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      King Steffan the Second of Arvenon stood at the entrance to the royal tent, staring moodily out across a sea of smaller tents. A new frown creased his brow as the view was obscured by the latest downpour. The rain, apparently untroubled by royal displeasure, had been sheeting down fitfully since midmorning.

      He closed the flap and stepped inside, banishing the showers. If only his frustrations could be dealt with so easily.

      “What can we do, Bottren?” he asked irritably. “We’re in the field with an army—finally—and going nowhere.”

      Bottren didn’t respond, and Steffan didn’t expect him to. Their central problem had not changed in the last three weeks. They could not find a way south through Deadman’s Pass into Arvenon.

      The pass was proving to be aptly named. A group of Rogandan soldiers had occupied the pass immediately after Steffan’s wedding, and completely blocked a narrow section of it with large rocks. Access between Castel and Arvenon was no longer possible. The nature of the terrain and the determination of the defenders meant that every effort to dislodge them had failed.

      Steffan’s army, with the help of Castelan forces under King Istel and his commander, Lord Eisgold, had tried everything. A frontal assault had been disastrous—Steffan lost so many men that three weeks later he was still berating himself for ever agreeing to it. Steffan’s and Istel’s best archers had rained arrows on the position; they stopped when they discovered that the Rogandans were simply retrieving the fallen arrows and shooting them back. Agile mountain men volunteered to scale the walls of the pass, but the rain had made the rocks slippery, and every one of the climbers eventually plunged to their deaths.

      Without this pass, they would have to head northwest all the way to the sea and take ship to Erestor. Then they would be forced to march east across much of Arvenon before they could reach the same point. Even if the ships were available, they simply didn’t have time. If only there was a way to break through.

      The Rogandans had chosen to defend a section of the pass where the walls narrowed to a thin neck. It was located almost all the way to the Arvenian side. From the summit of the pass the rolling hills of Arvenon could be glimpsed in the distance, over the heads of the defenders. Having the goal so close only increased Steffan’s frustration.

      No doubt Rogandans were roaming freely throughout Arvenon. The longer Steffan’s army delayed breaking through, the sooner winter would creep upon them. Then it would be too late to do anything. The Arvenian capital, Arnost, might even fall if he was unable to break the Rogandan siege.

      Steffan wondered what had become of Will Prentis. No doubt the defenders at Arnost were benefiting from his leadership, but once again Steffan wished he had brought Will to Castel with him instead of old Olaf. The deputy captain of the King’s Guard might have been young, but he was energetic and effective. He would have forced his way through the pass somehow.

      As Steffan’s mind wandered, his thoughts found their way back to Essanda. He pictured her as he had seen her in their apartments in Castel Citadel, a smile playing across her young lips as she gazed intently at her new husband. She seemed to think highly of him for some reason he couldn’t fathom. Lately he had taken to writing to her regularly. Young though she was, he could safely vent his frustrations with her, and having an outlet brought him some consolation. The letters she wrote back were thoughtful and sympathetic, and—he struggled for a moment trying to put his finger on it—artless. Yes, that was it. It wasn’t that she was childish, or simplistic. She was actually very intelligent, and clearly trying to put herself into the role of a responsible queen. But somehow her carefree girlishness always managed to leak out. Steffan found it endearing.

      The strangeness of his own thinking suddenly struck him. He was already forgetting that he had been maneuvered into this marriage. And somehow it had apparently become settled in his mind that years must pass before his bride could become his wife in full measure.

      He sighed deeply, and dragged his mind back to the problem before him. He decided to try to think like Will. To find a solution that no one else had thought of, yet seemed so obvious after the event.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Steffan’s soldiers moved into position just below the summit of Deadman’s Pass, lining up behind a newly constructed siege engine. The engine resembled a tall tower on wheels. Thin metal shielding covered the front and sides of the monstrous wooden structure, and the platform at the top was broad enough to accommodate a dozen men and tall enough to overshadow the mound of rocks that blocked the pass.

      At a signal from their commander, the soldiers began to push with all their might, even as horses at the front took up the strain and pulled. Slowly, reluctantly, the wheels began to turn, and the huge structure groaned as it inched forward up the pass. As it slowly crested the summit the horses were moved aside. The soldiers continued to push, and the siege engine gradually gained momentum as the road sloped downward. Soldiers inside the structure soon began to apply massive brakes to ensure it did not move too fast.

      The best engineers of Castel had spent the previous week building the engine on the Castelan side of the summit, just out of sight of the Rogandans. Thankfully the rains had eased off, and construction had gone according to plan. But it had cost them another week.

      Down the pass lumbered the engine, slowly and inexorably. Soldiers massed behind it, protected by its vast bulk. Harsh cries could now be heard from the Rogandans at the end of the pass. Arrows soon appeared, but the engine was barely in range, and most fell short. The remaining arrows bounced harmlessly off its protective shielding. Soldiers atop the structure now began firing back, their arrows easily reaching the defenders.

      As the engine rolled closer, arrows from behind the barrier occasionally found their mark, and figures could be seen falling from the top of the engine.

      Rogandan soldiers appeared, bearing large rocks which they attempted to place in front of their defenses. As soon as they left their protection they were met by a deadly hail of arrows. None made it back alive. A few achieved their purpose, though—some of the rocks would now prevent the engine from rolling all the way to the barrier.

      As the siege engine approached the defenses Arvenian soldiers ran in front of it to remove the rocks, protected by a stream of arrows from the tower of the engine. Rogandan archers recklessly exposed themselves to prevent the attackers from reaching the rocks. One Arvenian went down, another, and then another. The rocks were removed, but not before seven of Steffan’s soldiers lay unmoving before the barrier.

      Now the attackers threw down jars of boiling oil from the tower. Cries of alarm could be heard as the jars shattered, spewing bubbling liquid over the defenders. Burning torches followed the jars and flames sprang up everywhere. The whole scene quickly descended into chaos. Few arrows now reached the top of the engine. Another signal was given and Arvenian and Castelan troops rushed from behind the engine and scrambled over the barrier. Within minutes loud cheering could be heard from the top of the siege tower. The defenses had been overwhelmed.

      The battle for Deadman’s Pass was over. The entire operation had taken less than an hour.

      

      Steffan sat in his tent, eager with anticipation. He had just received word that the last rocks from the barrier had been cleared from the pass. Dusk was upon them now, and his soldiers were resting. Tomorrow he would re-enter his kingdom, and with an army at his back.

      The king had just sent off a note to his young queen, informing her of the good news and warning her that before long he rode to war and to an uncertain future.

      Some would undoubtedly think him foolish for investing time and emotional energy communicating with someone barely older than a child. But it was important to him, and he didn’t care if others thought it strange.

