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For Dorothy. Some things in life are worth waiting for.



      [image: ]And for Colley, my little thief; no one should make promises they cannot keep.













  
  

Prologue
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It happened one morning near the end of February, when all the snow had melted but cold still gripped the land. An enormous ash tree stood alone, its barren branches making spindly silhouettes against the brightening sky. Viggo was fast asleep on the sturdiest bough, entirely unaware that he was dreaming. 

It did not seem at all strange to him when he was suddenly walking down an unknown street in an unknown village. The sun was sinking low in the sky, kissing the roofs of the westernmost homes. His docile, dreaming mind required no reason for why he wandered out past the houses, veering from the road and setting off through large fields of some yellow-flowered crop. He followed little trails between the heady plants, making his way steadily toward the trees that fenced in the farmland.

A group of young people came into view, gathered outside a modest cottage. Nobody seemed to notice as Viggo walked right into their midst, watching as they lifted their bows and aimed at targets that had been hung for them from the prickly branches of a yew tree.

An unused bow and arrow lay neglected upon the grass and Viggo picked them up as naturally as if they had been left there for him. His waking mind knew a thing or two about archery, but as is often the case with most things, his subconscious mind knew more. While the teacher moved along behind the students, adjusting posture and dispensing quiet correction, his dreaming thoughts picked out a single, dangling target. Nocking the arrow, he raised the bow and took steady aim.

It was the powerful pull of a familiar scent which snapped Viggo into sudden awareness. All at once he knew he was dreaming, but even so that familiar, peculiar blend of sweet pea flowers and rosemary sprigs made his heart leap. It had been a long time, but not so long that he’d forgotten. He felt the steadying touch of her right hand against his elbow while her other hand reached around to tap his left wrist upward ever so slightly.

“And…release!”

His arrow shot wild.

Viggo glanced over his shoulder and stared into eyes as surprised as his own. None of the young students around them seemed to find it odd that their teacher was frozen, having forgotten entirely about her lesson.

“Viggo?” Her expression was as disbelieving as it was hopeful. “Is it really you?”

He couldn’t bring himself to dash her hopes by telling her it was all just a dream; something wishful conjured by his resting mind. And yet…would his mind have fashioned all the convincing little details, like the distant roar of ocean waves and the shrieking cry of seabirds? Had his mind produced the cold breeze which blew around them, already bearing subtle promises of spring?

“I think so,” he whispered, afraid to speak loudly lest he somehow break the spell that had brought them together after so much time. How he wished it were true.

Sunrise did not wait for him to be sure. With a little squeak of unrestrained joy she threw her arms around him, her long frame pressed up against his. His breath caught. She was real. He did not know how and suddenly he did not care. He embraced her, holding so tight he felt her feet lift away from the ground.

“Are you safe?” he begged, needing to know.

“Yes!” she gasped, laughing breathlessly through her smile. That single word lifted a weight from his heart and widened his smile to match hers as he set her back down on her toes. “We all are. Look, this is home now!” She pointed to the little cottage, beaming with pride. The sight of it, rundown though it was, made him proud also. He’d been right about her – she had found a way.

The students were leaving, waving their goodbyes as they set off across the fields to their own homes. They’d left their bows leaning neatly against the trunk of the yew tree in anticipation of further lessons.

“How I earn my keep,” she said, by way of explanation. “And you?” Her beautiful eyes studied him with as much concern as ever. Some things, he thought with amusement, would never change. And that was okay with him. “Tell me you got away.”

He wished he could tell her that, if only because he knew she would like to hear it. But he could not lie to her. “Not exactly, but that’s alright. I’ve been just fine and it seems you have too. The children? How are Gywie and True?”

Her eyes shifted left and he followed her gaze, his smile faltering when he saw the little girl sitting in the dry grass, ripping early wild flowers out of the ground while her brother anxiously gathered up each one, attempting unsuccessfully to put them all back. How long had it been? A whole year, more than that actually, and already they looked so different. They were exactly as he remembered and yet nothing was the same. They were bigger, older, growing.

Neither seemed aware of his presence.

“She was awfully mad at you.”

“Was she?”

“You never said goodbye.”

Viggo winced. He’d had his reasons but that didn’t mean he couldn’t suffer regrets. True had known exactly what he meant to do, and because of her dream Sunrise must have known it too on some level. But Gywie could not have anticipated what was going to happen or why, and for that he was sorry. He was sorry there hadn’t been another way.

“I wish I could talk to them.”

Sunrise pulled away from him and Viggo felt a sudden lump in his throat when she knelt beside Gywie, whispering in the little girl’s ear. Just because he wanted to talk to them didn’t mean he knew what to say. Blue eyes shot up, drinking him in with awareness.

“Viggy?”

He knelt, fighting a surge of emotion as he reached out for the girl. For a moment she wore a bright smile as she jumped to her feet and ran towards him. Then she remembered and stopped short, standing just out of reach with a frown quivering upon her little mouth.

“You didn’t come back!”

Before he could say anything, she kicked him hard in the knee.

“Gywie!” Sunrise cried, horrified.

Viggo grimaced, both from the sudden pain in his knee – not at all dull or dream-like – and from the newfound ringing in his ears. But he shook his head to tell Sunrise it was alright. Leaning gingerly forward upon his good knee, he took Gywie by the hand. She sulked and tried without really meaning it to tug her hand away.

“I would have come back,” he promised, pulling her close so he could whisper into her yellow curls, “if I’d known how to find you.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek, eyeing him suspiciously. Viggo opened his arms to her again. She shuffled forward, shifting one foot moodily after the other until she flopped against him. Releasing the breath he’d been holding, Viggo hugged her tight. After a very long moment, she hugged him back.

A pair of skinny arms slid around his waist and Viggo smiled, knowing even without looking that it was True. Getting one arm loose, he wrapped it tightly around the boy.

“Did you go home?”

Viggo looked over to see Sunrise kneeling beside him, her eyes full of all those unending questions. If he’d had a free hand, he would have pulled her into the hug too. Missing them had been so much harder than he’d expected. “No,” he replied vaguely. “I’ve been…busy.”

Gywie pulled away to stare at him. “You don’t have a home?” she demanded incredulously, forgetting her anger. Her face brightened and she bounced up on her tiptoes. “You can home here! I’ll make you a map!”

It fascinated Viggo to see a piece of parchment simply appear in front of the little fairy. When she grabbed a pen out of thin air and began to scribble something across the page, he nearly laughed at himself. How easy it had been to forget this was all a dream.

The completed doodles were thrust his way so abruptly Viggo had to jerk his head back to keep from being hit in the face with them.

“There,” Gywie announced, “now you can find us!”

Viggo took her ‘map’ and studied it with a barely suppressed twitch at the corner of his mouth. Maybe she had not grown so much after all; her doodles looked exactly as he remembered them. Sunrise did not manage to contain her laugh as well as he was containing his.

“One of the ship captains showed her all his maps and she’s been fascinated with them since. She’s got the drawing part down – it’s the map bit she hasn’t quite mastered.”

Viggo finally gave in and chuckled. He was half afraid Gywie would kick him again for it but she was yawning and rubbing sleepily at her eyes. Anxious that the dream was ending, Viggo tried to pull her into one last hug. He could not. His arm swept right through her and she was gone. There was just enough time to look down and see brown eyes and a sleepy smile before True vanished away also.

