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      Heaving up a final sack of turnips, Carnwill clambered onto the cart.

      “Move!” he growled. The crack of a whip sounded, and the horse took up the strain, rolling its burden slowly forward.

      To outward observation, Carnwill and his two companions were traders, selling vegetables to the army camped outside Steffan’s Citadel on the border of Erestor. A shrewd observer might have called them an unlikely group of produce merchants.

      For a man of Carnwill’s talents, his current occupation was incongruous. Competent and accomplished, he was an Arvenian native who spoke Rogandan fluently. From early beginnings as a farmer and a trader, he had made his mark as a sailor and a soldier.

      Carnwill was dangerous and relentless. As a tracker he was second to none, and his skill had led to a covert role in the employ of King Agon of Rogand. Agon trusted him implicitly, which made Carnwill the rarest of the rare.

      He now had a single purpose—to find Thomas Stablehand. He would have been willing to drag him before King Agon as well, but his employer made it clear he intended to use other resources for that purpose. Carnwill’s brief was to hunt him down and inform the king of his whereabouts.

      His quarry had been traced to Carnwill’s current location, and the tracker needed a way to explore the region without attracting attention. Trading vegetables provided a perfect cover.

      The work was boring—mind-numbingly so—but Carnwill was a patient man.
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        Six days after Hazor’s mercenary force was destroyed in Will’s ambush

      

      

      

      The sun had disappeared below the tree line, and darkness was creeping slowly in to take its place, settling over the forest like a heavy mantle. Breysen knew he should be grateful for the protective cover of night, but the forest felt alien and hostile to him in the gloom. Each night his discomfort had grown as the hours stretched away beneath the somber boughs. At times he imagined the low hanging branches were reaching down to strangle him. His head told him sternly that any such notion was ridiculous, but his heart wasn’t convinced.

      Campfires burned brightly just beyond the edge of the forest, and delicious smells often wafted toward him when the wind shifted in the right direction. There was no welcome for him there. Will Prentis’s men were vigilant, and every fugitive who emerged from the forest had been dealt with ruthlessly.

      He wondered once more what had possessed him to sign on as a mercenary. Hazor, his recruiter, had sought Breysen out, somehow aware that he had fought at Torbury Scarp and that he needed coin. The mercenary leader insisted he was not looking for paid killers; he had been commissioned to rapidly build a force of irregular soldiers with the sole purpose of maintaining order throughout the kingdom.

      The wages on offer should have given sufficient warning, but Breysen chose to ignore the signs, lured by the size of the promised payout. A bag bulging with coins had been dangled before him as a reward for signing on, and he had hesitated for barely a moment before taking hold of it. He saw now that he had been a fool, and a credulous fool at that.

      At first Hazor’s group had done little more than canter about the countryside. Everything had changed when they set off in pursuit of a group of armed men. Hazor’s hunters enjoyed an overwhelming advantage in numbers and most of them were hungry for a fight, but their apparent superiority proved illusory.

      The ferocity of their quarry beggared belief—Breysen had once hunted a wounded bear that seemed genial by comparison. The hunters were never allowed to rest. Arrows descended from the sky at any time of the day or night, and always when least expected. The size of Hazor’s band rapidly diminished; the deadly rain eventually accounted for hundreds of the mercenaries. The men had fallen with barely a glimpse of their enemies.

      Rumors began to surface. A few of the mercenaries whispered that their targets were the king and his pregnant queen. The idea hadn’t troubled most of them, but Breysen had been appalled. He hadn’t signed on for treason, and he wasted no time in confronting Hazor directly with the rumors. The mercenary leader reacted with fury, and Breysen had hastily withdrawn without answers and in fear for his life.

      Then came the rumor that their invisible enemies were being led by Will Prentis.

      A veil had finally been lifted from Breysen’s eyes the moment this latest rumor reached his ears. Everything suddenly made sense. He had served under Will and his deputy Rufe, and it no longer came as any surprise that the fighting had been so one-sided.

      From that moment he had abandoned hope. Hazor was doomed, and all of his men with him.

      The mercenary leader apparently couldn’t see it coming. Hazor could reasonably boast his share of animal cunning, but he clearly lacked the wit to grasp what lay in store for him and his men.

      The unequal struggle continued until Will finally lured Hazor into the forest. The mercenary’s entire force had been wiped out in the disastrous battle that followed. Breysen had been one of the few who survived.

      Almost a week had passed since the battle. The forest still smoldered from the fire that raged through it during the fighting, and bodies lay scattered among the charred undergrowth, many of them burned beyond recognition. The stench had become almost unbearable. Bird song echoed through any normal forest; the trees here were as silent as the grave.

      Breysen knew how to survive on his own in the wild, but he could find precious little that was safe to eat in this scorched wasteland. Streams still flowed freely, and he was largely reduced to satisfying himself with fresh water.

      Other mercenaries had survived, although none so far had matched Breysen’s patience. One by one the ragged fugitives had appeared at the forest’s edge, hungry and miserable as they waited for nightfall. He had watched as they abandoned the cover of the trees, willing to risk discovery in their desperation. Not one had survived.

      Every night the bright moonlight had conspired with the sentries against the fugitives. Nature itself seemed set on bringing the mercenaries to final ruin.

      On that particular night, Breysen’s luck appeared to have turned. Thick clouds covered the moon completely. His moment had arrived.

      Making his way carefully to the very edge of the forest, he positioned himself behind a large tree and peered out at the sentries. As usual, very few of them were sitting around the campfires. Most of them were out patrolling in the darkness.

      His reserves of stamina had long since been depleted, but he wasn’t planning a desperate sprint to freedom. He was willing to content himself with an undignified crawl on his belly.

      As he steeled himself to go, a branch cracked behind him in the forest. Spinning around, he dimly saw another man creeping stealthily toward him. He drew his sword frantically, his heart racing, dismayed at having been exposed at last. When the other man made no move to attack him, Breysen belatedly realized he was facing another fugitive like himself. As the figure drew closer it became obvious that he was in an equally miserable condition.

      Breysen sheathed his sword, frowning at the intruder. His chances of survival were poor enough as it was. He hadn’t planned on being burdened down with another helpless runaway.

      The wiry newcomer drew alongside, contenting himself with a nod in the direction of Breysen. His face was drawn, and his arm had been bandaged crudely. From the stains on the bandage he had been losing blood, although he seemed unperturbed by the injury.

      Breysen didn’t mince his words. “Don’t expect me to look out for you,” he whispered roughly. “I won’t be expecting help from you, and I have nothing to offer myself.”

      The other shrugged in the darkness. “No quarrel with me,” he replied. “Our chances are better on our own.”

      With that the stranger touched his forehead in a simple salute, then slipped away from the shelter of the trees and disappeared into the darkness.

      Breysen forced down his annoyance. He didn’t need distractions. Now he had to choose whether to set off immediately or to wait until the other man was long gone. The sentries were undoubtedly on high alert given the moonless night. If the other man was caught, they would be doubly cautious.

      He quickly decided that his best option was to leave immediately. If one of the two fugitives was detected, the other might have a better chance of slipping away in the confusion. He took a breath, then headed out into the open.

      Dark as it was, Breysen knew where he was heading. He had not entirely wasted the days of enforced inaction that lay behind him. Climbing repeatedly into a tall tree during daylight hours to assess the topography of the area, he had plotted his escape route carefully. A broad stretch of undulating land lay before him, and he intended to avoid exposed ridges and take full advantage of every available depression. His journey would proceed in four stages, with a pause as soon as he reached each landmark. He hoped that the dense cloud cover would reduce the likelihood of him being spotted.

      Breysen scurried forward in a low crouch until he reached a natural hollow in the ground. The first and easiest part of his journey was now behind him.

      The next stage was the most dangerous. A long stretch of exposed ground lay ahead with no natural protection. Every other fugitive had been run to ground in this area. Most of them had tried to run as quickly as possible across the open space. Now that he was there himself, the temptation to run like a rabbit was almost overwhelming. He thrust such urges aside. He had a plan, and he intended to stick to it. He would crawl.

      Lowering himself onto his belly, Breysen squirmed out into the open.

      Progress felt painfully slow, and he forced down the panic that threatened to overwhelm him, concentrating instead on the patch of ground immediately before him. He had plenty of time. Night had barely begun, and he expected to be long gone when daylight dawned.

      After a few nervous minutes Breysen had made slow but steady progress. Then he came to a sudden halt—his surroundings were slowly becoming visible. His heart began to pound, even as his eyes widened with alarm. A quick glance into the heavens confirmed that the clouds covering the face of the moon were beginning to dissipate.

