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      The king waited impatiently astride his horse, his thoughts dark and cold as the night that enveloped him.

      For a brief moment the dazzling array of stars above captured his restless gaze, but he soon turned away. Staring at the night sky yielded no return. It wasn’t worth his attention.

      A torch bobbed toward him out of the darkness, the outline of an anxious servant gradually appearing beside it.

      The man bowed low at his feet. “He has arrived, Your Majesty.”

      “Send him to me at once,” growled the king.

      The servant bowed again before scurrying away.

      Before long a stallion pranced into view bearing a tall nobleman dressed in black.

      The new arrival dipped his head as he drew closer. “The men are assembled, Your Majesty. I await only your command.”

      The sovereign scowled at the tall commander. “Remind me again,” he demanded. “How does this plan benefit you?”

      The rider barely hesitated. “Destroying our enemies and enlarging your kingdom at their expense is reward enough for me.”

      The king’s eyes narrowed. He was well aware that the nobleman seized every opportunity to expand his own influence. This mission would be no exception. The commander had also sidestepped the question of plunder.

      The evasiveness did not trouble the king. He himself would be the chief beneficiary in the end. He always made certain of that.

      He studied the tall rider with a calculating eye for a long moment. Then he nodded once. “Do it.”

      Dipping his head once more, the commander swung his horse around and galloped away.
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        * * *

      

      Cresting the ridge, the commander guided his black stallion forward until he reached the edge of the tree line. Far too many weeks had been spent moving his force into foreign territory undetected, but the time had come at last. He glanced irritably behind him as he waited for the last of the riders to take their positions in the shadow of the trees.

      He stared down at the village below. The villagers had straggled home from the fields as the dusk deepened, and the laughter of children had stilled as the people disappeared into their crude dwellings.

      There was nothing special about this place, no compelling reason to have lured the angel of death here rather than anywhere else that night. The slaughter simply needed to begin somewhere in Arvenon.

      The tall nobleman stared out into the darkness. His presence here had a purpose, one he had carefully concealed from his scheming sovereign. The death and destruction he was about to unleash held no more interest for him than the particulars of the location. A prize beyond price lay hidden somewhere in this kingdom. His craving for it consumed him. It alone had drawn him here.

      He turned to the horsemen waiting among the trees. “You all know what to do.”

      Dozens of torches flared into life, sending eerie shadows flickering from the horned helmets of the riders.

      Rising in his stirrups, the dark leader raised a hand and thrust it toward the village.

      “Destroy it all,” he commanded. “Leave nothing alive.”
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      Thomas found it on his way back toward the castle. The afternoon was drawing on and he was hurrying, but it caught his eye, and he quickly stopped and reached down for it. It was a small stone, almond-like in size and smooth to the touch. It lay gleaming in his palm, illuminated by the rays of the late afternoon sun.

      Many times afterward he wondered how the stone came to be there and why he should have been the one to find it. But at that moment, the youth simply admired his new prize, captured by the striking swirls of blue and purple that covered its surface. He turned it over slowly in his hand. Then he tossed it into the air, once, twice, before dropping it carefully into the leather pouch at his belt. Retying the drawstring, he set off once again for home.

      As the road drew him closer to the river, the orderly strips of cultivated land and clusters of cottages to his left began to fall away. Off in the distance he caught a glimpse of gray stone towers rising majestically over barren foothills. A sprawling town surrounded the castle with its lofty towers, and beyond the ford the road wound its way up to the ancient walls that encompassed the town.

      To his right the last trees of the great forest advanced almost to the water’s edge. Noticing the spreading gloom beneath their silent boughs, Thomas quickened his pace.

      As he approached the ford, children’s laughter drifted toward him from a nearby farm. A dog emerged from the forest ahead and set off slowly in the direction of the voices.

      At the sight of the dog a wave of bitter memories welled up inside him. He had been up most of the previous night tending a sick greyhound and the frail litter of tiny puppies put at risk by her illness. His efforts had drawn a rare compliment from his father.

      Emboldened by the unexpected response, he again asked for a dog of his own. Once more his father had refused. “There are fifteen dogs across the courtyard,” he replied impatiently. “Fine animals, too—the king’s own hounds. The best in all Arvenon. What do we want with another one? I’ll hear no more about it!”

      Thomas sensed that this time the decision was final. His father would never understand. It didn’t matter if there were fifty hounds across the courtyard. They belonged to the king. They were fine animals, to be sure. But they would never compare with any one of their lesser cousins if only it belonged to Thomas Stablehand.

      He grimaced and returned his attention to the animal ahead. The dog seemed unaware of his approach. In fact there was something peculiar about its gait and the way it hung its head. It wasn’t unusual to see underfed and unkempt mongrels about the town. But farm dogs mostly fared better, and plenty of small game inhabited the forest at that season. The animal appeared intent on joining the children. If it was a pet someone at the farm would take care of it.

      Thomas soon overtook it. As he passed by, the dog finally noticed him. It looked up at him as his hand, probing absently, chanced upon the stone hidden securely in his pouch.