His time was running out – again. Rising to his feet, he caught Sunrise’s hand and helped her up, pulling her close as if this could keep her from vanishing away next.

“Has anything changed?” He needed to know, before he let himself fall victim to this fluttering in his chest again, that she was not already spoken for by someone else.

She smiled softly, the look in her eyes suggesting he need not have asked. “Nothing has changed.”

“Tell me where to find you.”

She tried but the words were lost to the rushing wind, which stole her voice as easily as it was stealing the scenery from around them. Everything was blowing away, the fields swirling up into the sky as the sunset folded into the ground; all of it blurring out of sight in a flurry of fading colours. Sunrise gleamed before him, glowing like the sun was rising at her back. Viggo knew it was the gleam of wakefulness. He was about to lose her.

Sunrise knew it too. She reached out and caught his other hand, drawing his attention back to the map Gywie had drawn him. The last thing he saw were the indistinct squiggles rearranging themselves with purpose.

Viggo opened his eyes, blinking slowly into the soft sky of morning. For just a second he could have sworn there was a passing hint of sweet peas in the wind. It vanished quickly; a trick of the imagination. Unconsciously, he reached down to rub his knee where it ached. He froze. His knee ached.

Suddenly very much awake, Viggo thrust a hand into his pocket, pulling forth the map he had been carrying around these many months. On it were drawn all the lands under the rule of Camelot and its allies. His finger found Lin Harbour and traced the trade routes north into the Irish Kingdoms. There were islands, many dozens of them, but his finger knew now which one to look for. A smile turned his mouth upward as he leaned back and stared at the place on the map where his finger had lingered, leaving a small smudge behind.

He knew.
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Outside the estate all was quiet, holding its breath, waiting for the inevitable. The only sound came from a black flag erected on the main roadway between the gates. It snapped in the deepening twilight, kept aloft by the insistent bluster of a winter that refused to yield. Within the estate there was a man, his heels scraping over stone as he crawled backwards across the floor, very much abandoned to his fate. He had been hunted into a corner; hopelessly trapped in the deepest recesses of his own home. 

“Please!” the man cried, addressing the approaching figure. “I’ll give you anything!”

Lord Wheatley was under no illusions. He had heard rumors of the mysterious villain haunting Britannia this past year, executing noblemen upon a whim and without mercy. Now it had come for him. Orange light from nearby torches gleamed off the full suit of black armour, drawing a silhouette of fire in the gloom. He did not imagine, as the silent figure drew its sword, that he would escape with his life. Still, he tried.

“More money than you could ever dream of!” he promised. It was not an empty offer. Lord Wheatley was in possession of all the farmland from Amesbury in the south to Amurich in the east, and for the past two seasons he had not paid one coin for all the labour that worked it.

The trailing end of a long, black cape swept across the floor as the knight approached, raising the sword without sympathy. It was only then that Lord Wheatley realised there was another figure lurking beyond the knight, his features shrouded in shadow.

“You!” he cried, pointing, completely aghast. While the knight remained poised with the sword ready to strike, the fair-haired man came forward into the torchlight. He was attractive as far as young men went, with fine straight features and a perpetual quirk in the corner of his mouth that made him appear of good humor. But there was nothing amused in the hard set of his grey eyes, and that quirk had become knowing and ominous. Lord Wheatley wagged his finger, disbelieving. “You’re working with the Black Knight?”

Viggo shrugged; he could not deny it. “You have one chance to live,” he replied evenly.

“I trusted you!” the Lord cried, outraged to think he had ever taken the Saxon into his company.

“That was your third mistake,” Viggo retorted, kneeling so he could be even with the Lord. There was something pathetic about seeing a man cower on the floor, as if some secret method of escape could be found at lesser elevations. “Your first mistake was inviting me in when I said I could smuggle Saxon children over the border cheaply.”

Viggo was never sure what he would find when he began his missions. This particular Lord, he’d been told, served under King Arthur during the war, openly defying direct orders when he slaughtered a Saxon Commander who was bound for Camelot as a prisoner of war. In the wake of the war it had become apparent to Viggo that the men who commit atrocities on the battlefield are the same ones who commit them at home. Still, Viggo had been unprepared to step onto Lord Wheatley’s estate and see a man’s body hanging from a wooden stake where he had been left to die beneath the frozen February sun. When he inquired, the estate servants told him the man’s only crime was refusing to surrender his young child into the Lord’s service.

“Your second mistake,” Viggo continued, feeling no pity for this particular Lord, “was telling me how you planned to cut off the supply of winter grain to Amesbury unless they sent their children to labor in your fields.” He feigned a thoughtful look and tilted his head, his bangs sliding out of his eyes so that the Lord could not possibly miss the loathing within. “I wonder how the Queen would feel if she knew what you had in mind for her hometown?”

Briefly, Lord Wheatley spared another glance toward the knight. If the Queen ever found out what he’d been doing he was as good as dead, though it seemed unlikely he would live long enough to die by her order. Then again, there was a glimmer of hope in this threat. Men did not make threats unless there was something they hoped to gain. “What do you want from me?” he asked, thinking he might yet be able to buy his way out from under the Black Knight’s sword.

Viggo leaned forward, enjoying the shock on Lord Wheatley’s face as he thrust a bundle of dirty farm clothes into the Lord’s lap. “You’re going to leave,” Viggo told him plainly, as he had told so many others before him. “You’re going to walk away from your home, your lands, and your title. I don’t care where you go or what you do, but know that we will be watching. And if you ever try to return – if anyone in Britannia so much as hears your name again – the Queen will know the truth.”

Viggo took a moment to pause, glancing up at the long sword which hung over them with unwavering strength. “But don’t let the Queen scare you,” he finished lightly. “I promise the Black Knight can find you before she does.”


      [image: ]The sun was long set behind a distant horizon when two figures marched unchallenged into the camp of the Black Knight. They wove silently between the many tents, passing evening bonfires where men kept warm and broke bread. There were nearly three hundred men here, freed from servitude to corrupt masters like Lord Wheatley, all of them eager to be of some service to the Black Knight.

Only when there was no risk of being seen by anyone on the outside did the figure in black armour reach up, removing her helmet. “Well,” she said, forcing a note of artificial cheer, “I’d say that went well enough.”

Viggo eyed her sideways. Even though it was her idea for him to go ahead of her, seeking out other ways of dealing with the men she marked, there were times she almost seemed to regret his success.

“Do you think Wheatley’s son will be any better a Lord than he was?” Viggo asked, looking ahead as the black tent rose into view, looming like a solemn guardian over the rest of camp.

“I don’t know,” she admitted quietly, pulling off the velvet cap she wore beneath her helmet. A flood of smothered curls sprang free, cascading down her back. There was no defeat in the admission, only the cutting edge of determination. “We’ll keep an eye on things.”

Had people at large known what Xarabeth was doing, they might have said it was impossible; but they did not know, and that was rather the point. At its essence it was the very simplest of schemes: to go about doing exactly as one wished while laying all blame squarely at the feet of someone who did not actually exist.

Viggo enjoyed being her spy. He liked being where he was not supposed to, knowing what he was not meant to, and the satisfaction of getting away with both. Most of the time – as was true in the case of Lord Wheatley – his efforts paid off exactly as hoped. But there had been times when, despite his best efforts, things had not gone to plan. Those were the times he could do nothing but look away, wishing he did not know.