      Acting instinctively, Breysen dropped to the ground to conceal himself. As he did so, a dark figure rose up behind him, closer to the forest. Breysen had passed his fellow fugitive in the dark. Apparently spooked by the sudden change in the conditions, the other man decided to run for it. It was a poor decision, because it exposed him to one of the patrolling soldiers. The sentry spurred his horse toward the fleeing figure.

      From his prone position on the ground, Breysen saw that the speeding horse was heading directly toward him.

      There wasn’t time to think. As the rider approached, Breysen leaped to his feet, directly in front of the animal. The horse reared up, squealing in fright. Its rider was thrown to the ground. Before the man could get up, Breysen threw himself forward and punched him hard in the face. The sentry went down and didn’t move.

      Shouts sounded from the direction of the campfires. Other sentries must have become aware of the disturbance—he had very little time. Hurrying to the horse, Breysen grabbed its reins and swung himself into the saddle. His feet had barely settled into the stirrups when the horse reared up again. The other mercenary had reappeared.

      Breysen struggled to calm the animal. Then he turned to his fellow fugitive. “Quickly! Get up behind me!”

      The other man ignored him at first, pulling a knife as he turned away. Bending low, he plunged his blade several times into the unconscious sentry before turning away and clambering onto the horse’s back. The knife disappeared again into his clothing. He hadn’t bothered to wipe the blade clean.

      Breysen sat frozen in the saddle, shocked at the cold-blooded execution of a defenseless man. “Go!” the other man demanded. Snapping out of his daze, Breysen urged the horse forward.

      Their attempt at escape might have been short-lived, except that heavy cloud cover once more blanketed the moon, plunging their surroundings into total darkness. Breysen steered the horse away from the forest, trying to roughly follow the path he had planned. Voices called out behind them, but the darkness shielded them as they raced toward freedom.

      They continued to ride with only short breaks until the sky began to lighten with the coming of the dawn.

      By then the horse was almost spent. Neither of the riders were in any better condition. Breysen was barely able to stay in the saddle.

      For much of the night they had ridden across grasslands and rolling hills. The open ground had disappeared just before dawn, and the trees of a vast forest again surrounded them. To hide their tracks they sought out a suitable stream and rode along it for the best part of an hour. Finally they guided the horse out of the water onto rocky ground where its hoof prints would not be visible. Then they sought out a quiet clearing hidden among the towering trees.

      Both of them were utterly exhausted. Breysen managed to find some strips of dried meat and some stale bread in a saddlebag. He shared it with his companion, who chewed it unthinkingly before lying down. He was asleep almost immediately.

      In defiance of his depleted state, Breysen somehow found the energy to remove the saddle and bridle from the horse before slumping to the ground. Rich green grass flourished in the clearing, and the last thing he remembered before falling asleep was the sight of the animal quietly cropping the grass.

      It was the cold that eventually woke him. Daylight had almost faded away. The cloud cover had disappeared entirely, and stars were already winking in the open sky above the clearing.

      The other fugitive was still sleeping, and Breysen grasped the opportunity to take a searching look at his companion. The mercenary looked emaciated—hardly surprising given the circumstances of the last few days—and his face was drawn and haggard. He had a hard face.

      Breysen got up and stretched, wincing at the tightness in his muscles. Every part of him ached.

      Glancing across at his companion, he noticed that he had woken.

      “I’m Breysen,” he said with a cautious nod.

      “Kantor,” the other replied. He peered around him in the gloom. There was no sign of pursuit or any kind of threat. “Looks like we’ve beaten the odds,” he grunted. “We’re probably the only ones who managed to escape that death trap.”

      “We’re not out of this yet,” said Breysen. “They’ll track us. They seemed determined to keep the king’s location secret.”

      Kantor snorted. “You think that’s their reason for killing every person who tried to escape?” He shook his head dismissively. “They’re butchers. No other explanation is necessary.”

      “Is that why you killed the sentry?”

      “Did I need a reason?” snarled Kantor, glowering at him. “He would have killed me without blinking. Or you, for that matter.”

      Breysen shrugged. “He was helpless,” he said. “He had no way of harming us.”

      “And if I’d been lying helpless? Do you think that would have saved me?” Kantor looked at him in scorn. “Have you gone soft in the head? It’s us or them. It’s that simple.”

      Kantor was right, of course—the sentry would have killed them without a second thought. Somehow it seemed different to Breysen though. Was it because he saw himself as a traitor, and therefore deserving of death? Either way, Kantor clearly wasn’t interested in discussing the rights and wrongs of it. Breysen said nothing further.

      His companion got up, stretching as uncomfortably as Breysen had. He placed a hand gingerly on his neck, screwing up his face as he briefly massaged the muscles on his shoulders. Then he turned his attention to his injured arm. He unwrapped the bandages, wincing with pain as he pulled the cloth away from the wound.

      Even in the gathering dark the wound looked ugly. “That needs to be stitched,” Breysen told him. “Would you like me to do it?”

      The mercenary looked doubtful, but he didn’t refuse.

      Breysen led him to a nearby stream and did his best to clean the wound. It was becoming increasingly difficult to see what he was doing, but he managed to retrieve a small cloth bundle from the pouch at his belt and unfolded it. Within it was a tiny piece of wood, roughly the thickness of his little finger but only two thirds the length. He tugged at the wood with both hands, and it fell apart into two pieces, revealing a long piece of thread and a thin needle.

      Kantor eyed it curiously. “Where did you get that?”

      “I made it,” Breysen replied. “It’s been useful on occasion,” he added simply.

      He had fashioned the needle himself from the bone of a bird, carefully sharpening one end and boring an eye into the other. Constructing the little wooden box to house it had taken many hours.

      It took him many attempts before he succeeded in threading the needle. Deciding to act quickly before the light faded entirely, he pulled Kantor’s arm closer and began pushing the needle through his skin as if mending a garment. The mercenary grimaced but said nothing.

      Breysen sewed the flesh together quickly and efficiently. When he had finished, he squinted down at the arm before nodding once in satisfaction. Then he cleaned the needle and wiped it dry on his tunic before returning it to its wooden box. Finally he instructed Kantor to lower his arm into the water to wash it clean.

      The light had faded away completely by the time they had finished.

      “It’s time we were gone,” Kantor grunted.

      Breysen nodded in the dark. They couldn’t afford to wait for the dawn. “Where to?”

      “West, toward Erestor,” grunted Kantor. “I’ve heard there’s an army camped outside Steffan’s Citadel. It isn’t far from here. We know roughly where the king is hiding out, and that information will be worth a lot of money to the right people.”

      Rejoining an army didn’t appeal to Breysen at all. All he wanted was to slink away, as far from here as possible. Somehow he had survived where so many others had died, and he had no interest in tempting fate any further.

      Beyond that, selling out the king didn’t sit right with him at all. He’d lost interest in being a mercenary from the moment he realized that Hazor’s orders were to kill the royals.

      It was obvious to him that his reservations would make no sense to Kantor. What could he say?

      He decided to say nothing. He would bide his time.

      Breysen bent down briefly and drank from the stream. Doing so made him realize how hungry he was. It was time to divide up any food remaining in the saddlebags and refill the water skin.

      “Where did you leave the horse?” asked Kantor.

      “I don’t remember exactly,” Breysen replied.

      Kantor gave a low growl in response, then he ignored Breysen, whistling for the horse as he crossed the clearing.

      After many minutes of increasingly frantic searching, it became clear that the horse was nowhere in the area.

      Kantor came to Breysen. “You took off the saddle and bridle,” he spat. “Did you think to put a halter on it?” Even in the dark Breysen felt his fury.

      “I can’t be certain,” he grunted.

      “You incompetent idiot!” roared Kantor. He grabbed Breysen’s clothing with his good arm. “This will be the death of both of us! You understand that, don’t you?”

      “And what did you do to secure the horse?” Breysen asked, struggling to stay calm.

      Kantor shook with anger for a moment, then he seemed to master himself. He released Breysen and stepped back, spitting on the ground. “I should just knife you and be done with it. I’d do it right now if you hadn’t sewn up my arm. If you cause me trouble again I won’t hesitate. You’ve been warned.”

      With that he stepped into the stream and began wading along it.

      Breysen stood undecided, staring after Kantor in the dark. Finally he shook his head and stepped into the stream after him.
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      Will frowned in exasperation at the two sentries brought to him by Rufe. “A mercenary escaped? After all this time? And stole one of our horses? How is that possible?”