      He gasped with fear and amazement. How could he have thought it was a dog? He shrank back in terror from the snarling face and ravening jaws of a wolf. The wolf’s eyes burned into him—hideous, unnatural, and filled with savage hate.

      Nothing else mattered except to escape those eyes. Knowing it was futile, Thomas turned and ran for his life.

      He sprinted down the path, heart racing. His legs, already weary, quickly began to ache. A sharp pain stabbed his side. He risked a glance behind—the wolf was almost on him. Utterly terrified, he flew blindly from it.

      Once he stumbled on the rutted path and almost fell. But he recovered and flung himself forward again.

      His breath rasped painfully into lungs of fire. His world narrowed to the desperate pounding of his feet and the pain in his lungs and side. Inexplicably, the wolf had not run him down, but from its snarling it was right behind.

      He cast around frantically for a haven, and a rough wooden farmhouse caught his glance. Three young children chased each other nearby. Their carefree laughter snapped him out of his mindless terror.

      “Run for your lives! Save yourselves,” he gasped. Startled, the children stopped playing and looked up.

      They were not going to move in time. For a moment, Thomas forgot his own fear. Hoping to draw the wolf away, he veered toward a small barn, shouting and waving his arms to keep its attention. At first, the wolf continued to pursue him. Then abruptly it came to a halt, turning its slavering muzzle toward the children.

      The children’s mother appeared from nowhere and shooed them into the house, calling urgently for her husband. As Thomas came panting up to the barn he caught a glimpse of the farmer running toward the wolf with a pitchfork, a resolute look on his face.

      Not until he was safe in the hayloft did it occur to the young stable hand that the farmer might need his help. Securing the stone and quickly tying off his leather pouch, he climbed down from his perch and picked up the nearest weapon—a long-handled ax. Heart thumping, he tentatively retraced his steps.

      A cacophony of loud yells and frantic snarling drew him to the battle. Thomas arrived to see the creature writhing on the ground in its death throes, its life blood drenching the soil an angry red. The farmer stood leaning on his pitchfork. He was breathing heavily, a wild look in his eyes.

      When he recovered himself, he turned to face Thomas. “Thank you, son!” he said. “I owe you my children’s lives. The heavens be praised that you noticed the dog was rabid.”

      Dog? Rabid? Thomas stared at the animal in astonishment. It was indeed a dog. And the flecks of foam around its mouth supported the alarming conclusion. The farmer, now kneeling in some grass wiping his weapon clean, appeared not to notice his confusion.

      Bewildered and feeling awkward, Thomas turned away, mumbling a goodbye.

      The farmer stood up quickly. “Wait!” he urged, turning to Thomas and removing his cap. “There is little I can offer you by way of thanks,” he said apologetically. “But tonight we will celebrate, such as we can. You shall feast with us at least.”

      Thomas shook his head.

      “Come, now. Look at you. Skinny as a willow branch.” The farmer winked at him. “My wife can do something about that,” he promised, patting his own ample stomach.

      “I must go.” Thomas glanced anxiously at the sun sinking low in the sky.

      “Ah, of course. Well, heaven must reward you, then.”

      Thomas took his chance and hurried off without a backward glance.

      “Hey, I don’t even know your name!” the farmer shouted after him.

      “Thomas Stablehand,” the youth reluctantly called back over his shoulder. For the first time he discovered that he appreciated his anonymity. He little guessed how much he would miss it in the days to come.

      

      Thomas wound his way through the streets of Arnost until the walls of the castle towered above him, blotting out half the night sky. The familiar smell of horses greeted him as he pushed through some heavy wooden gates into a spacious courtyard and then into the small three-roomed stone cottage that was his home. A cheery fire crackled in the hearth. Inviting smells wafted out from the cooking pot.

      His mother, Marya, a diminutive person full of nervous energy, bustled about as though she expected the king for supper. She greeted him with obvious relief. “Where have you been, Tom? I almost asked your father to call out the bloodhounds after you,” she scolded. “Did you enjoy your afternoon?”

      He responded with a noncommittal grunt and set to work steadily at the huge plate of steaming stew she set before him. The ups and downs of life might shatter his equanimity at times, but very little affected his appetite. His mother attempted for a while to draw him into conversation, then gave up and left him in peace.

      

      Thomas lay awake that night unable to put the afternoon’s events out of his mind. He could picture the dying animal thrashing in agony on the ground. The rabies had exacted a heavy toll and its body appeared ravaged and depleted. That explained its slow reactions. But nothing accounted for the haunting wolf-eyes, still vivid in his mind.

      It was the early hours of the morning before he finally managed to get to sleep. When he did, his dreams were filled with strange foreboding. Wild and exotic creatures paraded menacingly before him, teeth flashing. Unfamiliar men appeared, their intentions for good or ill written plainly across their faces. Most enigmatic of all was a young woman, wild eyed and fiery, and impossible to comprehend.

      He woke with the dawn, and stumbled out of bed bleary eyed and disoriented.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day, Thomas returned to the stables from an errand to find a scruffy lad of about fifteen years of age waiting excitedly for him. The youth, Simon, almost lived at the stables, helping out with menial tasks whenever he was allowed. Today Simon greeted him so eagerly and with such wide-eyed admiration that Thomas began to feel uncomfortable. “I wish I’d been there to see it!” Simon enthused.