“You said we could talk,” he reminded her quickly, noticing three knights heading towards them. He would only be able to keep her attention for another minute at best.

“Ah yes,” she agreed. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like what you have to say?” A teasing smile crawled up the side of her mouth. “Will you at least tell me who she is, this woman who can lure you away from me?”

Viggo smiled to himself but looked straight ahead and said nothing. Even though they both knew she was right, he had never been willing to admit it. 
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“I can tell you’re thinking about her,” Beth had said to him once, when she’d caught him daydreaming.

“Who?” he asked, feigning innocence. But she wasn’t fooled.

“You know who,” she retorted. “You get that same look every time you stare up into the sky like that. Someday I’ll make you tell me who it is you’re thinking about.”

What she’d meant as a threat, he’d taken as a challenge, and on this point his stubbornness had proved more enduring than her own.

“Oy!” Sir Lucan called out, “Did you get ‘im?” Xarabeth tossed her helmet to the tallest of the three approaching men and Lucan caught it with a toothy grin, his dark eyes sparkling over pudgy cheeks flushed red from the winter air.

“We got him,” Xarabeth replied, unable to resist returning his grin. She held out one arm as Sir Gawain came around to begin the lengthy process of loosening her armour. He started by removing her gauntlets, passing these to Sir Urien. 

The black tent came suddenly to life, flexing and heaving like muscles rippling beneath skin. A magnificent green face, nearly as long as Viggo was tall, emerged. Beth’s young dragon was under strict orders to remain inside while she was away, but the sound of her voice signalled freedom. Seeing her, he slipped through the tent flaps, his scales scuffing the heavy fabrics. Viggo ducked to avoid being slapped by the dragon’s tail as it whipped out sideways.

Xarabeth blew a tiny flame into her hand and held it out. The dragon – Shadco – nuzzled the tip of his nose into the fiery warmth of her palm, slowly lowering his face until she was able to lean her forehead between his eyes where the green scales were smoothest.

In many ways, Xarabeth was still a mystery to him. Once, late at night when no one else was around and the dragon was fast asleep with his face draped over her lap, Beth had told him about finding Shadco’s egg. But even after nearly a year in her company, Viggo had not been able to figure out why she could breathe fire or how she had come into possession of a flaming sword. She didn’t like to talk about her past, and the knights - though they knew her more intimately than he did - were equally unaware of it.

Eventually Shadco signalled his contentment with a deep hum and Xarabeth lifted her face, glancing back at them. Her gaze settled on Viggo and she heaved a sigh as Gawain returned to her side, unfastening her bracers. “You want to talk,” she mused aloud, more to herself than to him.

Viggo opened his mouth to say something and hesitated, hearing the approach of unmistakable footfalls. Without even thinking about it, Viggo shut his mouth and moved out of Sir Kay’s way.

Although he was on relatively friendly terms with the other knights joined to Xarabeth’s cause, Viggo had never been able to shake the general understanding that Sir Kay disliked him. Then again, as far as Viggo could tell, Sir Kay seemed to dislike most everyone. His eyes were the colour of coal dust, dark and mournful, filled with barely muted judgement and an inevitable lack of satisfaction with everyone – and everything – beheld.

“There are children,” Kay said, his voice carrying the faintest air of revulsion, “at the edge of camp. Some of the liberated orphans, I believe. They wish to speak to the Black Knight.”

“No,” Xarabeth replied immediately. “No more.”

“Beth,” Gawain chided, slipping up behind her to unfasten the ties of her black cape. He was closer to Kay in age than the other, younger knights, but vastly opposite in temperament, perpetually bent toward sympathy where such could be extended. “These children have nowhere else to go.”

“No more,” she insisted, gesturing in a wide circle. “I’ve already somehow acquired three hundred people with nowhere else to go. Where do I stop? When I’ve got five hundred? A thousand? Ten thousand? Where do you suggest I put them all? No, they can’t join us. I won’t be responsible for a lot of orphaned children.”

“What will you tell them?” Kay asked.

“Oh no, I’m already half undressed.” She stared Kay dead in the eye, a fiendish smile dancing on her lips. “You go and talk to them.”

Viggo didn’t fully grasp the nuance of the exchange, but if he had to guess, he would have said that perhaps Sir Kay did not like children. Gawain, who normally wore his smile like he wore his hair - long and loose - buried his face in the knot he was untying, desperate to hide his amusement where Kay would not see it.

“What do I tell them?” Kay asked flatly, refusing to be baited into any display of emotion.

Xarabeth considered this thoughtfully as she reached over and unbelted the scabbard from around her hips. “Tell them they cannot count on strangers showing up and saving them, they’re going to have to do that all by themselves from now on. Tell them they are strong. Tell them to take care of one another. Tell them they will be okay.”

Sir Kay nodded solemnly and turned on his heel to do as he’d been told. Xarabeth let him get almost out of earshot before she called after him. “Oh, and Kay!” He paused. “Come back before you get attached.”

Sir Lucan burst out laughing and even Gawain couldn’t resist a chuckle at Kay’s expense. Urien might have laughed too were he not half buried by the bundled-up cape Gawain had just stuffed into his arms. Kay left with a warning glance in their direction.

“At first light, find me twenty volunteers willing to stay behind and keep an eye on those children,” Beth instructed quietly, directing her comments to Gawain. “Any who still have homes may need help returning to them.”

Gawain nodded, removing her shoulder plates and piling these atop the cape.

“I can hold that,” Viggo offered as Beth shoved her sword and scabbard under Urien’s chin.

She snorted through her nose and shot him a warning look, the effect marred by her smirk. “Keep dreaming.”

Lucan nudged Viggo with a chuckle. “Better keep it close, Urien, this one’s had his eye on it for a while now.”

“Haven’t got much choice, have I?” Urien muttered through his teeth as Gawain piled Beth’s breastplate on top of everything else, effectively burying him.

The amusement echoing between them was cut short by a frantic shout. Sir Percival came running up from the other direction, very nearly out of breath with Sir Tristain panting on his heels. “We need…” Percival paused to gulp in a lungful of air before trying again. “We need to talk to you!”

One of Xarabeth’s scarlet eyebrows went soaring over a particularly unimpressed expression. “Where have you two been this time?”

They exchanged a glance, suggesting they’d been up to their usual mischief.  “Never mind where we’ve been,” Tristain gushed breathlessly. “It’s what we heard while we were there. We have something to tell you!”

It seemed to Viggo that both men noticed him at the same time. He did not miss the discomfort and suspicion as they silently debated his presence and finally lowered their voices, having sufficiently caught their breath.

“Perhaps in private?” Tristain suggested, awkwardly avoiding Viggo’s gaze.

Viggo pressed his lips together, trying not to care. It was no secret that he was the outsider here; one lone Saxon among three hundred Britons all bearing fresh scars from the war they’d fought against their Saxon invaders. He had done his best to ignore their mistrust, not begrudging them their suspicions, but all the same he minded the way they noticed him, their eyes following whenever he was near - just in case. 

Beth shot him a pointed look, telling him to go.

“You said we could talk,” he protested.

“Wait for me in my tent. We’ll talk in a minute.”

From the uncharacteristic gravity weighing in Percival and Tristain’s faces, and the way the other knights were already edging closer, closing ranks to hear what the two had to say, Viggo did not think Beth would be along in only a minute. But there was no point arguing. He turned away, skirting around the green dragon, forcing himself not to care – this would all be behind him soon enough.