      It brought to mind something his father had told him soon after the death of Steffan’s mother. He had just turned eighteen. While he greatly missed his mother, the world lay before him bright with hope and promise. His father, though, had borne the burdens of kingship for too many years, and he never recovered from the loss of his wisest counselor and most loyal supporter. He didn’t openly show his grief, but it was barely four years before they buried him beside his wife, reuniting him in death with the one who had been his truest friend in life.

      One day he had told Steffan that it was her companionship he missed the most. Recalling it, Steffan began to understand why his relationship with his young wife had already assumed such importance to him. He had no siblings, and he had essentially been alone since his parents died. Now he, too, had a companion.

      There was nothing sexual in his response to Essanda—he had assigned that part of himself to a long hibernation. But he cared about her, and he was certain that she, too, had come to care about him. There was someone apart from himself in the world to whom his thoughts and feelings and concerns really mattered. He understood for the first time the significance of his father’s words. A king, no less than any other man, needed to walk through life with a companion.

      His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a messenger. “Our watchmen have seen riders approaching the pass, Sire. From Arvenon. Four of them.”

      “Friend or foe, bring them to me as soon as they arrive,” the king instructed. “I need to know what’s been going on in my kingdom.”

      The man bowed and left.

      It was dark before the messenger returned. Four men entered the tent behind him, and the king’s mouth opened wide with astonishment when he saw them.

      “Will! Rufe! I thought you were shut up in Arnost. Has the city fallen, then?” he asked in dismay.

      “No, Your Majesty,” Will assured him. “Not as far as we know, anyway. The city was secure in the hands of the duke when we left it several weeks ago. They were well provisioned and well defended. I am confident they have been able to keep the Rogandans out.”

      His immediate concerns allayed, the king paused long enough to call for refreshments. He also sent to King Istel, asking him to join them at his convenience.

      “King Istel will join us shortly. Who are your companions, Will?”

      “This is Ander, and this is Nestor, Sire. They have traveled with us since we left Arnost.”

      “You are welcome,” the king returned, as the men bowed.

      King Istel arrived and was introduced to the men.

      After satisfying himself that his father-in-law was comfortable, King Steffan addressed his attention to the new arrivals. “I am very glad to see you, Will! And you, too, Rufe. I will have great need of your skills in the days ahead.”

      Will bowed in response. “We are at your service, Your Majesty.”

      “So you left Arnost with only these companions?”

      “No, Sire. Our party was larger at first.”

      “So where have you been and what have you been doing in the weeks since you left Arnost?”

      “That is a long story,” Will replied calmly.

      “We can spare a little time,” the king replied with a smile. “And I enjoy stories,” he added, waving them to some empty seats.
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      The royal city of Varacellan, the many towered capital of the Kingdom of Varas, lay glittering like an elegant jewel in the afternoon sunlight. A stiff breeze whipped the flags on the lofty battlements of the royal castle, dispersing the fresh smell of salty air throughout the city. Tall ships lay at anchor in the harbor, sheltering from the heavy seas that pounded the coast beyond the inlet.

      Varas was a small but prosperous kingdom encircled by Castel, Rogand, Arvenon, and the sea. A rugged and inaccessible coastline formed the northern border of Varas, but Varacellan, with its fine harbor, offered a haven that attracted ships from every corner of the continent and beyond. The capital had become the hub of a prosperous trade network, and goods flowed in abundance between the harbor and the main trade route south to Arvenon.

      The broad River Aron formed much of the southern boundary of Varas, marking its border with Arvenon. Varas also shared a short and mountainous border with Castel to the west; otherwise the sea formed the longest stretch of the western fringe of the kingdom. To the east lay Rogand, across an impenetrable section of the Blue Mountains that extended along the entire eastern border of Varas.

      Small as it was, Varas had somehow managed to retain a precarious independence over the years. That independence now appeared threatened as rarely before.

      Within the audience chamber of the royal palace, a group of men waited restlessly, illuminated by the bright sunlight that flooded in through the broad windows. The faces of the men were grim.

      “The Rogandan Ambassador is here, Sire.”

      “Show him in.”

      King Delmar of Varas sat in state flanked by four of his most senior advisors. The ambassador stepped into the room and bowed low. Delmar found the gesture more mocking than deferential. Was it because the Rogandan held his bow for slightly too long, or was it the poorly concealed smirk that flashed across his face as he returned to a standing position? Whatever the reason, his manner reeked of insincerity.

      “Why are Rogandan soldiers massing at our southern border, Lord Grunsetz?” Delmar demanded.

      “A mere misunderstanding, Sire,” the ambassador replied with an oily smile. “Lord Drettroth simply wishes to ensure that Varas is not disturbed by any armed troublemakers fleeing Arvenon.”

      “We can secure our borders without your help,” Delmar replied curtly. “And we are well able to manage our own relationship with King Steffan, too.”

      “I understand, Your Majesty. I trust you appreciate that Rogand would not want to see Varas drawn into Arvenon’s quarrel with Rogand.”

      “I presume the ‘quarrel’ to which you refer is Rogand’s unprovoked invasion of Arvenon.”

      Grunsetz frowned. “Your concern for Arvenon surprises me, Sire. Is there an alliance that Rogand is unaware of?”

      “I said nothing about an alliance. But I would be a fool indeed if I ignored what was going on around me.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. Rogand’s concern is very simple. Castel has allowed itself to be aligned with the Arvenians, a decision that I fear their king may come to regret before long. Rogand simply wishes to avoid any similar...ah...misunderstandings with Varas.”

      “If Rogand wishes to avoid misunderstandings with Varas, you will withdraw your forces from our border.”

      “I regret that I can make no commitments on behalf of King Agon, Sire. But I will certainly convey your wishes to His Majesty.”

      “I am counting on you to do so,” Delmar replied.

      Lord Grunsetz bowed once again. “There is another matter I wished to raise,” he said. “With your permission, of course.”

      “You may speak,” Delmar replied.

      “King Agon wishes to establish a treaty with Varas,” said the ambassador.

      Delmar eyed the man warily. What game was Agon playing? “What kind of a treaty?” he asked.

      “A security pact. King Agon has learned that Rogandan traders are being attacked in Varas. He is concerned about the security of his people, especially now that they are being targeted.”

      “Rogandan traders are not being targeted. One trader was robbed here in Varacellan, and I believe he was injured. Investigations are being pursued vigorously. There are reports, though, that he contributed to the incident by cheating local merchants.”

      “King Agon views it differently. He wishes to establish a treaty that would allow Rogand to place soldiers in Varas to protect Rogandan traders.”

      “What?! So you are proposing to invade Varas, too?”

      “Please, Your Majesty! Rogand has no such intention. King Agon’s desire is to resolve this issue by means of a treaty.”

      “Varas will regard any intrusion by Rogandan forces as an act of war!”

      “I implore you, Sire! What is to be gained by making an enemy of Rogand?”

      “Let me return the question to you. What does Rogand gain by making an enemy of Varas?”