      “See what? What are you talking about?”

      “You know! The way you saved the farmer’s children. Wrestling that rabid dog to the ground. And killing it with your bare hands!” Simon illustrated his words with an energetic re-enactment of the feat, complete with grunting and scowling.

      “What?! Who told you that?”

      “Everybody knows about it. Even King Steffan. You’re a hero!”

      “That’s ridiculous! I wasn’t even the one who killed it.”

      But Simon, his face shining, was gone, no doubt to spread the story even further.

      

      Chance encounters with acquaintances among the townsfolk the following day confirmed to Thomas his new status as a hero. He quickly discovered to his intense embarrassment that the episode was assuming almost mythical proportions. He tried to reason with them, but his protestations had the opposite effect. Modesty befits a hero, and his denials were taken as further confirmation of his worthiness.

      It appeared that an account of the incident had reached the castle, too. Plans were already underway to beat the bushes. Rabies was a serious threat to the farming community, and the dog was unlikely to be the only carrier. The king intended to personally lead a sweep through the outskirts of the great forest the next weekend. All able-bodied men were expected to participate. In spite of the risk involved, excitement was building in the town, and the talk was of little else.

      Fortunately, there was plenty to do about the stables to distract Thomas. Both horses and hounds were being readied for the weekend’s hunt, and since King Steffan would be visiting the stables in person, the stalls had to be cleaned out thoroughly and fresh straw brought in. Memories of the encounter with the dog-wolf still baffled Thomas, but he gradually came to the conclusion that the wolf must have been a product of his imagination. As for the stone, it lay forgotten in his pouch.
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        * * *

      

      A small pair of eyes capped by an unkempt mess of dark hair peered hopefully over the wall surrounding the stable courtyard. Keen to avoid more questions about his heroism, Thomas tried to ignore them. But the round little eyes looked so pathetic that eventually he could bear it no longer.

      He nodded at the half-face. “Hello.”

      The eyes brightened, and a mouth and chin bobbed into view. “Are you very busy?”

      Thomas relaxed. He could guess what was coming next.

      The little voice was trying not to be too eager. “Can I ride the big war-horse again?”

      Thomas struggled to keep a grin from his face. He carefully chose the steadiest old nag in the stables for the little urchins to ride, but they didn’t need to know that. “I guess you can.”

      “And my friend, too?”

      “If you don’t disturb the horses.”

      “Oh, we won’t! We promise.”

      It wasn’t really convenient, but he knew how much they loved it. “Come back just before the sun sets. My father won’t be around then.”

      Later, Thomas waited behind the stables for his little horsemen to appear. An old gray mare, suitably saddled, stood patiently beside him. Presently two shining faces emerged over the top of the wall. He helped the boys down and hoisted them onto the horse.

      Dwarfed by the mare, they bounced up and down proudly, each brandishing a wooden sword fiercely in one hand and hanging on precariously with the other.

      Thomas knew the boys saw him as an adult. That felt good. And yet another part of him envied them, perched jubilantly up there in the saddle. Did you have to leave fun behind when you grew up?
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        * * *

      

      Thomas was working with his father checking that the horses were properly shod. He sensed that his parents had noted his withdrawn mood and were watching for his reaction to the stories that were circulating.

      “You’re quiet today, son,” his father ventured.

      It was a fair understatement. Normally they conversed a little when they worked together, but the youth hadn’t offered him a word all day. Thomas heard the comment but didn’t respond. In spite of all that had happened since, he hadn’t forgotten their interaction a few days earlier and was still smarting from it.

      Axel Stablehand didn’t pursue it, and Thomas was grateful.

      In spite of the denial of his fondest hope, Thomas had to reluctantly admire his father. From what Thomas knew of family history, Axel, one of a long line of stable hands, had been blessed with more ability than his forebears. He was generally regarded as efficient, reliable, and hardworking. In recognition of his skills he had been appointed master of the stables when the previous incumbent died some years earlier.

      Thomas knew that his father hoped and expected the position would stay in the family. But he wasn’t certain he warranted the confidence this implied, and he resented the steady pressure to achieve that came with his father’s expectations.

      

      Thomas was cornered by his mother later in the day. “What’s on your mind, Thomas?” she asked. “Is it the gossip about the farmer and the rabid dog?”

      He shrugged, and she eyed him knowingly. “No, I didn’t think so. You’re upset with your father, aren’t you? Because he won’t let you have a dog of your own.”

      He didn’t respond, but he didn’t need to. She knew him too well.

      “Don’t be angry with him,” she said. “He isn’t trying to be unkind.”

      A grunt was the best he could manage in reply.

      She wasn’t willing to give up that easily. “Don’t forget your afternoon in the countryside. You were running an errand for him, but he was just as interested in giving you an outing. He didn’t have to do that.”

      Thomas wasn’t placated.

      “He’s a tough taskmaster,” she said, “and he expects a lot from his workers. But you know he’s always believed there should be more to life than just toil when you’re young, and he hasn’t forgotten that you’ve been hard at work for a few years already. How many other seventeen year olds have fathers who give them an afternoon off once in a while?”