      The men stared at the ground. “There was heavy cloud cover last night, My Lord,” one of them replied. “The mercenary took advantage of it. One of our men still spotted him and ran him down. There was a fight, and the guard was killed. The mercenary took his horse.”

      “How did a fugitive manage to kill a soldier on horseback?”

      “The tracks indicate there were two of them,” the other sentry replied, his face downcast. “That’s the only reason they managed to overwhelm the guard.”

      “Are they being followed?” demanded Will.

      Rufe nodded. “I’ve sent ten men after them, including our best trackers.”

      “We can’t afford to have any of these men on the loose,” said Will. “If they report our whereabouts, the king and queen will be exposed. The next time we see mercenaries here, they’ll have brought a real army.”

      He shook his head grimly. “Gather the men,” he told Rufe. “All of them. I want a sweep done through the forest. Today. If anyone’s still alive in there it’s time they were hunted down.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Late that afternoon Thomas and Elena were summoned by Will to a conference. Having been directed to a large hut where the meeting was to be held, they hurried there to discover they were the first arrivals.

      Ten seats had been positioned around a huge wooden table in the center of the hut. The table dominated the space. It had been constructed from a solid slab of wood hewn from a single tree of great girth, with striking knots and swirls in the grain highlighting its smooth polished surface.

      Thomas gazed at it in awe, admiring its rugged beauty. Being both sturdy and refined at the same time, the table somehow captured the spirit of Newhaven.

      The next arrival was Will, soon followed by Anneka and Rellan, Rufe, Jonas, Count Ranauld, and finally the king and queen. Thomas noticed immediately that no other children had been brought to the conference, and he shot a wide-eyed glance at Elena, relieved that she had arranged at short notice to leave their little daughter Tammi with Elena’s father, Rubin.

      As soon as the king and queen were seated, the others took their seats as well. Only Will remained on his feet, his face somber.

      “Your Majesties,” he began, bowing to the king and queen. “Yesterday our men carefully searched the forest where the battle took place. It was harrowing work—the battleground is not a pleasant place to visit right now.” His expression showed his distaste. “We were looking for survivors. We found none.”

      “That’s encouraging news,” offered the king.

      “I wish it were so, Your Majesty,” Will replied grimly. “Unfortunately, our search was prompted by an incident.” He nodded to Rufe.

      Rufe got to his feet, bowing to the king and queen before speaking. “Since the battle, Your Majesty,” he said, addressing the king, “our men have been patrolling the fringes of the forest, alert for any sign of survivors. The conditions have favored us, with a full moon making our task much easier. A small number of mercenaries tried to escape during that time, and our men successfully intercepted them all. Until last night.”

      Rufe’s face appeared flushed. “Two men managed to escape after killing one of our guards and taking his horse.” He bowed to the king. “There is no appropriate way to apologize, Your Majesty. We have failed you.”

      The king shook his head firmly. “Preventing every surviving mercenary from escaping was never going to be easy. I know how hard your men have been working to secure the area, and from what you’ve said they did intercept these men last night, even though they were unable to stop them.

      “I fully understand the likely implications. But I haven’t lost sight of the bigger picture, Rufe. We are here today only because of the extraordinary efforts you and others made to bring us to safety. We could never have survived without you. I will not allow you to berate yourself.”

      Rufe bowed low again.

      “Have men been sent after these mercenaries?” asked the king.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Rufe replied. “And they were ordered not to return until they find them.”

      The king nodded, and Rufe sat down.

      The king directed his attention to Anneka and Rellan. “If word of our location leaks out, we will not be the only ones affected. The community at Newhaven will be at risk as well if another army is sent against us.” He turned to Will. “We must take that into account in whatever we decide to do.”

      Will acknowledged the king’s statement with a bow. “As you are all aware,” Will said, addressing the entire assembled group, “we have been conferring with the king for some time, considering a range of options. The potential consequences of this escape now force us to act immediately.

      “We have not been entirely idle during our time here at Newhaven. Our scouts have traveled widely throughout Arvenon, and all of them have now returned. We know that Pisander has assigned a number of smaller mercenary forces to patrol the countryside. A couple of those groups pursued us when we left Paradise Valley after the assassination attempt. We ambushed and destroyed them not far from here. The two mercenaries who just escaped appear to be the last remnant of that combined force.

      “When Pisander took control of Arnost, he arranged for Arvenon’s standing army to be split into two forces. Both are now commanded by unknown mercenaries appointed by him. Other mercenaries loyal to Pisander have undoubtedly infiltrated their ranks. We need to regain control of those two armies.”

      “What do you propose?” asked the king.

      “We have limited resources, Your Majesty,” Will replied. “We will need to stretch them as far as we can.” His face became grave. “We have four immediate problems to address. First, Pisander has sent one of the two armies westward to blockade Erestor, after spreading the story that I have been fomenting a revolt against Your Majesty.” Snorts sounded around the table, and Will waited for the noise to die down before he continued. “That western army is currently camped outside Steffan’s Citadel, at the gateway to Erestor. Your uncle, the duke, closed the border with Erestor at the time Pisander took over. We know that the duke remains loyal to you as always, and he will be able to assemble a formidable army on our behalf from within Erestor. We need to contact the duke and let him know that the king and queen are alive and well. We need his army.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” said Rellan. All eyes turned to him. “I know how to get through to Erestor without going through the pass at Steffan’s Citadel—I’ve done it before. And Lord Burtelen knows me. He will get me access to the duke.” He looked at his wife. “I can imagine what you’re thinking, Anneka,” he said, acknowledging the alarm on her face. “No one else can do this,” he said gently. “I’ll be careful.”

      Anneka didn’t look at all happy. But she said nothing.

      Will glanced at the king, who dipped his head silently in approval.

      “Thank you for your offer, Rellan,” said Will. “I wish I could promise that no one will suffer loss in the days that lie ahead. But all of you understand the realities as well as I do.”

      Rellan simply nodded.

      Will addressed Anneka. “If Rellan were to go, would you be willing to oversee the defenses of Newhaven on your own until he returns?”

      “I bore that responsibility on my own for many years,” she replied grimly. “I can do it again.”

      Will thanked her before continuing. “Contacting the duke is only part of the solution,” he said. “The duke’s forces can’t move out of Erestor while Pisander’s western army is blockading the citadel and the pass that runs through it. Pisander’s appointees might command that army today, but most of the soldiers in it are likely to still be loyal to the king. Their original leaders know me, and I need to find a way to communicate with them. If we can regain control of that army, we can assign some of the men to protect the approaches to Newhaven. The rest can be deployed along with the duke’s army from Erestor. Lord Burtelen will be able to help provide leadership.”

      “You can’t just show up there, Will,” growled the king. “You’re supposed to be a rebel. The mercenary commander will have you killed before any questions can be asked. I’m not going to throw away your life on a risky adventure.”

      “I don’t deny that there will be risks, Your Majesty,” Will replied calmly. “But what other options are available to us? I assure you that I have no desire to throw my life away. I will take Rufe and Jonas with me, and we will do nothing rash.”

      The king was clearly not satisfied with this answer. “We will speak more about this,” he warned.

      “I understand,” Will acknowledged, moving immediately to the next topic. “The second problem is the remainder of Arvenon’s standing army. It is also currently commanded by mercenaries that are not known to us. Pisander sent it north to the borders of Castel, supposedly to forestall a Castelan attack on Arvenon. I expect this northern army to be stationed outside Deadman’s Pass. We need to make contact with the loyal soldiers in that army. We also need to find a way to make direct contact with the Castelans. Queen Essanda’s young brother, King Rupert, is reigning in Castel now, and he needs to know that King Steffan and Queen Essanda are still alive, and that they have a son and heir. He also needs to know that the army threatening his borders was not sent there by King Steffan.”

      “These are tasks for me to attempt,” Count Ranauld said, rising from his seat. “I know many of the original leaders of the army—I worked closely with them after the Battle of Torbury Scarp. I don’t doubt they would have been demoted when Pisander’s mercenaries took control, but hopefully they are still with the army. I can also try to make contact with the Castelans. I have connections with some of King Rupert’s senior noblemen.”

      The king assented with a grateful nod to the count.

      “Thank you, Ranauld,” Will replied. “I can think of no one better suited. Unfortunately we cannot send a force with you. You will need to rely entirely on diplomacy.”

      “I understand,” said Count Ranauld with a nod, sitting down once more.

      “The third problem presents us with a more difficult challenge,” said Will. “It won’t be easy to find an effective way to deal with Pisander and his lackeys in Arnost.”