      “May I speak frankly, Your Majesty? Rogand has little to fear from Varas. But King Agon wishes to offer Varas an opportunity to avoid any possibility of unnecessary strife.”

      “This audience is at an end, Lord Grunsetz. Your proposal will be considered. I will offer no more than that.”

      The Rogandan bowed once again and was ushered from the room.

      

      The door had barely closed on the ambassador before a heated debate broke out among Delmar’s advisors.

      “It’s an outrage!” stormed Lord Radesen. “Grunsetz should be thrown out of Varas without ceremony!”

      “We cannot fight the Rogandans and expect to win,” Lord Lunevag countered. “Their army is simply too large.”

      “Is it possible that the Rogandans will invade?”

      “Surely not. Why would they ask for a treaty if they were planning to invade?”

      “Why demand the right to place troops inside our borders, then?”

      “That is nothing more than a bargaining ploy. They are beginning negotiations with an unreasonable demand that can be withdrawn later as a gesture of goodwill.”

      “We must ally ourselves with Arvenon.”

      “What use would that be? The Arvenians cannot even defend themselves effectively—how could they aid us?”

      “Rogand has not yet subdued Arvenon, for all Grunsetz’s posturing. Their armies have been unable to take Arnost, if the reports are to be believed.”

      A new voice cut across the argument. “Varas should accept this treaty.” Lord Tarestel spoke quietly, but all eyes turned to him at his words. “There is no other way we can avoid war. If we fight Rogand, our armies will be quickly overwhelmed. If we enter into a treaty we will at least retain some ability to determine our own destiny.”

      King Delmar frowned. He wasn’t at all sure he wanted to encourage this particular line of thinking. “Your counsel is valued as always, My Lords,” he said. “You are dismissed for now; please make yourselves available to meet again tomorrow. Lord Radesen, remain here for a moment.”

      Lord Radesen inclined his head in acknowledgment. The other advisors bowed and departed.

      The king turned to the head of his judiciary, not attempting to hide his displeasure. “This matter of the Rogandan trader needs to be resolved decisively, Radesen! See that justice is done, and be prompt about it. And make sure that Grunsetz—and anyone else with even the vaguest interest in the affair—hears about the outcome and understands it fully. We don’t need to give Agon a pretext for picking a quarrel with us.”

      Lord Radesen bowed deeply and hurried away.

      Delmar watched him go with a heavy heart. Tarestel was right about one thing—Varas simply was not strong enough militarily to defeat Rogand. Should he have allied himself with Steffan? He had hoped that a neutral stance might allow him to avoid conflict with Rogand. But such hopes might be proving illusory.

      Arvenon was a natural ally. The two countries shared a great deal in common, in language, culture, and religion. By contrast, the very thought of a treaty with Rogand stuck in his throat. And he was not at all convinced by Tarestel’s argument that signing a treaty with Rogand gave Varas more influence over its own destiny. How could it be safer to invite a poisonous reptile into your home, when you could try to deal with it while it was still outside?

      He had so little experience to draw upon. Why couldn’t this crisis have waited a few more years? Throughout his brief adult years his course had never seemed smooth. For as long as he had been king, he had been forced to navigate a road filled with ruts and pitfalls. And it was abundantly clear that the path before him was about to become very bumpy indeed.

      

      “You didn’t share your own views after Grunsetz left the Council, Karevis,” said King Delmar, “and I’d like to know what you think. I still cannot bring myself to believe that Agon wants to pick a fight with Varas. He’s already fighting two kingdoms as it is. Maybe I’m just deluding myself, though. What do you think I should do?”

      The two of them stood together on a palace balcony that overlooked one of the broad tree-lined streets of Varacellan. The breeze might have been fresh, but the weather was unseasonably mild. Locals and foreigners mingled freely, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine as they strolled happily along the street and browsed among the hawkers’ stalls that offered tasty portions of food, bolts of colored cloth, cut flowers, and much else besides. Delmar wondered how many more such afternoons they would enjoy together in peace.

      Lord Karevis had been leaning on the balcony gazing down at the sights below. He turned his attention away from the tranquil scene and faced Delmar.

      “My heart says to fight,” he replied. He paused for a long moment before adding, “I’m not sure that we can win, though.”

      Delmar sighed. “We have an army, but we’re not sure we can take the risk of using it.”

      “Our soldiers are better trained and better disciplined than the Rogandans,” Karevis asserted. “I have complete confidence in them. They will give a good account of themselves whenever it comes to a battle. My only uncertainty is how we can contrive to outmaneuver an adversary with such a significant advantage in numbers.”

      Delmar fell silent. Karevis had been born the same year as him and had remained his closest friend since childhood. They had played together, studied together, and trained together. They’d also quarreled and fought at times, but they’d never fallen out for long. Karevis was the brother Delmar never had.

      Yet Karevis had never traded on this special relationship. Delmar routinely sought out his friend, sometimes to consult with him and sometimes just to enjoy his company. If other nobles ever found out, though, it wasn’t because Karevis told them. Delmar had learned to trust his friend’s discretion implicitly.

      Though still a young man, Karevis now commanded the Varasan army, a role he had earned by dint of hard work combined with his very considerable abilities.

      Delmar had always been impressed by his friend’s strategic sense. And the commander had honed the skills of his soldiers to exacting standards. There was little doubt in Delmar’s mind that the Varasan army could achieve more than any other army of equivalent size. He had no desire to throw away any of the lives of his soldiers to put his belief to the test, though.

      In spite of the looming crisis with Rogand, Delmar still held out hopes that a settlement could be negotiated. He feared that his hopes may be nothing more than wishful thinking, though. Either way, he wouldn’t need to wait long to find out.
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      King Delmar of Varas stood to receive his advisors as they filed into the room. Lord Karevis had already arrived.

      He waited until they were all seated. “I’ve just received some very grave news, My Lords,” he said. “The Rogandans have crossed the border. They have forded the River Aron and occupied the main pass into the lowlands.”

      This report was greeted with loud expressions of dismay.

      “Are we at war with them, then?” asked Lord Lunevag.

      “There hasn’t been any real fighting,” Karevis replied. “Our border guards were taken by surprise and overwhelmed. The army units stationed near the border have withdrawn and are awaiting orders.”

      “So much for Agon’s interest in a treaty,” said Lunevag.

      Lord Radesen had thrust back his chair and was pacing around the room. “That means they’ve already overrun my estates!”

      Delmar could smell the scent of fear among his advisors. It wouldn’t take much for them to descend into panic.

      “I intend to handle this situation personally, My Lords,” he told them calmly, projecting a confidence he didn’t feel.

      “What do you plan to do, Sire?” asked Lord Tarestel.

      “The difficulty of containing the Rogandan army has just increased significantly,” he replied. “The Aron and the mountain pass have always been our strongest lines of defense. The loss of the pass in particular is a significant misfortune. I will contact Grunsetz and see if it is still possible to negotiate. I fear that our bargaining position is greatly diminished, though.”