      He still said nothing.

      She threw up her hands in disgust. “I give up. The two of you are as stubborn as each other!” And with that she was gone.

      Thomas knew his mother was right. He couldn’t honestly say that his father was unkind. And he had appreciated the afternoon off.

      But his pleasant excursion hadn’t turned out as he’d expected. Life was starting to feel complicated, and he wasn’t quite sure how it had happened.
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      Threatening rain clouds dominated the sky on the morning of the hunt, but they did nothing to dampen the enthusiasm of the throng gathered outside the walls of Arnost. A constant buzz of excitement lent the event a carnival atmosphere.

      A cheer went up from the gates, and all heads turned in that direction. A mounted party emerged, led by King Steffan. The cheering spread as he progressed through the crowd, acknowledging his subjects with a wave.

      Overawed, Thomas stared at the king as he passed. He seemed so strong and sure of himself. Not even the simple and practical garb he wore for the hunt disguised his regal bearing. As always, he stood out from the men around him.

      The king and his party moved on and the attention of the crowd turned elsewhere. Thomas stood behind his father trying to look inconspicuous.

      Almost immediately one of the king’s stewards approached them.

      “Good morning, Master Axel,” he said. “The king requests that you present your son to him.”

      Although Thomas understood royal protocol well enough to recognize a command when he heard it, he still waited irrationally for his father to decline graciously on his behalf. Surely it would be inappropriate to trouble the king at such a time.

      “It would be a great honor,” replied his father, smiling happily.

      In his daydreams Thomas had been presented to the king many times. Usually it was on the battlefield as he lay victorious but seriously wounded, struck down at the last after single-handedly defending his sovereign against impossible odds. Always he spoke gravely and respectfully, modestly declining the king’s repeated offers of lands and titles.

      Now, in his hour of need, he found his courage deserting him unforgivably. He envied his father’s quiet confidence. The master’s work often brought him into contact with the king, and he could picture them as he had seen them from a distance, calmly discussing the condition of the horses or making plans for renovations to the stables.

      Thomas dragged himself behind his father like a condemned man led to the gallows. When they arrived they found King Steffan occupied. The strain of waiting soon drained from the youth any traces of self-assurance that remained.

      Eventually the king, mounted on his courser, noticed them and looked down with a welcoming smile. “Ah, yes. This must be our stable master’s lad. I hear that you killed a rabid dog with your bare hands.”

      Thomas stood with his head bowed as if scolded. His father nudged him gently, and he blushed deeply. “No, Your Majesty. It was the farmer I killed,” he finally blurted out. “I mean the farmer did it. Killed the dog, I mean.”

      A hint of a smile flickered across the king’s face. “I see. No doubt you did well enough. I have arranged for you to accompany the hunt on horseback. My Lord Denison, see that the steward finds a mount for young Thomas.”

      The stable master swelled with pride at the honor. Coming to the aid of his son, he thanked the king on his behalf. Thomas was led away and soon found himself astride a frisky mare, feeling as if the whole crowd was staring at him.

      He knew King Steffan had the best of intentions, but he felt like a fish out of water. He longed to be among the commoners where he felt secure. He took what comfort he could from his skill in handling horses: at least he wasn’t going to complete his embarrassment by falling off in front of the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      The clouds were clearing, and the sun had climbed high into the sky when the last of the townsmen crossed the ford. The king had appointed marshals to oversee the crossing, and they remained behind to ensure that the enthusiastic group of children from the town stayed on the other side of the river.

      The mounted party and the hounds had been first to cross. They were met on the other side by a grim-looking band of farmers armed mostly with pitchforks. The townsmen carried heavy wooden clubs or crudely fashioned spears and wore thick leggings of cloth or leather to protect themselves against being bitten.

      The farmer had apparently been watching for Thomas and called out eagerly to him in greeting. Once the hunt was underway, Thomas’s earlier feelings of awkwardness had begun to subside. Seeing the farmer brought the discomfort flooding back again. What about the stories that were circulating? Would he think Thomas had started them? Fervently wishing he was somewhere else, Thomas waved back half-heartedly and urged his horse on.

      Once they penetrated the forest, Thomas gradually worked his way to the edge of the main group. At first the going had been easy, the trees being scattered and the undergrowth sparse. But soon the trees crowded in on the riders, forcing the horses to pick their way slowly among the waist-high brush. The townsmen and farmers struggled along behind as best they could.

      Paths were infrequent here, and most of them led nowhere. Few people had cause to venture further than the outskirts of the forest, and there were no signs of habitation. The riders were constantly forced to duck their heads to avoid low-hanging branches.

      Thomas soon wearied of it. He headed his horse away from the others toward a section of the forest where the trees were less densely populated.

      He found himself moving through a stand of tall pines toward the green expanse of a large natural clearing deep in the forest. The sunlight filtered softly through the branches high overhead, and a gentle breeze brushed at the hair dangling across his face. He loosened the reins to allow the horse to crop on the plentiful clumps of grass growing in the clearing.

