapped her arms around herself. “Where did he go?” 
“Oh, she can speak,” the King said. “He has gone to defend our Kingdom from the Abberdonian invaders. I see you’re paying as much attention to the business of the Kingdom as you always have.” He picked up a piece of toast from her half-eaten breakfast then dropped it back onto the plate. “I intend to go myself in a few weeks once the realm is a little more stable.” 
Raygan brightened a bit, Cain gone to the north would be a blessing for her. Her brother stepped closer to her and reached out to touch her. She recoiled as if he was a serpent. The King dropped his arm to his side and looked at his sister. 
“I know you hate me, Raygan, and I don’t care, but I am your King now, so if you hate your brother I understand but I will not tolerate hatred towards your King, it borders on treason. Raygan, I know you love Bandara as much as I do. Now you are married to the commander of her armies and my right hand. So if you can’t love your brother or your husband, at least love your King and country and be a true Princess of Bandara like only you can. I assure you that things will be much better for you if you show your support for the realm.” 
Raygan bowed her head. “I will always love Bandara and do what’s best for the people and the Kingdom.” 
Cain put his fingers under her chin and raised her head. “Good Princess Blackthorn. I knew I could count on your loyalty to the throne.” He turned to leave. 
“Your Majesty, may I ask a favor?” The King turned and put his hands behind his back. “Of course you may ask, lady.” 
“I would like to have my handmaiden Isabella back, if you please. She is the only one that knows my routine. She is important to me as well. I have come to care for her a great deal.” 
Cain shook his head. “I would happily return her to you, but she fled the palace after she helped the healer escape. I sent the guard to find her because I knew she was important to you, but they have had no luck in locating her.” 
“Could you please keep looking? She is very dear to me, Cain.” 
“I will have the guard continue to look for her, of course.” The King nodded his head and left her standing in the huge room alone. 
Raygan didn’t believe for a second he had looked for Isabella at all. If he had, it was to punish her for helping Rhys escape his men. Isabella was most likely hiding in the city afraid to come back. She would just have to find the girl herself after Cain went north. She hoped Isabella would be okay until she could find her and bring her back home.
***
Arn had carried the blonde girl down to the last cell where the old dungeon connected to the new one after the duke had finished with her. This part of the palace’s underground hadn’t been used in years. It was putrid and damp and full of all sorts of tiny creatures. 
The little girl had screamed a lot, but she never said the words the duke wanted her to. Arn didn’t think the duke really cared about the words anyway. He liked to hurt people just for fun. Arn did too, they had hurt lots of people together. 
Now he sat and waited. He had smeared the girl’s body with honey like the duke had told him to. Then he had rolled her in the oats. Arn dumped what remained of the oats into the girl’s cell. He had to get a second sack to make a trail of the grain down to the old water way under the dungeon just like the duke had told him to. He liked to do the things for the duke. They were always fun things. 
The girl had not woken up for a while now, he thought she must be tired. It had been a long day for her after all.
Arn had almost drifted off to sleep when he heard the skinny girl screaming. The rats had finally come to her cell, just like the duke had said they would. Arn could not stop giggling.





Chapter 12 


Endra had been riding for over a week. Her legs were sore and her backside ached. All the traveling she had done in her life had been on foot. She had never owned a horse in her life. Riding had come easy for her. Though she was agile and had fine balance. the problem was controlling the horse.
“Are you still having a hard time, Endra?” Rufio asked concerned.
“Just a little when I want him to turn, I forgot what you told me.” 
Rufio frowned, “I most likely didn’t make it clear enough I have never given riding lessons to a woman from a frozen wasteland before.”
She noticed Rufio always took responsibility for anything he was involved in. “You have been a wonderful teacher, it might just take me awhile to get the hang of it.” She assured him. “One things for sure, my body hasn’t gotten use to this saddle yet.” 
“Give it time. I promise it will get better,” the Dragitan said.
She was surprised that K’xarr and the others had taken the time to even get her a mount. Endra had thought better than to ask where they got it. She had woken up one morning and it was just there. More than likely some farmer was missing a horse. She didn’t mind if the animal was stolen. It was still a nice gesture.
The plan was still to leave her and the children some where they would be safe from the Church. She wondered where they would ever find such a place. Most of the people of the middle continent believed in the One God with all their hearts and complied with Church law. Sanctuary from the Church would be hard to find. She had grown tired of this way of life. Running from the Hands of God was taking its toll on her. This wasn’t the life she wanted for her children or herself.
Endra had protected her little ones from the Pope’s agents so far, but she knew that one way or the other in the end the Church would win. She hated life as a fugitive. She always felt vulnerable, there seemed no refuge from the relentless Hands. 
Strangely, she felt safe among this band of misfits. It was odd that such violent men gave her a sense of peace. She just wished she knew how long it would last.
Endra thought her travels with the young mercenaries were over a few days ago. K’xarr had suggested a small village they came across in the Kingdom of Alarusia would be a good place for them to stay. 
It was small, but seemed very nice and the people friendly. Kian simply would not hear of it. The two had argued for over an hour, she could almost remember it word for word. 
“It’s a nice village. Kian, what’s the problem?” 
“Well, there is no wall and the village has no fighting men—farmers and sheep herders are all I see, who would help her if they were attacked again?” 
K’xarr had pointed his finger in the Half Elf’s face. “You don’t want them to go. Just admit it, you’re never going to think anywhere is safe for that wench and her litter, she has gotten to your little Elven heart. I wish you would just own up to it.” 
“Not true, she is as good with a blade as any of us. I think you should ask her to join if she wants too. Aren’t you trying to build a mercenary company?” 
“I might consider it, if not for the brats. What should we do with them when we get a contract, buy ponies and let them ride into battle with us?” 
It had gone on and on until K’xarr threw up his hands cursing Kian’s stubbornness. They had ridden on leaving the village behind. Any fool could see the Half Elf was infatuated with her, it was so obvious even her children could tell. 
He had confessed nothing openly and she didn’t think he would. His actions and the way he looked at her with those green eyes of his revealed all she needed to know about his feelings. 
It was not that she found him unattractive, just the opposite. His Elven features were very alluring, especially his long black hair and no one but her parents had ever been as kind to her as he was. 
Kian was the first person of Elven blood she had ever met. She had been taught like everyone else that Elves were an inferior race and Half Elves were nefarious creatures, dimwitted and depraved. The whole world thought that way. She felt guilty because she had thought the same way too. It was what she had been taught as a child. Her father had told stories of half-breeds sneaking into villages and stealing babies to eat in their caves. Meeting Kian had changed all that.
The troubling thing was she found herself very attracted to the Half Elf. There was just something about him that spoke to her heart. It was foolish to ever think there could be anything between them, she was wanted and loaded down with children and he was … not human.
Endra had been troubled by a lot of things of late, mainly the fact that she felt very at home with this strange band of men, even that brute Cromwell. The Torans had been less than kind to her when she had travelled down the Harsh Coast and she didn’t much care for the warlike race. Cromwell seemed very different; he could be almost charming in a crude and savage way. 
She had struggled on alone for years, never feeling the need for companionship before. Now she found herself enjoying the company of these coarse men. Her mother would have been aghast at the very thought of her youngest daughter going anywhere with these ruffians. Endra had never been much like her mother.
They had finally come across the Gold Road. In all her travels she had never seen it before. The road was twenty-feet wide and made from a sand-colored stone that was worn smooth with age. It was easy to travel on and a person could make good time in a wagon or on horseback. 
The only trouble for her was the fact that it was heavily traveled. Endra didn’t know how many merchants they had passed with their creaking carts, some empty some, so full of wares they were almost overflowing. She hoped traveling with a larger group would lessen the chance of anyone from the Church noticing them.
When the group crossed into the Kingdom of Mirmoc, K’xarr said he wanted to head into the city of Largos and see if there was any work in the area and gather some news. Largos was a massive city and a wealthy one as well. Situated at the Gold Roads apex, Largos drew trade from all directions. Vandarus had told them that the city was so large that small communities had sprung up outside of the city walls.
The city was still several days’ ride ahead. The countryside of Mirmoc was mild and the pasture land broken only by small wooded areas, hillocks, and the occasional lake or stream.
The road was dangerous for all of them and they knew it. Endra was very worried they may come across more of the Hands of God looking for her and the children. K’xarr told her to trust him, he would keep them out of trouble. She hoped he could do just that. Trouble was the last thing she wanted. 
The Camiran reminded her of a wolf, cagey and ruthless. It was no secret that K’xarr didn’t really want them riding with him, but Endra had no doubt that he would do his best to see no harm came to them. 
The woman from Sorrack looked up. The sky was clouding up and the warm breeze had turned cool. It looked like it might rain.
***
It had poured down for two days and everything was soaking wet. Endra was just happy the weather was warm, it would be much worse if the rain was cold. K’xarr had the group start traveling by night as they got closer to the city. There were less people on the road after dark, and K’xarr thought it was less likely for them to run into any problems. They camped by day far enough off the road that they would not easily be seen and kept their cook fires small. 
The next few days were spent drying out and foraging for food. As the city of Largos came in to sight, its large grey walls looked almost orange in the early morning light. 
K’xarr stopped them a few miles from Largos in a dried up creek bed that was surrounded by a small grove of trees. 
“Endra, you and Kian stay here with the children, you two stand out like a pair of beggars at a ball. I need to get some information and supplies and we don’t need to get into any scrapes here. We will try to be back by tonight or early in the morning at the latest.” 
Endra nodded in agreement and Kian said nothing. The rest of the men followed K’xarr down the road toward the city. 
The children’s eyes were red rimmed and Tressa was yawning every few minutes. Endra corralled them and laid them down to sleep in the shade of a willow tree. The little ones had done well adapting to sleeping during the day.
The night had been a long one. Kian and Endra found a place to sit under the branches of a large oak tree, its leaves full and green after the hard rain. Endra thought the land around the little creek bed was a lovely spot. It would have been a good place to build a home or maybe a farm. The young woman knew she would never lead that kind of life, though sometimes she daydreamed about it.
Endra was glad K’xarr and the others had left for the day. She wanted to talk to Kian alone, and this was the perfect chance. Endra had planned out what she was going to say, but her nerves were getting the better of her. So they sat in silence for a while. 
Her hands started sweating, she wiped them on her pants. Why was she so flustered? She needed to get this over with. She didn’t know when she would get another opportunity not have to worry about any unwelcome intrusions. It took a while for her to work up enough courage to do it but finally the words came out. 
“Kian, I want you and I to be friends. I haven’t had a friend since I left my village and you have done more for me and the children in the short time we have been together than ... well anyone we have ever met.” 
Kian stared down the dry creek bed, watching two squirrels play under a walnut tree. “I’m already your friend, Endra. I thought you knew that.” She put her hand on his shoulder and Kian turned and looked into her eyes, it made her forget what she was going to say. For a moment she wanted to kiss him and tell him she would like to be more than just his friend. What the hell was wrong with her? That could not happen under their circumstances, she had to stay focused.
“I know that you would like more from me, but it cannot be. I will be leaving soon and there are other reasons too, like…” She had known what she was going to say now with him so close she had forgotten everything. 
“Well, I just think we should be close friends, that’s all.” She wished he didn’t make her get so tongue-tied. She had sounded like an idiot. Endra hoped that he didn’t think it had to do with what he was. Though she had been taught to view the whole Elven race with contempt, Endra had found out for herself that they were no different than humans, at least Kian wasn’t.
“I know what you are trying to say and I understand. I haven’t asked anything from you other than friendship and I had no intention of doing so. I’m sorry if something I have done caused you distress.” 
Kian stood up and started to walk away. “You should get some rest, Endra. I will take first watch.” She watched him walk up out of the creek bed to where he could have a good view of the road. 
Endra knew she had embarrassed and hurt him by blurting out she knew he was enamored with her. Then she exceeded that folly by telling him that she had no intention of returning those feelings. Endra thought about what she had said. Had she made it sound as if he was not worthy of her because of his race?
She was such a fool, she should have kept her mouth shut. Kian never would have pushed her for anything other than friendship. Instead of making things better, she had made a mess of the whole thing. 
Endra didn’t know much about social etiquette, she’d had little contact with people since her village had been destroyed. She always just followed what her heart told her and she was blunt for a woman. This time she hadn’t listened to her feelings and she had done the wrong thing. What she had said to Kian had been out of fear, but fear of what? Was it her own feelings she was afraid of? 
The rest of the day passed with little discussion. Both of them had napped. That night they ate a quiet dinner of potatoes and dried meat. “Are you going to tell us a story tonight, Kian?” Tressa asked. 
“You must ask your mother.” Kian had gotten into the habit of telling the children stories to keep them entertained. 
“It’s my turn to say what story we want to hear,” Payton said firmly.
“You are right, Payton, I believe it is you turn.” Kian looked at Endra for approval. 
Endra smiled. “I would like to hear one too and I think it should be about you, Kian.” She smiled at him and sat down by the small fire with them. 
“Tell us how you became a warrior, Kian, that’s what I want to hear,” Payton said. 
I will tell you about my master, if that’s okay?” 
“Was he a warrior?” Payton said with his eyes narrowed. The little boy always thought someone was trying to trick him. 
“Yes, he was a very great warrior.” 
“That will be fine then.”
“Very well, let’s see. When I was a young boy I sailed away from my home all alone on a ship called the Sea Devil. I had been told by my first teacher that there was a master swordsman that could train me, but he lived far away in the mountains. There was no harbor where I was going, so the captain of the ship dropped me off on the coast as close as he could get to the Blue Dagger Mountains.” 
“How did you get off the boat?” Vinsant asked. 
“Well, the captain said the coastline was too rocky and the water to shallow for his ship. He feared the keel would drag the bottom. He told me I would have to swim to shore.” 
“Were you afraid, Kian?” Tressa asked with her pretty dark eyes wide with wonder.
“Yes, I was, but the ship’s captain ordered me to swim or stay on board. So into the water I went. After swimming a long way, I climbed up onto the rocky beach shaking all over, my legs were completely spent. 
“So I sat down on the beach and let the sun dry me out and watched the sails of the Sea Devil vanish on the horizon. I stayed there awhile just watching the ocean. The water was much more beautiful than where I came from. 
“I finally decided I better be about finding this sword master, his name was Gildor Singollo. Now at thirteen, this seemed an easy task, my former teacher had drawn a map for me. After all, how hard could it be to find a valley in the mountains?” I had no supplies and no weapons, and these were the first mountains I had ever seen. 
“What a fool I was, even with my former teacher’s directions, it had been quite an undertaking. It took over two months to even find the right valley, and I almost died several times looking for the place. If it had not been for luck and a few kind people in some of the mountain villages, I never would have made it. 
“Those two months had taught me a lot about surviving and never giving up. I wanted to be an Elven warrior more than anything and I wasn’t about to let the mountains beat me. Never surrender children and never quit, if you want something bad enough and you work hard, you will get it.” 
Vinsant closed one eye and looked at the Half Elf. “Did your master live in a cave?” 
“No, Vinsant, he lived in a beautiful valley. It was a very strange place for a boy who had been raised in the streets of Thieves Port. I will never forget when I first walked down into that valley or the first time I laid eyes on Gildor. 
“He was high up in a tree standing on a limb with his hands behind his back looking out over a beautiful lake. Beside the lake sat his small cabin. I walked over and looked up at the old man. I hoped I had the right place; he didn’t look like a sword master. 
“I waited for him to speak, but the old man said nothing. So I spoke first, confused by the man in the tree I said the first thing I thought of. ‘What are you doing up there?’ 
“The old man replied, ‘Not falling.’ I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I sat down and waited for the old man to come down. It had to be soon, he couldn’t stand like that for long, so I thought. 
“When night fell the old man was still standing in the tree. I was so weary from my travels that I fell asleep. 
“The sun had awakened me the next morning reflecting off the calm lake water. I looked up and the old man was still standing in the tree.” Kian feigned a look of surprise that made the children laugh. “I couldn’t believe he had stood there all night. I was so curious that I had to ask, ‘What are you still doing up there?’
“The old man looked straight at me and said, ‘I have already answered that question once. Have you forgotten or are you just slow witted?’
“That was my master, Gildor. Stupid questions got you stupid answers. You don’t know how many times I heard that. 
“Once the old man had swung down from the tree I gave him my old teacher Elu’s letter, and after reading it he told me that he wasn’t taking any new students and hadn’t had one for two hundred years. 
“He started to walk away saying something about Elu thinking everyone was a progeny. I ran up behind the old man and told him I thought he should know Elu had died. Gildor did not speak again for hours. I waited, not knowing if I should stay or go. I was very upset. I had come so far and nearly died in the mountains only to be turned away. I didn’t know what I was going to do.” 
“How did your old teacher die?” Payton interrupted. 
“He was very old, it was just his time to pass on.” Kian looked at Endra, she didn’t speak but he could tell she had grown interested in his story. 
“Finally, Gildor spoke. He said he would train me as a last favor to his old friend. He told me that I must understand there was only one weapon that I would be trained with and the sword would become my life. 
“Gildor was tall for one born to the Elven race, almost six feet. His hair was snow white and he even had wrinkles on his face. Only very ancient Elves have wrinkles. So I knew he had to be very, very old, but you could not tell it when he had a sword in his hand. 
“I had never seen anything so graceful as Gildor going through his morning engagements. That’s what he called his morning training. He used to say, ‘No morning engagements until one has their morning movements.’” The children giggled at that, but Endra looked at him with one corner of her mouth turned in a half smile and shook her head. “You are all smarter than me, it took me days to figure out what the great master meant by that. 
“When my training began I thought that the old man was mad. For a year all he had me do was run or clasp heavy rocks in the palms of my hands and hold my arms out to the side for as long as I could. I did all manner of exercises when we began. There was the acrobatics, at least that had been fun. Then there were the strange things. Squat on my haunches for hours, stand on one foot and hop from first light until dark. I did all kind of things that just seemed insane. He would tell me, ‘Balance, Son, is the key to victory.’ 
“I was not even allowed to touch a sword for the first year. After that it had been only a wooden one. I had already spent years training with Elu, but I found I knew nothing. Gildor taught me things I thought impossible to do with a sword. ‘Become the blade, Kian, and let the blade become you.’ I heard that so many times I thought about it all day and dreamed about it at night. For five years that is all I did. I never left the area around the cabin, even when Gildor went to buy supplies from the mountain villages. I stayed and practiced, and the years just seemed to slip by. Kian realized he was telling Endra his story as well as the children, he wanted her to know what he was and who he was. It was Gildor more than anyone that had shaped him. His old master had made him the man he was.
“When I was eighteen I was given a real sword and the sparing began. It was terrible, the old man made me look foolish day after day. At the end of the day’s training Gildor always taught me what I had done wrong and how to improve. 
“Many nights after we ate supper, Gildor told me stories about Elu or the old Elven Empire, or he would show me old maps and tell about the human Kingdoms. He even taught me to read and write as well as history and mathematics, but what the old man never talked about even once was the Elven wars or his own exploits. 
“Once I had asked about the wars and the Reaper. All he would say was, ‘I couldn’t beat death, Son, no one can.’ I could see the pain in the old man’s eyes. The awful memories he must have. I never asked him about the wars again. In the beginning, we had been master and pupil but as the years went by we were more like a father and son. 
“I grew to love the old man. He had taught me everything I know right there in that little valley. It was a beautiful place, nothing like Thieves Port. My old home was becoming just a memory. I hadn’t forgotten the family I had left behind and thought of them often, but the sword had become my here and now. The years seemed to pass by one after the other before I knew it I was twenty-five. 
“I could hold my own with Gildor now. At thirty, I was beating him about half the time. By the time I reached fifty, I could beat the old man easily every time we spared. 
“One day after I had finished my morning swim in the lake I got out of the water and sat down in the grass beneath the tree where I had first seen Gildor. I remember the air was cool and I was unhappy because I knew the approach of winter would end my morning swims. 
“The old man had called me to the house. I went into the cabin, and this Elven long sword lay on the table.” Kian pulled the blade out and held it up in the fire light. He told me it was the one he carried when he was the Sunblade First Sword to King Celebrindal. “I was the greatest swordsman the Elven lands ever knew and I have only been beaten once by a student in nine hundred years”
I asked the old man, “Of all the students you trained none ever bested you? Not once?”
Gildor shook his head. “Only you, Son. Now the blade belongs to you.”
“So you see, if a poor Half-Elven boy like me can make good, I’m sure you children will grow to make your mother proud.” He didn’t tell them about his departure from the valley, it was a memory he wanted to keep for himself.
Kian remembered it like it was yesterday. He had picked up Gildor’s sword, it felt like it was meant to be in his hand. Then he put it back on the table. “No, I can’t take your sword, Master. Besides what will you train the next apprentice with?”
The old man’s lip had begun to quiver. “I will never train another, Kian. You are my greatest achievement. I am like a smith that has forged a perfect sword. Any he makes after would never live up to his masterpiece. You are my masterpiece, Son, my greatest creation. There will never be another like you, boy.” A tear had rolled down the old man’s face. Kian had never seen his master cry in all the years he had been in the valley. 
Gildor told him, “It is time for you to meet the world, Kian, and it to meet you.” Kian could remember the tears that had filled his eyes when he had embraced his master.
“You have been more than a master to me, you have been the father I never knew.”
Gildor pushed him back and looked him in the eye. “And you have been the son I had always wanted.” They both smiled. “Now, boy, come here, I have some other things for you. We can’t have the new Sunblade sally forth wearing rags.”
Gildor had outfitted him well, black-leather shirt with the sword arm bare. A black leather bracer reinforced with steel for the bare arm, leather pants, and a good pair of boots. He still wore them now, only the black-hooded cloak he had been given was lost when the boy Julian had been injured. 
He had hated to say goodbye, he told his master he would stay awhile if he wanted him to. Gildor had told him the valley was for forgotten old men. The world outside the valley was for the young and he must go.
He remembered what Gildor’s last words to him were as he walked out of the valley. “Use what I have taught you for what is right and good, Kian. You are the Sunblade now and the First Sword of the realm. Always fight the darkness, never let evil creep into your heart. Where ever you go, Son, I will be with you.” And Kian knew it was true. The old man would always be with him, riding in the scabbard on his hip.
Kian looked down, Tressa had fallen asleep in his arms and the boys were yawning. “Did you like the story, boys?” Kian asked. Both nodded. 
Endra shooed the boys to their bed rolls and Kian laid Tressa next to them and covered her with a blanket. Kian and Endra both sat down near the fire. “You know they have taken a liking to you, Kian, especially Tressa. It’s very unusual for them, they are ordinarily very wary of people.” 
“They are fine children, Endra, you have done well by them. They couldn’t ask for a better mother.” Endra felt her face flush, no one had ever told her she was a good mother.
“You see them as good children, most people we have run across don’t and they are not always this well behaved. I think they feel safe for the first time in their lives, thanks to you.” 
Kian looked into the fire. “While I live no one will harm them or their mother.” 
Kian stood up and adjusted his sword. “I’m sure the others feel the same way as I do about the little ones. I will take watch, get some rest.” 
“Wait, Kian.” Endra stood up. “I am sorry for what I said before. I don’t think I explained what I wanted to say. I mean, I could have said it differently. What I mean to say is…” 
He picked up his cloak and pulled it around his shoulders. “You need to say nothing more, my friend, I have put it to rest. You’re a fine woman, Endra Korlest, and very, very beautiful. You knowing that is enough for me. You owe me no excuses or explanations.”
Endra just stared at the man, she could not find words for what she wanted to say. 
“I am going to have a look around, I will wake you later.” 
She started to follow him. Endra wanted to stop him and tell him what she really thought but she froze. “Goodnight, Kian,” was all that came out. 
He nodded to her and smiled then walked out into the darkness. Endra walked over near her children and loosed her sword belt and threw it down. She spread out her cloak on the ground and laid down with a huff, sleep would be long in coming.
Kian stood on a small rise above the creek bed. He could just make out the glow of their fire. His thumb rubbed back and forth on the pommel of his sword. He had made Endra uncomfortable, he should have kept his thoughts to himself. He was afraid he had been making a fool of himself. He just couldn’t help it. Endra’s beauty made him do and say stupid things. 
At least the others were not here to torment him about her rejection. They had been giving him a hard enough time ever since he talked K’xarr into letting her come along. 
He had denied it when they accused him of having feelings for the woman, but looking back he was certain they could tell how he felt about her. He had acted so ridiculous, it was time he stopped fantasizing about her. What would a magnificent woman like her want with a half-breed anyway? What kind of life could he give her? He was starting to understand why his mother hadn’t married Elu.
He took a piece of leather that he had wrapped around his wrist and tied his hair back. He would let her sleep most of the night, he needed to be alone for a while to try to get his mind off of her. He always knew there could be nothing between them, but it hurt to hear her say it. 
These were the times he missed his mother and brother. They would understand. He thought a great deal of his friends, but sometimes he felt very alone, they didn’t comprehend what it was like for him. They couldn’t, they were human. 
He walked on cursing himself for being so melancholy, the self pity had to stop. His mother always told him when the children of Thieves Port teased him, “You can’t change what you are, Kian, ignore their taunts, only you can make yourself a lesser man.” She could always make him believe in himself, he hadn’t realized how strong his mother had been until he had gotten older. He shouldn’t complain, his life could be much worse, he could still be stuck in Thieves Port. 
A twig snapped, he spun and drew his sword in one motion, the moon light reflecting off the polished Elven blade. A figure was standing just a few yards from him dressed in a robe with a deep cowl, there was no doubt by the shape that the stranger was female. 
He had not heard or saw their approach. “Who are you?” He asked. 
“You do not know me, Kian Cardan, but I know you.” The woman’s voice was smooth and almost soothing, but Kian was wary. 
“How do you know my name?”
The woman began to walk very slowly in a circle around him. “I know many things, swordsmen like you are in grave danger and do not even know it.”
Kian gripped his sword tighter. “I’m not afraid of you. I do not fight women if I can keep from it, but I will defend myself.” 
The woman giggled. “The danger is not from me, silly. No, I find you very interesting and have no wish to harm you. The danger is from another that has taken interest in your skill with the blade. I just came to warn you to be on guard and to not be so trusting.” 
Kian sheathed his sword, the woman was offering no danger. “Why would you warn me, milady?” 
“I have found few men of courage and virtue in this world and I find the traits very endearing. I wish I could help you more, Kian Cardan, but a warning is all I can give. Heed my counsel or you will face a horror like nothing you could ever imagine. ” 
“What or who is the danger?” As he finished his question the woman vanished before his eyes, leaving Kian to wonder if the conversation had even happened at all.
When the first light of morning came the men rode back into camp. Endra woke and rolled out of her mammoth cloak, sleep still making her head fuzzy, concerned that the birds were singing and she could feel the warmth of the sun on her skin. 
Kian hadn’t gotten her up for her turn on watch. Her first thought was something must have happened to him in the night, but she saw him sitting near their small fire poking the embers with a stick. 
“Why didn’t you wake me?” she asked. 
“I wasn’t tired and I had to think on some things. Besides, you needed the sleep.” 
Endra said no more, she could see something was troubling him and this time she would keep her mouth shut. Beside she had a pretty good idea what it was. 
K’xarr walked over to the fire, chewing on a piece of dried beef. “We found out Abberdon has invaded Bandara and there is work to be had, the Bandarans are outnumbered and hiring men as fast as they can, but most of the companies in the area have already joined the Abberdonians. The Bandarans have lost their King, he died not long ago and the new King is young and untried.” 
Vandarus interrupted. “Yes, Prince Cain is King now, his father King Aaron wasn’t much of a military man but he was our King and was well liked by the people. King Havalon, the ruler of Abberdon, is a warrior King and a fine strategist. This isn’t the first time that bastard has crossed our border. My country will be hard pressed to stop the Abberdonians if this ends in a full scale war. From what I’ve heard Prince Cain is a good man but he’s young. Bandara will need all the help it can get.” 
Cromwell slapped Vandarus on the back. “Settle down, blondie. I’ll save your homeland for you. If that’s the side we take.”
So the camp was packed up and the group prepared to leave. They were about twenty days ride from Turill, Bandara’s capital. Maybe less if they kept to the Gold Road. “The Church is strong in Bandara, maybe the children and I should just go our own way,” Endra said. 
K’xarr thought for a moment. “No, I think it will be fine. With this war going on the agents for the Church won’t have time to be hunting for a woman and her children. I can’t believe you’re that important to them. We’ll just watch our step and it will be okay.” Endra resolved to go on with them, she didn’t want to leave anyway. The countryside should be safe enough for them if they kept to themselves.
The days passed slowly while they waited for night to fall so they could travel on. The children were enjoying the warm weather and were doing well. Kian had said nothing more of his feeling for her and he was much more reserved when they were together now.
He was still very nice to her, but the sparkle had gone out of his eyes when he looked at her. She didn’t like it, she missed the way he got excited when he was around her.
The more time they spent together, the more her affection for him grew. She had been too much of a coward to say anything about her true feelings and now it was too late. Maybe it was for the best, but it gnawed at her all the same.
Neither K’xarr nor any of the others had mentioned leaving her and the children behind lately, and in truth they hadn’t seen anywhere that would be a very good place for them to stay. Time was growing short, if she was going to leave before they got to their destination it had to be soon.
They had ridden in to the Kingdom of Bandara at night and it was hard to tell what the land looked like, but at daybreak she saw how truly beautiful the Kingdom was. 
It was just as Vandarus had described it. Full of fine-looking pasture land for all the cattle and sheep herds they saw. The countryside looked like a field that had been sewn with small farms, most of which looked very well maintained and the crops in the farmer’s fields grew in abundance throughout the land. Endra could tell the war had not reached far into the Kingdom yet. 
“Your homeland is lovely, Vandarus, it’s no wonder you’re so proud of it,” Endra told the young warrior. 
“It is a true paradise, isn’t it? I wish we had the time, I could show you Turill. You would not believe how beautiful it is.” The Bandaran smiled broadly at her, pleased she appreciated his homeland.
A passing merchant had told them that the armies were to the north and had only just engaged each other. After hearing that K’xarr had pushed them on harder, he didn’t want to get there too late to be hired on. He had also started traveling by day again. It was dangerous but they had made good time. 
Vandarus had drove K’xarr crazy until he had agreed to offer their services to the Bandarans first. 
Endra saw K’xarr drop back to come alongside her. This would be it, they were less than a day out of Turill, the great walls of the city loomed in the distance, time for them to stay behind, safe or not.
K’xarr ran his hand through his dark wavy hair, he looked tired to her. “Endra, I’m sorry we couldn’t find a good place for you and the children, if you want to risk it you can ride on into Turill with us.” 
“Yes, I would like that, thank you K’xarr.” She knew it was foolish but couldn’t stop herself from agreeing to go with them. 
“We will see you settled somewhere in the city before we leave. Turill is a huge city, perhaps you and the little demons will go unnoticed,” he said. 
Endra tried not to smile too big but she just couldn’t help it, maybe it wasn’t too late to make things right with Kian? Staying in the city would be dangerous and she would have to be careful. It might be all right if she stayed to herself and kept the children hidden. She told herself she would only stay for a little while, but she knew that was a lie. She had tied herself to these men and she wouldn’t leave them now. 
Vandarus galloped over to K’xarr, he pointed urgently down the Gold Road. Endra turned in her saddle to look. She saw a large group of men in red and gold chasing a man down the road towards them. 
“Those men are dressed in the uniforms of the Royal Guard of Bandara K’xarr,” Vandarus said.
“Everyone, off the road,” K’xarr ordered. The man that was being pursued was on a small white horse, clearly he would not be able to out run the men who were chasing him. They would pass by the group in a matter of seconds. They were traveling so fast there was no way they would stop to trouble their group. So K’xarr had them ride just off to the side of the road so the guardsmen could pass easily.
The man on the white horse sped passed them just as two of the guardsmen fired small crossbows at the man’s horse, one of the bolts buried itself in the white horse’s flank, the other just grazed the horse’s rump causing it to fly wide and hit Endra in the thigh. 
Kian looked at her leg, then he kicked his horse, charging after the Bandarans. 
K’xarr stood up in his stirrups screaming, “No, Kian, don’t damn you, don’t do it. It’s not our fight.” Kian either didn’t hear K’xarr or just ignored him.
The others had not seen the bolt hit Endra and had no idea why he had taken after the guardsmen. 
The white horse stumbled and horse and rider went down. The troop of guardsmen began to slow their mounts. The guardsman who had fired the crossbow was on Kian’s left side. Endra knew the Half Elf was right-handed. It would be awkward for him to strike the man, besides his horse was still running at a breakneck speed. 
She watched as Kian drew his sword with his right hand and tossed it through the air into his left hand and decapitated the man in one unbroken motion. His concentration was amazing. 
Most of the other guardsmen were dismounting, trying to restrain the man they had been pursuing. Kian killed two more of them before they noticed he was there. The Half Elf jumped down from his horse among the surprised guardsmen, blade flashing. 
“Help him, damn it.” Endra yelled then launched her horse forward. Five of them were dead as she joined in the melee. All the guardsmen were fighting on foot but one. He was still on his horse shouting orders. Endra spurred her horse and headed right for him. 
The officer turned in time to see Endra’s horse collide with his sending both of them to the ground. She rolled to her feet the bolt in her leg sending waves of pain through her body. 
The officer was trying to get up as she drove her naked blade through his chest. Endra spun, blood flying from the tip of her sword to find the road in chaos. 
K’xarr and Cromwell were fighting back to back, Rufio and Vandarus side by side. Siro was trying to help the man who had been on the white horse get off the road. 
She looked over to see her children safely waiting on the roadside, then she plunged into the fray. 
Kian was fighting two men at once, so she took the one to his left. He was good, a thrust of his long sword almost took her in the throat. She dropped to one knee and slashed at his leg, cutting it off at the knee. When she stood up, Kian was pulling his blade from his opponent’s face. 
Vandarus was to her right, struggling with a very big opponent; she gripped her heavy sword with both hands and brought the blade down shearing through the side of the large man’s neck. “Thank you, beautiful,” Vandarus said, grinning. 
She looked around for another enemy only to find them all dead or dying on the red-stained road. Cromwell raised his sword to the sky and shouted, “By all the bloody Gods of Tora, Kian, you are a fine traveling companion.” 
K’xarr sheathed his sword. “You both are fucking crazy, if you want to fight wait until we are getting paid for it. Let’s clear these bodies off the road, Siro, see to Endra’s leg.” 
The healer took her by the arm. “Sit, Endra and I will pull out the bolt.” She reached down and ripped the bolt from her leg. “I’ll just take some stiches please.” 
The homely little man just shook his head. “Lady, you have traveled far too long with them. They are starting to rub off on you.” 
The man from the white horse walked over as the others started dragging the bodies from the road. “Thank you all. I would be dead or worse if it wasn’t for you … oh no.” The man’s eyes grew big as he gazed down the road. 
Six men in full plate armor came riding towards them one carried a banner on his lance. A golden shield with a red sword through it on a field of white. 
“It’s the damn Sentinels, we should run,” Vandarus said. “There is no time and they’re going to see the bloody work we have done here,” K’xarr said, drawing his sword and walking forward. 
Kian and Cromwell joined him. Vandarus and Rufio also walked into the road to stand behind their companions. 
Endra jumped to her feet. “I’m not done with your stitches,” Siro said trying to hold her back. 
“There’s not time for them, just get my children out of sight.” She looked to the man that had fallen from the horse. “Please help him with my children.” 
“Of course, lady, I’ll take care of them it’s the least I could do,” the man responded. 
Endra limped over to stand in the road to Kian’s right. They would most likely die on this road today. This might be her last chance. “I feel the same as you do, Kian, I was just too afraid to tell you,” she whispered. They looked into each other’s eyes. Endra felt in that moment that fate had stepped into her life once again. 
“What the hell is the Sentinels anyway?” K’xarr asked. Vandarus cleared his throat. “Church knights that protect people who travel the Gold Road. They patrol it, looking for bandits and the like. They are well known for their skill at arms.” 
K’xarr nodded his head. “Well, let’s see how hard they are to kill.” Endra and Kian both refocused their attention back to the knights in the road. There was not time now to sort out what Endra had just confessed.
The knights had pulled up several yards in front of the group and their leader rode forward. “I will know what has happened here now,” the knight demanded. All the Sentinels had their visors down and lances at the ready. Endra knew it was going to be a hard fight at best. Rufio was the only one with any plate armor and Cromwell and Kian wore none at all. 
“I will tell you what happened, you armored cur,” Cromwell said stepping forward. He quickly drew his two-handed sword from his back and charged the knight. The man could not get his horse to move back fast enough. Cromwell’s great sword came down on the warhorse’s neck, severing its head and covering the big man in its blood. Knight and horse fell together. “Let us enter hell drenched in the blood of our enemies,” the Toran bellowed. 
Horses reared and the rest of the knights charged together, lances lowered. “Try to get them off their horses,” K’xarr yelled. Endra saw Kian duck a lance and cut the front legs off the horse, pitching the rider head first through the air. She dove to the side just in time to avoid the point of a lance. She staggered back to her feet, the wound on her leg was bleeding freely now. 
Cromwell had ripped the helmet from the man he had downed and drove his sword through the knight’s head. Covered in blood, the Toran looked like a mountain ogre standing in the road daring the knights to come on. 
Kian was battling the man he had unhorsed. K’xarr had somehow dismounted another and was fending off a rain of blows from the knight’s mace. 
The three horsemen remaining charged Cromwell, lances lowered, she couldn’t get there in time with the wound from the bolt slowing her down. Endra watched as Cromwell raised his sword and charge the knights on foot. The Toran was insane. 
The knights to the right and left miscalculated, not expecting their target to run head long at them. The knight in the center’s lance took him low in the abdomen, sliding straight through the big warrior’s body. Cromwell dropped his sword and the barbarian and the horse crashed together with a loud thump. The horse stopped when it hit the massive man.
The Toran slid back and wrapped his arms around the horse’s neck and pushed until the beast rolled over spilling the rider to the ground. The broken lance was still in his body as he pulled the Voltakar from his belt and drove it right through the fallen knight’s breast plate. 
He grinned at her, black blood dripping from his mouth onto the road. She saw Kian had killed the knight he had been fighting and was advancing on one of the other horsemen. Rufio was engaged with a knight on foot who was wildly swinging a morning star at him. 
She heard Vandarus scream as a warhorse bit him just below the collar bone. Endra could almost hear the flesh rip as it was torn away. 
She ran to the animal and cut one of its back legs off. The horse reared on one leg, hurling the knight off backwards. As it tried to balance on one leg, the horse fell backwards onto its rider as he was trying to regain his feet. 
Endra dodged the flaying beast’s legs and slid her sword through the crease between the knight’s breast plate and his pauldrons down into his heart. 
As she looked for another enemy she saw all six knights and their horses were down. Cromwell let out a terrifying Toran war cry and collapsed on the road, the broken lance still in his body. 
Her head was swimming. She had lost a lot of blood but she needed to find the children. Was it getting cold? She collapsed, the last thing she saw was Kian’s face as he caught her falling body.
The glow of a camp fire woke her. She lay on her back and she could see her leg wound had been bandaged. She felt much better. Better than she thought she should.
Endra propped herself up on her elbows and looked around. Cromwell lay on the other side of the fire stripped to the waist with his wounds bound. Vandarus was beside him rubbing something into the horse bite he had suffered. 
Endra looked the other way to find Kian on one knee leaning on his long sword watching her. He said nothing but touch her on the shoulder. His eyes wet he got up and walked out into the dark. 
“So, the sword maiden is awake.” K’xarr said standing above her. 
“I’m hardly a maiden, are my children safe?”
“They are sleeping right over there.” He pointed over to a blanket that had three familiar shapes beneath it. 
“Where is Kian going?”
“Back up to the road to see if there is anyone looking around. We are a few miles from where we battled the knights, we didn’t hide the bodies so if someone comes along that cares, they will start looking for who killed the armored bastards. I want to be ready if that happens. 
“I also thought he could use a break. That crazy half-breed has been sitting by you for hours. I think you should know he was worried sick about you. He almost drove the healer crazy asking questions.”
She looked out into the darkness in the direction Kian had walked. Endra wanted to change the subject, she didn’t want to have this conversation with K’xarr. 
“We should thank the Gods and Siro, did we all survive?” 
“Well, we almost lost Cromwell but he pulled through, he’s just too stupid to die, but it’s not Siro you should thank.” 
“Who then?” she asked. 
He pointed at the man that had been riding the white horse. The young fellow walked over to stand beside the Camiran. K’xarr patted him on the shoulder. “This is the man who saved you and Cromwell.” 
The man gave a slight bow. “I don’t know if ‘saved’ is the right word. Cromwell was lucky the lance missed his vitals and this pretty lady had just lost a lot of blood. I’m glad you’re feeling better, milady. With a few days of rest you will be good as new. I hope this isn’t too forward of me, but I’m fascinated by you and your companions’ blood. I have never seen anything like it. I told K’xarr I would be willing to study it and see if I could find some answers for you and perhaps rid you of it if possible, if you’re willing of course. ” 
Endra tried to sit up but thought better of it. “Who in the hell are you?” 
“I’m a physician from Turill, my name is Rhys Morgan.”





Chapter 13 


I don’t know why they were after me,” Rhys said, aggravated. “I am sure it has something to do with the Princess.” 
“Take me through it again,” K’xarr said. 
“I was taking care of the Princess’s injuries, like I told you. I had been making trips to the palace regularly to check on her progress and to see how my treatments were holding up, just like I would for any other patient. The last time I went to the palace I arrived at the time we had agreed on, Isabella, her handmaiden, was at the gate waiting for me. As I approached, she yelled out a warning to me. When I saw she was being restrained by members of the Royal Guard, I ran. When the guards saw me they began to pursue me down the street. I lost them in the crowd inside the market, and I hid for almost a whole day in one of my former patient’s stables. 
I heard the next day that the Princess had married Talorn Blackthorn during the night, something she had not mentioned to me at all.” 
“Who’s this Blackthorn?” K’xarr asked. 
“I believe he is the new general of the Bandaran army and a friend of the King, if you can believe street gossip.” 
K’xarr thumped the table with his finger. “A good thing to know, go on, what happened then?” 
“I was terribly afraid and I had no idea why the palace guards were after me. I didn’t want to leave Turill, but I thought I had little choice. I started preparing to move my practice to another city. There was no way I could stay in the city being hunted by the Royal Guard.
“As I came out my door to leave Captain Hightower and his men caught me on my front porch. The captain told me not worry, there had been some kind of a misunderstanding and I was free to continue practicing medicine in Turill. I just needed to stay away from the palace. 
“I was much relived. I had grown fond of the city and really didn’t want to leave. Everything was fine but it just kept gnawing at me, why had they had been after me in the first place? So I went to the palace and asked to see Isabella, she would know. She was the one who tried to warn me after all and seeing her would be much easier and safer than trying to talk with the Princess.”
“Let me get this straight,” K’xarr said. “You went back to the palace?” 
“Yes, I did.” 
“After the Captain of the Royal Guard told you to stay away?” 
“Yes. I told you it was bothering me.” 
K’xarr hung his head and chuckled at the healer. “What’s so funny?” Rhys said, slightly perturbed. 
The Camiran looked up. “Just go on.” 
“Well, the guardsmen I talked to at the palace gate told me she had run away. I argued with them a little. I told them I didn’t believe Isabella would leave the Princess. Then they told me I should stop asking questions about Isabella, and I should leave and not come back. It was very clear to me they were lying, but I did leave.
“Later in the day, I was sweeping my front porch and saw several of the palace guard talking to a patient of mine just up the street from my home. The man pointed to my house, the guards saw me and headed my way with their weapons drawn. So I ran and jumped on the first horse I saw and headed out of town, and well, you know what happened after that.”
K’xarr took a big drink of his ale and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You should never have gone back to the palace asking about this handmaiden, it was a bad idea. The way they were chasing you it wasn’t to talk, they were out for blood. ” 
Rhys shook his head. “I haven’t done anything wrong or broken any laws I know of. They have no reason to be after me. May I have some of that ale?” K’xarr filled up one of the wooden cups that sat on the table. The healer looked the cup over and took a big drink of the warm ale.
Vandarus had ridden to the Silver Fist, a tavern just outside of Turill and bought ale and food for them; he said he knew someone that worked there.
K’xarr had found the old farmhouse they were staying in. It had been abandoned for some time, so they had hidden their horses in the old barn and made themselves at home. The little farmhouse was crowded but they only needed to stay a couple of days. Endra and Vandarus were much improved, Rhys said that Cromwell could use a little more time to heal but his stitches looked good. Rhys had been using some kind of power or whatever he called it to heal them quicker than nature ever could. K’xarr didn’t care for it much, but it did seem to be working. Even without the power Rhys possessed, the man was a damn fine healer. The salve he gave Vandarus worked wonders on the nasty horse bite and he had even performed what he called surgery on Cromwell, sewing him up from the inside out. K’xarr had heard that very skilled healers could do this on badly wounded people, but he hadn’t believed it. If he hadn’t seen Rhys do it with his own eyes, he still wouldn’t believe it.
He had never seen any battle surgeon or healer like this Rhys Morgan, but he planned to keep this healer close, maybe even get him to join them. A good healer was worth his weight in gold.
“K’xarr, I would like to ask a favor. I know you don’t know me very well but I need your help.”
The Camiran drained his cup and poured himself another. “We owe you more than one favor, my friends would be dead now if not for your skill. Siro is very good, but he most likely could not have saved Endra and Cromwell would be dead for sure. Ask your favor and I will do everything in my power to help you.” 
“Thank you. I was hoping you would say yes. I need to go into the city and see what has happened and find out why the Royal Guards were chasing me. There are some of my patients I would like to check on as well. I have a plan maybe one of you can find Isabella or get inside the palace and talk to her. I know she will help if she can. I know it’s asking a lot but I could use an escort if I’m seen they could try to take me again and I’m not a fighting man.” 
K’xarr leaned back in his chair, this was a bad idea. If the Royal Guard wanted to take the healer there was little he and the others could do but die defending him. Besides, he didn’t think the Bandaran army would hire any mercenaries that were protecting a man wanted by the crown. Sometimes you just can’t do the smart thing. “Of course we will help, but you will have to go about it like I say, okay?” 
Rhys nodded his head. “I wouldn’t know how to go about it anyway. I just know this all has something to do with the Princess.” 
K’xarr cleared his throat. “This Isabella, that’s the handmaiden, right?” 
“Yes, I think she is the only servant Raygan is allowed.”
K’xarr emptied his cup. “Why just the one girl?” 
“Raygan didn’t tell me too much but there was some kind of trouble between her and her brother.” 
K’xarr looked into his cup then back at Rhys. “You trusted us with the knowledge of your power right?” 
Rhys nodded his head. 
“So you know you can trust me with keeping a secret, so I have to ask and I need the truth. Did you shag the Princess while you were in the palace?” 
Rhys’s face turned red. “I did nothing of the kind, she was my patient.” The healer seemed shocked by the accusation. “I mean, the Princess is very beautiful and has a way of making a man uh … feel a certain way, her eyes and her body … you know what I am trying to say, why would you ask me something like that anyway?” 
“You called her Raygan that tells me you were familiar with her and you said she had just married recently. I thought maybe you were taking care of something besides her wounds. Perhaps her husband this Blackthorn fellow became jealous.” 
Rhys downed his ale. “We became friends but that’s all. I would never have sex with a patient.” 
The mercenary grinned. “What if she wasn’t your patient?” 
Rhys folded his arms across his chest and turned his head. 
K’xarr raised his hand. “I believe you. I was just trying to think why the King would be after you. That wasn’t the city guard that was the King’s own, and Kings just don’t send their Royal Guard after anyone.” 
Rhys sighed. “I know.”
***
Endra rode her horse back into the barn. K’xarr had told everyone not to leave the area, but she had needed a bath. Endra had found a small stream only half a league away. It felt good to be clean again, the dust and dried blood that had caked her hair was gone. She had washed her clothing too and now was dressed in a tunic they had found in the farmhouse belted at the waist and her boots. Her limp was almost gone and the stiches looked ready to come out. Two days and the wound looked like it had been healing for weeks. She didn’t care what Rhys said, his powers to heal were magical.
She was unsaddling her horse when Rufio walked into the barn. “By the Gods of my fathers, you are a beauty. With the grime gone you shine like the sun, woman.” 
Endra smirked and gave him a crooked smile. “Do you say that to all your sword brothers?” 
“Sure, I just told Cromwell he looked like a Celonian Princess,” Rufio said with a straight face. She laughed, she thought she had forgot how. 
“Why are you always tending to the horses, Rufio? The others are up at the house drinking the ale Vandarus brought back.” 
The Dragitan started rubbing her horse down. “Horses are like women, if you don’t pay them attention they will find it elsewhere and that could cost someone their life. They’re also better company than most people.” 
“I don’t know if I like being compared to a horse, Rufio.” 
Rufio tried to hide his grin. “I meant no insult, if you were a horse, Endra, every man in my old cavalry regiment would have been fighting to ride you.” 
She shook her head at the Dragitan. “Rufio you are a sweet man. No matter what everyone else says.” 
The Dragitan laughed out loud and continued brushing the horse.
Endra was tying her hair back with an old piece of leather when Kian walked in. 
“I think I will go get some of that ale Vandarus brought back,” Rufio said. The horse soldier patted Kian on the shoulder as he walked out.
There had been no chance to talk or be alone since the fight on the road. Rhys had just told her this morning that she could get out of bed and her leg would be fine. Endra was not a timid woman, but the moment was awkward.
“You are beautiful,” Kian said. 
“I’m just clean and not dressed in chainmail. Besides that, the first time we met you told me I was beautiful when I was drenched in sweat and covered with blood.” He walked close to her but said nothing, his eyes took in every curve of her body and every feature of her face. 
“What are you looking at, is something wrong?” 
“I just what to remember this moment.” Kian looked deep into her eyes. “I love you, Endra Korlest. I have since the moment I saw you.” 
She reached out and laid her hand on his cheek. “I love you too, Kian Cardan, it is as if my heart has to love you. I can’t explain it.” 
“You don’t have to, I feel the same.” She leaned towards him and closed her eyes. 
“There you are, Mother, we’ve been looking everywhere for you.” They both took a step back as Payton Vinsant and Tressa all walked into the barn. “Kian said we could look at his sword,” Payton commanded. 
“And hold it too,” Vinsant added. 
“I did tell them they could, if you don’t mind, of course.” Endra nodded her approval. It warmed her heart to see that the children had taken to Kian so well, they had not had anyone but her for so long. 
Tressa walked up to the Half Elf. “Kian, how do you shag a horse?” Kian looked at Endra for help. 
“Tressa dear, where did you hear that?” she asked the child. 
“Cromwell told Rufio he must be shagging the horses, because he spent all his time with them.” 
Endra look at Kian and he just shrugged his shoulders. “Tressa, don’t ever repeat anything Cromwell Blood ever says.” 
Kian covered his mouth to keep from laughing. She looked at him and could not help but smile. 
“All three of you run along. Kian and I will be there in a moment.” Tressa ran out singing and the two boys kicked the dirt, disappointed they had to wait. 
Endra took Kian’s hands in hers. “I guess the rest of our talk will have to wait until they go to bed tonight, we can go to the stream I found today.” 
“Where is it? I could use a bath too.” 
“Half a league to the north, you can’t miss it.” She gave him a quick kiss and hurried out of the barn.
***
“How’s the bite doing?” 
Vandarus looked over to see Rufio walking up from the barn. “Both of the healers worked on it. I’ll have a nasty scar, but it’s almost as good as new.” 
“What are you looking at?” Rufio asked. 
Vandarus sucked in a big breath air. “It’s good to be home, Ruf. I thought I would never see Bandara again. Isn’t she beautiful?” 
Rufio looked around. “It is truly, if you’re a farmer.” 
Vandarus put his hands on his hips. “These farmers carved out one of the biggest and richest Kingdoms in the world.” 
“It’s not even close to the size of Dragita,” Rufio said 
“Well, we didn’t build it with fire, blood, and crucifixion, my friend.”
Rufio grinned. “That’s true, the emperors of Dragita were not very subtle in the way they acquired land.” 
Vandarus squatted down and picked up a handful of rich soil. “Are you still set on following K’xarr and the others?” 
Rufio smiled. “Yes, now more than ever, why? Have you changed your mind?” 
Vandarus shook his head. “No, they just make me nervous. K’xarr is headstrong as well as ill-tempered and Cromwell is like traveling with a talking bear and the Half Elf is crazy. You saw what he did on the road. 
“I just don’t want to die for something foolish. We also have a bunch of children with us now. Don’t get me wrong Endra is as good a warrior as any of us and she is not hard on the eyes either, but riding with mercenaries is no place for children and there is still the fact the Church is hunting her.” 
“You’re right, Vandarus, I won’t argue with that, but I think they have decided to keep Endra and the children for now. I know Kian has. Don’t worry, things will work themselves out. K’xarr is no fool. ” 
Vandarus stood up and dropped the dirt and brushed his hands off. “I know he’s not, but I think I might be.” 
They both watched as Kian rode out of the barn to the north; he waved and smiled as he passed.
“Well, there he goes I would say he’s going to have a rough night. Say goodbye to the Half Elf, Vandarus.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Endra’s leg is healed and she took a bath this morning, by tomorrow that Half Elf will be replaced by a man.” 
Vandarus laughed. “He might have bitten off more than he can chew when he rides that mare.” 
Rufio snickered. “I bet it is her that does the riding, and if I was you I wouldn’t ever let Kian hear you call her a mare.” 
“I wouldn’t think of it. You were right, Rufio, he is a killer and it takes little more than an unkind word to set him to it. I will say this though, he is one lucky half-breed when it comes to women. I have never seen a more beautiful woman than Endra.” 
Rufio tucked his hand into his sword belt. “I agree with you, my friend. Now let’s go get drunk and you can tell me what a great farmer you are.”
Vandarus ran his hands through his thick blonde hair. “You know what, Rufio?” 
“What?” the Dragitan said, throwing his arm around the Bandaran’s shoulder. 
“You’re a horse’s ass.”
***
Kian hung his sword on his saddle and tied his horse to a small bush. He walked down to the water and stood at the edge, mud squeezing between his toes. Wading in he found the water only waist deep. It was cool and felt wonderful. Endra had found a nice place, a few scattered trees stood along the bank of the small creek and the water was not too muddy. 
The creek ran through the grasslands bringing life to the crops and livestock of the Bandaran farmers. Kian knew little about farming but he thought that this would be a good place to build one. 
He was very anxious about tonight, he had never been with a woman before. Today had been his first kiss other than his mother and a few of the women from the Heavenly Hole when his was just a boy. 
He hoped he would not disappoint Endra. His inexperience with women worried him. He thought of asking K’xarr or one of the other men but decided that would be a very bad idea. No, he would just let nature take its course and hope for the best. 
He didn’t think he had ever been this happy in his life. He had prepared himself for the life of an outcast, to forever be alone in the world, but now he had friends and a beautiful woman that said she loved him. If he could find his family, life would be perfect. 
Movement caught his eye. Siro stepped from behind a tree. “The water is wonderful, are you here to bathe too?” Kian called to the healer.
Siro pulled up his robe a few inches and made his way to the edge of the creek. “No, I am not here to bathe, Kian. I’m here for you.” 
“What’s wrong, has something happened?” 
“Yes, there was an attack on the farm, more knights, you must hurry.” Kian splashed out of the creek still soaking wet he pulled on his pants. The little healer patted the Half Elf on the back, Kian felt a slight prick. He turned in time to see Siro taking a ring from his finger. 
The healer took a couple of steps back. Kian looked at him confused, his head felt strange and he was dizzy. Siro had poked him with something. He tried to move but his legs had become ridged, his arms fell to his sides too heavy to hold up. He dropped to the ground unable to move at all. He could see and hear but his voice was gone. 
Siro rolled him over on his back. The ugly man looked down in his face. “You made that very easy for me, thank you. Oh, I bet you are wondering what has happened to you, don’t worry you’re not going to die but you won’t be able to move for a few hours.” 
Siro stood up and pulled an amulet from beneath his robe and clutched it in his hand. Kian could see he muttered a few words into it under his breath. 
A figure appeared from nowhere, covered from head to toe in a black cloak cowl, pulled up so Kian could not see the face. 
Siro bowed. “Master, it is done.” 
The man spoke, his voice sounded as if he were being strangled. “I would have preferred if you had done this at night, Siro, you know the sunlight depresses me.” 
“I’m sorry, Master, but I thought this would be a good time, he was alone and unarmed.” 
The man walked over to Kian’s horse and drew the Half Elf’s sword from a scabbard that hung from the saddle. He looked at it then thrust it into the horse’s side. The beast reared and broke free, running back towards the farmhouse, blood pouring from the wound. 
The cloaked figure walked back to where Kian lay, holding the sword by the middle of the blade. He held it above Kian and spoke a word. There was a flash in the palm of his black gloved hand and the sword shattered into pieces, tears of fury leaked from Kian’s eyes. Gildor’s sword was gone. Anger swelled within him but try as he might the swordsman could not move. 
“You won’t be needing that,” the cloaked man said. “Siro, it’s time for you to come back. I have finally acquired everything we will need.” 
“Very good, Master, I have been very eager to get started.” 
“Take my hand, Siro.” The healer did as he was told, the cloaked man reached down and grabbed Kian by the hair, lifting his head and shoulders off the ground. All three disappeared without a sound.
It was dark and there was still no sign of him. They had found his dead horse a few hours ago lying in the grass not far from the farmhouse,, but no Kian. His clothing had been found, folded on a small tree stump, but the most disturbing discovery was the remains of his sword. No one could figure out how the Elven steel had shattered like that. K’xarr and Cromwell were still walking the banks of the creek, looking for any other sign of the Half Elf.
Endra was by far the better tracker of the group, she had tracked every kind of animal there was in Sorrack. She easily had found the two sets of tracks besides Kian’s on the bank of the creek, but the tracks led nowhere, it was if they had just vanished. Endra had a very bad feeling in the pit of her stomach, something strange happened here.
K’xarr came walking back and Cromwell waded across the creek from the other side, both of them looking very concerned. “There is just nothing, Endra,” K’xarr said. 
Cromwell sloshed up out of the water holding his hand over his stitches. “I still think it’s strange we can’t find Siro either. You think maybe he had something to do with it?” 
K’xarr looked downcast. “It is possible I suppose, but how would he have taken Kian?” 
K’xarr looked to Endra. “I just don’t know where else to look. It’s dark, we aren’t going to find anything tonight.” 
Endra grabbed his arm. “Please, we have to keep looking, he could be in trouble, he could need help, K’xarr. I won’t abandon him. Rhys is watching the children at the house, so I’m not going to stop looking.” 
“Okay, we’ll keep going.” 
Endra hugged K’xarr. It was all she could do not to cry. “Okay. Okay. Calm down, we’ll round up Rufio and Vandarus and start again.” 
Cromwell looked out over the grasslands, the moon was full bathing everything in silver light. He owed Kian his life and Torans paid their debts. “Where could you be, my friend?” He said to the night.
The feeling was coming back to his limbs and he could move again if not for the chains holding him to the stone table. Kian’s head was still fuzzy, he knew one moment he was on the bank of the creek, the next he was inside a building of some kind. They didn’t raise his head when they arrived so he had seen little. When they arrived he was put directly on this stone slab and chained down. The man in the cloak had left the room, Siro however had stayed. The ugly healer had drugged him, but why?
Kian could see Siro out of the corner of his eye taking something out of a huge glass tank of dark liquid. It was fleshy and pale of color. The thing was the size of a large dog. He could tell it had once been an animal of some kind by the scaly tail that dangled from its lifeless body. The little man put it onto a metal table and covered it with a wet sheet. 
The thing that concerned him the most was the growling sounds of an animal behind him, he couldn’t see what it was but it sounded big and upset. He still couldn’t really speak yet, but he didn’t think it would be much longer. Sounds came out now when he tried. Kian need to speak, he had many question for the little healer.
He looked around the room it was made of stone blocks and very cool, he was naked and gooseflesh pebbled his body. There was one door but he didn’t think the room had a window. He heard a door open then close and the man in the cloak that had brought him here was standing beside him. In his strangled voice he said, “I will ask you this but once, will you join me voluntarily, Kian Cardan?”
Kian found he could speak but it came out little more than a whisper. “I don’t even know who you are.” 
“I am the Dark One. I am a sorcerer of no small power. Join me, I have need of a swordsman with your skill. I promise you power beyond your wildest dreams.” 
Kian turned his head as far as he could to look at the Dark One. The wizard’s face was still hidden within the cowl of his robe, it was as if he spoke to evil itself. The wizard seemed to exude cruelty and malevolence.
“I will never join you. I know evil when I see it. You may have destroyed Gildor’s sword but not his teachings.” 
“Ah yes, Gildor, your trainer and mentor, I met him not long ago, he died screaming.” 
“I don’t believe you,” Kian said, his voice high with emotion. 
“Well, it is unfortunate you don’t believe me, now I will have to show you I speak the truth.” The man stepped away from the table when he returned he carried a pole with Gildor’s rotting head on it. “Now do you believe me?” 
Kian strained at his bonds with every ounce of strength, tears flowed from corners of his eyes when he shut them. He could not bear to look upon the old man’s severed head. 
“He was like a father to me. Why would you kill an old man that had done nothing to you?”
“I thought a reunion was in order and he would not come with me willingly, so I brought you the next best thing.” 
Kian’s mind screamed out in anguish, he didn’t want to show weakness but he could not help but weep. The only father he had ever known was dead.
The Dark One set the pole with Gildor’s head against the wall. “I didn’t think you would join me and after I spoke with the old man I was sure of it. So I have devised a way to change your mind, but first you must be made worthy to serve me. Your skill with a sword may be … provocative, but you’re still too weak and puny, not to mention insolent. Siro and I will see that your failings are corrected.” 
“Whatever you do, I will never serve you.” The Dark One stepped behind Kian’s head and he heard a low growl and the sound of creaking hinges. He walked back into Kian’s line of sight, leading a massive black panther. The great cat easily stood four feet at the shoulder.
“Don’t worry, I have charmed the beast he won’t eat you.” The Dark One’s throaty chuckle made Kian’s skin crawl. “My magic is very powerful and Siro is a most accomplished vivisectionist, as well as a gifted necromancer. So you shouldn’t worry, I have the upmost confidence in the success of our little experiment, and you will be a better man for it.” Siro giggled. “Better man, you are very funny, Master.” 
The Dark One looked over to his accomplice. “Shut up, Siro. Is the heart ready?” 
“It is and it’s viable just like you said it would be, Master. It’s better than we could have hoped for. All I have to do is remove it from the creature’s corpse.”
“Good let us begin. Now Kian, I wish I could tell you this won’t be painful, but it will be. The process may take a few days and I’m afraid I must use my magic to keep you awake the whole time. It’s the whole suffering thing, you understand.” 
Kian struggled against the chains but it was hopeless. The sorcerer raised his arms and spoke a word. Kian’s body began to glow with silver light. “You may precede, Siro.” The little necromancer came to the table with a small oddly shaped knife. He started cutting at Kian’s throat and didn’t stop until he reached the Half Elf’s groin, Siro carefully laid the flesh back on both sides and inspected his work. Kian could hear himself scream. He wanted to pass out but the wizard’s magic would not allow it. Then the true pain began as the vivisectionist started sawing through his ribs.
***
They had searched all night and found nothing. Mist lay across the grass like a big white blanket as the sun tried to creep into the sky. Endra could not stop her mind from imagining terrible things that could have happened to the man she loved. 
She was bone tired. K’xarr had tried to get her to sleep but she had refused. The children had gotten up and were with Rhys. The young healer had them down at the barn feeding the horses. She leaned against the house, her eyes lids were so heavy they felt like lead. She fought it, but they slowly closed.
“Why don’t you go inside and get some sleep? There is nothing more you can do.”
Her eyes snapped back open. “Where could he be, K’xarr?” 
He rubbed at the black beard he had grown. “I don’t know but…” He hesitated, she knew what he was going to say.
“We can’t wait long, Endra, you know I would if I could but it’s getting more dangerous by the day, we have stayed here far too long now. I’m sure the knights’ bodies have been found by now, we must move on before someone comes looking.” 
She knew he was right but she couldn’t let go, not now. Her life had been full of too much hardship and suffering. She couldn’t let fate dash her hopes away again, but there were her children to think of. 
“I will go on but I will come back after everyone is settled. I won’t stop searching for him.” 
“Perhaps I can help.” K’xarr and Endra both drew their swords together. A small figure in a great black robe with a deep cowl had appeared not twenty feet away. It was a woman by the outline of her robe and the sound of her voice. He called out to the others. The rest of the men came out of the farmhouse armed and ready.
“What black sorcery is this that you appear out of thin air?” K’xarr said through gritted teeth. 
“The blackest kind to be sure, but if you want to know where your friend can be found I would lower those blades.” 
Endra did so instantly the others did the same reluctantly, K’xarr being the last. “I would see your face, wench, before I believe anything you say.” 
The woman raised her delicate hands and pulled back the cowl. Waves of black hair fell past her shoulders and her eyes were dark and hard. Her looks were truly exquisite, but she had coldness to her, a look of cruelty. “Are you happy now, K’xarr Strom?” 
K’xarr’s eyes narrowed. “Do I know you, witch?” 
“Witch, I think I like the term, you may refer to me as such. You don’t know me, Camiran, but I know you and I have chosen to help you at no small amount of danger to myself.” 
“What do you want in return? I’ve never heard of a witch that didn’t have a price.” 
“I see you have no love of the arts, K’xarr Strom. All I ask is that you remember the aid I give you today.” 
“Very well, if that is all I will remember, now tell me your name so I know who it is I need to remember?” 
“You may call me Selena, that will do.” 
“Well, Selena, do you know what happened to Kian?” 
“He is in the hands of the Dark One.” 
“I have heard of him, the foul wizard that lives in the Adorn Forest?” Vandarus said, looking almost frightened. 
Selena smiled. “Yes, Bandaran, the very one. He has a tower deep inside the forest, your friend is there.” 
K’xarr stepped toward the witch, his fear of her magic overcome by concern for his friend. “How did he get him to this tower so fast?” 
“The same way I came here, magic, K’xarr, and you will have to face that magic if you are planning on retrieving the half-breed. I will tell you something more before you undertake this quest. You may not want him back after the Dark One gets through with him.” 
K’xarr reached out and grabbed the woman by her cloak. “What is he doing, witch?” 
The woman looked at his hand. “I would remove that now if I were you.” 
K’xarr twisted the robe tighter in his hand. The witch raised her arms and uttered a word. K’xarr and everyone else were hurled against the side of the farmhouse by a great blast of air. Shaken but uninjured the group began to get to their feet. “Take care who you try to bully, boy.” The witch straightened her robe, giving K’xarr and the others a look of contempt. You will find what’s left of the half-breed in the Dark One’s tower, provided you want what remains.” The witch then vanished without a sound. 
K’xarr pulled Endra to her feet. “By all the Gods, I hate magic. Rufio, get the horses ready.”





Chapter 14 


K’xarr had sent Rufio and Vandarus into Bandara with Rhys and Endra’s children. Rhys said he had several places they could lay low until the three of them returned from the Adorn Forest. It was well over a hundred miles to the forest and there was no Gold Road to follow this time. It would take weeks to get there and back even if they rode hard. 
He looked over at the woman riding beside him. K’xarr wanted to send Endra with the others to Bandara, but he knew there was no chance of that. For some reason Endra had fallen for the crazy half-breed, why he would never know. A sword maid like her could make any warrior’s blood run hot. She could have her pick of any man she set her eyes on, but she chose Kian. Maybe she was crazy too.
He wished he could have brought Rhys along, but Rufio and Vandarus could never have managed the children alone. Endra’s children would have out foxed those two in a day.
At least he had Cromwell with him. K’xarr had become accustomed to having the big Toran at his side. They had been sword brothers for a long while now and K’xarr could not ask for a more dependable ally. Not that he would ever tell Cromwell that, he would never hear the end of it if he did. “Cromwell, keep an eye out. I don’t know where those two armies are and I don’t want to run into either right now.” Cromwell nodded. 
They were headed north, somewhere out there the Abberdonian and the Bandaran armies were making war on each other that was where he should be going. There was just no way he was going to let some wizard take one of his men, he was going to find Kian if he had to burn the Adorn Forest to the ground to do it. He didn’t much care for that witch either. If he saw her again he would set her straight on who she could bully. It still bothered him why the witch had taken an interest in his small band. He didn’t like magic and didn’t trust anyone who used it. He had no doubt he would see the witch again.
Rufio was not happy. K’xarr, Cromwell, and Endra had been gone several days and it already seemed like a life time. Rhys was off delivering some woman’s baby and Vandarus had taken off to the Silver Fist again, and he had been left with the little heathens. 
The two boys had broken spindles off Rhys’s front porch and were using them as swords. Rufio had encouraged that at first until he was hit in the leg with one. Now he sported a bruise the size of a ham on his thigh.
Sweet little Tressa had brought a dead cat into the house and told him it was her new pet. He had tried to take it from her but the little girl had gotten away from him. Now her pet cat “Cromwella” was hidden somewhere in the house. 
The devils wouldn’t listen to anyone but Rhys—and to him only about half the time. He had commanded a company of Dragitan cavalrymen and they weren’t as unruly as Endra’s brood. 
They had decided to stay at the healer’s home. Rufio found it foolish, but Rhys said he had to be somewhere his patients could find him. Dedication like that could get a man killed. 
They hadn’t seen anyone lurking around and the people of the neighborhood said they had not seen any Royal Guardsmen in the area since the war started. Rufio had given them a few copper coins to let him know if they saw anyone from the palace in the area. Rhys had told all his patients to be on the lookout as well.
 Rufio figured everyone at the palace might be too busy with the war too worry about the healer, but he tried to do as much as he could to keep them from being unpleasantly surprised. 
He heard Vandarus ride up outside. When the Bandaran walk up on the porch, he wasn’t alone. 
There was a portly young man with him, maybe seventeen, with a bowl haircut, wearing home spun clothing and a dirty apron. Tied to the apron strings was a skillet. 
Rufio met them at the door. “I see you’re doing a good job of keeping our location secret there Vandarus, what’s wrong, you could only find one person to bring back from the tavern?” 
“Don’t get mad yet, I recruited Nick here he’s going to be our cook. He’s a good man, besides we have been here for days and no one has come looking for Rhys anyway.” 
Rufio looked at the Bandaran and closed his eyes, waiting before he spoke. “You went to the inn to get us some ale, and you took it upon yourself to recruit a cook while you were there?” 
Vandarus smiled at him. “Well, yes, every band needs a cook and Nick here is the best. Also I tired of always being the one that gets stuck doing the cooking.” 
“K’xarr is going to kill you, you know that don’t you?” 
The cook’s eyes darted to the blonde warrior. “I don’t want to start any trouble Vandarus. I’ll just go.” 
Vandarus grabbed him by the arm. “Just wait. Rufio, I have known Nick a long time, just give him a chance to cook for you. He lost his job and I told him I would see he had one with us.” 
Rufio looked at the cook. “If you’re such a good cook, why did you lose your job?” 
Nick adjusted his apron and looked at the Dragitan. “I was a better cook than the owner of the Silver Fist. I was bringing in a lot of customers and he had been telling them he was doing the cooking. When his wife got angry with him because he was dallying with one of their barmaids, she told all his patrons it was me doing the cooking. It embarrassed him and he became very angry and told me to get out.” 
“What’s your name?” Rufio asked, “Anais Nicolas, but most people call me Nick Nock. “ 
“Okay Nick Nock, you can cook us supper tonight and if you can make the slop Rhys calls food taste good, you have a job, that is of course if the man that leads us agrees.” 
The chubby cook smiled. “Sounds like a deal. Where’s the kitchen?” Vandarus slapped him on the back and pointed him to Rhys’s kitchen. 
The young man went into the kitchen to get started. Once they were alone Rufio looked at his friend. “Vandarus what were you thinking? We are trying to lay low until K’xarr gets back. I don’t think he really wanted you recruiting people while he was gone.”
“I couldn’t just leave him, they fired him right in front of me, what could I do?” 
Rufio scratched at his curly black hair. “I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else from you.” 
Vandarus unbuckled his sword belt. “Where are the children?” Rufio sighed and his shoulders slumped. “The boys were on the roof last I saw them and I’m unsure where Tressa is.” 
Vandarus listened closely, he could hear the patter or footsteps on the roof. “Well, let’s round them up for dinner, Rhys should be back soon.” The blonde man sniffed the air. “Rufio, do you smell something dead?”
They finished the meal Nick Nock had made from the stores Rhys had on hand. The healer himself had joined them half way through the meal. Everyone stared at the healer’s head. His hair was more blonde than Vandarus’s now, almost white. “I’m not going to get use to that hair, Rhys.” Rufio said. 
Rhys raised his eyes as if he could see his snow-colored hair. “I had to disguise myself so I could get around town without looking over my shoulder all the time. I used a little too much of the concoction I made on it. It wasn’t supposed to be this light. Is it that bad?”
The Dragitan started to laugh. 
“What’s so funny?” Rhys asked. 
“If your medicine ever fails you I believe you could get a job in a Dragitan bathhouse. I’m sure some of the senators would love you. With that hair you would be just their type.” The men burst out laughing. Rhys looked at them sheepishly. 
Rufio leaned back in his chair rubbing his belly. “Nick Nock that might have been the best meal I have ever eaten. I wonder what you could do with real food, instead of the stuff Rhys buys.” 
Rhys gave the Dragitan a sour look. “I have to agree with Rufio, Nick, it was delicious. Why, even the children have cleaned their plates and trust us that seldom ever happens.” 
Vandarus just sat at the end of the table with a very satisfied look on his face, nodding his head. 
Rufio stood up. “When K’xarr returns I will suggest he keeps you on. In the meantime to earn you keep around here you can cook and help us with the children.” 
“I would like that,” Nick Nock said. 
“Great, that’s settled. The first thing you can do is help Tressa there find her cat Cromwella.”
***
Kian didn’t think he couldn’t take any more. It felt like they had turned his body inside out then back again. He had a line of stitches all the way down the front of his body. 
He had watched as Siro open his body. The evil little man had put his hands inside him and tore out his living heart. He didn’t know what happened after that, he had been screaming wildly. 
Why was he still alive? His mind could not wrap itself around what he had seen. What were they trying to do to him? He was in agony the likes of which he could never have imagined. It was all too much to bear, let alone understand. He felt his sanity slipping away. Then he heard the wizard’s voice.
“You did well, Kian, better than we had hoped and much better than the cat.” The Dark One held up the panther’s huge pelt. It was shriveled up, empty and dry. “Wish I could say it was over, but now the important part begins. It will be worse than the alteration of your body, I’m afraid.”
Kian looked at the cloaked sorcerer. He was too weak to speak. He wanted to plead to beg, but all he could do was whimper like a child. 
“Now I must alter your mind, when I’m finished you will be much more agreeable to the idea of serving me. I’m afraid this will be much more painful than what you have already suffered.” 
Kian’s eyes rolled in his head like an animal that was about to be slaughtered. The Dark One leaned down and began to whisper in his ear. And the true horror began.
***
Cain stood with Talorn and watched the Bandaran army march past and he was greatly disheartened. They had been bloodied now and his army had their first taste of battle. After several skirmishes, they had finally fought a major battle. It had not gone well and it had been his fault. 
Yesterday they thought they had caught Prince Griffyn, King Havalon’s oldest son, unaware. Talorn had cautioned him to be leery of the seemingly unaware Abberdonians, but Cain had ordered a full attack anyway. 
It had been a trap. Griffyn’s younger brother, Prince Donovan, had attacked from the east against the Bandaran’s right flank. If it had not been for Talorn’s quick thinking his army might have been beaten then and there. Still, they had left four thousand of their countrymen dead in the field. 
He had received word that Lord Fox and Lord Bradford were only ten miles to the south with their armies, that’s why the Abberdonian Princes had not pursued them. They must have known about the reinforcements and didn’t want to risk engaging Talorn. If Talorn held long enough Fox and Bradford could have join the fight. Cain was happy to see the two Lords and their troops arrive. The Prince knew he would need every man he could find to deal with Havalon and his sons. The only reinforcements yet to appear were the troops from Braxton Bluff, but no word had come from Duke Blackthorn as of yet. 
He was not worried about the duke’s men, they would come soon enough. He learned a hard lesson today and he needed to talk with his general. He found Talorn walking back from speaking with Fox and Bradford. “Talorn, I should have listened. I should have been more careful.”
Talorn put his hand on the King’s shoulder, he knew Cain wanted to be a hero to his people so bad that he had been overzealous. “It was bad but it didn’t finish us, Majesty, next time just take a little more time to think things through.” 
“Next time I will let my general do his job. I went over the history of every battle I could find when I was in Asqutania but it’s not the same as being in the field. Things happen quickly out here.” Talorn mounted his horse and Cain did the same. 
“Majesty, may I speak frankly?”
“Of course, you always can. I value you what you have to say.” 
“My friend, you must be more patient with things, it is your weakness and if the enemy finds that out they will use it against you in battle.” 
Cain turned his horse and started to follow the weary army south. “I know and you’re right. I will do my best to work on that. When do you think your father’s troops will arrive?” The young general turned his horse and followed his King. “I hope soon, we could use the men. Havalon has split his army into three large units, it gives him an advantage.” 
Cain smiled. “Then I will just have to be patient and wait until your father’s troops get here.” 
***
The Adorn Forest was vast and eerie. During the Elven wars, tens of thousands of Elves had lost their lives here. Legends told that the Reaper, the dreaded God of Death, had ordered his armies to nail the Elven prisoners to the trees of the forest. There was no mercy—men, women, and children, any of the Elven race that were captured suffered the same fate. 
People had stopped coming here or even harvesting wood from the forest, claiming it was haunted. Until this day very few journeyed into the strange wood. Many of the Kingdoms around the forest acquired their wood here but only from its perimeter. The woodcutters refused to venture into the dark forest, fearing the ghosts of the wood. 
Cromwell stared at the immenseness of the Adorn. “Look how big this forest is, a man could get lost in there and never find his way out. K’xarr, how are we going to find the tower inside that?” 
“Be quiet and let me think for a moment.” K’xarr surveyed the forest, it had taken over two weeks to get here from Turill. “I thought maybe we could see the damn thing sticking up, but all I see are trees.” 
Endra pointed. “I see a small shack down there just inside the woods, can you see it?” 
K’xarr looked; it took him a few seconds to see what she was talking about. There, just a few yards beyond the edge of the wood stood a dilapidated woodcutter’s shack. 
“Let’s check it, see if anyone’s home.” K’xarr kicked his horse and rode towards the hovel. It was early morning and the sun was shining. The forest didn’t seem so ominous to K’xarr. The wood was actually beautiful to behold. He had never seen so many trees, it was like an ocean of green.
The shack was not well made, but it had freshly split wood for a fire sitting outside of it. 
“I think someone lives in it,” Endra whispered. 
K’xarr called out, “Hello in the shack.” They heard movement from inside and the door opened slowing. 
A man stepped out, he had red hair strewn with a great deal of grey. Even though he had some years on him, the man was broad and barrel chested. He wore a kilt in the style of the Phloshains. It wasn’t the kilt that caught their attention, it was the huge spike-headed mace in the man’s hands. 
“What do you want?” he said. 
“We need directions, you can put that mace down, we aren’t here for any trouble,” K’xarr said. 
The man lowered the mace to the ground and leaned on its handle. “I don’t know where anything is so you might as well ride on.” He swung the mace up on his shoulder and turn to go back inside the shack. 
“We are looking for the Dark One’s tower, he has taken someone,” Endra blurted out. 
The man slowly turned around to face the trio. “You are looking for the wizard that lives in the wood?” 
“You know of him?” K’xarr asked. 
“I do, he came here several years ago, stirred up all the ghosts of the forest’s bloody past. A man can’t even go out at night around here anymore. Even most of the animals have left the wood. I had even planned to leave as well. I’ve just been lazy about getting to it.” He leaned his mace against the shack, “come down and let’s do some talking.”
He went into the shack and brought out a jug and some wooden mugs. They followed him around to the back of the shack where a table made from a great round of tree sat surrounded by logs to sit on. “Have a seat.” 
K’xarr, Endra, and Cromwell sat at the crude table. The man sat a mug in front of each of them. He poured a brownish golden liquid from the jug into each mug. “Drink, its beer. I make it myself.” Then he took a huge drink straight from the jug.
K’xarr and Cromwell both drank deeply. Endra was a little reluctant taking just a sip of the brew. 
“Good, isn’t it?” the woodsman asked.
Cromwell looked at his mug. “I would say it’s fair for a man that lives in a forest.” 
“I will take that as a compliment coming from a Toran. Who are you people? You’re not Bandarans, that’s for sure.” 
“We are mercenaries. I am K’xarr Strom, this is Endra Korlest, and the big man there is Cromwell Blood.” 
“I’m called Ansel.” The red-headed man said, “If you are looking for the Dark One’s tower, you’re going to need help, it’s not easy to find. It’s not that bastard’s tower anyway. It was built long before his evil came to the Adorn. I heard stories that said it was built before the Elven wars. I don’t know if that’s true, but I know it was here before he came along.” 
K’xarr finished his mug. “Do you know where it is?” 
Ansel looked straight into K’xarr’s eyes. “That I do, but do you have the courage to brave the wood? There are many vile and wicked creatures that live there and that’s beside the dead.” 
Endra stood up. “Do not question our courage. We will find that tower, no matter what we have to face.” 
Ansel chuckled. “I guess whoever the Dark One has they must be important to this one.” 
Endra looked at the older man. “He is the man I love and I mean to have him back.” 
Ansel took another drink from the jug and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You’re a cutie, my dear, my advice would be to find another man. It shouldn’t be hard with your looks, and it would be much safer for you.” 
K’xarr tugged Endra’s arm and she sat back down. K’xarr gave her a look that showed his disdain for her outburst. She shook her dark hair back and gave him one that showed she didn’t care. 
“Nevertheless we must go, if you would guide us I would be very grateful. I can pay you a small sum as well, if that’s what it would take,” K’xarr said
Ansel shook his head. “I don’t need any coin lad, but you said you’re mercenaries. Right?” K’xarr nodded. 
“Well, if we survive I would like to go with you. I told you I have been meaning to leave the wood. Your visit is a good reason as any to get off my lazy backside and go.” 
“Okay, you can come along with us, but you should know we plan to fight for the Bandarans in their war with Abberdon when we leave here.” 
Ansel smiled. “As for fighting the Abberdonians, I believe I would enjoy that, never liked them much. Could you tell me when the war started?” 
K’xarr shrugged. “The Bandaran’s old King died and the Abberdonians invaded. That about all I know.” 
Ansel was silent for a moment. “Are you saying King Aaron is dead?” 
“That’s what we heard.”
Ansel took a deep breath. It was plain to see the news of the King’s death had some kind of effect on him. “As I said, I have no problem fighting Havalon and his Abberdonians. So I will travel with you to Bandara if we are successful retrieving your friend.” 
“It’s agreed then, you lead us to this tower and you’re more than welcome to join us when we go back to Turill.”
“Were you a warrior before you were a hermit, old man?” Cromwell asked.
Ansel stretched his large arms above his head. “Yes, something like that. We will leave as soon as I get my things.” 
“You don’t have a horse,” K’xarr pointed out. 
“You will have to leave the horses here. The animals will not venture into the forest. We will have to go on foot.”
***
Siro walked down to the cell where they had put the Half Elf, the master had worked his magic for several days on Kian. He told Siro he had done all that he could without driving their subject completely insane. The necromancer had performed a few more procedures on the subject as well. Everything had gone accordingly, all they could do now was wait. 
He put the plate of half-cooked meat through the slot in the cell door. Siro could just make out the form lying on the cot in the dark cell. The little man couldn’t wait to see what the effects of their combined work had achieved. This was the first time his master had allowed Siro to work with him, the little wizard was very proud of that fact.
“Siro, come up here quickly.” The master called, he would have to wait a bit longer to see the outcome of their undertaking. Siro went up the stone stairs of the tower as quickly as he could. 
The master stood in his receiving hall. “You called, Master?”
“Yes, we have guests coming through the woods. That woodsman I told you to kill months ago is leading those foolish friends of Kian’s towards the tower.” 
“I told you they would try to find him, Master, and I haven’t had the time to kill the woodsmen yet.”
“You always have some kind of excuse, don’t you?” Siro just shrugged his shoulders. “I want you to go stop them, if you can find the time.” 
“I have just the thing, Master, never fear.” 
“Just go … and Siro?” 
“Yes, Master?” 
“Why would you think I ever fear?”
***
There was little underbrush in the forest, it was mostly made up of great trees. A few bushes poked up here and there, but it was not hard to walk through. Shadows play tricks on the eyes where the sun came through the trees, giving false impressions of movement. All four of the people walking slowly through the forest carried their weapon at the ready. Strange noises and commotions echoed occasionally through the silent wood. Something still lived here.
“I haven’t even heard a bird and the air is so heavy you could choke on it,” K’xarr said. 
“Aye, the deeper we go the stranger the forest itself will get,” Ansel replied. 
Endra scanned the woods, expecting a monster or ghost to jump from behind every tree. “Ansel, how long will it take before we see the tower?” 
“Well, lady, it will take five or six days to journey there if we are lucky, the walking is easy and it’s summer. It would much harder to travel through it in the winter.” 
“I do not believe I’m going to like staying in this place for that many days, it makes me uneasy.” 
K’xarr smirked at Endra. “ Wait until it gets dark, we are going to have to sleep in this tomb of a forest.” The woman swallowed hard and gripped her sword tighter. Cromwell was a little ahead of them. His long legs made him walk a little faster than the others. 
“K’xarr, come here, look at this,” the Toran said waving his friend over. He pointed to a large depression in the ground. 
K’xarr looked at the imprint. “What the hell is it?” 
Ansel looked down. K’xarr could see he looked very concerned about whatever made the track. 
“Well, woodsman, what is it?” 
Endra had walked up behind them and peered over K’xarr’s shoulder. “It’s a dragon track.” 
Ansel nodded his head in agreement. “It’s a forest dragon, not a great wyrm by any means but it could sure ruin our day. The track is not fresh, thank God, because there are not enough of us to fight one off. 
“Speak for yourself old man, if a dragon stands between us and the tower I will handle it,” Cromwell said, as he slung his big two-handed sword up on his shoulder. 
Ansel looked up at the Toran. “I bet you could at that my friend. You might be just big enough to fill its belly while the rest of us get away.”
They made camp while there was still light. Ansel built a large fire, but as night began to fall the light of the flames seemed to be swallowed by the darkness. They ate in silence, all peering out into the black woods waiting for they knew not what. After they finished eating everyone stood around the fire, no one wanting to be the first to fall asleep.
“We should stand watch two at a time. Ansel and I will take the first watch and Cromwell and Endra the second.” 
As K’xarr finished an inhuman howl broke the silence of the night. All their heads turned to the north. They heard the sound of movement out in the wood. Then something shambled into the small ring of firelight, all four of the warriors drew their weapons and stood ready. Skeletons, dozens of them, walking nightmares coming right for them with their bony arms outstretched. 
Ansel was the first to attack, his huge mace smashing a moss-covered skeleton to dust. “Fight them, damn your eyes.” 
His yell startled the others from the terror that gripped them, none of them had ever witnessed the horror of the undead. 
Swords crashed into bone. The dead of the Adorn had arisen. 
Wave after wave came on, the warriors defeated them easily at first, but they were beginning to tire and still the inhuman things came on. The sheer numbers of the dead threatened to be their undoing. 
They fought on, sword arms aching, sweat dripping into their eyes. Their hands began to cramp, it would not be long before they couldn’t even hold their swords. Yet into the night they fought on. 
After what seemed like hours, the tide of undead stopped, Cromwell shattering the last one. The camp was surrounding by a huge ring of bones. The entire group was bending over grabbing their knees trying to catch their breath. 
“What the hell caused that? What evil can make the dead walk?” K’xarr asked, gasping. 
“It’s the wizard, he knows we are here, he is using the dead, I fear the attack was just to weaken us for what he sends next.”
K’xarr looked at Ansel. “What comes next?” 
“I don’t know, but be ready and pass the waterskin here, my throat is bone dry.” 
Endra looked at the older man as she brushed her sweat-soaked hair back. “Not funny, woodsman.”
Only an hour had passed when a horn sounded again in the distance. It was only minutes before the first of the creatures jumped into their midst. 
“Look out,” Endra screamed. The thing was not tall but it was quick, its greenish leathery skin was covered with dark spots that looked like canker sores and it smelled like carrion. It reached out for her with filthy claws. Cromwell split its skull as another leaped on his back. A long black tongue came out of its mouth and wrapped around the Toran’s throat. 
Endra shoved her sword through its ugly face and the vile thing slid down off Cromwell’s back. It flopped once and lay still.
More entered the camp. The creatures were darting here and there, lashing out with tongues and claws. K’xarr flipped one of them over his shoulder into the fire. “Burn, you nasty fiend.” He looked up in time to cry out, “Endra, watch your head.” 
She ducked as K’xarr’s blade crunched down through the neck of a creature behind her, splattering the woman with its dark green gore. 
The horn sounded again and the creatures fled into the night. 
“May the Gods of the night have mercy on us.” Endra said, wiping the thick greenish blood from her face. 
Ansel squatted down to catch his breath. “There are no Gods in the Adorn, save old death himself.” The horn sounded again.
For three nights the attacks had come and for three nights the four warriors had beaten them back. Now they had begun to relish the daylight of the eerie forest. Endra had never believed she would see the creatures out of the old stories her grandmother had told.
She grew more afraid with each passing night but even the dead would not keep her from Kian. Endra longed for someone to talk to about him. Someone she could share her worry with. All she had was Ansel, who she hardly knew, and K’xarr and Cromwell. Those two would not be the ones she would pick to listen to the fears she had for the Half-Elven swordsman. She would just have to keep them to herself for now. The Toran drew her mind back to matters at hand.
“I smell smoke,” Cromwell said sniffing the air. K’xarr stopped. “I do too.” The Camiran slowly drew his sword and walked forward. 
They hadn’t gone far when they came upon a camp. There was a smoldering fire with an iron pot sitting on it and a great deal of feces all around the area. “Scavs.” All three of the former Harsh Coast residents said at once. 
“I don’t believe they live in this wood,” Ansel said. Cromwell kicked the pot off the fire and a filthy stew, whose main ingredient was a human foot spilled on the forest floor. “They are everywhere, just like a plague. I have killed hundreds of them in the mountains of Tora.” 
Endra tried not to look at the foot. “Aye, we even ran across them in Sorrack, a vile race of creatures. Even the frozen wastes of my homeland didn’t keep them away.” 
K’xarr spit on the ground. “I’m sure they planned to come back and finish their meal. Let’s find a place to hide and wait. I don’t want them following us making any kind of trouble.” 
Everyone agreed so they took cover lying behind a small rise close enough they could watch the camp. Within an hour three of the dog-headed creatures came walking back into their camp. The armor they wore was not made by Scavs, it was of much better quality as were the weapons they carried. “Oh Gods, they stink,” Endra whispered. “I can smell them from here.”
Cromwell jumped up and charged the little group of dog men. He was upon them before they could draw their weapons. He cut one in half at the waist and kicked another to the ground. He turned for the third but K’xarr had already gotten there and killed it. 
Both warriors looked at the creature Cromwell had kicked. It was laying on its back, trying to slowly crawl away. “Please no kill me I surrender,” it said through its slavering jaws. They reminded K’xarr of his people’s war dogs except for their all-too-human eyes. “I would no kill me, my masters will avenge me death.”
Cromwell kicked it in the face, breaking off one of the exposed canines that jutted out of the bottom of its mouth. It shook its head and whimpered.
Ansel and Endra join the two warriors standing next to the Scav. 
“Gods, they are so ugly,” Endra said. 
“K’xarr, what’s that emblem on its armor.” Ansel pointed to the design on the creature’s breast plate. It was a black circle with an upside-down five-pointed star. Arranged along the lines that made up the star were thirteen skulls.
“What’s that symbol?” K’xarr asked, threating the thing with his sword. 
“It is the mark of my masters, the circle, they will kill you if you hurt me human.” 
Ansel rubbed his chin. “You serve the Circle of Thirteen?” 
The thing smiled, making its face look hellish. “Yes, old man, as all will serve one day.” 
Cromwell’s sword swooped down and caved its thick skull in splattering everyone with blood. 
“What the hell, Cromwell?” K’xarr yelled. 
“I didn’t like the way it was looking at us.” 
“We were questioning it, you stupid oaf, no one said kill it yet.” K’xarr emphasized his displeasure by poking the Toran in the chest. 
Cromwell grabbed his finger and squeezed. “They eat human flesh, K’xarr, why are you even talking to it?” 
K’xarr jerked his hand back. “That fucking hurt, you shit bucket.”
Cromwell gave him a friendly push back. “You know, I don’t like to be poked.” Ansel looked at Endra curiously. “This happens from time to time,” she said.
“Well, let’s hope that thing was lying. I don’t want to deal with anyone or anything that serves the Circle of Thirteen.” 
“They’re just a bunch of wizards, aren’t they?” K’xarr said, rubbing his finger. 
Ansel took a deep breath. “A bunch of wizards powerful enough to defy the Church and alter the fates of Kingdoms.”
Endra stepped between them. “Can we talk about this later? We need to get moving.” 
K’xarr looked at his finger then at Cromwell. “You’re right, Endra, this Circle of Thirteen is nothing to us. We’re here to get Kian and that’s it.” 
Cromwell spit on the Scavs’ bodies and they headed north.
Siro could not believe it, for five nights they fought off the dead and the ghouls he had summoned with the Horn of Nillus. He had even sent some of his special people to attack them. They had destroyed them as well. If the ghosts of the wood would heed his summons, things would have been very different, but they never did, the old ghosts were just too strong. 
Now he had to tell the master he had failed. The Half Elf’s friends were only hours away and he had nothing else to try. He walked up the stone stairs to the master’s private quarters with his head hanging, nearly in tears. He feebly knocked on the door. 
“Master, it is Siro.” The mage stepped out of his room, pulling on the black leather mask that hid his scared face. Siro could smell the salves he used on the scars. 
“Let me guess, Siro, you have failed to stop the party coming to rescue our guest?” 
“Yes, Master. They slew everything I sent at them. I don’t understand it.” 
The Dark One patted the necromancer on the shoulder. “Well, Siro, at least we know your still as incompetent as ever.” The wizard started down the hall. “There must be more to them than I thought. You traveled with these men, what can you tell me about them?” 
Siro thought for a moment. “They are hard men, Master, they come from the Harsh Coast like I do.” 
“If you are an example of the hardness of the people of the Harsh Coast, Siro, then there is no reason to fear them. Go on and stop trying to be impressive, what else can you tell me.” 
“They have black blood,” the little necromancer offered.
The wizard’s head whipped around. “You didn’t think to tell me this beforehand?” Siro looked at his master confused. “I didn’t think it was of much consequence. I thought it was just an abnormality some of them share. I did manage to steal a sample of it though.” Siro pulled a dark stained rag from his pocket. 
The wizard examined the rag. “Since you acquired this, I won’t cut off your nose. I can’t believe you didn’t think the fact they had black blood wasn’t important, you cretin.” 
“Sorry, Master, I won’t let it happen again.” The Dark One sighed. “Don’t worry, I will destroy them myself when they arrive, follow me and we shall prepare.” He handed the stained rag back to Siro. “Put that somewhere safe. I’m sure it will come in handy someday. Now go up top and stall those buffoons while I prepare.
Endra was exhausted, between her fear and the nightly attacks she had gotten little sleep since they entered the forest. She could hardly go on. She knew K’xarr and Cromwell were tired too and Ansel could not keep his eyes open. They all were battered and bruised from the nightly attacks. 
Ansel had told them to make sure and clean any wounds they had as best as they could, he said the teeth and claws of the dead carried many diseases. 
Endra guessed it was about noon. It was hard to see the sun clearly for all the trees. Her legs were so heavy she was about to collapse when there looming ahead in a large clearing was the tower. 
Endra saw the reason the tower could not be seen from afar, it was sunk into the ground, only about thirty feet of it was visible, the rest looked to be buried in the forest floor. The tower was also tilted slightly to one side, making it appear as if it were about to fall down at any moment.
They spread out in a half circle with their weapons drawn. Endra realized she could see no doors or windows. They had brought no rope and the surface of the tower was too smooth to climb. The group spread out and began looking for a way in. Endra looked up and saw an ugly face she recognized peering down at her from the top of the tower. “Siro, you’ve escaped, throw down a rope or something. We need help getting in. Where’s Kian?” K’xarr and the other jogged over when they heard Endra calling out to Siro. All four of them stood looking up at their former healer. 
“It took you all long enough to get here, the half-breed is inside. Wait there, I will find something to throw down to you.” Siro’s face disappeared from their sight. “Who is that?” Ansel asked. 
“He is a healer that traveled with us. He was taken as well,” Endra explained. She was filled with anticipation. Siro said Kian was inside; they had gotten here in time. Endra had been desperately worried they would arrive too late to save the Half Elf. “Hurry, Siro,” she called out.
A moment later the healer’s face once again appeared. “Get ready, here it comes.” 
They all stood looking up at the tower waiting for a rope to be thrown over the side. The warriors watched as what looked like a glass ball came falling towards them. It hit the ground and broke at their feet. A thin green smoke poured from the broken glass encircling the group. In seconds they all became light-headed. “You should not have come, K’xarr. Now you’re going to die at the hands of my master.” 
Ansel had already fallen to the ground unconscious and the others staggered around as if they were drunk. “Siro, you ugly bastard, I will kill you for this,” K’xarr shouted out. His words were slurred, but Siro understood him just fine. 
“No my friend, it is you who will die, and it will be unpleasant, of that I can assure you.” The little man began to laugh as K’xarr, Endra, and Cromwell fell to their knees and collapsed on the ground.
The masked sorcerer joined Siro on the top of the tower. He looked over the side at the unconscious people below. “Well done, now go get the swordsman and bring him to me. We will see how well the control spells I put in place work, when I order him to kill his friends. Hurry, they won’t be down for long.”
“Right away, Master.” Siro hurried down the ladder and into the tower. 
The wizard paced the rooftop. He couldn’t wait to see if his experiment had succeeded. If it had he would have accomplish something no other sorcerer had and he would control a very deadly weapon. He was thinking of the enchanted warrior’s possibilities when Siro returned.
“Master, I must speak with you.” 
“What now? I told you to bring the half-breed to me. Get back down there and bring him up here, we have guests waiting.”
Siro swallowed hard. “That’s just it, Master, he has escaped the cell, he is loose somewhere in the tower.” 
“Back down the ladder, we must find him.” 
“What about the others, Master?” 
“There is time to deal with them later, besides they can’t get into the tower anyway. We’ve got more pressing problems at the moment than a few warriors at our door. The monster we made is loose in the tower. Now hurry up you fool, there no time to lose. ”
The Dark One ran down to the cell where he had imprisoned Kian, the door had been knocked off its hinges. “Siro, what the hell happened?” 
Siro shrugged his shoulders. “I guess we were off on some of our calculations master or there were some unforeseen complications from the merging. It is why I suggested using only one subject on the Half Elf, he is already a mixed breed to begin with. Adding the essence of one creature and the physical substance of an altogether different creature to a man who was already of dual linage might be where we made our mistake. The blending might have just been too unnatural.” 
The Dark One backhanded the little necromancer across the mouth. “I don’t need you to tell me what I should and should not do. Find him, he must be taken alive.” 
Siro wiped the blood from his mouth. He had rarely seen his master lose his temper. The wizard usually remained calm under any circumstances.
“I have worked on this too long, Siro, and I will not have what we made get away from me now.” The Dark One composed himself and looked at his assistant. “If we don’t find him quickly, we may have a problem.” 
“What do you mean, Master?” Siro was frightened, he had never seen his master so concerned about anything. 
“It’s obvious I needed more time to build his trust to make him more controllable. I don’t know what he will do or really what he can do. In the condition he is in now, he is just as dangerous to us as anyone else.”
***
His mind was jumbled, he couldn’t think. What was his name? He thought it was Kian. Did that sound right? What he did know was that he must escape this place; he had to get away before the pain returned. 
He had wandered down the stone stairs, passing many doors on his way. When he got to the bottom there was a tunnel. He followed it. After a little way the tunnel became a natural cave. He found a small pool of dark water, it was cold, he drank from it. 
He raised his head from the water. He knew it was dark in the cave but he could see. He walked on until he came to large cavern. The cave continued on branching off into three different directions, but something had caught his eye here.
Two braziers burned in front of a natural alcove in the wall of the cavern. A small altar sat inside the alcove covered by a silk sheet. Above the altar was a mirror with small shelves to either side. The shelves held small items he was unfamiliar with. He looked in the mirror. There was something different, but his mind wouldn’t let him focus on it. 
He reached down and pulled the silk sheet off the altar. There lay a long sword. The hilt, cross piece, and pommel were made from one solid piece of strange black metal. On the pommel was an inlay of silver, the design was arrows bursting out in all directions from a circular center. 
He picked up the weapon, it felt good in his hand. He knew what this was. The blade seemed to almost move in the firelight, swirling colors of black and gray, the strange steel almost looked alive. He had never seen metal like it before. 
Kian turned and headed back up the way he had come. He felt much more at ease now as if he had found something he had lost.
 A woman stepped from the shadows unseen. She was dressed in a black gown, her face covered by a dark-laced funeral veil. “Yes, my little monster, take my blade and introduce yourself to the world.”
***
The Dark One was going down the stairs quicker than Siro could keep up. “Master, I can’t move that fast.” “He may have gotten to the cave, you little runt.” 
Now Siro knew why his master was running: the sword. “Master, the sword is warded he can’t touch it.” 
“It was warded when I stole it from the temple in Sidia as well; wards are made to be broken.” 
They came down the stairs into the dining hall when Siro saw his master taken off his feet, the wizard flew through the air and stuck the wall on the other side of the hall with a thud. 
Siro couldn’t stop, he slid across the stone floor to come face to face with his experiment. The Half Elf grabbed the little wizard by the robe and hurled him one handed down the steps he had just ascended from.
The Dark One slid himself up the wall and tried to cast a spell. Before he could get it off, his creation had crossed the dining hall and began slamming him against the wall over and over. Only his cloak ripping away saved his life. He stumbled backward and fell to the floor.
The monster leaped high into the air. With his sword pointed downward the beast was coming right for him. The Dark One whispered a word and vanished. The Half Elf hit the floor where his enemy had been a second ago, driving half the uncanny sword blade into the solid stone floor. He pulled it out and headed up the stairs.
Endra was coming to. She saw K’xarr and Cromwell helping Ansel to his feet. The woodsman was shaking his head try to rid himself of the green smoke’s effects. “What was that?” Ansel asked. 
“That was magic used by the little bastard that betrayed us. I knew he was no good,” Cromwell said. The Toran continued to curse Siro under his breath. It was easy to see the big man was angry at himself for being tricked. They all were.
 Endra got to her feet. “He fooled us all, Cromwell. I just wonder if he was lying about Kian being inside.” 
“Endra, look,” K’xarr shouted. She looked to where the Camiran was pointing. There, thirty feet up, was Kian standing on top of the battlements of the tower. 
He was barefoot, wearing only a pair of leather leggings and a sword clutched in his hand. 
“Wait, we will find a way to get you down,” she yelled up to him. Kian then simply jumped, landing on his feet like he had just hopped down off a horse. Endra started to go to him. 
“Wait, look at him,” K’xarr cautioned. 
Endra saw Kian’s eyes under his wild black hair. They had changed color. Once a soft green, now golden with just a slight hint of green, and his pupils were no bigger than the head of a pin in the sunlight.
He seemed a little taller too. His once lithe body was now much heavier and covered with sinewy muscle. He was also covered with terrible scars. One running from his neck down past the waistband of his leggings. Most of the wounds looked healed, but a few still had stitches in them. He bared his teeth at her. Inside his mouth she saw two small fangs on top and two smaller ones on the bottom. 
“What have they done to you?” she whispered.
He looked at her as if he didn’t know her. K’xarr, Cromwell, and Ansel noticed the look in his eye, their weapons were drawn, and they began to circle Kian. 
He watched them from the corner of his eye, his muscles tensing, he looked ready to spring. Endra held up her hand for the others to stop. 
“Kian it’s me, Endra, look at me, don’t you know me?” Faster than she had ever seen anyone move he was on her grabbing her hair and forcing her to her knees. She looked into his eyes and held both hands up to keep the others back. His eyes looked similar to the eyes of the great cats her father had hunted back in Sorrack. 
He started to raise the sword in his hand. “Kill me if you want, I will still love you. I don’t think even my death could stop that.”
A look of confusion came across his face and the sword lowered. “That’s it, remember, it’s me, Endra, you love me and I need you to come back to me.” 
“Endra,” he said with a much deeper voice than he once had. “What, where am I?” He released her hair and she jumped to her feet and began to stroke his cheek with her hand. 
“It’s going to be all right, you’re here with me and K’xarr and Cromwell, we are going to take you away from this accursed place.” 
She pulled him into her embrace as tears ran down her cheeks. Kian pushed her back, clutching his head, he let out a terrible scream and collapsed to the ground. 
Endra fell to her knees pulling his head into her lap. “K’xarr, what has happened to him.” The men gathered around the two. “I don’t know, Endra. Let’s just get moving before the wizard returns. We can take him to Rhys, maybe he can help,” K’xarr said, shaken by the Half Elf’s state. 
Cromwell shook his head. “The Dark One has changed him into a monster.” The look Endra gave Cromwell sent a chill up the Toran’s spine. “Then I will find a way to change him back.”