      Some of the lords had a lot to say, and Delmar let them speak. Although many words were spoken, he heard little of any value. Lunevag and Radesen were still in denial, hoping irrationally that somehow life could return to normal. They were in for a rude shock. Privately, Delmar held out little hope that Varas would still exist as an independent kingdom by the end of another week. Whether they decided to fight or negotiate, the outcome would most likely be the same before long.

      Tarestel largely kept his own counsel. The noble’s wealth had always exceeded his power, and Delmar had long sensed that the discrepancy irked him greatly. The man had become craftier as he aged, if not wiser, and Delmar found himself wondering uneasily if Tarestel had his own agenda in this situation.

      

      Once again Karevis had held his peace, and Delmar sought him out after dismissing the Council.

      “Is the situation retrievable?” Delmar asked.

      “While we held the pass we had a chance. It’s hard to see how we can keep them out for long now, though.” Karevis hung his head. “I strengthened the guard at the border, but I should have issued orders to expect an invasion, and to defend the river crossings and the pass at all costs.”

      “The fault does not lie with you,” Delmar told him firmly. “I’m the one who failed to act decisively while I still had the chance. We’ve always had strong natural barriers on three sides, and our southern border has been secure thanks to good relations with Arvenon. It’s become painfully clear to me that I’ve taken that far too much for granted.” He shook his head, struggling to come to terms with his own blindness, and with the magnitude of the disaster that had been visited on his kingdom as a result.

      “Until they invaded Arvenon, the Rogandans never had ready access to our borders. Once they did, though, they didn’t waste much time. Before long they’ll control the entire continent.”

      Delmar placed his hands on his friend’s shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Whatever happens now, do everything you can to protect our people. Don’t fail me in this!”

      Karevis looked downcast. But he nodded his agreement. “Should I join my men?” he asked.

      “No. Send orders to resist further encroachments by the Rogandans, but not to actively initiate fighting before I’ve attempted negotiations.”

      Karevis bowed, and left to relay the orders.

      Delmar knew he couldn’t afford to delay. He had to act swiftly, not just because time was short, but because he needed to be actively doing something. He was frightened that if he allowed himself the luxury of thinking, he would quickly lose any hope of preserving his own self control.

      There was so much he had planned to do. He wanted to enrich and strengthen the kingdom he had inherited, and broaden its alliances. He had expected to marry and have a family, and to one day grow old enjoying his grandchildren.

      It was all too late now, though. The very best he could hope for was to fulfill his duty as king, and try to retrieve whatever he could from the wreckage.

      

      King Delmar was bone weary by the time he arrived under a flag of truce with his aides at Rogandan army headquarters near the border with Arvenon. Having finally reached his destination, though, he found that his entire body was throbbing with nervous energy.

      “Come in, Your Majesty.” Grunsetz offered his usual oily smile as he ushered the king into his tent and pointed him to a seat. No refreshments or other courtesies were on offer. Delmar was not surprised.

      “What brings you to my humble quarters?” the Rogandan asked.

      “I’m here to negotiate,” Delmar replied simply.

      “Ah. Well advised, I’m sure. Perhaps I could have offered better terms at our earlier meeting. But no matter. Since your army has avoided bloodshed thus far, there is still an opportunity to reach a peaceful solution to the current disagreements. I know that Lord Drettroth is eager to meet with you.”

      Delmar did not like the implications of Grunsetz’s comment. “Surely we can discuss details here, right now.”

      “That would also be my clear preference, Sire. Please understand that. But I am under strict instructions. Lord Drettroth is only willing to discuss details of an accord in person.”

      “What does he propose if I accept?”

      “You will be escorted to his headquarters for the negotiations, protected by a special Guard of Honor in recognition of your rank. Your aides will be allowed to return to your capital to report on your behalf.”

      “You cannot be proposing that I go alone!”

      “Those are my explicit instructions, Your Majesty. Lord Drettroth was most specific.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “You will be allowed to return to your army. Hostilities will commence immediately. Fighting has been delayed only out of respect for your stated desire to meet to discuss terms.”

      Delmar frowned. Discussing terms sounded a lot like surrender, and he had never made any such proposal. This situation was even worse than he had feared.

      What choice did he have, though? He had been brought to Grunsetz by a roundabout route that gave him plenty of opportunity to review the size of the Rogandan army. He was sure that the detours had been entirely intentional. However good the Varasan soldiers might be, it was clear that the Rogandans had brought a large enough force to overwhelm Delmar’s army, especially now that they controlled the pass and enjoyed ready access to the Varasan lowlands.

      But going alone to meet Drettroth? Was it safe? Delmar glanced across at his aides. He hadn’t brought them for protection—they were advisors, not soldiers. And even if they had been soldiers, he knew they wouldn’t be able to safeguard him for long if Drettroth wanted him dead. By coming here, he had already placed his safety entirely in the hands of the Rogandans.

      As for advice, he would just have to manage without his aides. He was more than capable of deciding for himself at the negotiating table anyway. The main implication of going alone would be the total lack of support. No doubt Drettroth would believe himself to be in a stronger bargaining position as a result. The Rogandan lord might be in for a surprise.

      “I accept Lord Drettroth’s conditions.”

      Another oily smile crossed the face of the Rogandan ambassador. “A wise decision, Sire,” he said. “I am confident that you will be able to save your subjects much pain and suffering.”

      “Please excuse me while I instruct my aides,” Delmar said.

      The Rogandan bowed an acknowledgment, and Delmar turned to his chief aide and swiftly gave him messages for his noblemen back in the capital, and special instructions for Karevis and the army. He dismissed his aides and watched them ride away.

      “If you please, Sire?”

      Grunsetz ushered him toward a group of soldiers who were already mounted. Delmar’s horse was led over to the group. He mounted it, and they rode away.

      

      Grunsetz watched them go with a self-satisfied smirk. Everything was proceeding exactly to plan.

      He summoned another soldier and pointed away in the direction taken by Delmar’s aides.

      “Take a squad and follow that group of Varasans. They are heading for their capital, Varacellan. Stay out of sight until you find a suitable location, then kill them all! Not one of them must be allowed to reach the capital alive.

      “Dispose of their bodies when you’re finished. There must be no evidence left behind. And I want no mistakes! Do you understand?”

      The soldier nodded.

      “Report back to me when you have completed your mission.”

      Soon a large body of Rogandan soldiers set off after Delmar’s aides.

      Grunsetz was now free to carry out the next phase of his plans. With King Delmar out of the way, someone else must rule Varas. The ideal candidate would be a Varasan nobleman—someone very compliant. Grunsetz was confident he had found the perfect person.

      He could barely contain his glee. Varas had as good as fallen, and with little more effort than plucking an apple from a tree.