A green snout followed, sniffing the trailing end of his coat. Viggo glanced over his shoulder as he walked, a wan smile tugging one corner of his mouth. Shadco was probably the only one in this camp who neither knew nor cared where he’d come from. Viggo was going to miss that. “Try to be good,” he whispered, it being the only sensible piece of parting advice he could think to offer.

Something in the suggestion disagreed with the dragon, who reared back and sneezed. To his credit, most of the sneeze missed, passing by over Viggo’s head. Most, but not all. Viggo reached up slowly, running one hand through his hair. It came away hot with goo.

“Right,” he muttered, “never mind.”

The dragon pulled back his cheeks in a grin, his luminescent eyes gleaming mischief. Though he was strikingly handsome with his overlay of emerald green scales atop bronze skin, Viggo had been told this dragon was - by dragon standards - only a child, not yet old enough to breathe fire. And like any child, Shadco was prone to making trouble wherever he could get away with it.

“I take it back,” Viggo whispered, looking once more over his shoulder to be sure Beth had not noticed their little interlude. “After I’m gone, make all the trouble you can. Stir things up a bit. Maybe try sneezing on one of the knights for a change.”

The toothy grin widened, revealing an entire row of little ivory spears. It was as good a good-bye as any. Viggo carried on towards the tent, running both hands through his hair and pausing to wash them in a barrel full of water.

Up close the black tent was unexpectedly drab. It was woven from thick, inexpensive cloth meant for one very particular purpose: to house a dragon that had not yet learned it was large. Viggo pushed aside one of the high flaps and walked into the flickering presence of a single oil lamp burning on a pedestal of clay. Without Beth or her dragon, the wide space was noticeably empty, filled with nothing but the echo of his own thoughts.

Wiping his hands down the front of his trousers to dry them, Viggo approached the pedestal, staring into the flame. It seemed antsy, as if striving for calm but yearning, secretly, to burn out of control.

Deciding to leave had been easy; following through was not quite so straightforward. In her own way, Xarabeth had done a lot for him. The first time she asked for his help it came as quite the surprise, especially since he was - from her perspective - the enemy. But with no place else to go and being in desperate need of some mental diversion, Viggo had done as she asked. One request led to another and he simply kept on doing the things she asked, even when they were no longer requests. He never asked himself when it was going to end because there was no reason to leave, not until a few mornings ago,  when the reason found him in a dream. 

Viggo slid one hand into the pocket of his long brown coat, fingering the edges of his map. There was a smudge in the upper left-hand corner, a smudge he’d made upon waking from that dream, a smudge that would lead him home.

A faint smile settled on Viggo’s mouth as he turned away from the flame, pacing lazily, content to let his mind wander while he waited. He couldn’t remember the last place he’d thought of as home, if there had ever been such a place. Looking back, it hadn’t been Saxony. Was he crazy to imagine home could be someplace he’d never even been before?

If he was being entirely honest with himself, everything about this was crazy. It was crazy to run off to a place he’d never been to be with a woman he barely knew. Crazier still, because it never should have happened. He hadn’t meant to fall in love with a fairy. He hadn’t meant, for that matter, to fall in love at all. But then Sunrise had come bursting into his life with her silver hair and violet eyes, drawing him in out of the darkness until he no longer wanted to escape. He’d thought of her and her children far more often than he’d meant to this past year, wishing he knew how to find them. Now he did. And more importantly, he knew they still wanted him.

He turned at the sound of a step, hoping Beth had come at last. But it was only Urien, waddling in with his arms weighed down by armour. Viggo looked on with bemused interest as Urien dumped it all in a pile.

For a moment Urien lingered, glancing between him and the sword, which lay visible atop the rest of the armour. “I wouldn’t touch that,” he cautioned.

“Why would I do that?”

Whether or not the knight found his disinterest convincing seemed not to matter, for Urien merely shrugged and left as he’d come.

Viggo’s gaze wandered back to the sword. He’d never been alone with it before.

The rumour went that Xarabeth’s sword was a perfect replica of Excalibur, the legendary sword King Arthur was known to have carried. She called it Caliburn, and it was well suited to the name, for Viggo had seen the way Beth could wield fire upon the blade. Unable to help himself, Viggo crossed the short distance to the pile of armour and knelt. Long swords were not fashionable, for iron was heavy and length served only to make the weight of it unbearable. Yet this sword was longer than any blade ought dare to be. Viggo had never been able to understand how it appeared so light and manoeuvrable in Beth’s hands.

He reached out cautiously, caressing the edge of Caliburn’s sheath between thumb and forefinger. It was thinner than he expected. Made of bronze, perhaps? There was only one way to find out. Bearing in mind that he was leaving, and therefore this was his last chance, Viggo wrapped his hand around the hilt and drew Caliburn from its sheath.

The pain was so searing that at first he did not even realise it was happening. The sword was halfway drawn when Viggo dropped it with a yelp, pulling back his hand in horror. There, burned into his left palm, was a white imprint of the hilt.

“What the hell?”

He rocked back on his heels, clutching his good hand round the bad as he looked for some way to cool the burn. Seeing nothing, he hurried from the tent. Though he suspected the barrel where he’d washed his hands was not the wisest choice, the pain in his palm urged him to ignore the risk of slobber. The cold water made him wince but the relief was instant.

“Viggo!”

His relief vanished as Xarabeth’s voice shattered the night, sending a nearby clutch of starlings shrieking from their slumber. Viggo raised his eyes to see her marching toward him, a living shadow in her black tunic and leggings. He pulled his hand from the barrel and held it behind him, embarrassed to have been caught.

“I just-”

She stormed past before he could make excuses, spun on her heel, and marched back the other way. Beth wasn’t good at standing still, not at the best of times, but the agitation in her stride suggested she had not come to chide him for touching her sword, nor to hear what he’d been waiting to say.

“I’m breaking camp at noon tomorrow,” she informed him.

It wasn’t an unusual thing for her to say. Xarabeth moved the camp at regular intervals, systematically working her way back and forth across Britannia, seeking out the men on her list. But there was something about the way she said it that set Viggo on edge, defensive even before he knew why he should be. It took him a long moment of watching her pace back and forth before he finally realised what was making him so uneasy.

She was not looking him in the eye. Whenever she turned his way her gaze slipped past him, fixing solidly on whatever lay beyond. Upon closer inspection, Viggo detected the faint tremble running the length of her clenched jaw. Something was terribly wrong.

He should have said it quickly. He should have told her right then that he was leaving and whatever she did with her camp was no longer any concern of his. He should have, but he didn’t.

“Why?”

Somehow, it was the wrong question. Green eyes snapped to his face with such venom that Viggo took a step back, sensing danger. He’d never doubted that Xarabeth was dangerous, not for a moment, but he wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of her temper.

“Saxons.”

That one word quaked off her tongue and rocked him with such force that Viggo felt as though she’d dealt him a physical blow. It was followed immediately by another.

“Saxon raiding parties.”

Viggo had not fought with his own people during the war. He hadn’t, for that matter, fought with anyone; he had never even seen the front lines. But whenever people talked of Saxon carnage – the Saxon enemy – he still felt the flinching sting of familial culpability.

Xarabeth took a deep breath, sighing away some of her unspent anger as she came to a standstill at his side.