Chapter 15 


The great tan and green pavilion had been set up in the middle of the three armies of Abberdon. King Havalon Taylin of Abberdon had called his sons to council. 
Havalon was dressed in his plate armor, not gilded like many other Kings. No, his was servable like all the other knights in his army. His green tabard bore the coat of arms of Abberdon, a tan bull’s head flanked by two crossed war hammers. 
He was no longer young, he didn’t possess the narrow waist of his youth, but his shoulders were broad and his arms strong. Havalon was still a very powerful warrior. Gray hair and thick beard, a distinguished looking man to be sure, but it was his icy blue eyes that saw his orders followed to the letter. He could make his servants quake in their boots with a dissatisfied gaze. 
His servants were hurriedly setting up his war table and rolling out a map of Bandara on top of it. He hated the pavilion, the smoke from the braziers made his head ache. He should be on his horse out in the field fighting for the future of Abberdon, not cooped up in this silken den. He had to remind himself he was a King and had to project an image for his subjects or he would put a torch to the whorish pavilion. 
Havalon had never thought of himself as a King, he had always pictured himself as a warrior or conqueror. He had never gotten used to the grandiosity that came with wearing the crown. However, he did love the power that the crown brought with it.
Griffyn and Donovan both entered the pavilion his sons were both dressed in the same armor as their father. “Hail Father, what news do you have?” Griffyn said. The King’s thin lips tightened, he was trying to suppress the smile that threated to spread across his face. 
His wife had died when the boys were very young and he had raised them alone. No servants or nannies, he had done it on his own. His chest swelled with pride when he looked at the two fine warriors standing before him now. 
Griffyn, the oldest, was carefree and fun-loving, but he was all business when it came to a battlefield, he had taken to combat like a duck to water. He had his father’s eyes but his mother’s straw-colored hair.
Donovan was younger but you couldn’t tell it. He was a serious young man and a good general. He was dark haired and powerfully built. Havalon knew he would make a fine King. He would just have to win a Kingdom for the boy to rule. Griffyn was his heir, but Donovan deserved a country as well and Bandara would do nicely. Abberdon was his pride, but his boys were his joy. There was nothing in the world he loved more than his sons.
“Come, look at the map, and I will show you how we will defeat young King Cain and his Bandarans.” 
The Princes moved over to the table, one on either side of their father. “How long do you think it would take for your armies to drive the Bandarans to Northham?” the King asked.
“I’m not sure, Cain was just reinforced by Bradford and Fox, that will give him at least ten thousand fresh troops,” Donovan said. 
“It doesn’t matter how many troops they give him, he is very predictable and any offensive he mounts should be easy to counter. The new King of Bandara lacks imagination, Father. I would not think it would take us long to herd him anywhere.” Griffyn said with confidence.
Donovan looked over the map then shook his head. “Why, Northham, Father? I don’t see the point of it, there is nothing in the town of consequence.” 
The King glanced at his son. “Listen and I will tell you.” Donovan pursed his lips and looked at his brother. Griffyn shook his finger at him and smiled. 
“I want you to press the attack. Cain has help now, Fox and Bradford are no fools and the young Blackthorn will also realize what I’m doing if he has enough time to think. So keep the pressure on them, attack, attack, attack and keep driving them toward Northham Fox’s castle near the city. If you can rout them and do enough damage, they will take to the castle. Lay siege to it and hold them there, you don’t even have to take the castle, just keep them inside until winter. They won’t move after the snows come.” 
Griffyn folded his arms across his chest he looked at his brother then his father. “What will you be doing while we bottle up the King and his army?” 
Havalon pointed to Turill. “I will take the capital. Old Lord Blackthorn hasn’t sent his army north or so our spies say. They are camped just north of the capital, ten thousand men just sitting there while we are chasing the rest of their army all over northern Bandara. I don’t know what he is playing at but his troops are all that stand between Turill and us, if you can pin down Cain’s Army at Northham. I will defeat Duke Blackthorn and take the city.
I have been told by our spies the King has sent for the Royal Guard to bolster his ranks, leaving only the city watch to take care of the capital. How many men will that give the boy King?” 
“He lost four thousand in our last battle with Bradford and Fox’s men and the Royal Guard, if they arrive in time, may be twenty-five thousand, give or take a thousand.” Donovan replied. 
The King picked up a jug of wine and poured himself a cup. His sons said nothing, they knew when their father was thinking. 
“Take ten thousand men each. I will take the rest and the five thousand mercenaries we hired, that will give me well over twenty thousand men. I will head east and wait for word that you have trapped the King, then I will ride on Turill. We might even get lucky and Blackthorn will send his men to try and save his King and I will take the city with no resistance.” 
“Cain will slightly outnumber us, Father,” Donovan observed. “I thought you said the Bandarans would be easy beaten?” The old King grinned. Donovan frowned and said nothing.
“I know he outnumbers you in men. He and his general are inexperienced and our troops are far superior. I have no doubt you and Griffyn can handle them. If you get into trouble send word and I will reinforce you.” 
“Father, I have a question.” Donovan said grinning. “Ask it then Son, I am tired it has been a long day.” “When we defeat Cain and you take Turill, which one of us gets Princess Raygan?” 
“Yes, Father.” Griffyn said, excited by the turn of the conversation. “She was quite attractive when we saw her at the joust two years ago. She was a bit young then but her breasts were almost as big as Donovan’s head.”
 All three of them laughed, Havalon held up his hand. “I know the little Princess is beautiful and would give either of you a fine heir but there is not enough of her to go around and she has married the King’s general. So we will have a contest. Whichever one of you kills Talorn Blackthorn can have the girl.”
***
Her thin legs quivered only a little when he raped her now, and there was hardly any screaming when he hurt her. The girl was done. The rat bites on her body had begun to fester and her hair was matted and full of lice, he was finished with her. 
The handmaiden had served her purpose. They needed nothing from her now anyway. Once Cain had been told the healer came poking around the palace looking for Raygan’s servant, it was all the reason he needed to order the foolish man’s arrest. 
William had kept the girl for fun, besides Cain never said anything about releasing her. The King and his son were gone now and he could do as he pleased. Not that he couldn’t before, there was just little need to cover it up now.
He dressed himself and waited for Arn to come and unchain the girl, he thought he would let the executioner have her, no need to let the last bit of the little bitch go to waste. 
He smacked the girl on the backside. “It’s been a pleasure, my dear.” The duke was ready to get out of the foul-smelling dungeon. He only needed to wait for Arn to come back from feeding the other prisoners, so he could award the executioner his prize. 
“Still torturing and raping little girls I see.” William spun around drawing his dagger. The man grabbed his hand as he thrust his dagger and slapped him so hard across the face it knocked him to the floor. He noticed the man had taken his dagger away from him as well. The bastard was quick.
“It’s you … how did you get in here?” The Dark One offered his hand to William and helped him to his feet. “I come and go as I please, you know that, Willy.”
William gritted his teeth and said nothing. He wanted to live. This was the one man Duke Blackthorn feared. “I thought I was to contact you when things were settled here?” 
The wizard handed William’s dagger back to him. “True, but you also said that Bandara would belong to you by now. I did my part, the Kingdom was ripe for the taking, but I have seen nothing you promised me for all my work.” 
“It is all but mine now. The Abberdonians have invaded and that has to be dealt with before I can take full control.” 
“I take it you have arranged for the Abberdonians to be defeated after they solve your problem?” the wizard asked.
“I have made a deal with King Braklan and the Illairians. If the Abberdonians defeat Cain, Talorn Havalon’s troops will be weakened from the war. On my order Braklan will attack with his allies and destroy Havalon.
“All I have to do is allow the Illairians to extend their border fifty miles into Bandara and the Abberdonian problem is solved.” 
The wizard rested his hands on the two short swords that jutted from his cloak. “You must trust King Braklan, what would stop him from just taking all of Bandara with both armies decimated?” 
“My agents acquired certain information about him that he doesn’t want his Queen to know or his people for that matter.
“What if, by chance, the King and your son win the war?” 
The duke slide his dagger back in to its scabbard. “Well then, so much the better. I won’t need Braklan and I will take care of Cain myself. Talorn is married to the Princess now and he will rule alongside Raygan if Cain dies. Their child will begin the royal line of the Blackthorn family. So you can see, I have been dealing with several situations, but there is no reason for you to worry.”
The Dark One walked into the cell and lifted the girl’s head, he eased it back down and looked at William. “It looks like all your dealing with is your own perversions, Willy, and that causes me to doubt your commitment.”
Arn came down the stairs and into the light. “Arn, kill him, tear him apart.” William yelled pointing at the wizard. He was tired of being afraid of this sorcerer. He didn’t need him any more anyway, he hastily decided he should kill the man now while he had the chance to catch the mage unawares. 
Arn lunged at the smaller man, arms out stretched to strangle the duke’s enemy. The Dark One pulled his twin short swords with practiced speed. The dark steel blades sliced through the air cutting both the hulking executioner’s hands off. The sorcerer twirled the blades in his hands and slammed them back into their scabbards. 
Arn held up his stumps, blood pumping down his huge forearms. The Dark One stepped forward and delivered a sharp punch to the middle of the large man’s chest. The great hulking man made an odd gasping sound. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth and he toppled over. The executioner was dead even before he crashed to the floor. 
“That was very foolish, Willy, and I do believe I take offence to it. Although I see you may at least have balls enough to finish what we have started.” 
Lord Blackthorn had backed himself into the corner of the cell eyes wide and hands trembling. “Finish? Then you’re not going to kill me?” 
The wizard made a sick gurgling attempt at laughter. “Of course not, I expect treachery from the people I work with. You could say it’s almost a requirement of mine.” 
William gazed at the dead executioner. “You didn’t even use sorcery to kill him I have seen Arn fight three men at a time and kill them all, how?” 
“It’s all in the wrist, Willy.” The sorcerer smiled beneath his mask. “You see my good Duke, before I took up the art of sorcery I was a Sidian Assassin. I learned the skill in the city beyond the Black gate as one of the Kabash Sar, the heartless ones. Magic is not my only defense, besides I like to keep in practice when the opportunity arises.” 
William pulled his feet back as the Dark One’s cloak brushed passed him as the wizard walked out of the cell. He had terribly underestimated this man. He was no common spell caster. “Where are you going?” the Bandaran noble asked. 
“I have recently had a setback on another matter. I need to reevaluate a few things. You have things to do too, don’t you?” William nodded his head quickly. “Uh yes, I’m on my way now, pardon me. I will contact you when things here are resolved and I apologize for my attempt on your life.” 
The Dark One brushed his hand at the duke as if he were shooing away a fly. “No need, really it wasn’t my life that was in danger Duke Blackthorn, it was yours.” The duke swallowed and headed up the stair as fast as he could go.
The wizard leaned against the wall of the dungeon, the place smelled of blood, feces, and rotten flesh, and he had caused himself no small amount of pain when he killed the duke’s lackey. He often wondered if the price he had paid for his power had been worth it. No sense thinking about it now, he had made his choice long ago and he had other things to do. He walked over to where the girl hung from the ceiling. He looked over her infected wounds and assessed the damage that had been done to the starving damsel. 
He reached out and lifted her head with his gloved hand. “Now this is no place for a pretty young girl.” He walked over and took the keys to Isabella’s manacles off the dead executioner and unlocked her chains. She weighed nothing, her ribs looked like they were ready to poke through her skin and she was burning up with fever. He carried her out of the cell like she was a baby. “You are safe from that fiend now, my dear, I have a healer at my tower that will take very good care of you.”
***
She thought that things would be better after her new husband and Cain were both gone, but they weren’t. 
Cain had left Duke Blackthorn to run the city in his absence. She thought that she would be the ranking noble and would have at least some control but she was treated little better than the palace servants. The duke had restricted her to her room. She was only allowed in her garden when she was escorted by Royal Guardsmen, and on top of everything else she had been ill. 
She had asked to go into the city but was told it was unsafe. Raygan didn’t believe for one minute the people of Turill would ever harm her. It was her brother that had created all the unrest, not her.
She wanted to see Rhys. She hoped to go out into the city and see if she could find the healer, but there was no way she could leave without the Royal Guard coming along. 
Most of the guard had been called north to aid her brother. Only Captain Hightower and a handful remained to tend to matters here—her, in particular, it seemed. 
No one had been able to find Isabella either. It was as if she had just disappeared. Then again could she believe what Cain had told her? Had he even sent anyone to find the girl? It had been over two months, she was getting very worried about her handmaiden. Isabella was very resourceful but she was just a girl. If anything happened to her, Cain and his cronies would not like the fit she would throw.
She gazed out her window into the garden, it was so warm. It would not be that way much longer, summer would be ending soon. The war would be in full swing by now and it must not be going well if Cain had to send for his Royal Guard. She wondered how Cain liked being a warrior King now. King Havalon and his sons were well known for their battle prowess. She remembered the Abberdonians had started a brief border war against Bandara when she was ten years old and everyone had said how fierce King Havalon’s sons had fought. 
The war made Raygan unhappy. She had to hope Cain defeated King Havalon for her people’s sake. The truth was it didn’t matter for her if Cain won or lost. Her Bandara was gone. 
Raygan’s door opened and Duke Blackthorn walked in, unannounced as always. “I would like to have a word or two with you Highness.” She could hear the venom in his voice. Something had made him angry, she would have to tread very carefully. 
“Of course Duke Blackthorn, what can I do for you?” He walked towards her, she backed away from him out of instinct. “You’re my daughter-in-law now, no need to be so formal. You may call me William when we’re alone.” 
He almost stalked around her room and he was looking at her in a very strange way. “Thank you, your grace, but I like to show respect for my elders.” Raygan was a master of the veiled insult and she could tell her father-in-law had caught her jab. His jaw tightened and he clenched his fists. Maybe insulting him wasn’t such a good idea.
“I heard you had been sick, my dear, I thought I would come and check on you.” 
“It was nothing, most likely something I ate. There is no cause for worry, but I do thank you for checking on me.” Raygan said with a flip of her hand.
The duke picked up one of the silver goblets off her dining table and was admiring it. “I was hoping the sickness meant you were with child. You know it would be of great joy for me, and I know Talorn would be thrilled.” 
Raygan had to hide her shock, she hadn’t even thought her queasy stomach had anything to do with a child. Her cool demeanor fled her like a runaway horse. “I don’t think that is possible, Talorn rode north right after we were wed.” 
He sat the goblet down on her table next to its twin and came closer. “You had your wedding night, that is all it would take girl. I will have Selmac examine you tomorrow. With Talorn and the King both engaged in the war an heir to the throne would not be unwelcome. In fact, it is a necessity.” 
A nervous smile spread across the face of the Princess. “I don’t think I need to be checked, if I was with child I think I would know, and if I need to be examined I have my own healer.” 
“I don’t care what you think or what you know and I don’t think your physician will be available,” the duke snapped. “Selmac will be here in the morning to find out for sure. We need another male heir, and if Talorn hasn’t put one in you womb I might just have a go at it myself.” 
Raygan was speechless. “Yes, my dear, it does not matter whose seed gets me an heir—mine or my son’s, as long as it’s a Blackthorn. Perhaps I will pay you a visit tonight. How does that sound?” He gave her a lewd look up and down turned and walked out. 
Raygan could tell he was not jesting if he wanted to rape her there was no one to stop him. Obviously, he didn’t fear his son or the King. Did he think Cain and Talorn would be killed? Was the war going so badly he thought Talorn would not return to avenge her if he assaulted her?” 
If they were to die, any child she had would be heir to the throne after her. When the baby was born, her life would not be worth much to the duke. William could have her killed and would rule Bandara as her child’s regent. Maybe that was what he had been planning all along? She had to get out of the palace as soon as she could. There were no options now, she would leave after dark. She just had to hope God would watch over her.
***
The children were finally all asleep and Rhys was full from another fine meal cooked by Nick Nock. The cook had been a fine addition to the household. 
The little group was quite a handful. Rhys didn’t know how Endra did it, he was exhausted. He hoped that she and the others returned soon, summer was almost over and they had been gone over two months give or take. He didn’t mind watching the children but he knew the little ones were starting to miss their mother.
 It was nice to be back in his home. It wasn’t much but he had worked on it diligently. He had set it up just the way he wanted to treat his patients efficiently. He had never planned on warriors and children living with him. He had to admit though, he enjoyed the company.
Rhys knew it was dangerous to be home, but the King and most of the Royal Guardsmen were in the north. He could breathe a little easier. He hoped the King had forgotten all about him. 
It still bothered him that he didn’t know the real reason he had been pursued by the crown, but he would just have to let it go for now. Maybe when K’xarr got back he could try to find out something for him. At least no one had come looking for him and he could see to his patients without the fear of being arrested.
The city guard had problems of their own, he didn’t think they had time to worry about him either. Rhys patients had told him that there had been a few small riots on the south side of the city because of the new taxes. The market as well had become unruly with all the merchants protesting the huge tax increases. 
The city guards were shorthanded and very busy trying to keep the city under control now that the King and almost all the Royal Guard were gone. They were overwhelmed by the number of disturbances throughout the city. While he was setting a man’s broken arm earlier in the week, Rhys was told there were many people still claiming the Princess was the rightful heir and should be ruling instead of Cain. Some citizens even stood outside the palace and shouted at the guards demanding to see her. It was said that Duke Blackthorn had them arrested. Rhys sighed; the beautiful city had changed a lot since he came here.
At least for now he felt safe in his home. It also helped his peace of mind to have Rufio and Vandarus sitting in the back room. The two warriors had been invaluable to him since they had returned to Turill, both were savvy in helping him sneak around the city to see his patients. 
They had tried to help him with Endra’s children, but the little ones only seemed content when he was with them. The warriors weren’t very understanding when it came to the children, though they did their best. Rufio and Vandarus were not much good at looking after children.
 Endra’s little brood was quite trying. They were at their worst at bath time. They had not bathed regularly when they had been on the run from the Church and now it was a task to clean them, but Rhys refused to allow them to be unsanitary. He was dead set on keeping them healthy, even though he had not so much as seen one of them with a runny nose. The healer insisted on cleanliness. It was a trial, but he was managing to get it done. The little girl had been the worst. He didn’t even want to think about Tressa and her menagerie of dead pets. They had a terrible time getting the carcasses away from her and the odor of the filthy things still lingered in the children’s room.
He was ready for their mother to return, he also knew his two bodyguards had been expecting their friends to have returned by now. Rhys could tell they were starting to worry. Rhys had told Rufio and Vandarus that there was no set time on how long it took to rescue a friend from an evil wizard so they should just be patient. They had seemed content with that evaluation.
He was about to get ready for bed when a knock came at the door. Rhys didn’t get the door all the way open when the small Princess burst in and threw herself into his arms. “Thank God you’re here, Rhys, I need you, Isabella is gone and I have no one I can turn to.” 
He held her close he could feel her shapely form under her thin cloak, he liked the sensation. The healer held her just a little longer than he should, but finally he gently pushed her back. “Your Highness, uh … I heard you were married. I don’t think you should be here, it’s unseemly. Besides, it could cause us both a great deal of trouble.” 
“I sorry I couldn’t tell you about the wedding. I didn’t really know about it myself, the whole thing was orchestrated by my brother and not with my consent. My God, Rhys, what happened to your hair?” Rhys looked at her, embarrassed. “It’s a long story.” The Princess touched it with her hand but said no more about the odd color of the healer’s hair.
“It was no longer safe for me at the palace and I had nowhere else to go. I waited until nightfall and cloaked myself. I asked through the streets until I found someone that knew where you lived. I had to get out of there, Rhys. I was so scared, you might be the only man I trust in this whole city.”
Rufio and Vandarus came in from the back room, swords in hand. Rhys could see it startled the Princess and she instinctively clung to him for protection. “It’s alright, Highness, they are friends.” 
Vandarus slowly lower his sword and knelt on the wooden floor. “Your Highnesses, forgive my rudeness for having a bare blade in your presence.” 
She shook her head. “If you’re a friend of Rhys’s, then there is nothing to forgive. Do I know you?”
“No, Highness,, but I saw you once when you were young in a parade with your father. Your beauty has only grown since then, Highness.”
“Well, that’s a lovely compliment. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” The Princess looked at her healer. 
Rhys cleared his throat. “Let me introduce Vandarus and Rufio, Highness, they are here as … well my bodyguards so to speak.” 
Raygan motioned with her hand for Vandarus to rise, which he quickly did. “I am very pleased to meet you both. I hope you can forgive me, but I must speak with Rhys privately.” 
Vandarus nodded and started for the back room. Rufio didn’t move. “Your Highness, last time Rhys went to the palace and asked about your handmaiden he was almost killed by the Royal Guard. Are you sure you’re not going to bring the weight of the crown down on us just by being here? What I mean, Highness, is if what I overheard is true they know you have a connection to Rhys, they may come here looking for you. Were you followed?” 
Raygan dropped her eyes to the floor. “I hadn’t thought about that. I don’t know if I was followed or not. It’s possible my brother’s servants spy on me constantly. How could I be so foolish?”
“This will be one of the first places they will look, Highness, we need to leave. Vandarus wake Nick Nock and the children and let’s get out of here,” Rufio ordered. 
Rhys took the small woman by the shoulders. “I know a place we can go where they wouldn’t look for us. It’s not the palace, but it should be safe. Highness, I sorry I know you came here to hide, but we’re going to need to take you elsewhere.” 
“Whatever you think is best, I trust your judgment. I’m sorry for coming and causing you trouble, that was the last thing I meant to do.” 
Vandarus rousted the cook and the sleepy children and brought them out into the front room. Rhys grabbed his bag of instruments and herbs when a knock came at the door. 
“Open up, in the name of the King.” 
“Take the Princess and the children out the back Rhys. Vandarus and I will hold off the guard,” Rufio quietly commanded. 
“I can’t leave you here,” Rhys said. He picked up an iron poker from the fire place ready to stand his ground.
Rufio grabbed his arm. “Take them and go. Go now.” 
Rhys shook his head. “No, Rufio, I can’t let you and Vandarus die for me.” 
“K’xarr told me if I let anything happen to you he would have my hide, now go, this is our duty. Besides I think the Princess would like you to save her. Unless you want to stay here and see her dragged back the palace and explain to the guard why the Princess was here in the first place.” 
Rhys nodded and clutched Rufio’s shoulder then he and Nick herded the Princess and the children to the back. 
The two men drew their swords as the door crashed in. The first two members of the guard went down not expecting to find fighting men in the house of a healer. Rufio pulled his bloody Dragitan short sword out of the city guardsman and turned to take on the next. “Here they come, Vandarus, hold the line, death or glory.” 
Rhys gave one look back and followed Raygan, Nick Nock, and the children out a window in the back of the house. He hated to leave Rufio and Vandarus behind, he had grown close to both men over the last couple of months, there was just nothing else he could do. The city watch had men coming around the back of the house, but they didn’t see the little group. Rhys picked Payton up and Nick Nock grabbed Vinsant and he instructed Raygan to carry Tressa. They ran as fast as they could with Rhys leading the way. As they turned down an alley, they heard the first crash of thunder.
It had been lucky for them the doorway to the healer’s home was narrow and it was the city watch not the Royal Guard that came looking for the Princess, but Rufio knew that they had just about run out of luck. The wooden floor was slick with blood and five of the city watch lay in the doorway dead or dying. It didn’t matter, there were more to take their place outside. Sooner or later, it would be the watchmen who got lucky. 
“Well, my friend, I bet you didn’t ever think you would die defending your Princess, did you?” Vandarus parried a spear thrust from one of the city watch trying to get inside. 
Vandarus grinned at his friend. “No, I didn’t, it’s not such bad way—good cause and all.” 
Rufio sighed. “I would have preferred a battlefield myself, but this will do.” A spear thrust came through the door at Vandarus’s head he blocked it, but he did not see the one that came in low that pierced his calf. 
“Bastard.” Rufio drove his short sword into the man’s groin, slicing through the big tendon there. As he pulled his sword back, a crossbow bolt streaked through the doorway and stuck him high in the chest, spinning him to the floor. Vandarus limped back and helped his friend to his feet. It only took that long for the enemy to get through the doorway. 
Together they stood facing the watchmen. Both were wounded and ready to die with their bloody swords in hand. There was no way out now. Three of them were in the room now and they could see more of the watchmen out on the porch. 
The rain grew heavy and lighting flashed when they heard the first scream. The head of a guardsman standing in the doorway exploded in a shower of gore. Rufio and Vandarus hobbled back as two heads rolled into the room from the front porch. The three already inside the house turned in time to see death come into the room. 
Rufio’s mouth dropped open unprepared for what he saw. The man who came into the room was shirtless and wet from the rain; long black hair clung to his face. That was all the Dragitan could tell before the man moved. 
Rufio could not help but doubt what he witnessed. He looked on as the watchmen died before his eyes. Two went down without their heads and the other with only one leg and one hand. Rhys’s front room, as well as the man that stood before them, was splattered with blood. The newcomer raised his head. “Kian?” Rufio started towards him, but abruptly stopped. A low growl came from deep in the Half Elf’s chest, and his eyes were dilated so big they looked like black marbles. 
Vandarus pull his friend back and they both raised their swords. Kian took a battle stance, both his bloody hands gripping the hilt of the most menacing sword the two men had ever seen. 
Its gray and black blade seemed to swirl like angry storm clouds when flashes from the storm’s lighting reflected off its strange metal. The sword filled the two men with dread, both would rather be facing an army of the city’s watchmen than the thing that stood before them now. 
A female voice cut through the rain and thunder. “Kian. No, stop, it’s Rufio and Vandarus, they are your friends, ease yourself, my love.” He lowered his blade as Endra walked into the room. 
“I have never been so glad to see anyone in my life,” Vandarus said. “What in the hell happened to him?” Rufio asked as he put his sword away. 
Endra looked around the small house “It’s a long story. K’xarr can tell you when he gets in here, first we need to get Rhys to look at your wounds. Where is he and where are my children?” Rufio eased himself into a chair. “He went out the back when the watch came. He took the Princess, our cook, and the children with him. I don’t know if the watch had men out back or not.” 
“Kian, see if you can find the children and Rhys, I will be right behind you. “ The two wounded men watched as Kian went out the back window with inhuman speed. “By all the Gods above and below, Endra, what was that?” 
She looked at Rufio and he could see in her eyes he had angered her. “It’s Kian,” she said hotter than she intended. “I told you something happened to him, now rest and bind your wounds as best as you can. We will be back for you after we find the children and Rhys.” She started to leave then turned back. “Did you say he had a Princess and a cook with him?”
***
The rain was pouring down when she walked out. K’xarr and Cromwell stood waiting. “Where is Ansel?” 
“Around back. Where’s Kian?”
“I sent him after Rhys and the children. Rufio said he has the Princess of Bandara with him and some cook as well.” Thunder crashed as the storm grew worse. 
K’xarr rubbed the back of his neck. “You think that was a good idea? He’s crazy, Endra, you should keep him close, we are in a city now.” 
“He’s not crazy, damn it, he is just confused and scared.” 
K’xarr started walking to the rear of the house. Cromwell and Endra fell in step behind him. “I’m not going to argue with you right now, Endra. You think he’s scared? He looked at me the other night with those damn cat eyes and I almost shat myself. His mind is gone and after what that wizard did to him, he is the most dangerous man I have ever seen.” 
Endra put her head down and said no more. K’xarr was right in a way. Kian had been very menacing on the trip back from the Adorn Forest, but he had not hurt any of them. Rhys was her only hope, the healer might be the only one who could help him now. “K’xarr, you’re right. I shouldn’t have let Kian go alone, we should find him quickly.”
They found Kian standing in the doorway of an old stable, nine of the city watch lay in a circle at his feet killed by his deadly blade. K’xarr motioned to Endra, she walked towards him slowly. “Did you find them?” Kian looked up to the ceiling of the stable, there was a hay loft. 
“Children, it’s me, Rhys, it’s Endra.” 
The healer’s head poked out of the hole where a wooden ladder disappeared into the loft. “Is it safe to come down now? The watchmen had us trapped in here. Then some kind of devil came in and killed them all.” 
Endra put her arm around Kian and laid her head on his shoulder. “Yes, come down everything’s fine.” Kian turn his head slightly and looked at her then tilted his head so it touched hers ever so slightly. Endra was glad for the rain. No one could see the tears that ran down her face.





Chapter 16 


They had went back and retrieved Rufio and Vandarus from Rhys’s house. The rain had washed most of the blood off the two wounded men as they made their way to the abandoned stable. 
K’xarr and Cromwell stacked the bodies of the watchmen Kian had killed in one of the empty horse stalls. Rhys assured them the stable was safe. He had used it before when he had hidden from the Royal Guard.
K’xarr decided everyone should wait out the storm in the stable, the rain was coming down so hard no one had argued with his decision. The thunder and lightning was so fierce it sounded as if the Gods of War were doing battle right above the city. 
Rhys had tended to both of the wounded men. Their wounds were bad but not life-threatening. Now they were resting comfortably in a stall filled with fresh hay. The stable had been built well, there were very few leaks in its roof so the dusty floor stayed generally dry. It was a good place to hold up for now. 
K’xarr had told Kian to stand guard at the door. He was still mindful of the Half Elf. Kian’s intentions were still unknown to them, and K’xarr was not sure if he even wanted to know what was in the half-breed’s mind. 
The rest of the group besides the wounded men stood in a circle talking and trying to dry off as best they could, everyone that was but Ansel. He stood apart from the others in the back of the building, lurking like a red-headed assassin. 
“Is there anything you can do for him, Rhys?” K’xarr asked. “He hasn’t even spoken since we found him. A kind of madness has taken hold of him. Sometimes it’s as if he doesn’t even know us. I hate to think what might be going through his head.” 
Rhys scratched his head. “From what you told me this Dark One used some kind of magic on him. I would have to know what was done before I could even start to treat him. I have never even heard of anything like this before. I don’t know anything about magic, so whatever I try I would just be guessing. I might do more harm than good. I’m not a wizard, K’xarr, just a simple healer.”
As he spoke he saw Raygan wonder away from the group towards the back of the stable. She seemed to have no interest in what the others were discussing. 
“There is one thing I can try but it’s dangerous.” 
“He has been through a lot, Rhys. I don’t know how much more he could handle,” Endra said. 
“It’s not a danger to him it’s dangerous for me. I will have to reach into his mind and see what happened to him, his memories will tell me what I need to know.” 
“Can you do that?” Endra asked, skeptical. 
“I have no Idea. I have never actually tried it before, but I was instructed in the process by the old woman who trained me. I warn you, Kian, must cooperate with me or it won’t work at all. I can’t invade a mind, only join with a willing one. You may be the only one able to get him to consent to the procedure, Endra. If he does, I will take him into the loft and see what I can find out. ” 
“Of course, I will help anyway I can,” Endra said.
“Good. I have only one question. Do you think it’s safe for me to be alone with him?” 
“Rhys.” 
“I don’t want to be eaten during the process.” 
Endra scowled at the healer. “I don’t think he would try to eat you, Rhys.” 
The physician raised his eyebrows. “That’s my problem, Endra; you don’t “think” he would do it.”
Endra just shook her head. “He might try and eat you, Rhys.” Cromwell blurted out. “I saw him run a deer down and kill it on the way back from the forest, and I know you’re not that fast.” 
Endra slapped the Toran’s chest with the back of her hand. “I told you not to say anything about that.” 
K’xarr nodded, ignoring his two companions. “It’s up to you Rhys. Do you feel up to it?” 
“I promised to help anyone I could when I became a healer and I like Kian. I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t at least make an attempt. So, yes, let’s do it.” 
Endra went and got Kian from the front of the stable. She led him by the hand over to Rhys. “You need to go with him, Kian. Rhys is going to try and help you, he is a very good healer, remember? Don’t harm him, nothing he’s going to do will hurt you.” 
Kian looked at the healer as if he was straining to remember. Rhys started up the ladder into the loft. Kian followed, looking back over his shoulder at Endra. The two disappear into the top of the stable. 
“I hope he can do something,” Endra whispered as she stepped onto the ladder. 
K’xarr stepped over close to the woman. “If he can’t, I don’t know what we are going to do with him.” 
It was obvious the man was trying to avoid her. Raygan knew who he was when he walked in with the others. Did he really think she wouldn’t recognize him, even with those silly clothes and that awful beard? 
He stood stock still as she approached. She tried to remember how long it had been since she had seen him. “Are you trying to hide from me, Ansellus?” 
“I was hoping you wouldn’t recognize me, Highness. I wanted to clean up a little before I revealed my presence to you, and frankly I didn’t know if you would even remember me.” 
“How could I not remember the man who helped me pick out my first pony and taught me to ride?” She hugged the big man around his waist and he stroked her hair. A tear ran down into his thick red beard. 
“I thought you left Bandara forever after you and father had that fight?” 
“I did for a while, but I could not stay away for too long. I came back a few years ago and have been staying up near the Adorn Forest. Living like a commoner and pouting like a fool. My pride wouldn’t let me come back. Now it’s too late to make amends with your father.” 
“He always loved you, Ansellus, he would have forgiven you in an instant. He was troubled for a long time after you left. My father was just not a warrior and he didn’t understand your ways or how you military men think. He never understood the violence in men’s hearts.” 
Ansellus nodded his agreement. “Your father was a kind and gentle man. I wish I didn’t have my family’s hot temper. Things might have been different if I would have listened to your father. I just had to have my way.” Ansellus stepped back holding the Princess by her shoulders. “Let’s not talk about past regrets. Tell me what has happened since your father’s death, is Cain doing well as King?” 
“Oh, Ansellus, you have no idea what has happened. It has been a nightmare for me.” 
“Tell me and start from the beginning.”
“Father got sick and I had been taking care of him.” She stopped and looked around. “Let’s find a place to sit, this might take a while.”
K’xarr was staring out the stable door into the pouring rain when Cromwell walked up. “Seems we are sharing the stable with royalty, how do you like that? Did you ever think we would get within spitting distance of a Princess?” 
K’xarr looked back over his shoulder where Ansel and Raygan sat talking. “She and Ansel seem awfully friendly. She acts like she knows him, don’t you think?” 
Cromwell studied the two for a moment. “I would say yes. Princesses like her don’t usually sit down and start talking to strangers, especially ones that are wearing kilts.” 
K’xarr looked at his friend, “When did you become versed in what Princesses do and do not do?” 
Cromwell shrugged. 
K’xarr glanced at the stall that held the two wounded men. “Do you know who that is with the skillet?” 
Cromwell looked over where Rufio and Vandarus rested. A young man had brought the two some water and was talking quietly with them. “You mean the beefy one?” 
K’xarr sighed. “Yes, the beefy one, do you see anyone else in here with a skillet?”
Cromwell looked around. “No, I don’t.” 
K’xarr hit his head with the palm of his hand. “Do you know who he is?” 
“Rhys said that Vandarus recruited him to be our cook. His name is Nock or something,” Cromwell said rubbing his head.
K’xarr looked at the young man sitting quietly in the stall. “So we have a cook. I will take that up with Vandarus later.”
The Toran leaned against the wall and folded his arms across his chest. “What are we going to do now K’xarr? Our plans have seemed to have gone straight into the black pit of hell.” 
K’xarr continued to watch the rain. “I know Kian is crazy and I’m sure Endra will not agree to leave him. Rufio and Vandarus are wounded and Rhys is tied up with this damn Princess somehow. Things were much simpler when it was just you and me, my friend.” 
“They were simpler, but not as exciting,” Cromwell said with a half grin. 
K’xarr pulled his sword out and began to look it over. The rain had washed it clean but he would have to oil it before the rust set in. “That is true enough, I don’t know if exciting is the word I would use though. I thought that maybe we should just ride out on our own and leave the others. At least get out of Turill. If we stay here I think things are going to get bloody and I hate to spill blood for free. We seem to just keep getting in deeper and deeper Cromwell. We’ve angered a wizard, the city watch wants our heads, and we’re trapped in a barn with a runaway Princess.” 
Cromwell chuckled. “Maybe we should see if the Princess needs some help? I wouldn’t mind helping her at all. She must be rich and did you see the way her hips move when she walks?” 
“Leave her alone. I doubt she likes Torans and besides if you bedded her, you would most likely kill that young girl, but you might be right about her needing a couple of extra swords though. It seems like there has been a little trouble in the palace, and like you said she has to have some coin.”
K’xarr stopped and thought a moment. “Cromwell, you’re a genius. I bet she just might need an escort out of town or a few bodyguards. That might make us a little coin. Then we can ride up and see if this King Cain needs a couple of good men. The others can stay here if they want or go with us, it doesn’t matter, by the Gods, we might make a little gold yet.” 
Cromwell puffed out his huge chest. “See Torans are not just mighty warriors, we are thinking men as well.” K’xarr laughed harder than he had in a long time.
Ansellus looked at the little Princess. “If your father said you were to rule then it matters not what anyone else says and that includes William Blackthorn and your brother. Aaron was King, sick or not, his word was law. By right you are the Queen of Bandara.” 
He knelt down before her. “If you would have a self-exiled old man, I will swear my allegiance to you and see that you get your birthright if it’s with in my power. It’s the least I could do after leaving your father’s service and allowing Bandara to come to this sorry state.” 
Raygan was very moved by the old general’s gallant gesture. It had been a long time since anyone had treated her like royalty. “Of course. I am honored. I would consider myself lucky to have a man like you serving me, Ansellus. I don’t know about reclaiming throne though. I just don’t see any way it can be accomplished.” 
The old general looked up at the Princess. “Let me worry about that, Highness.” 
Raygan felt much better now. She didn’t think she would ever be Queen, but it was nice to imagine. If Ansellus wanted to play at restoring her to her rightful station then she would go along.
The old general stood back up, he hoped the Princess didn’t hear his knees pop. “I did warn your father about Havalon, that old villain has always wanted Bandara. The Abberdonians can wait though. First, we have to put you in power.” 
K’xarr and Cromwell walked over to where the older man was talking to the Princess. “Is he giving you a hard time Princess?” K’xarr asked. 
“No, no, we are old friends.” Ansel cleared his throat “They don’t know about my old life, Highness.” 
He faced K’xarr and Cromwell. “I used to serve Princess Raygan’s father.” 
Raygan giggled. “He was once the general of the Bandaran army. Ansellus you make it sound like you were a washer woman.” 
Ansel looked sheepishly at K’xarr. “I guess I forgot to mention that.” 
Raygan stepped up beside the former general. “He didn’t tell you who he was?” 
“No, Your Highness, he said his name was Ansel and he was a woodsman. He took us into the Adorn to find our friend,” K’xarr said with a look of irritation. 
The Princess smiled. “Let me introduce you then, this is Ansellus Fox, former Lord of northern Bandara. I don’t believe we have been formally introduced either. I am Princess Raygan Albana Blackthorn, and you sir?”
“I’m K’xarr Strom and this big fellow is Cromwell Blood, the woman over there with the children is Endra Korlest. I think you know Rhys and the man up in the loft with him is Kian.” 
“Yes, I know Rhys very well, and I have already met Rufio and Vandarus. I’m so glad that all of you are going to help me.” 
K’xarr’s frowned. “I never said I was going to help you, Highness, but we can talk about that and come to some kind of arrangement. I’m sure we could see you out of town safely, if that’s what you wish, of course?” 
Raygan’s smile fled her face. “Ansellus pledged to help me and you being his men are required to assist me and I have no plans to leave Turill. Ansellus wants to put me on the throne like my father intended.” 
“Ansel or Ansellus is my man, unless he forgot he joined my mercenary band. It is I who command him, so if you want any kind of help from him you can ask me. You may be his Princess, but you’re not mine and aside from Vandarus none of the rest of us are Bandaran subjects … Highness.” 
Raygan was aghast; this man had no right to talk to her that way. “Ansellus is a Bandaran noble and I relieve him of any obligation to you.” 
K’xarr just laughed at the diminutive woman’s haughtiness. 
Raygan stomped her foot. Did this K’xarr think he was going to command her? He was just a mere savage as were his men and they travelled with a Half Elf. She had tried to overlook that fact for Rhys’s sake. Just harboring one of those abominations was unthinkable to her. Bishop Lyfair would be terribly upset if he knew she was even in the same building as one of those creatures.
“Highness, I don’t think you have the power to relieve any one of anything, else you wouldn’t be in this stable smelling of hay and horse shit.” K’xarr said smugly.
“How dare you use that kind of language in front of a Princess?”
 “At least I do not cavort with inhuman monstrosities,” the Princess fired back. 
“What the hell did she say?” Endra questioned from across the stable. K’xarr held his hand out to the female fighter commanding her to stay where she was.
Ansellus stepped forward. “K’xarr, it was I who lied to you, don’t take it out on her. This is just a minor misunderstanding.” 
“Easy there, Ansel,” Cromwell said. “I would take care on what you are about to say.” 
Ansellus nodded. “I’m just saying let’s talk, I will explain things to the Princess and we can work all this out without any hard feelings. 
“Don’t talk like I am not standing right here, Ansellus, and I don’t think I need anything explained to me. Maybe your friend K’xarr needs some things explained to him. I am a Princess of Bandara and…” K’xarr and Cromwell turned and walked back to the doorway of the stable before she could finish. 
“How dare they turn their backs to me. Ansellus, do something. I will not tolerate this kind of behavior.”
The old general sighed. “Highness, you will need them. I might remind you from what you told me you have no power and are in fear of your own life. Don’t you think you should excuse their lack of civility, at least for now? We need all the friends we can get, especially ones that know how to handle a sword.” 
“I think they are rude and uncultured savages, but you may be right, if you say we need them then so be it, but some decorum and protocol must be maintained. They need to be reminded I’m a Princess.” 
“Of course, Your Highness, I had forgotten how important proper etiquette is to you. Let me think on things a while and see what I can come up with. K’xarr and his men can be a help to us. We have very few choices, Highness, you said so yourself.” 
Raygan smiled at Ansellus. “I know you will find a way to fix things and I will try to stay out of the way. You will just have to pardon me, Ansellus. I have been told I can be a little hard to deal with sometimes.” 
“You? Never, Highness, never,” Ansellus said with a straight face.
Endra was trying to dry the children’s clothing as best she could while they sat wrapped up in horse blankets. She was afraid they would get a chill from the cool rain. They all saw Rhys come down from the loft; the healer was pale and was shaking his head. Endra went straight to him. K’xarr and Cromwell drifted over to join the healer as well. 
“You know what happened to him then?” K’xarr asked. 
“I know what I saw in his mind. Siro and that wizard, the Dark One, somehow managed to splice Kian and a great black panther together. Well that’s not right either, I guess they merged the panther’s sprit or essence with him. Oh hell, I’m not sure, whatever the case I think they intended on controlling him. Apparently that failed to work the way they intended.
 Endra wrapped her arms around herself not wanting to hear anymore, but she had to know.
Rhys continued, “There’s more, Siro is a very skilled vivisectionist, they opened him up and cut out his heart. They replaced it with another. I believe it was some kind of animal, but I can’t be sure. I am truly surprised he even survived the process. I have never witnessed anything so abominable.” 
Cromwell frowned. “How could he live through having his heart cut out?” 
Rhys raised his eye brows and shrugged. “That I don’t know, magic I guess. They used it to keep him awake through the entire process. It was quite horrible to witness.” 
Endra could see Cromwell and K’xarr’s anger growing with every detail Rhys revealed to them. If they ever came across the wizard and Siro, the two warriors would kill them, as would she.
Rhys went on. “The worst of it is they also broke his mind. What terrors they put in his head I could not find out. He buried them too deep for me to see and frankly I don’t want to know. I was afraid to delve too far into the nightmares they used to rip apart his mind. 
“I tried to repair what I could. Like I said I have never done this before. I have no idea if I helped or not. I just did the best I could. He was sleeping when I came down we will just have to wait to see how he is when he wakes.” 
“Thank you, Rhys, I know you did all you could.” K’xarr patted the healer on the back. He and Cromwell walked away talking quietly to themselves. 
Rhys turned to Endra. “It was the thought of you that protected what little sanity he managed to save. He loves you a great deal, even now through all the murk and muck in his head it’s there.” 
Endra hugged the healer. “Thank you for all you have done, if you ever have any need of me all you have to do is ask. May I go see him?” 
“Yes, I just don’t know how he will respond after I tampered with his mind. Like I told K’xarr, I have never attempted to heal a mind or even enter one for that matter. I was like a carpenter trying to build a house blindfolded. This is not my field of expertise, Endra. I don’t feel comfortable in another person’s head. I also know nothing about how magic works or its properties. All we can do is see what comes of my guesswork.” 
Endra gave him a weak smile. “If he could I’m sure he would thank you just for trying to help him.” Rhys nodded to her and he walk back to rejoin the Princess. Endra headed for the loft.
When her head poked up through the floor of the loft she could see Kian was awake and standing at the small door of the barn’s second floor where hay is pulled up into the loft. He was quietly watching the rain fall. 
“Kian, can I come up?” The only light in the loft was from a small lantern. Endra paused as Kian turned toward her. She could see the light reflecting off his eyes like an animal making them shine in the gloom. As he walked across the loft, Endra saw every muscle move beneath his skin with a preternatural strength and grace. Endra could only stare in astonishment.
“Aren’t you afraid of me?” 
He was talking again, thank all the Gods, she thought. “Don’t be foolish. Do you remember anything?” She asked climbing on into the loft.
The anguish on his face answered her question even before he spoke. “I remember it all. Whatever Rhys has done cleared my mind.” 
She went to him, threw her arms around him, and held him as tight as she could. She felt him twist his fingers into her hair with one hand, the other pressed against the small of her back pulling her closer to him. His body was hard as iron. 
“I’m so happy you came back to me, Kian. I thought I had lost you forever.” She started to kiss him, but he pushed her back and turned away from her. 
“Kian, didn’t come back, only this thing has returned. Can you truly love a monster, Endra? Before at least I knew what I was, now there is not even a name, for what am I? I hold you to nothing that we spoke about before.” 
Endra walked up behind Kian and put her arms around him. She gently laid her chin on his shoulder. “You are Kian Cardan, the man I love and nothing less. Has what’s happened to you changed your feelings for me?” 
He reached down and pulled her hand to his lips and kissed it. “You are a wonderful woman and I love you, but think what it will be like to stay with me. My mind is not … as it should be. I think if Rhys is not around to tend it, I might go mad again.” 
Endra turned him around so he was facing her. “Then I will reach in to your madness and bring you back to me. I promise I will never leave you, Kian, no matter what happens.” 
He kissed her and gave her a feeble smile causing his small fangs to show. 
Kian’s eyes moved left and right quickly then he looked into Endra’s eyes. “We should go down; K’xarr is telling Cromwell he is getting worried and that it’s too quiet up here.”
Endra gave him a disbelieving look. “How do you know what K’xarr is talking about down there?” 
“I can hear him.”
Kian stood apart from the others while they talked, he could see he made them uncomfortable, especially the Princess. She acted as if he was going to pounce on her at any moment. So he stayed quiet and away from their discussion. 
Endra kept motioning for him to join the conversation but he knew it would go better if he stayed out of it. Besides he needed to focus on fighting the instincts that were inside him now. Rhys had caged them but the monster inside him strained at the bars of that cage. 
He could tell how happy they all were to see he had regained his faculties, but they didn’t know the madness lay just below the surface ready to overwhelm him like an ocean wave and to cast him once again on the shores of insanity. 
He silently slid out the door of the stable. Endra was the only one who even noticed he was leaving; he motioned to her that everything was okay and he walked out into the night. It was a couple of hours before dawn and darkness still held on to the city. The night no longer hid anything from him. He could see things as clearly as if he stood in the light of day.
He could hear the last of the rain water dripping from the roofs of all the buildings around him. He would have to come to terms with his heightened senses, they were troubling but he could see they could also be very useful. 
The last of the storm was heading to the south. He watched the distant lightning crack across the sky, the cool wet air felt good, it had been humid in the stable. He felt much better outside.
The footfalls were muted by the wet ground, but he heard them before the woman came around the corner of the stable. She was dressed in a black robe. Her hair was a deep red, it fell unbound down past her shoulders and she left enough of the robe open to show her ample cleavage. She was an exquisite beauty, even with the look of surprise on her face when she nearly walked into the point of his sword. 
Kian saw the fear in her eyes and something inside him liked it. “There is no reason to harm me, swordsman, I’m not your enemy. I have come to try and help you.” 
Kian could smell her. Besides a hint of cinnamon, he could smell an unnatural sent. He had smelled it before in the Dark One’s tower … magic. 
“I need no help from a sorceress,” he growled. 
“Very well then, will you accept help from a friend?” 
Kian looked at the beautiful red head she seemed believable but he couldn’t take the chance. “I will heed my own council, woman. Perhaps you are a friend, but I don’t know you and for now I think I will keep it that way.”
“At least let me tell you about the sword you took from the tower. It’s a very dangerous weapon.” 
He had almost forgotten the strange sword he had found in the tower. He was curious about it. What could it hurt to find out about the unusual blade?
“First your name, so if you lie to me I know who it is I will hunt down.” 
“I’m called Scarlett and you are right, I am a spell caster.” 
“I already know that, witch, say what you came to say. I have no time for magic or those who wield it.” 
An ironic smile came to her beautiful face. Kian found it hard to stay on guard, he lowered his sword. Her smile became one of genuine happiness, making her truly radiant. He knew he couldn’t harm her now and he could see she knew it too. 
“You have a right to hate magic I know what happened to you but Kian you should make peace with magic, now it is part of who you are. You are an enchanted creature, swordsman. ” Kian lowered his head with a look of misery. 
“I didn’t mean that in an unkind way. You are unique; one of a kind, Kian, in the entire world there is no one like you. You must understand that.” 
He shook his head. “You think that makes me happy? I’m little more than a monster now, a freak. I cannot even pretend to be human anymore.” 
The witch put her hands on her hips. “You are what you make yourself. So you can be just a monster or you could be much, much more. Your actions will make you what you are, not a madman’s sorcery. You could be a warrior without equal, Kian. Think about what you could do with a sword now. There is a world of people you could help.” 
Kian couldn’t help but feel better when she talked. The red-haired witch sounded like his mother. He could almost believe what she was saying. 
“I must hurry before any of my sisters find out I talked to you, they would not like it. They already think I’m too much of a busybody. 
“First, I should warn you the weapon you now carry was never meant to be in the hands of a mortal. The sword’s name is Malice. You must take great care with it. It may look like a sword but it is much more.” 
Kian looked at the blade. “It is magical then?” 
Scarlett rolled her eyes. “It was forged for a God, so yes it is magical.” She looked over her shoulder as if expecting to see someone. “I must hurry. I will find you again when I can. Just know that some of the events that are happening now are being manipulated. Your friends with the blood didn’t meet by chance, but you, Kian, weren’t part of the plan. Take care of them, you may be the only one who can.” 
“What plan? What are you talking about?” 
“There is no time. I will find you again.” She took a step back and vanished. He could still smell the cinnamon. 
Kian eased himself back through the door. “Were you outside?” K’xarr asked. Kian nodded but said nothing. 
“You should let us know when you go out. I don’t want anything happening to you, now that you have your senses back.”
“As you wish, K’xarr, I just need some air,” Kian said. 
“Let’s go over this one more time,” K’xarr said. 
The man he now knew as Ansellus started again. “It’s going to take me sometime but I can rally the rest of the nobles in Bandara to the Princess’s cause. It won’t be many men, but it’s more than we have now. There are others who owe me favors. I will see if I can collect on those debts, but it’s going to take time, and I don’t know if we have enough of that.” 
“How long are we talking about?” K’xarr asked. 
“It depends on how long Cain can hold on in the north,” Ansellus said scratching his head. “Months, maybe a year. I really don’t know, she needs an army and there isn’t one. If Havalon defeats Cain and takes Turill we will be hard pressed to get him out, as much as I hate to admit it he’s a fine commander. If Cain loses and the Abberdonians attack Turill someone will have to hold on here while I gather the Princess her army.” 
“I guess that someone would be us?” K’xarr said. “Listen, general, you said there is an army of ten thousand camped just a few miles from the city and I have the people you see inside this barn. How can I hold on with that? As of right now we don’t even have anything to hold.” 
“You right, the palace must be first. The men that Blackthorn has are still Bandarans, if we are rid of the duke then I feel I could sway the men of Braxton Bluff to our cause. I know many of them from the past. If they know the Queen is the true heir, I feel sure they will join us,” Ansellus said.”
K’xarr shook his head. “It seems like a remote possibility that we can even secure the palace, there is the city watch and the Princess said there were several of the Royal Guard still inside the palace. That’s just the start of things what about her brother’s army and let’s not forget the Abberdonians?” 
Ansellus folded his arms. “One thing at a time. First we take the palace.” K’xarr took a deep breath. “Look, general, I’m not a patient man and I understand this will take time, but we have nothing to start with but an old general and a young girl and a handful of mercenaries, how can we snatch a Kingdom with that?” 
Raygan put her hand on Ansellus’s arm and stepped forward. “I know we didn’t get off to a very good start, K’xarr, but I hope you will help us and if God sees fit to let me ever come to power in Bandara, I will reward everyone who helped me very handsomely.” 
K’xarr looked at Cromwell, the big man just shrugged. “Okay, I will try to help come up with a plan, but know this: I’m not going to sacrifice my men for nothing and I don’t fight for lost causes.” 
The Princess covered her mouth and seemed to shake off a chill. “I agreed to your terms, K’xarr.” Then she threw up all over the stable floor. “Oh, I am so sorry. I don’t…” Ansellus grabbed her as she fainted.
She came to just as the sun was rising over the city. She lay in a pile of hay in a horse stall, Rhys sitting beside her. “What happened?” 
The healer wiped the sweat from her brow with a wet cloth. “You just fainted, Highness, you are going to be fine.” 
“I’m not sick, am I?” Rhys slowly shook his head. “No, Highness, you’re with child.”
***
Delmar Hide had become commander of the city watch when King Cain took the throne. Everyone had praised him and told him how wonderful a job he would do keeping the city safe. He had proved them right, until last night. Now he waited in the throne room to face Duke Blackthorn’s wrath. 
Captain Hightower was the only other person in the huge room. Delmar thought that the captain of the Royal Guard must have been summoned as well; at least he hoped that was why the captain was there.
The door slammed open from the King’s private study behind the throne. Duke Blackthorn came out with Delmar’s report in his hand. “Commander, I want to know why you didn’t bring the Princess back here after I told you where she could be found.” 
Delmar’s eyes grew large, he had never seen anyone that furious before. “You were right, Your Grace, we found her at the healers, but she had help. Warriors were inside this Rhys Morgan’s home. She escaped from us, but my men are still looking. I won’t rest until she’s found. You have my word on that, Your Grace.” 
“You lost twenty-three men last night and several more are still missing, how did that happen, did she have a company of Asconan Knights with her?” 
“No, my lord, just a handful of fighters, but the men said one was some kind of demon.” 
The duke wadded up the report and threw it at Delmar, hitting him right on the nose. “You are going to tell me that your excuse for losing the Princess is that your men were attack by a demon?” 
“No, my lord, that’s just what some of the men reported.” 
“Get out of my sight, Commander.” Delmar turned on his heel and left the throne room. 
“Captain, how many men do you have left in the city?”
The captain thought for a moment. “Forty-two, my lord.” 
“How many does the city watch number?”
“After last night, maybe one hundred and seventy, give or take.” 
The duke thought for a moment. “You take command of the watch and find the Princess. Use the Royal Guard if need be, but find her.” 
The captain saluted. “It will be done, my lord.” He turned and started out of the throne room. 
“Oh captain,” the duke called out. 
Captain Hightower turned to face Duke Blackthorn again. “Yes, Your Grace?” 
“Please kill Commander Hide’s demon too, if you run across it.” 
Captain Hightower grinned at the duke’s wit. “Gladly, my lord.”
K’xarr had been thinking on what Ansellus had said about taking one thing at a time. He had never led more than a five-man raiding party, but he wasn’t going to tell anyone that. This was his chance to make his mark in the world. He had thought of a scheme, though he had no idea if it would work. He decided he would keep up the front that he knew what he was doing. Motioning the old general over to him, he said, “I have a plan to take the palace but I need a few things.” 
Ansellus looked surprised. “Well, everything I have thought of will get us all killed, so I am willing to listen to whatever you have come up with.” 
K’xarr felt a small wave of pride. His plan would most likely see them killed as well, but he relished the fact a seasoned general was going to listen to his proposed tactics. “Here is what we will need: a few horses.” 
Ansellus stroked his beard. “That should be no problem at all. I would say the ones we rode in on might still be where we left them. What else?” 
“Well, a lot of luck, enough spine to even try this, and Kian. By the way, how much do the people of Bandara like their little Princess?” 
“They have always loved Raygan. Why?” 
K’xarr laid out his plan for the general. Ansellus just looked at the Camiran with wonder. 
“You are a madman that is the most foolhardy plan I ever heard of. I unfortunately have nothing else to offer and I truly wish I did.” 
“There is no time for anything else Ansellus. It won’t take the watch long to hunt us down, if we are going to do this it must be now. To have any chance we have to get behind the walls of the palace and put the Princess in power, else we will be finished in a matter of days. “It will also give you a chance to sway Blackthorn’s men to our cause. Whatever you do, keep Blackthorn’s army out of the city until we take the palace. I’m sure they will listen to their old general.” 
“You might be right, but if this lunacy doesn’t work were all dead men.”
 K’xarr clapped the general on the shoulder. “Aye, but a quick death is best. Right?”