      Lord Drettroth would be pleased. Very pleased indeed.
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      The never-ending staircase finally came to an abrupt end. Brother Vangellis halted, having reached its lowest extremity. Thomas descended the few steps that separated them and found himself standing in a tiny room fashioned roughly from the surrounding rock. A small wooden door in the opposite wall provided the only way out.

      The monk began tugging at a large iron ring set into the door, and Thomas quickly lent his weight to the task. Thomas strained until he thought the veins in his face would burst. At last, with a loud creak of protest from the iron hinges, the stout wooden door moved slowly inward. A steady stream of soil from outside poured into the widening crack.

      As soon as the opening became wide enough, Thomas slid through the gap. He stood quietly for a moment and gazed around him. Nothing unusual caught his attention in the dim light provided by the moon, so he turned once again to the door.

      The entrance was almost covered by bushes and soil, and Thomas began to pull energetically at the branches and roots that blocked it. Then he threw his weight against the door from the outside while the monk continued to pull on the iron ring from inside. Soon the opening had visibly increased in size. Brother Vangellis extinguished the torches and left them inside the small room. He joined Thomas outside, and the two of them shoveled away dirt with their hands until they were able to pull the door shut once more. Finally, they did their best to restore the vegetation that Thomas had removed.

      Thomas moved away from the opening and paused to catch his breath. After the long journey in the confined atmosphere of the enclosed stairwell, followed by the exertion of his recent labors, the crispness of the evening air felt very refreshing. He glanced back toward the door, and to his surprise found himself peering about for a moment before he found it. Its location had been cleverly chosen. Even standing immediately before it, the lie of the land concealed it so effectively that it could not easily be recognized as a man-made opening.

      Brother Vangellis had turned away toward the river. “Let’s find this coracle,” he whispered. Thomas could sense the urgency in his voice.

      The ground sloped sharply downward, every inch of it covered with trees, bushes, and lush grass. They began crisscrossing their way methodically down the slope, fully alert for any sign of the hidden vessel.

      Before long, Thomas heard a soft call through the gloom. “I’ve found it!”

      Thomas followed the monk’s voice down almost to the river bank. The coracle lay upside down beneath a large bush. They lifted it together and carried it to a clear patch of grass, flipping it over so that it sat on its base. It was small and light, but surprisingly capacious. It was most likely intended for one occupant, but the two of them would easily be able to squeeze into it. A single wooden board bisected the inside of the vessel, providing both stability for the frame and a crude seat for passengers to sit on. A couple of paddles had been secured under the wooden board.

      Thomas looked at it doubtfully. The river was wide and fast flowing, and the vessel seemed small and frail. Brother Vangellis, however, was clearly delighted with it.

      “This brings back happy memories, Thomas,” he said.

      The look of incredulity on Thomas’s face must have been obvious even in the moonlight, because the monk hastened to add, “But I haven’t forgotten that we’ll be navigating in the dark. And fleeing from the Rogandans.”

      While speaking, he reached into the coracle for the paddles and placed them on the seat within easy reach. Thomas picked one up and examined it. A relatively short shaft led down to a pair of broad wooden blades. He practiced dipping it in and out of an imaginary river.

      “You’d best leave the paddling to me, Thomas. For a while, at least. Can you help me carry the coracle to the water?”

      As soon as they placed it in the river, the little craft threatened to spin away with the current. Brother Vangellis held onto it tightly, and motioned for Thomas to get in. The boat wobbled precariously as he climbed aboard, and he sat down in a hurry to avoid being pitched into the water. The monk wasted no time. In one fluid motion, he pushed off from the bank, stepped nimbly into the boat, and took a seat. Planting his paddle confidently into the water, he angled the blade into the current and steered the coracle out into the middle of the river.

      The moon provided just enough light for Brother Vangellis to keep the coracle away from the banks and avoid protruding branches and rocks. He clearly knew what he was doing.

      Thomas, nervous and uncomfortable, tried not to move more than he needed to. As time passed, though, and the water seemed to be mostly staying in the river where it belonged, his anxiety about Drettroth overwhelmed his uncertainties about the coracle.

      “It was Harald, wasn’t it?” he finally asked.

      “I fear so, Thomas,” the monk replied. “It seems he was more than just a wandering thief. I don’t doubt that many other such ‘travelers’ were sent throughout Arvenon with instructions to watch out for you.”

      Thomas shook his head, totally overwhelmed as he grasped for the first time the scale of the manhunt mounted against him. So much deadly strife lay behind him. Apparently there was to be no end to it.

      His thoughts churned restlessly as he struggled to absorb this new reality. The broader implications slowly began to dawn on him, too. He was not the only person affected by this development.

      “The Rogandans seem to know I’m traveling with a monk,” he said. “I’m sorry that you’re involved as well now.”

      Thomas knew that the monk had already experienced more than enough trouble of his own. He was nevertheless relieved beyond words that he wasn’t fleeing for his life alone. Brother Vangellis had confidently taken charge of the coracle, and Thomas was entirely willing to follow his lead whenever they decided to leave the river.

      The trouble wasn’t limited to them, either. He was painfully aware that many others had been drawn into his problems as well.

      “What will become of the monks?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. They are in God’s hands.”

      Thomas didn’t find the monk’s answer reassuring. But God would have to take care of his own in this case. No one else was in a position to do it.

      The dark outline of the plateau slowly diminished as the current swept them further downriver. Brother Vangellis leaned forward, peering intently into the darkness ahead. After some time he broke the silence.

      “We’ve put some distance between ourselves and the monastery now, Thomas, and it’s difficult to navigate in the dark. I think we can afford to stop and rest for the rest of the night. We can continue our journey in the morning.”

      Thomas wasted no time in agreeing. The monk steered the coracle toward an inlet where the water flowed less swiftly, and with a few powerful strokes he guided them to the bank.

      They had no food and no blankets to wrap themselves in, and they couldn’t risk lighting a fire. So they simply lay down on the river bank and tried to sleep. Thomas failed miserably—he spent most of the night cold, hungry, and restless. Worst of all, anxiety about the future threatened to overwhelm him.

      Just before dawn he fell into a restless sleep, filled with nightmares. When he woke, he couldn’t remember any of the details. His dreams hovered just out of the reach of his conscious mind, although the feelings of dread lingered.

      Brother Vangellis was nowhere to be seen. He had gone to sleep long before Thomas—gentle snores had begun to sound not long after they lay down—and he must have woken before Thomas, too. The figure of the monk soon reappeared in the pre-dawn half light, though.

      “Follow this little stream for a short distance, Thomas. The water upstream tastes fresh, and you might benefit from splashing some of it on your face, too.”

      Thomas followed his advice. Filling his belly with water was better than leaving it entirely empty, but his stomach still grumbled, and he came back feeling wretched. He was starting the new day as he had ended the previous one—cold, hungry, and anxious.