      No one immediately commented or offered to help. Thomas had been the one who brought back information from Arnost about Pisander. Was it possible that Will and the king might expect him to volunteer? Surely not. He simply couldn’t imagine anything useful he could do to unseat the traitor. Nevertheless he kept his eyes down, sweating uncomfortably.

      Thankfully it quickly became apparent that Will had ideas of his own on the topic. “The key to resolving this problem is regaining control of the western army on the border with Erestor, and the northern army on the border with Castel,” he said. “If we are able to do that, those armies, along with the duke’s army from Erestor, will readily be able to block any attempt Pisander might make to deploy more men throughout Arvenon. Retaking Arnost will follow, sooner or later.”

      He glanced around the table. When no one offered comment, he continued. “The final problem is the most difficult of all,” he said. “Thomas discovered previously that Pisander’s maneuvering has been funded by King Agon of Rogand, and that Agon has been scheming to annex Arvenon, Castel, and Varas. Some of you might not be aware that Thomas also learned that Pisander intends to invite King Agon to Arnost.”

      “That’s madness! Why would Pisander do that?” asked Rellan in consternation. “Surely it wouldn’t be in his own interests to allow Agon anywhere near Arnost.”

      Will shrugged. “Perhaps he had no choice. Agon might have made it a condition of helping him.”

      Rellan slowly shook his head, his brows creased.

      Thomas felt sure there was a different explanation. If Agon had the Stone of Authority, Pisander might be acting under some kind of compulsion. Thomas had no way of knowing for certain, though, and he could hardly speak openly about the stones. He needed to keep his guesses to himself. He could discuss his suspicions with Will later if the need arose.

      “Is Agon planning a short visit, or does he intend to base himself in Arnost while he attempts to subdue the kingdom completely?” Will wondered. “We can only guess. But he won’t leave Rog until he is confident that his own kingdom will remain secure in his absence. Either way, he will want to arrive before winter sets in. So we don’t have a lot of time.”

      As Will paused to scan the faces around him, Thomas glanced around the table himself. Everyone was looking grim. He had no need of the Stone of Knowing to tell him what people were thinking.

      Will’s expression was grave, yet he somehow managed to project a calm confidence. Thomas could only admire his composure. He had no idea how Will did it.

      “We cannot afford to let Agon get established in Arnost,” Will said. “He’ll undoubtedly bring an army of his own with him from Rogand, and it won’t be easy to displace them. We know ourselves that Arnost is well able to withstand both an assault and a siege.”

      “How can we stop him?” asked the king.

      “I propose that we send a force to secure our border with Rogand,” Will replied.

      “We’d need a big force to do that,” said the king, “and we don’t have one available.”

      “You’re right, Your Majesty,” said Will. “Right now we cannot spare even one hundred men. We will need the western army currently camped outside Steffan’s Citadel, combined with the duke’s army from Erestor.”

      “If these men are sent to the border, how can we bottle up Pisander? And how can we retake Arnost?” asked the king.

      “I am hoping that Count Ranauld will also eventually be able to bring us the northern army camped outside Castel,” Will replied. “It’s all a question of timing. Denying Agon access to Arvenon is the crucial first step. The other steps will need to follow at an appropriate time.”

      The king hesitated for a moment, but he soon nodded his agreement. “What you’re proposing makes sense, Will. All of it. Implement it as you see fit.”

      Will bowed his thanks to the king. Then he turned to the others. “Each of us knows what we need to do,” he said. “Those of us leaving Newhaven will set out at dawn the day after tomorrow.”

      “There’s no point in delaying the journey to Maranelle to meet with the duke,” Rellan said abruptly. “I’ll be ready to leave at dawn tomorrow.”

      Anneka glared at him, but his face was set stubbornly.

      “You need to come to a conclusion together,” Will told them.

      Neither commented, but they both nodded tightly. Thomas found himself thinking that the discussion was likely to be animated.

      Anneka and Rellan rose first and left the building. Rufe, Jonas, and Count Ranauld followed closely behind them. As they did so, the king moved closer to Will and began conversing quietly with him. The queen joined them, listening attentively.

      Thomas and Elena were about to leave the hut when Thomas noticed Will’s hand go up to forestall them. Having caught their attention, Will waved them over to join the conversation.

      As they approached, the king nodded a welcome, and Queen Essanda beamed them a friendly smile.

      “Thomas has an unusual ability to ferret out information from people, Your Majesties,” said Will. Thomas felt his face redden. Will was clearly referring to the stone, although it seemed apparent that he had not told the king or queen about it.

      Not for the first time, Thomas wondered what the king might say if he learned of the stone and its powers. Would he demand that Thomas hand it over to him? Kings could issue whatever commands they chose, and their subjects were expected to obey. If anyone refused, a king had ways of forcing them to comply.

      A jumble of thoughts went through Thomas’s mind as he settled himself after the king waved them both to their seats. Uppermost in his thoughts was the awareness that he had no interest in giving up the stone. It was curious that Will had never suggested that Thomas needed to surrender it to the king. Nor had he ever asked for the stone for himself, even though there must surely have been times when he would have found it invaluable. Will had instead consistently protected Thomas’s secret, accepting from the beginning that Thomas was the custodian of the stone. Thomas had no idea what Will’s reasons were.

      Thomas didn’t fully understand his own unwillingness to give it up either—it was one of many mysteries surrounding the stone. It had certainly brought him far more than his share of trouble. And the ripples had since spread to encompass his family.

      He told himself that he felt responsible for the stone. Was it as simple as that though? He set aside his musings to focus on what Will was saying.

      “I am going to need your help when I go to the army outside Steffan’s Citadel, Thomas. I’ll need to know where the leaders stand.”

      Thomas suppressed a shudder. Will’s request—and it clearly wasn’t a request—showed how far out of reach a normal life had become for him. He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “If Thomas is going, I will go too,” said Elena abruptly.

      All eyes turned in her direction. Will and the king both began speaking at the same time, expressing alarm at any such idea.

      Elena simply stared back, her beautiful face unyielding.

      The king raised a hand, and Will fell silent.

      “I greatly admire your pluck, Elena,” said the king. “But I would never forgive myself if I allowed you to put yourself at risk in such a manner.”

      Elena’s expression did not waver, although Thomas saw her lips trembling.

      Finding the boldness to speak up in such exalted company was no easier for Thomas than it was for Elena, and even the idea of challenging the king unnerved him. But he could not allow his wife to stand alone. “Elena has proven herself many times,” he said quietly, “and in situations that would overwhelm most people. I would not be alive today without her resourcefulness.”

      The queen smiled at his words. “I might add that I too was sternly discouraged from joining my husband when he traveled to Paradise Valley,” she said. “Yet when all of us were put to the test, I like to think that I gave a good account of myself. Even though I am a woman, and even though I was well advanced in my pregnancy. I don’t think we should deny Thomas and Elena the final say in deciding whether she should go.”

      “My comments were intended only to spare Elena whatever trouble might lie ahead,” the king replied. “I had no desire to call her capabilities into question.” He gazed at his wife. “No one could question the significance of your contribution on behalf of the kingdom. Your influence has been decisive on more than one occasion.”

      Essanda smiled, grasping Steffan’s hand and squeezing it. The king smiled back at her affectionately.

      Then he turned to Elena. “I don’t claim to know you well, Elena, but all of us have caught glimpses of your determination. I don’t doubt that you might have a part to play that I cannot foresee. Nevertheless, I am still not convinced about the wisdom of you accompanying Will and Thomas.”

      “I have a proposal,” said Will. “It would strengthen the resolve of the soldiers greatly if they could catch a glimpse of their king and queen. It would be even better if they have an opportunity to see the baby prince with their own eyes. I know that sounds extremely risky,” he added quickly, “but I am not proposing that Your Majesties join us when we make initial contact. Only when we are absolutely certain that we have won over the soldiers and their leaders, and dealt with any traitors among them. If you are waiting nearby we can send for you to join us. If you hear nothing from us by an agreed time, you can withdraw to safety.”

      He turned to Elena. “I would like to suggest you wait with the king and queen, and join Thomas when they meet us.”

      She looked uncertain.

      Will looked at her frankly. “May I be direct, Elena? If you’re with us when we meet with the soldiers, none of them will pay attention to a single word we say!” The king stifled a laugh, and the queen put a hand to her mouth to hide a smile.

      Elena blushed deeply. But she looked at Will and nodded her head to indicate her acquiescence.

      Thomas expelled a breath, discovering in the process how tense he had been feeling. He reached out and took Elena’s delicate hand in his own.

      “Does my proposal meet with your approval, Your Majesty?” Will asked the king.

      “It does,” King Steffan replied. “Your plans are bold given our slender resources. But I cannot offer better options, and you always seem to find a way through.”