Chapter 17 


No one liked his plan or thought it would work. K’xarr didn’t care, he had bullied all of them into it anyway. When he thought something was right, there was no changing his mind. Besides he couldn’t think of anything else and he wasn’t going to tell anyone that either. He had never planned something like this. Ansellus just assumed he knew what he was doing. The old general putting his faith in him had fed his ego, but now he realized people were counting on him and it made him a little apprehensive. After all he was just a Camiran. A warrior from the Harsh Coast, what did he know about leading anything? It was too late now anyway, he was going through with it no matter what the others said.
Kian had been the only one who had not tried to change his mind. The Half Elf seemed undaunted by the others’ reservations. K’xarr felt a little guilty about Kian’s blind faith. He hadn’t told the swordsman or anyone else the extent of the half-breed’s part in the plan. If he had, no one would have agreed to it.
Rhys knew an elderly couple that had agreed to take care of Endra’s children for the day. They had also left Nick Nock behind to help watch after them. The cook had become the children unwilling keeper. The portly young man wouldn’t be any help to them today anyway.
K’xarr told Nick and the older couple someone would come back for the children by nightfall. He didn’t tell them that if this didn’t work they would have the children a lot longer than just a day.
Rhys started out that morning on the north side of town where he had practiced his medicine. The healer began gathering as many people as he could. It had went well. Rhys was very respected and most of the people he talked to owed him for helping them when someone in their family had been sick or injured. K’xarr had been right about Rhys, he was charismatic and well spoken, the people of Turill would listen to him. It also didn’t hurt most of the city was unhappy with the King’s new taxes. Within a couple of hours, a large crowd had gathered to listen to the healer.
By noon they had acquired enough horses and people to start out for the palace. Only the citizens of Turill and Kian were on foot, the rest of them were on horseback. Endra had found Kian a leather vest and a pair of riding boots from somewhere. It made him look a little less wild fully dressed. His golden eyes darted back and forth. K’xarr didn’t think he would miss any threat that might approach them.
The Princess had issues with her attire, she complained that she was not wearing the right clothing for riding and needed at least a day to prepare for the procession. Raygan told them there was no way she was going to ride through the city after spending the night in a barn. She was relentless about it. K’xarr had held his temper as long as he could. In the end he finally had told her to shut up and do as she was told. Of course, that had set her off with threats and a lecture on how to speak to royalty. 
He had laughed at her fit and that had not gone over very well either. K’xarr had told her it was her and not what she was wearing that would win over the crowd. She seemed to take that as a compliment and let the matter drop. 
K’xarr was glad he didn’t have to deal with the Princess every day. She was a beauty to look at, but ugly to listen to. Maybe that would change when this was over, but he had little hope of it. The warrior tried to remember she was little more than a girl, and if they were successful the weight of a Kingdom at war would descend onto her shoulders. It was just hard to have much sympathy for her when she opened her mouth.
K’xarr was also a little worried about Vandarus and Rufio being wounded, but both men swore they could handle the ride. He was proud of them both. They were men of courage and the longer he travelled with them the more he realized how much he could count on them. Trust is a rare thing among mercenaries, but Vandarus and Rufio had earned his.
Within minutes of starting out, their small group was surrounded by a cheering mob of well over a hundred people, and every street they passed added more to the Princess’s swarm of well-wishers. They chanted and yelled for their Princess. They really loved the young woman. K’xarr couldn’t figure out why but they did. Ansellus told him she was popular with the commoners but K’xarr had been unprepared for the reception the city gave her. 
He had to give it to Princess Raygan. She played the part well, waving and smiling to the crowd, touching the hands of those that reached out for her. As he observed her with her people, it occurred to him that she might not be playing a part. She really seemed to care about her subjects. It surprised K’xarr because she was such a little harpy most of the time. 
They had encountered a few of the city watch, yet none had offered to even approach the Princess. It was either fear of the people or of the man that walked in front of the Princess’s horse that held them back. 
Kian stalked through the crowd with his sword unsheathed and held low. If he was nervous or afraid, he didn’t show it. His expression was severe. With his black hair hanging down in his eyes, he looked completely untamed. 
K’xarr knew Kian was playing no part and the fear and unease that they all felt seemed to have no hold on him. He knew the Half Elf that he met in Thieves Port was gone. 
No fear showed on K’xarr’s face either. It was there but he hid it well. He had a right to be a little afraid though because what his plan really hinged on was a crazy half-breed and a very young Princess, if they couldn’t pull off their parts in this little play they were all dead.
***
The two women were watching the procession make its way through Turill from the roof of a tailor’s shop. The sign on top of the building hid them from the crowd’s view. The Princess had just ridden into the Great Market. “Look at their courage, Raven, how bold they truly are.” 
The woman turned to her companion. “I expected no less.” 
“The barbarian woman is much more beautiful than I had heard, don’t you think?” 
“You think he would have chosen an ugly woman, Shamira? Where is Scarlett? I told her to meet us here.” 
Before the other could answer a red-headed woman appeared beside them. She shook out her auburn locks and addressed the other two women. “You wanted to see me, Raven?” 
The woman turned so the red head could see her face inside the cowl she wore over her head.
“I did, dear sister. I was told you had a talk with that vile creature down there?” 
Scarlett’s eyes widened. “I only thought it right, after all, he didn’t ask for what has happened to him, and we both know what she intends for him.” 
“Then that is her affair,” Raven said harshly. 
“I only told him about the sword. I felt it only right for him to know what he carries, you know how dangerous it can be.” The red head said with a hint of audaciousness. 
Raven smiled icily. “How did he even get his hands on it? That sword should have been destroyed long ago.” 
Scarlett put her hands on her shapely hips. “I don’t know. I heard he found it in the Dark One’s tower, but you know as well as I do she had something to do with it falling into his hands.” 
Raven turn back towards the city, so she could watch the Princess and her entourage. “Well, at least now we know who stole it from the temple in Sidia. I’m really starting to dislike that horrible man. He is only bold because Shiavaka favors him. I don’t want to talk about the arrogant little toad. Let him sit in his tower and rot.” 
Scarlett nodded her head. “If only he would.”
Raven gestured to the group riding through the market. “I hope you are watching this, Scarlett. Do you see how tall they walk the world?” 
The red-headed sorceress fixed her gazed on the Princess and her mercenaries. “I do, Raven. I just hope they don’t stomp on it.
They stopped in the Great Market where Princess Raygan climbed the stairs of one of the many platforms that the merchants used to hawk their goods. 
K’xarr had Ansellus help the Princess with what she should say to her people. K’xarr had also given her a few suggestions of his own. In the end, it was the Princess that had to make this work. No one could help her now. The girl had to convince them, or his plan would end here. 
He listened as she spoke of Bandara and its people and the love she had for both. He watched the faces of the people in the crowd, they were hanging on her every word. It was working. 
When she talked about her late father, some of the crowd even began to weep. She told them about Blackthorn, not in detail but enough to make them see he wanted to put a noble foot back on the necks of the common man. She even made an appeal to the city watch to help her reclaim the city or stand down. They had told her not to say much about her brother, he was off defending Bandara as far as the people knew. It would not go over well if she made him out a villain just yet. She had balked at that, but Ansellus told her the people would form their own opinion of the young monarch.
The people of the city already resented the new taxes he had levied against them. Once they learned the truth about Cain’s intentions, his reign would be over. 
K’xarr could not believe it. The Princess’s speech had drawn the people to her like a bear to honey. Her pleas were so effective on the mob because the Princess was well spoken and believed what she was saying. The citizens of Turill could tell the young woman cared about them. 
 When she finished, many of the watch were cheering her and joined the mob. After all, they had families that had felt the pain of the new taxes just like everyone else. Many felt if the Princess was the rightful heir, their allegiance should be to her. 
When they moved on from the market, hundreds followed them. K’xarr felt like his plan might just work. The young Princess had done her job, now it was up to Kian.
Bishop Lyfair stood on the wall with Duke Blackthorn, it was a cool day but the Bishop could see that the duke was sweating heavily in his armor, but he didn’t think the aging noble was perspiring because he was hot. 
The Princess was coming and she had Ansellus Fox with her, as well as part of the city watch and hundreds of the citizens of Turill. The city watchmen that were still loyal to Cain had entered the walls that surrounded the palace. 
The watchmen told the duke besides Ansellus Fox a handful of mercenaries were also escorting Raygan, and one of them was the demon that had attacked them the night before. 
Bishop Marin Lyfair didn’t believe in demons, but he knew they were in a tight spot with only forty members of Royal Guard and now less than fifty of the city watch. Ninety men should be able to hold the palace from this rabble, even if they had Fox with them. For some reason, he felt uneasy. He was at least enjoying watching Duke Blackthorn squirm. No one in Bandara, including himself, had ever stood up to him. 
William Blackthorn had made a mistake. He had underestimated the Princess. He assumed she would bend to his will. He had been wrong. Lyfair didn’t know if Raygan had found a hidden strength or if it was the fact that King Aaron had spoiled her so much she was just doing what she must to get her way. 
He did believe that Ansellus Fox had something to do with Raygan’s sudden courage. The former general had never liked William Blackthorn and Blackthorn had never liked him. Fox had been favored by the Albana family and William had never liked that fact.
It didn’t matter now why the Princess opposed the duke. The girl had angered him. If she failed, which the Bishop felt she surely would, William would make her suffer or worse. The Bishop wondered if Raygan was ready to spill Bandaran blood, because the duke most certainly was.
She was smiling and waving to the crowd as if she was in a parade, but she was sick. Not just the nausea the baby was causing but sick with fear. K’xarr was crazy to push her father-in-law like this. He didn’t know Duke Blackthorn like she did, the man was ruthless.
She thought Ansellus would have them take her to reside at one of the noble families’ keeps until he and barbarian mercenary gathered an army and drove William Blackthorn and his lackeys out of her father’s palace. 
K’xarr said she would have to stay in the city. The arrogant mercenary told her she was the only one who could rally the people to their cause and the people would be her army for now. She had looked to Ansellus but he had agreed with K’xarr. 
To top things off, that Endra woman was riding beside her. Raygan would never admit it, but the woman’s looks rivaled her own, with those dark eyes and thick black hair. The woman’s powerful body was simply stunning. It was all so irritating. Raygan didn’t even think the barbarian woman brushed her hair out at night. She made no effort at all to look beautiful, yet she was ravishing. Of course, it was in a common way, but it was still infuriating. 
At least Rhys was with her. His very presence made her feel much better. He was such a brave man and she could tell he cared a great deal for her, even if he hadn’t told her so. She had seen the pained look on his face when he told her she was carrying Talorn’s baby. She wanted to tell him that she wished it was him, not Talorn, who had put the child inside her, but that would be unseemly, since she had not so much as even kissed the healer or told him how she felt. Now she would most likely never get the chance, since she had let herself be talked into this brazenly absurd plan. 
Raygan looked over at K’xarr, but the savage wouldn’t return her stare. She wanted to make sure he saw how much her people loved her. When Ansellus had told him the people of Bandara adored her, she could tell the mercenary had doubted the general’s word. She wanted to gloat a little, but maybe this wasn’t the right time.
They hadn’t got to the palace yet, that’s when the trouble would start, even she knew that. William Blackthorn wouldn’t be handing anything over to her, no matter if the whole city demanded it. K’xarr’s plan would fall apart when the duke became involved. She was very afraid of what would happen to her after that. Talorn’s child inside her might be the only thing to keep her alive. As they got closer, she was starting to have second thoughts about the whole thing. Maybe she should have just run away with Rhys and left Bandara to Cain’s tyranny. No, she would rather die than see her father’s Kingdom left in her brother’s hands. The Princess of Bandara told herself right then, it was time to be strong. The trouble was she had never had to be strong or brave. Frightened or not, Raygan knew she had to ride on. The young woman threw back her shoulders and tried to look as regal as she could. If she was to be killed, she would face death like a Bandaran Princess. 
When the palace wall came into sight, they could see the gate was closed and the wall was manned by what was left of the city watch. The duke stood on the wall and called out to the crowd. It took several times until they would quiet down for him to speak. “Disperse or the watch will fire on you. I will give you thirty seconds.” He commanded.
Some of people slowly walked away but most stayed, not believing their own watchmen would fire into the crowd, but they did. Maybe thirty people went down in the first volley. Crossbow bolts flew through the crowd indiscriminately. The first volley scattered over half the mob that had followed the Princess. 
Raygan screamed as her fellow Bandarans died right in front of her. Men, women, children—the aim of the city watchmen was callous. 
Rhys grabbed the reins of Raygan’s horse and quickly led her out of range of the crossbows. He knew he could do nothing to get them inside the palace, and K’xarr had charged him with keeping the Princess safe after the fighting started.
“You will pay for that Blackthorn,” Ansellus cried. He looked as surprised as the Princess. He had not truly believed the duke would fire on his own people either.
K’xarr had planned for it though. “Kian, get the gate open?”
Endra’s head jerked around. “K’xarr, are you insane? You can’t send him in there alone.”
It wasn’t hard to see a look of anger quickly spread across the Camiran’s face. “I have no choice. We don’t have enough men to breach the gate before they kill us all with those damn crossbows.” 
Endra flinched at K’xarr’s anger and she knew her protests would not be heeded. 
The wall around the palace was fifteen feet high, not the massive curtain wall that surrounded the city itself, but still well built and quite formidable.
K’xarr watched as Kian ran towards it, dodging crossbow bolts as he approached the stone barrier. Then he simply leaped up and pulled himself top of it. 
They watched as he killed four of the crossbow men before jumping down on the other side out of sight. 
K’xarr smiled with satisfaction. The Half Elf was better than a battering ram.
“Damn you, K’xarr,” Endra yelled. “You might have just killed him, we don’t even know how many men Blackthorn has on the other side of that wall.” She kicked her horse and headed toward the wall. What was left of the mob and her companions followed.
The duke stood with his mouth open, he had never seen anyone move that fast. The thing had killed four men on the wall and now he watched as he slaughtered three more with no more effort than a man swatting a fly. The beast was headed toward the gate and no one was trying to stop him, the Royal Guard hesitated to advance on this … thing. None wanted to be the first to engage its whirling blade. The cagey old noble knew he had to do something, if the gate were to be opened he would lose his advantage. “Hightower, kill it before that thing opens the gate,” the duke bellowed.
Captain Hightower didn’t know what is was, but he didn’t want to face the man that stood before him now. He had laughed at the watch telling everyone that a demon had attack them. Now he wasn’t so sure they had been wrong. 
He had no choice, Duke Blackthorn had given the order and he had seen what happened to those who failed the duke. He raised his sword and called to his men. The Bandaran Royal Guard charged. None of them knew what they were about to confront. 
The demon was pulling the huge iron bolt that bared the palace gate. As they got near, he spun around to face the guardsmen, sword in hand, fangs bared. Captain Hightower saw its eyes and the sword in its hand, and he was afraid. 
The demon stood inside the arch of the gateway, they could only come at him three or four at a time. The captain hoped it would be enough. The thing let out a fierce roar and stood its ground. Hightower himself and three of the Royal Guardsmen attacked. The rest of his men waited behind them, ready to take their place should one of them fall. 
The man to the captain’s left died quickly, a sword thrust through the heart, it had been almost too fast to see. The demon brought a backhanded cut at the captain’s abdomen, he jumped back stumbling as he dodged the attack. 
As he regained his balance, he watched the thing kill the other two men who had been on his right. Two others step in quickly to take their place, only to be cut down. 
Captain Overton Hightower raised his sword to rejoin the assault. He moved forward only to stumble again. He looked down to see what he kept tripping over. The captain found his feet were entangled in his own intestines. He hadn’t dodged the monster’s attack after all. 
Kian felt the animal urges inside him surge to life after the first blood was spilled. They were almost overwhelming, but there was something more, something dark and insidious driving him as well. His thoughts were beginning to drift away and blind animal instinct was taking over. The sword Malice sheared through armor and mail, as if they were made of cloth. The Royal Guard’s attacks were no more effective than if they had been made by men of straw.
Instead of staying inside the gate’s archway where they could only come at him a few at a time, the beast inside Kian pressed the attack. He was among them leaping and whirling with almost every swing of his blade a man died, and he did not care, they were the enemy, they were his prey. 
William Blackthorn watched as Captain Hightower was gutted by the unnatural swordsman. The Royal Guards were being rapidly cut down with a ferocious precision the duke had not thought possible. Many had simply turned and fled from the deadly killer. The duke struggled to perceive what he was seeing. It was just one man? No, he thought, it isn’t a man, but it could still be killed, he just needed more men. He grabbed one of his aids by the arm. “Take a message to my army. Tell them to send a thousand men to the palace at once.” 
“Your Grace, the army is camped several miles from the city. I don’t think there is time,” the young officer pleaded. 
“Just do what I tell you. Now go.” The man saluted and left. The duke knew his aid was right, the army was too far out to help him now, but he could use them later to retake the palace if it was lost. Was he going to lose the palace? He couldn’t think, it was all happening to fast, all he could do was watching this blood-spattered creature massacre the men that were meant to protect him and his palace. He heard himself cry out, “Crossbows, use the crossbows.”
Bishop Lyfair had run away as soon as the thing leaped to the top of the wall. Now he was hidden inside the entrance to the palace, but he had been watching the carnage. Death had come to Turill. God had turned his holy face away from Bandara and the Bishop knew why. It was his sins and the sins of his conspirators, and this demon had come to extract vengeance for their evil. He hoped God would have mercy on them all, because this unholy fiend would not.
The Royal Guard or what was left of it had turned and ran for the safety of the palace. Two of them had tried to fire crossbows at the raging demon like the duke had suggested. The monster had ducked the first bolt and cut the second out of the air as it sped towards him. After their crossbows were empty, both men turned and ran as fast as they could only to be cut down from behind. What was left of the Royal Guard was in full retreat. The blood-stained demon watched them flee. For the time being, its appetite had been sated.
Cromwell and Endra had cleared the wall and gazed on the cobble stone walk and courtyard that lead to the palace entrance. 
Cromwell smiled grimly. “I see why he didn’t get the gate open. He was far too busy.” 
Endra took in the scene. The once beautiful palace grounds now looked like a battlefield. Bodies lay everywhere. The cobble stone walk looked like the floor of a slaughter house. Over twenty of the Royal Guard lay dead, and scattered among them were the bodies of several watchmen. 
The watch must have broken and ran sooner than the King’s guard, not quite as many of them had been killed. 
Standing in the middle of the bloodbath was the man she had sworn to stand by, the man she had pledged herself to. He was covered in the blood of his enemies, no, Endra thought, not enemies, victims. 
Cromwell had opened the gate and the others rode through. They saw what carnage Kian had introduced to their beloved palace gardens. The citizens of Bandara looked with revulsion on the terrible scene, unaccustomed to such violence. 
Many of them wouldn’t even enter the courtyard, but the Princess did. She quickly turned her head, not wanting to look upon the dead. 
Rhys gently helped Raygan down from her horse. Endra headed towards the Princess. She walked past the people loitering around, taking in the gory affair. “Welcome home, Highness,” she said sarcastically. The Princess only whimpered. 
“Endra, please,” Rhys scolded. 
K’xarr and Cromwell stood side by side pointing and grinning, both very happy with the outcome of Kian’s assault. 
Endra marched over to where they stood. “I hope you’re happy with yourself, K’xarr, you sent him over the wall without a care if he lived or died. I hope you enjoy your victory.” 
K’xarr seemed not to take any interest in the woman’s displeasure. “There is no victory yet, Blackthorn and what’s left of his men are in the palace. I wish I had known how few men he had.” K’xarr looked to where Kian stood among the dead. “What the hell is he doing, Endra, just standing there like that?” 
She was angry; K’xarr had just dismissed what she said. She turned to look toward where Kian stood. “Why don’t you go ask him yourself?” 
K’xarr walked over to where the bloody warrior had stopped his attack, two dead men lay at his feet, still clutching their crossbows. “You took this courtyard single handedly, my friend.” 
The swordsman turned quickly, droplets of blood were cast off his gore-soaked hair as it snapped around his head. His face was completely covered in blood and his inhuman golden eyes gave his visage an eerie look. 
“Are you wounded?” K’xarr asked. 
Kian head cocked to one side, then back. K’xarr hated those damn eyes. “I need to try and think again, you should walk away from me now.” K’xarr and Cromwell did as the swordsman suggested.
Endra had led Kian over to one of the many small man-made ponds that surrounded the palace and helped him wash the blood off his arms and out of his hair. K’xarr saw them talking quietly, well at least Endra was talking. 
The Dark One hadn’t changed how Kian felt about Endra, she was the only one he seemed at ease around. 
He had used Kian, that was true, he hadn’t even given it a second thought. He shouldn’t have done it, Endra was right. Kian could have been killed. The poor bastard was walking a thin line when it came to his sanity, and he knew and he had taken advantage of it. All he had been thinking about was how he could win. His thoughts always strayed to a way to achieve victory in everything he did; there was little else that interested him. 
“K’xarr, are you listening to me?” Ansellus asked. “Sorry, I was distracted what did you say?” 
Ansellus sighed. “What do you want to do now? I have the men that joined us from the watch keeping an eye on all the exits from the palace.”
K’xarr looked at the palace. “Are you sure Blackthorn is in the palace? There could be exits you don’t know about.” 
“He’s in there, Blackthorn is trapped. I would say he can’t have more than thirty or forty men with him. If I know William Blackthorn, he has a trick or two left up his sleeve. Let’s just send Kian in there and let him finish what he started,” the general said laughing. 
“No,” K’xarr said a little harsher than he wanted to. “We’re not sending Kian in alone, if anyone goes we all go. He’s done his share, it’s time we did ours.” 
“It was just a jest, my friend, I wouldn’t even suggest sending him in alone. I was surprised you did it the first time. How did you know he had that kind of prowess? I would never have believed someone was capable of surviving that assault.” 
K’xarr said nothing, he looked away, he had no given no thought to Kian’s survival when he had ask him to open the palace gate. An unusual sliver of shame pierced his conscience. “You should see to Blackthorn’s army, Ansellus. You said they would listen to you.” 
“Of course, I’m sure that old bastard sent for them. I will leave at once.” 
“Meet us back here when you’re finished.” 
“I will be as quick as I can.” The former general mounted his horse and rode away.
Cromwell walked up, two-handed sword slung over his shoulder. “Are we going to get on with this? I’m hungry.”
“We will soon enough. Aren’t you going to tell me you’re mad at me too?” K’xarr asked 
Cromwell’s brows furrowed in confusion. “What would I be mad for?”
“I sent Kian over the wall alone.”
Cromwell smiled. “I should be mad that the little bastard got all the glory for himself. Those Bandarans who witnessed it will be talking about that for years.” 
“It’s not a joke,” K’xarr barked. “It was wrong and I shouldn’t have done it. I used him, Cromwell. Endra was right. I didn’t give a damn if he lived or died. I was only concerned with taking the palace.” 
Cromwell’s face grew serious. “Listen to me, K’xarr. Leaders use people, that’s what they do, you know that. You used the weapon you had. I didn’t hear Kian complain about it. You gave him an order and he followed it.” 
K’xarr shook his head. “He’s not just someone under my command, he’s a friend. You know that I don’t use that word often, my list of friends is very short.” 
The big man clapped K’xarr on the shoulder. “In battle we are not your friends, we are all your weapons, you must wield us as you see fit. You are our leader, K’xarr, and that is all there is.” 
K’xarr started for where the others were gathering. “Damn, but you Torans make things simple.” 
Cromwell shrugged. “Simple is best.”
Endra and Kian walked back towards the others. He was as clean as he was going to get without stripping down and getting in. He seemed calm and relaxed, though he hadn’t spoken. She had talked to him in a soothing tone about the battle. He hadn’t responded. She tried to talk to him about how she couldn’t wait to be alone with him. That topic had gotten no response either. The truth was she was a little frightened at the thought of him bedding her now. A secret she would keep to herself. She was about to take him to Rhys to see if something was wrong when he finally spoke. “Let us finish this.” 
“Finish what?” she asked.
He looked at the palace. “The killing.”
***
“This is Cain’s fault, he shouldn’t have sent for the guard. I told him I needed them here. Now, look what he has caused.” The Duke of Braxton Bluff shook with fury. 
Bishop Lyfair wasn’t sure if the duke was talking to him or justifying this catastrophe to himself. He wasn’t a military man, but he could tell that the men that retreated into the palace were afraid. He could see the terror in their eyes. If that demon came again, he was sure they would run as would he.
“Perhaps you should surrender, after all Princess Raygan is your daughter-in-law, she would not allow you to be harmed,” Lyfair said as calmly as he could. The demon had terrified him when he had seen it coming across the grounds. Now that he was behind the doors of the palace he had regained some of his composure.
The duke looked at him eyes wide. “Are you mad? You think that little wench is in control of that thing out there? It’s going to come in here and kill us all. These so-called fighting men can’t stop it. Why didn’t you call for some Church knights? You knew how short on men we were. He couldn’t have gone through them like he did this rabble. You are as much at fault as Cain.” 
Bishop Lyfair began to worry, the duke was beginning to rave. He need the noble now, he had no idea how to direct the troops if Ansellus and his demon tried to get in. “If I had known this was going to happen I would have asked for aid from the Church, you said everything was under control. William, you must calm down, we need you to give the men their orders. Can’t you see they’re afraid? You need to rally them if there is any hope of repelling another attack.” 
“Just shut up, Marin. I sent for reinforcements, if they get here in time everything will be fine.” 
“I don’t think we have any time left, William.” 
The duke thought for a moment then headed for the stairs. “I might just save us yet, stay here I will be back.”
William closed the door to his private chambers and took out the amulet he had hidden in the chest at the foot of his bed. He still had his secret weapon, though he was very reluctant to use it. He moved his thumb over it in the pattern he had been taught. 
“Having problems Duke Blackthorn?” the Dark One asked. 
The duke jumped, surprised by the wizard’s sudden appearance. He wasn’t very knowledgeable about magic and had doubted if the amulet would work at all. The sorcerer had given it to him and had shown him how to use it when they had become coconspirators. 
“The Princess has summoned a demon. It as well as a group of renegade mercenaries has taken the palace grounds and they are preparing to finish us. I need your help.” 
“Really, and what would you have me do?” The duke looked at the wizard, dumbfounded. 
“Destroy it, of course, use your powers and I can take care of the rest.” 
“I’m beginning to have my doubts about you, Willy, you almost seem … incompetent, yes, that’s the word.” 
“How dare you? If you won’t help, I could … I mean we could lose Bandara.” 
“Never really cared about it actually, Willy. This pathetic Kingdom is what you wanted. As far as I’m concerned, you have served your purpose. Now I am leaving before I lose my patience.” 
“You can’t…” The duke froze in mid-sentence. The Dark One turned, knowing he was not the one responsible for immobilizing Blackthorn. A woman stood behind him, dressed in a black funeral dress. Her whole face covered by a veil, he knew immediately who it was. “Damn it; oh, excuse my foul mouth, Mistress.” 
“I would, but there is no excuse for anything you do. I take it you know the demon he was referring to?” 
“Of course I do. I made it. May I ask what brings a being of such power to Bandara? Surly nothing here could interest someone as mighty as you.” 
“Did you just call me a being?” I think you mean Goddess, don’t you?” 
“Of course, slip of the tongue.” 
“I have taken notice of your creation.” 
“That would explain how he broke through my wards and took the sword so easily.”
She nodded her head. “I knew you had stolen Malice from my temple in Sidia. I have just had no use for it until now.” 
The wizard took a step back. “No hard feelings then?” 
“I will let it go this time, since you have served my purpose by making that wonderful creature. I must admit you have done well for yourself, sorcerer. You have gained great power and I have even heard the Circle of Thirteen whisper your name.” 
“I’m sure you didn’t come here to tell me how wonderful I am. What is it you want, Great One?”
She gave a mirthless chuckle. “I have come to see if it is in your power to make more of those?” 
The Dark One shifted uneasily, his scars were starting to ache. “No, the spell was on an ancient scroll I came across. I believe it to be from a time before the Elven wars. I acquired it from a tomb beyond the Sea of Ice. It was destroyed when I cast the spell. Without it, I couldn’t create another.” 
“I see, well, that is unfortunate. Perhaps there may be other ways to make them.” He could hear the amusement in her voice, he knew she already had thought of something. 
“If anyone could conceive of a way to recreate the spell it would be you, Oh Mighty Queen of Hell.” He bowed slightly. 
“He bears Malice now, you would do well to remember that. The creature is mine. Though you fabricated the half-breed, I will not tolerate any interference. I have plans for him.” Then she vanished. 
“I really hate her,” the wizard said to himself.
“Leave me here. If you won’t help, at least take me with you.” The unfrozen duke finished.
The Dark One had forgotten all about Blackthorn. The immobilization spell had broken when the Mistress left. “Of course, Willy, I know just the place for you.” And they both vanished.
K’xarr waited until Ansellus returned. It had taken the old general longer than he thought it would to quell Blackthorn’s men. 
“How did it go?” K’xarr asked. 
“Well, I have them out of our hair for now. Lucky too, a thousand of them were getting ready to ride into the city. Thanks to God many of them remembered their old general.” 
“How did you convince them?” 
“I appealed to their loyalty and love of their country. I told them about the Princess and her plight. They are ‘thinking on it.’ It was the best I could do in such a short time.”
“Good enough, Ansellus. We will have time to finish this. Later you can win them over to our cause.” 
The older man chuckled. “As long as you give me a barrel of wine next time I talk to them. I will do just that.
There was little resistance when they stormed the palace, the huge foyer was where most of the fighting took place. Most of the men surrendered, simply throwing down their weapons when K’xarr and his band burst through the doors. 
Endra had to almost hold Kian back from slaughtering the guardsmen where they stood, but in the end he had listened to her pleas for restraint. K’xarr had the palace’s defenders rounded up, as well as all the servants. He ordered Endra and the Loyal watchmen to hold their prisoners in the great dining hall. Then they began to search the palace for Duke Blackthorn. 
Kian found the doors to the chapel locked. He stepped back and smashed the door in with his shoulder. 
Bishop Lyfair turned with a look of horror on his face. “I’m a man of God, you can’t harm me, demon, be gone from this holy place.” 
Kian slowly walked towards the Bishop. The warrior’s sword hand was wet and sticky with gore. Malice too was covered with the blood of two guardsmen he had found hiding in one of the upper level rooms. 
A low growl issued from deep in Kian’s chest and Bishop Marin Lyfair wet himself. “Please, I have information the Princess will want to hear, don’t kill me, I beg you.” 
The Bishop went to his knees, visibly shaking. Kian wrinkled his nose at the smell of urine and fear. 
He reached down and picked Lyfair off the floor by his neck, lifting him until the Bishop’s feet left the floor. He looked into the holy man’s eyes for a moment, then hurled him into the small altar where Raygan had stood for her wedding. 
“Kian, don’t kill him.” K’xarr and Cromwell stepped through the broken doors. “He is one of the men the Princess wanted brought to her.”
Kian turned to face his friends. K’xarr continued, “Have you found Blackthorn yet?” 
The swordsman shook his head. “No, I have not. This one is of the Church, and you know that they hunt Endra and her children.” 
K’xarr could see a problem about to happen if he couldn’t talk Kian out of killing the Bishop. Then again he could just simply let him kill the man. Raygan’s desires were not worth arguing with the swordsman about.
“Let the Princess talk to him. I don’t think he’s going anywhere. When she’s done with him we can kill him then,” K’xarr said.
Lyfair pulled himself up on what was left of the shattered altar. His legs were quivering. “I can tell her who killed her father,” the Bishop said almost out of breath. 
Kian looked at K’xarr. “Maybe you’re right, K’xarr. Let the Princess question him, then we will see. She should know who killed her father. I would not want to rob her of that by killing this priest.”
K’xarr gave a brief sigh. Maybe Kian’s mind was working better than he thought. “Let him clean himself, then bring him down, Cromwell. Kian, come on, let’s go see what has become of the others.” The two men left the chapel. 
Cromwell jerked the Bishop by his sleeve and shoved him towards the door, laughing at the Bishop’s wet robe. “Don’t feel bad, priest. I don’t think you’re the only one that he made piss themselves today.”
K’xarr and Kian walked into the throne room where the Princess was being attended to by Rhys. She looked a little pale and very tired. Ansellus was talking with some of the palace staff. When the general saw the two men enter the dining hall he hurried over. “I guess no luck finding Blackthorn.” 
K’xarr rubbed his beard. “No, he must have gotten away somehow. We couldn’t find him anywhere.” 
Ansellus slammed his hand against his armored thigh. “I really wanted to get my hands on him, he could cause us problems later.” The old general’s shoulders slumped, he looked as tired as the Princess. “I’m sure he will turn up eventually, K’xarr, the man is a snake. I can tell you, this he won’t let us take back the city if there is any way he can prevent it. I have spoken with the Princess. I’m going to talk to his troops later and see if I can convince them to do their duty as Bandarans. Maybe this time I can sway them to our side completely. I have also sent messages to some of the minor nobles. I want to call a meeting and see what they think about crowning the Princess as Queen. After all, it was her father’s wish she rule Bandara. Her brother had no right to alter that. It will also make our position much stronger.”
Ansellus lowered his voice. “K’xarr, I would like you and the others to stay here and take care of things until I return. It shouldn’t be more than a few days. Can I count on you to see to Raygan’s safety until I get back?” 
“Of course, we will see to the Princess. Besides, it would be nice to sleep in a bed for a change.” 
Ansellus looked apprehensive. “Can I speak with you in private, K’xarr? Kian, will you excuse us?” 
Kian nodded to both men and walked away. 
Ansellus led K’xarr to the far side of the great throne room. “I have a problem and it’s something only you can handle.”
K’xarr put his hands on his hips. “I hope we can take care of whatever it is quickly. I know everyone would like to eat and get a little rest before we plunge into something else.” 
“Of course, I could do with a meal myself. It’s not any work that needs done. I want to speak with you about Kian. I don’t think he should stay in the palace. Raygan is scared of him and on top of his other problems he is a Half Elf. That won’t go over so well with the nobles. I wouldn’t want to jeopardize the Princess’s chances to claim the throne because of one man.”
K’xarr closed his eyes and tried to hold his temper. “He almost took this place completely alone, and you’re saying he can’t stay in it a night or two? You can tell your Princess she wouldn’t even be in her palace now if it wasn’t for that Half Elf.” 
Ansellus held up his hands. “Easy, my friend, I know what he did, but I must make it sound like you did it. When I tell the nobles the story, it will be you and your mercenaries who took the palace. Think, K’xarr, should I tell them an enchanted half-breed slaughtered the Royal Guard and took the palace? How do you think that would be received? No, it must be you who took the palace. There is no other way.” 
“I will not take credit for another man’s actions.” 
Ansellus took a deep breath. ”His kind is not accepted by our Church or our people, it’s just the way of the world. Look, K’xarr, you are a good man and you have the making of a fine commander despite your youth, but you can’t fight the way people believe.” 
K’xarr spit on the floor. “I thought you were better than that Ansellus, that’s what I thought.” 
“It’s not me. I don’t care if he is here or not, and I honor what he did it’s just what must be. You also know he is dangerous, what if he turns on us? Everyone knows Half Elves are untrustworthy by nature, he’s also unstable, can’t you see that?”
K’xarr tried to keep his voice down. “You want him to go, then you tell him you don’t trust him, and he should leave now because no one really wants him here. Whatever Kian is, I count him a friend. I won’t ask him to leave or take any glory for what he did. I’m particular about the people I travel with. You insult them and you insult me, you should take very close account of that, general. You do what you must, but I will not be a party to it.
Kian stood across the vast dining hall watching K’xarr and Ansellus’s conversation. He turned and tapped Endra on the shoulder. She was talking to Rufio and Vandarus about the day’s events. “What is it? Is something wrong?” Endra asked. 
“K’xarr is my friend. Do not be hard on him. I know he seems harsh sometimes, but we can trust him.” 
She looked at Kian questioningly. “What makes you say that now?” Kian looked across the throne room where Ansellus and K’xarr were still talking. “It was something I heard him say.”
Endra didn’t understand at first then she smiled, and Kian knew she grasped what he was telling her. He had been listening to K’xarr’s conversation. “I must go, Endra, but I won’t be far.” He started toward the door.
“Why?” she asked. He heard her but didn’t look back.
His pupils dilated, in the dark he could see. The night couldn’t protect its secrets from him anymore. His mind was clearer in the dark. His new instincts seemed to melt away in the moon’s soft glow. He walked along aimlessly through the palace grounds, the fog in his brain dissipating the more he walked. How many men had he killed today? He could not even remember.
He was a warrior, killing was a part of that, but the men he fought today hadn’t been true opponents, they had been his quarry. They had stood no chance against him and Malice. He must find a way to bring all this under control. He could accept the fate the Gods had dealt him, he had been doing that all his life. What he could not live with was not being in control of his actions and his thoughts. 
He would try to stay away from the palace, there would be less trouble for the others if he did. Knowing K’xarr had defended him meant a great deal to the swordsmen, but it wasn’t K’xarr he was worried about.
Endra said she loved him and he knew it was not a lie, but he could sense she was afraid. He had to think about her and what he should do about his feelings for her. 
Kian looked up at the stars that filled the sky, as always his thoughts turn to his mother and brother, and he wondered if they were looking at the same sky or if they lay rotting in a grave somewhere, forgotten to everyone but him. 
He found himself out at the edge of the Princess’s garden. It was nice, he would find somewhere to sleep out here. It would be better for everyone if he kept his distance.
“You are very quiet tonight, my champion,” Malice whispered from its scabbard as Kian spun and dropped into a crouch ready to spring. A woman dressed in a beautiful black gown stepped from the night, her face covered with a black gossamer veil. 
“I’m no one’s champion. Scarlett said she would be the one to return. Who are you?” 
The woman glided across the grass to stand right in front of him; she was tall and showed no fear of him or his sword. 
“First, dear champion, I’m no mere sorceress like that red-headed harlot. I am a Goddess, the Mistress is what you mortals call me, and you should be kneeling in my presence, but since things are as they are, I will excuse it.” 
Kian had heard the name before, one of the Old Gods, she was the Queen of Hell, the wife of the Reaper. He could sense the woman’s power, it emanated from her like a fine perfume.
“I was not aware I ever agreed to be your champion.” 
“You picked up my sword, you spilled blood with it, that is all it takes. You belong to me now.” 
“I belong to no one.” Kian tightened his grip on the sword. 
“Think what you will my dark warrior, it matters not to me. You will come to know your place in time.” 
Kian growled and stepped closer to the woman. 
“Before you do something hasty, I want you to remember this. I can be very generous or I can make you wish you had never crawled out of your mother’s womb.”
Kian swung the blade. It was a blur but instead of crunching through flesh and bone, the blade passed harmlessly through the woman. 
“I told you I am a Goddess, you fool.” The Mistress raised her hand fingers open, it reminded Kian of a claw. A dark red light discharged from the palm of her hand striking him in the chest, knocking him to the ground. Again and again the Goddess fired her magic into his body, and every time he felt as if he was being skinned alive. Finally she ceased her barrage. Kian lay smoldering on the ground, barley conscious. 
“Remember this lesson, champion, I have returned. I will rise to my former glory and you will help me. You have no choice in the matter, monster. I require little from you, save obedience, otherwise do as you will. I like the woman you have selected, take her as your mate, I approve of it greatly, stay in Bandara or leave. I really don’t care, but know this your allegiance belongs to me. She vanished, leaving her champion lying on the ground near death.





Chapter 18 


Most of the next morning had passed before he was found. It was Tressa, Endra’s daughter, who came upon Kian’s still form. She was playing with her brothers in the garden when they saw him lying unconscious in a circle of burned grass. 
Tressa, being a smart girl, ran to the palace to find her mother. Her brothers rushed to Kian’s side and tried to wake him up. Then the boys tried to pull him up by his arms. 
When Tressa returned with Endra and K’xarr, Vinsant and Payton had started trying to roll Kian towards the palace. “We will take him, boys.” K’xarr said. Endra and K’xarr both took note of the burned area in the grass. Neither said anything, but both knew something unnatural had happened here. 
They had placed him in one of the empty rooms on the second floor of the palace. Endra sat beside his bed holding his hand. Rhys had finished examining the Half Elf, he stood at the foot of the bed staring at his patient with his arms folded. “I have no explanation for the burns on his body, the closest thing I have ever seen was a boy who had been stuck by lightening.
The boy was dead when they brought him to me, so I have never treated this kind of burn. However, Kian seems to be quickly recovering on his own, perhaps another side effect of his transformation, I would say with a little rest he should be good as new.” K’xarr nodded his approval. 
Endra squeezed Kian’s hand. She felt him give a gentle squeeze back. “I will stay with him, you two go on, I’m sure the Princess will need your help questioning the Bishop.” 
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” Rhys asked. “I can stay if you want. K’xarr can handle the Princess’s inquiry.” 
“Go, we will be fine.” K’xarr opened the door. “Come on, Rhys, she can do more good for him now than you can.” Rhys touched Endra on the shoulder and the two men left the room. 
As they headed down the stairs K’xarr stopped the healer. “What do you really think happened?” 
Rhys took a deep breath. “Well, my first guess would be he was attacked with some kind of magic, there really is no other explanation.”
“I was thinking the same thing, ever since he was … changed, things with him have become strange and I don’t like it. He is not the same man I met in Thieves Port, that’s for sure. I will tell you something else. I don’t like that damn sword he found in the Dark One’s tower either.” 
Rhys rolled down the sleeves of his shirt and checked to see if his hands were clean. “What would you be like if that had happened to you? I know you want to fix him, K’xarr. It’s natural for a leader to try and help the men under their command, you want to make Kian whole again. You have to understand, you have no choice but to except the way he is now. He will never be the man you knew before. I will do what I can, but he is broken and for now I have no way to mend him. Trust me, I understand your frustration. I wish I could help, there just nothing I can do.” 
K’xarr gave his friend an ironic smile. “Sounds like you want to fix him too.” 
Rhys returned the smile. “You don’t like to lose a fight, right? I don’t like to lose a patient. I guess we are both a little stubborn when it comes to accepting defeat, it’s just our nature” 
K’xarr nodded. “You’re right, Rhys. I just wish we didn’t have to deal with sorcery though. I truly hate it.” 
Rhys sobered. “I am afraid as long as you travel with Kian, you will have to deal with it. When we have the time, I hope he will let me study his anatomy. It will help a great deal when I need to treat him.” 
The corner of K’xarr’s mouth rose in a half smile. “Just keep him on his feet. I will need him if we’re going to try and hold the damn city. Come on, the Princess is waiting.”
Raygan sat on the phoenix throne, no one stood with her as was customary. Not even one Royal Guardsman was left to stand watch at the foot of the dais. The Kian creature had killed or chased off all of them. There was no council or advisers, she sat on the throne completely unattended and alone. 
Raygan looked down at her feet. They didn’t even touch the floor. She felt like a child abandoned and forsaken by the world she knew, pretending to rule a Kingdom that saw her as just a girl, not a monarch of a powerful nation. True, the people loved her, but just as a Princess, not as Queen. She motioned for a servant to bring a small stool to place under her feet. Raygan would not have them dangling in front of everyone, like a baby in its feeding chair.
 She was nervous. Ansellus said she was in control of Bandara now and would soon be crowned Queen if he had anything to do with it. Raygan had liked the sound of that but Cain and her husband were still in the north along with the High Lords Bradford and Fox. She was sure they would have something to say about Ansellus crowning her Queen. Not to mention, her father-in-law. Duke Blackthorn had not been captured and that man would die before he saw her on the throne. 
Ansellus had yet to speak of his brother, but she knew it troubled him that Tobias was in league with Cain and the Blackthorns. Ansellus was a man of honor as were his ancestors. He would most likely settle things with his brother personally. 
She had too many problems to think about of her own to be worrying about Ansellus’s, but the one foremost in her mind was she had no idea how to rule. That had always been Cain’s role. A close second was the child growing in her womb. If there was one thing she knew less about than politics, it was being a mother. She had never really had a mother herself, so she had no example to go by. She would just have to try and do her best with all her new responsibilities.
K’xarr and Rhys entered the throne room together along with the rest of the mercenaries who had helped retake the palace. The only ones missing from the group were the monster and the overly attractive woman Endra. She could live without the Korlest woman attending court. The barbarian woman could cast a shadow on her beauty and Raygan didn’t like that one bit. Of course, Endra would never have the poise she possessed, the Princess thought, but the woman could distract some of her subject’s attention away from her, and she couldn’t have that. 
She would worry about the nature of her supporters later. K’xarr said Bishop Lyfair had told him he had information about her father’s death. If it turned out the Bishop was telling the truth and not just lying to save his skin, she could finally find out what happened to her father. “Bring in the Bishop.” 
K’xarr motioned for Cromwell to go get the holy man. The Bishop was not restrained, but the big Toran walked alongside Lyfair as he entered the throne room. 
Cromwell bent down and whispered to Lyfair. The barbarian’s whisper was loud enough everyone heard what he said. “If you try anything, I will kill you, holy man.” 
Raygan rolled her eyes and the small crowd of servants and minor nobles issued a collective gasp. How would she ever deal with these people? The Bishop was a man of the Church, for heaven’s sake. He could not be treated like a common criminal.
The Bishop nodded to the huge man. He knew the Princess’s new supporters wouldn’t hesitate to kill him, they were savages and most likely pagans, but the Princess was aware of the law. Only the Church could condemn him, if he was killed, she would have to answer to the Holy Father in Tyro.
He had to tell his story just right, if he did he might have a chance to walk away from all this. It was a stroke of luck that Blackthorn had disappeared. Now he could lay all of his sins at the duke’s feet.
“Bishop Lyfair, I was told you have information for me?” Raygan was doing her best to try and sound regal and hide how anxious she was to hear what the holy man had to say. 
The Bishop gave a slight bow. “I do, Highness. I wish I had been able to give it to you before, but I didn’t really find out until recently that my suspensions were true. As you know, things here in the palace were dire for all of us. Duke Blackthorn was mad with power and I was being threatened just as I know you were. There was just no way I could have gotten to you earlier. Now I see my mistrust of the duke was warranted.” 
Raygan remembered how frightened she had been after her father’s death and the threats Duke Blackthorn had made. Could he have been threating the Bishop too? “Yes, Your Eminence, I’m well aware of how things were. You are safe now and have my undivided attention. So, I just want you to tell me what you know about my father’s death.” 
The Bishop lowered his voice. “Are you sure you want everyone to hear this, Highness?” 
A flash of anger crossed the Princess’s face. “Just tell me, there should be no secrets about how a King dies.” 
“As you wish, Highness, I have found out there was a conspiracy against the King. Several members of his council were involved; of course, all the information I have gathered was obtained after the vile deed was done, Highness. If I would have only known before, I could have stopped it. It is a guilt that weighs heavy on my soul.” 
“Please just get on with it, Your Eminence. I’m sure my father’s death upset you greatly. I want you to tell me how he died, just get to that part.”
The Bishop gave her a sad smile. “Of course, Your Highness, they used the healer Finn Selmac first. When your father grew ill, Selmac did everything in his power to keep him sick, and I understand that they hoped nature would take its course and your father would just simply die.” 
The color drained from Raygan’s face, she thought back on her father’s illness and how he would get better only to relapse again. She began to believe what Lyfair was telling her, it made sense. 
“Of course, Highness, your father was too strong and too close to God for the healer’s treachery to succeed. He would not succumb to the illness that plagued him or the men who tried to worsen his condition.” 
Raygan’s eyes began to fill with tears, she held them back as best she could she had to hear it all, no matter how painful it might be. “So, when my father would not die for them what happened?” 
Lyfair cleared his throat. “Well, Highness, I don’t know what their plans were exactly, but I assume they planned to murder him when they realized he was not going to die from the illness. It was then your father made his decree that you should be his heir instead of your brother. I believe he discovered their treachery somehow and that’s why he decided that you should have the throne instead of Prince Cain. You father was a very trusting man, he had a great deal of faith in his friends, I believe it was his undoing. He did however manage to thwart their plans before he was killed by taking Cain out of the succession. We can take some comfort in that small mercy.” 
She could not hold back her tears, they began to roll down her flawless cheeks. Her father’s gentle face flashed into her mind, he was so very trusting and caring, he seldom had an unkind word for anyone. How these evil men had taken advantage of him and his good nature was unthinkable to her. “I want to know how he died and I want to know now.” She had never been so angry in all her life. She hadn’t even noticed Rhys had joined her on the dais until she felt his hand resting on her shoulder and heard the murmurs from the crowd. 
“I would rather not give the details, Highness. I will just tell you that it was William Blackthorn who perpetrated the horrible deed.” 
Raygan jumped to her feet throwing Rhys’s hand off her shoulder and wiping the tears from her face. “You will tell me in what matter was my father was killed, Bishop Lyfair, or you will come to regret it.” 
“Very well, Highness, from what I understand after giving your poor sick father a beating, the duke suffocated him. It was a terrible death, Highness, from what I overheard the duke telling his accomplices and it was not quick. You must try and remember. As awful as his death was the King’s frail body was released in to the arms of the Almighty and now he resides in heaven with his God.
Raygan slowly sat down on the throne, eyes full with the tears of rage. 
“I can give you more details on the conspiracy, Highness. I have heard several conversations and know just about what they were planning to do.” 
Raygan slowly looked up at the Bishop as if she had just noticed he was there. “Names, just give me their names.” 
Bishop Lyfair did as his Princess asked and gave her every name involved in the regicide but his own. 
“I have only one question left, Bishop, did my brother know about this conspiracy?” The Bishop shrugged his shoulders. “I have no proof of it, Highness, other than how close he and the duke became after your father’s death, and as you remember he was quite upset when you father named you heir, by his actions, I don’t see how he could not have known?” 
***
Talorn had his King’s arm around his neck and was helping the wounded monarch off the field of battle as best he could. 
The King had fought valiantly until an arrow punched through his armor and buried itself in his thigh. The wound was deep and Cain had lost a lot of blood but it was all Talorn could do to get him to leave the field. 
They had held their ground against Havalon’s sons today, but it was too late. He and Cain both knew it, but it was good to see his Bandarans fight so well. There was not much they could do now but fight on and pray for God’s mercy.
The King was silent as they trudged up the hill where the command tent sat like an oasis in the desert. Black smoke and crows filled the sky and the heat was as hard on the men as the enemy. Both sides suffered from the abnormally warm weather. The air should be much cooler even though it was early in the fall. 
If they could just hold on a month or two, the winter would come and the armies would be forced to stop until spring came. 
The King looked over to his general as he limped along beside him. “They could not push us back today, Talorn, we still might have a chance rally the men and I will speak with them this evening.” 
The King’s eyes rolled up in his head and he lost consciousness. Talorn had to use all the strength he had left to drag the King close enough to their camp that some of the soldiers saw them and came to help. “Get his surgeons, it’s the right leg.” Several soldiers carried the King into his tent and the surgeons started their work. 
Talorn tossed his heavy helmet on the ground and grabbed a large goblet filled with wine. He drained it and handed it to one of his squires to refill, war was dry work, he thought. 
“It seems you had a good day son.” Talorn nearly spilled his wine. “Father, what are you doing here?” 
Duke Blackthorn dressed in his full battle armor walked into the tent. “Things have taken a turn for the worse in Bandara and your little bitch of a wife is responsible for it. She started an uprising among the people, took the palace, and hired a rogue band of mercenaries to help her.” 
Talorn looked at his father like he had lost his mind.
“Raygan did all that? I find that hard to believe, Father.” William slammed his armored fist down on the small table that held a large pitcher of wine, breaking the legs off it and sending wine and clay shards all over the floor of the tent. 
“That’s not all, she summoned a demon that wiped out what few of the guard you and that fool of a King left me, and to top it all off Ansellus Fox has returned and is helping the little sow.” 
Talorn had never seen his father’s anger this out of control. “Watch how you speak about my wife, Father. Now calm down and tell me what happened.”
“I told you what happened, we lost the damn capital, you idiot.”
***
Endra had fed her children and now they were all asleep. All but Payton, he was looking out the window at the city of Turill. He was the one whose looks favored their father the most. It was hard to look at him and not remember what had happened to her. She loved him dearly, but his dark eyes were a constant reminder of the man who destroyed her life. The boy had never slept much, even as an infant, he was always the last to fall asleep. 
“Mother, will we get to see a real battle soon?” Endra looked at him quizzically. “War is a terrible thing, Payton, not something to be watched and it’s not a very pleasant thing to think about before bed, Son.” 
“I dream about it all the time. I see the cavalry and infantry in my sleep. I know when they should move and when they should be still, someday I want to be in a war, no one will beat me. I will be the best general ever.” 
Endra put her hands on his shoulders and gently pushed him in the direction of his bed. 
“I don’t know what you will do when you get older, Payton. You should just get to sleep for now, little general.” The boy crawled into bed and she pulled the blanket over him and kissed him on the head. 
“Was my father a warrior?” the boy asked looking up at her with his piercing dark eyes. None of them had ever asked about their father, she didn’t know what to say. 
“I believe he was, Payton.” 
The child gave a very unsettling smile. “I want to be like him when I grow up.” 
Endra tried to smile but couldn’t. “Goodnight, Payton,” was all she could manage to say.
She had waited until Payton fell asleep, then she went to look in on Kian. He was sleeping when she went to tend the children. Whatever had attacked him in the garden hadn’t kept him down long. When she stuck her head inside his room she found his bed was empty and his weapons and belongings were gone.
She thought his wounds would keep him in bed for the night. She had planned to go and stay with him after putting the children to bed. Now she had no idea where he had gotten to. Endra decided to see if anyone had seen him leave, so she went looking for someone she could ask.
K’xarr had taken command of what was left of the city watch and was using them for palace guards. She approached one, hoping he might know where Kian was. The watchman had told her that Kian had been asked to vacate the palace. They had seen him out and had been ordered by the Princess not to let him back inside if he was unaccompanied. 
Endra’s jaw tightened and she stormed down the hall to the Princess’s quarters. The little noble was going to hear from her. Kian had helped her at no small risk to himself, now he was not to be allowed in the palace? She would see about that.
Two guardsmen with spears blocked her way. “Is the Princess expecting you?” the taller one asked. 
“No, but I want to see her, can you ask if she will see me please?” She tried to hide her anger from the two men as best she could.
The shorter guard said, “Her Highness already has a guest and she said she didn’t what to be disturbed.” 
Endra kicked the tall guard between the legs he dropped to the ground like a stone. The shorter guard stood with his mouth open surprised by her sudden violence. Her fist slammed into his jaw, she followed that with an uppercut to his soft belly, she was about to throw another punch when the door opened. 
Rhys stood there with a look of shock on his face. She went ahead and threw the punch anyway, knocking the guard to the ground. “I wanted to see the Princess right now.” 
Rhys looked at the two men rolling around on the floor. “Why didn’t you just ask?” 
Endra rubbed her hand, the short guard had a bony chin. “I did, I said ‘please’ too.” 
Rhys shook his head and stepped to help the two battered men. Endra walked past him into Raygan’s chamber. The gaudiness of the room stopped her from speaking for a moment, she had never seen anything like it. Everything was gold, silver, and silk. Her home in Sorrack wouldn’t even make a good dog kennel for this woman. 
“Highness, you have had a trying day with the news about your father, I know, and I know you are about to become the Queen of this land, but I must ask why Kian is not welcome in your home? You would not even have it if it weren’t for him.”
Raygan got up from the huge bed she had been lying in. Endra could see she had been crying, the Princess’s eyes were red and swollen. 
“I know what he did here … Endra, isn’t it?” Endra didn’t reply. “I’m truly thankful and you might be right, if not for him I may still be in that filthy barn.” 
The Princess brushed at the front of her dress and stretched herself up to all of her five feet of height. “He is Half Elven, my dear, and there are some places they are not accepted, some of my subjects might not be so willing to support me if I allowed him to stay here.” 
“Did you know he was wounded, Highness?” 
Raygan nodded her head. “I was told the wounds were minor.”
Endra’s hands clenched into fists. “He is a good man, kind and loving, you would keep him out over the circumstances of his birth?” 
Rhys walked back into the room, he could hear the women in the hall and he chose to remain silent. The healer was not a fool. 
Raygan glanced at him quickly. “I’m sure you think he is all those things, Endra, and maybe he is, but what I saw was a monster, a killer, nothing more. It really wouldn’t matter what his disposition was anyway, he is what he is. Now if you will excuse me, I have things to discuss with my healer.” 
It was all Endra could do not to punch the Princess in that sweet little face of hers, but that would not get her anywhere but the gallows. She turned and walked out, slamming the door so hard that it shook the silver sconces off the Princess’s wall.
Rhys softly groaned. “Highness, you have a lot to learn about people, if I may say so, I’m surprised I’m not working on your face again right now.” Raygan flopped down on her bed more like a girl that a woman. “First, I asked you to call me Raygan in private, and second this Korlest woman is just a peasant and she must be insane to trust that creature. I thought I was very respectful to her since she walked in here, unannounced.” 
Rhys sat down beside her and brushed a stray hair out of her face. “I know you’re upset about what you found out today, but let me tell you something about Endra. I haven’t known her long, but she is the kind of woman if you were to make her your friend, she would give her life to help you. I won’t even try to explain Kian, but he is no monster even though he has a right to be. Trust me. I know the truth of what he has suffered.”
Raygan looked at him and batted her eyes. “Do you find her beautiful?” 
Rhys laughed. “You are not even listening to me. Endra is beautiful, one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, but it’s you I find the most beautiful, Highness.” Rhys leaned forward and kissed her. His face turned red and he quickly leaned back. “I’m sorry, Princess, I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
Raygan smile at him amorously. “I don’t know either, but why don’t you think it again.” 
Rhys kissed her again wrapping his arms around her shapely body. He hoped she would forget some of the pain she was feeling, but it was he who forgot though; with her body pressed against him, he forgot everything. He didn’t leave her room until the next morning.
Kian sat in the stable where he planned to sleep, he was still sore from the Goddesses’ attack but that was not what was keeping him up. 
He couldn’t get her out of his head. He didn’t know what to do, he thought about telling K’xarr, but he would not be happy about a Goddess interfering with his plans, and Kian felt he had caused enough trouble for his friends as it was. 
He would have to try and think of something on his own before the Mistress used him to fulfill her evil whims, whatever they might be. He thought maybe he should just leave, then he could resist the evil Goddess and when she killed him it would be over. Would dying be so bad? He didn’t think so, but he couldn’t let the Mistress kill him, he had made a vow to himself to make sure Endra and the children would always be safe. He would just have to find another way out of his predicament.
“Kian, are you in here?” Endra had found him.
He started not to answer then changed his mind. “I’m here.” 
She came towards him, dressed in soft leather leggings and a sleeveless white shirt belted at the waist. “Are you feeling okay?” 
Kian looked at her, she talked to him like a child now. “I am fine,” he all but whispered.
She walked over and stood behind him putting her hands on his shoulders. “I heard they would not let you stay in the palace. I didn’t know the Princess was so ungrateful or the children and I would have stayed out here with you. We will tomorrow night, just stay calm and everything will be fine.” 
Kian stood and faced her. “You talk to me like a wild horse that you wish to tame.” 
A look of concern came on Endra’s face. “What? I don’t do that, I’m just trying to help you.” 
Kian turn away. “Are you my woman or are you my keeper? I don’t need to be spoken to like I’m a wild animal you fear. If we are to be together you must treat me no different than you always have.” 
The tall woman turned him around wrapping her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry if I have been acting strange, but I truly don’t know what to do. I love you, Kian, I just want to be with you, nothing more. It hurts me to see you so unhappy and in truth I am afraid sometimes.”
Kian picked her up like a child and carried her into an empty stall full of fresh hay; He tossed her into the haystack and lightly jumped on top of her. She could feel the intensity of the power that he tried to keep locked inside himself. “You should never fear me.” Minutes later only the royal horses could hear her cries of passion.
***
The next morning, Raygan had called K’xarr and the others into the throne room. The Princess looked like she had gotten very little sleep. 
“K’xarr, since Ansellus is not here, you will act in his stead as commander of the military. I know there is little to command but what there is I am turning over to you. I hereby officially name you a general of Bandara.”
It wasn’t hard to watch the predatory look spread across K’xarr’s face. It was easy to tell he was more than happy to take command. “I also wanted you to hear my first decree.” 
William Blackthorn is hereby declared an enemy of Bandara, all his lands and titles are to be stripped and he is to be arrested on sight. This royal decree also extends to Finn Selmac, Stuart Kaspar, Galen Bradford, and Tobias Fox as well. 
Bishop Marin Lyfair will remain in his position, pending an investigation from the Church.” 
Rhys nodded to her that had been his idea, he didn’t believe Lyfair’s story but there was little they could do but report it to the Church.
The Princess looked at her new commander. “K’xarr, will you handle this for me?”
K’xarr placed his right fist on his chest. “By your command, Princess.” Raygan stood and walked out of the throne room without another word. 
Rhys stopped to talk with K’xarr as everyone filed out the doors. “I advised her to appoint you until Ansellus gets back. I guess she listened.” 
K’xarr clapped Rhys on the shoulder. “Thanks for that my friend, I won’t forget it. I know it won’t be for long. Ansellus is just a few miles outside of town and I don’t think it will take him much time to convince Blackthorn’s troops to join us, but it’s good to know you have faith in my abilities. I value your opinion and I will need some help with how all this civility works.” 
Rhys laughed. “I do have faith in you, but there really was no one else to take the job. I know nothing about how the military works, but I will do my best to help you with whatever I can. The Princess doesn’t know you have never commanded an army before. I think it best we keep it that way.” 
K’xarr grinned at the healer’s observation. Then he gave Rhys a friendly push and walked away.
The next few days were very busy. K’xarr familiarized himself with Bandaran military regulations and traditions. He didn’t care for them, so he decided to ignore most of them. 
Ansellus had returned from speaking with the commander of the troops from Braxton Bluff. The old general had brought the man along with him to meet K’xarr. They all met in the old council chambers. 
“K’xarr, this is Greyson Kyle, he is the ranking officer of troops outside the city.”
K’xarr looked the man up and down, he was tall and lean with hawkish features. “I want you two to try and work together until I return from Ascona,” the general said. 
“What’s in Ascona?” K’xarr asked.
“Help, I hope. Eldon Cross is a friend of mine, he is also the Knight Marshall of Ascona. ” 
K’xarr frowned. “Do we need the Church involved?” 
“They’re not a Church order, they are chivalric knights,” Greyson answered. 
K’xarr gritted his teeth, he hated letting anyone see there was something he didn’t know. 
Kyle rubbed his hand through his dirty blonde hair. “Sorry to interrupt. I know you are not familiar with the Kingdoms in this part of the world … general.” K’xarr could tell the man was trying to show he was the Camiran’s superior.
“Who is in command of the troops, general?” Greyson asked. 
This Commander Kyle was older than K’xarr by five years or better and a Bandaran. K’xarr knew he might have trouble taking orders from a foreigner, so there was no doubt that Ansellus would have to put the man in charge. It shouldn’t have made K’xarr mad, but it did.
Ansellus picked his helmet up off the table and put it under his arm. “K’xarr will command the army while I’m gone.” 
K’xarr said nothing, he could see the disappointment on Greyson Kyle’s face. He was pleased but surprised. The old general was no fool, he had to have his reasons.
Kyle stopped the general as he started to walk out. “May I ask why K’xarr was chosen over me?” 
Ansellus looked at the younger officer. “You will have to ask the Princess, it is by her order. She wished the Camiran to take command. In my absence you will help with anything he needs and see he is obeyed as if it were I giving the orders.” 
“As you command, General Fox,” Greyson said with a long face. 
K’xarr looked at Greyson and smiled.
It was later that afternoon that Princess Raygan held court. A few of her lesser nobles were in attendance as well as a rich merchant or two. In all there were well over a hundred people in the first floor throne room. It was much more richly decorated that the second floor throne room where most of Bandara’s business was conducted.
King Aaron referred to it as the entertaining room, because he never held court in it, using it only to entertain guests and dignitaries. It even had a terrace off the main room for people to dance on during galas and celebrations.
She had the grand room cleaned and redecorated before the nobles arrived. Raygan had told K’xarr she wanted all of them there, including Kian. She had ordered them all to find suitable clothing and she would cover the cost. 
K’xarr had chosen the armor of a Bandaran officer, short-sleeved chainmail shirt covered with a steel cuirass gauntlets and greaves, he wouldn’t wear the tunic with the Bandaran coat of arms, but he did wear the red and gold cape.
Cromwell laughed when they tried to make him dress for court, the best they could get him to do was bathe and put on a new chainmail shirt. 
Rufio wore his battered Dragitan armor, the dented breast plate and greaves topped by the horse-hair crested helmet. The man was too proud of his heritage, Vandarus thought. He had, like K’xarr, chosen to dress in Bandaran armor, but he would not wear the cape. 
Endra had chosen Kian’s clothing for him, sleeveless black leather shirt, black leggings, his only armor was a pair of dark steel vambraces on his wrists. It took her awhile but she also got him to wear a dark wool cape and tie his long hair back. 
Endra herself wore her chainmail and leather but had traded her mammoth cape for a dark cloak. Even dressed like a warrior, she commanded the attention of many of the men in the room young and old. 
K’xarr had them all stand around the small dais where Raygan sat on a smaller version of the phoenix throne. 
The Princess herself was radiant; she wore a dark blue dress that made her beautiful alabaster skin stand out, with silver jewelry adorning her wrists, fingers, and neck. A small silver tiara incrusted with diamonds sat atop her dark hair that had been put up in the fashion of the married women in Bandara. She looked very confident and regal, the truth was she was uneasy about the gathering, many of these people would be important if she ever became Queen. She looked over the crowd, all of them were talking among themselves that would never have happened if Cain was about to hold court. They would have shown her brother more respect. They were most likely talking about K’xarr’s half-breed friend. She had told the servants to spread the word that Kian was not Half Elven, that he was from a land far to the south. She hoped his altered visage and golden eyes would fool her nobles. It was his ears that might make the difference. They were not as pointed as a true Elf, but they were upswept enough to be noticed. The man should have worn his hair down to cover them, but it was too late now. She told herself everything would be fine. The proceeding should be short and uneventful, just a display for the people she needed in her bid for the throne. What could really go wrong?
Stuart Kaspar was frantic, all the coin he felt he had worked so hard for had been confiscated along with the lands he had inherited and his ancestral home. They had even taken his sweet servant boys. No explanation had been given now, he was being marched to the palace like a common criminal. When Duke Blackthorn heard of this, heads would roll. 
When Kasper arrived at the palace, he demanded to see the Princess, he would not be denied. He owned more land than anyone in the Kingdom. When he spoke people listened. He would set this little strumpet straight about who was running this Kingdom. Just because her brother was away gave her no right to play Queen.
Rhys hurried through the crowded room, he motioned to K’xarr. The temporary commander of the Bandaran army made his way to the finely dressed healer. “What is it?” 
Rhys pulled him over to a corner. “The watch just brought in Lord Kaspar, he is one of the conspirators.” K’xarr thought for a moment. “Kaspar, yes, I ordered him rounded up today, he was the only one still inside the city, what of it?” 
Rhys whispered. “He wants to see the Princess, he’s making a fuss about it.” 
“I don’t care what he wants, tell them to lock him up then get back here, I need a drinking partner when this is over.” Rhys turned to leave. 
“Wait,” K’xarr called to him. Tell them to bring him in, the nobles should see the Princess in action, perhaps they won’t think so little of her if they see her get angry.” 
Rhys looked with concern at his friend. “Do you think that’s such a good Idea?” 
K’xarr shrugged. “I don’t know, but do it anyway.”
K’xarr walked to the dais and whispered in Raygan’s ear, “They have arrested Lord Kaspar, they are bringing him in now.” 
The Princess’s eyes grew large and she touched her stomach. K’xarr stayed by her side with his hand on the back of the small throne.
Kasper was marched into the room and a hush fell over the crowd, it was obvious this wasn’t how things were normally done in Bandara. Prisoners are brought before the formal court for judgment, not into the middle of festivities like this. Besides that, Stuart Kaspar was the richest man in the Kingdom. Everyone present had heard about the King’s death and knew Stuart had been accused of being involved. Even so, a High Lord was never treated as a commoner. Lengthy trials were held to determine their guilt or innocence.
“Highness, there has been a mistake.” Kaspar was too agitated to wait for the Princess to give him permission to speak. “I have done nothing. The watch came to my home arrested me and took everything I have. Duke Blackthorn and your brother will be displeased with you when they return. So I humbly advise you to return my property and call off your guards. If you do, I will tell the King and the duke this was all just an unfortunate mistake.” 
K’xarr watched as anger spread across the girl’s face. “Do not dare speak to me, you are a villain, you helped murder the King of Bandara, my father, you do not get the luxury of pleading your case to me.” 
She was half out of her chair with rage. K’xarr would not get a better opportunity. He stepped forward. “Kian”. 
The swordsman took two steps forward and plunged Malice through Kaspar’s chest, severing the High Lord’s spine. Kian pulled the sword out and the portly Lord crumpled to the floor his mouth still moving, trying to declare his innocence. 
The throne room went silent and Raygan lowered herself into the throne, staring at the dead man in the middle of the floor. Someone shouted “The Princess’s justice.”
“No,” K’xarr bellowed. “The Queen’s justice.”





Chapter 19 


What were you thinking, having that pet monster of yours just kill a Lord of Bandara in the middle of my throne room?”
K’xarr and Rufio watched the small woman pace back and forth in front of them. The party abruptly ended after Kian killed Kaspar, several women fainted and had to be carried out. The noble and wealthy alike had left the throne room very quietly. Not one of them had protested the out of hand execution. It wasn’t because they agreed with it. It was because they had been afraid.
“Give them time to think on what just happened, Highness, in a day or two you will see a change in your nobles thinking, besides that man was one of the men who plotted against your father.
She spun around to face him. “I know that. I wanted him dead. I wish I could have killed him myself, it’s how you did it that upsets me and the fact you ignore all etiquette and custom. You do these things without even a ‘by your leave, Highness.’” 
K’xarr was starting to get flustered with the Princess, she just couldn’t see what he intended. “I’m trying to do what I think is best, just because your back living in the palace doesn’t mean you will stay in it, if your brother doesn’t come back and throw you out, the Abberdonians will. We have to control the Kingdom and this city. There is no time for subtleties, you need to be proclaimed Queen as soon as possible, and we must start preparing to defend the city. Your nobles need to learn you rule here, not them, and if that takes Kian killing an arrogant Lord in you throne room, then so be it.” 
Her anger eased a little. She liked the idea of the nobles listening to her and not just being dismissed as a pretty-faced girl. “K’xarr, I know you mean well, but you have to inform me when you do these things, until Ansellus returns, you are the only one I can rely on to protect Bandara.” 
“Your Highness, may I speak?” Rufio asked. 
She nodded to the Dragitan. 
“I know K’xarr can overstep sometimes, but he is right. In my country if a ruler or noble is seen as weak they are quick deposed, sometimes killed. You must understand that your people see you as their Princess, a sweet young girl only good for hosting parties and birthing heirs, now you must show them you are a Queen, not a weak girl but a hard and decisive woman. You must make them believe you rule Bandara and anyone that gets in your way will be destroyed, having the people’s love is a fine thing, but you must have them fear you to rule. You have nothing else right now. You can’t keep trying to win their respect and adoration by being beautiful and stately. Make them fight for your approval and make them beg for your mercy. It’s you who will rule, not your petty nobles. I don’t know much about the art of statesmanship, but I know about people. Let us make these fools tremble and dread your displeasure, then you will see how quickly they try to appease you.” 
K’xarr and Rufio could see Raygan was deep in thought, then they saw the light of understanding shine in her eyes. “Help me to understand what must be done. I was not trained like my brother. I have no idea what I should do.” 
K’xarr looked into the Princess’s eyes. “I wasn’t trained either, Highness, I just go on my instincts. I will do what I must to see you on the throne. I know you don’t want to hear this but I have seen the steel in you, Highness, I believe it is in your nature to be ruthless, even cruel, you must forget what your father taught you and be your own woman, do what you believe is right, not what you think he would want you to do. If there is killing that must be done you can leave that to me.” 
Raygan sat down and leaned back in a large wooden chair. She regarded K’xarr and Rufio for a moment then spoke. “I don’t know if I should be angered by what you two said or take it as a compliment?” 
“Take it as good advice, Highness.” 
 They had done all that could be done, nine thousand battle weary Bandarans marched into the city of Northham and the safety of Castle Fox. 
Talorn sat on his horse, stroking the animal’s neck as he watched the tired soldiers file into the city. His father rode up beside him, Talorn had no wish for his company, he had done nothing but criticize what he and Cain were doing since he had arrived, and he had refused to tell Talorn how he had gotten up north so fast or where his army was. 
“Well, Son, it seems you and your King have failed to defend our lands. What’s your plan now? To hide here at Northham until the Abberdonians starve us out?” 
Talorn hung his head. “I will have to talk to the King, for now, we hold Northham and the castle.” 
Duke Blackthorn turned his horse in a circle so he could face his son. “Tell the King after you talk to him, I might have a way to defeat Havalon, if he is interested in making a bargain with me.” 
Talorn looked at his father. “The King has to deal for your patriotism?” 
“You and your self-righteous ideas have almost doomed the Kingdom, it’s time I take charge or there will be no Kingdom to bargain with. My patriotism is unconditional, I will save Bandara. It’s up to you and the King if you wish to be involved or not. The Kingdom needs a man in charge, not two boys playing at war.” 
The duke galloped into the city. Talorn looked up in the sky and said a prayer. He was having his doubts about holding the city, but winter was coming and the fighting would stop until spring, it might give him time to think of something. His mind kept wandering back to his wife, if what his father had told him was true Raygan had taken control of Turill. He knew his father had embellished what had happened in the capital. He made his wife out a mad woman and her cohorts, demons. He didn’t believe that was true at all. 
No matter what happened, he didn’t think she would leave her husband and brother to their fate, even if they both might deserve it. He had to hope the people helping her would come up with a way to save Bandara, he hadn’t talked to Cain about it, but there was just no way to push the Abberdonians back out of the Kingdom.
Trying to tell Cain would be a waste, the King would hear nothing about it, but that didn’t change the fact that the best they could hope for was to hold their ground. The fate of Bandara no longer rested with its King and his general, if there was any hope it was in the hands of a spoiled Princess and the men who were aiding her. He hoped God was with them, they would need his mighty hand when they faced the Abberdonians.
K’xarr was summoned to the Princess’s private chambers a week after Kian slew the Lord Kaspar on his order in front of what was left of the Bandaran nobles. The guards outside her door parted as he approached, he knocked gently on the door. “Enter.” 
K’xarr walked into the room, the Princess was alone. “You summoned me?” 
She took a sip of her wine. “Would you like some wine, commander?” He nodded and she poured him a goblet herself.
K’xarr had never seen her serve anyone before he wanted to say something but held his tongue. “What’s the occasion, Highness?” 
The Princess handed him the wine. “Every noble left in Bandara has offered me their support. Bishop Lyfair said he would be more than happy to crown me Queen of Bandara and would write a letter to the Church explaining why my brother was being deposed, you were right about what happened in the throne room. I have gained the respect of the nobles as well as their support.” 
K’xarr drained the wine and held out the goblet for more. She gently poured him another. “I’m glad it worked out, Highness, I don’t know if you gained any respect, but from what I have heard they are afraid of you now. It will be a great advantage in the days to come.” 
The Princess filled his goblet again before commenting on what he had said. “It’s you and the others they fear, K’xarr. I will not deceive myself about that, but you do serve the Queen.” She smiled at him. K’xarr didn’t argue the fact; for now he did serve the throne of Bandara.
“I have received word today that my brother and my husband have retreated to the city of Northham, their army has been all but defeated and they are surrounded by Prince Griffyn and Prince Donovan. I hoped you would tell me what you intend to do about King Havalon and the Abberdonians?” 
“Highness, I’m still securing the city, oh, by the way, I also wanted to tell you that we have found no sign of the girl Isabella, the one you asked us to locate, in my opinion, she is no longer in the city.” 
He saw the concern on her face. “Please, keep looking if you can. I want her found. I don’t believe she would run away.
K’xarr could tell the girl meant something to the Princess. “I will, but I would not get my hopes up. As to Havalon I have a few ideas, but nothing I could really tell you now.” 
“Very well, keep me informed about your plans; also my coronation will be within a month, you must be there.” 
“I will be there, Highness, you can count on it.” K’xarr turned and left the Princess’s room. 
He didn’t have the first idea what he was going to do about the Abberdonians. He had never been in this kind of position before. Why she wanted him in command while Ansellus was gone was a mystery to him. He wanted to ask, but in truth he already knew the answer. 
Raygan couldn’t trust anyone else. Greyson Kyle was Duke Blackthorn’s man and she would never allow him to command anything. K’xarr knew he was really all she had. He would do his best to defend the city. He didn’t have the experience or knowledge of the Abberdonian King he would have to face. He was just a young man from the mountains in way over his head. It didn’t matter, he had his courage and a sharp sword. If his dream ended in Turill, so be it. He would face his death with a smile.
Summer was gone and the cool winds of fall could be felt during the night, King Havalon marched south with twenty-five thousand men as his sons besieged the city of Northham. 
The city of Turill was still waiting for the crowning of their new Queen, when the news of the approaching army spread through the city. The Abberdonians would be at the gates by winter.
“You were right, Rufio; K’xarr has led us to places I never thought I would be.” The wind on top of the great wall of Turill blew Vandarus’s blonde hair across his face, and it was much cooler compared to the air in the city. The two warriors had decided to take a walk around the fortifications of the city. The wall was huge, forty feet tall and ten to twenty-five feet wide in places. The battlements of Turill looked impenetrable. 
Rufio adjusted his cuirass. “These straps are too tight.” He fumbled with them a moment then walked on. “So, you’re happy with the way things are?” 
Vandarus laughed. “Why wouldn’t I be? We almost have free run of the city and we are in Princess Raygan’s good graces, what’s not to be happy about? For God’s sake, Rufio I’m sleeping in the palace.”
Rufio grinned at his friend, he couldn’t help but like the younger man. “It wasn’t too much trouble taking the palace, but it might be a little harder holding on to it.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Vandarus, have you forgotten the Abberdonians? Do you think Havalon gives a damn who is King or Queen here? No, he’s going to ride down here and take this city, if he can and kill us, all for good measure.”
Vandarus’s good humor dissolved into the evening breeze. “Perhaps the Bandaran’s will defeat him in the north. Then Cain and Raygan can settle their differences and the people can live in peace again. God, this city doesn’t need a civil war.” 
Rufio shook his head. “They won’t be able to stop him. From what K’xarr told me, reports say they are all but finished up there now. They have retreated into the city of Northham, it’s just a matter of time for them now. It will be us and the men we have here to repel Havalon’s army.”
Vandarus thought a moment. “We have only Duke Blackthorn’s men, it’s not enough, even I can see that. I don’t care if Ansellus vouches for them, how can we trust them? Blackthorn murdered the King. They might be Bandarans, but they are his men. You think K’xarr might decide to ride on before he gets stuck here?” 
Rufio stopped walking and looked out over the Bandaran landscape. “K’xarr won’t leave. Even though he cares little for Bandara or its Princess, he will stay and die in the shadow of its walls before he gives it up.” 
Vandarus leaned against the parapet. “If we can’t win, why would he still stay and fight?”
“It’s his nature, he would see it as being craven to pull out now and he couldn’t live with that. Don’t tell him I said this, but he makes a poor mercenary. A sell-sword must know when a battle can’t be won and when it’s time to pull out and quit. K’xarr is no quitter and he has too much pride. I know that sounds foolish and maybe it is, but it’s how the man is, hardheaded and stubborn.” 
Vandarus shook his head. “I can’t leave either. Even if K’xarr left I would stay, this is my homeland and I have to fight to defend it, even if it’s a bad idea. I just wish there was another way.” 
Rufio spit off the wall and watch it fall to the ground far below. His aim was off, he missed the guard walking the perimeter by a foot. “Then you can die a hero, my friend, and maybe someone will sing a song about you.” 
“No one’s going to sing about either one of you whining dogs.” Something blocked the last of the evening sun and a large shadow fell over them. “No one is whining, Cromwell,” Rufio said. 
The Toran crossed his arms over his huge chest. “Sounds like whining to me, whether to fight or not, if you were Toran you only have to hear the clash of steel to know the answer to that question, besides no matter what the odds, if my sword brothers are going to war, then I will be at their side.” 
Vandarus rolled his eyes and pushed himself off the parapet. “I have no problem fighting if there is a chance to win. It sounds like we don’t have much of a chance, and you can’t blame me if I want to live a little longer.” 
Cromwell put his big hand on Vandarus’s shoulder. “If you want a long life, become a farmer.” 
“Yes, Vandarus said he liked famers. I bet he would be a good one too, famed throughout the land. You could become the mighty wheat warrior Vandarus,” Rufio said with a straight face. Then he looked at Cromwell and both men burst out laughing. 
“You both can go to hell,” Vandarus said stomping off. 
“Now why is he mad?” Cromwell said and they both laughed again.
***
Kian sat holding one of his legs and gazing into a small pond in the Princess’s garden. Although their lovemaking had grown more often and more furious, he had become quiet and more withdrawn as days went by, spending most of his time practicing his swordsmanship in the garden, he had told Endra that his body could do things now that it couldn’t before and he had to weave the two together again, body and blade. 
She didn’t really understand, but it seemed very important to him. Many times people stopped to watch his exercises, mostly the nobles who came to speak with the Princess. All of them looked on with amazement at his speed and acrobatic skills. She wondered what he thought about the attention but decided not to ask. 
The Princess had talked her into allowing the children to spend their days being educated by the royal tutors. After she thought about it, Endra liked the idea of them learning to read and write, it also gave her and Kian more time to be alone. 
She approached her lover as quiet as she could, knowing the whole time he could hear her every step. 
“You try to sneak up on me every time you come out here, why?” 
“I like to pretend I’m stalking my prey. I miss my homeland sometimes and the hunt.” Kian tried to smile at her and she acted like she didn’t know it was forced. “What were you thinking of?” 
Kian motioned for her to sit beside him. “I was thinking about what my mother would have thought about this garden, I don’t know if she ever saw such beauty, but I believed she would have loved this place.” 
Endra sat beside him leaning back on her hands. “I wish I could have met your mother, she must have been a very special woman.” Kian didn’t answer or acknowledge what she had said. It made her uneasy when he did that. 
“You know Havalon is coming. K’xarr will expect you to fight.” He nodded but said nothing. “If you want to leave I will go with you, this isn’t our fight.” 
He adjusted the vambraces on his forearms and turned to face her. “Is that what you want to do?”
Endra flipped her dark hair with a quick turn of her head and looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “No, I don’t want to leave. My friends are here and I feel like we started this and we should finish it, but if you asked I would go with you, we don’t owe anyone anything. There is no reason we have to get mixed up in this war.” 
He stood and offered her his hand, she took it and he pulled her to her feet. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he turned and faced her. “There was a night before we met I was alone and wounded surrounded by a large number of men that were going to kill me because I defied them.
I should have died that night. K’xarr, Cromwell, Rufio, and Vandarus stood by me even though they didn’t agree with what I was doing or why I was doing it, I have not forgotten that night. You see, it doesn’t matter if I believe in this war or not, I will stand with them even if it means my death, because I believe in them.” 
She put her arms around his neck. “Then I will stand with you, because I have not forgotten the man that found me alone in the woods fighting for my life.” Kian held her close; he wished he could remember that man too. 
The grand throne room of the palace was packed full with every noble, rich merchant, and anyone of importance that was left in the city. Raygan walked toward the phoenix throne, dressed in a sleeveless red dress trimmed in gold. The front cut down to her navel, the back cut down just above her hips, it was slit up one side revealing her shapely leg. Gold bracelets on both wrists and a ruby necklace adorned her neck. She felt a little improper, but K’xarr told her to wear the most flamboyant dress she had, it was a bit tight, thanks to the little Blackthorn in her belly, she was just starting to see a small rise in her stomach. No one else noticed it but she could and it did not make her happy. 
Bishop Lyfair stood behind the throne holding the crown. It was still covered with a white cloth. Rhys and K’xarr had asked her to allow them to commission a new crown made just for her by the royal jeweler. It was going to be a surprise the two men had told her, it worried her greatly, neither one had very good taste but she loved surprises so she had allowed it.
Both K’xarr and Rhys now flanked her as she walked up the steps of the dais. Earlier in the day she had named Rhys a Lord of Bandara and adviser to the throne, it made him a noble. It was an empty title, but she could keep him close to her now without any unpleasant issues. 
The two men took their places to the right and left of her as she sat down on the magnificent marble throne. Bishop Lyfair uncovered the crown and raised it above her head.
Raygan wanted to turn and look at it, but continued to look straight ahead; she could tell by the reaction of the crowd it must be beautiful, many of them pointed and nodded their heads in approval.
The Bishop started. “On this day, the Holy Church in its divine wisdom has ask me to bless this woman as she begins her reign as sovereign ruler of this great nation.” 
No one saw the look K’xarr gave the Bishop but Lyfair himself, the Bishop gave him a slight nod and continued. “By her right of birth and her noble blood in the name of God the Pope and Holy Mother Church; I crown Raygan Albana Blackthorn Queen and declare her to be the Phoenix of Bandara, long live the Phoenix Queen.” 
The little Queen stood up on shaking legs to the wild applause of her people. “K’xarr, what have you done?” She said out of the corner of her mouth.
He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “I have brought the Phoenix Queen back to life.”
Raygan sat in her room now dressed in a white robe looking at her new crown sitting on the table before her. It was exquisite, a wide gold band with a phoenix in front carved from solid gold. Small rubies were set in the gold for the bird’s feathers and tiny diamonds for its eyes. Its wings were spread as it rose from the flames. The flames themselves were superbly cut fire opals; it was truly the crown of the Phoenix Queen. Rhys and K’xarr had done a wonderful job. 
She hadn’t spoken to either since the ceremony. She had gone to her chambers immediately afterwards, saying the baby was causing her discomfort but the real reason was she was terrified. 
She knew K’xarr had told the Bishop to add in the Phoenix Queen part of the ceremony for some political or strategic reason. He didn’t know what a great weight that put on her shoulders. How would a foolish young girl like her ever live up to the reputation of the fabled Phoenix Queen? The legendary woman had founded the Kingdom and made it the jewel of the middle continent. She led her armies to victories undreamed of even by the greatest of generals.
She was just a girl with no army and an empty treasury and enemies on every front, and she didn’t know how to fix any of it. She was nothing like the Phoenix Queen and never would be. 
Bishop Lyfair had told her after the ceremony that Cain had not been officially crowned by a member of the clergy and that made her the unchallenged Queen of Bandara in the Eyes of God and the world. She knew that would mean she would have to bear the Kingdom’s burden alone now. There was no going back. Raygan laid her head on the table so she could gaze at the crown and quietly wept.
The leaves had begun falling from the trees in the palace garden and the crops were all harvested and King Havalon had arrived. The Abberdonians had begun to make camp and started to construct their siege engines. 
K’xarr had conscripted with the Queen’s permission some eight thousand recruits from the city, he had only a few weeks to train them before the Abberdonians had arrived. It boosted the forces inside the city to eighteen thousand, it would just have to do.
K’xarr had told the Queen that Blackthorn’s men were mostly cavalry, but they were well trained. They would have to be the core of the city’s defenses. The young general was as ready as time had allowed.
Raygan herself could no longer hide her pregnancy and had taken to wearing large robes and spending very little time in public and now her city was under siege. It was time for her to be Queen.
Kian stood atop the great wall, watching the Abberdonians, his long black hair waving with the breeze. He saw K’xarr approach. The new Bandaran general leaned on the parapet beside the swordsman, looking out over the Abberdonian forces. “They look like a fit army, don’t you think?” 
Kian folded his arms. “I know little about armies, K’xarr, I wouldn’t be the one to ask.” 
K’xarr gave a dry chuckle. “The truth is I don’t know much more than you. I just follow my gut; this is what I have always wanted to do Kian. Even back in Camir, when I heard the old stories about the great armies of the past, I thought commanding men was what I was meant to do. Now that I’m doing it, I’m starting to have my doubts. There is a lot more to it than I bargained for.” 
Kian rested his hand on Malice’s hilt. “You will find out soon if you have the knack for it.” 
K’xarr nodded his agreement. “Lyfair told me that the Church will not sanction any conflict in the winter, all armies on the continent stand down from the first snows of winter until the spring thaw, he said he didn’t believe Havalon would move to attack until spring, I have never heard of anything so stupid in my life. Snow never stopped the warriors of the Harsh Coast from killing each other.” 
Kian leaned against the parapet like K’xarr was. “What will you do then?” 
The commander looked at him. “What can I do but attack Havalon? It will give us an advantage, he will never expect an attack. He will think we will sit out the winter just like he is planning, to hell with the Church and their rules.” 
“They will say you are a pagan and you are going against the Church’s edicts, the Bandarans will not want to support an attack,” Kian offered.
K’xarr’s jaw tightened. “I’m going to do it anyway, besides from what I have heard of Havalon, he won’t hesitate to counterattack and then he will have defied the Church just like I did. As for the Bandarans, if the Queen tells them it must fight in the cold, they will fight in the cold. They fall all over themselves trying to please the girl.” 
The Half Elf didn’t comment, he knew K’xarr, he would do whatever he thought best and he was also right about the Queen. Her people loved her and would obey almost any command she issued. The only problem he saw was the Camiran didn’t take orders well and the new Queen loved to give them, but he saw no reason to point that out. “What do you need me to do?” 
K’xarr pointed to the Abberdonians. “When the fighting starts, I want you to kill as many of them as you can.” 
The swordsman mockingly bowed towards K’xarr. “As you command, General, I promise I shall keep their gravediggers busy.” Kian grinned showing his fangs. K’xarr knew Kian would keep his promise.
Duke Blackthorn despised the Fox family and hated their ancestral castle. It had none of the splendor or opulence of the palace. It was even drearier than his home in Braxton Bluff. Right now he had little choice of accommodations, the Bandaran army had retreated inside the city of Northham and he had to accept the fact he would have to put up with Tobias Fox’s shoddy hospitality, for now. He had at least been given his own quarters, not much but a bed table and chairs and a large chest for his things. There was a large fireplace in the room, that was at least something. It would help now that the nights had gotten cold. 
The privacy was what he really needed, he pulled the amulet out of the pouch on his side. He didn’t want to use it. He hated the wizard but he saw no other course. Talorn and Cain had been chased inside Northham and he only had one other ally. The duke began to rub the magic device in the pattern he had been shown. 
“I had forgotten you still had that, Willy, hand it over.” The wizard appeared before Blackthorn with his hand out, the duke reluctantly placed the amulet in the sorcerer’s outstretched hand.
“Wise decision, out of curiosity, what did you summon me for?” Duke Blackthorn fixed his eyes on the Dark One, “I want your help with Bandara.” 
The wizard reached out and put his hand on the duke’s chest, William’s face contorted with pain his heart began to beat faster and faster, he wanted to fall to the floor but his knees wouldn’t bend. 
“I told you I was done with Bandara, it didn’t interest me anymore.” The Dark One snatched his hand from the duke’s chest and William fell to his hands and knees. The masked sorcerer straddled him and pulled a wickedly curved dagger out and put it to the duke’s throat “Time to die, Blackthorn.” The Dark One pulled the duke’s head up by his hair exposing his neck. “They may not know it, but the young girls of Northham will sleep much safer tonight,” the sorcerer said. 
“Wait,” the duke croaked. “I can give you something you might want.” 
“Draw one last breath and tell me what you have that I could possibly want,” the wizard said, as he let the dagger draw a little of the older man’s blood. 
“My father told me that when the Phoenix Queen was buried my Ancestor Braxton Blackthorn placed an item of great power inside her tomb with her. It was said its magic is what led the Queen to so many of her impossible victories.” 
The sorcerer took the knife away from the duke’s neck. “What item are you talking about?” 
“I don’t know exactly but my father said it was the most powerful thing in the Kingdom. It was said to have enhanced the Queen’s magic.” 
“I thought no one knew where the Queen’s tomb was; the legends say she was buried in secret,” the wizard said as he climbed off Blackthorn’s back. 
William struggled to his feet. “Whatever was buried with her was the reason she was buried in secret, Braxton was afraid of the magic so he entombed it with her. Before he died, Braxton told his son where the Queen’s body rested and it has been passed down through my family from father to son ever since.” 
The Dark One pointed the knife at the duke casually. “If your family knew where it was, why didn’t you go loot it a long time ago?” 
“Along with the location of the tomb, a warning was also passed down to never seek the tomb out, the magic inside was dark and evil and the tomb itself cursed, and I believed what my father told me. I never sought it out and I never heard that any of my ancestors tried to find the tomb either. So whatever it was it must still be there.” 
The wizard thought for a moment weighing his options. “You give me the location of the tomb, if there is something of use to me there, I will do what I can for you, if not, I will make you beg me to kill you.” 
William had little choice. “Agreed.” He got out a map of Bandara and pointed out the location to the Dark One. 
“I know you won’t be going anywhere, Willy, so I shall return as soon as I can.” With that he vanished, leaving William Blackthorn to hope his father’s story was true.
***
The tomb had been easy for him to find, it was a small sea cave on the east coast of Bandara, not far from Turill. It was well hidden at the bottom of a sheer cliff. If you didn’t know where to look, it would never be found. He waved his hand in an odd circular motion and stepped off the edge of the cliff. The wizard slowly floated down the side of the crag like a feather.
Only part of the entrance was above the water, it was just tall enough for a man to walk in, if the man could walk on water. Fortunately he could, the Dark One spoke a word of power. He landed gently on the calm waters of the Eastern Sea and walked over to the base of the cliff and into the cave. 
The darkness was like a wet shroud, he muttered a word and a light appeared floating in the air beside him, the cave was not deep and he found himself walking on a rocky floor after about forty yards. 
There ahead of him was the sarcophagus of the Phoenix Queen. Braxton Blackthorn had to have used magic to get the huge sarcophagus into the cave, it was massive and made of solid gold. He could feel the spells that had been cast on the great casket to preserve it from the elements.
Engraved on the lid was the Bandaran Phoenix, he wondered if any Bandaran had ever seen one of the legendary birds. The engraving was close to what the real creature looked like. Few believe the great avian truly existed, he knew they were wrong, he had once seen one of the creatures in the Weeping lands far to the south. The creature had been beautiful beyond words. He shook the memory from his head, there were wards he had to dispel, he didn’t have time for reminiscing.
When he finished getting rid of the last of the protection spells, he put his hand on the sarcophagus, it was warm to the touch. The lid was heavy but slid easily enough; whoever had built it had been a master craftsman. 
He motioned and the light that floated beside him came closer. The wizard peered down into the sarcophagus expecting to see the desiccated corpse of the Phoenix Queen. Instead he saw a comely middle-aged woman dressed in red and gold armor, she looked as if she was peacefully sleeping. 
A sword in a red scabbard lay clutched in her hands, the pommel of the thin-bladed long sword was a golden phoenix. He slowly unwrapped her lifeless fingers from sword’s hilt and slid the weapon through his belt. The famous sword of the Phoenix Queen would make a fine addition to his collection.
When he touched it, he could sense its magic but not enough to be the thing he was looking for. There was something else in the casket that was much more powerful. He could feel it.
He looked again his sharp eyes caught something; he motioned the light back and dimmed it just a little. The wizard saw a faint dark glow coming from under the dead Queen’s arm, turning her body slightly, he removed a small stoppered vial of dark liquid. 
His magical senses reeled from the power inside the tiny bottle. Its power was not a power created by a sorcerer. It was something else something beyond magic, then a grin spread across his face, tucking the vial inside his robe, he turn to leave, when a slight noise cause him to look back. 
The Queen had sat up in her sarcophagus, her auburn hair spilling over her shoulders, slowly her head turned towards him until she gazed into his eyes. 
Startled but unafraid, he turned to face her; this was not his first encounter with the undead. “What you intend with that will not bring you what you want, evil one.” Her voice sounded soft, but she spoke with great authority. 
“How do you know what I want?” 
The Queen gave him an ironic smile. “The dead know many things; if you use what you have stolen the consequences will be dire. You will alter the fate of this world and your destiny will be forever changed. What you intend to do cannot be undone, sorcerer, you have been warned.”
The Queen lay back down in her sarcophagus, he walked over and looked in, wanting to know more, he found the Queen was gone and only a dried up corpse now rested in her armor. “Thank you for the warning, Your Majesty,” the wizard said as he slid the lid back to cover the renowned monarch, “I wish I could heed it.”