“Come.”

She was trying to be calm, but Viggo still heard embers of wrath smouldering beneath her words as he followed her into the tent.

“Percival and Tristain heard reports that Saxon raiders are crossing the eastern border, attacking Amurich. It’s said the new Captain does nothing to stop them. It may even be that he's accepting their bribes to allow it.”

“Amurich…” Though Viggo had never been there himself, he knew it was Britannia’s easternmost outpost, located on the banks of the Tamesis - the black river - and bore the unfortunate distinction of being both the first city to fall in the Saxon invasion and the last to be freed from it. 

Across the tent, Xarabeth was pacing again, the fire from her lamp jumping every time she swept past. She mistook his musing for a question. “It’s a military outpost – or it was – a small but important one. It was the first city to fall in the invasion. The Captain was killed and it remained under Saxon control for the rest of the war, serving as a major gateway for their supply lines.”

Viggo was only half listening, a frown tugging at his brow as he turned the problem over in his mind. Why should the Saxons send raiding parties across the river now, little over a year after conceding defeat in a war they’d started?

“I didn’t mean to imply this is your fault.” Xarabeth slowed to a standstill before him, settled now in knowing what she wanted and how she would get it. “It isn’t, and I know that. But you are most qualified to find out what I need to know. I want you to learn what you can about these raiding parties – exactly who they are and where they cross the river.”

It wasn’t the request Viggo expected. “And the Captain?” he inquired.

“When I arrive in Amurich, I’ll deal with the Captain myself.”

She turned away, dismissing him. Viggo stared at the heavy mass of red curls swaying across her back, lost for words. He knew what she meant by saying she would deal with somebody. But this wasn’t her way. This new Captain, as far as he knew, was not on her list. And normally she gave him time to go ahead of her, time enough to see if there was some other way. It was his job to find other ways before matters had to be dealt with.

“This Captain,” he tried again, following her across the tent. “Perhaps I could just-”

Xarabeth stopped so abruptly Viggo nearly tripped over his own feet trying not to bump into her. She said something then, something so soft he couldn’t make it out. He knew asking her to repeat herself wasn’t a good idea, but then, very few of his ideas ever were.

“Excuse me?”

“I liberated Amurich!” she cried. She turned on him, exasperation glowing on her tongue. “I destroyed the bridges so the river would keep the Saxons and the Britons apart. I sent the money to rebuild the walls. These raiding parties could start another war! I will not have all my work undone by one selfish, weak-willed man!”

On her final word, the oil lamp blew out. For many minutes, darkness was the only thing to pass between them. It concealed Xarabeth’s face but not her presence. Viggo could still feel her, the force of her, willing him into submission.

There was a part of him - a large part - that wanted nothing to do with this mission or the inevitable way it would end. He had somewhere better to be. But it nagged at him, this idea of Saxon raiding parties. Xarabeth was right, it could start another war, and the Saxons surely knew this also. So why do it?

“I’ll go.”

“Good.” Light reappeared in the tent as Xarabeth blew softly into her cupped hands, igniting a tiny flame within her grasp. Reaching out for the oil lamp, she deposited her flame upon its wick. “Get going. If you leave now, you’ll have half a day’s head start.” As she spoke, her gaze settled upon the half-drawn sword laying atop her armour.

Viggo braced himself, expecting her to be angry. Her gaze rose, knowing, looking through him toward the aching hand cradled behind his back.

“And Viggo,” she warned softly, making it clear that her threats, though not overt, should never be taken lightly, “just remember that the Captain of Amurich is none of your concern.”
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It had not begun as a plot. 

Guinevere paced restlessly, her dark eyes lifting to the window every so often. From her tower she could see the stone roofs of Camelot gleaming silver under the moonlight. The roofs of her people. Her people.

It had not begun with suspicion. They had, after all, been friends – of a sort. And it was her idea, when Arthur died, for Xarabeth to slip into his armour, take up his sword, and keep him alive in the eyes of the people. There was no other choice, really. Xarabeth was the only one who could fight like him and, more importantly, the only one who could comfortably wield his sword. Guinevere merely hoped the ruse would keep hope alive in the hearts of her soldiers – but Xarabeth had taken it so much further than that.

In the guise of King Arthur she led the soldiers and fought the war, successfully beating back the invading Saxon armies and restoring strength to Britannia’s borders. And of course, Guinevere had been grateful.

Perhaps a little too grateful.

When the war was won and Arthur had been laid to rest in the minds of the people, Xarabeth left Camelot just as she promised she would. The people accepted Guinevere as heir to the throne and all had seemed to be well. She hadn’t thought much of granting Beth’s parting request. But she should have. She should have seen then what was already brewing.

Footsteps on the winding stairs stopped the Queen mid-step. She turned, expectation thrumming through her chest as she waited to hear what news her scout had brought. Surely, by now, there must be something.

Though she was expecting the knock, it’s firmness made Guinevere jump. Embarrassed by her own unease, the Queen turned from the door and fixed her gaze solidly upon the window, unable to bear that anyone should see how anxious she’d become.

“Enter.”

The door opened and footfalls approached from behind. Guinevere took a deep breath and smoothed her hands down the front of her gown to compose herself.

“What news?” she demanded, turning with her chin high to face the scout. Immediately her composition faltered, handfuls of fine wool crumpling under her nervous grip. She had not been expecting to see her knights.

Sir Agravaine hesitated partway into the room, his brow falling as he looked around, trying to deduce whether or not she had been talking to him. Seeing no one else, he came to the only reasonable conclusion.

“Were you expecting someone else, Your Highness?”

“No,” she blurted stiffly, her gaze slipping past him to the doorway where her remaining knights were gathered. She changed the subject before Agravaine could ask what news she was hoping to hear this late at night. “What do you want?”

The other five took her question as an invitation to crowd in around Sir Agravaine, filling the room with palpable energy. Her breath felt strangely tight in her chest. They had not come altogether like this without a purpose. They wanted something, and Guinevere had the sinking feeling she already knew what.

“Today we received word of another attack,” Sir Agravaine began. “Lord Wheatley is reported dead, his body missing.”

Guinevere turned slowly away, irritated to have been right. “I don’t want to hear any more,” she whispered, forcing one hand to relax its grip on her dress so she could wave it in a gesture of dismissal. She didn’t have time for this now. Her scout was due to arrive any moment.

“Lord Wheatley owns everything around Amesbury!” Sir Ector exclaimed stupidly.

“I know who Lord Wheatley is,” she retorted, finding her voice, though she was ashamed of it for cracking when she wished it to be hard.

“Your Highness, we cannot continue to ignore this. The Black Knight is killing men who are both your subjects and your allies.” As always, Sir Agravaine was so measured, so sensible - so infuriating. “Please, Your Highness, you have but to say the word and we will hunt down and remove this threat to your Kingdom once and for all.”

“No.”

A part of her wished she could say yes. Everything would be so much easier if she could just give them permission to do as they wished.

“We only need a small contingent of men,” Sir Daniel piped up, as if he imagined she was refusing merely because she could not grasp the scale of their request. “We can leave immediately for Lord Wheatley’s estate, and from there track down the camp of the Black Knight. They can’t yet have gone very far.”