      As soon as it was light they set off again. Once the current had them in its grip, Brother Vangellis turned to Thomas. “I’m sure you’re feeling as hollow as I am,” he said. “Let’s travel for a couple more hours, then we can pull in and find something to eat. In the meantime, let me give you a chance to control the boat yourself.”

      The monk demonstrated how to steer and handle the craft. At first, whenever Thomas tried to paddle, the coracle simply spun around in a circle. Brother Vangellis showed him how to angle the blade with his wrist while sweeping the paddle through the water to move the vessel forward.

      After some practice, Thomas began to grow in confidence. He successfully directed the boat from one side of the river to the other and back again. Then he tried a bit too hard, and nearly pitched both of them into the water.

      His teacher waved off his embarrassment with a laugh. “Don’t worry, Thomas. The world isn’t likely to end if we capsize. If it does happen, though, don’t try to climb back in while we’re in the water. It won’t work. We’ll need to swim for the bank, and tow the coracle along with us.”

      “Won’t it sink?”

      “No, it should float. Some air will get trapped underneath a coracle if it flips over cleanly.”

      The sun had risen above the trees before they landed the craft again. Thomas found his spirits rising with the sun. Having something to do had improved his state of mind considerably, and the anticipation of food helped even more.

      

      “How do you know if mushrooms are good to eat?” Thomas asked. They had been wandering inland for a couple of hours, and had already collected a small pile of mushrooms that promised to take the edge off their hunger.

      “Experience, Thomas. Bitter experience at times,” his companion replied, offering him a wry smile. “I have been very sick indeed after eating mushrooms that looked and tasted delicious. After a while you get to know what’s safe and what isn’t.”

      “That’s good to know,” said Thomas. “But I’m left with the same question.”

      The monk smiled. “You’re right. Next time we find mushrooms, I’ll try to point out what to look for. A tip for beginners, though—stay away from mushrooms with white gills.”

      In the end, they added a few berries to their collection, and, best of all, a young wild turkey. The turkey was unlucky. If they’d been less famished and the bird less plump and self-satisfied when they stumbled upon it, the outcome might have been different. But the turkey would now be joining them for dinner, notwithstanding its noisy objections. They finally headed back to the boat with arms laden and bellies rumbling loudly.

      The turkey needed to be cooked, so lighting a fire had become a necessity. It was difficult to imagine that any Rogandan soldiers could be close enough to observe the smoke. Nevertheless the monk carefully chose a small natural clearing surrounded by tall trees, and sent Thomas off looking for dry timber to feed the fire. After what seemed an interminable delay waiting for the food to cook, they finally found themselves feasting heartily.

      By the time they lay down to sleep, the fire had burned down to glowing coals. For Thomas, soaking up the warmth with a satisfyingly full belly, the trials and worries of the previous night seemed far away.

      

      Thomas was startled awake by a hand shaking him. “We need to go!” Brother Vangellis whispered urgently into his ear. Thomas sat up and squinted around him in the half light. Dawn was close. A thin line of smoke rose high into the air from the remains of the fire. Nothing else unusual could be seen, but he could faintly hear rough voices calling in the distance. They didn’t sound near, but they couldn’t have been too far off, either.

      Clouds of dust rose as the monk hurriedly scooped dirt over the ashes of the fire, ending the telltale line of smoke. Observing that Thomas was fully awake, he motioned toward the river. They hurried to the coracle and launched it, praying that they would make it past the Rogandans before being discovered.

      The monk steered them out into the current. In the semi-darkness they saw no one, and after a while they dared to hope that they had made a clean escape.

      The light grew steadily brighter as they drifted silently downstream. Looking ahead, Thomas noticed a disturbance in the river off in the distance. He turned to Brother Vangellis. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing ahead nervously.

      “White water,” the monk replied. “There are rapids ahead. Crouch down and hang on tight—I’ll try to steer us through them.”

      The noise of the river grew ever louder as they approached the rapids. Thomas gripped the sides of the coracle and bent down as low as he could. He peered over the top of the boat, trying hard to convince himself that the monk knew what he was doing. The boat picked up speed as the current swept them into the roiling waters. The little craft bucked and swayed violently, and for a few anxious moments it seemed that they must surely capsize. But then the rapids spat them out the other side, and they were through the worst of it. The monk deftly swept his paddle in and out, guiding them to calmer water.

      Thomas sat up again and stretched, trying to relieve the tension in his muscles.

      “That was fun,” said Brother Vangellis with a grin.

      Thomas didn’t respond, but his opinion must have been obvious, because the monk laughed when he saw the look on his face.

      Ahead of them the river swung right in a broad sweeping curve. A wide beach covered with yellow sand lay on the inside of the bend. Brother Vangellis began guiding the boat into the slower current near the beach. Then Thomas noticed a man sitting on a log on the far side of the beach. Spotting the coracle, the man leaped to his feet and called out a single word of warning. Thomas didn’t need to be told that the man was Rogandan.

      A number of other men appeared on the beach. One approached the water’s edge and called out to them, in their own language but with a heavy accent.

      “BRING THE BOAT IN TO THE BEACH NOW, MONK!” he shouted. “WE WANT THE BOY.”

      He spread his hands in a gesture of appeal. “Turn him over to us,” he called. “I guarantee that he will not be hurt, and you can go on your way. Disobey, and both of you will die!” The man fell silent and stood with arms folded, waiting to see what they would do.

      Brother Vangellis did not hesitate even for a moment. He vigorously paddled the boat away from the beach and back into the swifter current.

      Thomas looked fearfully toward the gradually diminishing figure of the Rogandan on the beach. The man had begun waving his arms and pointing emphatically toward them. Thomas watched with increasing alarm as four horsemen galloped across the beach and splashed their horses into the river. They surged out into the strongest part of the current and set their horses swimming after the coracle.

      It could not be doubted that they would reach the boat before many minutes had passed.

      

      It was obvious to Thomas that the pursuit on the river had reached a critical stage. Two of the riders had quickly given up the chase when their horses struggled to keep up and fell behind. But the other two continued in hot pursuit, and one had now swum almost to within a stone’s throw of the coracle.

      Both riders had long since slipped off the backs of their horses into the water. They glided along beside them, firmly gripping the manes of their mounts in one hand.

      Thomas was finding it difficult to breathe. A tight knot had been twisting inside his stomach, and his heart was racing. He forced out an agitated question. “Should we have done what the Rogandan said?”

      The monk’s face was set in a firm line. He was too busy paddling to do more than spit out words between strokes.

      “His guarantees...mean nothing...Only Drettroth...can offer guarantees...And Drettroth cares...for no one...just his own...interests...You’ve seen that.”

      Thomas could only nod mutely.

      “We’re not...that desperate...It’s not over...Not yet, Thomas.”

      Thomas knew that the horses could not keep swimming like this for much longer. And the water was cold. The soldiers must surely be suffering. The monk was visibly tiring, too, although he had refused an offer of help. The chase was coming to a head, and soon.