      A slight movement attracted his attention. He glanced up. A fox stood among the trees across the clearing eyeing him curiously. It might never have seen a human before, or a horse for that matter. Thomas’s mount moved, searching for new patches of juicy green, and he lost sight of the fox.

      He sat quietly, soaking in the tranquility of the scene and relishing the chance to sit upright again. The beauty that surrounded him brought to mind the attractive swirls of color that covered his new stone. He unfastened his pouch and fished his hand down in search of it. Yes, it was still there. He withdrew the stone and examined it carefully, again struck by its unusual beauty.

      He was in the act of returning it to its home when something made him look up again. The fox was gone. In its place crouched a snarling wolf.

      He stiffened and stared wide-eyed at the animal. Those eyes—he could have sworn they recognized him. But the wolf was dead. And yet there never was a wolf. He shook his head, trying to clear his confusion.

      The silence in the clearing, which he had taken for tranquility, suddenly seemed oppressive. The usual background of forest sounds was absent, and the birds were hushed. The whole forest appeared to be holding its breath.

      Bristling with menace, the wolf took a step toward him. Thomas sat transfixed in the saddle, his heart pumping wildly. The horse, sensing his tension, lifted its head from the grass and shifted uncomfortably. The wolf moved closer. Thomas wanted to call out for help, flee, do anything. But he could only sit rigid, his breath coming in gasps.

      As if it were reading his mind, his horse spun around and bolted for the forest. Thomas, too slow to regain his wits, connected heavily with the first branch the horse passed under. Still clutching the stone tightly in his left hand, he fell senseless to the ground.

      

      He woke to find someone bending over him. An unfamiliar face, that of a young knight, swam unsteadily into focus. Thomas tried to lift his head and groaned. An unseen drummer pounded a relentless staccato in his skull. The knight looked at him with concern in his eyes. “Better lie still for a while,” he said. “That’s a nasty bump on your forehead.”

      “I’m all right,” Thomas replied, trying to sit up. He almost swooned with the attempt, shafts of pain shooting up his left arm. “My arm!” he sobbed.

      The knight leaned closer. “I think you’ve broken it,” he said, probing the arm gently. “What’s that in your hand?” he asked with sudden interest. Thomas, uncomprehending, made no reply. He gasped in protest when the knight moved his hand, working the stone from his grasp.

      Thomas was totally unprepared for what followed. As the stone left his hand, the knight was transformed into a very ordinary looking man-at-arms. He must have been in his early twenties, with a shock of red hair protruding from beneath his small iron helmet. The young man held the stone up and gave a low whistle. “Very pretty,” he said admiringly. “What is it?”

      Seeing the stone in another’s hand brought a sudden rush of energy to Thomas. “It’s mine!” he exclaimed in anger. “Give it back!”

      “No harm intended,” replied the young man defensively. “I’ll put it in your pouch,” he volunteered, moving toward Thomas’s uninjured side.

      “Make sure it’s tied properly,” snapped Thomas.

      The soldier obligingly put it in the pouch and tied it very firmly, carefully avoiding the bad arm.

      “What is it?” he repeated.

      “A good-luck charm. A family heirloom,” replied Thomas testily, surprising himself with the lie.

      The soldier snorted ironically. “You can keep it!” he said with feeling, looking down at Thomas spread out helpless on the ground. He patted his sword. “This is the only good luck charm I’m prepared to trust.”

      Thomas groaned again and closed his eyes. The exchange had exhausted him and pain once again engulfed his senses. A dull ache had started in his arm, competing with the drummer for attention. Tears of self-pity welled in his eyes. How did he get himself into this mess?

      Belatedly, he remembered the wolf coming for him. “What happened to the wolf?” he asked weakly.

      The young soldier stood up and moved to his horse. “If you mean the fox,” he replied, “I killed it. You appear to have an attraction for rabid animals,” he added dryly.

      Thomas frowned. Dogs which were wolves which were dogs. Knights who were ordinary men-at-arms. Wolves which were foxes. Was he going mad? A sudden fear pushed its way through his pain. Did he have rabies himself? Had he been bitten by the dog after all?

      The young man noticed his agitation. “You needn’t worry,” he said, as though reading Thomas’s thoughts. “I killed the fox before it got to you. Your horse alerted me. It came crashing through the trees and almost collided with my own horse. I decided to find out what spooked it and what had become of its rider. The fox found out what lances are used for,” he concluded with satisfaction.

      “I’m going to get help.” He swung himself into the saddle and leaned forward, speaking softly to his mount. They moved off toward the trees.

      “I won’t be long. Keep your chin up,” the soldier called back as he disappeared into the forest.

      

      The rest of the day was a nightmare Thomas hoped he would quickly forget. Olaf, captain of the King’s Guard, was among the first to reach him. The captain decided Thomas’s arm needed immediate attention. Ordering two of his men to hold Thomas down, he quickly reset the arm, immobilizing it with a splint made of hastily cut branches.

      The fact that Thomas vociferously disapproved of the operation seemed to worry him not a whit. He wore the air of a man who had dealt with far worse. And Thomas, who felt roughly handled, received little sympathy. All who examined his arm remarked on how grateful he must be feeling toward the old captain for the fine job he had done.