Chapter 20 


No one could remember it being so cold. Even the old men and women of the Kingdom could not remember such a bitter wind. Winter had come early to Bandara, already over two foot of snow covered the ground outside the walls of Turill.
K’xarr couldn’t sleep, he stood on top of the wall looking down on Havalon’s camp, it was still hours before the attack but he was just too tense to rest, there was a stiff breeze on top of the wall and he had seen the sentries shivering when he passed them earlier. 
He knew the cold had to be hard on the soldiers of Abberdon, as well as the Bandarans. The Abberdonians had built rough barracks out of the wood that was left over after building their siege towers and catapults. It made the camp look like a small town. There were not enough of the crude buildings to house all of the Abberdonian soldiers. Many of the foreign troops only had the protection of tents to keep out the cold and the biting wind. They had tromped down the snow throughout the camp making the ground hard and slick. The enemy was having a miserable time of it. So much the better, K’xarr thought.
Their King must be a hard man, there was no sign he would ride back to Abberdon and return in the spring. Too much could change by spring. Havalon would not give up his position. If he left and returned in the spring, the old King knew he might have to fight his way back to Turill. No, he would stay and suffer through the winter. He would not give up the ground he had already won.
The weather would work to the Bandaran’s advantage. Havalon’s troops were cold, hungry, and discontent and they would not be expecting an attack in this kind of weather, the Bandaran troops didn’t like it, but at least they had the shelter of the city to keep them warm until they had to ride out against their enemy. They also knew the attack was coming. If the Gods were merciful the Abberdonians would not be ready. K’xarr knew he was taking a big gamble but it was his only chance. At least, the only one he could think of.
He remembered when he was growing up in Camir, the raids he went on with his father and the other warriors of his village; this cold was mild compared to the winter nights in the mountains of his homeland. He remembered how the blood had frozen on the dead and wounded and how you could watch the dying exhale their last breath into the cold night air. 
It was on a night like that he had killed his mother and father, even now he pushed the thoughts from his mind, not wanting to remember the blood that stained his hands. He had never told anyone, even Cromwell knew nothing about the night he murdered his family.
It didn’t matter now, he was a general, at least in name. In a few hours he would see if he could earn the title. There was a battle to win and no time for thoughts of things he couldn’t ever change. 
He would carry out his plan and damn his doubts to hell. He had never second guessed his instincts before and he wasn’t about to start now. If this was to be his only battle as a general, then he would make it a glorious one.
He turned and headed back down into the city. He had just enough time to eat and put his armor on. By the time the sun rose on a new day, he would know what kind of commander he was.
William Blackthorn sat in his room drinking a cup of warm wine with his feet in front of a nice fire. The man he knew as the Dark One stood before him with one hand on the mantle above his fireplace. “I have set things in motion in Turill, when this K’xarr attacks in the morning and I have it on good authority he will, events might not go as he planned.” 
“How can helping Havalon help me?” the duke asked. 
“I’m not helping Havalon. I’m making it hard for the little Queen to win. The only one that my actions will benefit is you. 
“This Camiran, he is young and daring, a full out winter attack might truly hurt the King of Abberdon. Hopefully what I have done will hurt them both,” the wizard gurgled. 
“I hope you’re right. I just don’t see how one man can do that much, even if he is a wizard.” 
“All I had to do was deliver a message to your men in your name, the rest is up to them. I promised if what was in the tomb of the Phoenix Queen was useful to me, I would help you it was and I have. Now I must go. I have a mission of my own that will aid us both as well.” The wizard vanished without a sound. 
The duke pulled his fur robe tighter, he had a chill and it wasn’t from the cold.
***
She pulled the last strap tight on her armor and picked up the helmet she had chosen from the armory, it was plain and unadorned, but it offered good protection with its cheek plates and nasal guard. Endra hoped it would do, she had never been in a battle before, unlike most of the Harsh Coast, the Sorrackans didn’t raid their neighbors’ villages or into other lands.
She could handle a weapon and defend herself, but this would be different. Before she had only fought to defend her children, now Endra would be among thousands of men trying to kill each other. 
The very thought of it scared her a little, but she was determined to do her part. That was not what was really troubling her, it was what Rhys had told her the day before. 
“Endra, you look a little pale, would you like me to give you a look over?” She had not felt well the last few days so she agreed. When he finished, he told her the news.
“You’re with child, my dear, I hope that’s good news, the baby should come in the early spring if not before.”
Endra looked at him eyes wide. “That can’t be, that would make the child born too soon, after only a few months.” 
Rhys frowned. “Are you sure?”
She nodded frantically. “Yes, Kian is the only one I have been with.” 
Rhys felt her abdomen again. “The baby is small, you can hardly tell by looking at you that you’re with child. I just thought it might be normal for you to gain very little weight. 
She told him about the birth of her other children and that they too were born much sooner than normal. 
“Let me do a couple of tests,” Rhys said. “There is just so much I don’t know about this dark blood. Maybe I can come up with something.”
Later in the day, Rhys had come to her with what he had found. “The baby is growing rapidly. I have no explanation for it other than the magic that was used on Kian or your blood or a combination of the two. It’s the only reason I can come up with for the abnormality. I want you to be prepared Endra, the child may be … irregular. Half Elves are known to be sterile by their nature, they are hybrids and unable to breed, so it’s a miracle that you became pregnant in the first place. This will not be a normal birth, I’m afraid. You must make sure I’m there when the time comes.” 
She had thanked him and left. Rhys was a very kind man, but he had frightened her, what was growing in her belly? Returning to her room she agonized over what to do. Finally she decided not to tell Kian until after the battle, she didn’t want him to stop her from fighting by his side. Endra knew he would not allow it if he found out about the child. No, she would wait, it would be for the best. She dried her eyes belted on her sword and went to find her swordsman.
“Just drink it down fast, you won’t taste it that way.” The Queen shook her head. “It smells awful, are you sure it will work?”
Rhys put his hand on her shoulder and kissed the top of her head, “I wouldn’t give it to you if I didn’t think it would work.” 
She tipped her head back and downed the healer’s brew as fast as she could, it gagged her a bit but she kept it down. She could feel the burning in her belly subside as the concoction slid down. 
“Better?” he asked. “Yes, thank you, my dear, you are a miracle worker, are you really going down to the wall today?” 
Rhys sighed. “We’ve already talked about this; K’xarr said he would need every healer in the city down there, and I said I would take charge of overseeing the wounded, from what he told me I should be back by nightfall.” 
Raygan squirmed in her chair trying to get comfortable. “I’m worried, Rhys, what if the battle goes all wrong, what if we lose, what if the Abberdonians get into the city, will I be taken prisoner?” 
“Raygan, we have been over this to, remember? You’re the Queen, others will look to you for strength. You can’t allow your personal fears to show. You are Raygan Albana Blackthorn, the Phoenix Queen of Bandara.” He watched pride fill the young woman’s eyes. Sometimes she just needed to be reminded of who she was. 
“The Phoenix of Bandara fears nothing,” she said trying to sound fierce.
Rhys walked over to the Queen’s bed and picked up his cloak and slung it around his shoulders. “I wouldn’t worry anyway, K’xarr might be young, but he seems to know what he’s about.” He picked up his satchel and checked to see if everything was in order. “Well, I better get going, it won’t be long now.” He knelt down beside her and took her hands in his and kissed them both. “I will see you soon, lay down and get some rest if you can.” 
She caressed his face gently. “Please, be careful and promise you won’t go beyond the wall.” 
Rhys stood and kissed her softly on the lips. “I have no intention of going anywhere near the fighting.”
Raygan smiled at him. “Come back to me soon.” He turned and opened the door of her room. “I will see you tonight, promise.” He walked out and shut the door softly. He hadn’t taken two steps before he stopped. He had a bad feeling. Rhys turned and started to go back into the Queen’s room. He stopped himself and smirked. He had never been superstitious and he was not going to start now. Everything would be fine. The young healer turned walked on down the hall, not knowing how wrong he was.
“There, that makes me feel better.” It had taken some time to talk Kian into putting on a light chainmail shirt under the black leather jerkin he wore. 
“It will slow me down, but if it makes you happy I’ll wear it.”
She fastened his cloak back around his shoulders. “It does, now, how about a helmet?” 
He shook his head. “No helmet.” Endra knew there wasn’t time to argue with him about it, so she just nodded her compliance. 
The palace armory was cold and she was anxious, time was growing short. K’xarr was planning on attacking just before dawn and that was not far off. Kian seemed no more concerned as if he was going for a ride in the country. 
“I wanted to wake the children and tell them goodbye, but they were sleeping so sound I just couldn’t do it. Nick Nock is staying with them until we return. The cook seems to be a good man, besides he has already experienced their unpleasant antics.” Endra knew he was listening to her but you couldn’t tell it by looking at the swordsman. It was very irritating that he could focus on several things at once.
Kian pulled Malice from its scabbard and looked the ominous blade over, she didn’t like that sword, it made her uneasy and she really didn’t know why. 
“They will be fine, you will see them tonight. Nick Nock will see to their needs. They seem fond of the cook,” he said confidently. 
“You seem very sure, what if something happens? This is a war and none of us are immortal.” 
He slid the sword back into its scabbard and fixed his cat-like eyes to hers. “You are a good fighter, Endra, you have nothing to worry about, just stay close to me.”
She hugged him and he held her close, she almost told him about the baby then but held it back. “You make everything sound so simple, neither one of us has ever been in a real battle before, what do you think it will be like?” 
He pushed her back gently. He looked at her the way he had before the tower. It was only for a moment but she had seen it. Then the darkness seeped back in. “We will ride out and men will die.”
“All right, Greyson, you will lead the troops from the Bluff, most of them are mounted and more experienced than the recruits from the city, so you will be the spearhead of the attack. I’m sending Vandarus with you as your second in command. 
“Rufio, you take the left wing of cavalry. That’s two thousand of the recruits. So, you may have to lead them by the nose. Cromwell and I will take the right. Kian, Endra, you ride with Rufio. Try not to get too far ahead of the infantry. Keep your mounted troops at a walk until the signal is given to charge. This only works if we all attack together. 
“Engage, kill as many of them as you can, then as the sun rises, head back to the city, and if the Gods are with us we will slam the gates shut in their faces and the archers on the wall will get a few flights of arrows off before they turn back.” He paused a moment, letting his orders sink in. 
“Remember, once the Abberdonians get to the wall, the gate will close, we can’t take a chance of them gaining control of the gatehouse, make sure you get back before Havalon’s troops do.” 
“We know all this. It’s the third time you told us. We strike, just like the raids back home,” Cromwell said with a sly grin.
K’xarr slowly turned to face him. “Some of my commanders have thick skulls, so I feel the need to repeat myself, Greyson, are the men in position and ready?” 
“They are, General, and already complaining about the cold.” K’xarr nodded. “They will warm up soon enough. Let’s go and may the Gods be kind.”
Greyson Kyle walked to his horse; he hated what he had to do. He didn’t like K’xarr but for a man with no experience with command he had done well, but the wizard had been clear on what the duke wanted of him. 
If Ansellus would have put him in command things might be different, but he didn’t. He let the Queen put this barbaric outlander in charge. Greyson was loyal to Bandara but only to a point. He would never gain any renown under the Queen. That was obvious. He had served the duke a long time, no sense stopping now. Besides, under the duke he would be promoted, perhaps if he did well enough Blackthorn may even have the King make him a lord.
Without the men from the Bluff, K’xarr didn’t have a chance in hell of holding Turill until Ansellus returned. With any luck, the duke would be back in control of Turill by summer and Greyson would be back in command.
The commanders joined their troops, the snow was deep and would slow their advance, but there was nothing that could be done about that. K’xarr hoped they could start the attack before Havalon’s men could form their ranks, it was little more than a mile to their sentries but the Abberdonians were well trained, he had to just hope the winter attack would catch them off guard. 
He mounted his horse and joined Cromwell on the right. He wanted to lead the wedge, but he knew that he and Cromwell didn’t have the experience the Bandaran did on horseback, and Greyson knew what he was doing. K’xarr didn’t like the man but Greyson had shown he was efficient. 
He just kept running every variable over and over in his head. He had to stop, there was nothing left to do but signal the advance. Time would tell if he had done the right thing in ordering the attack. If he had misjudged, the city would be lost before dinner and he would be dead.
King Havalon’s personal guard had built him a small cabin, it was better than a tent but still cold as hell. He couldn’t wait until spring when the fighting started. The Church’s rule of no winter combat was inconvenient, but they were right about it being inhuman on the troops. The Church had decreed many years ago that God didn’t want his children to make war in the bleak winter months. Very few Kings or generals had complained about the new edict. Most armies didn’t have any desire to battle in the cold anyway, so everyone had agreed with God.
Havalon was a man that was usually up with the sun. His aides seldom needed to wake the old warrior. The cold however kept him in the warmth of his blankets this morning, besides the sun wasn’t up yet. Maybe he was just getting too old for these campaigns. Next time he would leave the conquest to his sons. He would stay home in his capital Tarthis, next to the great fireplace he had built in his quarters, and drink warm wine and let his boys do the fighting. The King had just drifted off to sleep again when he was startled awake by the sound of battle. Dressed only in his night clothes, he sprang to his feet and threw back his covers. He opened the door to the biting cold of the predawn. His army’s camp fires blazed everywhere. The fire light made it hard to see, but he could tell the camp was under attack. The Queen’s general had attacked under the cover of darkness in snow knee deep, was he mad? 
The King’s personal guard came running up. “It’s a full attack, Majesty, at least ten thousand strong, maybe more, the men had little time to make ready before they were on us.” 
“Get my armor and my horse.” He had to get his men organized or that bastard would rout the whole camp, how dare he attack against the Church edicts. The old King ignored the cold and stared out at the chaos in his camp. He was going to make someone would pay for this outrage. 
Vandarus could not believe how deep they had driven into the Abberdonians camp. The screams of the dying filled the night air, K’xarr’s plan was working, the Abberdonians kept trying to form up to repel the attack, but the Bandarans cut them down before they could get organized, he had killed at least three men himself, but the sun was getting ready to rise. It was time to get back behind the city walls.
He saw Greyson up ahead, pulling his sword free from a man’s shoulder. The young Bandaran warrior rode over the commander. 
“The sun will rise soon, we should start back.” The Abberdonians fires lit the battlefield enough to let Vandarus see the chaos all around. He hoped Rufio and the others were watching the sky. He didn’t want to see any of his friends get left behind.
Greyson acted as if he hadn’t heard what he said. Vandarus turned his horse around and came alongside Greyson’s mount, he pointed to the sky. “Look, Greyson, the sun is almost up time to pull back.” 
The Bandaran commander turned in his saddle and drove his sword into the pit of Vandarus’s arm. His rib stopped Greyson’s saber from going into his heart, but the unexpected thrust unhorsed him. Vandarus fell into the cold wet snow. Greyson signaled, horns sounded and the troops from Braxton Bluff turned their horses and thundered off to the north.
“What the hell is that?” K’xarr yelled. The sun had just broken the horizon when he heard the blaring of the battle horns.
“K’xarr, look,” Cromwell said, pointing to the north they could see the bulk of the Bandaran cavalry breaking through the back of the Abberdonians camp horses and men struggle through the snow as they fled the battle.
K’xarr’s eyes narrowed. “Cromwell, we are betrayed, get the men headed back fast.” Both men began to yell at their recruits, it seemed like forever before they had them turned and heading back to Turill. Havalon’s men were starting to mount their horses and arm themselves. They had their wits about them now; the attack was over. K’xarr could only hope to get what was left of his army back to the city alive before the Abberdonians mounted a counter attack.
Endra’s sword exploded through her enemy’s chest, she had lost her helmet and her horse. The white snow had been replaced by a red slush and her feet were wet from it. She had fought well, but the grim work was as unfamiliar to her as it was grisly. Bodies lay all around her. It was hard to walk without stepping on a corpse. The dead were everywhere, and Kian continued to kill. 
He had jumped off his horse as soon as he was among the Abberdonians. At first there had been little resistance but now the enemy soldiers came on in force, only to die in a torrent of whirling steel. 
Kian leaped and weaved through the enemy, dealing death to any who had the courage to brave his blade. Malice’s strange blade was masked from tip to hilt with thick Abberdonian blood. The sword and the man who wielded it seemed to be relentless in their pursuit of death. 
She blocked a cut and buried her sword in a young soldier’s neck. She had killed before, but never anything like this. The sky was beginning to shed its light on the bloody field when Endra saw Rufio ride up. He looked at the ground where she stood. She saw the astonishment on his face. 
“By all the Gods, Endra find a horse and get back to the city.”
The Dragitan watched as Kian walked towards a group of soldiers. They were backing away in fear screaming for archers. “Endra, he needs to fall back see to it, please,” Rufio said. 
“Kian,” she shouted. He looked back at her his eyes dilated by the feeble morning light. “We must go now.” He walked back through the huge circle of bloody mud. The swordsman had spilled so much hot blood, it had begun to thaw the frozen ground. He grabbed the reins of a stray horse and jumped astride it. 
Kian rode over to Endra and pulled the woman up behind him. Endra saw a few men with bows running towards the frightened group of soldiers. “We should hurry, my love.” 
She wrapped her arms tight around his middle; he patted her leg to let her know he understood. 
Kian was a mess; he was slick with the blood and gore of his enemies. “Is that it then, Rufio?” 
“It is, my friend. Greyson and the troops from the Bluff broke through the lines and rode north. I think they had their own plan.” 
Kian kicked his horse and headed back toward the city, Rufio looked once more at the place the half-breed had chosen to fight and shook his head in disbelief; turning his horse he followed Kian back to the city.
His cuirass was so full of blood, it was running out the bottom on to his thighs. Some of the Abberdonians had gotten to their mounts and were ready to chase the Bandarans back to the city. 
He needed a horse, there were several on the battlefield he just had to catch one. His vision was blurry, but he managed to get a hold of one of the rider-less horses and pull himself up into the saddle, he almost passed out, but Vandarus kicked the horse’s flanks and rode. The horse churned through the snow, having to jump through some of the deeper drifts, that’s what caused him to fall. 
The snow cushioned his landing and Vandarus managed to grab a dangling stirrup before the horse got past him. The sound of the Abberdonian cavalry’s pursuit caused the horse to run, dragging the wounded man along with it. The snow was cold but felt good on his face, as it piled up in front of him. However the weight of it made Vandarus lose his grip on the stirrup. 
He struggled to his feet and tried to run on. He could see other men from the Queen’s army running on both sides of him, he wasn’t the only one who had lost their horse and was lagging behind. Vandarus knew he had to hurry or the gates would be shut when he got to the wall. He put his head down and with his strength waning he ran on, leaving a bloody trail in the snow. 
K’xarr rode through the gates, dismounted and ran up the stone steps to the top of the wall where a thousand archers crouched down behind the battlements, waiting for the signal to fire.
He watched the stragglers speed towards the gate, some on horseback, some on foot. Havalon’s cavalry was right behind them, he couldn’t give them much more time. He couldn’t let the Abberdonians get inside the gate or the war would be finished here and now. 
Cromwell joined him on the wall with a look of resignation on his face. “They won’t all make it.” 
K’xarr didn’t even look at his friend. “I know, have you seen any of the others?” 
Cromwell knew what others he meant. “No, but men were pouring through the gate, they could be down there anywhere, Rhys and the other healers are already working on the wounded, there is nothing to do but finish this the way you planned it, and when this is all over I’m going find Greyson Kyle and cut out his treacherous heart.” 
“Not before I do,” K’xarr said, still watching his men’s flight from the battle. “
Vandarus stopped running, the gates had begun to close, he was less than a hundred yards away from the huge doors as he watched them go shut, now it was not about if he would live, but how he would die.
He was weak and out of breath and hundreds of horsemen were roaring towards where he stood. The young Bandaran was afraid, he didn’t want to die but it was inevitable now. If the Abberdonians didn’t kill him, he would most likely bleed to death. Vandarus knew he would not see another day. He began to shout at the others that had not made it back to the city in time. “To me, you bastards, let’s make Havalon wish he had never seen the walls of Turill.”
Rufio climbed the stairs and joined K’xarr and Cromwell on the wall. “Everyone’s in that’s getting in, General.” 
“How many would you say we closed the doors on?” K’xarr asked. “Not many more than a hundred I would say, better than we thought. I thought for sure that damn snow would cost us a lot more.” 
The three men watched the stragglers as the Abberdonian cavalry surged towards them. One of the doomed soldiers had taken charge and had the others forming a rough line before the Abberdonian onslaught. 
Rufio looked closer. “It’s Vandarus, K’xarr, it’s Vandarus we have to get out there.” Rufio turned to go down the steps of the battlements, but Cromwell grabbed him in a bear hug, it was all the bigger man could do to hold the stocky Dragitan back, the Toran whispered quietly to him. “Easy, Rufio, don’t worry, he will make us proud.”
The snow had started to fall again as the Abberdonians crashed into the ragged line of men. Knee-deep in snow, the stragglers did what they could, but on foot with many of them exhausted and wounded, most died quickly. 
Vandarus side-stepped a horse that was coming towards him and cut the leg off its rider, only to be knocked down by a horse passing behind him. 
He thought he would just lay there, it wasn’t so bad and he was very tired. The white snow started turning red around him. He raised his head and looked at his back. It wasn’t a horse that hit him but a lance. It had gone through him and broken off in his back, he felt his mouth filling with warm salty blood. He struggled to his feet, weaving back and forth. His knees starting to buckle and he couldn’t keep his feet. He looked up in time to see a second line of Abberdonian cavalry bearing down on him. He grinned at his bad luck. Blood seeped through his teeth and dribbled down his chin. “You were right, Rufio. I should have been a farmer.” 
Rufio had watched the rider bury his lance in Vandarus’s back and his friend fall into the snow, he thought it was over, but he saw the young man stand back up and raise his sword in defiance of the second wave of horsemen, only to have another lance driven through his chest. 
He fell and lay still. One tear dropped from Rufio’s eye and fell on the cold stone of the battlements, it had been a long time since anyone’s death had hurt him so much. The last time had been when he was just a boy in Dragita. His young sister had drowned and it had been his fault.
Rufio saw K’xarr bring his fist down on the parapet. “Fire,” he yelled. The Bandaran archers rose up and let loose, the Abberdonian cavalry was covered in a blanket of arrows. 
They fired three more times before what was left of the horsemen hobbled back to the Abberdonian camp. 
Cromwell clamped his big hand on Rufio’s shoulder. “He died well. Tonight he will dine with the Gods of battle in Vinteytium.” Rufio didn’t believe in the Gods, but if there were a place for good men, Vandarus would be there. 
The Dragitan watched as Cromwell slowly pulled his Voltakar from its sheath. The Toran drew the blade across his forearm. Rufio gaped as black blood oozed from the wound. “What the hell are you doing, Cromwell?” The Toran quickly ripped a piece of cloth from his cloak to hide the oddity of his blood from the men on the wall. “I honor Vandarus with my blood. When the wound heals the scar will always remind me of his courage. It is the way of my people.” 
Rufio could only stare at the Toran in wonder. Then he drew his short sword and cut his own forearm. “I too will never forget,” he whispered.
***
Rhys was working as fast as he could. K’xarr had commandeered the homes and buildings closest to the northern gate and made them in to makeshift hospitals for the wounded. 
Rhys was astonished at the horrible wounds men could inflict on each other. It would be well into the afternoon before he could even slow down, many men would owe their lives to him before the day was out, and the Bandaran’s would hail him the greatest healer ever to grace their city. By nightfall, he would not care.
K’xarr spent most of the rest of the day trying to figure out how many men he had left. As near as he could tell about seven thousand could still fight, a thousand men lay dead outside the walls. With the loss of the troops from Braxton Bluff, that left him only the men he had conscripted from the city. They had almost no training and after today’s events their morale was low. He could never hold the city with so few.
“Rufio, how many do you think Havalon lost?” The Dragitan had said little since the death of his friend. “Rufio, did you hear me?” 
“Maybe four or five thousand, we hit them hard.”
K’xarr took his helmet off and rubbed the sweat from his head. “Not enough, we would have evened the odds if Greyson hadn’t been a turncoat, damn him to hell, get Cromwell and start assigning the men to shifts on the wall, pick some of the men who show promise and make them officers and divide what we have left into companies. If what I have heard about this Abberdonian King is true, he won’t wait long to attack.”
Rufio raised his fist to his chest in salute and walked off to find Cromwell. 
The sun was starting to set and no one had told her anything about what had happened, all she knew was it was over and her army was back inside the walls.
Raygan had not eaten lunch, her stomach had been to upset, this baby was not making it easy on her. She was hungry now and decided she was going to try and eat something. 
She opened the door of her quarters to tell the guards to summon her servants and found no one there, curious, she stepped into the hall and looked around. She saw nothing, “I’m ready for my supper now,” she called out. No one answered.
The Queen stepped back into her room shaking her head, she would have to mention this to K’xarr, he told her that the men guarding her were two of the best he had. Raygan closed the door, looking up she saw a man sitting on her bed, his face covered with a black leather mask. “Good evening, Your Majesty.” She screamed.
***
Kian and Endra sat in one of the large marble baths in the west wing of the palace; no one had tried to stop the blood-soaked pair when they walked in. 
Endra thought Kian might want to talk to K’xarr after the battle, but he had stayed with the common troops, she thought he was trying to find some camaraderie among them, a bond of men who had been in battle together. All he found was fear and apprehension. When he walked through their ranks, they stepped aside many turning their backs. They were afraid of him now. Many had seen what he had done to the Abberdonian soldiers. To his credit, he had said nothing. He merely took her by the hand and went to the palace. 
They had bathed and washed the blood from their hair, turning the bath water a gruesome pink color. They had the servants draw another bath of clean warm water. He had made love to her then and now they sat soaking their weary bodies. He had said nothing of Vandarus’s death but she knew it troubled him. Endra would miss the Bandaran’s infectious smile and crude jokes. 
“I will find us some clothing, do you need anything else?” He shook his head. Endra gathered up their bloody clothing and armor, so it could be cleaned later and headed to her room.
She went to her quarters and changed into a simple shirt and a pair of soft doeskin pants and strapped her sword around her waist. She opened a shutter and looked out, night had fallen. The day had passed quickly after the battle. She could see snow falling gently down through the moonlight, the city had turned white while she and Kian had sat in the bath. It was beautiful, reminding the young woman of her home. 
Endra gathered up Kian’s spare clothing and started back down to the baths, she met Rhys coming up the stairs, and he looked bone tired. “You look ready for sleep,” she said. 
Rhys grinned at her. “I am, it’s been a long day. I have never seen anything like it, I take it you and Kian fared well?” 
“We did, my arm is a bit sore though.”
Rhys yawned. “See me tomorrow. I will take a look at it. Have you spoken to Kian about your last visit?” 
Endra shook her head. “No, not yet, I’m waiting for the right time, I will tell him soon.” 
Rhys touched her arm “Please do, he should know sooner rather than later.” Rhys gave her a solemn look. “I hated to hear about poor Vandarus, he was a good man. I will miss him a great deal.” Endra nodded her agreement. 
“If you will excuse me, I’m ready for my bed. Remember talk to Kian.” Rhys gave her a sad smile and continued on up the stairs. 
Rhys was right, she thought Kian should know about the baby, she would tell him first thing tomorrow.
“Cromwell, are you drunk?” K’xarr stared at the Toran dumbfounded. He had gone to the throne room to see if the Queen was there, so he could tell her about the battle and Greyson’s treachery. He was stunned to find the big Toran sitting on the phoenix throne, drinking from a large bottle of wine. 
“That I am, your generalship.” 
K’xarr went up the steps of the dais and slapped the bottle out of Cromwell’s hand. “Get off that throne, you stupid oaf.” 
Cromwell surged up and grabbed K’xarr by the throat and lifted him off the ground. “You should never waste good wine, General.” He tossed K’xarr down the stairs of the dais. The Camiran tumbled down to lay sprawled out in the floor. Cromwell walked slowly down the steps toward him.
K’xarr got to his feet. “You drunk bastard, what the hell are you doing?” 
“What you should be doing, why aren’t you drunk too, General? We fought, we won, and we lived, is there a better reason to be drunk? Tell me, General, did you see my friend Vandarus die today? Will you not have a drink to his courage?” 
K’xarr was livid. “You idiot, get back to your men and get there now, Havalon could attack in the morning, we have a city to defend, don’t you understand that?” 
Cromwell bowed low and swept his arm out in a grand fashion. “Of course, General, I hear and obey. Tell me, my lord, have you seen my comrade K’xarr anywhere? I need to find a man to drink with.”
K’xarr’s hand balled into a fist and he slammed it into Cromwell’s face, breaking his friend’s nose. 
The Toran staggered back and wiped the blood from under his nose with the back of his hand. “Oh wait, there he is now.” 
K’xarr looked at him perplexed. Cromwell grabbed him by his cuirass and slung the general across the throne room. 
K’xarr got to his feet and saw the giant Toran charging toward him. “Oh hell” was all he got out. Cromwell hit him like a battering ram and both men landed in a heap on the floor, fists flying. 
“Enough, I yield,” K’xarr said. They locked eyes and both burst out laughing. 
“Let’s go get another bottle of wine and I’ll help you drink it,” K’xarr said. 
“You’re a hard man to talk into having a drink, General.” Cromwell grunted as he rose to his feet. 
He helped his friend up and they walked towards the great doors of the throne room, both heard a commotion in the hallway and saw Rhys burst into the room. “The Queen has been taken.” The healer held out his hand, in it was a black leather mask.





Chapter 21 


The room was quiet; the crackling of the fireplace was the only sound. All the authority left in Turill had been brought to the council room. Everyone was just looking at one another, at a loss on what to do or say. K’xarr could see none of them had any idea what should be done about the Queen.
“Someone say something. I don’t have long to decide, Havalon is bringing his catapults into range and positioning his siege towers, do any of you have any suggestions on what we should do?” K’xarr asked the silent table.
“We have to go after her, there is no decision to make, we just have to find her as quickly as we can. We have already seen what that evil man is capable of,” Rhys said giving Kian a brief glance. The Half Elf had told them whom the mask belonged to.
K’xarr knew the healer was dead on his feet, they all were. Rhys’s feelings for Raygan would not allow him to be objective. The healer’s usually brilliant mind would be little help to him this time. 
K’xarr shook his head and gave the healer a stern look. “We all just can’t leave the city to search for the Queen, Rhys. The weather is terrible and there is an army out there bent on taking Turill.” K’xarr gave Rhys a look of resignation. “We don’t even know where he has taken her.”
Endra put her hands on her hips. “We damn well know where she is, that evil bastard took her right back to that tower of his. She’s in the Adorn. I would stake my life on it.” 
“Are we sure of that?” Bishop Lyfair asked. 
K’xarr nodded. “If I had to guess, I would have to agree with Endra, but we don’t know for sure it would be a foolish to just charge off to the Adorn Forest without even knowing if she is there. It could cost us the city as well.”
“I’m afraid someone must retrieve her, without the Queen we might be in a bit of trouble here. Even if King Havalon is defeated, we could never hold the city without her. I hate to say it, General, but if the people find out she’s gone you will have no authority. They will never listen to a foreigner without her backing. The people wouldn’t have it, and neither would the Church for that matter. The Pope would order Prince Cain crowned King if his sister cannot be returned to us.” 
“I thought he was already claiming to be King?” K’xarr asked puzzled.
Lyfair chuckled. “Without the Church’s blessing, he cannot be King. Not in the Eyes of God or the Pope. Cain was never officially crowned, his sister was. According to Church law, she rules Bandara, no matter what her brother might think.” 
Cromwell was leaning back in a chair with his feet on the table. The Toran took a big draught of ale from a tankard that looked like it was made for a giant, and then he belched. “Who gives a stray dog’s ass what the Church thinks?”
“Cromwell,” K’xarr bellowed slamming his hand on the table. “What?” the big man said innocently. 
“What did I say?” K’xarr gave the Toran a look that could melt ice. “If you don’t have anything to add, then just be silent.” 
“I added no one cares what the Church thinks, that’s what I added,” Cromwell said with a grin.
K’xarr gritted his teeth and started around the table toward Cromwell. The big man started to put his feet down and stand up to meet the general head on.
Kian kicked the legs out from under Cromwell’s chair sending the large man to the floor, his ale splashing up onto the table and all over the front of Bishop Lyfair. 
“Can’t we have a little decorum for once?” the Bishop said exasperated.
Cromwell lay on his back and looked up at the swordsman. “Why are you on his side? I know you don’t care about the Church either.” 
Kian looked down and offered his hand to the Toran. “No, but I do care about the Queen.” He pulled Cromwell to his feet as the Bishop tried to dry his robe with his handkerchief.
The Toran looked at K’xarr and shrugged. “I will be quiet unless I have something to add.” Cromwell sat back down looking sheepishly at the others. 
Rufio had been lost in his own thoughts until Cromwell had hit the floor. The ruckus brought his mind back to the problem at hand. “We can’t spare any men to go get the Queen, General, and I’m sorry, Rhys, but she might already be dead.” 
Rhys put his hand over his mouth and stepped away from the table. It was clear the healer hadn’t even considered the idea that Raygan might be dead.
“You might be right, Rufio, but we are going to assume that she lives, I don’t know why the wizard would take her other than to help the Abberdonians. So we may also be facing sorcery on the battlefield now.” K’xarr looked at Kian. “The only other reason I can think of is revenge for what happened at the tower. It really doesn’t matter, whatever the reason we seem to have made an enemy.” 
The swordsman looked at K’xarr but said nothing and his expression didn’t betray his thoughts.
Rufio faced his general. “What do we do, go find the Queen or fight the Abberdonians?” 
His eyes were burning; he was tired and need to get a little sleep. K’xarr knew Havalon was going to test their defenses soon and he wasn’t sure they could pass the test. He had to tell them now. 
The fact was he knew what he going to do two hours ago when Rhys showed them the mask. K’xarr wanted everyone to realize there were few options and comprehend the situation before he told them what he was going to do. It might help them to understand the predicament they were in, because they weren’t going to like what he was about to suggest at all. “Kian, will you go get her and bring her back?” 
Endra’s mouth dropped open. “You’re going to ask him to go back there?” 
“I am.” K’xarr said with a certainty that they had come to know all too well. 
“He’s not going alone,” Rhys said with resolve. “I won’t let Kian go alone, he might need me along the way and Raygan’s with child. Kian won’t know what to do if there are any problems.” 
Endra went over and stood by the healer. “I’m going too, if you want to try and stop me, General, go ahead.” 
“You three aren’t going to leave me out.” Cromwell chimed in.
“I haven’t even heard Kian say he would go yet,” K’xarr said looking at the swordsman. 
Kian faced the three volunteers. “I will go, if she is there I will bring her back, and I will go alone.” He stood up and walked out of the council chamber in silence.
“Why, K’xarr? By the Gods, why? You know what he suffered there, and how he has struggled to overcome it.” Endra put both hands on the table and locked eyes with the general. 
“When I watched Vandarus die alone out in that damn snow today I knew it was because I gave the order to close the gates.” K’xarr paused for a moment he saw that bringing up their dead comrade was hurting Rufio, but he had to finish so he could make them grasp his point. “I swore then that if it was in my power I would never leave a friend behind again, the Queen and I aren’t sword brothers, and I don’t know if I even like her, but she had faith in me. In us, when not many would. I will not leave her in the hands of that evil bastard. If I thought I could get her out, I would go alone, even if it meant my life. The simple truth is Kian is the only one who even has a chance to bring her back.” 
“It’s not going to mean your life, it’s going to mean his.” Endra angrily snatched her cloak off the back of her chair and stormed out.
K’xarr knew she would never agree with his decision, she loved Kian too much to see it was the only choice he could make. “Rufio, Cromwell, go get some sleep, you too Rhys, you look ready for the grave.”
The healer shook his head. “I can’t.” He quickly walked out of the council chamber with his head down. 
Bishop Lyfair cleared his throat. “General, we will need to come up with a story to tell the servants and the people, when they notice they have not seen the Queen. I suggest trouble with her pregnancy, perhaps we could say she has been ordered by her physician to rest and have no visitors?”
K’xarr nodded. “That’s sounds good. Bishop, you can take care of keeping her abduction a secret.” 
“I will do my best, General.” The holy man made the sign of his God and departed the council chamber without further comment. 
K’xarr sat down in his chair. “Sometimes, I wonder why I ever wanted to command.” 
“That’s easy to answer, you’re too arrogant to listen to anyone else,” Cromwell said slapping the Camiran on the back. 
Rufio walked over to where their leader sat. “I agree with what you said about Vandarus. I made the same promise to myself this morning.” 
K’xarr thought he could almost see the melancholy surrounding the Dragitan. Rufio and Vandarus had been close. The two had been traveling together even before they had joined the Birds of Prey. He stood and clapped Rufio on the shoulder. “Warriors must learn to live with their regrets, my friend. It is the life we have chosen.
“I will see you two in a few hours at the north wall, I think we upset King Havalon enough, he will come straight at us in the morning.” K’xarr swung his cloak around his shoulders and started for the door.
“Where are you going?” Cromwell asked. “To talk to the man I most likely just sent to his death.”
“You’re not going without me, Kian, and that’s final, there’s no way you can do it alone. Just think, you’re going to try and get to the Adorn Forest in the dead of winter. Deal with what might be in that cursed tower and fight the wizard who tortured and all but killed you. Even if you’re successful and steal the Queen away, you will then have to bring Raygan back, heavy with child through the snow and ice on your own. Is that what you’re planning to do?” Endra folded her arm across her chest and gave Kian a look daring him to challenge her reasoning.
“Yes,” he almost whispered.
Endra dropped her arms to her sides and closed her eyes. Everyone who said K’xarr was the most infuriating man to argue with had obviously never argued with Kian, but she was not ready to give up yet. “The weather won’t bother me, the Bandaran winter is like spring in Sorrack, and even you need someone to watch your back.”
“There is no one I would rather have with me than you, but this time I must go alone.” 
“Why, Kian, just give me one reason.” 
“I’m afraid if I fail, you could fall into his hands and he might do to you what he has done to me or worse. I could not live with that.” 
“You expect me to live with what he might do to you?” 
He looked at her with resolve. “Yes, I do.” 
She sat down on her bed. “I don’t know if I can do that. I will stand at your side and if I’m killed I will die without regret, but waiting at home while you’re out risking your life is not the kind of woman I am.” She thought of telling him about the baby, but that would only strengthen his argument. “I’m asking again, take me with you.” 
He turned, eyes flashing, his voice deepening. “Not against the Dark One, he is my nightmare, if I don’t face him and face him alone, it will never be over.” He crossed the room and pulled her into his arms, she felt the terrible strength he possessed. “I love you like no other, Endra, and I promise I always will, I never want to spend any day without you, but this is my fight and mine alone.” 
Endra saw the look in his eyes. She knew she wasn’t going to win. He wouldn’t let her. She hugged him blinking back the tears. “Come back to me. I want you to promise me you will return.” 
“I promise.” He kissed her softly and walked out.
Endra sat in silence. The night had suddenly grown very cold. “Be careful, my love,” she whispered to the empty room.
K’xarr caught up to Kian as the swordsman was walked out of the palace doors. “You’re leaving now?” 
Kian slung a bag of provisions consisting mostly dried meat and cheese over his shoulder. “After the fighting starts tomorrow, it will be harder to get out of the city.” 
K’xarr saw he wore his leathers and heavy cloak and a pair of fur-lined boots, beside his sack of provisions he carried only his sword. “Traveling light? Are the rest of your things on your horse?” 
“I’m not taking a horse, it will slow me down.” 
“How is a horse going to be slower than you going on foot?” K’xarr scoffed. 
“The horse will need to rest a great deal with the weather like this, I will not.” 
K’xarr didn’t say anything, he understood. Kian’s constitution had become incredible since the Dark One had worked his magic on the Half Elf. “How long do you think it will take to bring her back?” 
“With the weather like this it may be spring before I return. She is with child, the going will be slow on the return trip.” 
K’xarr rubbed his beard. “Spring, I hope we are here by spring. If the city has been taken when you get back, do what you think best.” 
Kian looked at his feet. “You sound like there is no question that I will be successful.” K’xarr watched the swordsman slowly raise his head and look him in the eye. Kian’s eyes looked black in the darkness. “K’xarr, I’m not invincible or immortal, and in truth I don’t even know if I can get to the tower. You put too much faith in me.” 
The general pulled his cloak tighter around him, the wind was getting stronger. “I know I’m asking the impossible, don’t think I don’t know the risks. You’re the only chance the girl has, Kian. She is little more than a child, all alone with a monster. You’re the man who can stop him, the only man.” 
The general could tell his speech had done the trick. He could tell by the swordsman’s face that he had struck Kian’s soft heart a blow and brought out his sense of honor, a young girl the prisoner of a vile wizard. K’xarr knew Kian lived to plunge headlong into that kind of thing. It was just his nature. 
“I will not let him have her, I can promise you that,” Kian said with conviction. 
The general sighed, that was just what he wanted to hear. Still, he felt bad manipulating the Half Elf. “I know you won’t.”
K’xarr took Kian’s arm in a warrior’s grip. “Good luck, my friend.” Kian started down the steps then stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Watch over Endra and the children for me.” 
“Done,” the general replied. He watched Kian disappear into the falling snow. 
K’xarr stood awhile on the marble steps of the palace. He felt like an ass sending Kian off alone on a mission that was near hopeless. There was no second guessing now, it was done. He hated it though, because he knew when Havalon attacked in the morning he would miss the Half Elf’s sword arm.
***
The sun was starting to rise as he passed the Abberdonian forces. The sentries he had killed never even heard him coming. Now he was in the open farmland of Bandara. The snow made the going hard, but his legs were strong. Kian was just glad the wind had died down a little. 
Why had he agreed to go on this mad quest? The Queen thought little of him, he was in her words a monster. It didn’t matter to him how she felt. The young woman was an innocent and he would save her if he could. Gildor had taught him to always fight the darkness. Could a monster fight evil? He would soon see. 
K’xarr was counting on him and so was Rhys and he owed both men a great deal. He would do his best to bring the Queen home for them if he could. 
Kian stopped and looked out over the landscape. The virgin snow stretched out before him like an endless white sea. The Adorn Forest was hundreds of miles to the north. He would have to face the unforgiving weather to rescue the Queen and help his friends. He looked up at the dismal grey sky and his thoughts turned to the man who had nearly destroyed him. The wizard had to die. Was he on a heroic quest to save a young Queen or was his valiant crusade truly about his own revenge? Was he just a monster after all, seeking his own retribution? Kian gritted his teeth and ran on through the frozen countryside, moving faster through the snow than a horse ever could.
***
The catapults began firing an hour after sunrise; King Havalon’s crews were good, it took little time for them to find the range of the city’s wall. The huge rocks that hit the wall shook the foundation itself. A few even smashed into the battlements, doing a lot of damage to the merlons on top of the wall and K’xarr’s men. 
The archers came next, they used flaming arrows, only a few men were hit but the arrows started countless small fires among the buildings below the northern wall. 
Endra knew that was where the wounded were being housed. She wanted to help Rhys and the town’s people fight the fires, but K’xarr had ordered her to stay on the wall. This time Kian wouldn’t be there to watch her back. She put her helmet on and drew her sword as the siege towers began to roll forward.
The immense towers slammed into the wall. King Havalon had them brought to Turill in wagons and his soldiers had finished assembling them just a few days ago. The doors of the mammoth war machines opened. The Abberdonian’s front ranks emerged, thrusting long spears at the defenders to keep them back. It was working, the inexperienced Bandaran troops staggered back from the spearmen, letting the Abberdonians gain the wall. That was when she waded in to the fight. 
She struck right and left, killing the men that had jumped down from the towers onto the wall. When she was close enough, a spearman thrust his weapon at her. Endra dropped her sword and grabbed the haft of the spear with both hands and yanked the Abberdonian spearman off the siege tower, she watched as his body plunged the forty feet to the ground. An ax glanced off her helmet as she bent to pick up her sword, seeing stars, she thrust her blade wildly through the ax man’s groin. The man howled with pain and went down. She spun and killed two more of the invaders. Endra let out a fierce war cry that rallied the Bandarans around her. The green soldiers followed the dark-haired lioness into the fray and began to slowly beat the Abberdonians back.
The ramparts were chaos, it took better than an hour for them to drive the Abberdonians off the wall. Slowly the towers were pulled away. K’xarr had his archers fire flaming arrows at them, but they did little damage. The towers were covered with hides soaked in water. The wet skins had turned to shields of ice in the frigid air. 
Endra unstrapped her helmet and took a breath. She sat down and leaned back against the cold stone of the battlements. 
“Well done, milady.” She looked up to see Rufio standing above her, covered with the grime of the morning’s combat. 
“I don’t know how well it was done, but it was done.” She countered. Rufio reached out and pulled Endra to her feet. She tried to wipe her dark hair out of her eyes but gave up, it was too matted down from the helmet she had worn. “Will they try again today, you think?” Endra asked.
The Dragitan shook his head. “No reason, Havalon knows he has us. All he has to do is sit back and wait. He can pick his time to attack. Sooner or later, he will gain the walls and we won’t have the men to drive them back. He will just let us think about it for now.” Rufio took off his helmet and brushed its horse-haired crest. “K’xarr is a good general, we just don’t have the men, unless he has some kind of trick he hasn’t told us about. We may not even last the winter, unless we find a few more Sorrackan women with your gift for killing Abberdonians.” 
Endra smiled and tucked her helmet under her arm. “If anyone comes looking for me, tell them I went to see Rhys.”
***
Rhys took her back into the storeroom of the warehouse he was using as a hospital. She was lying on a table as the healer felt her tight abdomen. “You shouldn’t even be up there; I should go up there right now and tell K’xarr about the baby.”
She pleaded with her eyes. “Please, don’t, I have to keep it secret. I don’t want anyone telling Kian about it until I do. It was just a slight pain.” 
Rhys put his hands on his hips. “The baby is fine. I see you didn’t listen to me. I told you to tell him. Now you might not get the chance.” He saw the expression on her face change and she put her head down. 
“I’m sorry, Endra, I didn’t think. I’m sure Kian is fine.” The healer turned away from her, so she couldn’t read the lie on his face. 
Endra pulled her shirt down and put her hand on his shoulder. “I know it’s hard for you too. You miss her, don’t you?” 
“It’s not just that. I should have gone with Kian. I feel like a coward standing here while he is out in this abominable weather trying to bring back the woman I love.” 
She grabbed the healer by the shoulders. “You’re no coward, Rhys, at least no more than I am. I wanted to go with him too, but in the end I let him talk me into staying here. I don’t know if he made a better point than I did or I was scared he might say yes, in the end I gave up and let him win.” 
Rhys lowered his voice. “Maybe we should follow him, even if I died it would be better than feeling like this.” 
Endra perked up at the healer’s suggestion. “I don’t think one more sword on the wall would make a difference, but you leaving will cost men their lives. You know that, don’t you?” Endra gave him a look of compassion, she knew how Rhys felt about those under his care.
Rhys nodded. “I know.” He looked at his hands. “She’s that important to me, Endra. I will just have to learn to live with it.” 
“We will leave out the south gate. K’xarr doesn’t have many sentries there.” 
Rhys leaned on the table like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “I hope we’re doing the right thing, Endra.” 
She picked up her helmet and shook out her dark hair. “We’ll soon see.” 
***
K’xarr had gone to the palace late in the day, he sat on a bench in great dining room, looking into a mug of ale, he had worked up a thirst on the wall that morning. The Abberdonians hadn’t attacked again, they didn’t have to Havalon had made his point. The Bandaran troops were just too raw, they would never hold until spring. At least he had gotten the Abberdonian King to break the Church’s law by attacking in the winter. That had pleased Lyfair, now both sides would be guilty of defying the Church’s edicts.
K’xarr didn’t think it would matter what the Church thought. Havalon would be the one to answer for it. By the time the Church intervened, the old King would have taken the city. All he could do was hold on as long as he could. He would never surrender, that was out of the question, it was something he just couldn’t do. No, if Havalon wanted the city, he would have to take it.
“Any more ale?” Cromwell asked. He and Rufio had walked in. K’xarr had been so deep in thought he hadn’t noticed.
“There’s a pitcher on the table, help yourself.” Rufio retrieved two mugs from the kitchen and poured a mug for himself and one for Cromwell. “It went well today, I think,” Cromwell said, nudging K’xarr with his elbow. 
K’xarr sat up straight. “I suppose so, I wish there was more we could do. I hate waiting on Havalon to make a move.” 
Rufio sat down on the other side of K’xarr. “I hope we have to wait on the old bastard until spring to make a move, Ansellus should be back and the Queen too with any luck.” 
K’xarr drained his mug and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “It will take more than luck to bring the Queen back, between us I don’t have much hope we will see her or Kian again.” 
Cromwell stretched out his long legs and poured himself another mug of ale. “I wouldn’t count the Arradar out, he may yet surprise you, General, he took a palace, why not a tower?”
***
Endra finished tying her shield to the horse she had picked out. It was a short sturdy horse, not fast, but it would still be going in the snow when the big warhorses were finished. Her children had been left in the care of Nick Nock. She knew the servants in the palace would help the young cook look after them. She hated to leave them alone for so long, but it just couldn’t be helped. There was no way she was going to try and bring them along on this little quest.
“Are you ready?” Rhys asked, blowing into his hands. 
Endra was glad Rhys had grown up in Tara, like her he was no stranger to the cold. “Yes, that’s the last of it; I don’t think the horses can carry another thing. Maybe we should have taken a pack mule.” 
“Too slow, it would take forever to get there with pack animals; it’s going to be slow enough as it is,” Rhys said.
Endra could tell the healer was anxious to get going; just deciding to go had improved his mood. She just hoped he knew what they were getting into.
The sentries at the south gate had given them no trouble, they recognized Endra and let her pass without question. Rhys had kept his head down and in the dark and went through the gate unidentified. The sentries would not have liked K’xarr’s chief healer leaving the city during a siege. K’xarr would find out by morning they had left. Both of them knew they would suffer the general’s wrath if they returned, and so would the sentries when he found out what happened.
Two riders should be able to slip by the frozen soldiers in the dark. They would have to take a wide path before turning back north to avoid Havalon’s troops but they should be well past the Abberdonian army by dawn. Endra looked back to give the city a last glance, she hoped K’xarr would understand.
***
K’xarr stalked toward the wall around noon the next day, Rufio on his heels. “That stupid woman, what the hell was she thinking, bad enough she runs off herself when I need all the sword arms I can get, but she takes my healer too?” 
Rufio knew the question was not directed at him and just shrugged when the general looked his way. He just kept quiet and continued to listen to K’xarr rant. “I guess her loyalty lays inside her pants; go on and find your lost kitty, you foolish wench.” 
Rufio knew K’xarr was mad, not only because Endra ran off with Rhys, but because he was worried what would happen to them out on their own, he cared, though he would never admit it. Rufio sighed, he could tell it was going to be a long day.
Bishop Lyfair had said his morning prayers and talked with the priests of the city on what they should be telling their congregations about the Queen, now he had returned to the comfort of his rooms. He poured himself a glass of wine and sat down before his fireplace. He sat in a great overstuffed chair and kicked his shoes off. The heat quickly warmed his bones. 
He wondered if that animal could truly bring the Queen back. It mattered little to him now who ruled Bandara, he would be fine either way. Cain, Raygan, or Havalon, he would prefer one of Aaron’s children but he wasn’t picky. He was protected by the Church in any event.
Lyfair was very glad he had the good sense to send word to Tyro when K’xarr and the others brought that monster in to the city. 
The courier should have reach Tyro several weeks ago. If the Church had sent an envoy by way of the Gold Road, it may already be in Bandara. He had received no word but that wasn’t unusual, the Church would do what the Church would do. 
He was sure the Holy Father would take interest in a rogue Half Elf, there might even be some recognition for bringing it to the Church’s attention. After all, the thing was extremely dangerous and obviously enchanted. Mother Church frowned on unsanctioned magic in all forms. He just didn’t know what was taking them so long to act. The Bishop had no way to know how big an impact that one message would have on the world and his life.





Chapter 22 


The snow was still coming down hard, but he could at least see now, his feet were frozen and frost had formed on his face. It had become very hard to keep moving. He was tired, yet his feet crunched through the hip-deep snow, one after the other. He hadn’t stopped or had any food for days and he had lost track of the time going so long with no sleep. He knew falling asleep might mean death in the bitter cold. How long had it been?
He thought it must have been at least a week or ten days maybe more, because now Kian could see the Adorn Forest in the distance. It was there, looming ahead like a great shadow in the falling snow. 
He decided he wouldn’t stop until he reached the forest. Once he was inside the wood he could find shelter and rest for a day. Maybe he could find something to eat as well. He pulled the hood of his cloak down tighter and pushed on.
A blizzard had hit Bandara not long after he left Turill, only sheer determination and his inhuman constitution had gotten him this far, no human could have survived the journey he had just made. The white of the snow had been the only thing on the horizon for days. Now at last he could see the naked trees of the accursed forest. He was getting closer.
Kian had never felt as isolated as he did in this white waste. For brief moments he would forget where he was going and why he was out in this misery in the first place. Then he would remember the Queen and her unborn child. He had to bring them back, but it was so cold and he was exhausted. He needed rest, his mind was starting to do strange things, it was hard to stay focused and he couldn’t afford to lose his wits now. All he had to do was get to the trees and everything would be fine.
***
Rhys and Endra had come across the Wounded Griffin Inn a few days after the blizzard started and had been holding up there ever since. It was just too hard on them and the horses to stay out in the cold. There had been no choice but to stop and wait it out, no matter how much they wanted to go on. 
No other guests were staying at the inn. Lew, the innkeeper, and his wife Dory were their only company. The innkeeper and his wife had fed them well and had not asked many questions. It had been a pleasant stay. Lew’s levity and Dory’s charming disposition made the days pass much faster for the two anxious travelers. 
The weather had finally begun to ease and the wind had died down. Rhys pulled back the plain curtains that covered the inn’s window and looked out. “The snow is slowing down and the sky is not so dark. I think we can move on.” 
Endra was sitting at one of the tables, drinking warm wine; she sat the cup down and joined Rhys at the window. “I think you’re right, let’s saddle the horses and go, I wonder where Kian held up during this blow.” 
Rhys gathered his cloak and fur cap off a peg on the wall. “I hope somewhere as nice as this, that weather was not fit for anyone to be out in, even Kian couldn’t have survived it.” 
“I hope he was not foolish enough to try and press on through that storm. If he didn’t take shelter he will be far ahead of us.” 
Rhys pulled his fur cap over his head. “If he didn’t take shelter, he is dead. Don’t worry we will catch up to him.”
The healer walked over to the counter where Lew and Dory stood. “I want to thank you both for your kindness and hospitality.” The healer put a small sack of silver coins down on the bar and shook Lew’s hand. Within an hour, Rhys and Endra had gathered their things and saddled the horses and were heading north.
Lew and Dory walked out from behind the bar of the small inn. As they did, Lew’s form changed from a short balding Bandaran into a tall muscular blonde man with skin bronzed by the sun and beautiful amber eyes. 
Dory, no longer an aging woman, had changed into a flawless young beauty with long perfect blonde hair. Her magnificent body was only surpassed by the woman’s enchanting blue eyes and angelic face. She wore only a see-through shift. The handsome man’s eyes devoured her heavy chest and well-rounded hips. “Must you always dress like that, Valintina?”
She gave the man a wicked smile. “How should the Goddess of Love dress, Airius? Would you prefer I cover my body with cloth and furs like the barbarian woman?” 
It was his turn to give a wicked smile. “Her curves rivaled yours, my dear, even in that vile clothing.” 
The Goddess frowned. “I think not, my dear. She is the one though. The sins did not lie about her, even though dishonesty is second nature to them.” 
He put his arm around her and both gazed out the window watching the two travelers ride away through the snow. “I still don’t believe he has returned, no matter what those witches say. We all locked him away, there is no returning from that prison.” 
He felt a shiver go through her body and she looked at him with her sea-colored eyes. “Do you want to take the chance and ignore their warning? I know they are lying troublemakers, but who else among us would have bedded her and why?” 
He turned her towards him. “We should return to the veil and find the others, maybe they know something, let’s bring back the innkeeper and his wife and go.” 
The Goddess of Love looked up into the God of the Dawn’s eyes, her face covered with a shroud of fear. “What if it’s true, Airius? What if the Reaper has escaped?” 
He pulled her into his embrace and caressed her soft hair, as if trying to comfort a child. “Then we are all dead.”
***
Three thousand men were all that was left of the Bandaran defenders. There had been two more assaults by the Abberdonians since Kian had went north, the last had gone on all day and into the night.
K’xarr looked out over the enemy, they were going to come at them again soon, maybe tomorrow or the next day, he didn’t think they could hold the wall again. Many of his men were wounded and morale was low. 
He looked down at the bandage around his arm. The black stain on the white bandage stood out like a crow among doves. The men had seen it and word spread quickly through the Bandaran ranks. He had been so focused on the Abberdonians, he had almost forgotten about his affliction. Just like always he heard the speculation start: sorcerer, demon, cursed, evil. He had heard all the same words before. 
It filled his heart with hate when people found out about his blood. They treated him like some kind of malevolent thing born of the Beast. He would like to kill them all, but could he really blame them? Would he be any different if it was someone else, if he was not the one? 
To hell with them all, he would show them. He would stand with them when the Abberdonians breached the walls and die just like any other man, no matter what they thought of him. It could be worse, they could have tried to imprison or kill him. The only thing stopping them was the war and the Queen’s order that he was to be obeyed. Thank the heavens that Lyfair had kept her absence secret. He and his priests fed the people tales of her struggles with the royal pregnancy. It seemed to satisfy them for now. 
There was no sense debating all of his troubles, it didn’t matter anymore, in a day or two it would all be over. He looked down the wall to see Rufio and Cromwell approaching. “General, you have some … People that want to see you,” Rufio reported.
“What people?” 
“Witches.” Cromwell said with a sour look on his face.
The six of them stood before him in the old warehouse he had commandeered for his headquarters near the north wall. Every one of them more beautiful than the next, they had abandoned their heavy-hooded cloaks. In their place, each wore a black lace dress that did nothing to hide their striking figures. One’s hair a deep red, another’s was white as snow, all the rest of the women’s hair was black as midnight, and none looked to be older than twenty-five. “What do you mean, you’ve come to help me?” K’xarr asked.
The one that had introduced herself as Raven was doing most of the talking. Her dark eyes and her cleavage made it hard for K’xarr to concentrate. “Just what I said, General, the six of us want to help you, Havalon will have this city if you don’t have the good sense to let us aid you. I also see that your little secret is out. How long do you think the Bandarans will follow you now? I can make them fear to disobey anything you order.” 
Raven was gorgeous, but she was starting to rub him the wrong way. He didn’t like being talked to like he was an idiot. She also seemed to know about his blood. “You don’t know the city will fall that quickly. We could hold longer than you think, and we are expecting reinforcements in the spring.” K’xarr knew that wasn’t true but he would be damn if he was going to agree with the witch. “If my men don’t follow my orders, I will handle them myself.” Why did he feel the need to justify himself to this woman?
She smiled like she knew something he did not. “I beg your pardon, General K’xarr. I meant no offence, just let us assist you in the next assault on the wall and I’m sure we can prove to you our worth.” 
K’xarr thought for a moment, they hadn’t asked for anything or tried to make any kind of pact with him, what could it hurt? The next attack would most likely be the last anyway, witches or not. He had nothing to lose. “Very well, but you will follow my orders.” Raven nodded her agreement. “I will also have each one of your names, so I know what to call you if I need to issue you orders during the attack.”
Raven stepped to the side so she could gesture to each woman in turn. “This is Scarlett.” The red-haired woman stepped forward giving a slight bow. “Jade, Skye, and Star.” The three dark-haired women took a step forward with a dramatic sway of their hips. “Lastly, Winter.” The white-haired woman looked at him with her pale grey eyes. Those barren eyes seemed to swallow all the warmth in the room. “As I said, I am Raven. Happy now, General?” 
“I met a witch called Selena, do you know of her?” K’xarr asked.
Raven gave a thin smile. “I do, she is one of us. There are more of us than just the six you see here. Does that matter?” 
“No, I was just curious if she was known to you.” 
Raven nodded. “She helped you before, when the Half Elf was taken. I believe she gave you the location of the Dark One’s tower.” 
“She did, but not before she gave us a taste of her power.” 
Raven laughed. “She is not very social, a bit of an introvert you might say. I apologize for her disagreeable behavior. I assure you that the rest of us are much more hospitable.” The six witches stood before him each seductively posing, creating a striking effect. He knew they were trying to test his will by using their abundant feminine wiles on him. 
As K’xarr looked them over, he could see that their beauty could drive a man mad, but he saw nothing that made him think they would be of much use in battle, but he would humor them. It was very hard not to. “You should put your cloaks back on, the wall is cold.”
“What are they doing on the wall, you know they have to be evil, K’xarr, are you mad?” Cromwell said. The Toran had little tolerance for magic. If there was anything Torans feared, it was magic, and Cromwell was no exception. 
“Let them cast their spells or drink their potions. I doubt it will bother Havalon much,” K’xarr replied. 
“Well, it bothers me,” Cromwell shot back. 
“He will attack in the morning, see how he is moving the towers into place?” K’xarr pointed to the large siege engines.
The big man nodded. “Three thousand fools and six evil witches, we are dead.” 
K’xarr had to laugh. “It’s the best I could get on short notice; I couldn’t find any Toran clans walking the streets of Turill.”
Cromwell shook his head. “I know, if you had we would not need anyone else.”
***
Kian staggered through the forest looking for shelter. It was eerily silent. The winter had quieted the woodland. Bone tired he marched on, stumbling over the brush hidden in the deep snow. 
Near the end of his endurance Kian leaned against a tree to catch his breath. He had made it to the forest at last and it seemed the bad weather was breaking. Maybe his luck had changed. 
He saw a large dark spot in the snow ahead. Willing himself on, he walked towards it. As the swordsman got closer, he could see the spot was a vast hole in the forest floor. It was big enough to drive a coach inside. He jumped down into it to investigate the odd hollow.
It was not much deeper than he stood, but the ground sloped down into the darkness like a tunnel. The hole was more like a cave, he thought, but not naturally formed, it appeared to have been dug out. He could see the roots of the great trees of the wood sticking down through its dirt ceiling. 
He walked on down into it until he could not see any more with the natural light from above. His cat-like eyes pierced the dark, he could tell the tunnel went on much farther than even he could see. The cave was warm compared to the frosty forest. Kian decided he would shelter in it for a while. 
He walked back out to the mouth of the dirt cave. The swordsman took flint and steel and tried to light a fire. In a few minutes he had a small blaze, fueled by some tree roots from the cave and his provisions bag. 
He left the shelter long enough to dig through the snow until he found some wood; it was wet, but he put it on the little fire anyway. He was too tired to worry about the blaze going out. 
Kian sat down and lay back against the rough dirt wall. The earthen cave smelled funny; that was the last thought he had before drifting off to sleep. 
***
“Here they come, archers to the ready,” K’xarr yelled. 
The witch, Raven, stood beside him, “I doubt you’ll need your archers, General.” 
“We are going to try and set fire to one of those siege towers before they get to the wall, so I think I will need my archers,” K’xarr snapped. 
“We are the Reaper’s Sins, K’xarr Strom, we stood with the Lord of Death in a thousand battles when the Elves still ruled your world.” Raven’s voice rose, as she spoke the witch became almost frightening. “We have destroyed entire races, brought down empires. We are the Children of Death, stand and behold our power.” 
She turned back to face the oncoming siege tower. She signaled to the others who were spaced evenly along the northern wall. The witch raised her arms and a ball of fire appeared in her hands and began to grow larger and larger, until it could not have fit through the city gate; she spoke a word and brought her arms down, the ball flew through the air and hit the siege tower and it burst into flames. Molten liquid ran down the icy skins that covered the war engine, causing all it touched to burn. 
The screams of the company of men inside could be heard as they were burned alive, K’xarr watched as many of the soldiers jumped out of the tower to land in the deep snow, only to have the liquid fire from the burning tower come down on top of them. 
Havalon’s soldiers had stopped in their tracks, watching the powerful display of magic, it was a mistake. The other witches let loose a barrage of magic unseen for centuries. K’xarr watched as great flaming balls hurled by the women crashed into the Abberdonian ranks, large bolts of lightning ripped through steel and flesh, men and horses screamed in panic. The white-haired witch, Winter, seem to create huge spears of ice out of thin air some twenty feet long, and with a wave of her hand she caused them to fly into the enemy troops where they exploded in showers of white liquid so cold it turned all it touched to ice.
Cromwell ran down the wall towards K’xarr. “What is this, General, what have we unleashed?” 
K’xarr couldn’t answer, he could only smile. He watched as the Abberdonian assault became a full retreat within minutes.
Cromwell grabbed his friend by the shoulders and spun him around. “K’xarr, did you hear me, what in the name of all the Gods is this?” 
K’xarr grabbed him by the arm and pulled him down where the Toran could hear him over the witch’s onslaught. “Its victory, that’s what it is, look at the mighty Abberdonian army running for their lives.”
Both men watched along with the rest of the Bandaran troops as the six witches decimated the front ranks of Havalon’s army. All the siege towers were on fire, their catapults destroyed, men ran through the snow on fire, many tried to roll on the ground, hoping the snow would put out the flames only to find the snow of no use in dousing the magical flames. All matter of sorcery was hurled at the Abberdonians, all of it bringing death. Finally, the witches relented and let the remains of the army retreat. 
Raven walked slowly over to where K’xarr stood, a thin smile on her face. Cromwell took an instinctive step back as she approached. “I think we have bought you some time. King Havalon will think twice before he comes at the wall again.” 
Rufio came down the battlements with the red-headed witch Scarlett on his heels. “I have never seen anything like that, what now, General?”
K’xarr scanned the battlefield, they had killed thousands of men in less than an hour, the dead lay broken and burned in the dirty snow. He could see a whole cavalry squad, as well as their horses turned to ash, the silhouettes of their bodies still in formation, all having died at once from the witch’s lethal magic. There were many places the snow was gone, and he could see the ground black and wet, it must have been hell for the Abberdonians, K’xarr thought. “Leave one in ten to stand watch, let the rest visit their families, we won’t see Havalon again this day, Raven, if you would I would like to see you in private, Rufio, you stay with the other ladies, Cromwell you have the wall.” 
K’xarr gestured for Raven to come along with him; the witch quickly passed him so she was in the lead. “We walk behind no man, General,” she said over her shoulder.
K’xarr took her into his private quarters inside the palace and closed the door. The room had little in the way of décor. A bed, table, and wardrobe were the only furnishings. The young general wasn’t much on finery or comfort. “Why did you come to our aid?” K’xarr took off his helmet and set it on the table, he brushed his hands through his sweaty hair. “You turned back Havalon’s forces, just the six of you.” 
“I told you we have used our magic to aid humans countless times. You are not the first we decided to help, but it has been a very long time.”
K’xarr knew the witches were not common sorceresses, but he wasn’t sure he believed they were once servants to the dreaded Lord of Death. He didn’t much believe in the Gods, and he wasn’t sure he believed Raven’s story. He just wanted to know why they showed up just in his time of need. He found it too convenient. “I want to know why you picked me to help and why now?”
Raven put her hands on her hips and gave K’xarr a sly smile. “We chose to help when we want. It’s in our best interest that you hold this city, at least for now.”
K’xarr started unbuckling his armor, Raven moved closer and helped him with the straps. “You’re soaked with sweat, General, I think you should have a bath drawn.” 
He looked her over from head to toe, the woman was truly beguiling. He felt an overwhelming lust for her come over him. 
Raven took a step back and flipped her hair to one side. “Do you like what you see, General?” 
K’xarr took her by the shoulders, surprised at the firmness he found there. “I do, sorceress.” He bent to kiss her and she leaned her head back and put her hand to his lips. “Be very sure this is what you want, General, there is no going back. The cost of your desire could be very high.”
He had not truly understood the meaning of her words his craving for the witch’s naked flesh had overwhelmed him. “I will pay the price, whatever it is.”
She slid from his bed as quietly as she could. After their lovemaking, the young man had fall into a deep sleep. He was exhausted, she thought. The strain of command was weighing heavy on him. 
Once again she had used her charms and a little magic to get what she wanted. It was always the same. She looked at him sleeping so sound. Perhaps she had been a bit too vigorous in the boy’s bed. She couldn’t help it, she liked K’xarr, she hated that she had to deceive him. She sat down on the bed and gently stroked his dark hair. “Poor boy, I will try to make it up to you someday.”
***
Kian woke to a strange noise like a low growl but not like the growl of a big cat or a dog, this was deep and much louder. He must have slept a long time, the fire’s ashes were cold. 
He quickly jumped to his feet, shaking off the fog of sleep, looking down the tunnel he saw two large eyes coming towards him, they were much too far apart to be a bear, his feline-like vision let him see the huge reptilian head coming up from the depths of the hole. 
The beast was moving slowly, it was as large as the tunnel itself, squirming to get out of the tight space. He knew at once what it was when he saw the dark green shade of its scales; he was in the winter lair of a forest dragon. The smoke from his fire must have awoken it from its winter slumber.
Kian leapt out of the hole as fast as he could, the beast right behind him, he started to run, but drew Malice instead. Why he didn’t know. The dragon wasn’t a great wyrm or a breather, but he didn’t think he had much chance of fighting a beast of this size. However, it was too close and too fast, he would have to try.
As the dragon emerged from the ground, he drove his blade into its head, he meant to strike between its eyes but only managed to bury his sword in its snout. 
The monster flipped it head from side to side, causing the swordsman to lose his grip on his sword, its powerful neck muscles sent him flying through the forest, he landed hard, rolling across the snow-covered ground, the strength of the dragon was immense. 
It squeezed itself out of its winter den, forty feet of terrible serpent. The forest’s dragons had no wings and short legs, but were known to be very quick and clever. 
Kian knew he had to retrieve his sword from its snout or he stood no chance at all. The beast turned to face him, he ran at it as fast as he could, leaping into the air, landing on the head of the creature. The agile warrior ripped his sword out of its snout and jumped off the head. 
The dragon spun and snapped at Kian while he was still in the air, one of its dagger-like fangs tore down his shoulder, if not for the confining the space of the trees, it would have bitten him in half. 
Kian hit the ground, blood running down his back, the bite burned like fire. The dragon charged again, this time the swordsman somersaulted to the side and came to his feet, his blade flashing; he struck twice, severing the fore leg of the beast. 
The monster staggered and reared up on it hind legs, Kian ran underneath it, plunging his sword to the hilt in its soft belly, twisting the blade free as he ran out the other side of the enraged creature. 
The dragon came down back on all four legs again, its wounded leg causing it to collapse onto its belly momentarily. It spun, whipping its thick tail like a huge flail, catching the warrior full in the chest, sending him careening end over end into one of the forest’s great trees. 
Kian lay in a heap; he shook the snow off and stood up, leaning against the tree for support.
The beast came limping at him, blood dripping from its stomach wound. The thick red ichor oozed out, staining the snow-covered forest floor. It let out a great roar, lowered its head, and lunged at him. Kian gathered his legs under him and jumped straight up. The dragon’s head rammed into the huge tree, shaking the snow off its top-most branches. Kian came straight down and landed on its large head. Holding the sword like a dagger, he drove the blade into the top of the dragon’s skull.
Malice parted the dragon’s tough scales like they were made of silk and slid down into the serpent’s brain. 
It shook its head and started to stagger; Kian repeatedly stabbed the monster’s head until its thrashing shook him off again. The swordsman managed to pull his weapon free as he flew off this time and land gracefully on his feet. 
The dragon came on but slowly, Kian used the trees to keep the beast off of him, weaving back and forth between them, blocking the creature’s advance, finally it lay down and closed it silted eyes. 
The Half Elf approached it cautiously, then with a few swings of his blade cut the dragon’s head from its body. Kian backed up against a tree, sliding down to sit in the snow. He was sore all over and bleeding from several minor wounds, it would be night soon, but he wasn’t going anywhere for a while.
***
“Master, did you hear me?” 
The Dark One looked at Siro, he had in truth not heard a word his servant had said. “What is it, can’t you see I’m thinking?”
Siro sat down opposite of his master’s huge desk, it was littered with all matter of magical devices and writings. “He is coming, he has killed the young forest dragon, and he will be here soon, Master.” 
The wizard picked up a rag from his desk and raised his mask, dapping at the fluids that were draining from the wounds on his face. “I will find some way to slow him down. Is the baby ready?”
Siro smiled. “Oh yes, Master, with the magic he should be fine, a bit tiny, but he will survive.” 
He adjusted his mask and threw the rag on the floor. “Good, then cut it out today.” 
Siro stood. “Does it matter if the woman lives?” 
The Dark One thought for a moment. “Yes, she may have uses later, depending on what happens in Bandara.”
Siro looked at his master with downcast eyes. “May I have her, Master? I could gently kill her in her sleep then bring her back without a mark on her. She would make a stunning bride for me.” 
“You already have an undead woman, you don’t need two, you nasty little creature. I told you there would be a limit on your special people. Now get to work and bring me that baby.” 
The little necromancer hung his head and walked out.
The Dark One stood on top of his tower, the cool air felt good on his face, he had to get ready, his creation would be here soon. 
He had lied to Siro, he had no intention of slowing Kian down. This time he would bring the Half Elf under his control. This time the swordsman wouldn’t escape.
He felt a huge surge in the magical forces that floated invisible in the air. He turned to see a tall slender woman. She would be beautiful if her features were not so severe. Still, she was not unpleasant to look at.
Dark eyes and slender nose, thin lips forever frowning, her black hair was combed straight back but he could still see the white streak that ran all the way through the middle of it. 
He went to his knee. “I’m yours to command, my Goddess.” 
She had a look of pity in her eyes. “Do get up, kneeling does not become you.”
He pushed himself up. “What brings you to my humble tower, oh most powerful one?” 
She rolled her eyes. “You know that the Mistress has laid claim to your … invention?” 
He bowed his head. “I do know, but she has no right, and I will not let her have him, if I can stop her.” 
The Goddess of Magic laughed—something she rarely did. “You, stop her? I don’t know that I could stop her, you fool. Look what happened to you last time you tried to stop a God. Besides, I think you will have your hands full with your creature, it does have a mind of its own.” 
“For now,” he fired back. 
“Will you ever learn, my pitiful little man?” 
“Did you come to warn me Shiavaka, or was there something else?” 
“No, I came to see if you were aware of what you are up against, I see that you do. I know what you want and why, but I will not stand against the Mistress, if she intervenes, I won’t help you.”
He bowed again. “I understand. I will not call upon your aid then.” She closed her eyes and vanished. He turned back towards the south, it didn’t matter if the Gods interfered or not, it would be over soon one way or the other. 





Chapter 23 
Oliver Deverall was still trying to make sense of why he had been sent on this mission, he had been trying to figure it out since he and his knights had left Tyro. Oliver had not questioned it when the Pope’s own vicar handed him the orders. He didn’t want to make any trouble for himself, it had taken him too long to reach the rank of commander. 
He was a Celonian and few men who commanded an entire knight order were not full-blooded Tyroians. He had worked too hard to become the commander of the Knights of Deliverance. All the years of being a page and squire had not been wasted. He had become a skilled warrior and had educated himself in all the fields he needed to excel in the Church’s knight orders. He had spent half his life in pursuit of this command. He was not going to jeopardize it now by questioning orders.
Still, fifty knights sent out in the dead of winter to chase down one half-breed? It was an odd mission indeed, but the order came from the Pontiff himself, and the man that spoke for God was never questioned. 
The fact that the Church had also sent Dracen Milara along with him made the commander even more uneasy. Milara was a Lord Justice of the Holy Inquisition or as they were called the Eyes of God. Milara had brought along thirty of the Hand to keep him company. God’s executioners are what the members of the Hand were jokingly called by the Church knights, but it was nearly the truth. They acted as guards for priests, enforcers of God’s law, and assassins when needed. If they were the Hand of God, they were his left hand. In Deverall’s opinion, they were little better than common brigands.
The knight orders seldom worked with the Eyes or the Hands of God. Hunting down heretics and blasphemers was their work. It was not the job of the papal knight orders. The knights were a martial arm of the Church; they were seldom used to track down pagans. If God needed a battle fought, the holy orders were the ones that brought God his victory. The half-breed they hunted must be very important to the Church and most likely dangerous if he and his men had been sent. They had nearly killed their horses getting to Bandara. It was unusual for a priest of Milara’s rank to travel at top speed. Most times the priest took their sweet time going anywhere.
“I told you the weather would improve, Commander.” Deverall looked to his right. He hadn’t noticed the Lord Justice had ridden up alongside him.
Lord Justice Dracen Milara didn’t look like most bureaucrats of the Church. He was very young to hold such a lofty position in the Church. The Lord Justice was maybe forty years old, Oliver guessed. Thick dark hair and goatee waxed into a point. Milara was a powerfully built man. He looked like he could wear armor as easily as he did his robe of office. 
“That you did, Lord Justice, the snow has stopped and I think it’s warmed a bit as well.” 
“God knew we were coming to do his work, Commander Deverall, he knows when the righteous have need of his mighty hand. He has reached down and tamed this unholy weather. Now we must turn north.” 
Oliver looked to the north. “Lord Justice, Turill is south, there’s nothing to the north but farmland and the Adorn Forest.” 
The Justice pointed. “God says our work is there and there we will go.”
***
King Havalon sat in a large chair covered with a bear fur. One of his men had killed and skinned the beast and given it to the King as a gift just before winter had hit. He had been brooding for the last two days. Thousands of his men had died at the hands of those vile sorceresses.
Where this General K’xarr had gotten them he didn’t know, but he would make them pay. He had sent messengers to the Church; they would be very interested in what had happened here. He had thought the Church had rid the land of all the powerful renegade wizards long ago. Only the Circle of Thirteen remained a thorn in the Holy Father’s side. Where had those women come from? The Church would find out and put an end to them. Of that he had no doubt. For now though, they were his problem.
The King had also sent for his sons, Griffyn and Donovan. He had told them to leave just enough men to make it hard for King Cain to break out of Northham. They would bring the remaining Abberdonian troops to Turill. The Bandaran King didn’t have enough men to give Havalon much trouble anyway. If Cain broke the siege at Northham, he could deal with the young monarch later.
It shouldn’t take his sons and their men long to rejoin him. The weather was improving and there would not be many more weeks of winter. He would wait before he attacked though. If officials from Tyro did come, he didn’t want to be breaking Church edicts when they arrived.
When his sons arrived, they would bring thousands of reinforcements with them. That would give him enough men to keep a stranglehold on the capital until the weather broke. Spring would be soon enough for his revenge. Witches or no witches, he would find a way to destroy this upstart general and what remained of the Queen’s army. By God, he would yet bring Bandara to its knees.
Havalon was about to send for his dinner when one of his young officers entered his makeshift headquarters. “My lord, there is an officer here from the city, he is under a white flag. What would you have us do?” 
Havalon tried not to show his surprise. “Did he say what he wanted?” 
“He wishes to speak with you, Majesty.” 
Havalon considered it for a moment. “Bring him to me under guard.” The officer saluted and walked out. 
The King strapped on his sword and placed his battle crown on his head. He wanted to look the part of a warrior King, not a frustrated old man. 
Two guards walked the man in through the cabin door, he wore the armor of a Dragitan officer, greaves, breast plate, and the horse-hair crested helmet. Havalon had not had many dealing with the Dragitan Empire. All he really knew was that their legions had carved out a large empire in the west and ruled it with an iron hand. “Majesty, I am Captain Rufio Rabinus Tullus. General K’xarr Strom has sent me to you with an offer.” 
Havalon became interested in what the Dragitan had to say, perhaps this upstart wanted terms for their surrender. Even with his foul sorceresses, he could never hold out against the entire might of the Abberdonian army. “Well, Captain, I will listen to what your general has to say. Speak.” 
Rufio gave a slight bow. “General Strom offers you safe passage from Bandara, if you will leave within the next five days.” 
Havalon’s face began to turn red. Did this bastard think he was going to surrender? He started to speak but the Dragitan continued. “The general also asks for a small tribute to be paid to the Bandaran throne annually for the next five years in the sum of one million pieces of gold for waging war on the Phoenix Queen’s Kingdom.” 
The King could take it no longer, now this girl had the gall to call herself the Phoenix Queen? He jumped up from his chair, face purple with fury. “You tell that inbred son of a gutter rat that I will see him dead and the Abberdonian flag flying above the Queen’s palace before spring. If not for black sorcery, he would be beaten now.”
The Rufio smiled, making King Havalon even more angry. “General Strom said if you did not accept these terms to tell you that he would see the Abberdonian Kingdom destroyed, your royal bloodline severed, and the lands of Abberdon given to Queen Raygan and the Bandaran people. General Strom also said if it takes his entire life time, he will make this so.” 
The King drew his sword and pointed it at the Dragitan. “Get out of my sight before I violate the flag of truce you … you … filthy bastard.” Spit flew from the King’s mouth as he stammered out his last insult. 
The Dragitan nodded before he was escorted out by the King’s guards. This fool of a general would see what happened when you insulted the King of Abberdon. As soon as Griffyn and Donovan arrived, he would attack.
K’xarr was waiting at the gate for Rufio when the captain rode in. “Well?” 
Rufio slid down of his horse and saluted. “I want to report that the King of Abberdon is thoroughly enraged. He is as mad as a Viborg berserker, General.” 
K’xarr clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Well done, Rufio, well done. Now the fool will attack before he should, and we will be waiting.”
***
“I have the baby, Master, it is doing well.” Siro waited but the Dark One didn’t answer. The wizard sat at his desk preoccupied with a ring he was looking at. It was large and made of silver with a black stone set in its center. He put it on his finger and held it up so the necromancer could see it. He brushed his middle finger against its side. A large hollow needle shot out of the ring. “I assassinated a man with this in Sidia long ago, it works well, don’t you think?” 
Siro nodded. “Yes, Master, very well, but uh … the babe?” 
“Yes, yes, the babies, are they both thriving?” 
Siro nodded his head enthusiastically. “Yes, both are doing well and the Queen survived the birth of her son, she is resting in the lab below.” 
The Dark One looked up from the ring. “What of the female child? She is more important than the Queen’s baby.”
“No need to worry, Master, I have taken very good care of the little girl you uh … acquired. She is growing into quite a little beauty.” The wizard didn’t acknowledge Siro’s observation.
“Do you need me for anything else right now, Master?” 
He waved the necromancer away, gesturing with the hand he wore the ring on. 
Siro bowed. “I will return to my studies now, Master.” The Dark One did not respond, he was too focused on the ring. The little necromancer scurried out the big oak door. He knew when his master was devising a plan, and it was best for him not to be too distracting. He had his own chores to take care of. His undead needed to be fed.
The air stirred in his study. The wizard looked up, he knew who had just invaded his study. There was only one being who could slip through his wards and magical protection that easy. “Shiavaka?” 
The Goddess of Magic stepped out of nothingness. Her hair was down and he couldn’t see the white streak in it as plainly. Dressed in a simple black gown, she looked much more attractive than on her past visits. “So, you are still intent on this confrontation, I see.” 
The masked wizard only looked at his Goddess. 
She understood his silence. “I see. I believe I have discovered the reason why you’re magic failed to control your creation as you intended. It was not just a random occurrence that he resisted your manipulation.” 
The Dark One’s eyes widened beneath his mask. “And what is that reason, milady?” 
The Goddess’s thin lips curled into a grin. “You manipulated the heart of a great dragon. You cast a reducing spell on it and placed it inside your creature’s chest, did you not?”
The wizard looked away. “I see you figured out one of my little secrets, that is precisely what I did. I had Siro remove the heart from the fetus of a great wyrm. The magic we used to reduce it and keep the heart from growing would not have work on a heart from a dragon already born, as you well know at birth they become strongly resistant to magic and I had to have that heart, the half-breed’s own heart could not have survived the strain from the transference of panther. The unborn dragon gave him endurance and strength, his blood flows much more powerfully through his body now. Given time, it could give him many advantages.” 
She walked over so she could stand in front of him. “That was quite a feat. I won’t even ask where you got the dragon fetus, though it was a stroke of genius to use one. What I don’t think you realized is besides the physical enhancements he now possesses, it also gave him a huge resistance to magic. As you said, the great dragons are immune to most of the magic of this world. There is no guessing what other effects it will have on the Half Elf.” 
He raised his arms out suddenly, understanding what had happened. “That makes perfect sense. I thought the unborn heart would not ever have that ability. Dragon’s don’t acquire that power until the moment of birth, but after we transplanted it, the heart must have reacted as if the dragon had been born and infused Kian with its natural resistance to magic. No wonder he would not submit to my control. 
“I think we have just learned where the great dragons carry their protection against magic. I should have known. Their heart is the key to their resistance.”
“No one has ever put a dragon’s heart in anyone before, so how could you have known?” 
He could tell she was being sarcastic. “I guess I will have to rely on my wits when he gets here.” 
The Goddess shook her head. “Without your magic you will be at a great disadvantage when you face it, and as far as your wits go, I am somewhat suspect of those too as of late.” She shook her head sadly and disappeared. 
“There is more than one way to skin a cat, milady,” he said limping towards the door.
***
Her vision was blurry as she awoke. At first she didn’t know where she was, and then pain gripped her before she could gather her senses. Naked beneath a smelly blanket, the Queen of Bandara tried to rise but she was bound to a table with manacles and chains. 
Raygan could tell her baby was gone. She could no longer feel the life that was once inside her. This was the first time her mind had been clear since the masked man had taken her. 
She couldn’t see much, a stone room filed with all kinds of implements and contraptions, and she could hear liquid boiling somewhere inside the room.
Horror seized her. Where was the baby? Had she given birth while she was unconscious? Her mind began to race, where was she? Who had taken her and why?
She had to get up, but she was so very weak. Raygan jerked at the chains, causing bolts of pain to shoot through her body. Her hips and groin ached, she must have had the baby. The small woman tried again to get free, but it was hopeless, she hurt too much and didn’t have the strength. The Queen began to cry, it was all she could do. 
Moments later, she heard the creak of a heavy door open and the sound of soft foot falls. She turned her head far enough that she could just see the door. Her tear-filled eyes opened wide she tried to speak but nothing came out, her voice had been stolen by utter amazement. 
There before her stood a young blonde girl with a black patch over one eye, she was dressed in a brown leather jerkin and riding pants with soft knee high leather boots. 
The girl pulled her honey blonde hair behind her ears and smiled. “Isabella?” the Queen finally got out.”
“Yes, mistress, it is I. I did not know you were here. I just saw Siro come from this room with a baby and I wanted to see where it came from and I found you asleep. I waited until you woke up to come back. Is that your baby, milady?” 
“Yes, it is. Please, Isabella I don’t know how you got here, but you must free me and help me find my child.” 
The girl looked at her with her one pretty blue eye Raygan could see something in her look. Perhaps it was sadness, she wasn’t sure. 
“I could free you, but it would do no good, he would just find you and hurt you.” 
“Can you at least remove the chains?” 
Isabella nodded and walked over to a small table and picked up a key ring with several large keys on it, she quickly unchained the Queen and gently pulled her up to a sitting position. 
The Queen threw her arms around her servant. “May God bless you, my dear girl, thank you so much. I will see you’re rewarded for this.”
Isabella took the Queen’s arms from around her neck. “I didn’t release you for a reward, Mistress.”
“You deserve one anyway. My God Isabella, what happened to your eye?”
Before she could answer, the door slammed open, the man in the mask stood there like a dark shadow. “That’s all she thinks of you, my dear, a person that must be paid for a kindness, rewarded for a service.” 
He swept into room and right up to the small Queen; she could feel his hot breath on her face. “Did she release you, dear Isabella, when her brother imprisoned you? Was she there in the dungeons of her palace, where beneath her very feet Duke Blackthorn raped you over and over and gouged out your lovely eye?”
The Queen covered her mouth with the back of her hand. She wanted to scream but couldn’t. The revelation of her servant’s fate was almost too much for her.
The Dark One stepped back to stand beside Isabella. “Was she there when the rats came?” 
Isabella shuddered and closed her eye. 
“No, the beautiful Queen who claims to care so much about you sat in her palace and thought only of her own needs while her loyal lady was tortured and raped under her very nose.” His voice rose to a rasping shout, Raygan thought he was going kill her. She could see the hate in his eyes. It was like a living thing trying to escape from behind his mask. 
“Come, Isabella, you are much too good for this wretched woman. You may be beautiful on the outside, Majesty, but inside you are ugly and repulsive. Isabella and I may be scarred and flawed, but we are beautiful on the inside something you will never be.” 
He took Isabella by the hand pulled her toward the door. The handmaiden gave her a heartbreaking look as the wizard led her out.
Between her sobs, Raygan noticed as Isabella walked out she carried a thin bladed sword on her side. The Queen had seen it in paintings hundreds of times, it was unmistakable. The girl wore the sword of the Phoenix Queen.
Raygan sat and wept, could what the masked man said be true? What must Isabella think of her, the girl had been her only friend when she had no one else? What kind of person was she not to have helped the girl; she should have tried harder to find her when she went missing. 
Cain and William Blackthorn would pay if she ever got out of here. They were monsters. First, her father, now poor Isabella, what else had they done?
The door opened back up and the Dark One came back in alone. He pushed her down on the table hard and put the manacles back around her wrists. She tried to struggle but the pain in her abdomen was too much. 
He finished chaining her back down to the table. Then the wizard leaned on the table, his face right over top of hers. “I should kill you now or at least flay you alive but even that would be too good for you, I was once like Isabella, Majesty, but no one ever came for me. I want you to know I lied before, I’m not beautiful on the inside, Highness. I am dark and empty. I will not hesitate to make you scream for death. Your cries will be like sweet music to me and I will dance to that music, Majesty, and when the music stops, I will cry for more. 
He cackled and did a little spin. The Dark One started for the door then stopped. He spoke but didn’t face her. “What happened to her should never happen to any child, death would have been a much kinder fate.” He walked out and shut the door, Raygan could only whimper in fear.
Rhys and Endra were making good time, considering the snow, the weather was warmer, and the sun had decided to show itself. “Endra, I think we should press on while the weather is mild.” 
“I agree, we might make the Adorn in a couple of days if we just keep going, we can eat in the saddle, can you make it?” 
The healer raised his eyebrows. “I’m so sore, now it won’t matter if we stop or not.” 
Endra smiled at him. “You are a harder man than I thought, Rhys Morgan. Have you ever thought of changing professions? I’m sure Kian or K’xarr would train you.” 
“Oh no, all that fighting and death, it’s not for me, if I wanted that I could have stayed in Tara. No, keeping people alive, taking away their pain is what I have always enjoyed doing.” 
Endra nodded her approval “A noble pursuit.” She turned in her saddle and saw a column of men. Close to a hundred she guessed, riding towards them from the south west. They flew three banners, the first was a pair of open hands with golden light between them on a silver field, the second a pair of golden eyes on a red field, the third she had seen before, a three-tined crown with a golden sunburst behind it on a banner of white. She turned to Rhys with fear in her eyes. “It’s the Church.”
Rhys knew there was no point in trying to run and in the snow-covered pasture land there was nowhere to hide. “Let me talk to them. I have had to deal with a lot of priests when I lived in Tara.” 
Endra didn’t argue, she pulled up the hood of her cloak and wrapped a scarf around the bottom half of her face. 
When the column of men got closer, two of them broke away from the others and rode forward. The first was in full armor, a knight of one of the holy orders, Rhys guessed. The visor on his helmet was raised so all Rhys could see was the man’s face. He looked to be in his thirties and was clean shaven and had hard dark eyes. The other man had dark neatly trimmed hair and a waxed goatee. The healer could tell he was powerfully built under his heavy cloak. He wore a red robe with a chain of gold around his neck, on the end of the chain was a golden eye. Rhys knew the symbol the priest was with the inquisition, the investigators for the Church the Eyes of God. He had to stay calm. Rhys knew he wasn’t a very good liar, but he would have to do his best.
The man in the robes spoke first. “Good day, travelers. I’m Lord Justice Dracen Milara, and this is Sir Oliver Deverall Commander of the Knights of Deliverance.” 
Rhys knew there were many members in the order, but only one Lord Justice and one grand inquisitor, the two true Eyes of God, and one of them sat on a horse right in front of him. This Lord Milara was one of the most powerful men in the Church and his job was getting the truth out of people. Rhys could feel his palms beginning to sweat inside his gloves. “May I ask who you are?” the Lord Justice asked.
Rhys answered quickly. “Rhys Morgan, a healer from Turill, and this is my sister Rachel, we are checking on some of my patients that live outside the city. Now that the storm has passed, I was trying to make my rounds.”
The Lord Justice raised his right hand. “You must have patients all over Bandara, my good man. You’re a very long way from Turill.” 
Rhys swallowed hard and tried to answer. “Yes … well I treated them in the city and they moved out here. I just wanted to make sure they were still doing well.”
“Bless you, Physician Morgan, for all the good you do. This world needs more men like you and of course women like your sister, I take it she helps with the sick?” 
Rhys shifted in his saddle, he didn’t want to say too much. “Yes, Lord Milara, she is of great help to me.” The holy man’s eyes looked Endra over. “Odd that a healer’s assistant should be so well armed.” 
“Well, my lord, she also protects me on our journeys. She is far more skilled than I with a sword.” That was at least the truth Rhys thought.
The Justice gestured with his finger. “Pull you scarf down good woman, and let me see you.” 
Endra glanced at Rhys and pull the scarf down but not her hood. Rhys saw the desire flash into the Lord Justice’s eyes when she revealed her face. Sometimes Endra’s looks were a disadvantage to her. “My God, man, your sister has been blessed by God, now the hood, please,” the holy man requested. 
Endra slowly pulled her hood down and shook her wavy black hair free. The Eye of God said nothing, he only stared like so many men did at the woman from Sorrack. Rhys had seen it before, the Eye of God just fell in love with the young huntress. 
“My lord, we should be going, the light is fading,” the knight commander said without taking his eyes off Endra.
“You’re right, Commander, we have pressing business.” He looked at Rhys. “Be assured, Physician Morgan, that I will look in on you and your sister when I come to Turill.” 
Rhys bowed his head slightly. “You honor us, my lord.” 
The Lord Justice rode his horse over close to Endra’s mare and grasped her gloved hand. “Till we meet again, my dear Rachel.” He bent and kissed the back of her glove. 
The Commander of the Knights motioned his hand forward and the column moved on, the Lord Justice lingered a moment then followed. 
Rhys looked at Endra as she pulled her cloak back up. “I mean no offence, but sometimes I wish you were ugly.” Endra guiltily nodded back.
“Did you see that woman, Deverall? She was divine. I must find out who she really is.” 
Oliver looked at the Lord Justice. “I thought her name was Rachel Morgan?” 
Milara snickered. “They were both lying through their teeth. We will ride ahead and then turn and follow them, perhaps they are the ones who will lead us to where God wants us to be.” 
The Commander shrugged. “As you wish Lord, and you are right the woman was beautiful, but I thought priests could not partake of a woman’s flesh?” 
The inquisitor looked at Oliver with the eyes that had ordered the torture and death of hundreds of men and women. The holy man’s gaze was unsettling. “Sometime God rewards the devout.”
***
Night was falling when Kian first glimpsed the tower. He had arrived cold, tired, and more than a little battered. He still ached from the fight with the dragon. He decided to rest for a while before heading to the tower. Besides after night fell, he would have the advantage of seeing in the dark. At least he hoped he had that advantage, he had no idea what the wizard’s magic could do. He propped himself against a tree and closed his eyes and waited for the night.
He opened his eyes the sky was bright and clear the wood was alive with birds and animals. The forest itself was green and beautiful and the snow was gone.
Several Elven men and women approached, they all were of different heights and hair coloring but each beautiful beyond words. They were dressed in the style of his mother’s ancestors and they held their heads high with a look of pride on their faces. 
Kian knew that he was seeing the Elven race as it once existed. He must be dreaming or perhaps he had died in his sleep and this was heaven. 
A tall blonde Elven man walked forward, he wore the armor of an ancient warrior. Kian had seen drawings of it in Gildor’s old books.
“Kian Cardan, we have brought you here because of your mother’s blood and to honor that part of you. We reject your human side and you must also while you are in this realm.” 
Kian nodded his agreement. The blonde Elf continued. “We are the ghosts of the Adorn. This is what our forest looked like before the humans came. The world of Saree was a place of harmony and balance. Then the Reaper came. He and his human army defiled the forest and slew us all. Our spirits still reside inside the trees where we were crucified. The tree your body is sleeping against now is where my sprit rests.” 
The swordsman’s eyes took in the scenic forest. It was truly beautiful. Why would anyone wish to destroy it? “Why have you brought me here?” Kian asked.
“We have brought you here to warn you,” the fair-haired Elf said.
Kian’s vision blurred and the scene changed. The forest was on fire, men, women, and children—all Elven—ran to and fro, screaming in confusion, terror written across their faces. 
Men in black armor with sword and torch stalked through the forest, slaughtering the Elves and burning their homes. Some of the Elven warriors tried to fight back, only to be cut down where they stood. The human’s swords spared no one.
In the midst of the massacre, a giant of a man sat astride a black stallion. The man himself was encased in black armor from head to toe, his black helmet was unmistakably crested with Elven hair. There were only two eye slits in the helmet and both issued a faint dark glow. Kian took a step back.
It was the Reaper. Kian knew without having to be told. The horse he rode reared up on its back legs and flames burst from the unholy creature’s mouth. The God of Death drew a huge black sword and pointed it at Kian as if he could see him.
The Elven man who had brought him to this place of death grabbed him by the shoulders and said, “You have been marked.” Kian looked at him and felt the cold fingers of fear touch his heart. 
“Do not go to the tower, Kian, I tell you this for the sake of Kia, your mother. If you do your life will be cursed with blood and death. The Reaper will ride in your shadow and you will never know peace.” A spear punched through the man’s back and blood seeped from the corners of his mouth. “I have fulfilled my promise,” he uttered as his body collapsed to the ground.
Kian awoke sweating, his back side was wet. He had slept in the snow all night. The sun was up and a cool breeze stirred the air. It had been a dream, hadn’t it? 
He looked around and saw that the snow was melted in huge circle around him, now he knew why he was wet. He smelled the air with his sensitive nose, smoke.
It was more than a dream, somehow he had been there. He considered the warning he had been given for a moment, then the swordsman headed for the tower.
“He approaches, Master, he’s here.” 
The wizard finished pouring the tiny vile of dark liquid he had taken from the Phoenix Queen’s tomb into the poison ring he now wore.
He closed the ring’s tiny reservoir and stood up. He was stiff and his wounds ached. He would have to loosen up before the Half Elf arrived.
He wore black leather armor in place of his robes and a dark cape. Buckling his two short swords around his waist and adjusting his mask, the Dark One came around his desk. “Get the Queen and meet me on top of the tower, and, Siro, remember what we talked about.” The ugly little man nodded and went to get their hostage. 
The Dark One climbed the steps to the top of his tower, he peered over the battlements and saw his creation coming towards the tower through the deep snow. He knew the fool would eventually come for the little whore. And he had come alone, it couldn’t be more perfect. “I will wait for you up here,” he called out.
He saw the swordsman look up at him then quicken his pace toward the ancient structure. 
He hoped his plan would work or he would most likely be dead by the end of the day. He wanted to laugh out loud, he was nervous and tingling all over. He barely felt the pain of his scars. It had been a long time since he had been this excited.