      “We will do our best,” said Will in response. “It hardly needs to be said that you will be left largely unprotected if we fail.”

      “We will not speak of failure,” declared the king firmly.
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      Ashar drew his horse to a halt beneath the spreading boughs of a huge tree. The canopy above offered limited protection from the incessant rain, but any respite was welcome.

      He studied his surroundings carefully. He could reasonably claim to be widely traveled, but this part of Lestanor was entirely unknown to him.

      The sun had almost touched the horizon, and the cold had begun to gnaw at his bones. Shivering in his sodden garments, he reminded himself of the size of the payout once he’d delivered the package.

      If he didn’t reach a village soon he’d need to find a place to camp. The thought held no appeal, and he decided to ride on for a few more minutes.

      Ashar had almost given up hope when he caught a distant glimpse of a cluster of dwellings. Peering through the driving rain in the fading light he couldn’t be certain of the size of the village, but it might be large enough to boast an inn. He urged his horse forward in eager anticipation of hot food and a bed.

      No one was abroad in the village by the time Ashar reached the first of the low huts. Even without a glimpse of the inhabitants, though, the appearance of the dwellings in the gathering gloom told him everything he needed to know about this place.

      Fully alert, Ashar took careful note of his surroundings. He did it effortlessly and almost without conscious thought. He knew how to take care of himself. His employers had chosen well, but he didn’t waste energy congratulating himself with the knowledge.

      When a modestly sized inn appeared before him, he dismounted and tied his horse to a post. Then he pushed open the door and stepped inside. He removed his dripping cloak and hat and hung them on hooks on the wall, scanning the room as he did so.

      He found himself in a large room filled with a number of small tables. Upwards of twenty men sat around the tables holding mugs of ale. The low rumble of conversation had ceased abruptly at his appearance. Every person in the room was now eyeing him warily.

      Ignoring their stares, Ashar made his way to the serving counter. The innkeeper nodded a guarded greeting.

      “Do you have hot food and a room?” Ashar asked, slipping easily into the local language. “And can you stable my horse?” His fluency in the language of Lestanor had already proven invaluable.

      The innkeeper looked his visitor up and down, his eyes lingering on Ashar’s sword and knives. “If you have the coin,” the man finally returned.

      Ashar pushed a few silver pieces onto the counter, and the innkeeper nodded once more. “Find yourself a table,” he said. “I’ll bring the food over. My boy will see to your animal.”

      Ashar located a table off to one side of the room and took a seat. Conversation had resumed in the room, but many eyes remained fixed on him.

      The innkeeper arrived with a mug brimming with ale and a bowl filled with steaming meat and a few scrawny vegetables. He put it down and left without a word.

      Ashar paused long enough to place a long-bladed knife within easy reach on the table. Then he wasted no time getting into the food.

      A small group of men at a nearby table watched him closely. After a few moments one of them swung his chair deliberately around to face him. He aimed a scowl first at the new arrival, then at his knife.

      Ashar spared the man a glance between mouthfuls, noting the way the firelight picked out the prominent scars on his face.

      “What brings scum like you to our village?” demanded Scarface.

      Ashar paused in the action of chewing and looked up, his eyes narrowing. If this fool wanted to die, Ashar would be happy to oblige him.

      He hadn’t come looking for trouble though. All he wanted was a meal and a good night’s rest.

      “Just passing through,” he replied evenly, ignoring the provocation.

      He added a question of his own. “I’m looking for someone—perhaps you know him.”

      Scarface glowered at him. “Who?”

      “A man by the name of Jace.”

      The room went instantly silent. Nobody moved except Ashar, who resumed his assault on the food.

      Scarface laughed—a harsh and grating sound. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” he said contemptuously.

      Ashar stared back at him. “The same could be said of you,” he observed casually.

      Scarface’s eyes hardened. But he turned away and moved to a different table.

      Conversation in the room was still muted when Ashar decided to turn in for the night. The innkeeper led him up a flight of stairs to a room above the public room. Ashar poked his head in and looked around, then returned to the passage and examined the approaches to the room.

      The innkeeper watched him for a minute before stating adamantly, “I don’t allow trouble in my inn. Keep to yourself, and others will do the same.”

      Ashar shrugged. There would be trouble. If not in the inn, then after he left it.

      He had no reason to doubt the innkeeper. Nevertheless he slept lightly, as he always did.

      Ashar appeared in the public room at sunrise to find the proprietor already hard at work. “Food is cooking if you want some,” the innkeeper told him.

      Ashar shook his head. He never broke his fast until later in the day. “I’ll be on my way.”

      He handed over more silver pieces to pay for his stay. His host was clearly more than satisfied. “Are you still determined to continue your search?” he asked.

      Ashar nodded. He couldn’t fail to notice the innkeeper’s unwillingness to speak the name of the man he was seeking.

      The man shrugged. “It’s your funeral then. Follow the road out of the village. In a couple of leagues it forks. Take the left fork. It heads southeast. He’ll find you before you find him.”

      Ashar dug into his pouch for another silver coin and handed it to the innkeeper.

      Glancing at the pouch, the proprietor added, “You might find some company waiting for you down the road.”

      The warning wasn’t necessary, but the innkeeper couldn’t know that. Ashar palmed him a final coin, then headed outside for his horse.

      He emerged into the open to find that the rain had cleared. As he mounted, a rider galloped away on the road ahead of him. No doubt the rider was a sentry charged with warning the ambushers that Ashar was about to set out.

      Ashar took the road out of the village, remaining on it until the buildings were out of sight. Then he turned aside into the trees. When the road lay two bowshots behind him, he resumed his journey.

      As he picked his way through the undergrowth he pondered the likely motives of his ambushers. Scarface was undoubtedly blinded by his wounded pride. And his friends would have noticed the silver coins Ashar handed to the innkeeper. Perhaps they’d guessed—correctly in this case—that he had plenty more.

      Whatever their reasons, they were fools if they thought he would simply blunder into their trap.

      After a while he heard the soft nickering of horses. Dismounting, he tied his horse to a branch and crept forward. Four horses stood in a huddle, tied up with halters.

      Ashar snorted to himself. Scarface and his friends had a lofty opinion of themselves if they thought four of them were enough to bring him down. He considered turning aside to kill them all. It would bring a satisfying end to the foolishness. But there wouldn’t be a payout, so it wasn’t worth the time or the effort.

      He untied the horses instead and led them to his own animal. Remounting, he set off with the four horses in tow.

      As soon as he was well clear of the area he rejoined the road, urging his horse into a trot. After two hours of steady riding, he spotted a small stream near the road and brought the animals to a halt. Removing the halters from the other horses, he released them. They soon moved away from the road and began cropping the plentiful grass beside the stream.

      If the horses were stupid enough, they might eventually find their way back to their owners. Ashar was content to let them decide for themselves. Either way, he didn’t expect he’d ever see Scarface or his friends again.

      When the sun set he found a place to camp for the night. Having chosen a sheltered location well away from the road, he saw no reason not to build a small fire. He retrieved some dried meat and stale bread from his saddlebags and sat down to warm himself by the fire while he ate it.

      He had barely finished his meager meal when a sharp object stabbed into the back of his neck.

      “Get up. Slowly,” said a cold voice.

      He complied, berating himself for his carelessness.

      “Remove your sword and knives. Put them on the ground, then step away from them.”

      He did as he was told, slowly and deliberately.

      “The knife in your boot as well.”

      This man didn’t miss much.

      “Now stand with your back to that tree, facing the fire.”

      He eased back to the tree and stood unmoving with a sword at his throat.

      He finally had an opportunity to observe his captor. The man’s face was turned away from the fire, but the captive could see cold eyes glinting dimly in his face. They were remorseless eyes—the eyes of a killer. A cold chill ran up Ashar’s spine.

      “I am Jace. You’ve been looking for me. You found me.” The killer’s voice was as cold as his eyes.

      Someone had sent Jace a warning. The innkeeper?

      “I was hired to bring you a package,” said Ashar, succeeding at keeping his voice steady.

      “Where is it?”

      Ashar reached for his chest.

      “Careful,” warned Jace.

      Ashar reached carefully into his clothing and withdrew a small parcel. He held it out.

      Jace took it and unwrapped it with one hand, his eyes never leaving his captive.

      A sheet of parchment appeared in his hand, and a bright object fell to the ground. Ashar shifted his eyes downward to look at it. It was a golden dagger, its hilt encrusted with jewels. He’d been carrying around a small fortune inside his vest.

      Jace glanced briefly down at it, letting it lie where it had fallen.