      They carried Thomas out of the forest on a crudely built stretcher. The going proved very difficult, and his bearers tipped him out twice before reaching open ground. It was late at night before he finally sank onto his bed in his own home, utterly weary and miserable beyond words.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon after the hunt Thomas’s mother bustled into his room announcing a visitor. Thomas, moody and still in pain, was not inclined to be welcoming. To his surprise the young soldier appeared grinning in the doorway.

      “May I come in?”

      “Yes, of course. I…I’m Thomas,” he replied awkwardly.

      “I know. My name is William Prentis, but everyone calls me Will.”

      There was something infectious about his cheerfulness, and Thomas’s spirits began to lift. “I never thanked you for rescuing me,” he said.

      “No need. Actually, I should thank you.”

      “Why?” asked Thomas, incredulous.

      “Well, it’s hard for a soldier to be noticed these days. There hasn’t even been a decent border skirmish for years,” Will said with disgust. “Thanks to your escapade with the fox I managed to catch the attention of Captain Olaf.”

      Thomas grimaced at the mention of the old captain. “He’s the one who nearly ripped my arm off!”

      Will chuckled. “I guess it must have hurt. But you were in capable hands. The captain may not be gentle, but he’s very experienced. I’d trust him to set my arm ahead of any of Arnost’s so-called doctors.

      “He’s appointed me to the King’s Guard.” Will indicated the falcon crest, the royal insignia, on his new vest. “One day I’m going to be the captain.”

      The claim did not seem idle or boastful. Will’s words were matter-of-fact. Seeing the intensity in the young soldier’s eyes, Thomas believed it. He momentarily remembered his first impression of Will, that of a young knight, strong and self-assured, and found himself thinking that one day this man would make a fearsome enemy.

      “My guess is we’ve seen the last of rabies for a while,” Will ventured.

      “Were any other rabid animals found?”

      “No, only the two you came across. You seem to have a knack for finding them! How do you do it?”

      Thomas blushed a little. “I don’t know. I don’t understand it myself.”

      Will stood up. “I must go. I have my first duty with the Guard soon. I’ll come and visit again when I can.”

      With that he was gone.

      

      During his convalescence Thomas began to realize that the stone had something to do with his changes in perception. The realization first came to him in a thunderstorm.

      A couple of days after the visit of Will Prentis, a storm rolled in from the west, and booming thunderclaps were soon spooking the horses. The night was pitch black; clouds blotted out the sky and neither the stars nor the moon were visible. Thomas was groping his way toward the stables when a huge sheet of lightning lit up the sky. For a brief moment, every detail around him was plainly revealed to his sight. Then the lightning was gone, and his vision again went dark.

      He remembered the image of the young knight, instantly replaced by the ordinary face of a young soldier. The transformation had occurred when the stone had been pulled from his hand. Could the stone have changed his vision, just as the lightning had done?

      The stone lay securely in his pouch. That much he could tell with his right hand. Further investigation was impossible until his left arm became mobile again: Will had tied the pouch too tightly to undo it with one hand.

      But how could a stone change what he saw? And where could such a talisman have come from?

      A priest might know of such things. Thomas wondered uneasily, though, whether the church might regard it as black magic. He didn’t like to think where that might lead.

      No, he would keep it to himself for the moment. Only Will knew of its existence, and he seemed unaware of its significance. Indeed, although the two of them saw each other frequently in the weeks that followed the hunt, neither ever referred to it.
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        * * *

      

      One more surprise lay in store. A few days later his father, looking uncomfortable, came to his room. “Come outside, Thomas. There’s something there for you.”

      Thomas followed him into the courtyard to find a small wicker basket on the cobblestones. Inside he saw a dark brown bundle of fur and an eager little face turned to him. He stared in disbelief.

      “It’s for you,” repeated his father. Thomas, blinking back tears, turned to him, incapable of speech. “He’ll be hungry. You’d better find him some milk,” his father offered gruffly and moved off quickly toward the stables.

      Thomas reached out his good arm to the puppy. The little mastiff whelp, probably no more than seven or eight weeks old, licked his hand, wagging its tiny tail frantically.

      Overcome by a surge of joy, Thomas glanced up at his father’s retreating form. Maybe his father cared about him after all. For as long as he could remember, his father had been quick to correct and rebuke, and slow to praise. He could not remember his father ever saying he was proud of him or pleased with him. He had certainly never expressed affection. He always felt a disappointment to his father, never able to measure up to the high standards a man had a right to expect of his only son.

      In any event, being an invalid had its compensations: a broken arm and a lump on the head had achieved more in a few days than years of argument and pleading.

      He smiled down at the puppy, which had curled itself into a little ball and closed its eyes. “Hello, Ben,” he said quietly. “We’re going to be good friends.”
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      Having come off duty with time on his hands, Will decided to visit Thomas. The young stable hand might be unassuming, but the guardsman had quickly discovered that his new friend had some unexpected skills.

      Will arrived in time to witness a vigorous assault by Thomas’s mother on a broad expanse of dangling spiderwebs that had dared to appear above her doorway.