Chapter 24
Kian ran forward and leaped onto the tower then immediately jumped again. The Dark One watched as the Half Elf bounded up the side of his tower. He was impressed by his work. Even the Circle of Thirteen could not have created such a creature.
Siro came up the stairs with the Queen and threw her down, unconcerned about the agonizing scream she let out. The Dark One quickly limped over to the hatch. “Good, Siro, now go below and do what I told you.” 
The necromancer smiled and went back through the small hatch, leaving it open as he went down the stairs. 
“Come, Majesty, time for you to be of some use.” The wizard pulled the Queen up by her hair. She let out a little scream as he positioned the small woman in front of him like a shield. 
Kian smoothly vaulted over the battlements, pulling Malice as he gracefully landed on the tower’s rooftop. The blade’s uncommon features almost seemed to swallow the morning sunlight as he brought it to guard. 
“It took you long enough to get here. I see you still have the sword you stole from me,” the sorcerer said. 
“Release the Queen and stand against me like a man.” 
The masked man shook his head. “Why, so you can come over here and cut me down? I think not, my friend, but I might be willing to make a deal. Right now my servant, Siro, I’m sure you remember him, is down below with Her Majesty’s infant son, if you try anything foolish, maybe you will save the Queen but her child will surely die. Now throw the sword over the side and get on your knees.” 
Kian looked over the tower’s edge and then back at the wizard. The Dark One slowly pulled one of his short swords out and put it to the Queen’s throat. “You know I will do it, you do remember Gildor, don’t you?” 
Kian’s lips tightened, he knew what the wizard was capable of. He dropped Malice over the side of the tower and got on his knees. 
“Much better, my friend. I feel much more comfortable now.” 
Kian’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not your friend. I did as you asked, now let her go.” 
The Dark One slowly loosened his grip on the Queen. “Don’t forget, one word from me and the child dies.” 
Kian could see the hatch to the tower was open, he had no doubt Siro was down there with the Queen’s baby listening to every word. 
Raygan fell to her hands and knees. Kian could see she was in a great deal of pain. 
The sorcerer waved his fingers and then clenched his fist towards Kian. A flaming bolt of green fire shot forward and struck the swordsman square in the chest.
Kian flinched, he looked down at his chest, nothing, the magical bolt hadn’t harmed him at all. He jumped to his feet glaring at the wizard.
The Dark One shrugged. “Forgive me, but a colleague of mine said you might be immune to magic, due to the dragon heart I put inside you, it seems she was correct.” 
Dragon heart? What had this vile monster done to him? Kian’s anger began to build. He had been mutilated on the inside as well as the outside. He could not hold back the animal inside him.
“Now you die, wizard.” Kian charged the Dark One, almost covering the distance across the roof in a single move, his speed was so incredible, but it was not fast enough. The masked man lifted his left arm and raised his wrist. An iron spike shot out from his sleeve, Kian tried to move out of the way but he was too late. The spike buried itself deep in his left side, spinning him to the ground.
“I don’t die so easy, swordsman, maybe my magic won’t work on you, but I am not without skills of my own.”
The pain from the spike was excruciating, but Kian jumped to his feet. He reached down and pulled the sharp piece of metal from his side and cast it over the battlements.
“You are formidable opponent, but not too smart.” The wizard jeered. Quickly, the Dark One pulled a small crossbow from behind his back and fired. 
Kian caught the bolt in midair right before it hit his chest. Leaping high in the air, Kian jumped towards the wizard, kicking him full in the chest, sending the sorcerer flying across the rooftop.
“You talk too much, wizard,” the swordsman said as he reached down and helped the Queen to her feet. “Are you all right, Majesty?” he asked. 
“Just get me away from here,” the Queen shrieked.
The Dark One regained his feet and drew his other short sword and spun both the blades with deadly expertise. “Let us finish this.” Kian gently pushed the Queen out of the way. The two men charged each other.
Siro was holding the Queen’s baby, looking into its tiny little eyes. His master said he could make the baby one of his special people, if worst come to worst, and he hoped it would. With the baby and his undead woman, Kara, he could have his very own family. Siro snickered to himself, that would really get the master’s goat. He did wonder why his master would allow him to harm the Queen’s child, but not the other child that they had stolen. It would be wonderful to have a girl and a boy. He smiled at the possibilities. The master had told him not to lay a finger on the little girl but hadn’t told him why. He would just have to find a female child somewhere else. Kara would be so pleased with a girl child.
He was daydreaming when the blow came, he never even heard her come up behind him. Isabella caught the baby as Siro collapsed to the stone floor. She smiled down at child and headed towards the roof.
Kian could not believe the skill the wizard possessed. He was cut in several places and the sorcerer had put two daggers in him. One in the leg and one in his shoulder, none of the wounds were lethal but they had slowed him down. He would have to be more careful, the wizard was more dangerous than he had thought.
The Dark One knew he could not win this fight. If Kian had been armed, he would be dead now. It was only his experience and skill at anticipating an opponent’s moves that had kept him alive this far. It was time to end this before someone got killed, most likely him.
Glancing sideways, the wizard saw Raygan crawling towards the hatch. It was time to make his move.
“Siro, come up here now. It has been fun blade master, but it’s time for you to surrender if you wish the child to live.” The Dark One looked at Kian and grinned beneath his mask. 
They both saw Isabella come through the hatch with the baby in her arms. The Queen gasped in relief and went straight to the blonde girl. 
The wizard looked at the two women seemingly confused. It was all the distraction Kian needed, he surged forward and punched the unsuspecting wizard in the chest; the blow hurled the masked man from his feet. As he flew backwards, Kian wrenched one of the short swords from his hand. 
The wizard rolled to his feet, clutching his chest, Kian pointed the sword at him and advanced, wary of the wizard’s tricks. 
“You might have broken my breast bone, I should have been more wary of your strength.” 
Kian said nothing, he felt the weight of the short sword, it was lighter and shorter than what he was used to, but it would do. He stalked toward his enemy. 
The wizard backed away, switching his remaining sword to his left hand. “Now, Kian, can’t we talk this over?” 
“No more talking.” Kian lunged smoothly for his foe’s throat. As he did the Dark One stepped back and pulled his hand back into his sleeve slightly then flung his right arm forward. A fine powder flew into Kian’s eyes. The swordsman’s eyes immediately began to burn and water. He couldn’t see, the wizard had blinded him. 
“I told you before, I don’t die so easy.” The sorcerer swung his sword at Kian’s leg, the Half Elven swordsman blocked the attack on instinct. Another blow came at his side, again he parried the strike. Many times over the years Gildor had him train blindfolded. He had to use his hearing to listen for attacks and anticipate his opponent’s moves. He had hated it, now he thanked the Gods that Gildor had been such a thorough teacher. 
He calmed himself and used his heightened hearing to listen for the wizard’s movements but there was nothing. The attacks had stopped. 
Already his vision was beginning to clear. He rubbed his eyes trying to bring his sight back.
“You put up a good fight, Kian, you’re just out classed,” he heard the wizard say. As the vision came back into his right eye, he saw the Dark One had stepped back away from him. His adversary muttered a word and stomped his foot, a crack appeared in the roof of the tower and advanced quickly towards him. Kian jumped up on the towers battlements but it was no use, the battlement collapsed along with a large section of the roof. He fell, along with a large part of the top of the wizard’s tower.
Isabella had gotten the Queen down into the tower, away from the fighting she had put the Queen’s baby into its mother’s arms.
Raygan looked down at her baby boy for the first time. “He’s beautiful, Isabella, I can never thank you enough for helping us you saved both our lives.” 
The young blonde girl gently stroked the baby’s head. “I know you would have helped me if you could, milady, I bear you no ill will. I don’t believe what the Dark One said. I would still like to be your servant, if you’ll have me,” 
The Queen shook her head. “No, Isabella, you will never be a servant again.” 
“Have I done something wrong, milady?” 
Raygan gave the girl a smile and stroked her cheek. “Oh no, Bella, you have been a loyal and true friend to me, it’s I that have done the wrong. I will make it up to you if we ever get back to Bandara, you’re a friend to Raygan Albana Blackthorn now, not the Queen’s servant, and you will be treated as such.” 
Isabella looked at Raygan awkwardly. “Should I call you Raygan now, milady? I don’t think I could do that.” 
Tears filled the Queen’s eyes and she hugged Isabella. “You can call me whatever you like, dear girl.” 
Isabella looked down the stairs. “I know a way out but we should get the other baby first.” 
Raygan was at a loss. “What other baby?” 
“They had a baby girl older than yours, but still very young.” 
Raygan nodded. “I wouldn’t leave a baby goat with these monsters, let’s find the girl and get out.” 
They heard a large crash, it sounded like the tower was falling apart. Isabella drew her sword. “Let’s hurry milady, the child is down stairs.”
The Dark Wizard sheathed his short sword and walked over to the edge of the tower, careful to not get too close to where his magic had destroyed the roof. He peered down and saw Kian climbing out of the rubble. The Half Elf was limping and looked like he was bleeding from his scalp. 
He watched as Kian walked over and pick up Malice from where it had landed. “Cats truly do have nine lives,” the Dark One whispered to himself.
Kian had barely had enough time to right himself and land on his feet before he hit the ground. The fall hadn’t injured him, it was all the debris that had fallen with the towers roof. His vision was fine now except for the blood that ran down his face from the nasty cut on his head. It clouded the vision in one of his eyes, but that was okay, when he got back to the top the wizard would die. He only needed one eye for that.
Kian thought he would have to dodge stones, mortar, and magic as he climbed back to the top of the tower, but the wizard had hurled nothing at him, as he hopped over the edge Kian saw the Dark One standing with his one remaining short sword in hand. “I must say I am very proud of my work. You are amazing half-breed. It is a shame I must destroy you.” The wizard took a fighting stance. “So, we finish this now swordsman?” 
Kian wiped blood from his face and nodded his agreement. The sorcerer untied his cape and threw it down on what remained of the stone roof. “Fitting it should end this way, Kian, you and I are both marked by the Old Gods. I’m sure they are taking an interest in how this all turns out.” 
Kian lunged forward without a word, the wizard only just parried the strike and his counter attack was far too slow. His creation had reflexes beyond anything human or Elven. There was just no way for him to win.
Their blades clashed over and over, the Dark One knew Kian was toying with him. The Half Elf’s skill was unbelievable. When Kian decided to kill him, it would be over. He wasn’t used to losing and it angered him. 
Kian feinted to his left and then spun quickly back to the right. The Dark One had no time to counter his blade was out of his hand and spinning through the air. The Half Elf had disarmed him with ease.
As he watched his sword fly over the edge of the tower, Kian kicked his bad leg out from under him. He was on his backside with the swordsman’s blade at his throat; he had seconds to live. He had the ring but he would have to get close and that was not going to happen. He did have one other choice. His creation did have a weak spot.
“Kill me and you will never find out what happened to you family,” he croaked out. 
“Lies won’t save you now, bastard.” Malice rose to strike. 
“Your mother was taken by Sidian slavers,” the wizard blurted out.
Kian slowly lowered his sword. “Tell me and if I think you’re lying I will kill you.” 
The Dark One struggled back to his feet. “I want your word you won’t kill me, until I finish the tale or what I know of it.” 
“You will live until I hear it all, I swear it on my sword arm. After that I make no promises.” 
Kian began to bind his wounds as best as he could and still keep an eye on the wizard. He was no Rhys, but he thought he could stop the bleeding. The wizard walked over and put his back to what was left of the tower’s battlements. He closed his eyes a moment, then sighed. “As you know it started in Thieves Port.”
***
Isabella picked the little girl up out of an old wooden crib. Raygan thought she looked to be about two years old. The child had black curly hair and lovely dark eyes. The little girl was very pretty, Raygan thought. “Whose baby is it?” She asked. 
Isabella shrugged. “I don’t know, but the master of the tower was very protective of her, he always reminded Siro not to harm the child.” 
The Queen grimaced in pain, she hoped she could get out of here before it became too much for her to bear. “Well we have to take her with us. I won’t leave any child in the hands of these mad men.” 
Isabella wrapped the child in a heavy blanket she knew it would be cold outside. “Follow me, milady.” 
She led the Queen to a tunnel far in the bowels of the tower. 
Raygan could see the tunnel was made of natural rock. Isabella stopped at a barrel that sat before the tunnel’s entrance and pulled an unlit torch from it. She handed the child to the Queen who sat the little girl down on the cold stone floor of the tunnel and then sat down beside her, holding her own baby close. 
“Hurry, Bella, this place scares me.” Raygan looked down the dark tunnel. She wished she didn’t have to go down there. It frightened her just to look into the darkness.
Within a few minutes, the young woman had the torch lit. “Follow me, Majesty.” Isabella picked up the small girl and headed down the tunnel, holding the torch in front of her. 
Raygan grabbed her abdomen as she stood and followed Isabella. Her own tiny baby felt as if it weighed a hundred pounds. She wanted to stay and sit for a while, but there was no way she would stay inside the tunnel any longer than she had to, the place just felt wrong.
Isabella was moving much faster than she was and it was hard for Raygan to keep up. From the light of the flicking torch, she could see runes carved on the walls of the tunnel. They were strange and made her feel odd just to look at them. Who would have spent so long cutting those into the solid rock and why?
She was getting tired and hurting worse and was just about at the end of her endurance when they stopped.
Raygan saw Isabella was pulling on a lever that jutted out of the rock wall. “I followed Siro down here once and found this place,” the girl said. 
Raygan saw a sliver of light, the blonde girl pushed a door open, and they stepped out into the daylight. 
Raygan realized that they had come out of a huge old tree. She could see the tower only a short distance away. That was not all she saw. There was a woman stand just off to their right.
She was dressed in a simple white dress. Her beauty was undeniable, even Raygan was captivated by the woman. Long hair, black as a crow’s wing, fell in beautiful waves well past her shoulders. The white dress she wore was modest but showed the remarkable shape of her body. Raygan noticed the woman was also barefoot, but it was her dark eyes that caught the Queen’s attention. They were a bottomless pit that seemed to swallow her with their intense beauty. She smiled at them and Raygan thought if she were a man she would have just fallen in love.
“I’m glad to see you ladies have escaped the tower. My name is Octavia, and I have a favor to ask.”
***
“A ship call the Witches’ Song sailed into Grey Harbor; it was captained by a man named Nasir Sana, a Sidian. He had come far to the north looking for exotic slaves. Captain and crew came to the Heavenly Hole for a night of drinking and whoring. When this Nasir saw your mother, he had to have her. He ordered her taken aboard his ship. When the other whores tried to stop him, he and his men killed them all. Then the slavers sailed out of Thieves Port under the cover of night.” 
Kian looked away from the wizard. “Then my brother must have been killed by these slavers as well?” 
The Dark One shook his head. “No, who do you think told me the story?” Kian’s head whipped around.
“You knew my brother?” 
“Yes, I will get to that, do you wish me to finish or not?”
Kian nodded eagerly. He so very much needed to know what happened to his family, he almost forgot who was telling the tale. 
“Well, from what I understand, your brother followed the slavers. It took him several years to reach Sidia; apparently he had several misadventures along the way, some nasty business with pirates, and he mentioned a brief encounter with the Circle of Thirteen, but that is another matter and not important. Your brother was very long-winded in telling his tale and a bit on the dramatic side for my taste. Anyway, he reached Sidia and began to search for your mother and Nasir Sana. 
“Late one night while drinking at a tavern in the Sidian city of Bosic, he heard that Nasir had taken a special slave to the city beyond the black gate. Your fool of a brother followed the information he had overheard and passed through the black gate into that dreaded city. 
“If you have never been there, you cannot understand what kind of place it is. There are no words to describe what goes on there. The only one that comes close is evil. The very ground of that city stinks of it.
“To his credit, your brother survived the dangers of the Beast’s domain. He searched through the place for months. Finally, your brother made the place his home, finding a vocation and settling into a daily routine.
“He never stopped looking for her though. He hounded the residents of the city for information, he even got under the skin of some of the local wizards that make the city their home. 
“That is when I first learned of him. I was an assassin. I had just become a member of Kabash Sar, the heartless ones. I was instructed to become your brother’s friend and gain his trust. You see, he had found out that his mother was in the temple of the Beast, who the King of Sidia serves. Nasir had taken her there as an offering to the dreaded Lord of Evil. I know not why. Perhaps Nasir wanted to gain favor with the Beast? They say the loathsome God truly dwells there inside his ghastly temple. 
“The temple itself is inside the palace. So I was hired by the King when he found out about the rescue attempt. I was to stop your brother from ever gaining entrance to the palace. I failed. 
“He got inside and attempted to rescue his mother. From what I understand, your brother was captured before he ever even laid eyes on her.”
Kian swallowed hard. “What of my mother? Tell me now, you bastard.”
“Your mother was sacrificed to the Beast.” 
Kian clutched the battlements, trying to steady himself. His mother was dead and she had died horribly. It was a blow that his heart could never fully recover from. “Finish, wizard, I must know the rest.”
***
Beautiful or not, Isabella started to draw the blade the Dark One had given her. The woman raised her hand and spread her fingers. She spoke a word, and Isabella found despite her best efforts she could not pull the sword from its sheath. 
“I mean you no harm. I just wish to see the child. You have my word,” the woman said. 
Isabella looked at Raygan and shrugged. “I don’t think we have much choice, milady.” 
Isabella hand the girl child to the woman who called herself Octavia. The woman looked at the girl with sadness. She whispered into the little girl’s ear. Tears spilled down the woman’s cheeks as she handed the child back to Isabella. “Find the girl a good mother, I beg you. She deserves that at least, and never speak of me to her or anyone else. What happened here would put the child at great risk as well as those who would raise her. It must remain a secret. Wait for the swordsman on the tower, it would be the safest thing for all of you, farewell.” 
Raygan stepped forward shifting her baby in her arms. “Wait, who you are?” 
The woman smiled weakly at the young Queen. “I was once all you see around you. Now I’m only a sister to death.” She vanished leaving the Queen and Isabella wondering who she was and what she meant.
“Your brother was tortured beyond human understanding, but he had learned a few tricks and he escaped from the Black Palace. A feat no one else in the world can claim. He wandered the streets of the city for days, chased by bounty hunters, assassins, wizards, and the royal hounds. He knew that he would never leave the city alive. That’s when he found me. Imagine my surprise. The man the whole city was looking for had sought me out. And he asked me for a favor.” 
Kian looked at the Dark One with hope in his eyes. “What did he ask for?” 
“He asked me to kill him and I did.” 
A low growl came from Kian’s throat as he slowly drew Malice from its sheath. “Your story is finished, sorcerer. My family is dead and you killed my brother, it’s time for you to die.” 
The Dark One stood facing his creation. “If that is what you choose so be it, the story of your family is at an end. Your twin Tavantis died by my hand, that is true, but it was what he asked of me. I showed him mercy, if you want to kill me for that so be it.” 
The Dark One reached up and pulled off his mask. Kian’s eyes widened and his sword dropped from his hand to clatter on the stone roof. Half of the Dark One’s face was a ruined abomination, the other half was his very own. “Tavantis?” he whispered. “Hello, Brother.”





Chapter 25
Kian couldn’t find the words, so many things raced through his mind. This horribly scarred sorcerer was his brother. What had happened to make him this way? Why had he become this evil thing?
“I know that this is a shock to you, Kian, but I had to keep who I was a secret. I had little choice in the matter.”
Kian took a step towards his brother. “Why, you could have just come to me. By the Gods, Tavantis, why have you done these things? Are you mad?” 
The wizard’s jaw clenched. “You don’t know why I had to keep who I was a secret? Can’t you see what the world has done to me? There was a time, Brother, when my mind as well as my body was broken. Sometimes madness is the only way to survive in the city beyond the Black Gate. 
What I inflicted on you is mere child’s play to what that place did to me. Sanity is questionable to all who dwell there. I have suffered things the likes of which you cannot even imagine. I wanted revenge on the world, Kian, on the world and on you. Tavantis was too weak to do it, but the Dark One was more than capable.” 
Kian’s face twisted in confusion. “What did I do to you? You had no reason to want vengeance.” 
“You left me, Brother, none of it would have happened if you wouldn’t have left Thieves Port. I thought after I poisoned Elu that you might stay, but you could not be stopped you had to go play hero.” 
Kian was stunned and could only stare in disbelief, Tavantis had killed Elu too. Elu and Gildor had been the closest thing to a father the Half Elf had ever known; he had modeled himself after the two men, and his brother had killed them both. “Why did you kill Elu, he did nothing to you, he was kind to us and he loved Mother.” 
“No, he was kind to you,” the wizard spat. “He took you under his wing, it was you he wanted to save. Elu didn’t have time for me, remember? He didn’t see any potential in me, and I was not mother’s favorite. He cast me aside like a worthless cur. He trained you, Kian, and he made you want to leave. His lies are what made you forget your family.” 
“I was just a boy, Tavantis. It was what mother wanted me to do. She wanted me to get out of that loathsome city and find my place in the world.” 
“And have you, Brother? Have you found your place?” Tavantis pointed his finger at Kian. “What about me? I wanted a place in the world too. Because I was not so skilled, I got left behind to suffer the cruel fate Thieves Port brought down on me. Things happened to me after you were gone, Brother. Things you could never understand. It destroyed me and made me more of an outcast than I already was. I was alone, no one was there to help me. My brother deserted me, and Mother could only think of her favorite son who was so far away. You took our mother away with you when you left, Brother. She never stopped longing for your return. She just didn’t have enough love for both of us. You took it all with you when you left. It made me a monster, Kian, it made me hate you both.” He lowered his finger as if he just noticed he was pointing it. The wizard stumbled back against the battlements and hung his head.
“Even after the years, I spent hating you, I could think of nothing but finding you. I just wanted my brother back, my other half. You are all I have, Kian. I thought if I made you a monster like me, you would stay with me and we could avenge ourselves on this hateful world.” 
Kian looked at his brother with pity. Sadness found its way into the swordsman’s heart. “You wanted to control me. Turn me into something I’m not.” Kian stepped close to his brother, his voice lowered. “You’re a monster and a murderer, Tavantis, and I won’t share that with you, I can’t. I can forgive you for what you have done to me, perhaps some of the things you have done are my fault. If I would have stayed in Thieves Port, you might not have become this evil thing.” 
Kian paused and looked at the wizard. He could no longer see the boy he had grown up with. “You are right. The Dark One killed my brother. Tavantis was good and I was proud to call him brother. He was nothing like you.” 
The wizard turned his face away from Kian, unable to look at him. 
“I want you to know this, wizard. I want my brother back. If I must fight for him I will. If you want to change and turn away from the hate that corrupts your soul, you can come with me as Tavantis, my twin. We can make a life for ourselves. I will help you any way I can.” 
Kian reached over and grabbed his brother by the shoulders. “If you wish to remain the Dark One know this, I will never join you in this evil and you will remain my enemy. I don’t hate the world because of who I am, and I seek no vengeance on it. If that is what you want, you will do it alone, wizard.” 
Tavantis hung his head. “You would truly take me with you? How could you ever get past what I have done to you and what of Elu and Gildor?” 
“I loved them both, that is true and if you were any other man I would avenge them, but you’re my brother and I will find a way to forgive you. Come, gather your things and we will leave this vile place. You are part of me, Tavantis, my twin, I will do whatever I can to purge you of this sickness that has poisoned your heart.” 
The wizard thought for a moment. “I will try Kian, we are family and I want us to be together, but I can make you no promises.” 
Kian nodded his approval. He so wanted his brother in his life, and he knew his mother would want him to do everything he could to save his tortured sibling. He had to try for her if nothing else.
 Tavantis touched his brother on the shoulder. “It will take several days to get things ready for me to leave. I have experiments and spells that must be finished or shut down.”
Kian picked up his sword and put it back in its scabbard. “I will find the Queen and Isabella and have them wait here until you are ready.” Kian turned to leave. 
“Wait,” the sorcerer called out. “Would you have killed me, Kian?” The swordsman looked at his twin with the inhuman eyes the Dark One had given him, Tavantis had his answer.
It took some talking for Kian to convince the Queen to wait at the tower. When she had inquired why they could not start for Turill, he told her about Tavantis. 
She had one of her fits. He had expected no less. Isabella had aided him by telling the Queen that the Dark Wizard had not harmed her while she had been his guest. She told Raygan that Tavantis had been the one that saved her from Duke Blackthorn. That had even surprised Kian. In the end, Raygan agreed, after all she had little choice, she could not get back to Turill alone. If nothing else, the Queen was learning to be practical. The young monarch was much stronger than Kian had originally thought, sometimes he found himself liking her, in spite of her feelings toward him.
Tavantis took almost a week to get things tied up. The twins spent time talking and getting to know each other again. It was awkward and painful, but Kian tried his best. It was hard to overlook the terrible things his brother had done, especially the murders of Elu and Gildor. Kian told himself it would all be worth it in the end. He would just have to find a way to get past it. He would have Tavantis back and they could go on together. He didn’t want to give up the chance of have his brother back in his life.
Kian had asked Tavantis about what had happened through all the years they had been apart, but his brother had not been very forthcoming. The swordsman could tell Tavantis had faced some awful things in his life. It would take time for him to trust Kian enough to tell him everything that had befallen him. He would just have to allow his brother the time to adjust to having someone in his life other than the vile necromancer Siro.
At the end of the week Tavantis told Kian he was ready to leave for Turill. “Is Siro coming?” Kian asked. 
“No, he will stay here, he has projects he wishes to finish and I told him he could keep the tower if he wished. I wouldn’t need it anymore.” 
“He plans to live alone out here?” 
“Oh, he won’t be alone, he has … friends,” Tavantis said with a sly grin. 
Kian shrugged; he didn’t like the little necromancer at all. Siro made his skin crawl, he was more than willing to leave the little man behind.
They started out from the tower, Kian and Tavantis walking side by side. They were soon joined by the Raygan. The Queen of Bandara looked unhappy. “Why don’t you use your magic to take us back?” the young woman inquired. “It would be easier on all of us and much better for the children.” 
“I’m not strong enough to take more than one person with me, Majesty, you will have to forgive my lack of power, believe me if I didn’t have to make this trip I would not, the walk will be very painful for me.” 
The Queen looked away from him. “I wish I could say I felt sorry for you, but I don’t.” 
“I would never have expected any sympathy from you, Majesty. I understand that is a trait you seem to lack.” 
“You are simply a detestable man.”
The sorcerer smiled beneath his mask. “That is the opinion of most people I have come across, Your Majesty.”
So the little band headed out from the tower as the last snowflakes of winter fell. Spring would come early this year. Kian and Tavantis walked together and Isabella and the Queen followed, carrying the two children. The little girl waved over Isabella’s shoulder to the dark-haired Goddess who silently wept as she watched the little girl leave. Octavia walked back into the frozen wood turning her back on the child she had grown to love. 
***
“What the hell is that?” Rhys blurted out. Endra rode a little closer. “My God, Rhys, it’s a forest dragon, it’s dead, I think. It should be hibernating this time of year. Something must have awoken it.” 
They dismounted their horses and slowly walked towards the beast, both still holding the reins of their horses in their hands. Endra looked the carcass over, the cold weather had kept it from rotting too quickly.
“It’s covered in sword wounds, someone killed it.” She looked at the healer. “You don’t think…” 
Rhys shook his head. “I would not be surprised by anything he did, but a dragon? Alone?” 
“We have seen no one else beside the men from the Church and this beast has been dead too long for it to have been them, besides they were headed in the other direction.” Endra said excitement rising in her voice. 
Rhys almost said no man could have killed a dragon by himself, then he thought better of it. Endra might think he was saying Kian wasn’t a man and she was touchy about such things. “If it was Kian, he has done something I have never heard of.” 
Endra smiled. “It was him. I can feel it.” 
Rhys gave her a skeptical look. “Let’s go, he might need us, he shouldn’t be that far head.” 
Endra’s smile faded. “This creature was killed well over a week ago. Do you think he traveled through the storm and is already at the tower?” 
It was Rhys turn to grin. “No one could have survived that storm. It would have even killed Kian. I think you’re feelings about the dragon are wrong my dear. It’s been dead too long for Kian to have killed it. He just couldn’t be that far ahead of us.”
Endra remounted her horse, looking dejected. Rhys could tell she was concerned. “I’m sure he’s just up ahead, we’ll catch him soon.” The two headed on into the forest. Rhys could not have been more right about where Kian was.
They pulled their horses to a stop as the little group made their way out of the gloom. Night was about to fall as Endra and Rhys spotted Kian with the others in tow. 
Endra leaped from her horse and ran throwing herself into Kian’s arms. 
“What in the world are you doing here, woman?” 
Endra pulled back. “Rhys and I followed you, we didn’t think you should do this alone. I guess we’re too late.” 
Rhys passed them, he too had dismounted and had pulled Raygan into a gentle embrace and was looking at her baby with relief. 
Endra gasped as she noticed the masked figure standing with the two women. “What is he doing here, is he your prisoner?” 
Kian looked at her with pain in his eyes and a touch of shame. “He’s not my prisoner, Endra, the Dark One is my brother.” 
The others had gone to sleep. Endra, Rhys, and Kian still sat around the small fire where they had cooked their meal. “How can you trust him, Kian? I mean, after what he did to you, not to mention Raygan.” 
Kian threw a small stick into the fire and watched the embers float off into the sky. “He’s my brother, Rhys, my family. Even after what he has done, I have to give him a chance. His story is one of loneliness and sorrow, he lashed out trying to make everyone feel his pain and he blamed me. In a way I guess it is my doing, I left him and my mother. I should have stayed with them and none of this would have ever happened and Gildor and Elu would still be alive.” 
“You are not responsible for anything he has done,” Endra said.
Kian only looked at her. “Now that we are together again, I think he will be alright, we just have to try and understand him. There is a great deal of hate in his heart. It will take time for it to work its way out. I will just have to be patient with him and hope we can forgive each other. Rhys, will you take a look at his injuries tomorrow and see if there is anything you can do for him?”
“Of course, it’s the least I could do after what you did for Raygan and her baby. How did you get to the tower so fast anyway?” Rhys said, trying to change the subject. 
Kian spread his hand out to the fire. “What was fast about it? Between the dragon and walking through that damn storm, I thought I would never get there.” The swordsman stood and brushed off his pants. “I’m going to check around the camp, I will return shortly.” Kian quietly walked out into the dark.
Endra gave the healer a big smile, as Rhys looked at her with his mouth hanging open. “I would have never believed it,” he said. 
Endra lowered her voice. “What I can’t believe is he has any faith in that masked bastard, brother or no brother.” 
Rhys nodded his agreement. “We should keep a close eye on him. Kian is too trusting for his own good. It wouldn’t hurt anything to watch him closely, even if the wizard is telling the truth.” 
“I hope he is it, would break Kian’s heart if that cur was lying about having a change of heart. His mother and brother have never been far from Kian’s thoughts since I have known him.” 
Rhys wrapped his blanket tighter around his shoulders. “I will sleep much better when we get back to Turill.” 
Across the camp Tavantis slowly closed his eyes.
“Your wounds are like nothing I have ever seen. Your flesh seems almost melted. The damage doesn’t look to have completely healed either. You say it’s like this all the way down the left side of your body?” Rhys asked as he examined the wizard’s face.
“I assure you, my good healer, there is nothing you can do for me. My wounds are unnatural, given to me by an angry God for my pride and impertinence, they will never heal.” 
Rhys said nothing and handed the sorcerer back his mask. “Perhaps I could find you something that would ease your suffering. The injuries must be very painful.” 
“No need. I have learned to endure the agonies of the foolishness of my past. May I ask you a question, healer?” Rhys nodded.
“I find it strange that you travel with my brother and his compatriots. I thought that men that live by the sword would not be the kind of people you would keep company with.” 
Rhys pondered the question. “I’m not a fighting man, that is true, but I do understand the reason for them. Many warriors are good men, noble and courageous; they fight to protect people from the evil in the world, men like your brother.” 
Tavantis grinned as he pulled the mask back over his ruined face. “I take it that you feel like I’m the something that you may need protection from?” 
Rhys looked right into the wizard’s eyes. “I don’t trust you. Maybe you’re telling the truth, but it will take more than just your word after the things you have done.” 
“Don’t worry, I will prove my true nature to you, healer Morgan, in that you can trust.”
The trip out of the Adorn took longer than Endra thought, but they were traveling with two small children and the Queen. The walk was taking a toll on the young monarch, she was unaccustomed to physical hardships.
The weather was getting warmer by the day but it was still very cold at night and the ground was still covered in several inches of wet snow. 
Endra slowed her pace and dropped back to where the Queen walked. “Would you like me to carry your baby for a time, Majesty?”
Raygan gave her a soft smile. “I would be very grateful. Endra.” The Queen handed her child to the warrior woman. 
“Has he a name yet, Majesty?” 
“Corwin. I have decided to call him Corwin.” 
Endra touched the baby’s nose. “A fine strong name, Majesty, come little Corwin, let us give your mother a rest.” Endra walked on, even without the baby Raygan struggled to keep up, but she managed to keep pace with the taller woman. “Endra, the girl child has no mother, and I was charged to find her a good one, would you be interested?” 
Endra was taken aback by the Queen’s inquiry. “I love children, Highness, but my life is a hard one as you have seen.” Endra slowed down and moved closer to Raygan. “I already carry another child, Majesty,” she whispered. 
“Oh Endra, I didn’t know. I’m…” Endra put her hand to the Queen’s mouth. She gave Kian a quick glance. He was talking with Tavantis and hadn’t seemed to have heard. “Kian does not know yet so please say nothing.” She looked down at her heavy clothing, it still covered the fact she was with child and she was still too much of a coward to tell Kian. 
“I understand, of course, I will remain silent,” the Queen said lowering her voice. “You were the first I thought of to take the girl. I know no one else. I would help you in any way I could if you decided to take her. I would keep the child myself if I could but I don’t know how I much time I could devote to the little one with Corwin being so young, and the fate of my Kingdom is still undecided,” the Queen said. 
Endra sighed and looked at the child Isabella carried. “Let me think on it, Majesty.”
Raygan smiled. “Of course, take all the time you need.”
That night as the camp slept, Kian was making his rounds of the camp’s perimeter. Endra came awake, she had been dreaming. It had been a nightmare, but she couldn’t remember what it was about. She opened her eyes to find the two-year-old girl sitting beside her. The little girl stared at her intensely. Endra turned over and the child inside her kicked her as she did. “What do you need, little one, it’s too cold for you to be out of your blankets.” 
The dark-headed girl cupped Endra’s cheeks with her chubby little hands. “Mama?” Endra’s heart beat hard in her chest and a lump came into her throat as she looked into the little girl’s dark eyes. “Yes, little one, I’m your mother now.” The child crawled under Endra’s blankets and quickly fell fast asleep. The woman from the north let out a sigh. Now what would she tell Kian? 
It just seemed right to keep the girl. Endra already felt like she belonged to her. It was odd to feel that way, but that made it no less true. She put her arm around the child and went to sleep, hoping she made the right choice. 
The Goddess looked at the child and the woman from Sorrack sleeping together in the glow of the campfire. It had taken little of her power to sway the warrior woman to accept the child as her own. She could rest easy now that the girl was in good hands. Despite what she had been told about the woman from the north, the Goddess trusted her. She would see that the girl was safe. The child was out of danger for now and that was something. Octavia glided away from the camp, the child might be out of danger but she wasn’t so sure she was.
The little group moved faster after they came out of the forest. Endra was riding her horse and the Queen was on Rhys’s. Each carried a child. Everyone else walked along on foot. The miles faded behind them as they traveled through the open farm land.
The day was overcast but warm for winter. Endra noticed Kian had been continually looking behind them. Now he had stopped on a small rise. She turned her horse and rode back to see what he was doing. “Do you see something?” 
“Men on horseback, perhaps a hundred,” he said. 
Endra strained to see but could not quite make out what he saw. The movement far behind them and she didn’t have his sight, but she didn’t need to see them to know who the riders were. “It’s the Church, Kian.” 
There was nowhere to hide; the Church knights would be on them in a matter of minutes. Kian called Tavantis and Rhys over to him. “What can you do, Brother?”
Tavantis looked, he could see the knights now. “I can take the women and children, I think, but that would be my limit, and I don’t think I could comeback for you and Rhys, my magic would be spent.” 
Kian clutched his twin’s shoulder and looked at the healer. Rhys gave a slight nod of agreement. “Do it then, Rhys and I will make our own way back if we are able.” The three men turned and walked back to the group side by side.
“Majesty, Endra, get off the horses,” Kian ordered. The two women complied. “Take the children and stand beside Isabella.” 
As they did, Endra gave him a questioning look. “Get them out of here,” the swordsman said looking at the masked wizard. 
Tavantis pulled his twin into a parting embrace. “Farewell, my brother.” The Dark One triggered his ring. The hollow needle pumped the black fluid into Kian’s neck. 
“You scratched me,” Kian said, holding his hand to his neck. “Sorry, it was my ring, it has a sharp edge,” the wizard said, holding his hand up so Kian could see the ring. “Hold hands, girls. I’m going to take you home.” Raygan and Isabella grabbed each other’s hands.
“Wait, what’s going on?” Endra asked. 
Tavantis grabbed her hand and the Queen’s. “Revenge, my dear.” And then they were gone.
Rhys turned to Kian. “What’s he talking about?” Kian touched his neck and looked at his hand. His knees buckled and he had begun to sweat. “Kian.” Rhys ran to his side and tried to hold the Half Elf up. 
“I think he poisoned me.” 
“I’ll get my bag.” The healer started for his horse, but Kian grabbed him by the arm. “There is no time, my friend. Get on the horse and ride. I will hold them as long as I can.”
“I won’t leave you,” Rhys said shaking his head violently.
“I’m most likely dead already. Let me use what time I have left covering your escape. Tavantis has betrayed me and he has Endra and the Queen, one of us must live to help them. Now go find K’xarr and Cromwell, tell them what has happened.” 
Rhys reluctantly headed for his horse. He was angry and wished Kian wasn’t right. Rhys jumped into the saddle and took one last look at the swordsman standing alone in the snow. It was against everything he believed in but the healer put his heels to the horse’s flank and rode to the south.
Kian watched him for a moment then turned his attention back to the company of men riding towards him. He reached down and pulled Malice from its scabbard. He could sense the sword’s need for blood and death, that had never happened before. He could feel the blade’s hate. The sensation was almost overwhelming.
He staggered to his right and his vision blurred, he felt weak, his stomach knotted, and he vomited. Black ichor splattered the white snow around his feet. What had Tavantis done to him? 
“Take him alive,” he heard a voice say. He looked up at the circle of armored men sitting on their warhorses. Then he leaped at the knights. He thought he could hear Malice laughing.
***
The bodies of twelve of his knights lay dead in the bloody snow. There were several more wounded and the rest were weary.
Oliver had never seen anyone fight like the Half Elf had, he had to be a minion of the Beast. The half-breed had come at them like a wave of death. His evil blade slicing through his knight’s armor as if it was not there, cleaving bodies, severing limbs, the creature had been merciless. 
Just when he thought they might not have brought enough men, the abomination had fallen to his knees and its eyes had rolled back in its head. Then the half-breed lay still in the red snow. 
“Commander, is it secured?” The Lord Justice’s voice brought the commander back to the present. 
“Yes, Lord Justice Milara, he is in chains and still unconscious. Perhaps we should just kill it now.” 
Lord Justice Milara shook his head. “No, it must answer some very important questions for me first, then we will burn it in the purifying flame of God.” 
Commander Deverall thought the thing’s death could not come soon enough. He never wanted to face that monster again.
The three women and the children found themselves just inside the gates of Turill; the Dark One stood facing them. “Have no fear, I have no need to harm any of you now. My vengeance is complete, the Church will kill my brother and our mother can rest in peace. Farewell ladies, it has been a pleasure.” He bowed to them and vanished, leaving the women unsure of what had just happened.
Tavantis returned to the tower. Siro had just finished stitching up the cut Isabella had left in his scalp. The wizard patted him on the shoulder as he entered, a rare act of approval that shocked the homely necromancer. 
“I want to be alone for a while. I will be in my study.” Tavantis walked into his private room and closed the door. He sat down in his chair, took the ring from his finger, and dropped it on to his desk. 
He picked up the empty vile he had taken from the Phoenix Queen’s tomb. The black blood was gone. His brother was infected with it now and the Church would kill him without question. His quest was at an end. Kian was finished. 
He thought that it would make the years of pain go away, his mother was avenged, but it had changed nothing. He had killed his brother as surely as he had driven a blade into him. Why didn’t he feel any better? Perhaps it was because he was the one to blame for what happened to his mother? No, he thought, it had all happened because of Kian. If not for him everything would be different. He was just glad he had not told his brother the truth or he would be dead now.
“Well, once again you have not thought things through, my young wizard.” He spun in his chair to see Shiavaka standing in the corner of his study. 
Slowly she walked forward, hands folded in front of her. “Oh Tavantis, you thought that was blood you found in the Phoenix Queen’s tomb didn’t you?” 
His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, thought it was blood?” 
She giggled like a young girl. “You fool, that was not blood, that was the poison water of the Forever Sea, the great ocean that spills into the Grand Abyss. It is said to have been created by the black tears of the mighty Gods of Chaos when they wept for their dead children. None but the dead may cross that ocean. The waters are lethal to man and God alike. 
Only the Reaper has dared to cross the Forever Sea and even he has never been bold enough to let its waters touch his body. Even we Gods have no knowledge of what will happen to your brother. If you would not have tampered with him, he would have died instantly. There is just no way to know for sure what will happen now.” 
Tavantis was dumbfounded. “I thought it was the accursed blood, the Church is hunting anyone that has it, I thought…” 
“You thought wrong. I wanted to teach you a lesson, so I remained silent. You must not act so hastily. Now look what you have done. Your rashness will be your downfall, Tavantis. I must say though, I’m very curious about what the water will do to your brother.” 
Tavantis wanted to lash out at the Goddess of Magic, but held his anger in check, he was unaccustomed to being wrong about anything. “Let us hope he dies before we find out what it does.” 
She laughed out loud then. “You might be in more trouble than you know. Your brother will most likely die, that is true, but you put a dragon’s heart inside him, it will give him a chance. It is said at the dawn of time that all dragons were the same, until they drank from the dark waters of the Forever Sea. It changed them, made the different species of great wyrms that now inhabit this world. You see dragons are immune to the sea’s toxins. I believe it is why your brother still lives. The dragon’s heart inside him may not have only given him the ability to resist the magic of this world, it may have also made him immune to the poison of the Forever Sea. You may have only made him stronger than he was.” 
Tavantis said nothing, his feelings about his mistake were a mystery to Shiavaka. He sat in silence, not saying a word. 
The Goddess of Magic sat down across from him and crossed her legs. “It may be a good thing he does live. The Mistress will be very unhappy with you poisoning her champion like that. If he dies, she will seek revenge.” 
Tavantis leaned back in his chair and sighed. “It wouldn’t be the first time I knowing angered a God.” 
Shiavaka’s smile faded. “And all you have to do to see the consequences of that is to look in the mirror.”





Chapter 26
Endra, Isabella, and the Queen made their way to the palace after the wizard disappeared. The city was quiet and dreary. The people they did see looked downhearted and forlorn. It was easy to see the war was beginning to take its toll on the inhabitants of the once vibrant city. The three all heard a great deal of gossip about sorcery and witches as they passed through town. The people they overheard talking chattered about how the foreign general K’xarr had managed to acquire several sorceresses to help him hold the city. Many people were saying that God would abandon Bandara now that the city had witches aiding in its defense, others seemed not to mind as long as it kept Havalon and the Abberdonians out of Turill. Isabella tugged at the Queen’s sleeve. “Milady, did you hear what the people are saying? Witches,” she whispered in a frightened voice.
“Heard them, I will see what is what when we get to the palace, but if they are helping K’xarr, maybe these witches aren’t so bad.” 
“God said all magic is bad, milady. It says it right in the Holy Tome.” 
Raygan put her arm around Isabella’s shoulders. “I know what the Tome says, my dear. However I think you should remember that you told me it was the Dark One who saved you from Duke Blackthorn. Did he not use magic?” 
Isabella looked at her as if she had just been caught stealing honey cakes from the kitchen. “He did, milady.” 
“Then perhaps magic can be used for good as well as evil.” 
Isabella shrugged. “I guess, but it still scares me.” 
“It scares me too. More than you know.”
The trio kept to the side streets, keeping anyone from recognizing them as they walked through the city. Both of the children were sleeping and all three women were thankful for that. They were still a little disoriented from their magical return to Turill and didn’t want any unsolicited attention.
When they arrived at the palace, the women made arrangements with the servants for the two children to be bathed and fed. The Queen could hardly be pulled away from the young Prince. Endra had to stress the importance of reporting to the K’xarr as soon as possible before the Queen would leave her child. Endra didn’t want to go face K’xarr herself, it was a duty she was dreading. K’xarr would not be happy about her and Rhys’s temporary desertion, but Kian would need help and fast. Endra knew how merciless the Church could be. K’xarr would be able to think of a way to get help to the two men who had been left behind. The Queen kissed Prince Corwin once more and the three women went to find the general. 
They found K’xarr in the council chamber. He said nothing when they walked in. He glared at the three young women as they sat down at the large table. Endra and the Queen proceeded to tell him the entire story of Kian and his brother and the events at the tower. K’xarr didn’t interrupt them once, but it wasn’t hard for them to see the rage building in the young general as they told their tale. When they finished, K’xarr shook his fist as he shouted. “I have told that fool a million times he’s too soft-hearted, so what if that evil bastard is his brother, he should have killed him as you would a mad dog. You say that a company of Church knights were riding down on him and Rhys right before the wizard brought you here?” 
Raygan nodded. “Yes and there was nowhere for them to run, I believe the sorcerer had been planning it all along.” 
K’xarr leaned forward on the table, giving the Queen a venomous look. “Well, aren’t you the wise one, the evil wizard who must have been thinking about killing Kian for years had a plan to betray his brother. Did you use your whole brain to figure that out, Majesty?” The Queen’s face turned red and she looked ready to burst into tears.
K’xarr rubbed his eyes, he was tired. King Havalon had tested their defenses the last few days and the witches were being less and less helpful. They had been doing just enough to keep the Abberdonians out of the city now. That’s what he was truly angry about. He shouldn’t be taking out his aggravation out on the young Queen. “I’m sorry, Majesty, it’s just this is becoming a lot to handle. The Abberdonians have been pressing us hard and our magical allies are not as much help as they could be and now all this with Rhys and Kian. I shouldn’t have yelled at you, Majesty.” 
Raygan sniffed a little and wiped one of her eyes. “It’s understandable, you are under a great deal of pressure, General, and I should be of more help. I just don’t have a head for all this.” 
K’xarr waved his hand, dismissing her statement. “You are doing fine, Majesty, I still think we can come out of this alright.” He knew it was a lie, but he didn’t feel the Queen needed any more bad news.
“I want to know what we are going to do about getting Kian and Rhys back,” Endra said. 
“We aren’t going to do anything,” K’xarr said raising his finger at Endra. “I think you did enough when you ran off after I told you to stay put, and from what you told me Kian managed to get the Queen without you or Rhys’s help.” Endra started to speak, but K’xarr cut her off. “This time you’re going to do what I say. You should trust in Kian’s skill and courage. If he is alive, he will find a way to escape. Besides, you lost Rhys last time you went out to help him. I can’t afford to lose anyone else. No one leaves, Endra, not without my say-so.” 
Endra grunted and slammed her fist down on the table and stormed out of the council chamber. 
K’xarr ignored the woman’s outburst. “Majesty, you should rest, we can talk later. I will fill you in on what happened while you were gone. You might also want to make an appearance in public soon. The people and the servants have been asking where you have been. We told them you were having trouble with birthing the child.”
The Queen stood up, she looked very tired. Isabella stepped forward and placed herself at the Queen’s side. “I am going to see my child, General, but I would like to hear about these witches later. They are the talk of the town. It will be difficult to explain them helping us, but I will try and think of something, and I plan to appear publicly tomorrow and introduce the people to their new Prince.” 
K’xarr nodded. “Very good, Majesty. It’s good to have you back.” 
“There is one more thing, K’xarr. I just want you to know that Kian saved Isabella and I. Not to mention two small children. Perhaps you should think about at least finding out what happened to him. I find myself very concerned about the half-breed after what he has done for me. I would not want to see him come to harm.”
K’xarr bowed slightly as the Queen turned and left the room, Isabella on her heels. 
K’xarr stood in the room alone, he would like to ride out after Kian but he just couldn’t. Too much depended on him. The gullible bastard would just have to get himself and Rhys out of trouble all on his own.
The door creaked open and Cromwell came in, giving K’xarr a dark look. “She is right, you know.” K’xarr nodded and sat down in one of the heavy wooden chairs that were scattered around the council table. 
“I know she’s right, you think I want to leave him to his fate?” Cromwell didn’t answer as he sat down on the table, causing it to groan at his weight. K’xarr went on. “I sent him after all, didn’t I, but I also promised the Queen to win the throne for her and keep Havalon out of Turill. What can I do? I can’t just leave the city because that damn Half Elf got caught again.”
Cromwell sat down beside the general. “If I was you, I would get drunk.”
“I wish I had the time, my friend. I miss the days where we were free to come and go as we wished. I have found I don’t care to serve another. It’s like an anchor around my neck, but I have given the Queen my word and I won’t break it. Kian is most likely dead, Rhys too, if the Church caught them, they’re finished. All I can do is avenge them when this is over.” 
Cromwell shook his head. “You always underestimate the Arradar, K’xarr. I do not think the Church can kill him. Kian belongs to the Old Gods, they own his destiny and one day his name will soar with the eagles. The Toran War Gods of old have whispered it to me in my dreams.” 
K’xarr looked at the big bear of a man. He thought Cromwell might be joking, but he wasn’t. “You must already be drunk or half mad. The Old Gods are gone, if they ever existed at all. Kian can die like any other man, Cromwell, no one is immortal.” 
Cromwell winked at the general. “We shall see.” 
K’xarr rubbed his head. “Don’t you have something to do, Captain, besides aggravate me?”
***
Endra went into her children’s room. She was still mad at K’xarr. The man was infuriating sometimes. He was right about one thing. Kian could escape the Church without anyone’s help, she had no doubt about that. Endra just couldn’t help worrying about him and Rhys, and she was angry that K’xarr acted like he didn’t care. Seeing her babies would improve her mood. They were all awake when she opened the door. The children ran to her as soon as she stepped through the door. Tressa smiled up at her as she clutched her mother’s leg. Endra held the small dark-haired girl from the tower in her arms. She wondered how the children would receive the addition to their family. Before she could find out, Nick came from the back room. “Thank God your back,” he said more relieved than he intended. Endra smiled, she knew her brood could be trying.
“Yes, I’m here, Nick, you’re free now.”
The young cook smiled and grabbed his cloak. “Goodbye, children,” he said as he scampered out the door.
“Mother, whose baby is that,” Payton asked, pointing at the girl. 
“She is your new sister. I came across her on my trip.” 
Tressa was grinning from ear to ear. “What’s her name, Mama?” 
“I have named her Sabra.” Endra sat the two-year-old girl down before the other children. She was surprised to see that the little girl didn’t cower before them. 
Tressa clapped her hands. “Another girl, Mama, now we have more girls than boys.” 
Vinsant looked at his mother with confusion. “Was that baby in your belly like we were?” 
Endra laughed. “Oh no, the Queen found this little girl on our trip and she needed a home, so I told Her Majesty we would give her one, if that’s okay with all of you?” 
Tressa nodded feverously. Vinsant smiled and touched Sabra’s hand. Payton stood with his arms folded. “I guess we can keep her mother. I can train her to be one of my soldiers.”
The little girl giggled at the humorless boy. “I think she likes the idea. I’m sure she will make a fine soldier,” Endra told her son. 
I don’t think everyone wants to be a soldier,” Vinsant said. 
“Well, all of you are my solders, you have no choice. My brother and sisters must be in my army,” Payton yelled. Vinsant slapped Payton in the face and the two boys started wrestling around on the floor. 
“Boys, stop, it’s late, get to bed.” The boys instantly obeyed their mother, both giving each other dirty looks before crawling into their beds. 
Endra’s oldest daughter raised her hands and her mother picked her up. Tressa wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck. Endra held her close. “Mommy, can I ask you a question?” 
Endra looked at her beautiful little daughter. The child always had so much love in her eyes. Tressa was different than her boys. Her heart was much kinder. “Sure, my darling daughter, what is it?” 
“Where’s Kian, I want him to tell me a story before I go to sleep?”
“He still away, little one, I will tell you a story tonight, if that’s alright?” Tressa frowned. “It’s okay tonight, but you don’t tell them like he does.” Endra turned her head and held the little girl close, so Tressa could not see her face.
***
Lord Justice Milara looked at Kian hanging from the poles holding up the Justice’s pavilion. The poles were large and strong due to the size of the pavilion. Lord Justice Milara’s quarters were the size of a small house. He had always liked to travel in comfort.
Milara shook his head in wonder. Why God would allow such an unnatural creature to exist was baffling. Yet who was he to question the Almighty? God must have his reasons for this abomination. Those reasons might be to aid the Church in its pursuit of the children of the Beast. The creature had the blood after all. “Are you sure the chains are secure Commander?” Milara asked the knight.
Commander Deverall nodded his head. “Yes, Lord Justice, he will not escape.” 
Two young priests brought a small table into the pavilion and placed several instruments on it. A large brazier full of hot coals was also set beside the table. From where he stood Deverall could feel its heat, he almost felt pity for the half-breed. 
The young priests shoved several iron pokers down into the glowing coals. They gave a slight bow to the Lord Justice and exited the pavilion. 
“Strip him,” Milara ordered. Two knights stepped forward and roughly cut and ripped Kian’s leather clothing off. 
“Scourge him, Commander.” 
The knight commander looked the older man. “Aren’t you going to question him first, Lord Justice?” 
Milara gave him a grim smile. “No, a good scourging will loosen the monster’s tongue, no sense asking him anything until he is broken, please proceed, Commander.” 
Deverall motioned for one of the knights. A large man stepped forward with hard thick arms. He picked up the scourge that lay on the table. Nine straps of leather with small shards of metal and bone woven into the straps. Deverall winced just looking at it.
Kian looked up at the men from the Church. They could see his muscles tighten as he prepared himself for the torture he was about to receive. 
“Whip that arrogant look off his face,” Milara commanded. The scourge whistled through the air and black blood splattered the walls of the pavilion.
***
The vanguard of Donovan and Griffyn’s armies arrived in Havalon’s camp early in the morning. K’xarr watched from the battlement of the city. He knew the King would send for reinforcements after he had sent Rufio to provoke the old man. He just wasn’t prepared for what had happened.
If the size of the vanguard was any inclination, the old King had sent for the bulk of his army from northern Bandara. He must have beaten King Cain in the north or abandoned his positions there. 
He would have to make plans talk to the witches. Havalon would come at them hard when the rest of his reinforcements arrived. He knew even with the witches’ magic he would have to be prepared.
K’xarr found all of the witches in the council chamber. None of them looked very happy. He felt as if he had walked in on something. The young general could sense the tension in the room. 
“Raven, a vanguard from the north just came into Havalon’s camp three thousand men strong and more on the way. We should talk about how we want to handle the reinforcements that are coming in. I’m sure Havalon will have something big planned.” 
Raven turned and faced the young general, a smirk on her face. “It’s not just reinforcements, my dear boy. King Havalon has called for his two sons and all of the Abberdonian armies in Bandara. Havalon left but a token force to trouble the Bandarans at Northham. The Princes and their men will be here in a matter of days. Havalon’s army here in Turill will number over twenty thousand men when they arrive. They mean to have this city, K’xarr, and your head.” 
K’xarr blew out a big breath of air. Maybe sending Rufio had been a bad idea. It seemed the Dragitan had angered the King more that he thought. “That’s a sizable army, Raven. Can you handle that many?” 
“It matters not what we can or cannot handle, General. We are leaving Turill today.”
K’xarr was dumbfounded, without the witches’ magic, he knew Turill would have already been lost. He had four thousand men and that was after he had conscripted more inexperienced young men from the city. Even with the wall, that was not enough to hold Havalon back. “You can’t leave,” he shouted. “You said you would help me, you gave me your word.” 
Raven smiled sadly at him. “My poor, poor boy, I have kept my word, we did help, I never said I would win the war for you.” 
“Not all of us agreed to this, General,” Scarlett interjected. She looked at K’xarr, her thick hair hanging down just above her green eyes. He could tell she wanted to say more.
Raven looked at the red-headed witch with contempt. “My sister speaks out of turn, General, please forgive her, she is young. It is true that we might not all have agreed, but we are all leaving. Farewell, General Strom. 
“Wait, what about…” K’xarr could not bring himself to say it in front of the other witches. 
“What, our lovemaking? Did you think I was going to be your woman, K’xarr? It was just a way to pass the time.” Raven looked amused at his embarrassment.
 K’xarr saw a few of the witches were smiling and he lost his temper. “To hell with you all. I’ll put Raygan on the throne without you. I don’t need your magic or your help.”
Raven shook her head. “You sound like a child and your anger is very unbecoming.” 
K’xarr reached for his sword but the witch was faster, she raised her hand and crossed two fingers. A wave of force sent him flying through the air to land in a heap several feet away. 
“I will kill you, bitch.” Saliva flew from his mouth as he cursed the powerful witch.
“Farewell, General,” Raven said, and the witches disappeared one by one.
Scarlett stayed behind a moment, a pained look on her face. “I’m truly sorry, General.” 
K’xarr went toward her and she folded her hands and vanished, leaving him alone in the room. 
He got to his feet and hurled his sword across the chamber. The blade crashed into an old suit of armor, scattering it across the floor. He calmed himself as best he could. He was acting like a fool. He was mad at himself for letting his temper get the better of him. 
A wine pitcher sat on the huge council table. He didn’t even bother to pour himself a cup. He took a great swallow straight from the pitcher itself. “Damn those witches to hell,” he shouted. His voice echoed in the large room. It would not be the last time he cursed the sorceresses.
K’xarr called out into the hall for a servant. He told the young man the people he wanted brought to the council chamber. He also told him to tell the Queen that her general humbly requested her presents. 
He sat and brooded until they all came in, the Queen, with Prince Corwin in her arms, and the girl, Isabella. K’xarr noticed that the servant girl was armed with a beautiful long sword. It was delicate, just right for a small woman. 
Bishop Lyfair’s arrival took his attention away from the girl’s sword. Lyfair nodded to K’xarr and smiled. K’xarr didn’t like the holy man at all. The young general hadn’t forgotten who the Bishop supported before the Queen returned. If it wasn’t for the cities religious concerns and the Queen’s delicate sensibilities, K’xarr would have killed Lyfair the day they took the palace.
Rufio, Endra, and Cromwell all came in together. When they walked into the council room the trio could tell K’xarr was angry. They had seen that look often enough. 
“What is it K’xarr, I mean, General?” Cromwell asked. 
K’xarr looked at him but didn’t answer. He waited for everyone to be seated. 
The young general stood and faced the Queen, who sat at the far end of the table. “The witches have betrayed us, they have left the city. Prince Donovan and Prince Griffyn are leading their armies here as we speak, they will be here in a matter of days. Your Majesty, I can’t hold the city.” 
The room was silent, everyone looked shocked but Bishop Lyfair. 
“I believe I said those evil women could not be trusted when they first arrived. Now they have left us to our fate when things look the grimmest. In the end evil always shows its cowardice,” the Bishop stated smugly. 
“I don’t think they left because they were afraid, I think they never planned on staying in the first place. What they truly wanted is anyone’s guess.” K’xarr paused and walked behind his chair, unconsciously using it as a shield between him and the rest of the room. “What we must do now is act, we have little time.”
The Queen looked down at her child, then at K’xarr. “What must we do, General?” 
K’xarr found her calm demeanor refreshing. He was expecting a tantrum. K’xarr thought given time Raygan might grow into a true Queen, there was just no way he could give her that time. He only had one choice now.
“First, Your Majesty, we must get you, your court, and staff out of the city while we still can. Where is the safest place in southern Bandara that you could go?” 
“That’s easy, Braxton Bluff; my father-in-law’s castle is a fortress. It is where Braxton Blackthorn and the Phoenix Queen made their famous stand. The city is quaint and the people friendly. Since William Blackthorn is not there, I would be willing go.” 
K’xarr nodded. “Rufio, you will take a thousand of our best men and see the Queen and the others safely to Braxton Bluff.” 
Rufio slowly stood. “General, I would be of more use at your side, not being shepherd to the royal court, no offence, Majesty.”
“None taken, Captain Rufio,” the Queen said. 
K’xarr walked over to the Dragitan and put his hand on Rufio’s shoulder. “There are few I would rather have with me than you, Rufio, but I need you with the Queen. Havalon will come for her sooner or later. If you can hold out until Ansellus comes back, you may still have a chance.” 
Rufio said nothing, but he sat back down in his seat without any further argument. K’xarr could tell he had hurt the Dragitan’s pride, but he trusted Rufio and knew the man would do as he was ordered. 
“Cromwell and I will hold the city as long as we can.” 
Endra stood. “I will stay as well, General.” 
K’xarr raised his hand. “You have children to tend to.” 
“I ask the Queen now if she will watch after them for me.” 
The Queen looked at her, surprised by the request. “I would be pleased to watch your children, but what about the one you carry in your belly now.” 
Endra gave the Queen a hard look. “That was a private matter, Majesty.” 
“My general should have all the information he can get to make the right decision.” The Queen gave K’xarr a knowing glance.
Endra whipped around to look at K’xarr, her dark hair flipping down across her face, giving her beauty a wild look.
K’xarr knew she would never take no for an answer. 
K’xarr looked the warrior woman up and down. “If you wish to stay, I will not order you away.”
The Queen shook her head in disgust. K’xarr knew Raygan had wanted Endra sent to the Bluff because she was pregnant. If she was any other woman, K’xarr would order her away. The Queen didn’t understand, Endra usually didn’t follow his or anyone else’s orders anyway. If he ordered her to leave, she would most likely not listen and then he would have to bind her and throw her over a horse to get her out of the city. He just didn’t have the time to be bothered with these women and their problems. He would think of some other way to get Endra to leave before the city fell.
“Everyone knows what to do. Rufio, I want the Queen out tomorrow before enough Abberdonians arrive to surround the city. I will talk with everyone individually later.” 
The group all filed out of the room in silence, only Cromwell stayed behind. 
K’xarr stopped Endra before she got out the door. “I would like a word.” They waited a moment until everyone had left the room. Cromwell walked over across the room and poured himself a cup of wine. 
K’xarr looked at Endra’s belly, he couldn’t tell anything from the chainmail shirt she wore, but he knew the Queen was not lying. “I didn’t know about the baby, I wish it could be a better situation for you.”
Endra tried to smile. “I do too, but the world is what it is, I just wish Kian was here.” 
“That’s what I wanted to talk with you about,” K’xarr said. 
Endra eyed K’xarr curiously. “I thought you didn’t want anyone going after him? I know it’s because you think he is dead.”
K’xarr put his hands behind his back. “He might be, Cromwell thinks he lives, of course, he thinks Kian is Tor Ironclaw reborn.”
Cromwell held his cup up in a mock toast.
“So, what do you want me to do?” Endra asked, smiling at Cromwell’s light heartedness, in spite of herself. 
“There is no reason to stay here now. Find him and bring him back, if he still lives you seem to have a knack for locating him.” 
K’xarr knew the answer the woman would give before he had asked the question.
“I will leave tonight. Will you send my children to Braxton Bluff with the Queen?”
K’xarr clapped her on the shoulder. “Of course, the cook can see to them, and if it’s not too much trouble, Endra, see if you can find my wayward healer too.” 
Endra reached up and squeezed his hand. K’xarr could tell by the look in her eyes she didn’t think she would ever see him again. “I will, General, and thank you for everything.” She waved to Cromwell and smiled. Endra stopped at the door and took one more look at the two men then walked out. 
The Toran walked slowly over to where K’xarr stood looking at the door. “Why send her? You told me yourself if the Church has Kian he was dead.”
K’xarr spoke, still staring at the door. “I know what I said and I believe it, even Kian can’t fight his way out of a company of Church knights, beside Endra and the Queen both thought the wizard did something to him before he brought them back to Turill. He’s dead, Cromwell, and Rhys as well. It’s a damn shame, they were good men.” 
“Then why in the hell did you send Endra after him?” Cromwell asked.
“Would you rather she stay here and die with us? If she is away from here, she will have a chance to survive. By the time she gives up looking for the Half Elf, the war will be over.” 
Cromwell gave K’xarr a friendly shove. “Kian is not the only one getting soft.” K’xarr grinned but said nothing. 
The Toran took a big drink from his tankard. “It’s a good thing she’s leaving. I would have hated to see that beautiful wench die.” 
“Aye, my friend, me too,” K’xarr said softly.
***
Cain was sweating, even though the day was cool. The weather was breaking even in the north. If it stayed like this, the snow would be gone in another week. Spring would come early this year and the young King would be glad to see it. He was tired of being cold. 
Talorn walked towards him. His general’s armor was splashed with Abberdonian blood and he was carrying his great helm under his arm. “Majesty, the Abberdonians are in retreat, what’s left of them anyway. The siege is over.”
Cain wiped the blood from his own sword and placed it back in its scabbard, he had fought well today. Talorn had been right, jousting was nothing like war. 
The self-proclaimed King kicked the partly melted snow from his boots. He hated getting his feet wet, it made him that much colder. “Why do you think Griffyn and Donovan left? They took almost all their men and headed south.” 
Talorn shook the sweat from his famed blonde hair. “The only answer I can think of, Majesty, is your sister is giving Havalon a hard way to go and he needed the men. They left this token force to hold us as long as it could. I would say there is a big battle coming if Havalon has summoned his sons. He plans to attack the capital in force. ”
Cain nodded his agreement. “How many do we number now, Talorn?” 
The Commander of the Bandaran army shook his head. “Just under eight thousand men, Majesty. Not enough to take Havalon on. We should wait until he attacks Turill though, I hate the idea but he will be weakest then. If we have any chance at all, that would be the time. Raygan will be safe enough, Havalon wouldn’t dare harm her. He knows he would have to answer to the Church for killing a Princess of the realm.” 
“What if Raygan defeats Havalon Talorn, what then? I will look like a failure and she will be the savior of the realm.” 
Talorn’s jaw tightened, he hated when Cain talked like that. It was clear he had no interest in his sister’s safety. “Majesty, I am talking about saving the Kingdom, not politics. There is no way she can win. I don’t know how many her army numbers, but if what father told me is true, she can’t have enough left to keep the Abberdonians out.” 
Cain stroked his neatly trimmed beard. “What about the sorceresses your father said she was using?” 
Talorn ran his hand through his long blonde hair and shook his head. “Havalon and the Abberdonians are too strong. Magic can’t stop them, even if she is using these witches it will avail her nothing. No one has the power to stop an army.”
Cain walked over and began to stroke the warhorse’s neck. “I hope you’re right, Talorn. Gather the men and we will take our time heading back south. Send a few riders to find out what is happening in Turill, we need the information.” 
Talorn saluted his King and walked away. Cain hoped his general was right, he could not live with Raygan as the Hero Queen of Bandara. The truth was he could not live with her as Queen at all. 
He turned to find William Blackthorn looking at him, hands on hips, smile on his face. “Do you need something, Duke Blackthorn?” 
The older man walked closer to the King, his cape billowing behind him as the breeze picked up. “I just wanted to congratulate you on another victory, Majesty.” 
“It was not much of a fight, the Abberdonians left only a handful of men and they were definitely not their best troops.” 
“A victory is still a victory, Majesty. May I ask, is there any word from Turill?” 
“Not much, mostly just what we have heard from you. I have sent men to find out what the state of affairs are in Turill.” Cain could see the old man knew something he didn’t and the duke couldn’t wait to share it. “Was there something else, Duke Blackthorn?”
“I have news, Majesty, my men that stayed behind in Turill are waiting for us just to the south of here under the command of one of my best men, Captain Greyson Kyle. They number eight thousand. There were a few losses getting out of Turill, but Captain Kyle got out with the majority of the force intact.” 
The King could not hide his surprise. “How did that happen? I was told they were fighting for my sister in Turill.” 
The duke looked smug, Cain hated that look. “I sent word for them to head north and join with us at the first opportunity. When your sister sent them out to do battle with the Abberdonians, they simply rode away.”
Though the news of more troops was heartening Cain felt a touch of shame, his sister had been betrayed by Duke Blackthorn and his soldiers, Bandaran soldiers. “So they committed treason to come and help us,” he said softly.
“Treason? It’s your sister that has committed treason, Majesty, it is her that stole your throne, let’s not forget that,” the duke said hotly. 
“It is just unseemly for Bandaran soldiers to act in that fashion.”
Blackthorn stepped closer to the King. “Majesty, let me speak bluntly, your sister has stolen your throne and the Church has declared her the rightful ruler of Bandara. From what I have heard, she has no intention of handing the Kingdom back to you no matter what happens.” 
“When I return I shall simply take the crown from her, she will have no choice. I am the true heir.” 
“She had been blessed by the Church as the rightful ruler of Bandara. Lyfair put the crown on her himself. You can’t just take it from her now.”
Cain was shocked, he had not heard any of this this. “How do you know that?”
“I have spies in Turill, the same as you, my King. To get your throne back now and avoid civil war, your sister will have to die. Hopefully Havalon will take care of that for us, but if not we will have to see to it ourselves.” 
Cain said nothing, he was still shocked that the Church had taken the throne from him and had given it to Raygan. 
The duke went on. “My son does not need to know any of this, he loves the girl and would never stand for any harm to come to her, but you know as well as I there can be no other way now, unless you plan on serving her?”
Cain shook his head, no words would come. She had taken his throne. Raygan had wronged him again, now she had manipulated the Church into helping her do it. “I understand what must be done, Duke Blackthorn, when the city is ours, we will kill my sister, if that is what must be done to get back what she has stolen.” 
The duke nodded and walked away.
William felt he had done very well in convincing the King his sister had to die. Then after the little Queen was dead, the King himself would have an unfortunate accident and Talorn would become regent and his grandchild would be the rightful ruler of Bandara and he would rule through them. It wasn’t over yet, there were a few more problems, but they might yet work themselves out. The Blackthorn family would get what it had always deserved, Bandara.
The duke was very pleased with himself and he felt the need to celebrate. Maybe they would stop at a village or town on the track back to Turill. Perhaps he could find a sweet peasant girl to spend a few minutes with, it wasn’t likely but there was always a chance.
***
Lord Justice Milara walked into the pavilion, he dismissed the guards that were watching the monster. He was no fool, when he was charged with this mission he and the Holy Father both knew they were dealing with a magically altered half-breed. This Bishop Lyfair had reported that the creature was incredibly dangerous and by what they had seen that was an understatement. What they hadn’t known was the creature had the blood of the Beast flowing through its veins. 
That revelation changed everything. The Church knew there were others with the blood and perhaps the half-breed could tell him where they were. The Holy Father had declared God wanted the children of the Beast found and destroyed. Any having the cursed blood had to die. If he could get more names from the half-breed, it would be very beneficial for him when he returned to Asqutania and met with the Pope. He missed the capital city of Tyro, he was never much for travel and the food was deplorable on the road but these pagans were dangerous and needed to be cleansed from the world.
The only name the Church had was Endra Korlest and her three evil spawn. She had been a prisoner of the Church at one time, but she had murdered the priest who captured her and escaped. This warrior woman had eluded capture so far. Last reports said she was somewhere in Warmark. The hand would find her sooner or later. Of that he had no doubt, and when they did she would burn in the holy flames of God along with her devil children.
The Church knew others existed in hiding throughout the world, and this creature might know some of their locations. If he did, Milara would compel him to confess their whereabouts. Then he would dispatch the monster in the name of God.
The destruction of the Beast’s children was the Pope’s passion. All the agents of the Church had been ordered to search for information on these fiends. Milara was not sure why the Pope felt these accursed people were so in need of destroying, but he followed the Pope’s orders without question, the Pope spoke for God after all. He would do his best to eradicate them all. It was what God wanted. 
The scourging had been brutal, in many places strips of flesh hung from the half-breed, the wounds were black with its evil. The face of the monstrosity was almost unrecognizable now. Commander Deverall’s knights had beaten it with their gauntleted fists after they had seen its true nature. 
Milara reach out and pulled the half-breed’s head up by his long black hair. “Wake up, child of the dark. I want you to answer my questions, if you do your death will be quick and merciful, if not...” Milara grabbed a hot brand from the brazier and laid the hot iron to the half-breed’s chest, leaving it there until the skin crackled from the heat. 
The monster didn’t cry out, but Milara could see the tears streaming from the corners of his eyes and the black blood seep from its mouth as the creature bit its lip to keep from crying out. He could see scars all over the things body, perhaps it had been tortured before. Getting the information from it may be more difficult than he thought.
“Do you understand what I want now, monster? Give me what I need and I will end this.” 
It didn’t answer. Milara tried again, this time burning its back, still the half-breed would not speak or cry out. 
“You will answer me, you vile wretch. My questions are God’s questions, now tell me if you know of others that have the black blood, tell me their names and where they are and your pain will end.” 
The half-breed slowly raised his head, looking as if he wished to speak. Milara smiled and said a quick prayer thanking God for his success. “Come now tell me about the others like you.” The Lord Justice said gently.
Lord Justice Milara squatted down so he was eye to eye with the creature. It was broken and there was no need to fear it now. “Tell me what you know and I will show you mercy.”
The monster pushed with its feet swinging, its body forward, Milara had no time to move as the half-breed’s fangs sank into the Lord Justice’s shoulder. Milara screamed as the beast twisted its head and tore out a large chunk of his flesh. 
Guards ran into the pavilion upon hearing the Lord Justice’s scream. They beat the monster until it did not move. “You shall pay for that dearly,” Milara howled with rage. 
He grabbed a hot brand from the brazier and slapped it between the half-breed’s legs, this time it wailed in pain. “You will suffer a thousand times more than that before you die, you loathsome fiend.” He turned to the guards. “Get me to a healer now.” 
Two of the knights escorted the Lord Justice out and two remained to watch the unconscious monster swing slowly back and forth from its chains.
Kian knew he was going to die, it didn’t matter, he was in so much pain death would be a relief. His body was nothing but wounds and burns, death could not be much worse. Whatever they did he would never tell them about his friends or Endra and the children, even Tavantis couldn’t have made him do that. He would shut out the pain like he had done before. He didn’t know how he could do it, but since Tavantis had toyed with his mind it just seemed to come easy for him. He knew his mind had been damaged during his transformation, controlling his pain may just be another side effect of his brother’s manipulations. 
His only regret would be not getting to tell Endra and her children goodbye. He had foolishly thought he was going to make them his family and they were going to live out their days together. That would never happen now; it had just been a dream anyway. The animal that lived inside him would never have allowed him to live in peace. Kian did believe K’xarr and Cromwell would keep her and the children safe. That at least gave him some comfort. 
Milara came into the pavilion, followed by two knights with a man in between them. They threw the man on the ground in front of him. Rhys raised his head and looked at Kian. “By the Gods, Kian, what have they done to you?” 
Milara kicked Rhys in the stomach hard, knocking the wind from him. “No one can out run God, my good healer.” The Lord Justice glared at Kian. “Since torture does not seem to inspire you to divulge the information, I thought perhaps listening to your friend burn in the holy flames of God will. You have until tonight, then I will burn this heretic at the stake and you will watch him die, monster.