      The killer scanned the parchment, his eyes flicking up frequently to ensure his captive hadn’t moved.

      Ashar forced himself to relax. He was nothing more than a messenger. Jace had no quarrel with him.

      “Did you open this package?” the killer demanded.

      “No,” Ashar replied truthfully.

      “Have you read the message?”

      “No.” Ashar paused for a moment before adding, “I can’t read.”

      Jace nodded. “That must be why you weren’t worried about the final instruction.”

      Ashar had no idea what Jace meant. He wasn’t granted an opportunity to find out.
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      Jace momentarily considered tossing the parchment into the fire started by his victim and letting the flames reduce it to ash. Then, deciding abruptly to keep it instead, he tucked it into his clothing.

      The message was from Lord Drettroth. The nobleman had been the highest profile casualty of the disastrous Rogandan invasion of Arvenon, and Jace was well aware that he was dead. Receiving a message from beyond the grave was therefore unexpected and disconcerting.

      When he first heard of Drettroth’s death, the assassin had felt something akin to regret. The Rogandan nobleman was a rare individual—one of the few men Jace respected as a peer. As a result, Jace was more than willing to undertake an assignment on his behalf, whether or not he was still alive.

      It seemed that before his death Lord Drettroth had left a package with a trusted retainer. In the event of Drettroth’s demise, the retainer had been instructed to wait for five years, then to arrange for the package to be delivered to Jace.

      The five years had now elapsed. Following his late master’s instructions, the retainer had engaged a messenger to deliver the package.

      The commission described in the parchment was for an assassination on the usual terms: payment in full in advance, buried in a secure location; freedom for Jace to choose his own means and his own timing; and no suggestion of returning the payment if the target was no longer alive when the commission was delivered. The message even used a secret code devised by Jace to describe the location where the payment had been hidden.

      The Rogandan nobleman, as always, had done his preparation thoroughly.

      Jace threw a casual glance down at the body lying in the dirt before the fire. Drettroth had never liked loose ends, and it came as no surprise to Jace that the parchment ended by instructing him to dispose of the messenger.

      He located the ornate dagger and retrieved it from the dirt, dusting it off before turning it over in his hand. The weapon itself was worth almost as much as the promised reward.

      Beyond its intrinsic value, the dagger was a signature that clearly identified the author of the parchment. It further confirmed Drettroth’s seal. Jace recognized the dagger, because years earlier Drettroth had given him its twin, part of the reward for a similar assignment he had carried out on behalf of the nobleman.

      Jace ignored the body of the messenger. Sooner or later someone would find it, and as far as he was concerned they were welcome to loot it. However he did thoughtfully remove the saddle and the bridle from the messenger’s horse before setting it free.

      His next move would be to retrieve Drettroth’s payment. Not that he needed it—he was already wealthy beyond imagining. But a workman was worthy of his hire.

      After that he would begin his planning. It would need to be careful planning indeed. Assassinating a king involved the highest level of risk and danger.

      He was not deterred. As usual, Drettroth had not stinted on the payment. But Jace had another more compelling reason for accepting the commission. He had always risen to a challenge, and he had been lacking a worthy challenge for far too long.
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      King Agon of Rogand sat sullenly on his throne in the audience chamber adjoining his private apartments, waiting for Pisander’s envoy to arrive. The king was not in a good mood. His body ached all over, and the padded cushion beneath him felt hard and lumpy. The discomfort did little to improve his temper.

      Agon had slept badly. His head had been pounding before he rose for the day; he felt certain he was coming down with some kind of illness. After examining him carefully, his doctors had assured him nervously that it was nothing worse than a cold. One of the imbeciles had almost referred to it as a common cold—from the look on the fool’s face he had barely caught himself in time. It would have been a fatal mistake, and Agon could only scowl at the leech’s lucky escape. Whatever name might be attached to his malady, the doctors apparently also expected to find the ailment lurking among the most wretched of his subjects. The king could only rail at a universe with the audacity to behave so indiscriminately.

      A goblet of wine on a table beside him caught his eye, and an entirely different thought came abruptly into his mind. Would anyone be stupid enough to risk poisoning him?

      Chaotic thoughts tumbled about in his head, and for one delicious moment it occurred to him to execute his current food and wine taster. He shrugged off the idea indolently.

      A servant entered and bowed low, waiting to be acknowledged before daring to stand upright in Agon’s presence. As he stood bent in an awkward posture, the king studied him casually, much as a spider might study a fly struggling feebly in its web.

      After a while Agon tired of the amusement. “Well?” he asked imperiously.

      The servant attempted to conceal a wince of pain as he straightened. Agon was not sympathetic. If the king wasn’t well, it was only right that others should suffer too.

      “The envoy has arrived from Arnost, Your Majesty.”

      “Show him in,” growled the king.

      The envoy also bowed low as he entered, although he did not wait for permission before standing upright again. Agon reminded himself with difficulty that he needed to exercise restraint.

      “Speak,” the king commanded.

      “I bring greetings from your loyal servant, the Earl of Pisander, Your Majesty. He eagerly awaits the pleasure of your arrival in Arnost.”

      The envoy had a great deal more to say on Pisander’s behalf, although the words danced around all of the issues that most interested Agon.

      “What of the former king and queen?” the king asked bluntly.

      “His lordship has been reliably informed that they are dead, Your Majesty. He is daily expecting final confirmation.”

      “And what of Erestor?”

      “The old duke is still hiding there, trapped by one of his lordship’s armies. He can be dealt with at any time.”

      Agon scowled with annoyance. This latest message from his pet noble in Arvenon gave no more answers than the one that preceded it. As usual, if Agon wanted things finished off properly, he would be forced to do it himself. The pace would change considerably once he arrived in Arnost.

      Tiring of words and needing to get the man out of his sight before he lost control of himself, Agon decided to call the audience to a close. “Scurry back to your master,” he told the envoy dismissively, “and tell him I demand to see the heads of Steffan and Essanda. I’ve given Pisander enough money to buy two kingdoms, and I’m tired of promises and excuses.”

      In fact the entire exercise had barely troubled Agon’s coffers. But the king wasn’t about to acknowledge that to Pisander or anyone else.

      The Arvenian hurried away, and Agon grasped the opportunity to swallow a potion prescribed by his doctors. He’d used it before at such times, and it had helped with his aches and pains.

      He had no opportunity for a real break before his next visitor arrived. His servant introduced a person very familiar to Agon. She entered with little ceremony.

      Since the demise of Drettroth, Ona had gradually emerged as the most effective of his subjects. She had somehow wormed her way into this status almost before he was aware it was happening. Once he saw what she was capable of, though, he offered her unstinting encouragement. He had already promoted her to more than one formal role, and he would continue to expand her responsibilities for as long as she proved loyal and reliable. Officially she had administrative responsibility for trade, both local and foreign, and for tax collection. Unofficially he had recently given her oversight of his network of foreign agents. Perhaps most usefully of all, she kept an eye on his nobles for him.

      Agon never failed to make time for Ona whenever she wanted to see him. She had never yet wasted his time.

      He eyed her hungrily as she entered the room. Seeing his reaction, she leered provocatively at him. She had never made a secret of the fact that she dressed and presented herself specifically to provoke such a reaction. No other woman had ever dared to flaunt herself in his presence in this way.

      The truth was that she fascinated him. The woman was commanding, beautiful, sophisticated, and utterly ruthless. In short, Agon found her positively delectable.

      Mouthwatering though she might be, he had never been seriously tempted to make her his plaything. She wasn’t a person to be toyed with, and unlike so many of her victims, he saw from the beginning that he could never afford to let his guard down with her. King or not, she wouldn’t hesitate to find a way to take advantage of him if he offered her half a chance.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate from a distance the assets she flaunted with such self-assurance.

      Ona was far beneath him, of course, as every other mortal creature must inevitably be. She was noble born—she would never have been able to make her way so effortlessly among his nobility if she was not—but she also had the common touch. She knew how to dress and carry herself like a peasant, and she could move among them as if she were one of their own.

      Possibly Ona’s most striking quality was her single-mindedness. And she was almost as callous as he was—he admired that in a person.

      “Your Majesty,” she simpered, offering him a mock curtsy.

      “My Lady Ona. What havoc have you been wreaking in my kingdom?” he wondered idly.

      “I’ve been poking around here and there,” she replied. Her face turned suddenly serious. “You have problems in your outlying provinces, Your Majesty.”

      His smirk instantly became a scowl. “What problems?”

      She waved her hands vaguely. “Grumbling about taxes. And about your continuing fascination with foreign adventures.”