      “Hello, Will.” Marya beamed him a welcoming smile. “Thomas will be pleased to see you.”

      She grounded her broom. “It’s nice that you’ve been taking such an interest in him. He’s never had a chance to get to know any soldiers before.”

      “It’s their loss, then,” Will exclaimed. “Did you know he can mount a moving horse bareback, even with only one good arm?” He shook his head in wonder.

      Her eyes went wide for a moment. Then a resigned look appeared on her face. “It doesn’t surprise me,” she said with a sigh. “He’s always been good with horses.”

      “Where is he now?”

      “At the stables. With the horses, of course.” She rolled her eyes.

      Will thanked her and headed toward the cluster of barns and stables that lay behind the house.

      As he neared his destination, his attention was drawn to a small stockaded enclosure adjacent to the stables. A large bay stallion was screaming shrilly, rearing and flailing about with its forelegs. As Will watched, the middle-aged man hanging on grimly to its halter dropped the rope and fled the enclosure in terror. He escaped unscathed, but only barely.

      Thomas emerged from a barn, and a disconcerted look appeared on his face as he took in the scene.

      Curious to see what his friend might do, Will stepped quietly back out of sight.

      Ignoring the man, Thomas slipped between the railings and entered the enclosure. The stallion neighed and watched him wide-eyed, its ears pinned back. Thomas approached the horse slowly, speaking to it soothingly until it gradually settled and allowed him to approach. He held up a small carrot and the horse nickered, peeling back its lips and accepting the treat.

      The man looked on nervously. “Be careful!” he warned Thomas. “That animal just attacked me.” He appeared thoroughly downcast. “I’ve never had a horse before. I was hoping to take this one back to the farm today, but it’s completely unpredictable! Sometimes it lets me approach it, just like it did with you then. Other times it’s totally wild.”

      He shook his head in dismay. “The animal is dangerous! I should never have let your father talk me into buying it.”

      “It’s only dangerous because it’s terrified,” Thomas told him bluntly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Which direction did you approach the horse from?”

      “From behind, of course. If it sees me coming, there’s no telling what it might do.”

      “And how are you planning to handle it when the horse behaves like it did earlier?”

      “I yell at my children when they misbehave, and I’m not going to treat a horse any differently. I’d take a stick to it if it wasn’t so savage.”

      Thomas shook his head. “You’re doing everything wrong. It’s not wild, and it’s not unpredictable. It’s scared. You’re teaching it to be scared.”

      Thomas left the horse and returned to the railing. “Can I explain it to you?” he asked.

      The older man looked uncertain, but he nodded slowly.

      “Don’t approach a horse from any of its blind spots,” Thomas told him patiently. “If it can see what you’re doing, it won’t be so anxious. And you should never get angry with it. That will only scare it even more. You’ll lose any trust you’ve built.”

      He paused, and peered at the man. Apparently satisfied that his words were being understood, Thomas beckoned to him. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

      The man hesitated for a long moment, but then he took a deep breath and stepped back into the enclosure.

      “Here,” said Thomas. “You’ll need this.” He handed the man another small carrot. “Now, follow me.”

      The man trailed behind cautiously as Thomas once again advanced to the horse. Seeing their approach, the horse became restless again. Thomas spoke to it soothingly, motioning with his good hand for his companion to move more slowly.

      When the man reached the horse, he tentatively offered it the carrot. He was even able to pat its neck. He still looked nervous but seemed much happier.

      “Stay with it for a while,” Thomas suggested. “Talk to it, but make sure you keep your voice calm and quiet. You can come back tomorrow and do the same thing. Let the horse get used to you.”

      Thomas turned to go, and the man thanked him gratefully.

      After Thomas had left the enclosure behind, Will stepped forward and joined him. “That was nicely done, Thomas,” he said with a smile. “You were kinder to the fellow than he deserved.”

      “I wasn’t doing it for his sake,” Thomas replied. “I was thinking of the horse.”

      Will grinned. “Either way, you did a good job.” He pointed to the enclosure. “The two of them seem to be getting along like old friends.”

      Thomas shrugged. “I know what to do with horses. It’s people I have trouble figuring out.”

      That drew a chuckle from Will. “How’s your arm?” he asked.

      “It’s still sore.” Thomas looked at him sheepishly. “Jumping onto moving horses doesn’t seem to help it heal for some reason.”

      Will laughed. “We need to take your mind off it. Your mother’s an outstanding cook—let’s go see what we can wheedle out of her.”
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        * * *

      

      “I won’t be seeing you for a while, Thomas. We move out in two days.”

      Will looked grave, but Thomas knew his friend had been longing for this. The whole of Arnost buzzed with excitement, and Thomas was caught up in it, too. “I heard some people arrived in wagons last night. Who were they? Many of them were wounded.”

      “Survivors from Danlenet. That’s a small town near the Rogandan border. They say the whole border region is in turmoil. It was bad enough when the nomad tribes were plundering the outlying farms, but the attack on Danlenet must have been very well planned. The town was defended, but the townsmen never stood a chance.”