Chapter 27
Rufio Rabinus Tullus was a man of duty, but he didn’t like this one. He rode along in silence. All of his friends were gone. He felt like he should be back in Turill with K’xarr and Cromwell. He knew what his fate would have been if he had stayed in the city, but he didn’t care. Leaving anything unfinished ate at him like a sickness. 
He thought of Vandarus, the young Bandaran had proved his courage outside the walls of Turill and died like a man, a hero even. He missed his friend, Rufio had seen many men die. Death was something that rode along at every soldier’s back. He had accepted his friend’s fate. He just would have like to have the Bandaran here now. Vandarus always made him feel capable and confident by asking Rufio for his opinion all the time. He had no one to reassure him now. He wasn’t like K’xarr. He couldn’t just decide on a course of action and plunge headlong into it, everyone else be damned. He had to weigh things very carefully and then act. Rufio was a pure soldier and he needed orders to follow.
He felt very alone now. K’xarr had left a great deal of responsibility on his shoulders, and he had no one to share his concerns with. Being accountable for military men was one thing, a bunch of royals was another. He would just have to try and do his best, he owed the Camiran that.
His thoughts were interrupted as the Queen rode up on one side of him and the one-eyed girl came up on the other, the blonde girl’s patch disturbed him a little, it just didn’t look right on Isabella’s sweet face. 
“How much farther, Captain?” the Queen asked. 
“Seven or eight more days, Majesty, we can use the roads. This trip will be an easy one. No need to worry.”
“Oh, I was not worried at all, Captain. I have every confidence in your abilities.” 
The Dragitan looked at the lovely young Queen, motherhood agreed with her; her dark hair almost gleamed in the sun. He didn’t want to get into a conversation with the Queen, sometimes you could get more than you bargained for, but he had to ask. “Majesty, may I ask you a question?” 
“Of course, you may, Captain, speak freely.” Rufio cleared his throat. “I thought we would have to take you kicking and screaming from the city and your garden. I thought you would never leave it without a squabble. Havalon will soon have Turill and may put it to the torch, he will loot it at best, yet you left without so much as a word of protest. I just wanted to know why?” 
The Queen smiled, her eyes welling up with tears. Rufio felt like an ass now, he should have kept his mouth shut, after a moment she answered. “I’m heartsick thinking about the city my family helped build and the garden my father and I cherished, most of all I think of the people who were counting on me to protect them. I failed them all, Captain. I know that even if somehow I return to the phoenix throne, the truth will always be I didn’t protect my city and its people from the Abberdonian invaders. If I ever have the chance, I will see to it that this never happens again.” 
“Do you blame K’xarr, Majesty, after all he was your General?” Rufio asked hesitantly. 
The Queen smiled sadly. “No, Captain, I don’t. K’xarr is not responsible, it is not his city, it is my city, the failure falls to me. I’m sure he would argue that point if he were here, but the fault is mine alone. I am Queen. You must understand something, Captain. I haven’t lost Bandara. I never can, I have learned something in the last year. Bandara lives in me and my son, just like it lived in my father and his father before him, and no one can take it away from us. Bandara is my family and we are it, Captain, so it can never truly be lost.” The Queen paused for a moment. “I hope that I have answered your question, Captain.” 
The Queen galloped ahead. Rufio could see she wanted to be alone. He would not mind serving the young woman. Now he too saw the strength in the young Queen that K’xarr had spoken of. He was almost glad K’xarr had ordered him to escort the Phoenix Queen to her new throne, she just might be worth the trouble. 
“She is very sad, no matter what she says,” Isabella said. 
Rufio looked at the girl. “I think she will be fine, Isabella. Don’t underestimate her. Your Queen is more resilient than we give her credit for.”
“I don’t underestimate her. I feel bad for her, she has lost a great deal. Her father, her city, her garden, the man she loved, all she has left is her son and what she carries in her heart.” 
Rufio reached out and patted Isabella on the thigh. “It will be enough.”
***
The cook looked over at the children riding along on their ponies. He was amazed at how well they all rode. He held little Sabra in front of him as he trotted along behind them. Sabra seemed to be enjoying the trip, but her older sister could not stop talking.
“Nick, where did Mother go?” 
“Well, Tressa, I think she went to find Kian.” 
The little girl frowned. “He has been gone too long Nick. I hope mother brings him back soon.” The cook nodded and smiled. 
“Nick?” 
“Yes, Tressa.” 
“How far away is Mama and Kian?” 
“I don’t know, Tressa, somewhere north of Turill I think.”
“Do you think they will be back soon, Nick?” 
The cook sighed. “I hope so, Tressa. I truly hope so.” The little girl rode in silence for a moment. Nick Nock prayed she would be quite for just a little while. 
“Why do you hope so, Nick?” 
“So I can retain most of my sanity, Tressa.” 
“Nick, do you think the Queen will let me keep my pony?”
“You will have to ask her, little one,” Rufio said as he rode up. “She is just up ahead, why don’t you go and see if she will let you keep it.” 
The little girl smiled and kicked her pony, sending it bouncing towards the Queen. 
Nick Nock blew out a breath of air. “Thank you, Captain you just saved my life.” 
Rufio grinned at the young cook. “My pleasure, I think you have the toughest job of us all. Listen, Nick, I have been meaning to talk with you.” 
“About what, Captain?”
“I know that you and Vandarus were friends. Now that he is gone, I just want to assure you that I will see to it you are treated fairly with any share of coin we get and you are still welcome to stay if you wish. I’m just not sure what fate will bring my way, but I will see you have work, if you wish it.” 
The cook looked at Rufio confused. “I don’t understand, Captain?”
“What I’m trying to say is: any one that was a friend to Vandarus is a friend to me.” 
“I miss him too, Captain.” 
Rufio nodded to the cook. His throat was too tight to say anything more.
“Nick, the pretty Queen said I could keep my pony.” Tressa yelled as she came bouncing back. 
The two men looked at each other and laughed.
***
It was only two days after the Queen left Turill that Griffyn and Donovan arrived with the rest of the Abberdonian troops.
The next morning King Havalon’s forces began to form ranks and head towards the city. “Now, there’s a man I like, he wastes no time. He just gets up eats breakfast and attacks, doesn’t even let his men rest from their march,” Cromwell said. 
K’xarr looked out over the battlements at the enemy troops. “It looks like he’s coming in force. I don’t think he is even holding any men back in reserve.” 
Cromwell drew the big two-handed sword from the scabbard on his back. He wore no armor and his long unwashed black hair blew in the early morning breeze. K’xarr thought he looked like one of the barbarian War Gods of old. “No armor, my friend? Things are going to get nasty today, maybe you should at least think about some mail.” 
Cromwell laughed. “No armor today, General, when the Great Lord of Battle Fane decides it is my day to die, there is no armor that will protect me.” 
K’xarr raised his eyebrows. “Well if you don’t mind, I will keep mine on, and Fane Lord of Battle can kiss my ass. I will decide when I die.”
Cromwell smiled at his friend. “Why must you always insult the Gods, it will only bring their wrath down on us.” 
K’xarr grinned. “I don’t fear the Gods’ wrath and you’re no more religious than I am. you only believe in the Gods when it suits you.” 
“Well, that’s the best time to be a believer, when you need them, ain’t it?”
They both laughed out loud. The Bandaran soldiers around them looked at them like they were mad. 
“What are you all staring at?” Cromwell bellowed. “You should all be happy, we have a lot of work to do today and a fine dinner waiting for us in hell tonight.” He jumped up on the battlements, leaned back, and gave the loudest Toran war cry K’xarr had ever heard him give. “Come on, Havalon, you fat old bastard. I, Cromwell Blood of the Blood Clan, await you. I am going to gut you like a pig, even if I have to kill all your pretty little soldiers to do it.” 
The Abberdonians sounded their battle horns and with a great cry charged the wall under the cover of their arrows and catapults. They carried many ladders and had built two new siege towers.
Cromwell jumped down from the battlements. “I guess he heard me.” K’xarr took his friend’s arm in a warrior’s grip, no words needed to be spoken. K’xarr thought he could not have picked a finer man to die beside. He looked at the sky. He too secretly hoped the Gods were watching.
Two guards had dragged Rhys out of the pavilion a short time ago. Kian knew it would not be long before he watched his friend burn. He could hear them getting the pyre ready. 
He was alone in the great pavilion for the moment, but he knew he could not get away. Even with his inhuman strength, he could not break the chains Milara had the knights put him in. The best he could do would be to pull down the pavilion and that would only get him another beating. 
His keen hearing made him raise his head. It just wasn’t the sound he heard, he sensed something too. He knew not what it was, just a feeling that had come over him. 
A blonde woman stepped from the shadows. She was beyond beautiful. Her hair was long, pulled back in a tight ponytail, only a small piece of hair on each side of her face hung free. Her smooth skin was bronzed by the sun. The woman was dressed in a silver breastplate, her legs were armored as well. Her strong arms were bare and a silver sword hung at her side. To Kian, she looked like she would be more at home in the light of a clear day than skulking in the shadows. 
“Why do you sit there? Your friend is about to be put to death?” the woman asked harshly.
Kian looked at her, but said nothing. Was she blind, he thought? Could she not see the chains? 
“Why don’t you do something or has the Mistress’s evil corrupted you so much that you would let a friend die?” 
Kian’s face was growing red with anger. “I’m not corrupt or evil, if I could help Rhys, I would.”
She walked closer to him, her beauty was undeniable and so was her power. He could feel it. “Are you not the man who has the terrible might of the Forever Sea coursing through his veins? Summon Malice forever, warrior, free your friend.”
Kian had no idea what she was talking about. “I can’t summon anything lady, and I have never heard of the Forever Sea.” 
She looked at him strangely, her eyes seemed to glow or perhaps it was a trick of the torch light, Kian knew not which. 
“Is that why my blood is black now?” he asked. 
“You don’t know what your brother has done to you, do you? He has put the powers of the Waters of Oblivion into your blood, a power that is poison to all others, man and God alike. It has turned your blood black, that is true, but not in the same way as your friends K’xarr and Cromwell. Your powers should be great, swordsman, summon your blade.” 
Kian wondered how she knew about K’xarr and Cromwell. At least now he knew it was Tavantis who had caused the change in his blood. “Why don’t you just unchain me? I will do what I can for Rhys.” 
She walked over and looked at his wounds. The woman touched him and the pain faded enough to give him some relief. “I can’t interfere any more than that. You belong to the Mistress, you are her Nightblade, and I will not directly help you. I have done too much already.” 
“Why?” he almost pleaded. 
“She is evil and I will never aid evil, even if to help an innocent like you.” Now summon your blade before the guards return, in a few moments they will put a torch to the healer’s pyre, that I do care about.” 
Kian closed his eyes and thought of Malice, the strange metal blade, the dark hilt, he could feel it, feel what was inside it, it wanted blood, it wanted death, it had a hunger that could never be sated. The sword was evil, he could sense that now. He opened his eyes and the blade lay on the ground before him. He reached out his muscles straining at the chains and scooped the sword up. The Half Elf cut through his chains like they were rope. On shaking legs he stood, the dark blade clutched in his hands. 
“You learned to summon the blade very easy, Kian Cardan, I am impressed. The rest I will leave to you.” The woman turned. 
“Wait,” Kian whispered. “The weapon is pure evil. I can feel it now.”
“As is the woman you serve. She created the sword from hate, the hate she had for her husband, the sword was meant for him, but he is no fool.” The way she looked at Malice, Kian could tell she had seen it before. “He knew she meant to try and control him with it,” she whispered almost to herself. The woman refocused her attention on Kian. “The Mistress is evil, and if you serve her one day you to will fall to the darkness. Rid yourself of her if you can.” She walked back towards the shadows of the pavilion. 
“How do you know so much about her, uh…? I don’t even know your name, lady.” 
The woman stopped, but did not look back at Kian. “I’m called Syann, and I know because the Mistress is my mother.” Then she stepped into the shadows.
“Time to watch your friend burn, monster,” one of the knights said as they came in to fetch him. Both died before they could cry out. Kian could feel Malice almost purr with satisfaction. There was no time to sort out all these new sensations. They would have to wait.
He could smell smoke and hear Rhys’s cries. The blood flow had returned to his legs, but they still felt like thousands of needles were poking into them. He had been on his knees too long and his wounds hurt fiercely despite Syann’s rejuvenating touch. He would just have to endure the pain, there was no time for anything else. He walked out of the pavilion into flickering firelight.
No one noticed him. They were watching the flames as they began to lick up to the shins of the healer. Kian could feel the sword come alive in his hand. It pulsed with its lust for death. 
Seven men died before he was seen. He was nude with only the dark sword in his bloody hand. Kian leaped into the fire that surrounded Rhys. 
The holy men were stunned by his sudden appearance in the pyre. They thought a demon had appeared in the flames, many of them panicked. The Church men fell all over each other, not knowing what to do.
The flames burned him, but he quickly cut his friend free and jumped out of the blaze before the fire could do any true damage. 
“Kill the devil,” he heard Milara’s voice ringing out in the night. He would find the Lord Justice and kill him, if he didn’t have Rhys to worry about. 
The healer had been badly beaten and was in no condition to even stand on his own, let alone run. Kian threw Rhys over his shoulder as he spun Malice in his hand slicing through another knight’s throat. 
All he could do was run, he could see in the darkness and they couldn’t, it was his only advantage. He cut two more men down as he fled the camp. The men of the Hand gave chase, the knights had been unarmored and were too busy trying to catch their frightened horse to be any help in the pursuit. It would take them some time before they would be ready to go after the half-breed. 
Kian was fast, but the weight of the healer slowed him down a great deal. If he dropped the healer, he could have gotten away easily, but the thought of leaving Rhys behind never even crossed his mind.
After a couple of miles Kian felt Rhys stir. “Can you run?” he asked the healer.
“No, Kian, even if I could I could never keep pace with you, just leave me and save yourself, you have done enough just keeping me from being burned alive.” 
“No, if we die, we die together,” Kian said with conviction. He stopped and looked back. He could see his pursuers. He guessed maybe thirty men were behind him, most with the symbol of the Hand on their Tabards. He knew the knights would follow as well, once they had gathered their mounts he might out distance them given his head start, but he would have to deal with the men of the Hand.
He ran to his right. There was a small hill a short distance away, it was the best place he could see to make his stand. The snow was almost gone, but the little that was left made the short climb difficult. “Time for you to rest.” He sat Rhys down on the back side of the hill. 
“What the hell are you doing?” the healer asked. 
Kian said nothing as he walked to the side of the hill facing his pursuers. He wished he had a pair of leggings at least. No matter, nude or clothed, he would most likely be dead soon. He wished he could have at least saved Rhys. Kian felt Malice stir in his hand, the blade still hungered. 
“There he is.” They had finally seen him. Some of the men had lit torches, but it was still very dark. He waited as they came up the hill towards him. Kian took a deep breath of the cool night air and brought his blade to guard.
He blocked a spear thrown for his chest. Then split the skull of the first man that had dared to come up the hill. The dead man fell back into the men behind him. The killing had started, Kian felt the monster inside him come alive. 
He struck right and a head flew left and man screamed, holding his intestines in his hands. Kian was among them naked and bloody. The flickering torch light made him seem like a demon from hell. He killed and killed. His blade was too fast for the eye to follow. 
He leaped back to the top of the rise, crouching like an animal ready to spring. He looked back to see a man with a dagger on Rhys throat. The warrior must have slipped around the backside of the hill in the dark. “Move and he dies,” the Hand said. Malice whistled through the air and buried itself in the center of the man’s face. 
“Damn it, Kian,” Rhys screamed. 
Kian ran over and retrieved the blade from the dead man’s skull. He glanced at Rhys and shrugged. 
Rhys crawled to the top of the hill. He could see what was left of the Hands backing down the hill as Kian came towards them. None wanted to face the bloody beast. “Kian, let’s get out of here while we can.” 
“No.” The word was more a growl than human speech. Rhys saw a faint dark glow surround his friend as the swordsman jumped down the hill towards his enemies.
It was the early hours of the morning, before the sun had risen all the way. Rhys stood on top of the hill, he could walk now but running was out of the question. 
The snow was all but gone from this side of the little hill. Now only blood and muddy foot prints covered the entire north side of the hill, along with the dead. Rhys was taken aback by the carnage. Thirty or more men lay dead in the cold morning air. Steam still rose from some of their bodies.
Like a demon from a madman’s nightmare, Kian stood naked among the corpses, dried blood covering his body from head to toe. His long black hair hung over his face. It too was slick with his enemy’s blood. The swordsman’s eyes were the most frightening. They almost looked empty, devoid of any humanity. Kian stared at the dead like a predator over a fresh kill. “He killed them all,” Rhys whispered. 
He walked down the hill towards the Half Elf, grabbing a cloak off one of the dead men as he did. The healer gently wrapped it around the swordsman’s shoulders. Kian said nothing, he merely glanced down at the cloak now covering his shoulders.
Rhys gathered a pair of pants and shirt from the dead. Kian pulled on the clothing without a word. The young healer looked in the direction of the Lord Justice’s camp as he handed his quiet companion a pair of boots that looked like they might fit. “We should go, Kian, the others will come soon.” 
“Let them,” the swordsman replied pulling on the boots. 
“No, there are too many, we must go as soon as I take a look at your wounds.” The healer had Kian sit on the wet ground as he looked him over. Rhys did what he could for the Half Elf, which was little with no supplies and he was too weak to use his power. The healer could not understand why the Kian was still on his feet, his torture had been extensive. Rhys knew the answer, he just didn’t want to think it. His friend was not human or Elven anymore, he was something else. He would just have to come to grips with that, and so would Kian.
Kian stood up and started walking south. “Can you walk, healer, or do you need me to carry you?” 
“I will walk as far as I can.” Rhys didn’t know what to say, he could not stop thinking of the bloodbath back on the hill. So much death, it almost sickened him. 
“Thank you for saving me, Kian. I thought for sure I was a dead man.”
“No need for thanks, you would have done the same for me.” 
Rhys had to chuckle. “I don’t think I could have.” 
Kian looked at the healer sincerely. “You would have done what you could, of that I have no doubt.” It made Rhys feel good that Kian had that kind of trust in him, he just wasn’t sure his friend was right.
They walked on in silence for most of the day, never seeing anyone pursuing them. “Are you afraid of me, Rhys?” Kian asked out of the blue.
 Rhys thought for a moment. “You are the most dangerous man I know, and death seems to follow you wherever you go, but no, I don’t fear you.” Kian looked out over the open Bandaran landscape. “Do you think I’m evil?” 
“No. I have never thought that, you’re a good man, don’t ever think otherwise, my friend.” 
Kian said nothing and walked on. Rhys had been inside Kian’s mind, he knew the warrior had a good heart, but he could not get the sight of the dead men on the hill out of his mind. Rhys glanced over at the swordsman. It was true Kian was good man, but he was a better killer.
***
The afternoon sun was warm, more of the winter’s snow would melt into the rich Bandaran soil today. Lord Justice Milara and Commander Deverall did not feel the warmth of the sun as they stared at the bodies strewn about the north side of the small hill. Commander Deverall had not let his knights pursue the devil half-breed until the sun rose. Too many things could go wrong in the dark. He thought his mounted warriors could catch the two renegades, if the Hand did not get them first. They were on foot after all, but he had never expected this. “How did he do it, Your Eminence? No man can take on thirty men and live,” Deverall said, dumbfounded.
Dracen Milara had no explanation for it. He too had never seen anything like this. 
Commander Deverall could only shake his head. “Why would God allow such a man to exist, my lord?” 
“That thing is no man, Commander, and it uses the magic of the Beast. It must be hunted down and killed, but God does not want us to pursue the creature at this time. We will make camp and bury our dead. Their sacrifice must be honored. God will welcome them into heaven for their service to him. They gave their lives fighting against this minion of evil and we must send them to him with all reverence.”
“As you command, Lord Justice, we will set up your pavilion and begin digging the graves.” Commander Deverall didn’t know if God wanted the dead buried or not, he was just glad they would be going after the half-breed anytime soon. The thing was not natural. Oliver Deverall was no coward, he had proven that many times over. He would make a stand against any man the Church asked him to, but Milara was right, what had come among them was no man.
While the dead were being buried, Milara relaxed in his tent, drinking a cool glass of wine. There was a shimmer in the air and a man stood before him. The man was cloaked and wore a deep hood pulled up to cover his face. “The Holy Father would like to know why you have not captured the renegade half-breed.” 
Milara shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He hated the sorcerers the Pope employed. The Holy Father would not even tell him of their origins. Though he didn’t like them, Milara could not deny their usefulness. “Tell the Pope we are right behind the creature, and I will have him soon, and you may mention to the Father that he possesses the blood of the Beast.” 
“I will take the message, Dracen, even though it’s not quite the truth. You had the Elven dog and let him get away. I told you he was heading north from the city and going in to the Adorn. You knew he would be returning from the forest in a matter of days, all you had to do was wait. I practically gave him to you, and you let him slip through your fingers.”
“Don’t worry, wizard. I will catch the monster and deliver him to the Holy Father soon enough.” 
“I don’t care what you and the Holy Father do or if you ever get the Elf. I was paid by your Church to assist you in locating the thing and I have done my part. I will take your message to the Pope and then I am finished with you.” The wizard vanished from the pavilion. 
Dracen took a sip of his wine. He could understand completely why God did not like magic.
***
The walls had become chaos, there were no more orders to give. K’xarr could not see any men in Bandaran red, only the brown and green of the Abberdonians. 
He and Cromwell had held them at bay for a time but the Abberdonians had gained the walls, and he felt sure he had heard the north gate shatter. He was far too pressed to get a good look, but he knew the gatehouse had been taken. There were just too many Abberdonians on the ground inside the city for it to still be held by the Bandarans. He wished Kian was with them, the half-breed might be able to cut them a path off the wall and down into the city, but Kian was dead and he and Cromwell were alone.
“K’xarr, here.” He turned, he saw Cromwell coming towards him, shearing an Abberdonian in half from shoulder to hip, then kicking another from the battlements. “It’s done, there is nothing more to do.” Cromwell shouted over the sounds of the battle. 
K’xarr knew what Cromwell was saying, nothing to do but die. Well, they had made a good run at it. He would die like a man and take as many Abberdonians with him as he could. His dreams of glory would end on Turill’s north wall.
Back to back they fought on, black blood seeping from a dozen minor wounds on both men. Abberdonian after Abberdonian went down before them. They were warriors of the Harsh Coast, their deaths would come at a high price to Havalon and his men.
The battlements were slick with blood, making it hard for the Abberdonians to keep their feet. Archers tried to fire arrows at them, hoping to help their infantry with the two daunting warriors. Where the two men stood was the only place of resistance left on the wall that was still held by the Bandarans. 
K’xarr’s sword had dulled from so much use, it only shattered the jaw of the man he struck in the side of the face. He was getting tired too, his defense was slowing. Two crossbow bolts slammed into his thigh then a third hit him in the shoulder, it wasn’t deep, his armor had taken most of it; the leg wounds were deeper. 
“See you in hell, K’xarr,” he heard Cromwell say as the Toran grabbed three Abberdonians and jumped off the battlements down into the city. Another bolt hit the young general’s left arm, going right through the bicep. As K’xarr looked down at the bolt in his arm, he felt something strike his head and he knew no more.
***
It took the knights three days to bury the dead. Lord Justice Milara presided over each burial personally. 
As the Knights of Deliverance began shoveling dirt on to the last corpse, Milara called Commander Deverall to him. “We will leave in the morning, Commander, have the men ready.” 
“Where do we head, Eminence?” 
“Turill, Commander, the beast will head for the city. We will have all the soldiers of the Abberdonians and Bandarans helps us find it and kill it,” Milara said. 
“What about the war? I don’t think they will want to stop and join forces to hunt down one half-breed.” 
Milara gave the Knight Commander a look that made Oliver think the Lord Justice might be mad. “They will, if they are men of God. They have dared to fight in the snows of winter. That is against Church law. I’m sure they can be persuaded to help, if I offer to forgive their transgressions. They can finish their war after we have captured the monster. King Havalon is a man of the Church and the young Queen would be wise to follow my orders, else she may find herself without a throne. I will bet they can find some soldiers to spare for our cause.” 
“I am sure you’re right, Eminence.” The commander walked away from the graves and made ready to ride south. He wondered if the King of Abberdon and the Queen of Bandara would obey the Lord Justice. It would be much better for them if they did. It would be much better for him as well. Oliver would like to have as many men as he could get when they faced the creature again. 
***
Syann watch unseen from a grove of trees as Kian and Rhys passed. She used magic to hide her presence from the Half-Elven swordsman. She wished she could have helped him more. He was not what she had expected and he had not asked for any of this. Why couldn’t this entire idiotic game just stop and everyone one live in peace? A foolish thought, it was never going to happen, it was not the way of the Gods, it never had been. Now that they had nothing to fear from the Reaper, they had returned to their old ways. 
She was curious about what the Forever Sea had done to Kian, she remembered what it had done for the Phoenix Queen, and she had just possessed it in a tiny vile she wore around her neck. The enchanted Half Elf had been poisoned with it by his vile brother. Why Shiavaka troubled herself with Tavantis, Syann could not fathom.
She spun on her heel, sensing the arrival of another. Her silver long sword whispered from its sheath, its magic making the blade faintly glow.
“Well, Daughter, are you going to strike down your own mother?” 
Syann slid her blade back into its scabbard. “What do you want, Mother?” 
“I came to tell you I don’t care for you interfering with my cat’s-paw.” The veiled woman laughed. “Now, isn’t that an appropriate name for him.” 
The blonde woman’s eyes narrowed. Syann didn’t find her mother’s joke funny. “You will see him dead, you will use him and trick him until he is killed, then you will just find another.” 
The Mistress held up her gloved hand. “There is no other like him, I assure you, he won’t be treated like the others. His insane brother could not produce another if he had to, and I don’t think even Shiavaka could craft a creature like that. Now the Forever Sea flows in his veins and he yet lives. He is a true prize. I will see he is well taken care of.” 
Syann turned her back and folded her arms. “You’re no better than Father.” 
“This whole thing is entirely your father’s fault, girl.” 
Syann turned around pointing her finger at the Queen of the Dead. “At least he’s not a schemer and a liar. It was wrong, what we all did to him, it should not have happened.” 
“You always were a daddy’s girl, Syann, his little blonde Goddess. It was he who slew King Cem for no reason, then made war on all of us, we had no choice but to imprison him, he had gone mad.” 
The young woman shook her head with conviction. “That’s not true, no one knows why he killed Cem and made war on the rest of us, and he is no madder than you or I. Sometimes I think…” 
The Mistress cut her off. “Don’t even think it, Daughter. He must never be released. Your father would kill us all, perhaps even you, my noble little girl.” 
“I betrayed him. I deserve no better.” 
“You think too much of him.” 
Syann wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “He is my father. I love him.” 
“I’m your mother, what about me?” 
“You are evil, Mother, it’s very hard to have those feeling for you.”
The Queen of the Dead’s arms fell to her sides. “He is evil too, you know that.” 
Syann walked over and embraced her mother. “He is not evil, Mother, he is just death.”
***
Smoke filled the air on the north side of the city, even though only a few building were burning. He ordered the fires to be put out. King Havalon wanted his prize intact. Turill would bring a great deal of coin to the coffers of Abberdon. Now he would have a city on the Gold Road. With the important trade route, he would be able to afford to replace the troops he had lost in Bandara. Abberdon would become one of the richest and most powerful Kingdoms in the world. After all these years, the city was finally his. 
He sat on his warhorse in the heart of the Grand Market as he watched his two sons riding down the famed Gold Road to meet him. He smiled at them in spite of himself. Donovan and Griffyn had both done well, they were the future of Abberdon. The old King felt that the future was secure now. He was proud of both his boys, no one could ask for better sons. Now one could rule Abberdon, the other Bandara when his time was done. The war was all but over and his legacy was assured. The Bandaran army in the north did not concern him, what was left of them could easily be destroyed. The only fight left would be between his sons over who got King Aaron’s little whore. He was sure it would prove amusing to hear his boys fighting over which one would take the little Princess.
“Father, we have news,” Donovan said. 
“Well, spit it out, we need to finish things here.” 
Donovan nodded. “The Queen and her court fled to Braxton Bluff, reports say she has a thousand men with her.” 
The King thought for a moment. “The Bluff is strong, but if that’s all the men she has left, we should be able to take it with in a week, what else?” 
“We captured some of their leaders, what do you want done with them?” The old King grinned, “Take me to them.”
Havalon and his sons rode over to the Queen’s garden where the prisoners were being held. There were perhaps two hundred regulars and maybe fifteen officers. 
“Who is the highest rank among you?” the King shouted. 
A man stepped out, stripped to the waist, Havalon could see bolts from a crossbow in his leg and arm. Blood ran down the side of his head and had caked in his short cropped beard. The King thought the darkness of the man’s blood was very odd. 
“I’m K’xarr Strom, I command here.” 
King Havalon leaned back in his saddle. “So, you’re the infamous General Strom, may I remind you that you command nothing now sir, but I’m pleased you lived. Care to make any more of your threats now, cur?” K’xarr said nothing. “I thought not.” The older King appraised the young man. “You are nothing but a barbarian from the north and will not be granted any leniencies accorded to those of noble birth.” 
Donovan interrupted the King’s berating of the enemy general. “Father, his blood is black, look.” 
Havalon looked closer, his eyes were not as sharp as they once had been. He had thought the man’s blood looked strange, now he saw why. “What devilry is this? Are you human?” 
K’xarr spit on the ground. “I’m as human as you are, you fat old bastard.” 
Havalon laughed, “You are brave, but a fool. Bind his wounds and place him in the dungeon, give him a taste of the whip first, so this devil can learn some respect. I will hold him for the Church, they may have a few questions about the magic he used against us. They may also have an interest in that strange blood as well.” 
“We have another one, Majesty,” a soldier shouted out. Havalon watched as five men were shoving a huge Toran in chains ahead of them, the King could see the big man favored his left side, he was bleeding from a score of wounds, and the Toran’s blood was black as his commander’s. The guards stood him next to K’xarr. 
“How many of the devils are there?” Havalon said throwing up his arms. “Who are you, Toran?” 
“I am Cromwell Blood of the Blood Clan, King of dog shit.” 
Havalon sighed, he detested these uncouth marauders, but they might serve a purpose yet. “They both seem to still be very defiant, my sons, give that one the whip as well and lock him up with his pagan general. Hang the others. Find someone with the Church and see if they might be interested in these two with their magic and black blood. If the Church doesn’t want them, we will hang them later.” 
King Havalon turned, his horse flanked on both sides by his sons. “They are little more than savages, Father, why not just kill them now?” 
“Well, Son, if I did that when the Church asks why I attacked Turill during the winter, I would only have my word when I explained what happened. Now I have these two to prove my case. I can claim I was provoked by their evil and had no choice but to seize them and the city in the name of God.” 
Both Princes nodded their heads, acknowledging their father’s wisdom. “Now let’s see what treasures the palace holds.”





Chapter 28
K’xarr could tell something had changed in the city of Turill. He kept track of time by the meals that had been brought to them. Now the food had stopped coming and they hadn’t seen any guards for the last couple of days. “They’ve gone after the Queen,” he said quietly, not wanting to wake the sleeping Toran.
“What do you plan on doing about it?” Cromwell mumbled without opening his eyes. 
K’xarr looked at his cell mate lying on the lice infested mattress. He thought the big man had fallen asleep. “I didn’t say I was going to do anything about it. I think that’s why the food stopped and the passing of the guard is less frequent.” 
Cromwell yawned and sat up. “You think too much, K’xarr. We are prisoners, most likely we will die soon. When they come for me, I will kill as many of the Abberdonian pigs as I can and make them kill me, they won’t stretch my neck. I will not die like that.” 
“We both are feverish and will die of the rot before we hang,” K’xarr said looking at his arm. “Your wounds smell almost as fetid as mine, that healer they sent was little more than a butcher. All he did was stopped the bleeding and bandage our wounds.” Cromwell chuckled. “I don’t think Havalon is too concerned about our health, General.” 
“I wish I knew if Rufio got them to the Bluff,” K’xarr said slamming his hands into the bars of their cell. 
“I’m sure the Dragitan got them there. Rufio would die before he failed you.” 
K’xarr nodded his head in agreement. “At least he won’t die in here with us.”
“I cannot die in here from some wound rot, K’xarr. My death should have been in combat, sword in hand, killing mine enemies. Stupid Abberdonians broke my fall when I jumped from the wall or I would be with Fane in Vinteytium now. When they come for us, I will fight.” 
K’xarr gave his friend and ironic smile. “What if they never come?”
“The Gods will not look favorably on me if I die a captive. A Toran should die with the song of battle filling his ears. I will most likely go to hell instead of Vinteytium if I die a prisoner.” 
K’xarr looked at Cromwell shaking his head. The people of Camir believed in Vinteytium just like the Torans. The mythical silver city of heroes was said to be made by the Gods for warriors who died in battle. K’xarr had grown up hearing the same tales Cromwell had, he just didn’t believed them. He thought it was all nonsense. “There is no such place, you fool, and no Gods to judge you when you die. You will rot in the earth while the worms eat your flesh, my friend, unless they burn you.”
Cromwell stood up. K’xarr could tell he had upset the Toran. “No, you are wrong, the great city is there. Fane bid it built for those who worshipped at the altar of war. The great Goddess of Justice, Syann, sits at its gates with her silver sword in hand. She weighs each warrior’s deeds, it is her judgment that can open the gate. If the warrior is worthy, she will let him pass through. The warrior’s paradise is real and that’s all there is.”
K’xarr didn’t want to hear anymore of Cromwell gibberish but he had to ask. “What if she judges the warrior unworthy?” Cromwell lowered his voice. “Then you are cast into hell with the Reaper and his Queen, the Mistress of the Dead. There the warrior exists in misery for all eternity. Only cowards suffer a worse fate. They are hung on the Tree of Torment that sits in the center of hell and are tortured forever.” 
“That’s the stupidest shit I have ever heard, Cromwell, think about what you’re saying.” 
“It is true. Vinteytium does exist and I will go there one day.” The Toran punched K’xarr in the face, hard enough to knock him down. Then he sat down on the rancid mattress like an angry child.
K’xarr rubbed his jaw. He was in no condition to fight with Cromwell, but he knew how to hurt him. “Pray all you want, see if the Gods get us out of here, you over-sized boar.” 
Cromwell hung his head, dirty hair falling down to cover his face. “Vinteytium is there, waiting for me,” he muttered. 
K’xarr looked down at the Toran and grimly smiled. “If what you said is true, oaf, it’s the Reaper that waits for you. You won’t die in battle, your wounds will fester and you will perish shaking with chills and mad with fever. Then the Reaper will drag you to hell and you will know agony and despair for all eternity.” 
Cromwell said nothing. K’xarr knew he had said too much. Cromwell was his sword brother and had always stood by him and the fool truly believed in all that religious tripe. He had taken out his anger at being helpless and imprisoned on the big warrior. “Stop sulking, you overgrown child. If they won’t let you in to Vinteytium, we’ll kick the damn gate down and go in anyway. Maybe we’ll kick Fane in the ass and just take the place for ourselves.” K’xarr heard Cromwell chuckle. At least he could let the Toran die believing in his idiotic fantasies. He twisted his hands on the filthy bars of the cell, wishing he too had something to believe in.
***
The snow was almost gone but the cold mornings still froze the wet grass, making it crunch as her horse walked through it. Endra spotted the two men walking through a frosty field. She had been gone from Turill over a week now, the whole time wondering if Kian was alive or dead. Now she knew.
She rode towards the two men, it was not hard to tell it was Rhys and Kian, she would know them anywhere. Her belly had begun to hurt a bit yesterday and it was worse today. The child inside her was having a fit. She didn’t know who she was happier to see, Rhys or Kian. 
This baby didn’t feel anything like the other three she had borne. She loved Kian, but Endra was becoming more and more afraid of what was growing in her womb. Her people were unaccustomed to magic and had a simple people’s fear of it. She needed to talk to Rhys about what was happening inside her body. 
She rode up in front of the two, smiling from ear to ear. “I knew you would find a way to escape.” She said sliding off her horse. Endra could see both men were hurt. She took Kian by the shoulders and pulled him to her and kissed him fiercely. 
Rhys cleared his throat loudly. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but what are you doing out here, Endra?” She looked from Rhys to Kian, her smile fading. “Turill has fallen by now, Havalon’s entire army was preparing to attack when I left. He had called his sons back from the north. K’xarr sent me to find you, but I know he couldn’t have held the city for this long. The witches deserted us and he had few men left.”
“What witches?” Both men said at once.
Endra shook her head. “K’xarr had employed six sorceresses. I don’t know where they came from, but they were keeping Havalon out of Turill.” 
“Dealing with witches can’t be a good idea,” Rhys said.
Endra shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now, they’re gone, and if the city hasn’t fallen, it soon will.” 
Kian said nothing, he knew K’xarr’s witches had to be the ones he had seen before. He thought it best not to mention his encounters to the others.
Rhys clasped his forehead and closed his eyes. “What about the Queen?” 
“K’xarr sent her to Braxton Bluff with Rufio and her court and a thousand men to protect them. I’m sure she’s alright, Rhys, it’s K’xarr and Cromwell I’m worried about. They stayed behind to defend Turill and give the Queen time to get away.” 
Kian looked at her, seeming to listen for the first time. “If they live I will find them.” 
“You can’t go back, if Havalon has captured the city, its suicide,” Rhys said. 
Endra just looked at Kian; she was starting to understand that if her lover decided he was going to do something it was pointless to argue with him.
“If you go, I’m going with you,” she said. 
Kian said nothing, he just looked to the healer. 
“Well, I’m not staying out here, I don’t know what good I’ll be, but I’m with you,” Rhys said with a shrug. 
Endra pulled a soft deerskin shirt lined with rabbit fur from her pack and gave it to Kian. He took off the blood-stained shirt he had on and pulled the fresh one over his head and adjusted his sword belt.
“Do you have a plan, Kian?” Endra asked. 
“No, but I will try and think of something before we get there. Let Rhys ride with you and I will run alongside.”
Rhys got on the horse behind Endra and wrapped his arms around her waist. “Let’s hurry, my dear.” 
Kian started south, Endra turned the horse and followed him. He ran alongside the horse like it was a spring day and he had just gotten out of bed. She didn’t know how he did it as beaten and battered as he looked he had to be suffering. It was starting to scare her how Kian could just ignore pain and never seemed to be weary. She had defended his humanity and would still if it was questioned, but in her heart she knew the truth. Kian was not human or Elven or a mixture of the two. It was causing a war in her heart between fear and love. She hoped love could hold the line.
***
Lord Dracen Milara and his company had ridden right into the back of the Bandaran Army. Prince Cain had halted his troops and bid them to make camp. Milara as well ordered his men set up his pavilion and stop for the night. He was preparing to meet with the leaders of the Bandarans. The Lord Justice thought he could make use of the young Prince’s men. They were not engaged in a fight right now. So he thought, it should not be too hard to convince them to help him catch the half-breed. There was just one little problem. He was not his usual confident self. He needed to get a grip on his fears. He was Lord Justice Dracen Milara, one of the most powerful men of the Church. It was just the nightmares were so vivid. He had been having bad dreams since the monster escaped. Dracen had dreamt over and over that the devil half-breed had killed him and dragged his body to hell. Was it a warning from God, was the Lord of Heaven trying to tell Dracen to stay away from the half-breed? The Lord Justice didn’t know, but he was starting to have doubts about going to Turill. He had never feared anything in his life, at least not until he had run across this spawn of hell. 
He needed to complete his mission. He had to, the Holy Father would not be pleased if he failed. He just needed to find a way to do it without confronting the creature directly. The Bandarans might just serve his purpose.
Deverall walked into his pavilion, his armor heavily polished, the sun reflecting off it right into Milara’s eyes. “Eminence, the Bandarans await your presence.” 
“Step to the side, Commander, the light.” Deverall looked down at his breast plate. “Sorry, Your Eminence.”
Milara looked at himself in the mirror two young priests were holding for him. “Whom am I speaking with?” 
Deverall cleared his throat. “Prince Cain Albana, who is claiming he is the rightful King of Bandara, Talorn Blackthorn, commander of the Bandaran army, and his father Duke William Blackthorn. They seem very anxious to see you.”
“As most people are, Commander.” The Lord Justice brushed the front of his robe and checked his hair, he thought the grey was getting a little higher on the sides of his head, no matter, it was still perfect. “Let’s see what they have to say, Commander, it should be interesting.”
***
“That’s what I think happened, Your Eminence, the Princess had her witches use magic to coerce Bishop Lyfair to seek approval from the Church for her to ascend to the throne of Bandara. I know the man, he would never willingly let that foolish child rule Bandara.” Duke Blackthorn had finished; he hoped he had convinced the Lord Justice to revoke Raygan’s claim to the throne. 
Dracen Milara sat with no expression on his face, the duke was good at reading men but he couldn’t gage what the Eye of God was thinking. 
“Well, that’s quite a story.” The Lord Justice stood up and walked back and forth, the only sound that could be heard in the tent was the birds singing outside.
 “Well, if a Church official was intimidated or charmed by magic, there will be a reckoning and I will have the Queen removed and Prince Cain reinstated, of that you can be sure. The Church is here to see justice is done, and I can see that you are all devout men of God and dedicated to his purpose. I promise I will look into you accusations. However, I do have a problem of my own that will slow my investigation. I was sent on a mission by the Holy Father that I’m sure you men could help me with. If you agree, I can quickly complete my mission then I could spend all my time investigating your accusations against the Queen. This would hasten a resolution to the difficulties in Bandara, which would be advantageous to all parties concerned. Unfortunately without your help, I have no idea how long my mission will take.” 
“We would be honored to help the Church in any way we can, Eminence,” Talorn said. Cain and William slowly nodded their agreement as well.
“It is a fine thing to find men so pious, many rulers aren’t, should we say, so affable.” 
Milara pulled his chair out and sat down. “Let me explain what I need of you. My mission has to do with an enchanted Half Elven creature, which is very capable with a sword.” 
Duke Blackthorn’s eyes widened. “I know of whom you speak, Eminence, he is in league with the Princess.” 
Milara stomach got queasy at the mention of the half-breed, the images from his dreams popped into his head. “You’ve seen the devil?” he said, looking at the duke. 
“I have, he slaughtered a troop of palace guards in Turill without cause. That thing is very dangerous, a killer, he serves Princess Raygan. I know this to be God’s own truth, Your Eminence.” 
Milara was afraid he would lose the help he had just attained. He would need to try and down play the monster’s abilities. “You have an army, Prince Cain, surely you can handle one half-breed, no matter how dangerous he is?” 
Princes Cain smirked at his duke. “I believe we can, General Talorn is the finest swordsman I have ever seen,” Cain said, patting Talorn on the shoulder. “This abomination will stand little chance against him. We will handle the Half Elf, Your Eminence, if you see to removing my sister from the throne of Bandara.” 
Lord Justice Milara grinned. “If the charges are true I am sure she will be discredited and stripped of her title, maybe even imprisoned if her crimes are severe enough.” 
Cain stood. “I thank you, Your Eminence, I knew I could count on the Church to see God’s will is done.” 
Lord Justice Milara stood up slowly. “On behalf of the Holy Father, I thank you Prince Cain, now all you have to worry about is King Havalon and the Abberdonians,” Milara said as he walked out of the Prince’s tent. 
“That bastard,” Cain whispered to William and Talorn. 
“Eminence, wait, I have a question,” Cain shouted as he followed the Lord Justice out. 
Talorn made to follow his King, he took two steps before his father grabbed him by the arm. “What is it, Father, I need to see to Cain before he insults the Lord Justice. We pledged to help him and we must, it is a Church matter and that must come before Bandara. I also must ask for his lenience with Raygan. I will not see her imprisoned.” 
“That’s not what I want to talk to you about, this is more important,” William said, still not releasing his son’s arm. 
“Father, let go,” Talorn said pulling at the older man. 
“No, you must listen to me, Son.” 
Talorn looked into his father’s eyes. There was something there he had never seen before, fear. 
“What is it?” Talorn asked, as he pried his father’s hand from his forearm. 
“The Half Elf or whatever it is, never cross swords with it, Son. If we go after it, never engage it in personal combat, let other men handle it.”
Talorn looked at his father like he was mad, he was by far the best swordsman in Bandara, Cain had become a distant second, but no one could match him. “Father, don’t be silly, I can manage one mongrel half-breed.” 
William lowered his voice but the dread did not leave it. “I tell you, never go near it. It’s not natural. I have seen it for myself, Son, I ask this one thing of you, promise me you won’t face it.”
“Fine. I promise I won’t seek it out, but I don’t believe it can beat me and if God sets me against it, I will not shirk my duty.” 
William looked into his son’s eyes. “It won’t just beat you, boy. God or no, if you fight the half-breed, it will kill you.”
***
Kian had pushed them until the horses were so winded Endra didn’t think they could go on much longer. Finally, the walls of Turill were in sight. Abberdonian banners flew from the battlements. It was over, the city had fallen.
“Do you think they might still be alive?” Rhys asked. 
Kian scanned the wall. “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. If they still live, it won’t be for long. Havalon will execute them.” 
“Havalon may just hold them. He might want to question them about the Queen or something,” Endra said.
Kian looked at her and smiled, a rare thing these days. “K’xarr and Cromwell won’t be model prisoners, trust me, King Havalon will kill them eventually, they will make him.” 
Endra sighed. “I have to agree with you. They would make very unpleasant captives. What do you think, Rhys?”
 Rhys shrugged but said nothing, he seemed lost in his own thoughts. 
Endra could tell he was nervous, she also knew he wanted to get back to the Queen as soon as he could. Kian should have sent him on to Braxton Bluff. Maybe he could have gotten there before the city was under siege. Havalon would most likely be marching on to the Bluff now that Turill had fallen. If he wanted all of Bandara, he would have to take Braxton Bluff and the Queen. 
“We will leave the horse and move closer to the city,” Kian said. Endra and Rhys climbed down from the horse and the trio moved toward Turill under the cover of night.
There were few guards on the battlements and the night was dark, the moon was hidden behind a thick bank of clouds. “Wait here,” Kian told his companions. 
He ran to the wall as fast as he could. He leaped up on to the wall and began to climb quickly towards the top. The sentries didn’t see or hear him and no alarm was raised. Rhys and Endra sat in the pitch dark waiting for him to return.
Endra could feel the tiny life inside her body move. She was growing more uncomfortable by the day. She tapped Rhys on the shoulder and pointed to her belly. The healer reached under her mail shirt and felt her stomach. “It won’t be much longer.”
Endra and Rhys both jumped as Kian just seemed to appear out of the night. “We didn’t even hear you coming,” Endra said startled. 
“I think the main army has moved on. Most of the Abberdonians here are on the north side of the city. Let’s move to the south side, we should be able to get in there much more easily.”
Rhys looked around in the dark. “You think it will be easy to get into the city?”
“Yes, getting back out might be the problem.”
They made their way to the south side of Turill. “You two wait here.” Kian went over the wall again. Endra and Rhys could hear the bodies of the guards as they hit the ground near the foot of the wall. Rhys counted eight. 
It was only a short time before Kian found them again. “I have a rope waiting, let’s go, we don’t have long before day breaks.” 
A rope hung down the wall, Kian had tied it off at the top. The three began to climb, Kian going first. Rhys struggled but Endra helped the healer make it up the wall. Kian knew Rhys was not accustomed to this kind of work. If Rhys was going to stay with them, he might need a little training.
When they made it to top of the wall Kian caught a glimpse of Endra wincing. “Are you hurt?” he asked. 
“No, it’s just a twinge, it’s nothing.” Kian touched her and moved on along the top of the wall. 
“Endra, is it the baby?” Rhys whispered. Kian’s head whipped around, he was back beside them before Rhys realized his mistake, he had forgot how acute the swordsman’s hearing was. 
“What baby?” he asked
“It is ours, my love, I didn’t want to worry you…” Endra got no more out before she was crushed in his embrace.
“I was always told Half Elves could not father children,” Kian said looking at the healer.
Rhys patted his friend on the back. “They can’t, they are hybrids. I believe it must be due to your brother’s magic and the fact you aren’t truly Half Elven anymore. There could be some issues with…”
“We can talk about this after we find out about K’xarr and Cromwell,” Endra said gently pushing Kian back and giving Rhys a hard look. 
“You should stay here. I wouldn’t have brought you if I had known. We can’t risk the child,” the swordsman said. 
“Where you go, I go. We are bonded together Kian, no matter what. We will do this together.”
He looked at her. Kian knew there could be no arguing with her. Besides now wasn’t the time. “Please be careful,” he said cupping her face with his hand. 
“I will, now let’s go before the sun comes up.
They had to kill seven guards before they got to the palace, Kian five, Endra two. “Even with child, you’re handy to have around in a tight spot,” Kian told her. 
A big smile spread across Endra’s face, the compliment had pleased her. Kian knew sometimes she felt like a burden to him. 
He helped Rhys and Endra over the small wall and into the Queen’s garden. Kian neither smelled nor heard any guards. He wished he could stop thinking about Endra and the baby, he didn’t want to make any mistakes because of a lack of concentration. It just made him so happy. He didn’t think he would ever be a father. The thought of a child brought him a great sense of peace. He felt Malice stir in his hand. Kian could feel the evil in the blade, the hate. It would never let its wielder know peace. It only wanted one thing. Death. He could tell the sword longed for nothing so much as to be drenched in blood, and Malice was not particular about whose blood it was. Kian vowed then to shed himself of the evil blade. His child would never be safe as long as he possessed it. 
They made their way to the back of the palace. Kian knew this entrance well. The Queen had him brought through this door when he had needed to enter the palace.
Kian saw the four guards who had been assigned to the back entrance. He sheathed Malice and walked up the short flight of steps as if he were meant to be there. “Who are you?” one of the Abberdonians asked. 
With a burst of his unnatural speed, Kian killed all four of the unprepared guards before they could cry out. The first hit the ground as he pulled Malice from the fourth. 
“I thought the plan was to use stealth, not just kill everyone in the city,” Rhys said. 
“If I was only going to rely on stealth I would not have brought you and a pregnant woman with me,” Kian said without turning around. “I don’t know how many men occupy the palace, we will just have to see. If there are too many, I want you two to get yourselves out, I will manage.”
“How many is too many,” Endra asked jokingly.
“More than I can kill,” Kian whispered. 
Rhys patted the swordsman on the back. “It will be hard to judge, we have yet to find that number, my friend.” 
They walked through the back doors. They were large and ornate and made a lot of noise when they were pushed open. In the rear foyer another pair of guards met a swift and bloody end. The palace seemed almost deserted. “K’xarr sent most of the Queen’s staff with her to the Bluff,” Endra said quietly. “Havalon must not have had time to replace them.” Kian nodded his agreement as the three moved silently through the halls. They needed to find the entrance to the dungeon. That’s where Cromwell and K’xarr would be, if they still lived.
They drifted through the palace like shadows until Rhys spotted an elderly woman he knew. The old woman was roaming the halls of the palace on a late-night errand for one of her new masters, no doubt. She had been the servant the Queen had assigned to see to his wishes during his stay at the palace. The old servant must have wanted to stay or had been left behind when the Queen went south. He went forward away from Kian and Endra and talked to her quietly. “I remember her,” Endra told Kian. “Rhys saved her daughter from a terrible fever; she will help us.” The maid smiled at Rhys and gave him a quick hug and went back to her duties. Rhys came back to the dark alcove where the two were hiding behind a large statue of the late King Aaron.
“She said there are few Abberdonians in the palace. Havalon looted the place then left. There are eight besides the ones you killed near the main entrance. She told me how to get to the dungeons too. The rest of the Abberdonians are down there with the prisoners. She said she takes them their meal.” 
“Has she seen K’xarr or Cromwell?” Kian asked. 
“She said she didn’t know if they were down there or not. She never got a look at any of the prisoners.”
Kian thought a moment. “This place is big enough that we should be able to get down there without the guards at the entrance hearing us. If we keep quiet we should only have to deal with the guards below. Lead on, Rhys, and be careful.”
Kian and Endra followed Rhys to the dungeon passageway. They eased the door open and headed down. Kian took the lead. The passage was not lit well and there were a lot of stairs. Kian had to slow his pace so Endra and Rhys could keep up. They couldn’t see in the dim light as well as he could.
Kian stopped abruptly and sniffed the air. “There are men just ahead,” he whispered. 
Endra drew her sword and Kian tightened his grip on Malice.
As the trio got to the bottom of the stairs, they could see six guards sitting around a table. They were throwing dice and drinking. Everyone froze as the two groups spotted each other. 
One of the Abberdonians started to stand, Kian kicked the table into him, pinning him against the wall. Malice glided through the air and severed two of the guards’ heads before they could stand up. Endra caved in the skull of another. The man pinned by the table tried to wiggle free. Kian kicked the table harder, breaking the man pelvis. 
Rhys winced at the sound of the bones crunching and the man’s screams of agony. One man had managed to draw his blade and sent a deadly thrust at Endra. She parried it and kicked him in the chest. The Abberdonian guard fell into his remaining companion, knocking both men down on their backsides.
Kian put his blade on one man’s throat, Endra did the same to the other. “Take us to the prisoners.” 
The guard was too afraid to talk, but he shook his head in agreement until Rhys thought it might come off. The Abberdonian stood up. Kian disarmed him. Endra stripped the other guard of his weapons as well. Rhys had moved the table and was examining the man with the broken pelvis. The Abberdonian was in a great deal of pain. He was pleading for the healer to help him. Kian walked over and plunged Malice in to the man’s chest, ending his life. Rhys looked up at the Half Elf stunned by the swordsman’s callous act. “I’m sorry, but there is no time for that, Rhys.” The healer solemnly lowered his head in agreement.
They walked down the filthy hallway of cells. The place was damp and smelled of urine and feces. A few of the cells were filled with dirty and half-starved prisoners. Kian had the guards set them free. The freed men hurried down the hall elated to be out of the dank prison.
The guards led them to the final cell in the hallway. K’xarr and Cromwell stood looking through the bars, Cromwell was smiling and K’xarr was staring dumbfounded. “I told you the Gods would not let us die in this squalor,” Cromwell said, as he reached out of the bars and grabbed Kian by the shoulders. “You’re a prettier sight than a Celonian whore. It’s good to see you, Arradar.” 
“I would have bet my last copper you were dead,” K’xarr said as Kian opened the cell, letting both men out. 
“Endra, may I see your dagger.” K’xarr asked pleasantly. Endra hand him her large hunting knife. K’xarr looked at the knife, then he slit one guard’s throat and plunged the blade into the other man’s crotch, both fell to the floor bleeding profusely. Then the Camiran handed the blade back to Endra. “That’s for the beating and the bad food, you filthy curs.” 
“For the love of…” Rhys moaned, surprised by the sudden violence. He looked at the two Abberdonian soldiers and shook his head. There was nothing he could do.
The group started back up the hall. “Where the hell have to you been?” K’xarr asked as he slapped Kian on the back. 
K’xarr and Cromwell rearmed themselves with the dead guard’s weapons; neither man looked well. Rhys kept trying to see if they had a fever but both shooed him off.
“This is not a two-handed Toran war sword, but I guess it will do,” Cromwell said as he looked over one of the dead men’s swords. 
“It works the same, you stick the pointed end in your enemy, you thick-skulled bull,” K’xarr said grinning. 
“The front of the palace is guarded by eight men, they should not be much trouble,” Kian said as he looked up the stairs. 
“Wait a second, Kian, didn’t you say you came in the back way?” K’xarr asked as he sheathed the sword he had chosen. 
“We did, the guards there are dead. There is no one to fight in back,” Kian said as he looked at the general, confused.
“Wouldn’t it be easier to get out that way? It would be faster and we wouldn’t have to fight?” 
Kian thought a moment “Yes, I guess it would.” 
K’xarr sighed. “How you managed this without me I will never know.”
Cromwell patted Kian on the back. “I would have gone out the front too.” 
Kian looked at Endra, she was trying hard not to laugh.
Kian frowned. “I don’t get it.” 
The group left the palace unseen and slipped quickly through the garden. “We need horses,” K’xarr said. 
“Why? Let’s just climb the wall and get out of here. You all have wounds that need seen to, and I can tell that you feverish just by looking at you K’xarr.” It was easy to see the healer was irritated that his assistance was being ignored. 
K’xarr’s body agreed with the Rhys, but he didn’t. “No, I plan to get to the Bluff before Havalon and his army of bastards. He just left a few days ago. We can travel much faster than his army does. We can beat him to the Bluff if we hurry, we just need some mounts.”
Just before dawn, the small group slipped into the royal stable and saddled some horses and headed to the southern gate. Kian had already killed the guards there and their bodies had not been found as of yet. So they simply rode away, leaving the fallen city behind. 
K’xarr didn’t let them slow down until nightfall. A breeze was coming out of the south. The warmth it brought felt good to the haggard group. 
They stopped long enough for Rhys to treat them and bind their wounds as best he could without any supplies. “K’xarr, I’m not happy with the way that arm looks, the wounds in your leg are clean enough, but the arm is infected and I have nothing to give you for it, and Cromwell is not in much better shape. If you would let me rest awhile, I could use my talent to treat your wounds.” 
“We will be okay until we reach Braxton Bluff, Rhys. I’ll last a few more days. Don’t worry.” 
Rhys’s lips tightened. “You have a fever. I don’t know if we can wait that long, General.” 
“It will have to, we ride on.” 
Rhys stomped to his horse. “You’re a foolish ass, General. I might be cutting that arm off when we get to the Bluff.” 
K’xarr gave the healer a weary smile. “I have faith that you will find another way, my friend. I won’t be much use with one arm.” 
“You’re not much use with two,” Cromwell said as he climbed up on his horse. 
“And you’re of no use no matter how many arms you have, you brainless ox,” K’xarr said, glaring at the Toran. Cromwell laughed grimly and the group turned their horses and rode hard to the south.





Chapter 29
It took less than a week before the Bandaran people opened the gates for their Prince and his army. A huge battle ensued inside the city.
Havalon had left six thousand men behind to hold the city until he returned. It would have been enough to do the job if the citizens had not opened the gates and let the Bandarans in. In the end the Abberdonians just didn’t have enough men to keep Cain from retaking the city. They did make a good account of themselves, cutting the Bandaran forces down to less than fifteen thousand men. 
Cain stood in the middle of the Great Market with Duke Blackthorn and Lord Justice Milara. The Bandaran people were overjoyed that the Abberdonians had been pushed out of their city. They were chanting “Prince Cain” over and over, giving the young man a hero’s welcome home. The Abberdonians had made them forget about Cain’s tax levies.
As Talorn approached to give his report, he saw anger written all over Cain’s face. It surprised the Bandaran general. He thought the people’s warm reception was just what Cain wanted. “What’s wrong, Majesty?”
Cain did not look at his commander, he clutched at the hilt of his sword as if he was trying to crush it. “Do you not hear them? Prince Cain? She has turned them against me. Your wife has stolen the people from me. How does she do it, Talorn? What is the secret that draws the people to her like flies to shit?” 
“Majesty, they don’t know what has happened, they only know their Prince has saved them from the Abberdonians. They are unaware of the politics of the Kingdom. When things are settled and you retake the throne, everything will be fine. You will see. Once the Abberdonians are driven out of Bandara completely Raygan will most likely hand you back the crown without a word.” 
Cain didn’t answer. He knew his sister better than Talorn did. She would never give the phoenix throne back to him willingly. He turned and hurried toward the palace. The three men watched him go without comment.
“Talorn, you should see to the army, make sure they are fed and billeted,” Duke Blackthorn suggested, ignoring Cain’s outburst and patting his son on the shoulder. 
“I was just about to do that, Father. Uh, Lord Justice Milara, Your Eminence? Once I’m finished with my duties, I will start finding out what I can about the whereabouts of Half Elf. If he is in the city, my men will find him.” 
Milara inclined his head toward the Talorn. “I thank you, General Blackthorn; I will be at the cathedral if you have need of me.” The Lord Justice gave Duke Blackthorn a knowing look and headed in the direction of the royal cathedral accompanied by Commander Deverall and his Knights of Deliverance. 
“Father, I will talk with you later.” 
“Fine, Son, that will be fine.” 
Talorn shook his head, he could tell his father had other things on his mind. He pulled himself into his saddle and rode to where the majority of the army still lingered, awaiting his orders.
William stood in the square a bit longer with his personal guard, he didn’t hear his captain approach. “Glad to be back in Turill, sir?” Greyson asked. 
The duke slowly turned toward the young officer. “Ah, Captain Kyle, nice to see you. You look no worse for wear. To answer your question, yes, it’s good to be back. I want you to know I will see you are rewarded for your efforts. Without you and my men, it would have been a much more difficult return to Turill. ” The duke turned away from his captain and gazed at the crowd of people that had turned out to see their Prince’s return. The civilians had begun to disperse and return to their daily activities.
Greyson could tell the old man was planning as he watched the men and women of Bandara carrying on with their lives. The duke’s mind was seldom at rest, he looked at every situation to find how he could make it benefit him. Greyson wished he had the duke’s insight. If he had he would be far more than a captain now.
“Greyson, I want you to bring a small group of our men and follow me.”
“Where to, my lord?” 
“We need to go see the King. He is out of sorts and I have just the thing to set his mind at ease.” Greyson looked at the duke quizzically as he called for a squad of his best men.
***
Cain was sitting on the throne, he had tried to quell his anger but the more he thought about his sister, the angrier he got. He imagined wrapping his hands around her delicate throat and strangling the life from her. Prince Cain. How dare the people call him “Prince”? He was King, his birthright had been stole from him, were they too stupid to see that? They had readily accepted her as Queen. She had always been the people’s favorite, and she exploited that every chance she got. Raygan had gotten her way once again. “By God, it will be the last time,” Cain muttered through gritted teeth. 
“May I have a word, Majesty?” William Blackthorn asked as he walked into the throne room. The self-proclaimed King had been so engrossed in his plans for revenge, he hadn’t heard the duke come in.
Cain motioned the duke in. He recognized the man with Blackthorn as the duke’s Captain Greyson Kyle, the man who had betrayed his sister. He was going to have the man charged with treason, but perhaps he should have him promoted instead. “What do you want William? I’m not in the mood for any nonsense.” 
The duke put his hands behind his back. “I wanted to talk about your sister and those traitors out there calling you Prince Cain. I think the people of Bandara have forgotten who their King is. They have made it clear where their loyalties lie, sire. They have chosen Raygan over you.” 
Cain gripped the arms of the throne. “Just what do you suggest I do, Duke Blackthorn? My sister has run away, she is not here to deal with. If she were, I promise you she would answer for her treachery.” 
The duke raised his eye brows. “No, your sister is not here, but the people who support her are. Believe me, Majesty, if your sister returns, we will have a problem. We have spoken about this before and what must happen regarding your sister. I have asked the Lord Justice to help us, but if his agents fail, we must be in control of the streets of Turill. We can’t deal with Raygan right at the moment, but the people can be taught a lesson now. They must learn who has the power in Bandara.”
Cain threw his arms in the air. “What would you have me do, hang them?” 
“Why yes, Majesty, that is exactly what advice I would give.” 
Cain slowly lowered his arms. The young Prince was shocked by the duke’s response. He thought for a moment, tapping his finger on the arm of the throne. No ruler of Bandara had ever done anything like that in the history of the Kingdom.
“Do you always want to be Prince Cain? If your sister escapes Havalon, do you want to serve her? The people are the key, you must show them who wields the power of the phoenix throne. Majesty, Bandara is your birthright, will you stand by and see it torn from your grasp?” The duke shook his head and shrugged. “Perhaps you will be satisfied to be known as the Phoenix Queen’s brother.” 
“Have it done,” Cain shouted. 
“Captain Kyle, if you would be so kind. I know this is a tough order, but see one thousand citizens are hanged from the walls, pick them at your discretion.” 
Greyson was taken aback by the order, but he saluted and left the room. 
“That should do the trick, Majesty. By tonight the people will know their King has returned.”
Greyson was waiting as the duke came out of the throne room. “Are you sure you want me to do this, Lord? The people will be furious and it will cause unrest in the city.” 
Blackthorn patted him on the shoulder. “Yes, it will cause the citizens of Turill to hate the man that gave the order.” The duke smiled at his captain. “Greyson, just make sure you let everyone know it is in Cain’s name you’re doing this. Tell everyone it is on his order, understand?” 
“Yes I understand, Your Grace.” 
The duke gently pushed Greyson towards the door. “Then go, get it done, Captain.” Greyson put his head down and left, his footfalls echoing from the hallway. 
William was pleased with this turn of events. He would have the Queen killed and blame it on Cain after hanging his own people for nothing but his own vanity, no one would question the Prince’s guilt. After the people find out he had their beloved Queen murdered, they would tear Cain apart. All he had to do was keep provoking the boy and that seemed all too easy. Once Cain and Raygan were dead and Havalon was defeated, that would leave Bandara to be controlled by the Blackthorn family. He smiled to himself, he would rule Bandara yet.
***
The Church was quiet. The five priests still tending to the magnificent cathedral worked in silence. Dracen had heard that the late King had built a fantastic church here in Turill, but he had no idea of its size and opulence. The Church was one of the largest and most ornate he had seen in his travels. Gold and silver icons adorned the walls and the pews were solid oak, and images from the Holy Tome were carved into the back of every one. Plush carpets covered the floor of the sanctuary and the stained glass windows were magnificent.
King Aaron had spared no expense on the impressive church. Dracen smiled to himself, all the riches belonging to the Church were still here. The Abberdonians had not touched them. Havalon was not a fool, no one stole from God, not even a King.
One of the young priests entered the sanctuary and gave the Lord Justice a slight bow. “There is a man here that wants to see you, Your Eminence.” 
“Who is he, Father?” Dracen could tell the priest was nervous. He had most likely never been in the presence of a Church official of the Lord Justice’s lofty stature. 
“He said he is the royal healer to Queen Raygan, his name is Finn Selmac. 
“Why does he want to see me? One would think if he was the Queen’s physician, he would have fled to the south with her. What did he say?” 
“Well, Your Eminence, he said he has information for you and you alone.” 
Dracen shook his head. “Ah, of course he does.” Everywhere he went it was like this, there was always one that felt it was best to inform on his friends before they did the same to him. “Send him in, Father.” 
The priest bowed and stepped out. A few moments later he returned, escorting the healer. 
Dracen thought the man looked every bit the informer, beady eyes and a narrow rat-like face. “What do you want to tell me, Finn, is it alright I call you Finn?” the Lord Justice said as charmingly as he could. Dracen had always used an informant’s first name and tried to appear very personable and caring. It made them feel more at ease and more willing to tell what they knew. 
“Yes, of course, Your Eminence, you can call me whatever you like.” The man seemed scared, he must think his information was important perhaps even dangerous. “Well, what do you want to talk about, Finn?” 
The healer swallowed hard. “I wanted to tell you about the witches that were here and the people with blood black.” 
The Lord Justice’s smile faded from his face. “Tell me everything you know, Finn, and don’t be afraid, I’m quite interested in the people with the strange blood. Tell me all about them.” 
Over an hour had passed as Selmac told Milara what he knew about the Queen’s General K’xarr and his companions, the powerful sorcery that was used against the Abberdonians, and the monster called Kian. 
Dracen kept a blank look on his face while Finn told his tale, although he was filled with a terrible anxiety as the healer went on with his story. 
When Selmac had finished, the Lord Justice’s anxiety had turned to near panic, although he was still hiding it well. Things were much worse than the Holy Father thought. The Church itself was in grave danger. “You are sure those are the names they used?” 
Finn nodded his head. “Yes, one night as I spied on them I heard those witches call someone the Mistress and mention the Reaper. Aren’t they old Death Gods, Eminence? Eminence, are you alright?” 
Dracen realized he had lost himself in the ominous names. “They are old myths, nothing more.” The Lord Justice ran his hand through his hair, he was sweating, he wished he had time to pray. “Wait here, Finn, I shall return.” Dracen rose from the pew and headed towards the door. “Keep an eye on him and don’t let him leave,” Milara told one of the priests as he walked out of the sanctuary.
The Lord Justice entered what had been Bishop Lyfair’s private chamber. A man was there, leaning against the wall, cleaning dirt from his nails with a thin-bladed dagger. He wore the garb of a Hand of God. “Zachariah, I see you found your way in.”
The short man smiled, showing his rotten teeth. “Of course I did, Your Eminence, I always do.” 
Dracen despised the man, always filthy and slovenly dressed. His breath smelled like a goat’s and he knew the man’s dirty mouse-brown hair had to be full of lice, but Zachariah was one of the best assassins in the Order of the Hand. “There is a man in the sanctuary, kill him and get rid of the body, and then we will have to talk about you paying the Queen of Bandara a visit. Duke Blackthorn made the request and he is doing a favor for me in return. There are several others that need to be dispatched as well. I will have a list made for you.”
Zachariah pulled and apple from his pocket and began to eat it, letting its juice running down his chin. “Why the man in the sanctuary?” the assassin asked, munching on the apple. 
“It’s just important that it’s done.”
“I would like to know why, Your Eminence. I’m curious that way. You know I can keep a secret.” 
Dracen was getting irritated with the Hand’s lack of respect and bizarre behavior. He hated dealing with the insane killer, but the Pope insisted he take Zachariah on his holy mission. “If you must know, he stumbled onto some things the Church feels do not need to be known by any common man.” 
Zachariah threw the apple core on the large desk that sat in the center of the room. “Good as reason as any, I’ll be back for the list.” The dirty assassin wiped his sticky hands on his pants and walked out of the chamber. Dracen could still smell him, even after he shut the door.
Zachariah looked at the priest and nodded towards the door. The young father almost ran out of the sanctuary. The repulsive assassin had a certain reputation even within the Church clergy. Many of the priests feared the filthy killer. 
The healer sat in a pew rubbing his hands on his thighs. Zachariah thought the narrow-faced man seemed jumpy. “How are you friend, what brings you to God’s holy sanctuary today?” the assassin said, as he slid into the pew beside the frightened man.” 
“I’m waiting for the Lord Justice to return. We have business together,” Finn replied, trying to sound important.
The assassin smiled and nodded, letting the healer see his nasty teeth. “What’s your name?” 
“Finn Selmac. I am the royal healer.” 
Zachariah clasped his hands together as if he were about to pray. “I knew a healer once, he tried to save my baby brother, but it didn’t work he died anyway. All my brothers and sisters died. Isn’t that odd?” 
The healer looked back at the silver inlaid doors of the sanctuary. By the look on his face, he hoped someone would come and get him out of this conversation. 
“Do you mind if I pray?” Zachariah asked his hands still clasped together. 
“Not at all,” Finn said. 
The assassin bowed his head, he could tell the healer was trying not to look at him, but couldn’t stop himself. Zachariah closed his eyes and sat quietly for a moment feigning prayer. The filthy man slowly opened his eyes and turned his head towards the royal healer. “Do you know what God just told me?” 
“No,” the healer said, slowly scooting down the pew away from Zachariah. 
“He said it was time for you to die.” The assassin pulled a hidden dagger from his sleeve and thrust it into Finn’s throat so hard he crushed the healer’s wind pipe. Over and over, he stabbed the healer. Blood flew all over the beautiful oak pews of the holy sanctuary. 
The assassin closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He could smell the blood in the air. He pulled Finn’s body up to a seated position. Then he sat down in the pew beside the dead man with his arm around Selmac’s shoulders. Zachariah slowly sank the dagger into both of the healer’s eyes. He always stabbed their eyes when he could, but he didn’t really know why. He stood up and watched as the healer slumped down and rolled onto the floor. The assassin looked down at Selmac’s butchered body and considered his handy work. “Amen,” Zachariah said. The assassin walked out the side door of the sanctuary, humming his favorite hymn.
***
The snow was gone from Braxton Bluff when K’xarr and the others arrived. The sky was overcast and looked as if it might rain. The travelers didn’t care about the weather, they were just glad to have gotten to their destination.
The small town’s population was not more than five thousand, but it was well kept and well built. The group could see the keep that was built into the rock bluff that gave the town its name. Castle Blackthorn was not huge, but it looked almost impregnable. 
The Queen and Rufio came out to meet them as soon as they arrived. They were all exhausted. K’xarr had pushed them and their horses to the limit in order to beat Havalon to the town. The Queen ordered food, drink, and hot baths to be prepared for the weary group. Everyone dismounted but K’xarr. He stayed on his horse watching all of them as they greeted each other. Endra and Kian were met by her brood of children, Rhys and the Queen embracing each other like long-lost lovers, as the Queen’s friend Isabella watched with a smile on her face. Rufio and Cromwell were laughing most likely at something foolish Cromwell had said. Though he would never admit it or tell them, they had become more of a family to him than his own had ever been. K’xarr had little sense of family, but he would protect these people with his life. 
His arm was hurting badly and he had gotten a little dizzy on the ride here. Rhys needed to take a look at it now that they had made it to the Bluff. Rhys could patch him up and he could take command before the Abberdonians showed up. His head swam as he slid from the saddle and collapsed on the ground.
***
The castle was cool and having half the windows of the Palace in Turill, it was dark as well. Most of its hallways were lit by candles or torches. It was not as beautiful as the Queen’s palace, but Rhys could see it was strongly built. William Blackthorn’s castle was to damp for his tastes, but that was not the only thing that troubled him. The young healer was very uncomfortable staying in the ancestral home of Raygan’s husband. Rhys had not been alone with her since he arrived at Castle Blackthorn. He wasn’t sure what was in the Queen’s mind, but he knew his. He loved her more than life itself, but he just couldn’t come up with a way they could be together. She was married and if that was not enough he was just a commoner, even though Raygan had given him the title of Lord, he was still not noble by birth. It all seemed so impossible. He needed to stop thinking about what could never be and keep his mind on his patient. K’xarr was still very ill. His love life would have to wait.
“How is he?” Raygan asked as she glided into the room.
“He will live. I just hope I can save the arm, it is badly infected, but at least the fever is down,” the healer said touching K’xarr’s forehead. Rhys felt the Queen’s hand wrap around his bicep and give a gentle squeeze. “I missed you terribly while you were gone. I prayed every night for your safe return.”
Rhys looked at the small young woman. Motherhood agreed with her, she was more beautiful than ever. “I thought a lot about you while I was gone and our situation. Your husband will be returning soon, what are we going to do about that?” 
She looked deep into his eyes. Rhys had a hard time thinking straight when she did that and she knew it. “Well, he’s not here now and I’m not sure what will happen if he does return, that is a problem for another day.
Havalon may put an end to that question anyway. If Ansellus doesn’t get here very soon, I don’t think it will matter what Talorn does. 
She stood on her toes so she could reach up and kiss him. He took her in his arms and slid his hands down over her hips. 
“Would you two do that somewhere else? There are sick people in here,” K’xarr said trying to rise. 
“By God, you people are very durable,” Rhys said, letting the Queen go and feeling K’xarr’s head again. “Your fever is gone with a little rest you should be out of that bed in a week.” 
K’xarr rubbed the stubble of his short cropped beard. “Is Havalon here yet?” 
The Queen shook her head. “No, but Rufio said it will be a day maybe two. He is taking his time, letting his men have a leisurely march. He knows I have nowhere else to go.”
“Rhys I will stay until Havalon gets here, not a moment longer.” 
Rhys rolled his eyes, they never listened to his advice. “Of course that’s what you will do. I don’t know why I even give my opinion. What do I know about wounds, I’m just a healer.”
K’xarr laughed and began to cough, Rhys handed him a cup of water from the bedside table. “I’m sorry but duty calls. I promised Her Majesty a Kingdom, and I don’t like to break my word.” 
“When your fever comes back and you die out there, we will give you a fine funeral,” Rhys said looking at his stubborn patient. 
“Go spend some time with the Queen, my friend, when the Abberdonians get here you will be too busy.” 
The Queen smiled at K’xarr and took Rhys by the hand and tugged him towards the door. The healer pointed his finger at K’xarr. “I will be back to check on you.” 
K’xarr smiled. “I hope not too soon.” Rhys grinned as he when out the door. He liked the young general, but it was a mystery to him why.
***
Kian lay in bed beside Endra both still covered in a fine layer of sweat from their lovemaking. They had put the children to bed early, so they could be alone. His hand lay on the small bump of her stomach. “It is so small. Is Rhys sure it will come soon?” 
Endra lay with her eyes closed in relaxed bliss, but she had to grin at her lover’s apprehension. This man who had never shown any fear and had faced death many times seemed almost scared of his child’s birth. “You have asked me that three times, Rhys said by spring.” 
Kian looked at her wide-eyed. “It is almost spring, and war is coming, what are we going to do when the baby arrives?” 
Endra rolled over on her side and pushed her backside against him, maybe that would take his mind off the child. 
“Is it okay? Does Rhys know how to deliver it?”
Endra sighed. “I told you he said the baby was fine, everything was fine, it just seems to be coming in a much shorter time than most babies.”
“Did he say if it was a boy or girl?” 
“Kian, relax, I have had children before everything will be alright.”
She felt him scoot closer to her and begin to stroke her firm hip lazily. “I wish the war was over.”
She turned over to face him. “Kian, make love to me or go to sleep.” He moved on top of her, looking into her dark eyes. Endra pulled him down on top of her and they both stopped talking.
***
Rufio stood on top of the castle’s gatehouse, looking down at the city. Night was starting to fall and the citizens of Braxton Bluff were heading to their homes for supper. He took off his helmet with its horse-hair crest. He had brought it all the way from Dragita. The liner need to be replaced and some of the dents needed hammered out, but all in all it was still in good shape, and so was he.
Rufio was damned glad to see K’xarr ride in, sick or not. He calculated the Abberdonians would be here within a day or two, and it was good to have the Camiran back in command. The morale of the men had been boosted as well. Many had started to like the tough young general with the mysterious black blood. They would give Havalon hell now, no matter how outnumbered they were. 
“What are you thinking about with that tiny brain of yours, Rufio?”
The captain knew the owner of that bear-like voice without having to turn around. “Cromwell, you’re so thick-headed, I couldn’t begin to explain to you what I was thinking about. I thought you were supposed to be resting?” 
The Toran laughed heartily. “To hell with Rhys’s nursemaid advice. I’m not a woman like you, Rufio. I’m from the Harsh Coast, a Toran, I will rest when I die.” Rufio had found insults were the way Cromwell showed people he liked them. So he took no offence to the barbarian’s abuses.
“Look what I found down in the castle armory.” Cromwell held up the biggest ax Rufio had ever seen. “That could cut an ox in half, you’re not going to use that heavy thing in battle are you?” 
Cromwell looked at the ax almost lovingly. “Of course I am, it’s only heavy to weak men like Dragitans. It is a fine weapon and I won’t have to hit any of the Abberdonians more than once with it. The first blow will surely kill them.
Rufio look out toward the road that led to the city of Braxton Bluff. “I don’t think you will have to wait long.” In the fading light, the two men could see the dark snaking line of soldiers coming down the road. Rufio’s calculations were wrong. The Abberdonians had arrived.
K’xarr and the Queen decided to give Havalon the city, they didn’t have the men to defend it anyway. The plan was to hold the castle and hope Ansellus and the Asconans came in time. 
The defenders had taken as much food as they could from the city without leaving the people to starve, and there were two wells inside the castle walls. K’xarr felt if Havalon threw his whole army at them, they could hold out a week maybe ten days, no more and that was a generous estimate. Everything depended on Ansellus getting there before the castle fell. K’xarr had sent riders out to find the old general and tell him that Turill had been lost and the Queen was here in the Bluff, that might save time and keep Ansellus from riding to the capital before he came here. The problem was they didn’t know where Ansellus was or even if he had convinced the Asconans to aid the Bandarans. For now, they were on their own. 
***
The King and his sons watched as the Abberdonian army began to set up camp. Havalon was lost in thought of days long passed. He was thinking of his wife. Would he be here if Josephine was still alive? He knew the answer. His late wife would have never stood for her husband being so far away from home. If she had lived to raise her sons, the old King knew they would not be the warriors they were now. She would have had them docile and domesticated. His Josephine was a woman of little ambition, but he had loved her more than anything. He felt a hand shake his shoulder. “Father, did you hear me?”
 “No, Donovan. I was thinking of … other things. What is it?”
“When do you want the attack to begin?” 
“At first light, tell the men to hurry with the preparations. I don’t want the Bandarans to have time to get any more people or provisions inside the castle.” 
Griffyn chuckled. “Does it matter, Father? We outnumber them nearly twenty to one.” 
Havalon gave his son a stern look. “Everything matters in war, boy. When you ignore the small things, you will soon find during the battle they will rise up and get your attention. We will leave nothing to chance, now do as I say.” 
“Yes, Father.” The two boys walked away to carry out their father’s orders. He hated to be hard on them, but he loved his sons too much to allow them to be less than diligent in their duties. Josephine would not have approved of that either. She always said people make mistakes, but his dead wife had never been in a battle. There could be no mistakes.
The Abberdonians attacked the next morning. They had pulled their catapults from Turill with oxen. The Abberdonian siege master had positioned the war machines and Havalon gave the order to begin firing. The target was the gatehouse, it was the fortress’s weakest point. The Abberdonians were hoping to get a lucky shot and sunder the gate. King Havalon knew it might take weeks to batter down the thick walls of Castle Blackthorn, but if he destroyed the gate he could use his superior numbers to take the castle with fewer losses to his own ranks. The King sat on his warhorse and watched the large stones slam against the castle. “If we get a shot on the gates, have your men ready to attack. Donovan, Griffyn, you have your troops attack the walls with the siege towers and ladders, but wait for my order. I will keep my men in reserve. Now go take your positions.” Both the Princes saluted their father. The old King stood with his hands on his hips, watching his sons. As the Princes walked away, King Havalon felt a sense of accomplishment. No man deserved to be this proud of his offspring. He had raised his sons well. They would both make fine Kings.
K’xarr joined everyone on the wall. He was still very pale and his bad arm was in a sling. “They’re trying for the gate, if they breach it, they have too many men to hold back,” Rufio said. 
K’xarr looked over the deployment of the Abberdonian King’s troops. “You’re right, Rufio, the gate is his best option. We can give him hell if he comes up the wall, the main gate is our weak spot and he knows it. If it goes down, we are finished.” 
“Sorry to interrupt, General, but I have the hospital ready inside the castle’s abbey, I know it does no good to say this, but you should limit you activity, General.” 
“I will do my best,” K’xarr said. 
Rhys waved to everyone and headed to the abbey. 
K’xarr looked at the two men who had traveled from Thieves Port with him. There was nothing else he could do. “Cromwell, you and Kian take two hundred men to the gatehouse, if they break through, try and hold it as long as you can.” 
“Don’t worry. We’ll hold it until we kill every Abberdonian soldier or until Havalon dies of old age. Whichever comes first,” Cromwell said.
Kian gave a quick nod of his head. They started for the stairs.
Endra, now dressed in her armor, stopped Kian. “Be careful and don’t do anything foolish.” 
Kian touched her stomach, gently rubbing his hand against the mail that covered it. “Promise me if you have trouble, you will find Rhys and send for me.” 
She smiled and kissed him quickly. “I promise if I have any pains, I’ll leave the wall.” 
Kian reached over to the battlements where Endra’s helmet sat, he picked it up and put it on her head. The spectacle guard around her eyes and nose made the helmet look almost like a mask. “Keep that on you head.”
She buckled the chin strap, leaving her raven-black hair to spill out from under it. The big bastard sword she carried slid from its scabbard with ease. With her naked blade and cape fluttering in the breeze, Kian thought she looked every bit like a warrior Queen. 
“I will see you soon,” she said softly touching his face. Kian put his fist to his chest giving her a mock salute. Then he headed for the gatehouse.
***
Just before noon, the gate burst inward. Splinters of heavy wood flew everywhere. Prince Donovan ordered his men to charge the damaged gate. The first group carried a small ram, they smashed what was left of the gate down. The Abberdonians gave a loud cheer, but it was cut short as Kian, sword in hand, and Cromwell, ax at the ready, stepped into the archway of the gatehouse to meet their enemy.
The gateway was as wide as five men with their arms stretched out. Ax and sword did their deadly work well in the confined space. Bodies of dead Abberdonians began to pile up like cord wood in front of the gate. The two warriors stayed inside the cover of the archway, so only a handful of the soldiers could engage them at any one time. The carnage the two warriors dealt to the Abberdonians was terrible. Blood and gore splashed the walls around the gatehouse and the screams of the dying echoed inside the stone walls of the castle. 
As the Abberdonian troops jammed into the castle’s entrance, the men from the walls fired arrows and threw stones down on them. The Abberdonians were taking heavy casualties and could not find a way to get past the two men holding the gate. Donovan ordered his men back. The gatehouse was a death trap. He needed to pull back and regroup.
Havalon could not understand why Donovan had not gotten into the castle, it was three hours past noon. He had given his son plenty of time to take the gate. The boy must need a little help. Donovan wouldn’t like it, but he was tired of waiting. He ordered Griffyn to attack the walls, that would do the trick. He would not lose the advantage of having taken down their gate. If he was lucky, he might have the castle by nightfall. Donovan would just have to put up with his brother sharing in the glory of taking the Bluff.
Cromwell was gulping great breaths of air, as soon as he caught his breath he would return to the archway with Kian. He had taken several breaks to catch his breath while fresh Bandaran soldiers took his place, but the Half Elf had fought on for hours without rest. K’xarr was wrong, the Gods had blessed Kian’s sword arm, there was no other explanation for it. He took in one last breath of air and headed back to the gate.
K’xarr had taken off the sling Rhys had made for him. He knew the healer wouldn’t be happy if he found out. It just couldn’t be helped. They needed every man they could get on the wall. He would just have to risk the healer’s wrath. 
He parried a blow from a young Abberdonian soldier and ran his long sword through the man’s guts. He looked down the wall to see where he was needed the most. Rufio and his Dragitan short sword were steady as ever. The captain was barking orders at the men, repelling the Abberdonian assault and they were still holding strong. Endra was beside him, dealing death with her heavy-bladed sword. Given time the woman would become a magnificent warrior. 
A war hammer came at his head. He was so distracted, he almost didn’t get his guard up in time. He twisted his wrist and slid his sword down the hammer’s handle, burying his blade in the man’s neck. The gate still held and the walls would not be taken today. It would be nightfall soon, hopefully Havalon would pull back. The first day was near over. They had fought well, but K’xarr knew time just wasn’t on his side.
Night fell and the Abberdonians launched two more half-hearted attacks after dark that failed. There was no give at the gate. Kian and the men with him still held the deadly entryway. The next two days were no different. 
On the morning of the fourth day of the siege, King Havalon called his sons to him. “What is happening out there? You have the entire army, why can’t they take a castle held by less than a thousand men?” 
“I haven’t been able to get enough men on top of the wall, Father, we have been close. After every attack the Bandarans are fewer, just give me a little more time,” Griffyn said as he wiped the sweat from his face. “If Donovan could put more pressure on the gatehouse, it wouldn’t be so hard for my men to take the wall.” The older Prince threw his sweat soaked towel at his younger brother to make his point. 
“You’re not fighting that Toran and the monster,” Donovan said, raising his voice. “We have tried everything. Every day we have to clear the dead just to get at them. If we use bows, they go behind the barricade they built and wait. I have no choice but to send my men in to cross swords with that devil. If you’re so brave, why don’t you clear the gate of those two bastards for me?” 
Havalon held up his hand. “Enough excuses, Griffyn, continue besieging the wall. Donovan, take some of my personal guard with you today, send them in to kill that abomination. My guards are the finest swords in all Abberdon. The half-breed will stand no chance against them. Now go both of you. Take that castle and stop whining.” The Princes saluted their father and walked towards the front. A hard fight was good for them, the King thought. It would make them stronger when they ruled. The half-breed would fall sooner or later and when he did all he would have to do was capture the Queen and hunt down Prince Cain, and Bandara would be his.
Again, Donovan’s attack stalled at the gate. They saw the King watching in the distance as his Abberdonians fell back, stumbling over each other, and Cromwell was sure Havalon could see his personal guard lying dead at the swordsman’s feet. 
Kian’s hand was covered with blood, making the hilt of his sword slick. He flicked his wrist sending the excess gore and blood from Malice’s blade to splatter on the ground. 
Cromwell reached down and ripped a tabard off one of the dead men and tossed it to Kian. It bore the symbol of King Havalon, a great bear with crossed war hammers. Kian wiped the blood from Malice’s hilt and his hands then dropped the Tabard on the ground in front of him and stomped on it, making sure the Abberdonian soldiers and their King saw him.
“You are bold my friend, you should have been born a Toran,” Cromwell said. The Half Elf glared coldly at his friend. Cromwell could see the primal fury behind his Kian’s eyes. The others didn’t understand, not even Endra, but he did. 
Kian was at war with the beast that lived inside him, and the swordsman was losing. For all his talk of humanity and morality, Kian could not resist the savage soul his brother had put inside him. He was no longer the honorable Sunblade Gildor had taught him to be. In the heat of battle the Half Elf became a merciless killer, and Cromwell could see it was tearing him apart. He felt bad for his friend. He hoped one day Kian could learn to live with the wild spirit that lived within him, but for now it wasn’t so bad to have the ferocious slayer at his side, he thought, as the Abberdonians came on again.
“K’xarr, help.” He could hear Endra shouting over the battle’s clamor, but he could not see her. K’xarr ran down the battlements to where he had last seen the female fighter. He came upon Endra, lying on the battlement’s blood-stained walkway writhing in pain. K’xarr looked around for help and saw his captain. “Rufio, cover.” 
The Dragitan lead several men down the wall. They surrounded the woman and the general, shielding them as best they could from the battle.
K’xarr dropped to his knees beside Endra and pulled her helmet off. “Where are you wounded?” he asked, looking over her body.
She grabbed his wounded arm and squeezed drawing the general’s attention. “I’m not wounded, it’s the baby.”
K’xarr and one of the Bandaran soldiers had carried Endra down to the makeshift hospital in the castle’s small abbey. The healer had taken over from there. “How is she, Rhys?” 
“She’ll be fine, K’xarr, someone should tell Kian. The baby is coming.” 
K’xarr sighed and rubbed his wounded arm. “I need him at the gate, he and Cromwell have stood their ground for days. I don’t want to change our luck now. Can’t the child be born without him?” 
“Of course it can, but Endra said she promised to tell him when the time came.” 
K’xarr thought a moment. “I will bring him when the Abberdonians pull back to regroup.” 
Rhys rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t be too long, the child is coming quickly. There isn’t much time.” K’xarr hurried out of the abbey to fetch the soon-to-be father. 
K’xarr and Kian walked into the abbey together, K’xarr was almost pushing the Half Elf along. Kian seemed almost frightened. K’xarr thought the birth of his child was scaring the Half Elf more than Havalon’s army.
They went through some makeshift curtains Rhys had put up, so Endra could have some privacy from the wounded Bandarans. Their groaning was the only sound in the large room. 
Rhys held up a hand at K’xarr to stop him from going in any further, the healer looked shaken. He pulled K’xarr to him as Kian passed into the area where Endra lay. “Let him go alone, K’xarr,” Rhys whispered. The general nodded in agreement.
Kian went to Endra’s side, she laid on a small pallet Rhys made for her on the floor. She looked up at him with heavy-lidded eyes. “As fast as you are, you missed it.” 
“I came as soon as I heard. Are you okay?” 
Endra smiled. I’m just tired. I want to sleep, Rhys gave me something. He has the baby. He took her away to clean her up. Go see your daughter, my love.”
Endra’s eyes slowly closed. She had fallen asleep. Kian stroked her hair and held her hand, concern written all over his face. 
“What happened, Rhys?” K’xarr whispered. 
“I gave her a sleeping draught after she had the child. I wanted Kian to see the baby first.”
“Why?” 
“You’ll see, General. Follow me.”
Rhys led Kian and K’xarr through another set of curtains, where a small makeshift crib had been placed. The three men walked slowly towards it and gazed in. The tiny girl lay curled into a ball. She had small upswept ears like her father. Her eyes were closed and her head lay on her tiny hands. Her body was covered with very fine light-colored hair, yet the hair on her head was long and dark, and it fell all the way down to her small shoulders. 
She opened her eyes as if she sensed the men. The child’s eyes were big, golden, and full of life.
The little girl stretched and yawned, displaying a mouth full of kitten like teeth. The baby uncurled and stood up in her crib on shaky legs, startling the three men. She blinked her eyes at Kian. The swordsman reached down for her. The girl sniffed his hand, then raised her arms. 
The Half Elf picked her up and cradled her in his arms. K’xarr shrugged. “At least she doesn’t have a tail.” 
“K’xarr, really,” Rhys scolded. 
Kian looked at his daughter with pride. “I think she is perfect.”
He played with the little girl for an hour until she had fallen back asleep. “When Endra awakes I will return,” Kian told Rhys. “Is K’xarr gone?” 
“Yes, I think he went back to the wall.” the healer said. 
“I need to find him. I need to leave the castle,” Kian said, as he handed his sleeping daughter to Rhys.
“Why, where are you going?” 
“To end this war.”
***
Rufio watched as Kian walked out alone towards the Abberdonian camp. “Do you think this is a good idea, General?” 
K’xarr readjusted the sling on his arm. “I don’t know, Rufio, but he was determined to do it, he wouldn’t tell me what he wanted to talk to Havalon about though. Once he gets something in his head, a horse can’t kick it loose.” 
Rufio folded his arms, he could see Kian entered the Abberdonian camp under a makeshift flag of truce. “He is a scary man, General, I don’t think I would want to be in Havalon’s shoes about now, even though Kian is unarmed.” 
“Aye, keep an eye on the camp, Captain, if there’s any disturbance or it looks like trouble send Kian whatever help he needs. I’m going to let Rhys take a look at my arm while I have the chance.” 
Rufio put fist to chest in salute. “Yes, General.” 
K’xarr headed off to see the healer, Rufio turned his attention back to the camp. He had met with Havalon before; the King was no fool. Kian was taking a big risk going to see the old man. He wished he could be down there to see what kind of reception the Abberdonians were going to give the half-breed.
King Havalon had agreed to see this freak of nature only because Donovan had told him such fantastic things about it and he was curious. He too had watched as it destroyed half of his personal guard. He was very interested in what kind of being the creature could do such a thing. Maybe he could find a weakness to defeat the beast.
Havalon leaned back in his bearskin-covered chair flanked by his sons as his guards brought the swordsman in. 
It was dressed in dark leggings and a simple black sleeveless shirt. The thing sported a pair of dark iron bracers, and a black cloak was draped over its wide shoulders. 
The creature walked in and kneeled before the Abberdonian King. At least it showed proper respect, Havalon thought. 
The Half Elf’s dark hair hung loose and fell to his shoulders, but it was its eyes that Havalon couldn’t take his gaze away from. They were like the great cats he had hunted in his youth, golden and predatory.
“Majesty, I thank you for seeing me.” 
It spoke well, Havalon thought. “You may rise.” The King gestured for Kian to stand up. The monster had come unarmed to the meeting. Havalon had been surprised at this, given what Donovan had told him about the killer. “I must be honest with you half-breed, my stance is the same as the Church’s on your kind. You are an abomination that should be destroyed. Under most circumstances I would not bother to even speak with you or observe the tenets of a flag of truce, but the messenger said you wanted to talk about putting an end to the hostilities. Does K’xarr wish to surrender?” 
Surprise showed on the creature’s face. 
The King gave an icy grin. “Yes, word was sent, he escaped from Turill. It is of little importance, he will soon be recaptured or killed.” 
“I don’t speak for K’xarr or the Queen of Bandara. I am here only for myself.” 
King Havalon sat forward in his chair, the Princes both looked at each other, appalled by this half-breed’s nerve. “You mean to tell me that you weren’t sent to me by K’xarr or the girl Queen? How dare you ask for an audience with me without any authority? You have no power to negotiate any Bandaran surrender.” 
Kian looked at the King and both Princes. “I’m not here to talk about a Bandaran surrender. I don’t think K’xarr or the Queen will ever surrender to you. I’m here to ask you if you would simply leave Bandara in peace, I have a woman I love within the walls of this castle and a newborn child and there are several other little ones I am responsible for. I ask you to just take what you have and go in peace.”
The Abberdonians were silent a moment, then they burst out laughing. “Are you completely mad? Did you just say you want us to abandon the conquest of Bandara when our victory is all but secured and go back to Abberdon just because you asked us to?” The men continued to chuckle. “Guards, get him out of here. Two guards stepped forward, one on each side of the swordsman. 
“Wait, Majesty, before you reject my request I must tell you, if you don’t leave, I will do what I must to defend this castle and the people inside.” 
King Havalon stroked his beard. “Do whatever you must half-breed, now go, I should have never given you audience in the first place. Abberdon will be the only victor here.” 
Kian bowed his head, true regret in his voice. “There is more important things than victory, Great King, remember that I gave you fair warning.”
“Your deformities don’t frighten me, Elven scum. Get that thing out of here, before I forget I’m a man of God and cease to honor his flag of truce.” Kian let the guards take him by the arms to be led out. Behind him he could hear the Princes laughing. 
“We should have never honored the flag of truce anyway, Father, he’s not even human.” Griffyn walked up and spit on the ground near Kian’s feet. “We will have your woman monster and throw your children from the walls when we take the fortress.” 
Kian looked over his shoulder at the Abberdonian King. Havalon could see the rage in its eyes. “Get that thing away from me.” The King shouted. The guards led Kian back out into the camp.
King Havalon decided then he would let his son carry out his threats when this arrogant creature was dead. He would have its devil family killed when he breached the walls of Castle Blackthorn. The Church would look kindly on the act and it would please him to do it as well. It was time to finish the Queen and her monster. Then he could turn his attention to bringing the rest of Bandara to its knees. 
***
Endra watch in awe as the little girl ate the ground meat Rhys had given her. When she finished the meat, the child nuzzled Endra’s ample breast. 
“She wishes to nurse,” Rhys said. 
Endra looked at him, eyes wide. “I know what she wishes, but have you seen her teeth? We have to find another way.” Endra gently pushed the girl away from her breast and began to stroke the child’s lovely dark hair. “By all that’s holy, Rhys, I think I hear her purring” 
The healer rubbed his chin, ignoring the woman. “Well, we could try to put some cow milk in a water bladder and let her suckle, that it might work, frankly Endra, this is all new to me. I don’t know what should be done.” 
“And you think I do?” Endra tried to hold the child, but the little girl squirmed away from her, still trying to get at her mother’s breast. “By the Gods, she’s trying to devour me.” 
Rhys covered his mouth knowing Endra would not find his laugher amusing. “She is beautiful, look at her features and those eyes, if not for the body hair and teeth, she would look like a sweet Half Elven child.” 
Endra picked up the girl and looked into her golden eyes. “You are going to be handful, aren’t you?” The baby smiled and snuggled herself against her mother’s neck. A tear slowly ran down Endra’s cheek. 
“Kian said she was perfect,” Rhys said, trying to comfort the emotional young woman. 
“Did he say where he was going?” Endra asked as she pulled the infant from her neck and cradled the child in her arms. 
“He said he was going to stop the war or some crazy thing.” 
Endra looked distressed then her eyes grew wide. “Rhys, he’s afraid for the child. He plans to protect her any way he can.” The young mother bowed her head, “May the Gods be merciful.” 
Rhys gently touched her shoulder. “I’m sure he will be fine.” 
Endra took the healer’s hand in hers. “It’s not him I fear for, it’s Havalon and the Abberdonians.”