      The nearest soldier had urged his mount to a final effort. With the prize seemingly almost within his grasp, he began to stretch out a hand to grab the side of the coracle.

      “Thomas! The nostrils.”

      Thomas understood. He grabbed the spare paddle and began scooping sheets of water at the horse. The creature snorted and tossed its head. Seeing the rider straining harder to reach the boat, Thomas redoubled his efforts, directing an almost continuous stream of water at the face of the horse. Unable to breathe freely, the animal began to panic. It jerked away from the coracle, and the rider lost his grip on its mane. He quickly kicked out toward the boat on his own.

      As the soldier approached, Thomas lifted the paddle free of the water, and began swinging it down hard at the swimmer’s arms. The soldier dodged the paddle while still attempting to swim closer. As he strained forward to grasp the coracle, Thomas finally landed a heavy blow on his arm. The blade of the paddle split in two with a loud crack and broke away from the shaft. The soldier cried out in pain and pulled away. Nursing his injured arm, which was almost certainly broken, he struck out weakly for the shore.

      During the confusion the other horse had drawn closer. His rider approached more cautiously.

      Thomas tried to splash water toward the horse with his hands. Without a paddle he was forced to scoop much more vigorously, and the coracle began to rock dangerously. Then Brother Vangellis cried out a sudden warning. They had been swinging around another bend in the river, and Thomas looked up to see a new set of rapids foaming white almost immediately before them.

      As they approached the turbulence an arrow fell into the water near the coracle. Startled, Thomas looked across the river and saw the right bank lined with soldiers. Even before they reached the white water, arrows began falling around them. Then they were into the rapids. The last rider and both horses were swept in after them, and Thomas caught a brief glimpse of heads dipping in and out of the foam.

      Brother Vangellis suddenly leaned violently to one side. Thomas turned to him, thinking he had been hit by an arrow. But then the coracle capsized, and all was chaos. Somehow Thomas sucked in air before the waves covered his head. Then the current took him. The turbulent waters tossed him around unmercifully, and he barely managed to thrust his head above the surface for an occasional breath. Miraculously, he had not been smashed into any rocks, but the rapids still battered him relentlessly.

      The turbulence ceased abruptly. Before he could clear the water for another breath, he was grabbed firmly from behind. Reacting instinctively he tried to fight against the arm that held him, but the grip was too strong. He was pulled under the coracle and thrust upward into a vacant space beside the seat plank. Gasping, he filled his lungs with air.

      The arm had belonged to the monk. Both of them clung to the upended seat, craning their necks upward into the life-giving pocket of trapped air, and let the current carry them. Occasional arrows rattled off the hull of the boat, and others sliced into the water around them. But the coracle hid and protected them.

      Once again it seemed that the Rogandans had no access to a boat. The rain of arrows soon ended but many more minutes passed before the monk dived under the boat and disappeared. Thomas heard a slow series of taps on the hull and guessed that the monk was letting him know that it was safe to emerge. He dived clear himself and surfaced to a river empty of enemies.

      The monk began to tow the coracle to the riverbank. Thomas tried to help as best he could. The rapids had exhausted him, though, and he spent more time hanging onto the boat than towing it.

      Brother Vangellis was almost spent, too, and it felt like an eternity before they finally reached the bank. They dragged the boat out of the river, then both collapsed onto the grass that grew almost down to the water’s edge.

      They lay there without moving for many minutes. Then the monk sat up, wincing as he stretched his limbs. “We need to keep moving, Thomas. Even if they think we’re dead, they’ll still look for us. They’ll try to get you to Drettroth, whatever state you’re in.”

      Thomas groaned, then slowly sat up himself.

      “We’ve lost both of our paddles,” said the monk. “I will see if I can find something we can use instead.”

      He headed for the trees near the river’s edge and disappeared into them. Before long he returned with a couple of branches, and a bundle of thick reeds tucked firmly under one arm. The largest branch was a thick limb that would probably only be useful to push them off from the bank. The other branch was shorter with a sturdy fork splitting the main limb halfway down its length.

      The monk sat down and began tightly winding the reeds across and around the fork to create a crude blade. “You’ll find a stream over there, Thomas,” he said, pointing downriver a short distance. “We have nothing to carry water in, so take a long drink while you have the chance.”

      Thomas took his advice and headed to the stream. He returned to find the monk examining his makeshift paddle critically. “This might work, at least for a while,” he said, waving it through the air.

      Brother Vangellis wasted no further time, heading straight for the coracle. He examined the hull briefly. “It doesn’t look like the arrows have done any real damage,” he said. With an effort he flipped the coracle over. “Are you ready, Thomas?”

      The youth nodded and joined him. They lifted the boat into the water, and Thomas clambered in stiffly. The monk put the two branches into the boat and climbed in himself, more gingerly this time. He used the thick limb to push off from the bank and slowly they began to move forward as the current caught them.

      Brother Vangellis used his new paddle sparingly, mostly angling it like a rudder to steer them into the faster-moving water.

      Once they were underway he turned to Thomas. “I think we should just drift for as long as we can. We’ll have to pray that there are no more Rogandans—and no more rapids—waiting for us.”

      Thomas felt too weary to offer more than a nod in response.

      “There’s something else I need to say, too.” The monk paused, apparently choosing his words. “It was no accident when the coracle capsized in the rapids. I did it intentionally. I knew I was taking a big risk; we could have drowned. But I decided that the risk from the Rogandans was greater. I owe you an apology for putting your life in danger in that way, especially since I offered you no choice.”

      Thomas shrugged. “We’re alive. And we’re still free,” he said. Finding nothing else worth saying, he fell into a brooding silence.

      The immediate danger appeared to have passed, but Thomas could not relax. He had long since recognized just how much trouble the stone had brought him. But it was becoming clear that his real troubles were only beginning. The stone was unreliable, and largely closed to him. All it brought him now was deadly peril, and for so little return. And yet, although he could not clearly articulate the reasons, he was not willing to even consider giving it up.

      Perhaps the stone had some kind of hold over him. If so, he had undoubtedly brought it on himself; he remembered the scroll saying something about fearful risks resulting from overuse. Even the writer of the scroll had been ensnared—he said that the stones haunted his dreams—and he had never as much as seen them.

      “Have you been thinking about the scroll?” asked Thomas.

      Brother Vangellis returned a tired smile before shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Thomas. After all the excitement I haven’t had the energy to think about anything much at all.”

      Thomas was not deterred. “I’ve been wondering about the writer of the scroll. Randolf of Clerbon, wasn’t it? How did he find out so much about the stones?”

      “I don’t know. It must have been frustrating for the poor fellow, though—always searching for the stones, but never finding them, and constantly acquiring knowledge that he couldn’t use.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t able to use the knowledge himself, but he answered some questions for me.”

      “Which questions?”