“Perhaps I wasn’t clear?” she inquired, raising her chin with resolve as she whirled to face them. She could see it plainly on their faces: the confusion, discomfort, and worst of all that telling hint of annoyance. They looked at her like she was an unreasoning child they were not permitted to spank.

“Of course, Your Highness does not wish more confrontation,” Sir Lionel soothed. “Such sentiment in the wake of war is quite noble. But we are concerned that if the Black Knight is allowed to carry on without consequence, people may begin to see it as weakness on your part.”

It was the gentleness in his voice – this attempt to coddle her with comfort – that threw her over the edge. “Let them see it however they wish! I will not have my decisions dictated to me by the ill-informed opinions of the peasantry!”

This was not the first time they had provoked her anger over the matter of the Black Knight, and until this moment her anger had always been enough to deter them. But this time it was different. Despite their deepening discomfort they stood their ground, exchanging glances, silently strategizing against her as though she were the enemy.

At last Sir Agravaine decided to lay bare the facts as he saw them. “Let me be plain, Your Highness. Six of your knights – our brothers by oath – have already turned traitor. Rumours tell us nearly three-hundred men have now attached themselves to the same cause. With Kay and the others by his side to train those men, the Black Knight could be rousing an army against you. If we do not act soon, Your Highness, Britannia may well find itself embroiled in another war.”

If only Agravaine knew how deeply she shared his fear. Guinevere’s gaze slipped to the doorway once again, looking for something that wasn’t yet there. If only she could have told them all she was doing to prevent such an outcome. But then they would wonder why she allowed it to happen in the first place, and there was no possible way to make them understand. She couldn’t tell them the truth, not even to defend her honour and intelligence in their eyes.

“I’ve given you my answer,” she said firmly, her gaze still fixed upon the doorway. “Now leave.” Someday they would trust and obey her without question; but for today she just needed them gone.

“Knights do not abandon their oath without cause. We must consider the possibility that they want the boy. Your Highness, if I may just-”

“You may not!” she interrupted hotly, marching forward to confront Agravaine to his face. He was taller than she was – they all were – but it did not matter. Angry as she was, she felt twice as tall as all of them put together. “I am not Arthur and this is not a round table. You have no say here. Either you obey without question as you swore to do, or you may resign your oath and leave at once.”

Her words echoed between the tower walls with deafening finality and at long last her knights began to bow their heads, averting their eyes, acquiescing. One by one they turned away, leaving the same way they’d come. Sir Agravaine went last. He did not bow his head with the same assenting compliance, but rather held one arm across his chest and bowed stiffly at the waist; a formal gesture – but not a happy one. This done, he followed the others from her tower room, shutting the door behind him.

She was left in silence, a flickering golden silence. Her lamps were burning low. She turned around and gazed once more out the window, staring at a city awash in silver. Silver was second to gold; second best, second place, always second choice. No matter how brightly the moon shone, everyone remained huddled in their homes, preferring their little golden lights. In a moment of utter jealousy, Guinevere struck one of the lanterns hanging beside the window, knocking it to the ground. It fell with a clattering sound. Oil spilled onto the stone floor, forming a little puddle of darkness.

“Perhaps Your Highness would prefer if I returned later?”

Guinevere whirled about to see a slender man near the door, dressed in the plain clothes of a farmer. Only his ring winked in the remaining lamplight, betraying his true profession.

“Were you seen coming here?” she snapped, afraid he had passed the knights on his way up.

The scout bowed deeply, conveying genuine remorse. “A thousand apologies for the delay, but I thought it best to wait until your knights were gone. I was not seen.”

Relief flooded Guinevere’s chest, allowing her breaths to come deeply at last. With this relief came hope – raw, childish hope. Perhaps if she simply wanted it badly enough, it could be so.

“What news?”

The scout straightened, his lips pressed together in silence. Her heart sank into a mire of soured expectation

“Still nothing?”

He didn’t have to say it; the shake of his head was enough. Xarabeth still hadn’t come.

With a snarl of frustration, Guinevere paced away from him, her hands over her mouth to contain further loss of temper. Upon reaching the windowsill she threw her palms heavily upon the stone, trying desperately to cool the sudden heat pulsing through her veins. Her mind raced.

It had not begun as a plot. When she first sent the scouts out in secret, she merely wanted them to locate the camp of the Black Knight and pass on a message. She wanted Beth to know how problematic her quest had become. She just wanted to talk. They had always been able to talk.

But her scouts searched for many months and came up empty handed, almost as if Beth didn’t want to be found.

When Guinevere started hearing reports about the growing size of Xarabeth’s camp, an alarming new fear began to unfold in her mind. She had to know, one way or another, if she was right. And so she came up with another plan, giving her scouts a new mission. It should have worked. Why hadn’t it worked?

“How, after three weeks, can there be nothing?” she demanded hotly, not expecting an answer. The scout, in an attempt to be helpful, answered anyway.

“Perhaps we should try something else?”

“No! You tell them to ride again, and again after that, and every night afterwards until she comes!”

The scout bowed again, and was already turning away to leave when he paused, his curiosity piqued by a subtle slip of her tongue. He stared at her, his head tilted off to one side as he pondered whether or not to question her about it. Eventually his curiosity compelled him.

“She?”

But Guinevere did not care if she had accidentally revealed the secret. Her mind had gone elsewhere entirely. Only her gaze remained, transfixed by the remaining lantern. She stared at the flame, that tiny mesmerising slip of gold dancing safe and sound beyond reach inside its glass cage, and was overcome with such violent hatred she acted without remembering she was being watched. Snatching the lantern from its hook, she hurled it to the floor with all the force she could muster. The glass made a terrific sound as it shattered upon stone.

Ever so slowly she looked upward, remembering the scout. “She’ll come…” Guinevere whispered under her breath. “She has to. And when she does…” Her voice trailed off. Where the flame had gone out there was another puddle of oil. As Guinevere watched it seeping outward, she was struck by how easily oil could be mistaken for blood in the moonlight.
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The journey east was as boring as it was uneventful. Viggo purchased a horse in the first town he came to and thereafter stuck to the main roads, stopping only as long as was necessary to rest himself and the animal. Not wanting to endanger it, he sold it again as he was nearing Amurich, choosing to travel the final leg of his journey on foot. 

Amurich was known locally as the city of fifteen towers, and rightly so. Late into the final day of his journey they sprang up suddenly on the horizon, glimmering like figments of imagination within the hazy blur of dusk. They took form as Viggo neared, giving him a sense of the size and shape of the outpost long before he could see into the settlement proper. But it was not the towers nor the settlement which gave him pause…it was the river.

While darkness consumed the remaining streaks of colour from the western sky, Viggo stood alone in the empty roadway. In the distance, beyond the city, he could see the glimmering waters of the river Tamesis slowly fading from pink to grey. Everything across that water belonged to Saxony.

It was strange to think that only a year ago he might have done anything – given anything at all – to get across that river and back to the safety of his own people. Saxony, in reality, was far away across the water, but the Saxons had been coming to this land for many years, moving in by inches, and it was only their recent peace treaty with the Britons keeping them behind the river. This was as close to Saxon territory as Viggo had come since, and strangely, the nearness made him uncomfortable. It was not that he had changed sides, but rather that he’d come to enjoy the freedom of being without a side and no longer wished to go anyplace where his belonging would be assumed for him. Even in Amurich it was likely people would take one look at his fair hair and pale grey eyes and assume they knew something about where he belonged. And they would be wrong.