Chapter 30
The sky was dark, there would be a storm today. The rain would be cold, the wind would blow, and the sky would rage. Already the men of both Kingdoms could hear the thunder in the distance. 
The rain would affect how they fought, the ground would be slick, a misstep could cost a man his life. Their weapons to would be hard to hold on to, wet with the rain they could easily slide out of a warrior’s hand, leaving the man defenseless. Experience would play a large role in the battle today. Those who had fought in these kinds of conditions before would have the advantage. 
The weather was not what would be different for many of the warriors arrayed around Castle Blackthorn this day. What would make this battle unique was the God of War had come to watch.
Fane smiled, it would be a good day. The God of War loved unconventional combat. Rain, snow, and hail, the weather could make battles much more interesting. It had been centuries since last he took part in a battle. It felt good to once again take the field. 
He glanced at the blonde Goddess standing by his side frowning, arms folded across her plentiful chest. “Why are you even here, Syann, you have never been one to enjoy bloodshed? It must be my company you crave.” 
She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. Fane was not unhandsome, dark hair pulled back in a warrior’s braid, beard full like the northern warriors of the Harsh Coast, and he was encased in his elaborate red armor from head to toe. She had always liked it.
No, he was not unhandsome, but he was arrogant, vain, and lecherous, she hated him. “I have taken an interest in some of the men that will fight today. That’s why I am here.” 
Fane grinned like a wolf. “I see, I was informed that some of the warriors defending the castle are of some account, they might even be hearty enough to survive your uh … charms.” 
Syann glared at the War God. “I’m not interested in them in that way, they are being used as pawns, and I don’t like it. Besides I thought we had all decided it was best if we didn’t satisfy our carnal pleasures with humans?” 
Fane set his great helmet on the ground near his feet and gripped the blood-red hilt of his sword. “Pawns are needed as well as all the other pieces on the board, my dear, they serve their purpose, and you’re fooling yourself if you think everyone is staying out of the human’s beds.” 
He stepped closer to the blonde woman and put his gauntleted hand on the small of her back. “Maybe we could take care of each other’s pleasures, if you’re willing, Syann. I have heard things about you, my dear. I would be very interested to find out if the stories are true.” 
The blonde woman drew her silver sword with lightening speed, but Fane blocked the blow with his armored hand. “Just like your father, so quick to kill. Besides it was just a suggestion, no need to be offended.” 
Syann sheathed her blade. “If my father was free, you would not have made that ‘suggestion,’ Uncle.” 
The God of War frowned and stepped away from her. “That might be true, but he is not here to defend your precious honor anymore Syann. Perhaps you should tread a little lighter now that he is gone.” 
The God of War looked to the sky and raised his arms. “It is time, Daughter of Death. Behold the power of war.” Thunder crashed and blood began to flow from his out stretched hands. It spread out all across the ground. The red stain didn’t stop until it had covered all the ground around Braxton Bluff. The land itself seemed to bleed. Fane had always chosen to manifest his power in the form of blood.
Syann was glad the humans could not see the river of gore that flowed towards them or hear the pompous War God’s cries.
“Let this battle honor the immortals,” Fane shouted. “Let the swords sing and the blood flow like wine, I, Fane, God of War, shall watch this battle, who among you shall win the right to come with me to Vinteytium and have their name carved into the wall of heroes.” 
So overdone, Syann thought. Even though the humans could not truly hear him or see his power, she watch as Fane’s influence began to incite bloodlust in those who would do battle this day. The power was subtle, but it would affect the warriors on both sides. There would be no mercy shown this today, the War God would see to that. Fane was no different than her mother, they just couldn’t stop. When would they realize their time was over?
***
“Do you think this is a good idea, Kian? If we attack, we’ll lose the shelter of the gatehouse and the Abberdonians will come at us from all sides. I don’t think these Bandarans are ready for that kind of fight, too many of them have seen very little action.”
Kian slid Malice from the scabbard at his side. “It’s a chance I must take, when I move forward try to cover my back if you can, and, Cromwell, be careful. I have too few friends to lose one.” 
The two men took their positions in the archway, flanked by the remaining Bandarans that had been assigned to hold the gate. 
“Did you tell K’xarr what you were planning?” Cromwell asked.
Kian looked over his shoulder at the Toran. Cromwell knew then that K’xarr had no idea what was about to happen.
***
King Havalon felt comfortable in his armor sitting astride his huge black warhorse. This was how he was meant to live. A conqueror, a ruler of nations, a warrior King. After Bandara fell, he would have the beginnings of an empire. He could die happy, knowing he had left his sons a legacy they could build on. The Abberdonian Empire, it had a nice ring to it.
He had decided to take what remained of his body guard out with Donovan and help the lad get rid of that impertinent half-breed. The swordsman’s skill did not frighten the King of Abberdon. The thing could die just like any man. Today he would show his son how to slay that beast. 
Thunder crashed and the King looked to the sky. It was going to be a wet battle. He hopped the rain would not affect his archers aim too much.
The Abberdonians marched through the city. The people of Braxton Bluff had given them little trouble. King Havalon had ordered his men to treat the people well and leave their women alone. It would not help their cause to have the populace any angrier about their city being occupied by foreign troops than they already were. 
The streets were muddy from the rain and the Abberdonian’s boots were heavy with it by the time they got to the castle. The rain was coming down harder, but it hadn’t stopped the crows from picking at the dead bodies that littered the killing ground in front of the castle walls. 
Prince Griffyn had begun the attack by assaulting the walls. The twin siege towers were rolled forward and butted against the castle. Individual ladders rose from the ground and men began to make their way to the top of the battlements. The attack was timid, his father had told Griffyn he need only keep the defenders on the wall busy, so K’xarr could not send men to reinforce his soldiers at the gate. Griffyn did his job well, his men were giving the Bandarans a hard way to go on the blood-stained wall. Now the men in the gatehouse would get no help from their upstart general.
King Havalon ordered the attack to commence on the gate. Pikes were used first, the Abberdonians hoped to draw out the half-breed and his men, so his archers could do their work.
The plan however did not seem to be working. The Bandarans stayed huddled behind their shields inside the archway like a pack of wolfs, and they were using crossbows to fend off the pike men. The wily old King decided to change his tactics. “Donovan, take the archers up, have them fire into the archway.” 
“Father, I have tried that, they just get behind their shield wall until we stop firing.” 
“Just do what I say, boy, get up there with the archers, fire five volleys to drive them back, and then I will signal a full attack, they won’t have time to change position for the assault.”
Donovan saluted and marched the archers forward. Havalon, still on his horse, led the heavy infantry to take position behind his archers. It would take a little time for the heavily armored troops to form ranks for the assault. If he timed it right, they would be ready the moment the archers fired their fifth volley. This time he would have that gate.
“They’re pulling the pike men back, and the Prince is bringing up his archers,” Cromwell said. 
Kian looked over the battlefield, apprising distances. 
“Shield wall,” Cromwell shouted. 
“No, we attack before the bowmen have time to fire in unison, ready the men.” 
“Are you mad, Kian, we have less than two hundred men! There are thousands of Abberdonian heavy infantry coming up. What purpose will it serve to attack the archers?” 
Kian grabbed Cromwell by the arm. “We must be fast, hit them then back to the gate. I need just a little time; they won’t be ready for us to attack. Their archers will be vulnerable and unprepared. I will not get a better chance.” 
“Chance to do what?” Cromwell said flustered. Kian did not answer, he took a deep breath and prepared himself.
Three hundred archers began to form lines in front of the gate as the Abberdonian’s heavy infantry still marched forward from the rear to reinforce them. “I can wait no longer, Cromwell, it must be now.” Kian burst from the cover of the gatehouse’s archway. 
“Damn it, come on you dogs, attack.” With a Toran battle cry, Cromwell and the Bandarans charged out behind the Half Elf. 
The swordsman’s speed was too much for them to keep pace, Kian was among the archers before Cromwell and the others were halfway there. 
Kian made Malice whirl as he moved through the archer’s lightly armored ranks. They hadn’t time to even nock their first arrow when the swordsman came among them. The bowmen were still trying to draw their short swords and hand axes moments later when the Bandarans hit their ranks. Confused by the sudden attack, they were cut down by the dozens. 
Neither Prince Donovan nor his father was ready for such a foolhardy move. The King ordered the heavy infantry to charge forward. They trudged ahead as fast as they could, but there were so many of them that their numbers and the weather worked against their advance. Greatly slowed by the mud and rain, the Abberdonian heavy infantry could only watch as their archers were slaughtered. His infantry was useless at the moment. Their heavy armor caused them to stumble and stagger as they tried to run through the encumbering muck. Havalon could see he would not get to the archers in time. 
Prince Donovan could see his father’s strategy had failed. No one had even entertained the idea that the Bandarans would break from the safety of the gatehouse. 
Donovan drew his sword as he moved back. There was nothing to do but try to join his father and the infantry. The two companies of archers were all but lost. He gave one final look in the bowmen’s direction, then he turned to go find his father. What he found was the half-breed standing right in front of him. The young Prince was startled by the savage warrior and slipped in the mud. He quickly regained his footing and raised his sword for a great cut at the Half Elf’s head. He was dead before his arm could even swing forward, pierced through the throat by the half-breed’s blade. The Prince’s sword fell from his hand as he went down face-first into the cold mud.
King Havalon’s scream of anguish could be heard over the thunder. 
“Back to the gate, back to the gate,” Cromwell bellowed. The Toran now understood that Kian had intended to kill the Prince the entire time. 
Kian struck the head from the dead Prince’s body. He reached down and picked it up by its hair and dashed back towards the gatehouse. 
The few remaining Abberdonian archers began to fire arrows at the fleeing soldiers. Some of the Bandarans were hit, the wet ground making it too hard for them to fall back with much speed. 
By the time they reached the gatehouse, a third of the Bandarans that followed Kian out of the gatehouse were dead. “Prepare for an attack.” Kian yelled, holding the Prince’s bloody head in his hand. 
“I don’t know how this will break the siege,” Cromwell said shaking his head. “Havalon will be in a rage, he will throw everything he has against us now.” 
“Just hold the gate, Cromwell, as long as you can. You must not let them break you,” Kian commanded
Cromwell looked around at the muddy men surrounding him. Most were still trying to catch their breath from the sprint back. “I have just over a hundred men left. I won’t be able to hold long, whatever you’re going to do, be quick about it.” 
Kian started out of the gatehouse toward the interior of the castle. “I will make it as quick as I can, my friend,” the swordsman said as he disappeared into the gloom of the castle.
Cromwell looked out into the rain at the heavy Abberdonian infantry coming towards the gate. “For my honor I will hold until my last breath, but for you Arradar, if need be, I will hold a little longer.” 
***
King Havalon was on his knees in the mud, the rain beading off his well-oiled armor. He crushed his son’s headless corpse to his large chest. Tears fell from his eyes, mixing with the rain. “Oh, my dear boy, it’s my fault, I should have kept you with me. Why God? I have honored you always. Why did you let that son of darkness kill my boy? Why,” the King screamed at the heavy sky. King Havalon pointed at the castle. “Attack, full attack. Bring me my son’s head and a dukedom for any man that can kill that half-breed.”
Word of Prince Donovan’s death had spread through the Abberdonians ranks rapidly. Prince Griffyn was grief stricken when he heard his brother had been killed. He called his best men to him and they began to climb one of the siege towers that had been pushed against the center of the castle wall. He would kill that creature. He had to, or he could never look his father in the face again.
“Kian, what the hell are you doing? The Abberdonians have gone mad since you killed their Prince. We can’t hold them back much longer. Even the King has joined the attack.” K’xarr pointed to where Havalon stood, just out of bow shot, brandishing his great sword, barking orders at his troops. “Why did you take the Prince’s head? Wasn’t it good enough to just kill him? Whose idea was it to attack anyway, Cromwell’s? I didn’t give that order. Are you even listening to me, you damn half-breed?” 
Kian wasn’t listening. He looked at the siege tower, not far down the wall from where they stood. The Bandarans were holding strong, the Abberdonians had not gotten a foothold on the wall yet. They had brought only two siege towers with them from Turill. If they would have had a third, they might have taken the wall by now. 
Kian turn and face K’xarr. “Tell your men to pull back if the other Prince comes up the wall.” 
K’xarr shook his head. “No, if we pull back they will get too many men on top and then we’re finished.”
Kian grabbed K’xarr by the collar of his breastplate. “You have to trust me.” 
K’xarr looked at the shorter man. He could see the determination in Kian’s eyes. The Half Elf was no strategist, but K’xarr could tell he had some kind of crazy plan in his head. “Don’t make me regret this. Rufio, tell the men, if they see Prince Griffyn to fall back, but don’t make it obvious.” 
Kian patted K’xarr on the shoulder and handed Prince Donovan’s head to Rufio. “Hold this for me, please,” he told the captain as he headed towards the siege tower. 
K’xarr looked at Rufio, holding the bloody head, and gave the Dragitan a grim smile. “You never know what you’ll be doing when you wake up in the morning do you, Captain?”
Rufio looked down at the head. “Not since the day I met you, General.”
Griffyn rallied his men inside the siege tower. He would make the half-breed pay for what he had done to his brother. Then he would hang the rest of the Bandarans from the walls and let the crows pick their bodies clean. 
He jumped from the siege tower to the battlements of the castle, his men following right behind him. The Abberdonians began to gain ground as their Prince moved forward along the wall. The Bandarans fell back before the Abberdonian noble as he led his men forward.
Griffyn knew he was a better swordsman than Donovan. He would kill the half-breed and bring the monster’s head to his father. He would show no mercy for anyone inside Castle Blackthorn—men, women, and children. None would escape his vengeance. He would kill them all for Donovan and his father. None would be spared his wrath.
He cut a man down and watched him fall to the ground below. Snarling as the next Bandaran came on, the Abberdonian Prince’s drove his sword through the Bandaran’s chest. His rage fueled, his sword arm struck again and again with deadly accuracy, he would have his revenge and no one would stop him. Blinded by grief, the Prince continued to cut his way down the battlements of Castle Blackthorn looking for the thing that had killed his brother.
K’xarr sent men to try and cut the Prince’s avenue of retreat off. They went down inside the castle and came up on the other side of the siege tower. They attacked the Abberdonians that had gained the wall from behind. K’xarr hoped to cut the Prince off from the tower and any reinforcements that may come to his aid.
K’xarr watch him fighting his way down the battlements, he didn’t think Griffyn cared that he might have no retreat left to him. The young Prince was out for blood. Griffyn meant to take the walls or die.
The Queen’s general looked on as the Bandarans fell back before the Abberdonian attack. Kian had better hurry with his scheme, he thought, or they could lose the wall and their lives. 
Griffyn cut another man down, he fell at his feet, the Prince took pleasure in watching the soldier die. He kicked the dead man off the wall to keep the walkway clear for the men behind him. When the Griffyn looked up to take on the next Bandaran, he saw the half-breed standing before him. His anger boiled over. “Now you die, monster,” the Prince shouted with a fury born from loss. 
Griffyn brought his sword down with the speed and might of a man who was grief-stricken and in pain. 
The half-breed stepped to the side and paired the blow with ease. Again the young Abberdonian noble swung, and again his blade was turned aside. It took two more attacks before the last Prince of Abberdon understood he would die this day. Griffyn was breathing hard; he stopped and looked at the beast. “Kill me then, monster. I will not be made a fool of.” Malice struck so fast the Prince never felt the blade slice through his neck.
K’xarr saw Kian coming down the wall with Griffyn’s head. The Half Elf was covered with Abberdonian blood. He had helped the Bandarans drive the Abberdonians back off the wall before returning to K’xarr. It hadn’t taken long. After their Prince was killed, the fight had went out of them and the assault had fallen apart. 
“You have killed both Princes. What now?” K’xarr asked. 
Kian didn’t reply, he simply went and retrieved the other head from an empty bucket where Rufio had put it. 
K’xarr watched as Kian looked over the battle field until he saw Havalon standing near the gatehouse. He climbed on to the battlements where the Abberdonian King could easily see him. 
K’xarr finally began to understand what the Half Elf intended to do. He ordered his battle horns sounded, everyone looked to the wall. Kian slowly raised the two Prince’s gory heads one in each hand. The battle went silent, men stopped fighting and looked at the horrible scene on the top of the wall. The monster the Abberdonian’s so feared had taken the heads of both their beloved Princes. 
Kian let out a roar that sounded like the great cats K’xarr had heard in the mountains of his homeland. A chill went up the young general’s spine. K’xarr knew no human throat could make that sound. 
Kian hurled both heads off the wall to land at the feet of their father. The great King Havalon began to tremble and fell to his knees, a loud cry of a brokenhearted old man wrenched from his throat. It rang out over the hushed battlefield. The King collapsed into the mud rocking back and forth cradling both his son’s heads.
Kian drew Malice and pointed the ominous blade at the Abberdonian army as if warning them that their Princes would not be his last victims.
The K’xarr smiled and slapped Rufio on the back. “Now they truly have their monster and by the Gods I have mine.”
Kian dashed to the gatehouse. He found Cromwell and nine men left standing. The Toran had an arrow through the thick muscle near his neck and had several nasty cuts. “We held them, Kian, as I promised.” 
Kian looked at one of the surviving soldiers. “Take him to Rhys.”
Cromwell stood up straighter. “I’m fine, I will stay.” 
Kian reached up and broke the head from the arrow and pulled it out of his friend’s meaty neck. “You have done enough; go get some stitches. I will hold here.” Cromwell reluctantly nodded. It was easy to see he was weary. He looked at the inhuman swordsman through heavy-lidded eyes. “They are afraid now, Kian. You have put dread in their hearts and terror in their minds. The Abberdonians will be reluctant to come at us again, and you took what their King prized most of all. You have stilled his heart as surely as if you had put a blade through it.” He patted Kian on the shoulder and followed the soldier to the abbey. 
Kian stepped out of the gatehouse in full view of the Abberdonians but none dared attack. 
The Abberdonians had gathered up their broken King and fallen Princes and headed back to the city proper. They were finished for this day. He had shaken the Abberdonian’s nerve. The Half-breed had given the Abberdonians a banquet serving them sorrow and despair. They would not soon forget what had happened here today.
The rain began to fall hard again. The bloody swordsman walked out into the downpour and tried to let it wash him clean.
***
The Queen sat in an uncomfortable chair, much too large for her. The quarters she had chosen to make her own during her stay at Castle Blackthorn were as dreadful as Duke Blackthorn himself. Raygan hummed as she rocked the young Prince. The baby sleepily smiled up at her.
The sun had gone down but the rain still fell. Winter was at an end, she thought. Spring had arrived, and it would be nice to be in Turill and sit beneath the trees of her garden with Corwin and watch the birds. She had begun to believe that returning to Turill was just a dream. It was a wonderful one though. Much better than awful reality she had to face. 
“Majesty, did you hear what I just told you?” K’xarr asked. 
Raygan gazed out the window, not looking at her general. “I did, Kian, cut the Princes’ heads off and threw them at their father. Yes, General I heard. It was a dreadful and ghastly act.” 
K’xarr walked around so she had to look at him. “That’s not exactly what I said, but you get the idea. Kian has bought us time and changed the course of this siege. Havalon has pulled all his troops back into the town.” 
The Queen stroked her baby’s hair. Corwin was a Prince too. How would she feel if she was in the King of Abberdon’s shoes? “He slaughtered two Princes, General K’xarr. I had met them both, you know, they were young and of royal blood. I just wish there had been another way.” 
K’xarr turned her chair away from the window so it faced him. “Royal or not, they were our enemies, Majesty, they would have taken your Kingdom, maybe your life and the life of the little Prince there, isn’t that what your precious nobles do when they take a Kingdom, murder its former rulers?” 
The Queen did not answer. “I don’t understand you, Majesty, not one damned bit.” 
The Queen looked down. “You’re not royalty, K’xarr, you wouldn’t understand. There are ways things should be done.” 
K’xarr knew his anger was going to get the better of him, his head was ready to explode. The Queen just did not understand what had been done this day and the price Kian had paid. It was be best if he left before he made her understand. “May I be dismissed, Highness?” 
Raygan nodded just as a knock came at the door of her room. “Enter,” she said. 
One of the guards K’xarr had assigned to her stepped in. “There is a man to see you, Highness, he said it’s of the upmost importance.” 
She motioned with her hand. “See him in.” 
K’xarr’s hand instinctively went to his sword hilt. The man came into the room. He was dressed in full plate armor but not the kind for show or parades, it was fine steel, but dull and unpolished, true battle armor. The knight was wet and mud-splattered from the road. He knelt before the Queen. “Majesty, I’m Sir Ivan Rusgule. I have a message for you.” He handed the Queen a scroll tube, it too was wet from the rain. 
She pulled a piece of parchment out and quickly read it. She looked up at K’xarr. “It’s from Ansellus, the Asconans are two days away.”
King Havalon had his sons placed on tables in his pavilion. He had bid his surgeon reattach the boys’ heads to their bodies. The physician had done the best he could, but he could see the gruesome stiches that held the Princes’ heads in place. The King sat and stared at their cold pale faces. 
He had personally washed them and combed their hair, just like when they were children. Then he covered each one of them with an Abberdonian flag. The war meant nothing to him now, Abberdon meant nothing. The future of his Kingdom was gone. The world was empty without his sons. The monster had been right. Even if he defeated the Bandarans now, it would be an empty victory. The devil half-breed had cut out his soul when he took his boys’ lives. Only death could take the pain away now. In the flickering torch light the King put his face in his hands and wept.
***
“Brigitte, get down, please dear, I don’t want you to fall.” Endra looked at Rhys for help. The surgeon only shrugged. 
Kian walked through the curtain that separated his daughter’s room from the rest of the abbey. The baby had climbed on top of a cabinet Rhys was using to store supplies. 
“Is that what you named her?” Kian asked. 
Endra turned around, she wore a simple gown, her hair was down, and her eyes were bright. She smiled at him and he felt some of his guilt ease. He had done what he had to do, but he still felt shame. The animal inside had got the better of him.
“Yes, it was my mother’s name. I hope its okay.” 
“It is a fine name.” Kian looked at the little girl on top of the cabinet. She sat looking at her mother, dangling one leg over the edge of the cabinet. There was no fear in her eyes, in fact she seemed content. “What happened to all her body hair?” he asked. 
“It just fell out,” Rhys said. “I think it was a natural thing for her. Like a child’s umbilical cord falling off. I don’t believe the hair will grow back, but then again when it comes to your daughter, what do I really know?” 
Kian walked over to the cabinet, Brigitte jump down into his arms. Endra gasped and Rhys chuckled. 
“She seems to know her father. We’ve been trying to get her down from there for an hour,” the healer said.
Endra frowned. “Does she not like me?” The child began to purr softly in Kian’s arms, his heart lightened for the first time in a long while. “I’m sure she loves you. We played while you slept; perhaps she wishes to do so again?” 
Endra stood beside him and stroked the little girl’s long soft hair. “I think she is her father’s daughter.” 
Rhys came closer and stared at the fascinating child. “That may be true in more ways than one. I do know she is much more advanced than a human child and not just physically. I believe she understands some of what is being said around her in a very rudimentary way. This may be all do to the magic that was cast on Kian or perhaps the combination of Endra’s unnatural blood and the sorcery used by your brother. There is just no way to know. Either way your daughter is healthy and beautiful, as well as being quite unique.” 
Kian held her above his head, making the child smile. “You are safe little one. The Abberdonians will not hurt you now.” 
Endra looked at Rhys, then back at Kian. “What did you do?” 
Kian handed the little girl to Endra and she wrapped her arms around her mother’s neck and closed her eyes. “I protected my family.”
Endra’s heart swelled at the sound of that. Kian felt that she and her children were his. She didn’t care what he had done. He did it to protect them, that’s all that really mattered. She fell into his arms, and he held her as he watched his new daughter sleep in her mother’s arms. 
After Kian had left, Rhys watched Endra with the child, they seemed content and he hated to dampen the moment, but it had to be done. “Endra, I have check Brigitte’s blood.” 
“Is it … like mine?” 
“It is, I think the condition is passed on through birth, just like with your other children. I am still doing some tests, but I don’t think the black blood is harmful in anyway. It may even be beneficial.” Endra sighed and looked at her little girl. The color of blood didn’t matter to her. Brigitte was her daughter and she loved her, if the fates wanted to tie her children to her through their blood, then so be it.
***
Two days later K’xarr and the Queen watch from the walls as fifty thousand Asconan knights rode towards Braxton Bluff. It was the only knight order on the middle continent that didn’t serve the Church. 
Ascona was a military state that was led by a Knight Grand Master. Their current leader was a knight by the name of Eldon Cross, an old friend of Ansellus’s. 
“I don’t understand why that fool Havalon isn’t falling back or trying to turn and fight. He had to have reports that the Asconans were coming,” K’xarr said. 
“He just lost two sons, General. I don’t think he cares.”
K’xarr looked at the somber Abberdonian camp. “He will care, Majesty. I can promise you that.”
The Queen received Ansellus in what Duke Blackthorn used as his council chamber. It was much smaller than the council room in her palace, but it would do. She smiled at Ansellus as he came into the room. The general gave her one in return. The Bandaran General was not alone; he had the Grand Master of Ascona with him. The leader of the Asconan knights was well over six feet tall and his hair was more grey than black. He was older but still looked strong enough to brain an ox. 
He was dressed in the same armor as the man who delivered the message. Battle armor is what K’xarr had called it. Whatever the name, it was not very attractive. The only difference from the other knight’s attire was the Grand Master wore a gold chain around his neck. It bore the symbol of the Asconan knights, a horse’s head over crossed lances. 
Ansellus cleared his throat. “Majesty, let me present Grand Master Eldon Cross.” 
The knight gave a slight bow to Raygan. 
“I didn’t expect you to come in person, Grand Master Cross.”
“Majesty, I never miss a good fight and King Havalon and I are not friends. I have met him on two occasions and I didn’t like him either time, and please call me Eldon, Majesty.” 
Raygan was taken aback by his familiar manner, but it seemed genuine. “Well, let me say your help is greatly appreciated and will not be forgotten, Grand Master Cross. 
“Well, fill us in on what has happened since I left starting, with why you are in Braxton Bluff,” Ansellus said pulling out a chair for himself and the master knight. 
Raygan sighed. “Let me see, where to begin?”
***
When she had finished, Ansellus and Eldon just looked at each other. “Highness, I don’t know what to say other than you have endured a difficult and unusual winter. We will drive Havalon out of Bandara, though I pity him now, both sons dead. No man should have the terrible duty of burying his sons.” The two men stood up. “I assume you want me to take command of the army, Majesty?” Ansellus asked. 
Raygan fidgeted in her seat. She wanted to have Ansellus take command of what little army she had left, he was safe and he knew how to behave in a courtly fashion, but K’xarr and his companions had bled for her and her Kingdom. How could she relive the Camiran of his command? It didn’t seem right, even if she seldom agreed with his barbaric methods. 
“No, Ansellus, I want you to stay close to me as my advisor, let K’xarr take care of what is left of my army.” 
“As you wish, Majesty. I must say the young man has kept you alive this far. I will not deny him that.” 
Raygan stood. “Now gentlemen, I must see to my son.” 
May I have a look at the future King, if it’s alright, Highness?” Ansellus asked. 
“Of course, Lord Fox, he needs to meet all his allies, would you like to see my son, Grand Master Cross?” 
“Eldon, please Majesty, and yes I never miss a chance to meet a future King.
The Queen sent word to King Havalon that she would wait three more days for him to mourn his sons then he could either lower his flags and be escorted out of Bandara by the Asconans or he could prepare his army for battle.
The King still held the message in his hand. He stood between the bodies of his sons, he had not been able to bring himself to bury them yet. There was really no decision to make, he would not go back to his county in disgrace or without his boys. He bid his men to fill the royal pavilion with wood and whatever they could find that would burn. The old King softly kissed each of his sons on the forehead. Then he put a torch to his grand pavilion and watched as his legacy turned to smoke. 
There was no need to wait three days. When the fire died, the King sent a runner to the castle to tell the Bandarans his men would be deployed in the fields outside the city by morning, and he would await the Queen’s army. 
K’xarr had insisted that the six hundred Bandarans that were left be allowed to ride with the Asconans. Eldon Cross balked at first, citing that his men had been disciplined to certain commands and the Bandarans didn’t know them and they might get in his knights’ way. However in the end, he yielded to the Queen’s general. Cross liked K’xarr, much to the surprise of Ansellus and the Queen. The Grand Master told them he admired the man’s boldness and his courage.
The Queen and Isabella stood on the wall, watching the armies prepare. Kian, Endra, and Rhys joined her. “Endra, I am so sorry I have not seen your daughter yet, Rhys said she was something to behold.” 
“Oh yes, Majesty, she is something alright.” Endra answered ,grinning at Rhys. 
Raygan turn to Kian. She didn’t like talking to him, but she was curious. “May I ask you a question, Kian?” 
“You may ask me anything you like, Your Majesty.” 
“Why aren’t you with K’xarr and Rufio, even Cromwell is down there, despite the wounds he received defending the gate.” 
“General K’xarr has told me on many occasions. I’m no soldier, Majesty.” 
Raygan was very leery of the Half Elf and did not press the matter. It was best he was not out there, she thought. A shiver shook her at the thought of what he had done to Donovan and Griffyn. K’xarr was right. Kian was no soldier, he was a killer. Despite the fact he had saved her life and defended her against the Abberdonians, she still feared the swordsman and the devil that lived inside him.
Eldon Cross had brought fifteen thousand knights with him, the rest of the fifty thousand Asconans were heavy infantry and archers. All of them wore plate armor, even the archers sported plate armor, except on their shoulders and arms. 
The Asconan knights lowered their lances around noon and crashed against the Abberdonian line like a steel wave. 
King Havalon watched solemnly as his army was cut to pieces. 
The Knights of Ascona controlled their warhorses like they were born on them, turning and wheeling them, charging the Abberdonians’ lines over and over. Mud flew from the horse’s hoofs and the screams of the dying filled the air.
After the fifth charge by the battle-hardened knights, Grand Master Cross sent in his heavy infantry. The battle-weary Abberdonians fought as best they could, but they were defeated before the battle had ever begun. Kian had killed them and their King when he beheaded the two Princes. Their resolve was gone and they had no will to fight on. 
Havalon stood sword in hand, as the army he had been so proud of was sundered. “Turn and meet you fate, old man.” Havalon looked over to see the huge Toran he had imprisoned in Turill coming towards him with a bloody ax in his hand. 
“If you wish to end my misery, savage, then I offer you the chance.” The King swung his sword at the giant of a man only to have the blow turned aside by the barbarian’s daunting ax. The huge savage traded blows with the old King. Time after time, sparks flew from ax and sword in a barrage of deadly strikes. Havalon knew he could not stand against the might of the Toran’s hammering attacks, but he intended to make the brute work for the privilege of killing a King. For what seemed like eternity, the Abberdonian King fought off the powerful man’s ferocious assault. For a moment he felt young, he was once again the warrior he had been so many years ago. The great ax whistled at his head the old King raised his blade and blocked the titanic blow, but the Toran’s strength knocked his sword from his hand. The big man kicked him to the ground. It was over. He felt himself being pulled up to kneel before his killer. “Die in the mud on your knees, King of Dung.” The Toran’s words meant nothing to him. He would see his sons soon, he smiled.
King Havalon Taylin, warrior King of Abberdon fell beneath Cromwell’s ax late in the afternoon. After that it was a rout. By nightfall thousands of Abberdonians lay dead in the fields near Braxton Bluff. The crows feasted well and the God of War was pleased.





Chapter 31
Queen Raygan had ordered the remaining Abberdonian prisoners set free, provided they surrendered their weapons and swore to peacefully return home. 
Ansellus and Eldon both felt they would do no mischief on the march back to Abberdon, they were defeated men. There was nothing left for them in Bandara, not even their pride.
The Abberdonians would also be followed by a company of Asconan knights to make sure they kept their oath.
The three watched as what remained of the enemy soldiers trudged back north with their heads down, they had lost the war and their King. The defeat would haunt them forever.
Eldon Cross shook his head in pity. “Havalon’s brother Hakan will be the only happy man in Abberdon when they return. With both Princes dead, the Kingdom will be his now. Havalon was at least a man of honor, Hakan is little better than a rat. I fear you haven’t seen the last of the Abberdonians, Majesty.” 
“Well Grand Master Cross, I think it will be sometime before he will be able to convince his generals to invade Bandara again.” 
The Master Knight nodded his agreement. 
“I would like to hear the tale they tell when they return to their homes and families,” Ansellus added. 
“They will be afraid of us now,” the Queen said, almost to herself.
“General K’xarr and his companions have seen to that, Majesty. At least the neighboring Kingdoms will not think the young Bandaran Queen is easy prey. The drawback is they will be very suspicious of you, and God only knows what the Church will do,” Cross pointed out. 
The little Queen straightened her back. “I’m not truly Queen yet. I received word my brother controls Turill now and has reclaimed the throne, proclaiming himself King.”
Ansellus looked concerned. “When did you hear that?” 
“The day after the battle, a courier arrived with a message from Cain, he wants to meet with me in Turill in ten days.” 
“That gives us little time to get started. That is, if you plan to go? In my opinion it would be a mistake. Cain might try to imprison you or worse, Majesty. He needs you out of the way now. You’re the only thing that will keep him from consolidating his rule. It would be very dangerous to confront him.” Raygan could see Ansellus was troubled by Cain’s invitation. 
The Queen flipped her hair back and a look of determination settled on her face. “If I don’t meet with him, my only other choice is war, and my people have suffered enough from Cain and I squabbling over the throne. Even if he had a hand in killing our father, I have to put that aside for the good of my Kingdom. A civil war could destroy Bandara. I will not have that on my conscious. I will go and try to settle this with him, but not alone.” 
Ansellus folded his arms. “You have something in mind, Highness?”
“I do, but I have some reservations about it.” 
Eldon Cross rested his big hand on the Queen’s petite shoulder. “Almost every decision I make I have reservations about. It is the fate of those who would command. Make your choice and stand by it, Majesty, it’s all you can do.”
***
Raygan dressed herself in a simple white dress and left her dark hair down. She turned her back to the mirror and looked over her shoulder. Her hair had grown long over the winter, almost down to the middle of her back. The long heavy curls were perfect. She gave herself a quick smile. God had truly blessed her.
She walked over to where Isabella sat with the little Prince. Raygan rested her hand on Isabella’s shoulder and looked down at her son. She must stay strong for him. His fate rested on the choices she made now. If Corwin was ever to be King, she had to settle the feud with her brother one way or another. Raygan felt much older than sixteen, all the fighting was beginning to wear her down. She wished her father was still alive and all she had to worry about was her hair. She would never be that carefree again. The Queen squared her shoulders and headed down to the small courtyard of Castle Blackthorn. 
The Queen walked into the courtyard, she had not really noticed it before but the courtyard here was awful; it looked like it hadn’t been tended in years, but what could she expect from William Blackthorn. Her father-in-law didn’t seem like a man who would enjoy having a beautiful garden. 
Kian and Endra sat on a stone bench, watching their odd little child play. Rhys had taken her to see the little girl the day before and the child had frightened her so bad, she let out a small yelp when she saw it running across the abbey floor. Rhys told her that Kian and Endra had tried to move the child out of the abbey after the battle, but she returned back there every night. Brigitte liked to climb the sanctuary’s wall and sleep on the huge crossbeam that spanned the Abby’s ceiling. So they decided to let the little girl do what made her happy. Raygan could not imagine how Endra must feel giving birth to a child like that.
“Kian, Endra, so nice to see you out in the sun.” 
They both stood. “Thank you, Majesty, it is nice to have a day to ourselves. I wanted to thank you for the dress you gave Brigitte, she looks beautiful in it, when I can keep it on her.” 
“I am so glad you like it, Endra.” Before the Queen could say more she felt something run into her leg. Raygan looked down to see the child standing beside her. It was odd to see a child so small standing, but Brigitte was not built like a human baby. 
She was much thinner and she looked strong. Endra had tied the child’s long hair back into a ponytail. The little girl’s hair was gorgeous, it almost had an inhuman luster to it. Rhys had told her the girl had been covered in fine hair when she had been born. Thank God it had fallen out. It gave Raygan chills to think about it, but it was those golden eyes that disturbed her the most. Too much like her father’s.
In truth the child’s looks were beautiful, that could not be denied, yet so divergent! The more the Queen looked at the child, the more traits she found appealing. She wondered what kind of woman the little girl would grow into.
Raygan saw her tiny upswept ears, a bit more pointed than her father’s. It hurt the Queen’s heart to think of how the beautiful creature would be treated out in the world. “She is a pretty girl, Endra, let no one ever tell you different.” 
Endra’s look told the Queen the young woman knew what she meant. The Queen walked over to stand in front of Kian. “It is your husband I actually came to see. I have a favor to ask.” 
Kian looked at her with those frightful golden eyes. Raygan could barely hide her revulsion. “I am going to Turill to meet with my brother. I will be taking K’xarr and the remains of my army, but I would like to ask if you would go as my personal guard?” 
Kian glanced at Endra, he saw the concern on her face. Both of them knew how the Queen felt about Kian. “Majesty, K’xarr told me about the invitation from the Prince. Are you expecting trouble from you brother?” 
“Yes, unfortunately I am, and I could think of no one that could handle it better than you.” 
Kian seemed lost in thought for a moment. “I do understand a brother’s treachery.” He gave her a slight bow. “I would be honored to escort you home, Majesty.” 
“I thank you both, of course Endra, you may accompany us as well. I will find someone suitable to look after your children,” the Queen said, looking at their daughter. She wondered who on her staff would be so brave. 
“Thank you, Majesty, but Nick Nock can see to them. Let me say, it will be a great pleasure to see you return to Turill.” 
The Queen patted Brigitte on the head very lightly. “Thank you. I just wish it was under different circumstances. Well, I have plans to make, thank you both so much. I will have someone notify you when I am ready to leave.” 
The Queen squatted down hands on her knees and looked the little girl in the eyes. “Thank you for letting me take your mother and father away for a little while, my dear.” Brigitte stood on her toes and licked the Queen’s face with her abrasive tongue. 
“Brigitte,” Endra shouted. “I’m so sorry, Majesty.” 
The Queen wiped her face and tried to smile.
Endra had taken Brigitte to the abbey and put the other children down for the night. She found Kian in the courtyard exercising. The movements and footwork Gildor had taught him seemed almost like a dance. The pivots and leaps the lunges and fades all could have music set to them, she thought. “Will you teach me?” 
Kian stopped and wiped the sweat from his face with a towel. “Need you ask? I am not my master, but I will do my best to teach you what I can. I would feel much better if you had some training.” 
“I have held my own in battle,” Endra snapped back. 
“I meant no offence. You have great natural skill and you are strong. You can kill, I have seen that, but with training you could become an artist.”
Endra looked at Kian as if he was a madman. “What does swordsmanship have to do with being an artist?” 
Kian pulled Endra’s bastard sword from her hip. “Gildor told me death was an art form. A swordsman must create death each time he fights. This is your brush.” He said pointing to her sword. “And your opponents are your canvas. You must start by giving life to the blade.” He slowly moved the bastard sword through the air in an intricate pattern. “Then envision your composition and craft your masterpiece.” He sliced through the air three times, too fast for her to follow. “It is easy to kill, it is a much harder thing to stay alive as you do it.” Kian handed Endra’s sword back to her hilt first. 
She looked at the polished blade. “Teach me to be an artist.” 
He explained what he had been taught all those years ago. He worked with her into the night by the torch light of the courtyard. The woman was quick and had good balance. She listened to everything Kian told her and did her best to mimic it. All the years of instruction he had inside him could not be taught in one night, but Kian felt Endra was off to a fine start. 
When they finally sat down on a stone bench, they were both drenched in sweat. 
Endra leaned over and kissed Kian on the cheek. “Thank you, my love, you are a good teacher.” 
“You are a better student. I questioned everything Gildor told me. You listen and do as you’re told. I think you will learn faster than I ever did.
Kian became silent and looked into the night sky. The moon was bright and beautiful. He was quiet for a long time then he spoke very softly. “I have seen the Old Gods. They have spoken to me. I’m afraid of what they might want.” 
Endra’s brow furrowed. She knew Kian well enough to know what he said was no fantasy. If he said he had seen the Gods, then he had. “Why didn’t you tell me? What did they say to you?” 
Kian drew Malice and held it out before him, looking at the strange steel. “I think some may want me to serve them. It’s causing me great concern. I don’t know what I should do.”
Endra didn’t know what to say. Her people still believed the Old Gods walked the world in disguise and interfered with the lives of men. Her mother said they tested people to see if they were worthy to serve them. If they failed the test, the Gods would kill the poor man or woman for their inability to please them. “Do not anger them. If they are watching they have a purpose and it must involve you in some way.” 
Kian looked into her eyes. “I do not wish to be involved.”
***
Eldon Cross sat on his huge warhorse at the head of a column of knights. “I wish I could send all of them with you, Majesty, but the Abberdonians have been defeated, and I can’t stay and help you with your brother, it is a Bandaran matter and must be handled by Bandarans, besides, I don’t need any more trouble with the Church. The Pope is not fond of me or Ascona, and I don’t wish to incur his wrath by meddling in the affairs of a Kingdom still in good standing with the Church.” 
The Queen smiled. “You have been of great help to the people of Bandara, they and I thank you, and I will never forget the kindness you have shown me.” 
The Grand Master of Ascona inclined his head toward the Queen. “I’m sure K’xarr and Ansellus will see you on your throne. I wish you luck, Majesty. I hope the small guard of honor I leave with you is of use.” 
“I’m sure it will be, Grand Master.” 
“I don’t believe you will ever call me Eldon.” The Grand Master chuckled. “Till next we meet, Highness.” The knight raised his gauntleted hand in farewell.
K’xarr came up as the Grand Master rode away to lead his knights back home to Ascona. “It’s time, Majesty.” 
The Queen trotted her horse to the front of her company of soldiers. She sat with K’xarr and Rufio, watching the men ride past. “Only six hundred left, I will have to rebuild the army as first order of business, if I regain my throne,” the Queen said. 
“When you regain it, Majesty,” K’xarr corrected. “I have not come this far to fail now.”
“Of course. I have faith in you and the men. It just seems like there is always one more battle to fight. Cain and my husband are very determined men. It will not be easy to win back Turill from them.” 
“Just stay close to Kian and leave the rest to me. You’ll be fine, Highness. Besides, Cross left you that Asconan honor guard and Sir Ivan.” 
Yes, here they come now.” K’xarr and the Queen sat leisurely on their horses and watched as five thousand Asconan knights rode past.
“All of you better listen to Nick while Kian and I are gone, or it won’t go well for you when I return.” The older children all nodded solemnly. Tressa gave her mother a hug and had to be pulled away by her brothers. Sabra and Brigitte only understood that Endra was leaving. Both looked downcast and unhappy. Endra bent down and pick both the girls up and gave each a kiss. “I will be back soon before you know it.” Payton shook his head. “Mother, you’re going into battle you might not come back.” 
“Payton, please don’t start this now. Think of your sisters,” Endra scolded. The boy gave his mother one of his looks. Endra hated when he looked at her like that. His eyes seemed so cold and empty. 
“Nick, good luck my friend, your task may be more difficult than ours,” Kian called from his horse. 
“It will take more than luck. Please try to hurry back.” The cook did not look happy about watching over the children again, but Endra would have no one else. He had managed the children better than anyone besides Kian and their mother. 
“I love you all, be good.” Kian held the reins of her horse as she pulled herself into the saddle. Endra gave one last look back at the little army of children standing in the road before riding forward to join the Queen.
***
The veiled woman stood in the doorway of an abandoned garment shop. There would be no business in the market today. The Mistress could smell the rancid stench of rotting corpses, it bothered her little, she had grown accustomed to the scent. 
King Cain had hung a thousand Bandaran citizens throughout the Grand Market. Eyes bulging, tongues hanging out of their mouths, and the buzz of flies everywhere, it warmed her black heart. The smell reminded her of the happier days with her husband. “Death always makes me feel nostalgic. How about you, dear?” She had sensed her daughter’s approach. 
Syann looked around in disgust. “Did you have a hand in this, Mother?” 
The Mistress turned to face her incensed child. “I didn’t have to do much, a poke here, a gentle push there. Prince Cain and his duke are power-hungry men, not much need to take a direct hand.” 
“First Fane, now you, what is it you really want with these people?” 
“You have seen Fane?” 
Syann pulled her blonde hair from the tight pony tail she had it in and shook it free. “Yes, he used his power at the battle at Braxton Bluff, as if anyone cared about Vinteytium anymore.” 
“Your hair is truly divine, Daughter.” The dark Goddess walked over and touched Syann’s hair. It felt like silk and gleamed in the sun light. It reminded her of the day the girl was born. She had been happy then.
“Mother, what is going on?” 
The Mistress released her daughter’s hair. “Don’t you wish to be worshipped again? You were once the beloved Goddess of Justice. Syann the Beautiful, remember? Don’t you long for that kind of power again?” 
“No, Mother, those days are over. The people of this world worship another God, they have moved on. We are but memories to them now. Our powers have weakened, the days of blood and fire are over. I think even Father knew that.” 
The Mistress chuckled. “The days of blood will never be over for your father, if we had not imprisoned him, what do you think he would be doing now, living among the mortals as one of them? Hiding in the shadows of this world, watching as the humans bowed before their invisible God? Don’t be foolish. If he had not went mad, he would be slaughtering them by the thousands. He would bleed this world until the humans fell to their knees and shouted our names to the stars.” The veiled woman paused reverently. “I want things to return to how they once were; I cannot live any other way.”
Syann tenderly took her mother by the shoulders. “Things will never be as they once were, Mother, you must accept that.” 
The Mistress pushed her daughter’s hands away. “I am the Queen of Hell, and there is nothing I must do.”
***
Talorn found his father in the council chamber of the palace. “Cain will not see me, he has locked himself up in the throne room with Fox and Bradford. He must stop this now Father. Executing our own people? What are we becoming? Has everyone gone mad? I will not stand by and watch innocent people be put to death.” 
The duke looked at his son, he knew this would happen. Talorn was the finest warrior in all Bandara, but he had the soul of a priest. “The King found it necessary to show the people that he ruled Bandara. If you want to blame someone, blame your shrew of a wife. It’s her fault Cain had to assert his authority.” 
“How can she be at fault? Raygan is not even in the city, and I know she would never stand for this barbarity.” 
William put his hands behind his back and turned his back to Talorn. He gazed up at the tapestry depicting the Phoenix Queen that hung on the wall of the council chamber. “The men that support her call her the Phoenix of Bandara now. Perhaps they mean it as a joke.” 
Talorn ignored the comment. “What are we going to do about the executions, Father?” 
“Did you know your wife is on the way here as we speak?” the duke said, ignoring his son’s question.
Talorn was truly surprised. “No, I didn’t. Why is she coming, Cain will never submit to her rule. Has she decided to give up the throne?”
William laughed. “That woman will never give it up. She has a taste for it now. Son, you must get this through your head. There will be no peace between those two. You will have to choose between them.” 
Talorn ran his hand through his thick hair. He never wanted this. “If she does not intend to relinquish the throne, then why is she coming?” 
The duke turned and faced his son. “The King invited her.” 
Talorn looked pleadingly at his father. “Why would he do that?”
William smirked. “I think you know the answer to that, Son.”
***
Talorn waited for Lord Justice Milara. He paced the floor of the side chapel of the cathedral. The Lord Justice would surely help him. When Raygan came there would be blood in the city streets if someone didn’t stop it. Lord Justice Milara had the power to do just that. Even Cain could not defy the Church.
The door opened and the Lord Justice came in. “Hello, General Blackthorn. I was told you wished to see me. What can I do for you?” 
Talorn told him of his concerns. With his fingers forming a steeple, the Eye of God listened intently until Talorn had finished. “While it was a terrible thing that the King had to hang so many traitors, the Church doesn’t often interfere with a King dispensing justice. If Cain found these people to be guilt of sedition, then he may punish them as he sees fit. As for your wife, I was asked to investigate her and what I found greatly disturbed me. She has aligned herself with enemies of the Church, one is the renegade half-breed I seek. She also ordered dark sorcery used in the defense of Turill. I’m afraid she will never be able to remain Queen in the Church’s eyes. If she gives the throne to Prince Cain willingly, she will stand trial and peace will return to Bandara, if not… Cain will do what he must. I have judged him to be the rightful ruler of Bandara and the Holy Father in Tyro will agree with me, I assure you.” 
Talorn looked pained. “Bishop Lyfair crowned her and blessed her reign, by rights she is already the true ruler of Bandara.” 
“I will see that blessing revoked when I return to Tyro. For your own good Talorn, I advise you to distance yourself as best you can from your wife. She has destroyed herself, don’t let her evil corrupt you as well.” The Lord Justice opened the chapel door for the Bandaran general. “One of the priests will see you out, my son.”
Talorn walked out of the cathedral with his head down. What could he do now, there was little time before Raygan reached the city. If he helped her, he would be defying the Church and God, if he didn’t he would betray his heart. There was no way to win. He had loved God first and swore to serve him. He had no choice, he would have to stand against the woman he loved. Once he got her away from the evil men that were influencing her, perhaps he could talk Cain and the Lord Justice into being lenient with her. He would pray on the matter and ask God what he should do.
***
“I don’t know why we just don’t arrest the lot of them when they get here?” 
Cain could see Lord Bradford was losing patience. The Prince leaned back in the throne. He was surrounded by fools, but what could he do? These were the only men he had with any command experience. When things were settled with his sister, he might have to make some change to the Bandaran command structure. “Lord Fox, would you be so kind as to share with Lord Bradford the message we just received.” 
Tobias looked at the message he held and began to read. “The Queen has returned with several hundred Bandaran soldiers, as well as five thousand Ascona knights. They will arrive later today.” Lord Fox lower the message. 
“Are you going to arrest them all, Galen? Do you think the Asconans will lay down their arms and surrender to you?” 
“Of course not, Majesty, I didn’t know…” 
Cain jumped up out of the throne. “I could fill this room with what you don’t know, Lord Bradford. Now, I will tell you what you’re going to do. You and Tobias split the army, leave enough inside the city, so my sister’s officers don’t get suspicious. I also want a company of men left in the palace. Keep the rest hidden just outside the city, if I signal bring them in and kill everyone she brought with her. We still outnumber the Asconans more than two to one.” Cain could see the concern on Lord Fox’s face. “What is it Tobias, you don’t like my strategy?
“What of this Half Elven warrior that has taken up her cause? Some of the Knights of Deliverance say he alone killed thirty of the Hand. They say no one can match his skill.” 
“Lord Justice Milara and the Church want him dead. General Blackthorn and I have promised to accommodate Milara and God. We will see the thing killed and my sister deposed. You two worry too much. I have everything under control.”
Bishop Lyfair rode up alongside the Queen, they would be in Turill soon. He felt he had to make her aware of what she was riding into. After all the Holy Tome said a man must try and do the right thing, and he was a priest after all. “Majesty, I must warn you, I have received word that Lord Justice Milara is in Turill. He is searching for the Half Elf, if you are seen with him, it will go bad for you. Kian may be arrested or killed on sight and who knows what lies your brother has told the Lord Justice about you, Highness. 
“I will explain to the Lord Justice what happened. I’m sure he will understand the circumstances I was in and show mercy, he is a man of God, after all. Don’t worry, Your Eminence, the Lord Justice will know who speaks the truth. Isn’t that why the Holy Father appointed him to his position? ” 
Lyfair only knew Milara by reputation, but if what he had been told about the Lord Justice was true the Eye of God would listen to nothing the Queen had to say. “I’m sure your right, Majesty. I merely wanted you to know the Church had sent the Lord Justice to Turill.” 
“Thank you, Bishop, perhaps he can settle our dispute without any bloodshed.” 
The Queen obviously didn’t understand the situation she was in. He had his explanation for the Lord Justice well rehearsed. He hoped the Queen did too.
Zachariah watched from the wall as the Queen rode into Turill, he liked to see his prey and study them before the kill. He liked to be as close to his target as he could before he struck. It made the victim’s death so much more pleasurable. The assassin just wouldn’t have that luxury this time. 
The Queen was a fine-looking woman. She was very short with beautiful dark hair. The young woman was thin in the waist and had a heavy chest. Zachariah liked heavy chests. 
As lovely as the Queen’s breasts were, his attention was jerked away from her by the man who rode at the woman’s side. Zachariah’s heart jumped into his throat. He had to be mistaken. Could it be one of the Kabash Sar traveled with the Queen? Of all of the heartless ones, why did it have to be him? Tavantis. 
Zachariah had met him a few times when he lived in the city beyond the Black Gate. The Half Elf assassin was smart and cunning, and he had no mercy in his heart. Zachariah feared few men, but Tavantis was one of them.
It seemed the half-breed was dressing like a warrior these days but Zachariah knew what the bastard really was, a merciless killer. A chill went up his spine. The assassin thought about abandoning the mission, but he was in too deep with the Church. He would have to try and kill Tavantis when he assassinated the Queen. Because if he failed, he wouldn’t live long enough to regret it.
***
Raygan could smell the bodies as she rode through the southern gate, the foul smell hung over the city like a rancid blanket. The grieving city came alive as the people of Turill heard of Queen’s return. They came out of their homes and businesses to welcome their young Queen home. It didn’t take long for Raygan to sort out their shouts and understand what Cain had done. 
Her brother must have gone insane, just like the night he almost killed her. “General K’xarr, let us ride to the palace. I want a word with my brother, and please have someone take those people down.” 
The Asconans were told to wait at the southern gate to make sure it stayed open in case they had to flee the city. She would have them make camp later outside the city. An army of foreign knights inside the city would only escalate the situation.
The Queen and her six hundred Bandarans rode on to the palace. Raygan intended to make Cain answer for what he had done to her people and her city, if she couldn’t get satisfaction from her crazed sibling, she was sure K’xarr could.
“Rufio, stay at the palace gates with the men, if there is trouble come on the run.”
“Watch your back, General,” The Dragitan, said drawing his short sword. 
The Queen and K’xarr dismounted and headed straight for the palace. Endra and Kian walked on either side of the Queen and her general. Rhys, Ansellus, Bishop Lyfair, Cromwell, and thirty Bandaran soldiers followed close behind. 
“Majesty, we should have brought more men,” K’xarr said, trying to keep up with the little Queen’s quick pace. “Nonsense, Rufio and the men are within shouting distance and I have you and the others to protect me.”
K’xarr could tell the Queen was furious, he knew the look all too well. She had visited that expression on him on more than one occasion. 
Just as they started up the steps of the palace, Cain appeared at the top of the huge marble stairs. He was flanked by a big man dressed in red robes. They were styled in the fashion of a priest. Talorn and William Blackthorn stood alongside Cain too, with at least fifty Church knights behind them, swords drawn and at the ready. K’xarr didn’t know what knight order it was, and it mattered little to him, but their symbol was a pair of open hands with a sunburst inside them. He would remember it. 
“Welcome home, Sister.” K’xarr could tell the smile on Cain’s face and his greeting were sinister. The Queen didn’t return his greeting. She threw back her cloak and put her hands on her hips. Raygan’s defiant stance would have been almost comical, if not for the look of iron on her face. Only the narrowing of her eyes betrayed her true feelings. 
 “This is Lord Justice Dracen Milara, Sister, he would like a word with you,” Cain said, gesturing to the man in the red robes.
“I want to know why you hung those people, Cain, there was no reason for it.” 
Cain pointed his finger at Raygan. “It is your fault, Sister, the people of this city need to be reminded who their ruler truly is. Their deaths are on your head not mine.” 
Tears began to well up in the little Queen’s eyes. She struggled to keep her emotions in check, but it was just too hard. “You killed them because they were loyal to me? You monster,” she shouted.
“No, Sister, the only monster is the one that stands there with you.” Cain’s pointed finger slowly moved to Kian. “In the name of God and Holy Mother Church and the throne of Bandara, I hereby arrest that creature for its crimes against the people of this Kingdom.” 
“Swords,” K’xarr yelled. As the two factions prepared to charge each other, two women appeared beside the K’xarr and the Queen. They were dressed in black gowns and one of them was red-headed. K’xarr recognized Scarlett instantly, the other a dark-haired woman he didn’t know.
“If you try to take him you will have to come through us … Prince Cain,” Scarlett said with contempt. 
No one moved, the witches’ appearance gave K’xarr a moment. “Majesty, what is your order? Fight or flee, you know what your brother means to do.” 
Raygan looked at her brother, remembering the shy boy he had been and the days of their childhood. Cain was her brother, her father’s son. All her memories of him flashed quickly through her mind. “Kill him, K’xarr.” 
Scarlett grabbed the Queen and winked at K’xarr, then she and Raygan vanished.
“Kian, now,” K’xarr yelled. The swordsman leaped up the steps as K’xarr and the others followed. 
Commander Deverall shouted orders to his knights. “Defend the King and the Lord Justice.” The knights circled Prince Cain, as well as the Blackthorns and Milara. 
Kian’s blade ripped through the knight’s defenses and their armor. Malice showed no mercy to the Holy warriors. The Knights of Deliverance began to fall back before him. None wanted to face the devil or his vicious blade. Within seconds, K’xarr and the others had followed him into the fray at the top of the stairs. 
On the right, Cromwell wielded his great axe like a titan—its heavy blade cleaving his opponents nearly in two. The fury of K’xarr and Endra’s swords pushed the left side of the knights’ line back. As Kian drove into their center, even with the Bandarans loyal to the Queen, the group was outnumbered and the knights were fierce. 
The dark-haired witch floated into the air. A bolt of lightning flew from her hand, striking the knights standing in the back ranks, killing several of the metal encased men. 
K’xarr looked back long enough to see Rufio and the rest of the Bandarans charging across the palace lawn. Men bearing Cain’s red-winged hawk on their uniform poured out of the place to reinforce the knights. Cain must have stationed men inside the palace. The Prince had been prepared for things to escalate. 
K’xarr looked back to the battle. Cromwell caught his eye, the two men looked at each other. Cromwell had a big smile on his face. K’xarr noticed he was smiling too.
Lord Justice Milara and Prince Cain had escaped into the palace as the reinforcements had come out to join in the fight. Duke Blackthorn stood in the doorway, ready to leave the battle as well, but Talorn was refusing to follow. “Come on, Son, we need to get to the army.” 
“No, Father, you go, I’m staying,” Talorn said with conviction. 
“Why, there is nothing to do back there but die. Those savages and their sorceresses will kill everyone. There is nothing you can do to stop them, Son. We must get out of here while we can.” 
“No, I must defend the palace, defend Turill. Raygan is my wife, but those she has put her faith in are evil, Father, and I am forsworn to God to fight evil wherever I find it. Raygan needs me now more than ever; I have to save her, Father.” 
William looked at Talorn with disdain. “Then I truly have raised a fool.” The duke turned, fled after Milara and Cain without looking back. The young Bandaran lord’s heart sank as he watched his father flee. Talorn took a deep breath and ran back towards the sounds of the battle.
Oliver Deverall Commander of the Knights of Deliverance found himself face to face with a woman carrying a large bastard sword. She had lost her helmet and he easily recognized her. The woman they had run across in the north. Her looks were unmistakable. 
He wondered if the Lord Justice would find her as beautiful now with blood splattered all over her face and her wavy black hair wet with gore. 
The young woman was not timid. Deverall nearly failed to block her first attack. She was quick with the heavy sword. The woman parried his blade and pushed him back with a hard kick. The knight commander realized he should take this woman more serious as her bastard sword slid into the crease of the armored cuisse protecting his thigh. The woman tore her blade from his leg as she stepped back. 
Blood began to pour from the bottom of his greaves. Stunned, he looked up at her in time to see the blow that knocked the helmet from his head. Deverall fell unceremoniously to the ground. “I yield, woman,” he said holding up his hand.
Endra stood above him bloodstained and winded. She reversed her grip on the sword and drove its point through the top of the knight commander’s head. Putting her foot on his twitching body, she pulled the blade free. 
“You are not a woman for the faint of heart, Endra Korlest,” K’xarr said as he came up beside her. 
She wiped at the blood on her face, smearing it across her cheek. “We have these holy bastards on the run now.” 
K’xarr pointed his sword at the witch now standing at the bottom of the stair. “She helped with that.” 
“I don’t remember that one, do you?” Endra asked. 
“No, but I will be happy to make her acquaintance. Besides, I need to find out where Scarlett took the Queen.”
The last of the knights went down before the great doors of the palace and Cain’s men had fled the fight or were dead. Talorn had fought alongside the Church knights until only he remained. He saw the abomination that Lord Justice Milara had told them about. If he was going to die, he would at least rid the world of that thing. “Monster, do you have any honor? I Talorn Blackthorn challenge you to single combat.” 
Kian looked at the man’s long blonde hair and polished armor; this must be the Queen’s husband. He had heard a great deal about the Bandaran general’s skill.
Cromwell walked up besides Kian, laughing. “Stay here sword brother, you have nothing to prove. I’ll chop this pretty man to pieces for you.” 
“It is the Queen’s husband, Cromwell, we should let him be. She may be displeased with us if we kill him.” 
The Queen’s men formed a semicircle around the knight, his back to the palace doors. “Are you a coward, monster? Will you not fight like a man or can you only fight like an animal?” Talorn jeered, trying to provoke the half-breed into single combat.
Kian said nothing, his face looked as if it were made of stone.
“Come, beast I have never been defeated, see if you can take my head like you did Donovan and Griffyn.” 
Cromwell seethed with anger. “Kill that woman-haired bastard Kian or I will.” 
Kian walked into the circle of men. “Why is it you want to kill me?”
Talorn straightened his back and thrust his chin out. “You are an abomination in the Eyes of God and you have attempted to corrupt the woman I love with your evil. I will not allow this to happen.” 
“I know who you are, Talorn Blackthorn. you are the Queen’s husband. I want no quarrel with you and I have done nothing to harm your wife. Just walk away, we will let you go back to your men in peace. ” 
“You are a demon half-breed, do you think I trust anything you say? God has ordained your death.”
Kian stood arms at his side, sword in it scabbard. “I’m no demon, nor am I evil. Would you kill me simply because I’m different than you?” 
Talorn hesitated for a moment. “It is what God commands.” 
Kian folded his arms across his chest and faced the handsome young man. He could see nothing he could say would change the man’s mind. “Is your God with you today?” Kian asked.
“Yes, and I will strike with his power. The evil you spread will be vanquished half-breed, and my wife will be free of your control, for I intend to slay you in his holy name.” 
“I hope you said your prayers last night, you girl-faced braggart,” Cromwell said coldly.
Talorn charged the Half Elf with his long sword raised high in the air. Kian didn’t move until the young knight’s blade was coming down at his head. 
The swordsman stepped to his left, pulled his dark blade and blocked Talorn’s cut. He quickly disengaged his blade rolled his wrist and delivered a blow with all his inhuman strength. The Bandaran general’s sword snapped at the hilt. 
Talorn looked at the sword in disbelief. Kian put Malice to Talorn’s throat. “Your God must not have been watching that time. Give him another blade.” 
Cromwell pulled a sword from one of the Queen’s men and threw it to the young knight. 
Talorn again attacked, a mighty horizontal cut came at Kian’s neck. The Half Elf ducked the cut casually and spun away, causing the general to awkwardly stumble forward. 
A look of disbelief began to show on Talorn’s face as he thrust at Kian’s unarmored abdomen only to have his blade flicked away and swordsman’s black-hilted long sword put on his throat again. Kian pushed the blonde hair man back without shedding a drop of his blood.
Talorn’s anger began to show. He attack again and again, but his sword could not get past the half-breeds defense. 
Cain’s general was tired and his heavy armor had begun to weigh him down. He aimed a cut at Kian’s head. The Half Elf spun his sword, deflecting the blow and sending Talorn’s sword sliding across the marble stairs. The disarmed knight fell to his knees exhausted. He looked at Kian, then he began to crawl towards where his sword landed. “He has had enough,” Kian said. 
“Kill him then and let’s go,” Cromwell said. 
Kian looked at the circle and saw Endra standing there. He walked over to the defeated man, just as Talorn wrapped his hand around his sword’s hilt. The Half Elf stepped on the blade so the knight couldn’t pick it up. 
The Bandaran Lord looked up at him and Kian struck him in the face hard enough to knock the knight unconscious.
Cromwell shook his head at the swordsman as he picked up the Bandaran general up like a sack of grain. “I will see he is taken to the Queen when we find out where she is,” the big man said. 
The Half Elf nodded his agreement.
“If you would have killed him we could have just left him here,” the Toran muttered as he walked past Kian.
The circle started to disperse. Endra pushed passed the men until she was beside her lover. 
Endra grabbed Kian by the back of his head and kissed him hard on the mouth, both could taste the salty blood that had splattered on their lips. “What was that for?” Kian asked surprised by Endra’s actions. 
“That was for showing everyone that there is mercy in your heart.” Kian looked at the ground, a little embarrassed by her praise. 
“It is what I thought you would do.” 
Endra raised her eyebrows. “No, my love, you are wrong. I would have killed that arrogant bastard.”
***
The city had exploded and the Asconans poured in from the south and Cain’s army, led by Lord Fox and Lord Bradford, came into the city from the north gate. When night fell, the city was split in half with Cain’s forces on the Northside of Turill and Raygan’s on the Southside. The Queen herself was in the southern gatehouse. Ansellus and K’xarr thought it best not to try and occupy the palace just yet. The soldiers of both armies were still outside in the streets, both afraid an attack could come at any time. “This is just what I didn’t want, K’xarr, war inside my city,” the Queen said. 
“It’s good to hear you call it your city, Majesty, but there is no choice now, you will have to fight, unless you want to ride away and leave Turill to the Prince.” 
Raygan’s expression was hard and steadfast. “I’m committed to taking the city now. I would never leave Turill in the hands of my brother. I would die first.” 
“We will try to see that it doesn’t come to that, Majesty. Now I must go see our new allies. I didn’t get a chance to talk with them earlier.” 
“Yes, the … witch Scarlett was very kind to me, but if they help us, it will only cause more trouble with the Church. I think we should only ask for their help if we can find no other way to win ourselves. I have also spoken with Sir Ivan, as you know he commands the Asconans, he said he wants to talk with you so a plan of action can be decided on. I told him Ansellus should join you as well. He knows the city as well as anyone.” 
K’xarr fought hard not to grin. The little woman would be a hardened monarch before she was seventeen if this war went on much longer. “Fine, I will see them after I speak with the witches. Kian and Endra will see to your safety until I can assign a personal guard to you. We can’t have anything happening to the Phoenix of Bandara, now can we.” K’xarr turned to go then stopped and faced the Queen again. “By the way, Highness, we still have your husband held prisoner, do you want him released?” 
“No, leave him where he is. I could not bear to listen any of his self-righteous sermons right now.” 
K’xarr did grin then. “As you wish, Majesty.” 
“Oh, and General would you send Rhys in with Kian and Endra?” 
“Of course, Highness.”
K’xarr walked into the mouth of an alley where the two witches hid in the shadows. “Scarlett, I’m surprised to see you after last we spoke.” 
“I couldn’t stand by and let this happen.” 
K’xarr looked at her confused. “What do you mean, let what happen?” 
“I can’t explain, can’t you just be grateful for our help?” 
“That I am. Who is you friend? She wasn’t with you last time you were here.”
Scarlett put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “This is Gabrielle, she too is a witch.” 
K’xarr gave a very slight bow. 
The woman wore a black lacy grown similar to Scarlett’s. She had very dark hair and dark eyes, maybe thirty years old, K’xarr guessed. She looked a great deal like that bitch Raven K’xarr thought, but Gabrielle’s features were softer, giving her a kinder appearance. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, milady.” 
“The pleasure is mine, General K’xarr.” Her voice was velvety and made K’xarr think of what the woman would be like in his bed. Perhaps it was his imagination, but she seemed to look at him with a longing in her eyes. Scarlett broke the mood. “We must go, K’xarr. I’m sorry but if Raven finds out, she will cause more trouble for all of us than Prince Cain ever could.
“I know how Raven is, if you must go, go with my thanks. We can handle things here.” 
Both women kissed him on the cheeks at the same time. “May the Gods be with you, K’xarr Strom,” Scarlett said. 
“A pleasure meeting you, Gabrielle. Perhaps we will see each other again?” 
She looked at him as if she knew him forever and put her hand on his cheek. “ I assure you we will see each other again, General.” She stepped back beside Scarlett, and then they were gone.
***
Zachariah had lain on the rooftop all night under several dirty potato sacks. It was too dark during the night to take a shot at the Queen. There had been no moon and he had to be sure of his aim. Now that the sun was rising, he wouldn’t miss, he never did. It was Tavantis he was worried about. He had decided he would kill the Queen first, then go after the assassin before that devil could come for him.
He rested the special crossbow on the edge of the roof. He had it made in the city beyond the Black Gate. It was one of a kind. It had three bows stacked one on top of the other and three triggers. It could fire three individual bolts or three simultaneously. Zachariah only used it on special occasions. He thought killing a Queen was special enough. 
The sly assassin had dipped all three of the bolts in poison. The first in poison from the Sidian swamp, Viper; the second in a thick syrup made from the red seeds of the finch bane plant; and the third, a concoction made from spider moss. 
All three were very deadly and usually killed quickly. Zachariah was confident the poison would not be needed, his marksmanship was uncanny, but it was always smart to be sure.
Raygan walked out of the gatehouse with Kian and Endra. She stretched her arms over her head, her sleep had been fitful. The sun rise was beautiful though. She wondered what it would be like to wake up feeling happy and safe again. The Queen stood in the rays of the morning sun, enjoying a few moments alone before her son woke up. 
She felt a hard shove and found herself on the ground with Endra on top of her. “Are you alright, Majesty?” Endra asked, looking around still shielding the Queen’s small frame with her body. 
“Yes, at least I was until you pushed me down.” 
Both women looked at Kian, he held a crossbow bolt in each hand, a third was buried in his body just below his sternum. He winced in pain and toppled to the ground. 
“Rhys.” Both women screamed at once.