      “I always wondered why the stone behaved so strangely with the two rabid animals; all it showed me each time was a wolf. But according to the scroll, the stone doesn’t reveal as much about animals. And I never understood why the stone revealed nothing about Will’s thoughts when I first met him. It changed his appearance, but that was all. But I’d broken my arm.”

      “And the scroll suggested that pain diminishes the power of the stone.” The monk finished the thought for him.

      “Yes. At the time I had very little experience with the stone, too, so maybe that was another reason. The scroll said that the power of the stone increases with familiarity. That certainly matched my experience.”

      Thomas fell silent again, and Brother Vangellis apparently had nothing further to say, either.

      The scroll had explained so much, but there were questions it hadn’t answered, too. Why was the stone largely ineffective now? He felt sure that Randolf of Clerbon could have given him a reason. If only Brother Erastus had found the entire scroll, and not just the first part of it.

      He also didn’t understand why he had seen wolf eyes in his own face when he looked in the mirror. After his fight with Simon, the stone hadn’t been working at all, so why did it work then? And why wolf eyes? The scroll talked about afflictions of the spirit affecting the stone, and he had certainly been in turmoil since the fight. Did that have something to do with it?

      Maybe it had been about his future. He had sensed at the time that the wolf eyes pointed to a possible destiny, one that he had been desperate to avoid. Thankfully, the scroll had indicated that the stone’s glimpses into what lay ahead should not be taken as certain. And yet the stone’s vision of Will’s future had come so close to the mark. It was mystifying.

      Thomas tried to recall everything the scroll had said, but his attention wandered. His fears about the future began to rise up again and press in on him. He couldn’t think straight, and he soon found it impossible to concentrate. As the boat continued to drift peacefully along with the current, his thoughts churned and boiled like the rapids.

      The afternoon wore on as they floated downstream, allowing the river to take them wherever it would. The coracle was too small to allow them to lie down or stretch out, and Thomas felt increasingly uncomfortable. It was also now many hours since he had eaten, and hunger began to gnaw away at him. After a time he began to feel thirsty, too, but he knew enough not to drink from the river. Eventually, his weariness overshadowed everything, and he found himself drifting in and out of sleep sitting up, in spite of the discomfort.

      The countryside that slid by them was untamed and apparently unsettled. The sun set, and still they floated on.

      Just after sunset they passed a scene that caused them to shrink down fearfully in their little craft. Many small fires burned brightly in a huge clearing, and armed Rogandan soldiers sat around the fires feasting noisily. The smell of cooked food wafted tantalizingly across the water. They drifted by undetected, but long after the fear had faded Thomas still struggled to rid his mind of images of warm fires and hot food.

      By the time day was about to break, Thomas could bear it no longer. His aching muscles, empty stomach and growing thirst had reinforced the fear that dragged at his will and sapped his energy. “If we don’t stop soon, I’ll go mad!” he finally exclaimed.

      “If you can wait just a little longer, Thomas, I think we will soon be able to leave the river for good.” The monk’s voice was calm, although Thomas could sense his concern.

      Now that the silence had been broken, Thomas’s anxieties burst forth. “Why did the Rogandans try to kill us? Doesn’t Drettroth know what will happen if he tries to take the stone by force? I don’t understand it.”

      “Even if Drettroth knows, his soldiers may not,” Brother Vangellis replied. “His men clearly know that he is searching for you, and they may know you have something he wants. But I doubt that he has told anyone about the stone. I doubt that he could trust even his own commanders if they knew what it was capable of.”

      Thomas peered uncertainly at the monk in the gloom. “Do you want the stone?” He couldn’t help blurting it out.

      The monk laughed, but there was no mirth in it. “You need not fear me, Thomas,” he replied. “I don’t envy you the burden of this gift, if I can borrow from the words in the scroll.”

      Thomas shamefacedly recalled everything that the monk had done to help him, and the huge risks he had taken for his sake. He suddenly felt very contrite. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Brother Vangellis laughed again, more cheerfully this time. “Forget it,” he said. “I’ve promised to help you in any way I can, and I mean to make good on that promise.”

      Thomas didn’t know what to say. Perhaps sensing that, the monk quickly changed the subject. “As soon as there’s enough light, we can find a suitable landing place. We have two options. We can hide the coracle so we can use it again. The risk is that the Rogandans might find it. They’re certain to search the riverbank for any trace of us. The alternative is to let it drift on without us. They may eventually find it, but they won’t know for certain where we abandoned it.”

      The choice was an easy one for Thomas. “I don’t care if I never see a coracle again!” he said.

      “It’s decided, then,” the monk replied. “We need to look for a large stream that empties into the river. That’s where we’ll land. A fast flowing stream will remove our footprints.”

      Thomas didn’t respond. His mind drifted off, away from the coracle, the river, and even the Rogandans. For the first time in what seemed like an age, he found himself thinking of Arnost, and wondering if the siege still continued. Somewhat guiltily, he spared a thought for his father in the city, and his mother away at her brother’s farm. Then he realized that in his preoccupation it hadn’t occurred to him to wonder what had become of Will and Rufe and their other companions. He would have expected Will to have an army behind him now, and to be fighting the Rogandans. But Drettroth didn’t seem interested in battles. He was too busy chasing the stone.

      As his thoughts continued to wander, he reluctantly faced the fact that Elbruhe no longer constantly inhabited the back of his mind. Even in the extremity of his present circumstances, he still felt guilty about allowing her to be pushed so far from his conscious awareness.

      Everything was changing. He tried to remember what his life had been like back in Arnost before the stone and before the Rogandans came. But he couldn’t recapture it. Everything he had cared about was now beyond his reach. His old life, like the old Thomas, was gone.

      Some measure of tranquility eventually came to him as the sky began to lighten in the east. He fixed his gaze into the heavens, watching the last of the stars disappear as the strengthening light swallowed them up.

      After a while he turned his attention to the monk. “They’ll never stop chasing me, will they?” It was a statement more than a question.

      Brother Vangellis regarded him silently for a long moment. Then slowly he shook his head.

      

      A couple more hours passed before the monk spotted a suitable stream in the right terrain.

      “This is it, Thomas. We might as well leave the coracle in the river and swim for the bank. Jump in quickly before we’re carried beyond the stream.”

      Thomas launched himself into the river, struggling to reawaken cramped muscles. The monk followed him in, flipping the coracle over before swimming away from it. “If the Rogandans find it capsized, they might decide that we drowned in the rapids,” he said. “If we’re fortunate.”

      The little craft had disappeared from sight before they reached dry land.

      Stepping ashore into the mouth of the stream, they allowed it to lead them away from the river. The monk did not halt until the stream had begun to narrow noticeably. After drinking deeply from its cool waters they clambered out onto some rocks.

      They sat there for a while soaking up the sun. Then, putting the river and the stream behind them, the two fugitives disappeared into the wilderness.
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