Taking a deep breath, Viggo sighed the clutter from his thoughts, refocusing on Amurich. The outpost had a perfectly square layout, though there was hardly enough left of the original fortifications for it to be rightly called an outpost anymore. Where there had once been a wall and gates to protect it, there now stood only archways stripped of their defences with long piles of rubble stretched between them. If they had received the money Xarabeth sent to rebuild their walls, it clearly had not been used as she intended.

The towers had been spared in the invasion – all fifteen by his count – and they rose starkly out of the devastated outpost like grim testaments to their own versatility. Though they had been built as lookouts to keep the residents of Amurich safe, Viggo imagined they served just as effectively to keep them conquered.

Between Amurich and the river lay a broad stretch of barren grassland, unsuitable for farming but pastoral; likely filled with sheep and horses during the day, though he saw no sign of livestock at present. He saw no sign of any bridge, either.

Since he had only the usual amount of time – which amounted to two days, give or take – Viggo knew he ought to bypass Amurich and head straight for the river. He could travel upriver for half the night and, supposing he found nothing, be back by morning, ready to head downriver until he found where the Saxons were crossing.

But that was assuming he meant to do as Xarabeth instructed, which he did not.

Aside from the fact that Viggo had no particular desire to go anywhere near the river, there was something to this business of the Captain that puzzled him even more than the matter of raiding parties. Why would any man allow his settlement and his people - the source of both his position and his wealth - to go undefended? Even bribes did not seem, to his mind, a good enough reason to risk such a tarnished reputation.

It was possible none of it was true of course; that was always the risk with rumour. But either way, he wanted to know.

Resolved, Viggo set off to find the one place he began all his missions: the local tavern. Not only was he confident he could learn all he needed to about the local Captain from the town’s working men, he might also get lucky and pick up some things about the raiders. In his experience, he could get a fair sense of any place and its people from their tavern. Aside from the obvious things, like whatever gossip he might happen to overhear, there were other more tell-tale things he watched for. The quality of ale spoke volumes about how money moved in a town, as did the availability of wine. There was also much one could learn by watching the demeanour of women – or noting their absence.

Nearing the shattered remains of the outpost’s main gate, he became immediately aware of the quiet. It blanketed the town the same way a fresh snowfall smothered everything into silence. Normally he preferred to move cautiously and keep out of sight, for his Saxon colouring had a way of drawing attention, but none of that seemed as though it would matter here – no one was out in the streets to see him.

A peculiar sense began to prickle the hairs on the back of his neck, heightening his awareness as he wandered aimlessly through narrow streets, seeking answers to many newfound questions. People did not meekly return to their homes just because the sun was set, not unless they feared what darkness might bring. Which begged one to wonder: what did darkness bring to Amurich?

The deeper he went into the settlement, the more Viggo understood why it had not withstood an invasion. This was an outpost, not a fortress, meant only to serve as a lookout so that the more defensible positions to the west could be alerted in case of an attack. Judging by the rubble he passed on the way in, he could guess the walls had not been high even when they were standing. The buildings were simple and unprotected and the newness of them gave Viggo the idea that very little had survived the occupation. New thatch on every home and beautifully plastered walls were clues as to where Xarabeth’s money might have gone.

Through closed shutters he could see the soft glow of evening fires, and when he really listened for it he could hear the muffled sounds of families settling for the night. But there was no music. No crowds. With no indication to the contrary, Viggo was finally forced to admit the obvious: Amurich had no established tavern of which to speak.

Or perhaps they had one and no longer used it.

In the dark, with all the buildings reduced to silky silhouettes, it would be both impossible and pointless to search for an abandoned tavern – if there was one. It was possible their tavern had been refitted for other use during the war, or even destroyed. But in his experience a tavern was usually the first thing rebuilt, if for no other reason than because people needed a place to congregate and commiserate their sorrows. From everything he had heard of this place, the people of Amurich should have been in greater need of one than most.

The corners of the outpost were marked by four large towers, with eight of lesser height spaced evenly between them. At the heart of the settlement the final three towers had been built adjacent to one another, each one crowned with crenellations and dotted with a smattering of slender windows. Viggo paused in their shadow to take stock of his situation. This town had seen much, but in the silence of an empty night it could tell him very little.

It was late. There was nothing left to do but follow the river exactly as he should have done to begin with, even though it vexed him to admit failure.

The shout rang out in such unexpected contrast to the silence that Viggo jumped, assuming at first that it was meant for him. But then he heard the light footfalls and saw a slight silhouette running toward him from the opposite way. Catching sight of the taller, broader outline which followed, Viggo shrank back against the wall, trusting the dark fabric of his coat to conceal him.

“Little thieving scum!”

The man caught up with the girl near the tower’s edge, a slur of obscenities spilling drunkenly from his lips as he grabbed her arms and threw her up against the wall. Judging by her height, she could be no older than ten or eleven.

Viggo bristled. He wasn’t supposed to draw attention to himself, but that rule – like every rule – was flexible to his way of thinking. Luckily, the man seemed less interested in the girl than whatever item she was clutching to her chest. Her wails echoed off the stone wall as the man caught hold of it, wrenching whatever it was forcibly away from her. Viggo relaxed, a smile creeping into the corners of his mouth.

Giving the girl another shove for good measure, the man stomped off, entirely unaware that while he had been retrieving his stolen property from one of her hands, the other slipped between the folds of his tunic and pilfered something else.

Viggo admired her method and felt a little guilty for what he was about to do, but she was backing toward him and the opportunity was too easy to resist. Besides, she struck him as exactly the kind of girl who would have the information he wanted. When she had just about backed herself onto his toes, Viggo reached around the girl and snatched the stolen object from her hands, lifting it high over both their heads.

The girl whirled, gasping with outrage more than surprise. “Give it back!” she hissed, stretching up on her tiptoes to reach for the dangling little purse.

“Not until you answer a question for me.”

She snarled and grabbed his jacket for support as she leaned up against him, her grasping fingertips falling just shy of his elbow. Viggo smiled knowingly and caught her wrist, restraining the hand which was making its way smoothly into his coat pocket.

The girl froze, startled eyes snapping to his. At the sight of his smile she relaxed away from him, abandoning what was now out of reach.

“Can’t blame me for trying,” she muttered, shrugging as though she were already indifferent to the matter. In reality, Viggo could see her eyes darting back and forth across his face, trying to make sense of this stranger stealing her pilfered things.

Viggo shook the bag above his head, driving her gaze upward before she could study him too closely. Coins rattled against one another; not a large haul but enough to renew the girl’s interest in getting them back.

“Double this if you answer my question.”

For what he was offering, Viggo supposed he should have asked for the answers to more than one question, but he was on slippery ground with this one. If he wasn’t careful, she might just as easily abandon her loot and run off, leaving him no further ahead than when he started.

The girl chewed one dirty lip and looked him up and down with a sceptical frown, as if highly doubting he had enough money on his person to fulfil the offer.

“You’re strange,” she noted.

“Yes,” he agreed, supposing she meant to say he was a stranger. “Where does the Captain live?” It wasn’t much of a question, but it was the first one that came to mind and Viggo assumed it would be easy enough for the girl to answer.

Thin lips pressed together in a frown. She knew now that he was here for some purpose and hadn’t yet decided whether or not this was something she wanted to become mixed up in. Another jingle of the coin purse convinced her.