      A frown furrowed his face. She needn’t think that her impertinence was guaranteed to amuse him. Perhaps he should remove her pretty head after all.

      “I found I was able to...divert the energies of some of them,” she continued pertly. “Once I had captured their full attention, I offered very sweetly to bring their concerns to the direct attention of their sovereign.” Her lip curled. “For some reason, none of them seemed enraptured at the prospect,” she added with her usual flair for understatement.

      He nodded with satisfaction. Lady Ona was good. And she’d wasted no time in reminding him why he valued her so highly.

      “Krasmir?” he asked.

      A delicate frown flitted across her bewitching features, as a cloud might briefly shroud the sun. “Lord Krasmir is a man who’s never been frightened to state his opinions. It’s been suggested in some quarters that he has more reason than most for discontent. But he seems surprisingly untroubled by these issues.”

      She raised her hands heavenward. “I can’t make him out,” she acknowledged helplessly.

      Agon grunted. Krasmir’s unlikely compliance came as no surprise to him, thanks to the small stone concealed on his person. He had chosen Krasmir as the first important test of the Stone of Authority, and the results had far exceeded his expectations.

      “I want names, and every detail of their mutterings,” he growled, moving quickly to change the subject away from Krasmir.

      She smiled indulgently back at him. “I have no doubt that Your Majesty will use the information...carefully,” she offered.

      “You will not be exposed as the source,” he assured her in a bored tone.

      He gazed at her steadily for a moment. “Keep me informed of your whereabouts,” he said. “I might have need of you again very soon.”

      She bowed briefly and delivered an immodest curtsy before sweeping elegantly from the audience chamber.

      He’d never used the stone on her. In recent times he’d considered it more than once. But there was something raw and unpredictable about her. As long as she continued to serve his interests, he saw no reason to risk dulling her razor edge.

      Agon’s servant made another appearance almost the moment she had left the room.

      “No more audiences!” snapped Agon.

      The servant fled while attempting to execute a hasty bow.

      Agon got up slowly and headed into his private apartments. Without the distraction of Lady Ona his symptoms were quickly reasserting themselves, and he suppressed a moan, determined to pay no attention to the discomfort. If he didn’t improve soon, he might find it necessary to distribute some pain among his doctors.

      Ennawi, Agon’s mute slave with no hands, was occupying his usual position by the balcony. Approaching the slave casually, the king peered into his habitually unresponsive face. “I wonder if Lady Ona might be able to get a reaction out of you,” he said thoughtfully.

      Ennawi’s face didn’t twitch.

      Agon shrugged. “My plans have progressed well in Arvenon,” he said. “Pisander has almost outlived his usefulness, but not quite. Once I’m properly established in Arnost I’ll find a less willful local to rule in my name. Someone without expectations should be appropriately grateful for the opportunity.”

      His expression turned to a scowl. “And yet the moment an opportunity arises to cross the border, new obstacles appear in my path. My barons have the effrontery to whine about me. Behind my back! The fools will learn there is a price to pay for saying what they think.

      “And that isn’t the worst of my difficulties. Who can I leave in charge of Rogand when I am gone? I have no heir, and none of my aides are suitable.”

      The uncomfortable truth was that Agon never retained competent administrators for long. Before long he always found a reason to thrust them aside.

      At least he was no longer executing every administrator or agent who disappointed him. Not usually, anyway. He had been working hard on exercising restraint. Summary execution might have offered a satisfying resolution for his disappointment, but it had proven counterproductive as a long term policy. It completely unnerved whoever he tried to bring in as a replacement.

      Now he once more found himself needing someone competent—more so than ever before.

      “None of my barons can be trusted,” he grumbled.

      His conversation with Lady Ona about Lord Krasmir came suddenly to mind. “I wonder...” he said, musing aloud. “Is it possible that Krasmir could do the job? He certainly wouldn’t be frightened to apply a heavy hand when it’s called for.”

      Could Krasmir be trusted to act on Agon’s behalf? Lady Ona had confirmed that he remained compliant. Perhaps the Stone of Authority had provided an unlikely ally.

      “Krasmir,” murmured the king thoughtfully.

      There was no way he could just announce such an appointment of course. It would be necessary to acquaint the nobleman with any responsibilities that couldn’t be deferred during the king’s absence. The handover would take time—at least a month. That period would give him further opportunity to focus the stone on Krasmir. It would also allow him to decide whether the arrangement might work.

      He stood before his slave and examined his face. “What do you think about Lord Krasmir as regent, Ennawi? Any concerns with the notion?” He paused for a few moments. “From your silence I take it that you approve. You are very wise.”

      Agon snorted. He was never backward in enjoying his own cleverness.

      “I like this idea of a regent,” he continued more seriously. “I can see the benefit of allowing someone else to take the heat for a while.”

      Even if Krasmir solved Agon’s problem of appointing a regent, the king would still be faced with an irritating delay before he could follow through on Pisander’s invitation. Moving into Arvenon would not be possible anytime soon.

      As he turned the issue over in his mind an intriguing possibility occurred to him.

      “I promised you a trip to Arnost, Ennawi,” he told the slave. “I’m sorry to say I need to delay it further. But there’s no reason I can’t send a representative ahead of me. It has to be someone I trust implicitly—I need an accurate assessment of what’s really going on there. So much the better if it’s someone capable of unsettling the Arvenian rabble who call themselves nobility.”

      He smirked at the slave. “I’ve just realized that I have the ideal person—Lady Ona.”

      The idea was delicious. He would be sending a fox among lambs. After she’d finished with them, they’d welcome Agon as a deliverer when he arrived. They’d find out too late that the fox had been replaced by a wolf.

      “What do you think, Ennawi? I know she speaks Arvenian.” The king’s lips peeled back in a smile of satisfaction.

      No response was forthcoming, exactly as Agon expected. He nodded solemnly. “I’ll order her to set out as soon as she can make herself ready.”

      The king knew he could not delay lying down for much longer. He’d still done nothing about his recalcitrant nobles, but that would have to wait. Deferring his response didn’t mean he’d decided to tolerate their sedition. He was simply allowing himself time to dream up a truly gratifying way of abasing them.
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      The unusual isolation of Newhaven had ensured that Anneka’s community had remained small. Nevertheless, Brother Ander had been searching for his fellow monk for some time before he located him beyond the cultivated fields that surrounded the settlement. His friend was sitting quietly on a log, peering into the gathering dusk.

      “There you are, Brother Gerome. You’re a hard man to track down.”

      “Newhaven offers a number of perfect scenic outlooks,” the monk replied contentedly. “I’ve been relaxing here enjoying the sunset.”

      “The sunset?” replied Brother Ander, glancing belatedly up at the sky. “I hadn’t noticed it.”

      Brother Gerome sighed. “Perhaps you see things the same way as Brother Kaylis. His view is that nothing in nature matters if it doesn’t have a clear purpose. For the most part it is obvious how natural elements and living creatures are useful. For example, a mighty river and a lowly dung beetle each fulfill a role. However Brother Kaylis sees no possible benefit from sunsets, so he ignores them.”

      “Do Brother Kaylis’s ideas have a useful purpose?” asked Brother Ander with a shrug. “I never paid much attention to him. His head is in the clouds.”

      “Very apt, since we’re discussing sunsets,” said Brother Gerome dryly.

      Brother Ander groaned. He opened his mouth to change the subject, but his friend got in first.

      “Sunsets are remarkable,” said Brother Gerome. “They’re never the same from day to day. And I’m told that the same sunset looks different from different locations.”

      “And that tells you what?” asked Brother Ander. He knew his friend would get to the point sooner if he humored him, but it didn’t stop him feeling restless.

      “It tells me that the Creator is incredibly extravagant,” said Brother Gerome. “He isn’t solely interested in utility, whatever Brother Kaylis says. I have the feeling that sunsets are designed mostly to delight us.”

      He looked up at Brother Ander with a knowing smile. “But you didn’t come here to talk about the wonders of nature. Something is bothering you,” he said.

      Brother Ander nodded impatiently. “Will...Lord Torbury I mean...wants me to leave. He says that the king and queen will be going somewhere with their baby son, and he thinks they might benefit from having me with them.” He shook his head.

      “And why is that a problem?”

      He looked at Brother Gerome in surprise. “I was just getting settled here. For the first time I’m starting to understand how my calling as a monk and as a healer might work in practice. That’s only been possible because I came to this community.”

      “And why can’t you exercise your calling with the king and queen?”