Chapter 32
We found nothing, K’xarr, the assassins must have gotten back behind Cain’s lines.” 
“It matter’s little now, Cromwell, Kian saved her, as long as she is alive we have reason to fight.” K’xarr paced back and forth near the southern gatehouse. It was a small building, but well fortified. It was still the best place to keep Raygan. If things went bad, she could quickly be ushered out the southern gate. Even though the assassins knew where she was now, it would be more risky to try moving her through the city to another location. 
K’xarr believed Cain would not wait long to move against them. He just wished he knew where the Prince’s men would attack first. “They will come at us soon, Cromwell. Are the men ready?” 
“As ready as they can be, the Asconans are good fighting men, but without their horses they lose a great deal of their strength. Their true power is in the charge of their heavy cavalry.” 
“They will just have to make do,” K’xarr said. The Camiran could tell Cromwell’s mood was sour, but there were things that had to be done. He didn’t have time to worry about the Toran’s melancholy temperament. “Where are the men positioned now?” the general asked.
“We have made a rough line across the city just south of the palace, but the fighting will be house to house, building to building, it’s going to be a bloody affair, General.” 
K’xarr slapped Cromwell on the back. “Find Rufio and Sir Ivan, tell them to be ready for anything. I’m going to check on Kian, then I will join you.” 
Cromwell shook his head. “He still lives?” 
K’xarr nodded his head.
“He is a true warrior, and now he will die for his beliefs and it shames me.” 
“Why the hell would his overblown sense of honor shame you?”
Cromwell’s eyes were downcast. He looked like a child who had failed at his studies. “It grieves me to say it, but I fight to heap glory on my name so bards will sing songs about me. When I’m dead I want the Gods to know that Cromwell Blood was a great warrior. I have always believed this was what a warrior should be. 
“We Torans speak of honor, but now I think few of us really know the meaning of it. Kian lives it, K’xarr. He cares little for glory or fame. Sometime I think he does not even care if anyone knows about the heroic things he has done. He protects the weak, when my instinct is to prey upon them. When he kills a man, his reasons are pure. Kian is a true warrior, K’xarr, he will see Vinteytium. This I know.” 
“If there is such a place, I’m sure Kian will go there, now stop brooding on it. Rhys might save him yet. He has saved people close to death before, we both have seen that and that half-breed is no normal man. I say he still might have a chance.” 
Cromwell swung his ax up on his shoulder. “I will pray to Fane to aid Rhys,” Cromwell said as he trotted off to find Rufio. 
K’xarr watched him go. Cromwell was right, he mused. Kian fought without thought of glory or personal gain, but without either of the two K’xarr saw little point in fighting at all. He would not have stepped in front of those arrows. Not on instinct anyway.
Kian and Cromwell’s lofty ideas of honor and morality were for dreamers. In war there were only those who lived and those who died, and the dead cared nothing about honor. If there was a silver city for fallen warriors like Cromwell said, victory is what would get a man through its gates, not honor. The grim Camiran tightened his sword belt and started for the gatehouse to see what Rhys had accomplished with Kian. 
K’xarr brushed passed the Queen who was silently weeping in the doorway of the small stone gatehouse. He patted her on the back as he passed. She said nothing, but her red swollen eyes spoke of what her heart felt.
Endra sat by the cot where Kian lay. She squeezed his hand as the Half Elf convulsed and shook. The cot he was laying on quivered violently when he thrashed about. He was covered in sweat and his teeth chattered between each convulsion. K’xarr watched as Kian’s muscles twisted beneath the skin when he seized. It was an unpleasant sight to witness.
The half-breed cried out, his back arching and arms flailing. Endra tried to hold him down, but it was a daunting task. Even in this condition the swordsman possessed inhuman strength. K’xarr had seen few men in this kind of pain and the ones he had were not his friends. Endra looked at him as she tried to hold Kian still. K’xarr could see in her eyes that she craved his help. “He is dying,” she said, as if the actuality of it was inconceivable to her. The general said nothing; there was no comfort he could offer her.
Rhys motioned for K’xarr to step outside with him. The day had grown overcast and cool, but Rhys was sweating. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. It was easy to see he was irritated and gravely concerned. “I don’t know what else I can do, K’xarr. If I knew what poison it was, maybe then I could do something. The truth is he should already be dead. Whatever is keeping him alive must have something to do with what his brother did to him.” 
“Can’t you use you power? I have seen you heal wounds that should not be healed.” 
Rhys hung his head. “I would if I could. Kian is not like other people, and poison is much different than a sickness or injury. Besides his body seems to try and resist my power. The truth is I don’t know how to use my skills to help him.”
“What you are saying? Is he’s going to die?” 
Rhys took a deep breath and slowly blew it out. “Yes, K’xarr. I’m afraid he is and he is suffering. It would be better if it was quick.” Rhys looked at K’xarr as if he were shocked by what he had just said. “I want to help him, but I just…” The surgeon slammed his fist into the palm of his hand. 
K’xarr put his hand on the healer’s shoulder “I know you have done what you can, everyone knows.” K’xarr said looking back at the gatehouse. Stay out here and get some air. I want to say my goodbyes alone.” 
Rhys nodded. K’xarr went back into the gatehouse and bid Endra and the Queen to give him a moment with Kian alone. Both reluctantly stepped out, leaving the two men alone. 
The two women joined Rhys outside, both looked very tired to the healer. “What is K’xarr doing?” Raygan asked. 
Rhys could not look in either woman in the eye. He was afraid they would see the guilt on his face and guess what he had suggested to K’xarr. He would have given the Half Elf peace himself if he could have. Killing was not it his nature even if it was a mercy. K’xarr could do it, of that Rhys had no doubt.
“Rhys, I said what is K’xarr doing?” the Queen asked again. 
“He’s going to help Kian. He is the only one who can now.”
K’xarr sat down in the chair Endra had occupied. Kian’s eyes rolled over to look at him. “We need to talk, my friend,” K’xarr said harshly.
Kian’s arched up off the cot again and K’xarr pushed him back down hard on to the little bed. “Stop it, damn you. Are you going to lay here like a weakling and let a little poison kill you?” 
Kian looked at K’xarr. The Camiran could see the anger in the Half Elf’s eyes. It was just what he wanted.
“Rhys thinks it would be better if I killed you quickly and ended your suffering. He said you should already be dead, why aren’t you, Kian?”
“Think about what that might mean.” Kian’s back arched as his muscles contorted again. K’xarr slammed his body back down on the cot nearly breaking the legs off it. 
“I will tell you what it means. It tells me you can survive the poison. Whatever is inside you is fighting it. Now you inhuman bastard, grit your teeth and go to war. You can beat this. If you couldn’t, it would have already killed you. I need that sword arm of yours now more than ever. Are you going to let me down when everything we have fought for hangs in the balance?” 
Kian’s lips quivered, he was trying to speak but K’xarr didn’t wait. “Endra, Cromwell, Rhys, the Queen, your children, they are all counting on you. This whole city is counting on you, it’s you who can make the difference between victory and defeat, just like at Braxton Bluff.
“Kian, you have carried us this far, I know that. Carry us the rest of the way. You can get up and help us or you can lay here and die, it is up to you. I thought you were many things, but I never thought you were a coward.”
K’xarr watched as Kian tried to speak. The muscles in his jaws were just too tight to allow it. “Don’t fail us Kian, not now.” 
K’xarr turned and walked out. He hoped Cromwell was right about what kind of man Kian was, and he hoped he was right about the poison. It was a gamble.
Rhys said the poison had not killed him like it should have. Then maybe due to his enhanced constitution he was just sick, and the poison would pass through him without being fatal. If not, he had just been very cruel to a dying friend. 
“Will he live, Mother?” The Mistress and Syann stood atop the gatehouse eavesdropping on K’xarr’s conversation. She had made herself and her daughter unseen to the humans. “It is possible, I’m … unsure.”
Syann looked at her mother in surprise. “Unsure? Does he not belong to you?”
The Goddess of the Dead paced the rooftop. “Something has happened, the creature has transcended what is natural to this world. Perhaps between what his irksome brother has done and me allowing him to possess Malice for so long, we have caused something to exist in this world that should not exist. The Forever Sea flows in his veins. Inside him is a darkness he can never rid himself of.” 
Syann shook her blonde head. “What does that even mean, Mother? I don’t understand.” 
The Mistress smiled beneath her veil. “He is dammed, my dear, his existence is unnatural and unprecedented, as to your question if he will live, I don’t know, for I no long know what he is.”
Endra started to go back into the gatehouse, Rhys and the Queen following her. K’xarr stopped them. He took Endra by the shoulders and looked the woman in the eyes. “Wait, give him a few moments alone.” 
Endra pushed his arms off her shoulders and tried to walk past. K’xarr grabbed her around the waist and held her back. 
“What are you doing?” Rhys said. 
“I said no one goes in there, just wait.” 
Endra struggled to break free of the general’s grasp. “Let me go, he has little time left, you bastard.” K’xarr refused to let go of the thrashing woman. 
“Kian is dying, why are you doing this?” Endra said as she fought to break free. 
“Let her go, K’xarr, what does it matter now, you did what you had to do,” Rhys sadly said. 
“I didn’t do anything. Everyone needs to calm down and…” A crash from inside the gatehouse startled them. They all froze and looked at one another as Kian staggered out and leaned against the doorway of the gatehouse. His skin had the pallor of a corpse. He was dressed only in a pair of leggings and spittle dangled from his lips like a thirsty hound. He clutched his stomach and winced in pain. He seemed about to convulse again, but K’xarr saw his knuckles turn white as he clutched at the doorway. He let go of his stomach and stood up a little straighter, mouth quivering he spoke. “Get me dressed.” 
Rhys’ mouth opened and closed. 
Endra shook her self loose of K’xarr and went to Kian. “You must lie down, the shadow of death is still on your face.” 
“No, get my clothing and sword. I need water as well.” Kian’s speech was slurred and halted, but he was very clear on what he wanted.
Endra looked at Rhys for help. The healer could only stare at his patient. Kian’s startling improvement had confounded him. “It’s impossible, he should be dead, maybe that unique body of his is fighting off the poison I don’t know, just get him the water.” Rhys helped Kian sit down and lean back against the wall of the gatehouse as Endra fetched the water. “You’re very weak, you should rest even if the poison isn’t killing you.” 
Kian looked at the healer, there was agony on his face. Rhys had never seen anyone endure this kind of pain before. The healer wondered what coping with it was doing to the warrior’s mind. After his brother and the vivisectionist had their way with him, Kian had been close to insanity. This misery could not be good for the Half Elf’s fragile mind.
“There is no time to rest, Rhys. K’xarr said I’m needed. I will not fail him or any of you.” 
“You don’t need to worry about any of that now. K’xarr and Sir Ivan have everything under control.” 
“I will do my part, just get me on my feet.”
They gave him as much water as he could drink and he sat in the shade with his eyes closed. Endra put on his clothing and bracers. She handed Malice to him. Kian gazed at the blade and felt its edge. The sword seemed to bring him strength. 
Late in the afternoon, he could stand on his own and he had stopped shaking. Rhys was not convinced he could walk, but K’xarr kept coaxing Kian on and telling him he was fine until Rhys could take no more of it.
“K’xarr, a word please.” Rhys said through gritted teeth. 
“What is it?” 
Rhys tried to contain his aggravation. “He can’t fight, he can barely stand. Somehow he his fighting off the poison, but he can’t go with you when the fighting starts, he will be killed. I don’t think he could even defend himself. I know you can see how weak he is, why do you keep egging him on?” 
The general took Rhys by the arm and walked him far enough away from the gatehouse that he thought Kian couldn’t hear him. “I know what his condition is and it is unfortunate that he is weak and sick, but we must make Cain’s men think he is sound. He strikes fear in their hearts, it an advantage and I need every one I can get.
“Cain’s men have heard what happened in the south with Havalon and the Princes by now. I need that edge, we could still lose this war, Rhys, and the woman you love will die if that happens. Now you think about that and give Kian something that will keep him on his feet long enough to go out there. I will do my best to keep him away from any real fighting.” 
Rhys looked away from the general. It was not in the healer’s nature, and it hurt his soul to help K’xarr use the sick man that way, but he loved Raygan more than his principles. K’xarr was harsh, but he was most likely right. If Cain took the city, he would kill his sister. Rhys knew he could never live with that. “I have something that will help a bit, but you have to promise when the real fighting starts you will keep him out of it. I will not have his death on my conscience. I mean it, K’xarr, keep him out of the battle.” 
K’xarr clapped the surgeon on the shoulder. “I’ll do my best, you know that.”
***
Milara had told Cain and Duke Blackthorn the assassination attempt had failed. Neither the Prince nor the duke had taken news well, but both had kept their anger to themselves. It was the first time Zachariah had not completed a mission the Lord Justice had assigned him. The failure had a silver lining though. 
The assassin told him he had killed an old rival of his that had been guarding the Queen. When Milara had asked for a description of the man, the Lord Justice realized his assassin had killed the creature. Zachariah had seemed confused when he had explained to the killer that he had mistaken the man’s identity. Milara didn’t care if the slow-witted Hand understood or not as far as he was concerned; it was more of a victory than killing the Queen. The half-breed was one of the reasons he had been sent here in the first place. The Church really had little interest in who ruled Bandara, though Cain was the only choice now. The Queen’s friends were far too dangerous. They would have to die. The Church meant to eradicate anyone with the blood. The Queen would need to be silenced as well, just for her knowledge of them. Some things must be kept secret, no matter what the cost. 
He would wait and see the outcome of the impending battle, then choose his next move. He hoped Cain and his army would take care of the problem for him. If not, he would have to find a way to do it himself.
Cain sat on the phoenix throne, fuming about the failed attempt on Raygan’s life. “She is going to die, but first I will make her suffer. Duke Blackthorn, you and I will take half the men. Lord Bradford and Lord Fox will take the other half and begin the attack. While the little whore’s soldiers are busy with them, we will work our way behind their line and attack the southern gatehouse. Then I will kill my sister with my own hands. She will not escape me like she did that incompetent assassin.” 
William Blackthorn didn’t like the plan, it was foolish to split their forces when they outnumbered the Asconans two to one, but Cain was obsessed with killing his sister now. “Are you sure that is what you want to do, Majesty, we outnumber them and we know the city far better, let them come to us. We can slaughter them as they try and work their way to us. We can have archers on every rooftop, barricade the streets, and funnel them right to us and destroy them when and where we choose.” 
The Prince slapped the arm of the throne. “They have taken your son prisoner. She had her monster slaughter our men and the Knights of Deliverance on the palace steps and you want to wait?”
“Just an idea, Highness. An alternate plan, you might say.” 
“No, Duke Blackthorn, you have your orders. Just tell Fox and Bradford to start the attack, but first I want a company of men to burn that damn garden to the ground. I want her to see it burn before she dies. I want her to know of its destruction. It is the thing that will hurt her the most. Tell them I don’t want so much as a blade of grass left standing.” 
William knew there was no reasoning with the Prince, that time was past. It was best to follow Cain’s plan and hope the Prince was killed in battle. Then he could take charge of the army and drive Raygan out of the city. They still had the numbers and Milara had told them his man had killed the Half Elf. 
The death of the demonic swordsman would bolster the men’s courage. Things might just turn out yet, but he was starting to worry. All his deals had fallen though. Tavantis, the Illairians, none of it had went as he had planned it. Now he had to contend with an insane monarch. He thought he might have to hold off on his plan to seize Bandara for the Blackthorn family and make sure he came out of all this alive. After all, that was the most important thing.
Cain’s men began pouring barrels of pitch and oil throughout the palace grounds. The ground was saturated with it before a company of Asconans saw what they were up to. The knights charged Cain’s Bandarans and the Battle for Turill began, inside the Queen’s beloved gardens.
***
Night was quickly falling as K’xarr helped Kian to the front. The general had the Half Elf’s arm around his neck as the two hurried along. “The fighting has started near the palace, once we are up there, let them see you and then just drop back and find a place to hide until it’s over. Just knowing you still live should do the trick.
“I think you should let me walk on my own then.” K’xarr let go of the Half Elf, Kian started to topple over but the general grabbed him by the arm and let him get his balance. 
The swordsman pushed K’xarr’s arm away. “I will be fine. Where is Endra?” 
“I sent her to help Rufio, she wouldn’t be any good to us here being a nursemaid to you.” 
Kian shook his head trying to clear it. “You made the right decision. Endra lets her feelings rule her actions, not always a good thing.” 
“You should have seen her, it was like try to give orders to a mule. I had to all but drag her up to Rufio’s position.” 
“She will be safe with Rufio. I know he will do his best to see she comes to no harm.” 
K’xarr poked his finger in Kian’s chest. “I have orders from Rhys and Endra to do the same for you. So no heroics tonight, understand?” 
“I’m not feeling very heroic K’xarr. You should have nothing to worry about.”
The sound of battle got louder as they turned toward the palace. Both warriors could tell that the fighting was beginning to spread throughout the city. 
As they closed on the palace, K’xarr stopped. “I know I’m asking a great deal from you tonight, my friend. Just know that you have my respect and my thanks, no matter how this ends.” The general clapped Kian on the shoulder. “We have come a long way from Thieves Port, half-breed.” 
Kian slowly drew Malice from it scabbard. “It feels like a long way.”
K’xarr saw Cromwell shouting orders near the gardens short wall. A large section of the wall’s stones had been knocked over, making a large gap. “There you are, General. I… By the Gods of Blood and Fire, Kian I thought you were dead.” 
“Not just yet,” the Half Elf said. Kian walked past the two men and stood by the wall surveying the lines of battle through the breach.
“He looks bad, K’xarr, what’s he doing up here?” 
K’xarr looked at the big man. “I hope spreading a little fear. Stay with him and don’t let him get into the fighting, he’s just for show today understand?” 
Cromwell smiled. “I see. I won’t let him get a scratch. Hey, the Prince’s men are trying to burn the garden, there is pitch and oil everywhere, watch where you stand.” K’xarr drew his sword and followed Cromwell into the garden. They were leading Kian to the front lines just as the first fires started.
The battle went on through the night all over the city. There were small clashes in alleys and large fights in the streets. It was a bloody night for Turill. The heaviest fight was around the palace. The fire in the royal gardens had spread into the eastern side of the city. It made the fighting hot, but the men on both sides could see better because of the blaze’s shadowy glow. “Endra, take a break, let the men catch their breath. Cain’s men will make another go at us in a moment,” Rufio ordered. 
The woman pulled the helmet from her head and ran a hand through her thick hair. “We need to get to the palace, it’s where it looks like we would be of the most use.” 
Rufio looked at Endra, leaning on her sword, hair wet with sweat. She had given birth less than a month ago. Now the woman from Sorrack stood her ground here with him. “I know that is where it looks like we should be Endra, but our orders are to stand fast here.” She was a beauty, and the woman had the makings of a good soldier. She had an eye for it. The Dragitan turned his head quickly to the north. He heard them coming before he saw them. A company of the Prince’s Bandarans were coming out of the shadows. They looked to be a fresh group. “They mean to break through us. Hold the line men,” Rufio commanded. The Asconans closed their ranks behind Endra and the Dragitan captain and waited for the assault.
***
Lord Bradford thought one more charge would do it. The King had ordered attacks on K’xarr’s forces in the south. Cain was throwing away a lot of men just so he could get at his sister, Bradford thought. The King didn’t understand that the Asconans didn’t give ground so easy. This time however he had a fresh company and he would lead the charge himself. 
He was not lacking in skill, his father had seen to that. The wealthy nobleman had sent his son to all the finest instructors in Bandara. Lord Bradford had enjoyed the training and had always fared well in the King’s tournaments. King Aaron himself had commended him on his actions during the border clashes with the Abberdonians. He was a man of action, unlike many of the other Bandaran nobles, and now he would show these upstarts what it was like when they faced a true Lord of Bandara.
As they moved forward, Lord Bradford saw the leader of the company who blocked their way. The officer stood in front of his men, barking orders. The man wasn’t tall and he was dressed in armor of a Dragitan cavalryman. He would personally see to this Dragitan’s death. Without direction the Asconans might not be so tough to break. 
Sweat dripped down Bradford’s face, it was hot inside his helmet and he dearly hated to sweat. Even as a child, he had never like to feel the wet drip down his face and body, making his clothing stick to him. No, he had never liked it. It was the heat from the fires. The act was just foolish, there was no reason for it other than Cain’s need to hurt his sister and to make him sweat.
He signaled the charge. Bradford headed straight for the Dragitan Commander as he and his men surged forward. The shorter man did not see him coming. As the Dragitan turned, Bradford delivered a blow to the enemy captain’s head knocking him to the ground. The man tried to rise, but the Bandaran Lord kicked him back down. Bradford grinned inside his helmet as he spun his sword so he could thrust it through the Dragitan’s chest. Then Lord Bradford noticed something was amiss, his arm had fallen to the ground. 
He looked down at it confused. It was his arm alright; he could see his sword clutched in the hand. What had happened? 
When he looked up he saw a female warrior, dark hair falling from beneath her helmet and a bloody sword in her hand. Did she do this to him?
 He felt his groin go wet. The Bandaran Lord looked down; he had forgotten the Dragitan lying on the ground. The man had driven his short sword up between his legs. 
The Lord staggered and screamed in pain. They were killing him, he thought, as the woman’s sword took off one of his legs at the knee. He fell to the ground and couldn’t get up. 
Lord Bradford could not understand what was happening. His brain would not allow it. The woman reached down and ripped the helmet from his head. He blinked his eyes at her, still bewildered. He was cold now and had stopped sweating, that was good he thought. The last thing he saw was the point of her sword coming down.
Endra pulled Rufio to his feet. “Are you alright?” Blood ran down Rufio’s face. He took off his helmet, there was a nasty gash on his head. He turned the horse-hair crested helmet over in his hands reverently. Bradford’s great sword had sliced into the metal. “Thank the Gods for Dragitan steel.” 
Endra looked at the battered helmet. “You need a new one.” 
Rufio strapped the helmet back on his head. “Not on your life.” Endra pulled her bastard sword from Lord Bradford’s face and the two reentered the fray.
Kian propped himself against the garden wall, he had thrown up three times, but no one had seen him do it. He had followed K’xarr and Cromwell into the battle then drifted back as they had planned.
Now he sat with his back against the wall, listening to the fight inside the garden. The struggle had gotten brutal, men screamed as they were forced into the raging fire that swept through the Queen’s garden. Swords clashed on shields and he could hear the twang of the crossbows. K’xarr and the Asconans were outnumbered here and the battle could easily go wrong for the young general. 
He looked at the sky, watching the smoke rise. With his vision, it looked like shadows floating across the night. He pulled Malice from its sheath. Kian stared at the strange steel, he could feel its lust for battle. It was evil, he knew it, and yet he did not rid himself of the hateful thing. What would Gildor think of him now? He stood and shook his dark hair back and stumbled towards the battle.
***
Cromwell ripped his ax from the dead man on the ground and kicked the body. “How many of these bastards do we have to kill?” 
“All of them, I guess.” K’xarr looked out through the blazing garden. “Let’s try and cut the head from the snake. Follow me.”
The Asconans standing nearby saw K’xarr and Cromwell begin to hack their way through the Bandaran’s line. They renewed their attack and followed the two men into the heart of the enemy. K’xarr quickly saw what he was after. He wore the fine armor of a Bandaran Lord, and on his tabard was the crest of a fox tearing out a hound’s throat. “There he is, Cromwell, get me to him.” 
The huge man butted a soldier with his shoulder and his ax whistled down, shearing through another man’s collar bone into his chest. The hulking Toran began clearing a bloody path for K’xarr. In moments, the sullen-eyed barbarian had opened the way for his friend. 
“Kill that son of a whore, K’xarr,” Cromwell shouted as the general passed him. K’xarr smiled grimly and headed straight for the Bandaran Lord.
Tobias Fox saw the man rushing towards him. The Lord’s two bodyguards launched themselves at the Camiran. K’xarr blocked both men’s attacks, then kicked the legs out from under one as his sword hammered into the other’s neck, half severing his head. 
Turning swiftly, the general rained down several blows on the man he had tripped, until the bodyguard stopped moving. 
Tobias Fox dropped his sword and raised his hands. “I’m done with this madness. I yield to the Queen’s mercy.” 
K’xarr smirked. “The Queen is not here and I have no mercy.” K’xarr’s sword came down on top of Fox’s head, cutting through his helmet and into his scalp. The force of the blow shattered his skull. The Lord of the North fell to the ground. He twitched for a moment then laid still. 
K’xarr had little time to gloat. The line had closed behind them. He and Cromwell’s retreat had been cut off. The remaining Asconans that had followed them were caught with them as well.
Their backs to a fire, K’xarr and Cromwell and a handful of knights faced a large company of Cain’s soldiers. “Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea, Cromwell.” 
The Toran felt the edge of his ax. “Well, it was the best one you had today.”
The Asconans that had not been cut off were doing all they could to cut their way to the general and their brother knights. The situation was desperate, but there were just too many of Cain’s Bandarans. That did not stop the knights from fiercely making the attempt to rescue their temporary commander. 
K’xarr saw the discipline of the Asconans, they were magnificent warriors, he thought. They fought for him like he was the Grand Master himself. He could not ask for better men, their courage was beyond question, as was their sense of duty, they just didn’t have the numbers. 
K’xarr cut down another Bandaran. He could see there was too many of the enemy to break free and the other knights in the garden couldn’t get to them. Their plight was as simple as it was hopeless—being pushed back into the inferno or die at the hands of the Prince’s men. K’xarr decided he wasn’t going to burn.
The Bandarans assault began to break up. K’xarr noticed the men facing him continued to look over their shoulders. He could hear screams and panicked shouts from deep in their ranks. Someone had attack the enemy’s flank hard enough to turn their attention. 
In moments K’xarr could see what had happened. A fresh company of Asconans was cutting their way towards him. Cain’s men were parting like the Beast himself was after them. K’xarr saw that was not far from the truth. Kian was with the knights. They had formed a wedge with the swordsman at the front and they were driving their way towards him. 
He and Cromwell did their work as well coming at the Bandarans with renewed vigor. Within minutes the reinforcing Asconans had broken though.
K’xarr had them press the attack as more knights poured through the breach in the garden wall to join them. 
Kian stood next to them, gasping for air. The swordsman went down on his knees, laying Malice on the ground, he tried to get his breath. 
“I thought I told you to stay out of the thick of things?” K’xarr scolded. 
“By the Gods, I’m glad he didn’t listen,” Cromwell said. 
“I saw you were cut off. I was not going to stand by and watch you both die. Besides I am starting to feel a little better.” 
K’xarr helped him to his feet. “You don’t look it.”
K’xarr put Kian’s arm around his neck and help him back towards the garden wall. Sir Ivan was standing at the wall, helmet off, his hair was wet and his armor bloody. “There you are, General. I hope the company I brought helped.” 
K’xarr put Kian against the wall and patted him on the shoulder. “It did, Sir Ivan. I think we are starting to drive Cain’s men away from the palace.” 
“Then we hold the whole south and East of Turill. I have gotten reports that Prince Cain is holding troops back somewhere. I suggest we regroup and do our best to find them,” Ivan offered.
K’xarr and Sir Ivan spent the next hour recalling the Asconans and the remainder of the Queen’s Bandarans just to the west of the palace. “K’xarr, look isn’t that Rufio coming this way?” Cromwell asked. 
K’xarr watch as from the south Rufio and Endra came with what remained of their command. 
Rufio was bleeding from a head wound, but he looked like he would live. “You better go find Rhys and get some stitches before you bleed to death,” K’xarr joked. 
Rufio shook his head. “Can’t, Cain has gotten around us and is marching south. There aren’t many men between him and the southern gate. The men we left back to defend the Queen will never be able to hold.” 
K’xarr seethed with anger. “We need to attack now. He means to take his sister. If he does, this is all for nothing.” 
Rufio looked out at the smoke-filled city. “I don’t think we can get to her in time. He leads the bulk of his army and we still have troops scattered throughout the city.”
“General, we can attack with two thousand men now, it’s all we have here. It will at least slow them down,” Sir Ivan said. 
“It will take time to cut through their lines, even if we start now, we won’t be able to get to Rhys and the Queen before Cain does. How did that bastard get around us?” 
“His men know the city better than we do, General,” Sir Ivan said tight lipped. 
K’xarr threw his helmet on the ground, he should have left more men with the Queen. He cursed himself for being so foolish. He didn’t think Cain could out maneuver him. He had wanted to put an end to the arrogant Prince quickly. He thought he could defeat Cain’s army before the Queen would ever be in any danger. He gambled leaving so few men to protect her, and he had lost.
“I will get to her.” Everyone looked across the street. Kian stood on top of a building, the fire from the city making him an eerie shadow. 
“Don’t be a fool,” K’xarr shouted.” 
“I will try to keep her alive until you come.”
The general watched as the Half Elf began to leap across the rooftops of Turill. Endra screamed out for him to come back, but he was gone into the smoke-filled night. 
“Damn you, Kian,” K’xarr said as he kicked his helmet out into the street.
***
Raygan could hear them coming, her face was tear streaked, she had been weeping for her burning city. Now Cain was coming for her. She didn’t care, she would face her death like a Queen. It was Corwin she feared for. Raygan didn’t think Cain would spare her son. Her brother was mad, he would kill them both without hesitation.
“Majesty, you should come into the gatehouse now. The knights will do their best,” Isabella advised. The girl pulled her hair behind her ears, then warily put her arm around Raygan’s shoulders. The little Queen leaned against the younger girl and wiped her eyes.
Two hundred knights ringed the southern gatehouse. She knew they would fight to the death, they were men of honor, she had also kept one hundred of her loyal Bandarans. They would be her last line of defense. They stood the ground just behind the Asconans.
“I know they will do their best to defend me, Isabella. I cannot leave, but you should go, get a horse and ride out now.” 
“I will never leave you again, Majesty, I mean… Raygan.” The two young women embraced each other as the sound of the enemy grew closer.
Cain’s soldiers didn’t even notice the Half Elf as he passed above their heads; he moved silently, landing on the rooftops like a cat. 
Kian had only left the rooftops twice where the leaps would have been too far for him to make. He was far ahead of Cain’s soldiers now. They moved cautiously through the shadowy streets of Turill, fearful of an unseen attack. He would have plenty of time to get to the Queen. 
If K’xarr and Endra thought he would stand by and let Rhys and the Queen die, they were wrong. Better to die with them, than live with that guilt. Rhys had done too much for him and he had made a promise to protect the Queen.
What no one knew was death had ceased to be a fear of his. Sometimes he thought it might even be a blessing. He loved Endra and the children, and he could not ask for better friends than the ones he had, but he felt like he had become a burden to them. The things that had happened to him had changed his life. He was no longer the same warrior that had walked out of the Blue Dagger Mountains. Death surrounded him now, he could feel its hot breath on his neck. The trouble was, it was not his death that followed him. It was the death that he would unleash on any who faced him.
Tavantis had taken more than his heart, he had taken his humanity as well. Sometimes he felt like little more than an animal. He had become a predator, a killer. It was his nature now, his instinct. Kian knew he could not resist it forever. Someday it would come for him, and the man he was would cease to be.
The gatehouse on the southern wall was in sight, not much farther now. He hopped to the next rooftop and slid to an abrupt halt. 
The woman in the black veil barred his way. “No, my minion, you can’t save the day this time, the Queen must die, the fighting must continue until one of my choosing ascends the throne, a man that will honor the Old Gods, and bring back the days of the sword and torch.”
Malice slid from it scabbard without a sound. “Stand aside, Mistress. I do not need your permission to help them.” 
“You will do as I say half-breed, you serve me as does Malice. You and it belong to me.” 
“I belong to no one and I will never serve evil.” Kian threw the sword at her feet. “Take the bloodthirsty thing. I never asked for it and I don’t need it and know this; I will never kneel to you.” 
“Then you must die, you are far too dangerous to be allowed to live and if you won’t serve me I have no choice.” She raised her hands. Kian prepared himself, better dead than in the service of this evil woman, he thought.
The black lightening arched from the Mistress’s hands and struck the swordsman in the chest, blowing him off the rooftop. The Mistress bent down and picked up the sword. “What a shame, it will be hard to find another with such skill.” She looked at the sword and it vanished from her hands to return to its true resting place. 
A slight noise made her look up, Kian had jumped back onto the roof. “It seems your magic doesn’t have the same effect on me that it once did.” 
The Mistress staggered back a step. “This cannot be, you should be dead, no one can withstand my power.”
He stalked towards, her making a low throaty growl and baring his fangs. Her mind raced, how could he shrug off her power so easily? “The Forever Sea,” she whispered. He rushed towards her and the Queen of the Dead vanished from sight.
Kian dropped to his knees, the pain in his chest was overwhelming. He would have to try and close the door in his mind, but with shutting out the pain came a risk. The chains on the animal inside him would loosen. It was getting harder to keep it under control when he blocked things out. He would just have to try to keep the beast at bay, people were counting on him. 
Kian looked back towards the city. Some of Cain’s men had passed his position, he would have to hurry. He staggered to his feet, a couple more jumps and he would be at the gatehouse. He was unarmed and still not fully recovered from the poison, but there was no other choice, he had to go on. 
The Asconans held their ground as Cain’s men attacked. Even with the hundred men loyal to the Queen, the enemy was just too many. The brave defenders could not hold. The line was already breaking in some places. Even though Cain could not bring his entire force to bear in the confines of the street, it was enough to do the job. Prince Cain and his best soldiers steadily cut their way toward the gatehouse. They finally broke through the Asconan line near the front of the gatehouse.
 Isabella had been watching. When she saw Cain, the girl drew the Phoenix Queen’s sword and stood in the doorway of the gatehouse. Raygan reached to stop her, but the former handmaiden would have none of it. “Bella, no, get back in here.” The girl ignored the Queen’s plea and stood her ground.
The Prince pushed past the men fighting around the gatehouse. He saw the blonde girl with sword in hand at the door of the small building. He laughed. “Are you going to let your handmaiden do your fighting for you, Sister?” Isabella lunged at the Prince, he spun away from her thrust, when he came back around, he severed the young girl’s hand. Sword and hand fell to the ground. Isabella grabbed the stump of her arm, staring at it in disbelief.
The Prince kicked her hard in the chest, sending her backwards into the stone wall of the gatehouse. Isabella laid still, blood pumping from her gory stump.
“Who’s the next to die for you, little whore? Come out here and face me.” 
Rhys stepped out of the doorway. He was holding a sword with one hand and keeping the Queen back behind him with the other. 
“First a handmaiden, now a healer? I thought you had better allies than that, Sister.”
“Don’t harm him, Cain, or I swear by God…” 
The Prince didn’t let his sister finish her oath. 
“You will do nothing,” he screamed. “You are finally out of tricks, Sister. After I gut this fool, I am going to strangle you with my bare hands.” 
The Prince heard something land softly beside him. The color drained from his face and fear seized him. He was staring into the cold golden eyes of the half-breed swordsman. 
“If you wish to fight, Highness, fight me,” Kian growled through clenched teeth. 
The Prince turned and ran back to his troops, who were trying to finish the last of the Asconans. 
Kian took the long sword Rhys was holding. “I think I will take that from you, my friend. You should help the girl.” 
Rhys gave Kian the sword, then he drug Isabella inside the gatehouse with the Queen. 
The few Asconans who were left fell back. They formed a small line on either side of the half-breed. The Prince and his men were frozen by the moment, unsure what to do.
Kian looked at the long sword in his hand and thought of his mother and Gildor and all the hate that had been heaped on him his entire life. The chains that held the animal shattered.
A fire began to burn in his dragon heart, the black blood in his veins felt like it was boiling. His strength was returning. His vision blurred and the swordsman waded into Prince Cain’s men.
He let out all the pain, all the agony and disappointment he had ever endured. He used it to fuel his weakened body much like the Viborg Berserkers of the Harsh Coast. The rage inside him became a living thing. 
Every swing of his blade killed a man; they went down before him one on top of the other. Time ceased. Had he killed ten men or a hundred? Maybe it was a thousand, it didn’t matter. He had freed the thing inside him, and it would not be stopped.
***
K’xarr and Sir Ivan lead a swift attack against Cain’s flank. The enemy’s lines seemed in disarray, some of the soldiers were headed north, some south. The confusion made their superior numbers useless. The Prince’s men seemed to be confused and unsure of which way they should attack. K’xarr pressed the assault, he needed to take advantage of the enemy’s disorganization while he could. Cain’s soldiers were having trouble forming ranks in the confines of the city, as the Asconans knifed through their ranks. K’xarr could hear their officers screaming out conflicting commands: move forward, fall back, and retreat. It sounded like none of the enemy was sure what they should do. The young general smiled grimly. Kian had to be at the heart of Cain’s men’s uncertainty. The swordsman had tipped the scales again.
Cain had pushed through his troops away from the demon swordsmen and the carnage at the gatehouse. Duke Blackthorn urged Cain to reengage, but the King wouldn’t budge. “Majesty, you must get back to the front, your withdrawal has confused the troops.” 
“Let the men fight that thing, after they kill it, I will have my sister.”
The duke had lost his patience and his temper got the better of him. “You little fool, K’xarr has attacked our flank. We must get the lines turned around, forget your sister for now, your throne hangs in the balance, what is more important?” 
Cain turned and rammed his sword into William Blackthorn’s belly. “I am King, I say what is important and what is not.” 
Blackthorn fell to the ground, staring at the young monarch. The Prince had gone completely mad. Cain walked away from him without a backwards glance. This whole battle had gone wrong. The best thing he could do was to try to find a battle surgeon. William began to crawl away, holding his belly as the sounds of battle grew louder.
Kian fought on, among a sea of dead bodies. They were stacked as high as his knees in front of the gatehouse. He fell and tripped over them even with his inhuman balance. 
The poison that was still in his system had caused him to reach the limits of his endurance. Yet, he fought on. He was on his knees now wallowing in the carnage. The enemy came at him slowly and very timid but they still came. 
Rhys and the Queen watched as he fought. The Half Elf’s muscles shook with exhaustion and the speed of his blade was near that of a normal human. The healer knew Kian couldn’t last much longer. “Raygan, I love you. I have since the day I first saw you. Forgive me, but I can’t stand here and watch this anymore.” 
“No, Rhys. You’ll be killed.” The Queen grabbed his arm, but the healer pulled away from her. “Stay with Isabella. I have done what I can for her.” Picking up a fallen sword he went to stand with his friend. 
Kian heard him and turned, looking at Rhys through the blood-soaked hair that hung in his face. “Get back inside, Rhys, you can do no good out here.” The swordsman growled. The healer thrust his sword wildly at the enemy troops doing the best he could to try and defend the Half Elf. 
A spear flew through the air, hitting the young healer in the hip. He fell to the ground, clutching the wound. 
Kian surged to his feet and stood over the fallen healer. He looked like a nightmare covered in the viscera of his enemies.
“You shall not have this man,” he said coldly looking into the eyes of bewildered soldiers. None of them had even heard of what they were witnessing here.
Kian dropped to one knee, his legs were weary, but the dragon heart still beat strong in his chest. He forced himself to stand on shaking legs. “I will kill every one of you if I must, before I let you have these people.” 
The soldiers could see Kian was growing weak, the last of the men that had helped defend the Queen were dead and the Half Elf stood alone now. As they were about to attack, a great shout startled them. It had come from the heart of the city. A beast had awoken. The people of Turill were coming to save the Queen.
Thousands of citizens, with everything from hammers to pitchforks, butcher knives to hunting bows, came charging from the Great Market. The howling mob came on the run. They flew into Cain’s army like an angry wind. Twenty thousand strong. Men and women alike had heard of Queen’s plight and meant to change it.
K’xarr and Ivan had taken the Asconans and driven deep into the enemy’s lines when they spotted Cain. K’xarr tapped the knight on the arm and they moved towards the Prince. 
The people of Turill were giving the disorganized soldiers a terrible time. Many of the Bandaran soldiers tried to flee, only to be dragged down and killed by the mob. K’xarr had no time to enjoy it, he wanted Cain. The Prince tried to push his way through the chaos that had now enveloped the streets of Turill. K’xarr and Sir Ivan were right behind him. The Camiran was not about to let Cain escape, he wanted to end this tonight. 
All three men struggled with the crowd, but it was the Prince that broke into the clear first. “He’s headed toward the palace, K’xarr,” Ivan said as he and the general waded out of the sea of combatants. Once in the open, the man from the Harsh Coast put his head down and ran on. He was gaining on his quarry when the Prince’s sword scabbard swung between his legs and tripped him. Cain rolled to his feet as K’xarr and Sir Ivan ran up. “Time for you to die, Cain,” K’xarr said catching his breath.
***
Endra had lost sight of Rufio and the company of men she was with. Instead of fighting the enemy, she was pushing through the crowd trying to get to the gatehouse.
She quickly realized pushing and shoving her way through the thousands of people in the streets was hopeless. She saw an alley that seemed deserted. Endra cut down the dark back street, trying to find a quicker way to Kian. 
She had not gotten far when the smell of death filled the air. A woman in a veil stood before her. It was as if an icy hand gripped her spine and fear choked her to silence. Endra could feel the hate and scorn that seeped from the woman. She was evil.
“Your lover might be immune to my charms, but you’re not, are you, my dear girl?” The woman stretched out her hand and Endra’s body lifted into the air. She couldn’t breathe, her sword slid from her hand and she grasped at her throat. The world blurred and began to grow black. 
She heard the veiled woman scream and felt herself fall to the ground. Endra blinked her eyes, trying to clear her vision. She saw a shadowy figure holding the veiled woman off the ground by her neck. The shadow was a giant of a man, all she could really tell was he was dressed in dark armor. 
He slammed the veiled woman into the wall on one side of the alley, then into the wall on the other side. The evil woman hung limp in his hand. The warrior gazed at the veiled woman a moment, then tossed her down to the far end of the narrow street like a stray cat. The woman awkwardly got to her feet and disappeared. The man turned towards her. His face was covered by a dark helmet. She thought she heard him speak her name before she lost consciousness. 
She came to and saw that the veiled woman and the warrior were both gone. Endra blinked her eyes and slowly got to her feet. The sounds of battle still echoed in the night. Kian, she had to get to him. 
Endra drew her sword and headed south again. Had she just seen two Gods fighting? The one in the dark armor reminded her of the man who had taken her and destroyed her village all those years ago, but it wasn’t him. She would have known if it was. It was Kian the woman had spoken of. He had angered her somehow. “What enemies have you made now, my love?” She looked to the sky and said a silent prayer to the heavens, then she ran towards the gatehouse.
“Rufio, look.” Cromwell pointed. Greyson Kyle stood beside a man lying on the ground. The turncoat was fighting off some of the people from the city bent on killing the wounded man. 
Rufio didn’t hesitate a moment, he charge the man without a word. 
“Damn it, Rufio, wait,” Cromwell said as he loped after the Dragitan.
Rufio attacked with fury. Greyson quickly realized who he was fighting and smiled. 
The Bandaran was good. Rufio quickly knew he was out classed. Greyson turned aside his every attack. “You’re no match for me in a fair fight Dragitan,” the Bandaran captain said. 
Rufio jumped back as Cromwell’s great ax came around and split Greyson Kyle’s head in half. “Then we will cheat you, traitorous bastard.” 
Cromwell clapped Rufio on the shoulder. “Dead is dead, it does not matter who deals it. Right?” 
“I most definitely agree, my friend. As long as Vandarus is avenged, I have no protest.” 
Cromwell looked at the man crawling on the ground. “I know you,” the Toran said as he grabbed the man by the collar of his breast plate and hauled him to his feet. “Look Rufio, it’s that old duke.”
***
Cain dusted himself off and stepped forward as K’xarr looked on. “It seems you have caught me, no matter.” The Prince looked closer. “You are my little sister’s general, are you not?” 
K’xarr spit on the ground at Cain’s feet, but said nothing. “Come then, General, let’s see what you’re made of without your demonic swordsman.” 
Both men took a battle stance. 
“Prince Cain, it is over. You have lost, surrender and stand in the shadow of your sister’s judgment. I will see you come to no harm until then,” Sir Ivan called out. 
“Shut up, you Asconan dog, why don’t you go back to Eldon Cross so you can nurse at his teats.”
 Sir Ivan’s look turned grim. “If General K’xarr does not kill you, then I will, swine.” 
K’xarr and the Prince circled each other once, then both men attacked. Sparks flew from their swords as the battle went back and forth. The Prince was a fine swordsman, but he did not grow up on the Harsh Coast where every day was a struggle to live. And every fight was to the death.
The Prince thrust at K’xarr abdomen, the wily general side stepped and kicked Cain’s sword from his hand. Then he thrust his own sword with all his might into the Prince’s guts. 
K’xarr worked the blade back and forth until he felt its point hit the back of Cain’s spine. The Prince slid down to his knees, clutching at the general, trying to stay on his feet. K’xarr let go of his sword and Cain fell to the ground.
“I should be King, not her, it was never meant to be her,” the dying Prince muttered. 
K’xarr slowly pulled the helmet from the Prince’s head, blood bubbled from the young man’s lips. He looked up at the general with madness in his eyes. “Tell my father I was a good King, tell him I wanted to make him proud.” 
K’xarr looked down at the Prince without expression. “Tell him yourself.” K’xarr pulled his sword from the Prince’s body and rammed it down through Cain’s face. 
“That wasn’t very knightly, General,” Sir Ivan said.
K’xarr looked at the young knight with satisfaction. “Good thing I’m not a knight then.”
***
Kian was fighting on reflex now. His strength was gone, he was on his knees. He knew he was finished but found a last bit of strength to swing his sword weakly at the next man. A strong hand caught his wrist, holding his sword arm still. He looked up into K’xarr’s face. “It’s over now; take your rest, Brother.” 
Kian nodded, his head wobbling. He fell over on his side among the dead. 
“Find someone to take care of him and get someone to look at Rhys as well,” K’xarr ordered. 
Sir Ivan gestured for his battle surgeon to take charge of the two men. 
K’xarr looked around the gatehouse. He had never seen so many men killed in such a small area. He wondered how many had met their fate at the hands of his sword brother. Only the Gods knew. 
Raygan walked out of her tiny fortress, arms wrapped around herself. She seemed shaken, but unharmed. Raygan looked out at the city, fires still raged and smoke filled the sky. The sun was just beginning to rise as K’xarr greeted the young woman. “Your brother is dead and his army defeated. We have won. The crown is yours, Majesty.” 
The Queen slowly shook her head and looked out over the dead bodies that lay all around her. “My crown was not won. We have paid for it, K’xarr.” 
“Aye, Majesty, the fates have been paid in full.”





Chapter 33
The citizens who had fought Cain’s men the night before now fought the fires that ravaged their beloved city. By late in the afternoon the people had won their fight against the fire, but their tasks were not yet finished. Thousands of dead bodies littered the streets of Turill. Sir Ivan had a company of Asconans help the exhausted citizens as they began to remove the grisly remains. Many families mourned loved ones that had fallen during the night’s bloody conflict. Very few people in Turill hadn’t lost someone they loved. The city’s grief would linger a long time for the sons and daughters it had lost. 
The Asconan knights who fell in battle were loaded into wagons and taken from town. They were ceremoniously placed in a large pit and burned. The pit was then filled in by their brother knights and a marker with the symbol of the horse and lance was set to honor their dead.
Sir Ivan hated not being able to return the fallen knights to their families in Ascona, but there were just too many. It was a grim day in Turill and one not many would soon forget.
Late in the day, the Queen was escorted to the palace by Ansellus and a group of guardsmen. She had asked for K’xarr, but he and the remaining Asconans were busy bringing order to the streets of Turill. 
K’xarr and the knights were rounding up the remains of Cain’s army. Many simply surrendered the night before. After their Prince’s death, most didn’t have the stomach continue the civil war. Still there were a few pockets of stubborn soldiers loyal to Cain that had to be dealt with. The Queen had no doubt that K’xarr and the knights would bring a swift end to the last of her brother’s supporters.
 Raygan’s lip quivered as she approached the palace. Smoke still hung in the sky over the huge building. Half of the palace had been destroyed by fire and her magnificent garden was nothing but ash. She steeled herself as she walked on past the charred trees and blackened grounds. It was Cain’s final torment. She told herself, as she passed her ravaged sanctuary, she would never have to endure his animosity and disdain ever again. Cain was dead, and his hate had died with him.
Ansellus touched her on the shoulder, he could see the loss of the garden she and her father had designed had cut the young girl deep. Raygan would have to understand now that she was Queen, the aesthetic look of the palace and its grounds had to come second to the politics of Bandara. “Your Majesty, Lord Justice Milara will be waiting for you in the council chamber.” 
“I assumed as much. Let us go find out what the Lord Justice wants.” 
“You must go unaccompanied, Highness.” 
“You’re not coming with me?” 
“Just inside, Highness, the Lord Justice said he wished to speak with you alone, and I fear it is not to congratulate you on you victory.” 
It was easy to see Raygan was afraid, she didn’t want to face the powerful priest alone, but she ruled now and there were things that only she could handle. 
“I am sure you’re right, I don’t believe the Lord Justice was counting on Cain’s defeat and whatever he has to say to me won’t be pleasant.” The Queen smoothed out her dress and straightened her silk cloak. “I don’t like to be questioned, Ansellus. I never have.”
“Majesty, you are Queen here and your word is law. You reign in Bandara, not Milara.”
Raygan smiled at the older man. “Thank you, Ansellus, I haven’t quite got use to that fact yet.”
”Do you have any orders for me, Highness?” 
“Call the remaining nobles back to the city. I want to hold court, but not until K’xarr and the others can attend, and I wish to have my son and all of Endra’s children brought back to Turill within the week.” 
Ansellus put his hands behind his back. “Yes, Highness, it will take time to clean up the palace and make arrangements. We will start with the throne room, it has the least damage, then the servants can work their way to the areas with more severe issues.” 
“That will be fine, Ansellus.”
“Bishop Lyfair is speaking with Lord Justice Milara now. When he is finished, I will inform him of your plans. I’m sure he will need time to prepare as well.” 
The Queen took Ansellus’s arm as they entered the palace. “The Bishop isn’t being reprimanded by Lord Milara because of me, is he? I will never hear the end of it if I have gotten him into trouble with the Church.” 
“Trust me, Highness, Lyfair will be sure to take care of his own reputation, even if it means laying the blame at someone else’s feet. Your Bishop can be very slippery, Majesty.” 
“You shouldn’t be that way, Ansellus. I have never really been fond of the Bishop either, but he did stay with me through all of this.” 
“As you wish, Highness. I just have a hard time believing Lyfair is loyal to anyone but himself.” 
The Queen stopped and looked up at the older man. “I didn’t say we should trust him.” 
“You learning very fast, Highness.”
***
“Is that all you know, Bishop?” 
Bishop Lyfair inclined his head toward the Lord Justice. “Yes, it is all I know.” Milara was hard to read, Lyfair couldn’t tell if the Eye of God believed him or not. 
“So, it was Duke Blackthorn and Prince Cain who murdered King Aaron?” 
“Yes, when Selmac failed to bring about the King’s death, Cain had Duke Blackthorn murder the old man.” 
Milara rubbed his eyes. “And the others on this list, are they the only other conspirators?” 
“Yes, Lord Justice, at least they are the ones I know participated in the conspiracy.” The Bishop had named all the men truly involved in the plot, substituting Cain for himself. No one could dispute his story now. Only Blackthorn remained alive and his word was worthless now. 
He had also told Milara of the witches and their sorcery. The Bishop had down played the Queen’s part, blaming that on K’xarr and the others. He told the Lord Justice that the young Queen had been pressured by the mercenaries, and it was K’xarr and his people that had influenced her to use the witch’s magic in the war against Abberdon and her bid for the throne.
Milara stroked his well-trimmed beard. “I don’t have the resources to handle the situation after my brave knights fell at the hands of that monster. The Church will send men to apprehend this K’xarr. I can assure you that he and his companions will be dealt with as soon as possible.” 
“What about the half-breed?” Lyfair asked. 
Milara smiled. “I have an idea that will put the monster right into my hands. Then I will destroy it once and for all.”
The Bishop left the council room. Milara felt Lyfair was most likely lying, but it mattered little. “Zachariah, come here.” 
The Hand of God slid from the shadows of the room. He hated to send the assassin away, but he needed to make sure the Holy Father got the message he had scribbled down. 
Zachariah walked across the council room floor. “You called?” 
Milara handed him the message. “Take this to Tyro and make sure you put it into the Holy Father’s hand yourself. Understand?”
The killer nodded. “You will have few allies here after I’m gone.”
Milara looked out one of the slender windows of the council room. The sun would be down soon he thought. 
“Zachariah, you forget I have the greatest of allies, and he is always with me.”
Zachariah’s eyebrows rose. “Oh yes, God, how could I forget.”
***
Endra sat watching Kian sleep. She hadn’t even cleaned the blood from her face or armor. Kian too was still covered in the gore of his victims. 
K’xarr had him brought to the palace and the swordsman had collapsed into the bed. He was exhausted from the fight and his body still struggle with the poison. 
He had saved the Queen and the city, but at what price to himself? Endra had begun to understand that the man she had fallen in love with would always be the lynchpin of any conflict he was involved in—whether it be protecting a lone traveler and her children or winning back a Kingdom. He would be fate’s plaything. He was touched by the Gods and what was done could not be undone. She would just have to get used to the idea. He was never going to be … just a man.
 What concerned her most was the future. The war was over, Raygan would be Queen, but what about all the rest of them? Would they stay here in Bandara? What about her children? The life she would lead with Kian was no place for little ones. Kian had angered the Gods somehow, his path would not be an easy one to follow. She had decided not to tell him about her experience in the alley. He already had enough worries, she would deal with it alone.
The woman from Sorrack was too tired to think about it now. As long as she and Kian were together, everything would work itself out. Endra yawned and stretch her arms. She curled up beside the slumbering swordsman and drifted off to sleep.
***
The Queen sat down at the end of the large table in the council chamber. She felt small with the Lord Justice staring down at her like a child who had been disobedient. 
“So Princess Raygan, it seems that you are the sole heir to the Throne of Bandara, now that your brother is dead.” 
Raygan wanted to correct his addressing her as Princess. She was actually the Queen, but she held her tongue. 
“Ah wait, I have forgotten your son. How is Prince Corwin?” 
Raygan didn’t like Milara bringing up of her son. “He is well, Eminence.”
“After speaking with Bishop Lyfair, I’m prepared to offer you a deal, in spite of all the crimes you have committed against God and the Church. I will advise the Holy Father not to move to depose you, if you order the arrest of the half-breed. After he is secured, you will turn him over to me and I will see to his execution. The throne will be yours, and you and your son will have nothing to worry about. Bandara will fall under the protection of the Church once again, and you can rest assured the Holy Father will help you rebuild in any way he can.” 
Raygan covered her mouth. “I can’t do that, Eminence, Kian has saved my life more than once, not to mention the life of my son. If not for him, I would not be sitting before you now.” 
Milara looked at the Queen sternly. “That matters not, he is an abomination before the Eyes of God, your God, and the God of your father, my dear. On top of being a Half Elf, which is an affront to God in itself, he is a creature of dark magic, a thing of the Beast, he must be destroyed.” 
“I won’t allow it.” Raygan surprised herself coming to her feet and yelling at the Lord Justice. 
“You have no choice, if you don’t you will be excommunicated and not recognized as the Queen of Bandara by any God-fearing nation or any person who up holds the laws of the Holy Tome. Does that thing mean that much to you?” 
Raygan sat down hard in her chair. She couldn’t betray the people who helped her win her throne back, but the Church could make things very hard for her. Bandara could slip from her fingers without the Holy Father’s support. Very few nations thrived without the Pope’s blessing. “May I have a few days to think on it, Eminence?” 
“I will give you two days, no more.”
The group of people seated at the table had not been together as a group since before the battle. K’xarr had asked them all to meet him at the inn, so he could buy them a drink. The tiny inn was called the Oxen’s Tail. It wasn’t much, but the place was clean and the ale was cheap. “Why does the Queen want us all to come to the palace?” Rufio asked. 
“I bet she wants to shower us in gold and women,” Cromwell said smiling. “I’m sure many of the court ladies have heard of me. Most likely they asked the Queen if they could meet the famed Toran bull, Cromwell Blood, hero of Turill.”
“Why is it when you open your mouth nothing but horse dung comes out?” K’xarr said with a look of irritation. The general poured more ale into Cromwell’s tankard and continued, “She didn’t say why, she just said bring everyone tonight.” 
“Even me?” Kian asked. 
“She told me to make sure and bring you and Endra.” 
Kian looked at the dark-haired woman. Endra shrugged and took another drink from her mug. 
“I would say she wants to publicly thank everyone for their service and their support in her time of need.” Rhys said looking at the bandage on his leg. He had been moping since Talorn had been returned to the palace. 
Cromwell slammed his hand on the table, shaking everyone’s drinks. “Service and support? By Fane’s balls, what the hell is that? Half of us almost died getting the girl her marble chair, and that’s what we get a handshake a pat on the back?” 
“That’s not how I meant it. I’m sure the Queen knows what was done for her and you will be properly rewarded,” Rhys said defensively. 
K’xarr leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t do any of this for her. I like the little Queen as well as the next man, but that’s not why I took up her cause.
The Camiran’s look became more somber. “Aside from Rhys and Rufio there, we all know what we are. Cursed outcasts destined to live in the shadows, never to achieve anything more than our own survival. I did it to prove that wasn’t true.” 
Cromwell looked down at K’xarr. “You told me long ago we had nothing to prove to anyone.” 
K’xarr looked around the table, catching the eye of everyone there. “I wasn’t trying to prove it to anyone. I wanted to prove it to myself and any like me. We are not cursed and what we do in this world will matter. Our lives will not just be chafe in the wind. I believe that we can be more than renegades and drifters—much, much more.”
***
The group entered the palace. They were instructed by Ansellus to stand on the dais in front of the phoenix throne. Several nobles and their families were present, as well as Bishop Lyfair and Lord Justice Milara. 
The Lord Justice could not keep his eyes from drifting toward Endra. The woman noticed and glared at the priest. 
K’xarr smiled to himself, Endra would gut Milara given half the chance. The woman had no love for the Church.
Rhys hobbled up beside him, his hip wound still forcing the healer to use a crutch. Rufio and Cromwell were scanning the crowd just as he was, they acted as if they expected trouble and truthfully so did he.
The Queen came in, wearing the crown K’xarr and Rhys had made for her. The young woman looked beautiful. She wore a golden dress accented with red, and it hugged Raygan’s body in all the right places. Even at sixteen, the Queen gave off an air of nobility. When she wanted to, the girl could make anyone seem like they were unworthy of her attention. 
K’xarr stifled a chuckle, if these nobles really knew her, they would not be so in awe of her presence. He knew part of her mystique had been his doing. Proclaiming her as the Phoenix Queen had added to her bewitching appeal. He had to admit though, the young Queen knew how to use her womanly gifts. She had a flair for turning heads and wielding her sexuality like a sword. Her looks and charm were the girl’s only weapons, and K’xarr had to admit she was skilled with both.
The Queen slowly sat down on the phoenix throne. She said nothing at first, giving everyone time to take in her captivating appearance. “I have called everyone here today, because there have been too many lies and betrayals in Bandara. It is time everyone knows where they stand. Our Kingdom will no longer be divided by greed and treachery. I will rule our land with justice and dignity and I expect those under my rule to act accordingly.
“The palace and gardens will be rebuilt, as well as the honor of my house. Bandara will be restored to its proper place in the world. I vow this before God and the throne of my father.” 
The crowd of nobles enthusiastically applauded their new monarch. Raygan spoke with a newfound tenacity. Her demeanor surprised K’xarr. He realized the little Queen really meant what she was saying.
Raygan leaned back in the marble throne, giving the appearance of relaxing. Then she held up her hand for silence. “Two days ago, I was told by Lord Justice Milara to have the warrior Kian Cardan arrested and turned over to the Church. The Lord Justice said the Church would oppose my right to rule Bandara and excommunicate me if I failed to honor his request.” Many of the nobles looked at each other, shocked by the statement. She paused letting what she said sink in to the crowd. 
K’xarr wondered what she was going to do, he knew Raygan loved her country beyond all else, with the exception of her son. He didn’t think she would risk opposition from the Church to save a half-breed. Milara had most likely scared the girl into handing Kian over to him. K’xarr put his hand on the hilt of his sword, he wasn’t going to let that happen without a fight.
The Queen stood. “I must respectfully say no to the Lord Justice. I know what the Church thinks of Kian and his kind, and I am aware of Church law, but I also know that he has risked his life to save Bandara and its Queen. Kian Cardan is a friend to Bandara and a friend to me. I will never hand him over to you Lord Justice Milara. Never.” 
K’xarr watch as Milara stepped forward to speak, but the Queen raised her hand again. “None of your threats will change my mind. You may tell the Holy Father I‘m willing to accept whatever consequences he deems necessary for my refusal. Whatever I endure for this man will never repay the debt I owe him and those who stand on this dais with me now. They have given me my Kingdom, my life, and the life of my son, that is a sum I can never repay.” 
She looked out over all those assembled. “I am a young Queen and have many failings, but gratitude is not one of them. I honor the Church Lord Justice, but I am Queen in Bandara, and I will not yield to threats from you or anyone else.” The throne room erupted with shouts of praise and applause. Many of the nobles might not have agreed with Raygan about Kian, but they seemed to admire her resolve.
She had defied the Church and had done what she thought was right, K’xarr found he too was proud of the young girl. For the first time he felt Raygan was worthy of his service. Tonight he did not stand before a frightened girl. He stood in the presence of the Phoenix Queen.
The Queen walked down the dais. “How did I do?” she whispered to Rhys as she passed. His huge grin was answer enough. Ansellus dismissed the court as the Queen walked into her private study at the rear of the throne. 
Lord Justice Milara followed her. Kian watched the priest as he stomped across the throne room. The swordsman stepped down from the dais and discreetly fell in step behind him. 
Ansellus stood outside the Queen’s door. It was easy to see the anger on the Lord Justice’s face. “I will see the Queen now, step aside,” he commanded Ansellus. 
“She wishes to be alone just now, Lord Justice.” 
“I don’t care what she wants.” Milara pushed the old general out of the away and went inside. 
Raygan looked up from behind her father’s great desk as Ansellus was about to grab the priest from behind. “It’s alright, General Ansellus, I will see the Lord Justice.” The former General lowered his hands. “As you wish, Majesty.” Raygan looked small behind the big desk, but not afraid. Milara would not dare harm her here. The old general reluctantly closed the door behind him. As he turned, he saw Kian standing there. The Half Elf put his finger up to his lips. Ansellus nodded that he understood. Both men stood silent and listened.
She could see the priest was very displeased. The Queen hadn’t expected the Eye of God to take her refusal graciously.
“You, my little fool, have just ended your reign, when I return to Tyro the Holy Father will excommunicate you and you will no longer rule by divine right or with the Pope’s blessing. The countries that follow the teachings of the Church will stop trading with Bandara. You will have no friends in this world, my little Queen. How long do you think you can last? You have no army and no gold, your Kingdom will be gone in a year. Do you think Havalon was the only ambitious King in the world?” 
Raygan knew what he said was true, there was no army to defend Bandara and she had little coin, but the stubborn young woman would not give an inch. “We shall see, Eminence.” 
Milara smiled. “Yes, we shall see. You may even receive a visit from one of the Hands of God, Majesty. They don’t like heretics or children. Are you beginning to understand me? You have put your life and the life of your son at risk. You will learn what it means to defy God.” The Lord Justice slammed his hands on the desk to make his point. “Now, little girl, hand over the half-breed and I will forget your insolence.”
The door slammed open. Kian stood in the doorway, a low growl issued from his throat. 
Raygan watched as Lord Justice Dracen Milara leaped over the desk and cowered behind her. “Get out, monster, you have no business here,” Milara said pointing his finger towards Kian. 
The Queen stood and faced the man that was trying to hide behind her. “This is my chamber, Eminence, and I will decide who has business here. “Now Kian, is there something you need?” she asked sweetly. 
“Yes, Majesty, I need you to step out of the room.” 
The Queen smiled at him. “I do need a glass of wine and I think I will get it myself.” 
Milara stomped his foot. “You can’t leave me in here with this thing, Highness, it will kill me.” 
Raygan turned and looked at the terrified man. “I’m sure God will protect you, Lord Justice, however, I do suggest you try to be polite.” The Queen walked out and Ansellus shut the door, grinning from ear to ear.
“What do you want?” Milara squeaked out. 
“I have an offer for you, Eminence. I will forgive what you have done to me and my friend Rhys, if you leave Bandara now. Wish the Queen well and return to your church in Tyro and trouble her no more. If you do not, I will seek revenge.” 
“She is a heretic and has broken God’s law. The Queen must be deposed and put on trial, and it is you who has caused this, monster. Do you not think the Holy Father and I don’t know what you and you companions truly are? Because of you, the Queen will be held accountable, all those you touch will pay for your evil. You and the others are children of the Beast and the Church will not suffer your existence.” 
Kian slowly walked toward the desk. Milara backed away, until he was against the wall. “I don’t care what you think I am, priest, or what your Church believes. You have said your piece, now I will say mine. If you will not take my offer or if you harm the Queen in any way, I will visit a war on your Church the likes of which you have never seen. I will let go the thing inside me and sate its voracious appetite on you, priest, and your precious Church. 
 “I will go to Tyro and kill your Pope and every knight or Church minion that gets in my way. I may be killed in the undertaking, but I can assure you many will die before I fall. Think on what I say priest.” Kian turned and walked towards the door.
“I don’t fear you, monster. I have God on my side.” 
Kian whirled around and drew his long sword. The blade flew across the room and buried itself in the wall close enough to Milara’s head that it nicked his ear. “And I have that, priest.” Kian walked out of the room as the Lord Justice’s bladder let go.
Endra and the others stood in the middle of the throne room talking when the swordsman walked up. Everyone could see the rare look of satisfaction Kian’s face. “Where have you been?” Endra asked curiously. 
“I had a chat with Lord Justice Milara,” he said casually. 
K’xarr looked up at the ceiling. “Oh hell.” 
Lord Justice Milara rode out of Turill that night without a word to anyone. He would not try and deal with the half-breed alone. He wasn’t that foolish. He would return to Tyro and report to the Holy Father. Next time he crossed paths with the monster, he would be ready.
The following morning was to be William Blackthorn’s trial. Raygan wanted to get any unpleasantness out of the way before the children returned from the Bluff.
She already knew what the outcome of the proceeding would be. She would strip the duke of his titles and lands and banish him from Bandara for the rest of his life. K’xarr had offered to just hang the duke out of hand, but Raygan would uphold the letter of law. Even William Blackthorn was entitled to a fair trial, even though she already knew he was guilty. Some semblance of civility had to be maintained, even for the man who murdered her father.
Isabella sat on the bed watching her prepare. Rhys had done all he could for her severed hand. Raygan knew the stump still ached, but Isabella didn’t complain. Isabella never complained about anything. Sometimes Raygan wished she could be a little more like her former handmaiden, so strong and stoic. 
Sitting at her dressing table, she brushed her beautiful hair. It had to be just right for court. The nobles all expected her to look her best when she addressed them. 
“I will do that for you, Majesty.” 
The Queen looked at her former servant. “I will not hear of it. You’re no longer my servant, Isabella, and besides I’m sure your poor arm still hurts, and when we are alone you must start calling me Raygan.” 
“Yes Your … I mean … Yes, Raygan.” 
The door opened and Talorn came in, her husband had said little since he had been released. The wounds to his body were minor compared to the wounds to his pride. She no longer hated him, she felt only pity for the defeated knight. Raygan knew she could never love Talorn, but she couldn’t hate the man that had given her Corwin either. “What is it, Talorn? I’m already going to be late for the trial.” She saw the knight bow his head. Raygan hadn’t thought about how this was affecting him. The pious knight must be beside himself with shame. 
He knelt down before her taking her delicate hand in his. “I have come to ask lenience for my father, I know he is guilty, but I ask, as your husband, please show mercy.”
Raygan stopped brushing her hair and slowly turned to look at her husband. “He killed my father and plotted against me at every turn, he deserves nothing.” 
“I know, but I had to ask. At least think on it. ” 
“Oh very well, I will think on it, but I can promise you nothing.” Talorn bowed and left the two women alone. 
Raygan looked at herself in the mirror, there were times wish she wasn’t Queen. 
Isabella stood and walked over to the dressing table and picked up the Queen’s brush with her left hand and began to brush Raygan’s hair. The Queen closed her eyes and relaxed. She always loved the way Isabella brushed her hair. She noticed no difference now that the girl was doing it left handed. It felt just as divine as it had before.
“Raygan?” 
“Yes, Isabella?” 
“Are you thinking of showing mercy to Duke Blackthorn?” 
Raygan sighed. “I don’t know, he is Talorn’s father, and I have no choice but to stay married to the man. Would it be unseemly if I merely stripped the duke of his titles and lands? I hate this, he killed my father, and he should be punished for it. Maybe I should have just let K’xarr hang him after all.” The little Queen opened her eyes and folded her hands in her lap. “Oh, Bella, maybe there has been enough discord and hate in Turill. The city needs to heal. My father would have been lenient on Duke Blackthorn, perhaps I should be too?”
Isabella stopped brushing the Queen’s hair. She gently laid the silver-handled brush on the dressing table and put her remaining hand on Raygan’s shoulder. The two women looked at each other in the mirror. “Majesty, I want to speak with you as the Queen now.” 
Raygan turned around in her chair and looked up at the girl. She could hear the urgency in Isabella’s voice. “What is it, dear?”
Fumbling a bit with her stump, Isabella pulled her hair behind her ears. “I want to tell you what Duke Blackthorn did to me when I was imprisoned.” 
“I already know, dear. The Dark One told me in the tower.” 
“You don’t know all of it my Queen. I will tell you the details of my imprisonment. You should know what he is before you judge the duke.”
Raygan swallowed, she was afraid to hear what the girl would say. “Very well, tell me.” 
When Isabella finished, there would be no mercy for the duke.
***
Raygan tapped the arm of the throne the entire time the court formalities went on. She was furious, she could not stop thinking of what Isabella had told her about the smirking man standing before her now. Even wounded, the man was arrogant and smug.
He knew that even with all the evidence against him he was Talorn’s father and his son was technically King of Bandara. Talorn sat at her side now. It was the first time he had appeared in court as King. He had barely raised his head the whole time the evidence was being presented. 
The duke knew it was unheard of that royalty was executed, and he seemed unconcerned about banishment, the traditional punishment. 
If she had let Isabella tell her tale, everyone would be screaming for his head. Isabella offered to testify before the court, but Raygan didn’t want the girl humiliated before the nobles. It was a secret that should never be mentioned again, and after all there was no need, she was Queen, and she would see things were set right.
The prisoner was brought closer to the dais. Rufio and two Royal Guardsmen stood behind him. The duke smiled at her. “I throw myself on your mercy, Highness,” he said, wincing from his wound when he gave her a mock bow. She wanted to leap off the throne and slap his face, but she remained poised. “My husband will not render a verdict because of the duke’s relationship to him. I will deliver the sole judgment in this case. I decree that William Blackthorn is guilty of murdering King Aaron Albana and inciting insurrection against the Crown. I sentence you to death, William Blackthorn. You have answered to me, now you can answer to God.” 
The smile faded from the duke’s face. And he exploded. “You can’t execute me, you little bitch, I’m the Duke of Braxton Bluff, the King is my son.” He looked at Talorn, his son closed his eyes, but the new King remained silent. 
“Rufio, get this vermin from my sight.” 
“You will pay you…” Rufio hit the man in back of the head silencing his protests. 
“Majesty, when do you wish the execution to take place?” 
“Now, Rufio, right now, I leave the means to you.” 
The Dragitan smiled. “I have just the thing, Majesty.” 
The duke struggled with the guardsmen as he was hauled from the throne room. As he went out, he glanced up in time to see a girl with a patch over her eye smiling at him from the crowd.
Isabella ran out of the palace, she wanted to catch the men before they left with the duke. The Queen was satisfied, but she was not. When she got outside, the girl saw Cromwell holding the duke by a rope they had placed around his neck, and Rufio and K’xarr were loading their horses down with scrap lumber from the damaged palace. Isabella didn’t know the Toran well, but she had little choice. She walked up to the big warrior and touched his arm. “Cromwell, may I ask a favor of you?” 
“What do you need, girl?” 
“I want you to avenge me.” 
Cromwell looked at her dumbfounded. “Who is it you seek vengeance on little one?” 
Isabella fixed her one pretty blue eye on the duke. “Him.” 
The Toran grinned. “Be sure of what you ask of me. My people take oaths of vengeance very serious, girl. What did he do to you?” 
Isabella told him. When she finished, Cromwell stared at the one-eyed girl with a grim look.
“I must know your full name.” Isabella didn’t ask why the barbarian wanted her name but she told him. He nodded and patted her on the head. “It will be done, girl, in the way of my people. You have my oath on it.” Isabella hugged him around the waist and scampered back towards the palace.
William Blackthorn begged and pleaded, but the three men who took him outside the city didn’t listen. “I have heard of this, Rufio, but never seen it.” 
It’s called crucifixion, it’s used all the time in my county as a form of execution. It is said the Reaper taught the technique to men, so they could visit it on their Elven prisoners, but I don’t know how true that story is.” 
K’xarr noticed the Dragitan had become very solemn since they rode out of the north gate, but he did not question it. When Rufio stopped, they were still within sight of the city walls, maybe only a hundred yards away. 
“I thought we would be going a little farther than this.” K’xarr said.
“This is it, this is where Vandarus fell,” Rufio said pointing to the ground. “You ordered his betrayal Blackthorn, so I‘m going to crucify you upside down on the very spot he died, like the treacherous bastard you are.” 
The duke howled as the men drug him to the simple apparatus they built. Two long boards were nailed together forming an x, and it in turn was lashed to a large pole. They stripped the duke of his clothing as Cromwell dug a hole, K’xarr and Rufio nailed the wailing man spread eagle to the boards. With Cromwell’s strength and some ropes, the three men hoisted Blackthorn up. He hung in the air like a slab of meat in a butcher’s shop.
Even upside down, the duke continued to try and bargain with the grim warriors. “Please don’t leave me here. I will do anything. I have gold, it’s all yours just let me go.” 
K’xarr and Rufio ignored the condemned man, silently picked up the tools they had used, and loaded them on the horses. “Cromwell, are you coming?” K’xarr asked. 
“Go ahead. I want to stay awhile.” 
“Suit yourself.” The two men mounted their horses and rode back to the city without a backward glance.
Cromwell watched Blackthorn moan and whimper as he hung head-down on the pole. The Toran walked closer. The duke’s head was on the same level as the big man’s chest. Cromwell squatted down so he was face to face with Blackthorn. “You are a vile man. Rufio’s punishment was not good enough for you.” 
“I did nothing but rid my land of a weak ruler. If you get me down from here, I will make you the richest savage on the middle continent. Please, I beg you I can’t take much more of this, I’m afraid.” Cromwell stared at the old man saying nothing. “I don’t want to die. Oh God, I don’t want to die.” Blackthorn screamed out like a wild man. 
Cromwell smiled evilly at the helpless noble. “You did more than murder a King. Before we came out here today, the girl whispered to me what you did to her.” 
The duke laughed madly, his sanity was nearly gone. “That one-eyed bitch? She is nothing, little better than a slave. Who cares what I did to that little blonde whore?” 
Cromwell stood up. “I care and I promised her vengeance. This is the way we deal with men that rape young girls in my land, dog.” The Toran slowly pulled the razor sharp Voltakar from its sheath. He reached up and cut Blackthorns genitals off. The duke’s eyes rolled back in his head and he let out a terrible scream. Cromwell stifled it by shoving the duke’s gruesome organ into his mouth. The Toran held his meaty hand over Blackthorn’s mouth making the duke choke on his own bloody member. It did not take long for the Duke of Braxton Bluff to die. 
Cromwell removed his hand and stared down at the dead man. He slid the blade of the Voltakar over his forearm and watch as the black blood dripped onto the duke’s wretched face. “You are avenged, Isabella Levigeur. I have kept my oath.” The Toran reverently held the Voltakar up to the sky and said a prayer to the God of Vengeance. 
***
The Queen heard about the crucifixion later the next day. The order was given to take the body down. She did not want the offal thing within sight of her walls. Rufio told her that it was custom in Dragita to leave the body up until it rotted away. The Queen informed him this wasn’t Dragita and would hear no more on the subject. 
Cromwell volunteered to take the body down. He went alone, the Toran didn’t want K’xarr or anyone else knowing what he had done. They would have asked why and he didn’t want to tell the girl’s tale to anyone. Vengeance was a private thing in Tora. He had told Isabella, it was her right to know. The girl had seemed quite pleased when he explained how the duke had died.
He cut the body down and rode several miles from Turill and threw what was left of Blackthorn into a deep ravine. The man deserved no better. Let the animals of Bandara have him, the Toran thought. Cromwell spit on the ground, turned his horse, and rode away.
Nick Nock and the children returned to Turill, which kept Endra very busy. Kian helped her with them when he wasn’t teaching Isabella. She had asked him if he would teach her how to use a sword. Kian had agreed, he told her if she was going to carry the sword of the Phoenix Queen, she should know how to use it. The girl was surprisingly dexterous with her left hand. Endra and the Queen attended some of the lessons, both marveling at Isabella’s aptitude for swordsmanship.
As the people began to rebuild their city, the battle of the Braxton Bluff and the fight for Turill was the talk of the city. K’xarr and the others were still viewed with a bit of suspicion, but most of the people of Turill treated them as heroes, save Kian who was now feared by most of the city’s population after word of his deeds had spread.
K’xarr busied himself helping Ansellus and Sir Ivan start to rebuild the army. Some weeks later King Talorn began to assist in development of the military as well. K’xarr respectfully resigned as General of Bandara that day. Ansellus tried to coax him to stay, but the Camiran would not work with the King.
Sir Ivan sent word to Grand Master Cross, asking if he may be relieved of his duties in Ascona. He said in the letter that he wished to travel with K’xarr when he left Bandara. The Grand Master promptly answered the knight. He wished Sir Ivan good luck and told him he would always be welcome in Ascona and that he understood a man must follow where his heart leads him.
The city of Turill and its people had begun to heal from the strife that had plagued their Kingdom. Things began to return to normal as the summer wore on.
***
Two months after the Battle of Turill, the Queen summoned Rhys to her private chamber, they had not seen each other alone since the night of the battle. “I’m feeling unwell lately, Rhys can you please take a look?” 
The healer smiled at her and began the examination. “I have missed you,” she whispered in his ear. 
“Highness, you don’t have to say anything. I understand the situation.” 
Raygan cupped his face in her hands. “Do you? I love you, Rhys Morgan. I think I have since the first day I saw you. Remember? You came to fix my nose.” 
The healer blushed. “Of course, I remember.”
This is killing me. I don’t love Talorn. It’s you I love, but I just can’t cast him aside, he is Corwin’s father and the people’s King.” 
Rhys looked at her sadly. “I told you I understand. It’s not your fault, it is just the way things are.” 
Raygan took him by the hand. “I’ve been thinking, we could see each other from time to time when the King was performing his duties elsewhere. We could find a country home and meet there. I must find a way to have you in my life.” 
Rhys gently touched her on the arm. “I’m leaving with K’xarr when he goes, Highness, and I suggest you find a way to start loving your husband, you are with child again.” 
“Oh my God, Rhys, are you sure?” Rhys quickly threw his instruments into his satchel. Raygan could see he was upset. He started for the door, then turned back to her. “I love you Raygan, I … I wish things were different.” He opened the door and walked out. 
A single tear rolled down the Queen’s cheek. She was a fool to think he would go along with a royal affair. Rhys was a better man than that. 
She decided then and there that she wouldn’t tell him she had not been with Talorn since he returned and the child she carried was his.
***
Kian rode out alone from the city. He felt a need for solitude. K’xarr had asked him to leave Turill at the end of the summer. The Camiran still wanted to form a mercenary company. They had argued. Kian said he would like to travel with the former general, but didn’t want to be a mercenary. Fighting for pay wasn’t something he wanted to do. K’xarr had gotten angry and told him only fools fight for free. Kian had walked away from the dispute, leaving K’xarr brooding. 
The truth was Kian didn’t know how long he would stay with his friends. The vision from the forest still haunted him. The ghost had told him he would never know peace. Even now the people of Turill referred to him as the Slayer. Was death and blood all his future held? If he felt he was endangering any of his companions, he wanted to be able to leave without any obligations. He would not have any of them hurt because of what he felt lay ahead for him. He would go with them when they left Bandara, but staying was another matter. It would destroy him to leave Endra, but better that than having to watch her die. He needed to think on things before he made any decision.
The Half Elf found a beautiful lake near a small stand of timber and sat down. The still of the evening made the surface of the water look like a mirror. He took a deep breath. His thoughts turned to Gildor, his mother, and Elu. All those he had lost. He had avenged none of them, and it weighed heavy on his mind. 
“You seem very melancholy, swordsman.” Kian didn’t turn, he knew the voice, and he hadn’t heard anyone approach. 
“My thoughts were with the dead, Syann, and deeds left undone.” 
The woman sat down beside him. She was dressed in a sleeveless white gown, and her light blonde hair fell loose over her sun-bronzed shoulders. Kian looked her up and down surprised how different she looked without her armor. The Goddess was intoxicatingly beautiful. 
“I don’t always dress like a warrior,” the Goddess said as if she had read his mind.
“What do you want of me?” 
Syann leaned back on her hands. “You defied my mother. No one has done that in a very long time. You are unique, Kian, your very existence will change things.” 
He laughed sadly. “I’m a Half Elf who has been turned into an monster, what can I change?” 
Syann giggled. Kian thought it was not an unpleasant sound. “The world, Kian, you can change the world. You and those you travel with are rare people, you affect events wherever you go. You can’t escape it any more than I can escape the circumstances of my birth.” 
Kian looked at his hands. “I didn’t want this any of it. This may sound strange but sometimes I don’t feel…” The swordsman paused, trying to find the right words. “I don’t feel my soul. I am no longer the person I was.” He clenched his fist until his knuckles turned white. “I don’t even know if I’m a person at all?”
Syann stood up and offered her hand to Kian, he took it and hopped to his feet. “You are a preternatural being, a creature of magic and mystery. You are extraordinary, Kian Cardan. There should be no shame in your heart, no sadness. Revel in what you have become. You have shown that evil has no hold on you. If it did, you would still belong to my mother.” 
The blonde Goddess’s words gave him comfort, but it was the way she looked at him that lightened the burden he felt. It was a look of excitement and fascination. The look a child has when they have seen something new. And it was without fear.
“Kian, there is something I want to give you. She pulled a simple black ring from her finger. It was made from a metal he had never seen before, dull and heavy. 
“What is it?” 
“A gift I want you to have. Remember my words, Kian. You can’t escape your fate, but sometimes you can cheat it.” 
Kian took the ring. He knew better than to refuse a gift from a Goddess. “I thank you, Lady Syann.” 
She put her hand on his shoulder. “I hope the day never comes that you need it.” 
Kian put the ring on his finger. “You have been kind to me and I hate to ask, but I need a favor from you.” 
“I don’t usually do favors for mortals, it usually starts one down a dangerous path, but for you I will make an exception.” 
When he told her what he wanted, she wished she had said no.
***
That night as Endra lay with her head on Kian’s chest, she noticed the black ring he now wore on his finger. He was asleep, but she had to ask. She touched his face gently waking him. “Where did you get that ring?” 
Kian wrapped both his arms around her and pulled her closer to him. “A Goddess gave it to me,” he said still half asleep.
Endra didn’t sleep well that night and when she awoke in the morning Kian was gone.
***
“I knew you would come sooner or later, I just didn’t know you would appear out of thin air on top of my tower.” Tavantis slowly turned. The wizard had been taking in the morning air on top of his ancient spire.
Kian stood not ten feet away, a long sword in his hand. The swordsman glared at his twin, but said nothing.
“Well, Brother, I don’t know how you got here, but I see you have come to kill me.” The wizard adjusted his mask and cleared his throat. “You have good cause, I can’t deny that. I have had my chances and completely failed in my attempts to kill you. Instead I managed to only make you stronger.” The sorcerer gave a gurgling chuckle and shrugged his shoulders. “Who knew?” Tavantis moved to the edge of the broken battlements where he and Kian had fought before. He looked down, then turned and faced his brother. “I don’t think you will fall for any of my tricks this time, will you?” 
Kian shook his head. “Why didn’t you just come with me? I didn’t lie to you. I would have done anything to help you. Why couldn’t you have just trusted me?” 
“I don’t like you, Kian, it’s simple as that. I will never be the brother you want. It’s far too late for that.” Kian thought he heard regret in his brother’s voice.
The wizard’s finger slightly moved, Kian saw it. “It doesn’t have to be this way.” The swordsman pleaded. 
“My life is misery, there can be no other way.” The wizard’s hidden dagger slid out of his sleeve and in to the palm of his hand. The former assassin was smooth and fast, but Kian was faster. His sword flew from his hand. The wizard never saw it until it buried itself in his belly. The dagger fell from Tavantis’s hand and the crippled wizard’s knees buckled. 
Kian ran to him, catching him before he could fall from the tower. Blood dripped from the mouth of the leather mask. “I should have used a turtle instead of the panther,” the dying wizard joked.
Tavantis collapsed into Kian’s arms. The swordsman held him so he would not fall from the broken edge of the tower. 
“Finish what you started, Brother. You have done the right thing. I would have never stopped coming for you and those you love.” 
Kian reached down and shoved the long sword deeper into his twin, then he let go. Tavantis tumbled through the air towards the ground. Kian thought he could hear him laughing.
The swordsman fell to his knees. He stared down at his brother’s broken body, lying in the rubble at the foot of the tower. 
Syann appeared behind him. “This was a dark favor, Kian. Let me return you to Turill now. This is over.” She helped the grief-stricken warrior to his feet. “They’re all gone now,” he said looking at the Goddess. 
“Justice be done, Slayer.” Then the pair vanished from the tower.
***
It was a very warm the day they left Turill. Late summer in Bandara could be very hot sometimes. K’xarr had decided that it was time his small company moved on. He announced throughout the city the week before he was looking for warriors to form a mercenary company. Only a handful of men responded to his proposition. Most were unsavory and known for a variety of nefarious deeds, but it made him feel better that the group had grown a bit larger. It would be safer for them that way.
The Queen had said her goodbyes. She stood on the battlements of Turill with General Ansellus and Isabella watching the band ride out of the north gate. 
It was hard to see Rhys go. She would miss him terribly, but as Raygan rubbed the roundness of her belly she knew he would still be with her in a way. Raygan realized then it was not just Rhys she would miss. “I wish I had known how much they all meant to me before now,” she quietly said to herself. 
“What did you say, Majesty?” Ansellus asked. 
The little Queen looked at the man who would now command her army. “I said, do you think we will see them again?” 
Ansellus looked at Isabella and grinned. “Majesty, I would say the question is not will we see them, it’s when.”





Chapter 34
Epilogue
Raven slowly rose from her bed, she was still moving a little slow. All the witches had gathered to see her. She liked the term “witch” it was much better than many of the names they had been called before. 
Her tower was warm, so she walked past her slippers. They all surrounded the small crib where her brand new daughter laid. Her sisters were cooing and making faces, they all looked like fools. 
“She favors you, Raven,” Jade said as she joined the others at the crib. “That’s a good thing, my dear, K’xarr is not nearly as beautiful as I am.” Raven reached down and pinched her little girl’s cheek. “Is he, Delilah?”
***
His eyes snapped open and he slowly looked around, he lay on the floor of his summoning room. When he sat up, he could see arcane runes had been drawn on the floor. When he looked closer, he could tell blood had been used to create them. He could smell it.
“Oh Master, it worked, it worked.”
Siro was standing outside the circle of runes, clapping his hands and jumping up and down. “What worked, you twit?” 
“What is the last thing you remember, Master?” 
Tavantis rubbed his head, his mask had been removed. “My dear brother running a sword through my guts and pitching me off the top of the tower. I should be quite dead, Siro, would you explain to me why I’m sitting here talking to you?” 
Siro shifted from foot to foot. Tavantis knew he was about to hear one of the necromancer’s loathsome stories. “I ran down to get you after your brother and the blonde woman left.” Siro stopped for a moment and rubbed his eyes. 
“Have you been crying, you idiot?” 
Siro looked at his master and sniffed, his eyes were red rimed and swollen. Tavantis sighed and shook his head. 
“Finish the tale, Siro, then you may weep all you want.” 
“Yes, Master, well you were near death and fading fast. I didn’t know what to do, so I cast the preservation spell I use on my undead to keep them fresh, it didn’t stop you from dying, but it slowed the process down.”
Tavantis stood up. “Well, for you trying to preserve me like a barrel of salt pork I feel quite good. Now, how did you keep me from dying?” The wizard stretched his arms and he realized it didn’t hurt and his voice, it was no longer strained. “Wait a moment; give me a mirror, Siro.” 
“I knew you would want one, Master.” The little necromancer slid a hand mirror across the floor to him. 
Tavantis took note that Siro didn’t step into the circle. 
When he gazed into the mirror, his scars and burns were gone, he looked the same as he did before the Beast’s curse. “Siro, you do not possess the kind of power it would take to break the Beast’s curse. Only my death could do that. What have you done, you ugly little toad?” 
Siro looked uncomfortable. “You were dying and I don’t do well with living things. You know that, so I had to summon help.” 
“Who, Siro?” 
“Master, you were mostly dead, and I knew you wouldn’t want to be one of my special people. I couldn’t think of anyone else, so I used your summoning spell. 
“Damn it, Siro, who did you summon?” 
“Malaiss,” the necromancer whispered. 
Tavantis smiled into the mirror, admiring his fangs. “So death did break my curse. It seems I owe the Lord of Vampires a favor. You have done well, Siro, very well.” The little necromancer giggled with glee.
***
Fall was coming quickly, the wind whipped at Bishop Lyfair’s robes, he was getting too old to walk back and forth from the cathedral to the palace. He would start taking a carriage, that would be much better for his feet. 
The air was cold after the rain they had earlier in the day and a fog was settling in. He couldn’t wait to get to the palace and have a hot bath and warm brandy. 
“Are you Bishop Lyfair?” A man had appeared from out of the fog.
“Yes, I am Bishop Lyfair, who are you?” 
“I am an acquaintance of the late William Blackthorn. May I have a word?” 
The Bishop was cold, he didn’t want to talk, and he hoped to never hear the name of William Blackthorn again. “Make it quick, I’m in a hurry, my son.” 
The man stepped closer. The clouds parted and the moonlight allowed Lyfair to get a look at the man’s face. 
The Bishop recoiled, thinking it was the swordsman, Kian. The man was Half Elf, but his hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail and he was dressed in a simple black robe. He looked identical to the half-breed slayer, yet there was something different. 
“Forgive me, Your Eminence, but I made a bargain with the late duke, if anything ever happened to him I was to pay you a visit. I truly detested the man, but a deal is a deal.” The Bishop had no chance to scream.
The vampire dropped the Bishop’s dead body onto the street and wiped the blood from his mouth. He put his hands behind his back and walked back into the fog, humming a song he had learned from his mother.

THE END

The story will continue in book two of Gods of Blood and Fire

Song of Fury
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