“The corner tower, that way.” She pointed in a north-easterly sort of direction. “You can tell because it’s the largest, but I wouldn’t go there just now. Not this night.”

Reaching out with both palms outstretched, the girl waited for her promised payment.

“Why not this night?” he pressed.

A scowl pulled the girl’s mouth shut yet again and she threw one hand upward, wagging her fingers with expectation. Knowing he would get nothing further, Viggo dropped the purse into her waiting grasp and reached into his pocket for the rest of what he’d promised.

But she didn’t wait.

“Not this night,” she repeated over her shoulder, scampering away with her stolen treasure disappearing down the neck of her tunic. Viggo paused with his hand halfway withdrawn from his pocket, wondering what could have driven her away so urgently from the promise of more money. Rather than go looking for the tower she’d told him about, Viggo decided to follow the girl.

It wasn’t hard. She moved swiftly and knew her way about, but the streets were empty – filled only with silence. Viggo could easily follow the sound of her feet striking upon hardpacked dirt without having to keep her in sight. Her footsteps led him to the northern edge of the settlement, where he stood at the end of the road alongside the final house and took stock of his surroundings.

A small tower sat bluntly not twenty paces before him. On either side, long stretches of roughly piled stones formed a crude hedge where the ineffective wall had once stood. At either end of the rocky hedge stood another tower - both more impressive than this near one - each marking a corner edge of the outpost. 

The girl had gone straight ahead to the low tower where children of various ages were gathered, waiting their turn to get in. Warm light gleamed in an arched doorway, outlining a woman. She was urging the children inside, one at a time, counting them as they passed through her door. Something disturbed the woman and she called out suddenly, loud enough for Viggo to hear every word.

“Has anyone seen Brann?”

A resounding chorus of little voices answered, and though Viggo could only pick out bits and pieces of their replies, the overall message came through clear enough: Brann – whoever he was – wasn’t here.

The woman emerged from the doorway, lantern in hand, instructing the children to close the door behind her. When it had been shut to her satisfaction she skirted around the tower, disappearing beyond the rocky barrier.

It was none of his business, really. The north-easterly tower stood off to his right. But the girl knew something; she knew what was coming this night and it had brought her here. It stood to reason the woman also knew - and whatever she knew had driven her from the safety of her tower home in search of the missing Brann.

Viggo darted to the tower, slipping beyond its stone walls. The river briefly caught his eye. In the night it looked like a great fissure ripped into the earth; a long, winding gap of perfect darkness into which one might be helplessly pulled if they strayed too near. Already distant, the woman’s lone figure ran flat out across barren pastures. Wherever she was going, she was certainly in a hurry about it.

Viggo set off at a measured trot, wondering if this woman had some special foreknowledge of when the raiders were coming. Something about the idea bothered Viggo instantly. If this woman somehow knew when the raiders were coming - if, for instance, their attacks followed some sort of predictable pattern - then surely the Captain of Amurich knew also. And yet Viggo had seen no evidence of any watchmen upon the towers, nor any sentries patrolling those rocky piles that imagined themselves to be walls.

Either this woman was somehow working in connection with the Saxon raiders, or there was substance to the rumour which had so enraged Xarabeth. It was starting to seem to Viggo that the Captain of Amurich might be intentionally negligent of his duties after all. The question remained of why?

Despite his steady pace, the woman was growing smaller in the distance. She wasn’t heading east towards the river, as he might have expected if she were secretly in league with the Saxons. Rather, she went straight ahead for a long way and then veered suddenly west, where vast tracts of open pasture began to rise into gently rolling lowlands.

The moonlight was spotty and half-hidden behind lazy wisps of clouds, but that only made it easier to keep track of the woman’s lantern as it bobbed at her side. Redoubling his efforts, Viggo ran flat out with his eyes fixed upon that orange light, no longer bothering to watch his footing. There was nothing to trip over except grass, which was soft and spongy beneath his boots and therefore unlikely to stumble him.

He lost sight of the woman twice as he neared the low hills, both times when a gentle rise in the land obstructed his view. Both times he was able to get her back within view before he was in danger of losing her. Gradually, Viggo closed the distance between them.

“Brann!”

He stopped when she did, crouching low to avoid her sweeping gaze as she cupped her hands around her mouth and called again.

“Brann!”

Viggo heard it the same moment she did: a whinny from beyond the next hill. The woman gathered up a handful of skirts and went flying after the sound, Viggo bolting after her. He stopped upon the crest of the hill, getting an instant sense of the problem.

There was a horse out here – a nervous horse. Viggo could not tell in the darkness about its breeding or age, but he could see its powerful silhouette as it whinnied and stamped its hooves, backing away from the child who stood yanking upon its reins. The child – Brann – was in serious danger of being charged and trampled by the horse.

“There isn’t time,” the woman cried out, lifting her lantern as she drew near. The horse tossed its head and snorted meaningfully in her direction. “Leave him and come!”

“This was Papa’s horse!” a thin voice wailed in reply. “I’m not leaving Papa’s horse!”

Out of the corner of his eye, well beyond the circle of light spread by the lantern, Viggo saw movement. At first it was just a shifting of shadows upon the far hillside, but when they crested he knew at once what he was seeing.

Damn.

Nearly a dozen of them appeared, all of them mounted on horses. There was a brief moment where they sat motionless, presumably studying the scene before them as he had been doing. Wherever they had come from, it wasn’t the river.

A startled scream told Viggo beyond any doubt that the woman was not colluding with Saxon raiders. She dropped her lantern upon catching sight of them and reached desperately for Brann’s clothes to drag him away. The men responded, clicking their tongues and urging their horses back into motion; they would reach her in under a minute.

Viggo tore down the incline, knowing he could reach her first.

The horse was prancing sideways with his back legs by the time Viggo got a good look at him, and he knew at once that he’d been wrong. This was not a nervous horse; this was a horse that wanted to run.

Ignoring the woman’s surprise at his appearance and her subsequent pounding of fists upon his back, Viggo grabbed the boy beneath his armpits and hoisted him upward, depositing him upon the animal. A satisfied nicker told him he’d judged the horse correctly.

“Good boy,” Viggo whispered, patting the creature’s neck, knowing it had held back only out of respect for the child. “Now run!”

Needing no further permission, the horse bolted. Without a saddle to hold him the boy slid sideways and for a moment Viggo feared he would fall. But children had a way of clinging to things when they wanted to, and this boy was not about to be separated from his only means of escape.

One of the woman’s blows finally caught the side of his face and Viggo flinched, reaching out with open hands until he caught hold of her failing arms and dragged her close, trying to subdue her long enough to figure out how close the raiders were. He could already feel the ground trembling with the pounding of approaching hooves and knew there wasn’t time to run. The woman’s struggle ceased abruptly.

“Viggo?”

The sound of his own name caught him off-guard. While the shouts and whoops of men filled his ears, Viggo stared hard into the woman’s face. Lit partway by the moon above and partway by the fallen lantern below, Viggo could make out enough of the round features and dark eyes to give him a distinct sense of familiarity. He knew this woman; he just couldn’t remember where he knew her from.

“It is you!” she declared, and it was her accusatory tone that finally triggered his memory, reminding him of a snowy camp near Dionne where he had seen her last.

Hooves thundered around them and the last thing Viggo heard was Helena’s scream before everything went white.
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