      “You’ve seen what life is like around them. Their lives are a never-ending drama of intrigue and battles. Fighting was my life once, but all I want now is to escape from it. I’ve put all of that behind me. The king needs warriors, not monks.”

      “You saved the king’s life. It isn’t hard to understand why they might want a healer on hand.”

      “That wasn’t just me. And anyway, I didn’t become a monk so I could spend my days as medic to the royal family.” He shot a glance around them before adding, “I mean no disrespect to Their Majesties.”

      Brother Gerome offered no immediate response, and both of them gazed for a time out into the gathering gloom.

      “What about you? What will you do?” Brother Ander eventually asked.

      “I have been giving that question much thought and prayer,” Brother Gerome replied. “Anneka and Rellan have told me how much they’ve appreciated having us both here at Newhaven. Anneka remembers fondly the priest from her estate in Erestor—Father Bryan I believe he was called. She said the Newhaven community had nowhere to turn for spiritual guidance before we arrived.”

      He gazed up at Brother Ander. “I’ve been thinking that I will stay here. Brother Elias spoke with me at Paradise Valley, before he sent us off with the king and queen. He told me then that the future was uncertain, and that I should be willing to follow God’s leading, wherever it might take me.”

      “He had a similar conversation with me,” replied Brother Ander. “I think he suspected at the time that we might not return.”

      “So what are you going to do?” Brother Gerome asked.

      Brother Ander shrugged. “I will go with the king and queen. I’m not sure that refusing them is an option, even if I wanted to.”

      Brother Gerome nodded. “You could ask God to show you a way to wiggle out of it, but I’m not sure it would do any good. I have a feeling it’s what he wants you to do.”
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      As Thomas was leaving the conference, Will had asked Thomas to meet him later that day. The commander had suggested a quiet location overlooking Newhaven. Thomas arrived early to gather wood and light a fire. He now sat watching the flickering glow while he waited for Will to arrive.

      The light was slowly fading from the sky as Will hobbled toward him and took his place before the fire. Thomas peered curiously at his friend in the semidarkness, wondering what he wanted to talk about.

      The commander wasted no time in getting to the point. “Why is Elena so set on joining you, Thomas? I can understand that she doesn’t want to be parted from you, but this assignment will be dangerous.”

      “There’s a lot I haven’t told you, Will,” Thomas replied awkwardly. “Everything was frantic when we first saw you again after we’d left Arnost to search for the king. Then we were all on the run for so long, and you’ve been busy since we arrived here.”

      “I understand,” Will told him. “I don’t have a lot of time right now, either, but I’m listening.”

      “After we fled our home in the forest, I was badly injured, and Elena needed to use the stone to get us out of a dangerous situation. The way she handled it was astonishing. And we discovered that the stone reveals different things to her. Or rather she discovers different things from what it reveals. Since then we’ve been handing it back and forth between us as the need arises.”

      Will looked surprised. “I would never have guessed that sharing the stone was even a possibility,” he said.

      Thomas shrugged. “There’s so much we still don’t understand about it. But I have to admit that Elena’s insights are sometimes more useful than mine.”

      Will raised an eyebrow. “Jonas?”

      Thomas winced. “That’s a particularly embarrassing example,” he said. “I can’t believe that I ever thought him capable of treachery. I never managed to get a good enough look at him at the time. It was only ever fleeting glimpses. After it was all over I asked Elena to do a check of her own. She saw right through to the heart of it. As always.”

      Will laughed. “Don’t worry, Thomas. You don’t have anything to be ashamed about. Without you the kingdom would have been in big trouble on more than one occasion.”

      “Thanks, Will. The reason I’m telling you this is that Elena is much more resourceful than people think, and unusually insightful as well.”

      “There is a great deal more to Elena than meets the eye,” said Will with a wry smile. “And the stone can be shared...” He fell to musing for a while.

      Thomas began to feel uneasy. What was Will thinking?

      Will studied Thomas’s face knowingly. “I’m sure you’re wondering about the possible consequences of having told me that. Let me assure you that I’ve never wanted your stone, and knowing that it can be shared doesn’t change that.”

      He stared into the fire. “You’ve chosen to be open with me about the stone, Thomas, and I appreciate that. I’ve never had designs on it, though. My life is complicated enough already.” He laughed, although there was no humor in it.

      “I’m very grateful that you’ve always protected my secret,” Thomas told him.

      “I haven’t always protected it as well as I should have. That council of lords meeting in Arnost during the siege comes to mind. I haven’t hesitated to drag you into some dangerous situations so you could use it to help me out. So I owe you something.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, Will,” Thomas replied. “The debt lies much more heavily on my side.”

      They both went silent for a time. Thomas had known for some time that he needed to share his suspicions with Will. Now that a perfect opportunity had presented itself, he didn’t quite know how to begin. After a few moments of fruitless rumination, he shook his head, frustrated at his own hesitancy. He decided he just needed to speak.

      “There’s something else I need to tell you, Will.”

      Will’s face turned serious. “Why do I get a bad feeling about this?” he murmured.

      “You know that after Elbruhe died, Brother Vangellis and I went to a monastery,” Thomas said.

      “Up in the mountains?”

      “Yes. They have a huge library there, with a lot of old scrolls. We asked the monk who was their librarian if he’d ever heard of anything like the stone. He did a search and found an old scroll.”

      “You’ve never mentioned this,” said Will.

      “I did set out to tell you on one occasion,” Thomas replied. “When we were at Hazelwood Ford, after the battle. You were too busy. You couldn’t spare the time, so I decided not to bother you with it.”

      “I’m sorry I shut you out, Thomas. I was completely overwhelmed. Even after the fighting was over there was so much to think about. The kingdom was devastated after the Rogandan invasion, and we needed to shift our energies to rebuilding. It was hard to know where to start.”

      “I could see the pressure you were under,” Thomas said, “and my news didn’t seem pressing. The scroll raised as many questions as it answered. But I’ve started to wonder if some of it might be important now, even though it didn’t seem especially relevant at the time.”

      “Tell me,” said Will.

      “The writer of the scroll knew about the stone I have—he called it the Stone of Knowing. What he said about the stone was accurate, so it seemed to me he must have known what he was talking about. But I was surprised to learn that there are two other stones. One of them apparently grants long life. He called that the Stone of Vitality. The other one he referred to as the Stone of Authority.”

      “What did the scroll say about this Stone of Authority?” asked Will, listening intently.

      “It was only a brief mention, because the scroll had been torn and maybe half of it was missing. But it said that the stone granted power and influence. Only the Stone of Knowing was described in any detail in the fragment the librarian found.”

      Will’s brows were furrowed, but he said nothing.

      “There were times when I wondered if you had the Stone of Authority,” Thomas said with a self-conscious laugh. “You’re such an effective leader.”

      Will shook his head. “I know nothing of any other stones,” he said.

      “I’m not actually serious,” said Thomas. “But I did find myself thinking about the scroll again when I discovered that Pisander was planning to invite Agon to Arnost. I can’t imagine Pisander wanting to share power, much less hand power to anyone else. It seems so out of character. If Agon has the Stone of Authority though, he might have been able to use it to influence Pisander. Could that be why Pisander agreed to something he wouldn’t normally consider?”

      Will frowned. “Very possibly. This information raises questions about the attack at Paradise Valley. One person was almost certainly behind the attacks. The obvious candidate is Agon, but I haven’t been able to see how he could make it happen. Someone needed to get Pisander working effectively with people from Castel and Varas on a goal that’s bigger than any of their own personal agendas.”

      As always, Will’s mind quickly led him to the broader implications.

      “I haven’t been able to understand why Pisander would plan such an attack,” Will continued. “Why would he try to kill all three kings at once? It would increase the risk significantly. And even if he succeeded, he wouldn’t be in a position to receive any direct benefit. But if Agon has found a way to impose his will on individuals from all three kingdoms...” He shook his head. “That would make him very dangerous indeed.”

      An important question was weighing on Thomas. “Are you going to tell the king about this?” he asked. He wasn’t able to keep the anxiety from his voice.

      Will smiled grimly at Thomas for a moment before shaking his head. “Your suggestion about this Stone of Authority would sound preposterous to anyone who hadn’t already seen you in action with your Stone of Knowing. And I’m not eager to expose your stone more widely.”

      Thomas tried not to let his relief appear too obvious, but Will looked at him shrewdly. “I’m sure you must have wondered why I’ve been so willing to keep quiet about it,” Will suggested.

      Thomas hesitated for a moment before deciding there was nothing to be gained by pretending. “Yes, I have,” he said frankly. “Many times.”

      “You once promised that you would never use the stone on me,” Will reminded him. “Have you kept that promise?”
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