      Will lowered his voice. “One of the guardsmen overheard the captain talking to the king. They’re wondering if King Agon of Rogand is behind this. King Steffan wants to find out what’s going on. And he’s going to teach the nomads a lesson they won’t forget,” he added with satisfaction.

      Thomas gazed admiringly at Will. He looked every inch a soldier. “Will you be wearing armor into battle?”

      “Me? Not yet.” Will laughed. “The captain is the only guardsman with armor, and that’s just a chain-mail shirt. Only the nobles and knights wear armor. It’s too expensive.

      “The King’s Guardsmen are issued with thick buff leather jackets. They’ll protect against a sword cut, and they’re much lighter and more flexible than armor. And we do have shields and helmets.”

      “I wish my arm was healed properly. I could come with you!”

      Will looked startled. “You? You’re a bit young. Besides, you’ll never make a soldier; you’re too gentle.” Thomas, cut to the quick, felt his cheeks flame, but the young guardsman seemed not to notice. “And you’re needed here. The King’s Guard would be helpless without good horses, and you have a way with them.”

      The conversation sputtered on, but Thomas was far away. Long after Will had left he was still thinking up injured retorts to his friend’s assertions. Of course I can’t fight! That’s men’s work. I’m needed to shovel manure.

      So that’s all I’m good for. Well, they needn’t think I’ll be there to cheer them off when they leave. I’ll be far too busy doing important work: mucking out the stables.

      That night Thomas lay in bed tossing fitfully. He had no great ambition to be a soldier; for him the idea of battlefield glory was little more than an idle daydream. Nevertheless, he knew that few able-bodied males made it through life without being called upon, sooner or later, to defend the interests of king and country. Now, the only soldier he could call his friend—a soldier marked for greatness in the vision from the stone—had summarily dismissed him as unsuitable. He could still hear Will’s words: “You’ll never make a soldier; you’re too gentle.”

      Grimly he vowed to himself that people would begin to see a new Thomas.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas picked at his evening meal, bone weary from the long hours of work. His arm, still not healed, had proven a frustrating restriction, and now it was throbbing painfully.

      “Tarkess was still feisty when I left the stables,” his father said.

      At the mention of the war-horse, Thomas felt the blood drain from his face. A tight fist began to clench inside his stomach.

      “Did the blacksmith have trouble with him?”

      Thomas didn’t answer.

      “Well?” his father repeated, glancing up sharply.

      Things deteriorated quickly after that. “You did take him to the blacksmith, didn’t you?”

      Again Thomas didn’t answer.

      “Do you have a tongue in your head? Answer me, boy!” his father raged.

      “I started to take him, but he wouldn’t settle down. You know what it was like in the stables. The horses can tell when something’s about to happen, and a lot of them were restless. I couldn’t manage him with only one arm.”

      “Did it occur to you to ask for help?”

      “No one else was available.”

      “And so you forgot. One day, Thomas, you’ll stretch me to my limit!”

      Thomas squirmed uncomfortably, stung by the harshness of his father’s reaction. He had worked as hard as anyone. His father had no idea how much his arm had ached all day.

      The stable master pushed himself up from the table.

      “Where are you going?” Thomas’s mother asked anxiously.

      “To get the blacksmith out of bed, Marya, where else? The king’s destrier needs to be reshod, and I gave the job to your son. Only he forgot. I’m sure the blacksmith must be longing to reheat his forge.” The sarcasm in his voice made Thomas cringe. “And who’s going to pump the bellows?” The look he fired at Thomas felt like a physical blow.

      “I’ll do it!” he replied desperately.

      “Do what, blow into it? Or wave your splint at it?”

      With that, his father left. And with him went any opportunity for Thomas to make amends for his mistake. But it was no use anyway. His father was right—with one arm he was useless.

      His father would pump the bellows himself, of course. The blacksmith’s apprentice lived away on a farm somewhere; calling him was out of the question.

      He longed to wait up for his father, to have some normal contact with him, even to apologize. But he went to bed. His mind was still churning restlessly when his father returned hours later, and dawn was lightening the sky before Thomas finally managed to get to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Swinging his pitchfork ferociously with one arm, Thomas laid waste a pile of hay as the soldiers set out for the border.

      The stable had been the scene of frenetic activity during the previous forty-eight hours as the stable hands prepared the horses for an extended period in the field. Now the stables were almost empty.

      Ben lay quietly to one side, his little head resting on his paws and his eyes fixed on his master. No one else was anywhere in sight. Thomas might have been the only person in the whole of Arnost not at the muster.

      His heart lay with the townsfolk cheering them off. But he had worked himself into a mood that reopened the wounds of his conversation with Will.

      Thomas settled into a half-hearted rhythm, trying to persuade himself that his labors were essential.

      Eventually he was joined by Simon. “Wasn’t that amazing?” the younger boy gushed. “There were so many soldiers. Someone said there were five thousand!”

      Thomas snorted derisively. “Five thousand? I hope they’re in no hurry, then. Each horse will have to carry ten soldiers.”

      Simon was unabashed. “And did you see the king? His destrier was prancing around like it was standing on hot coals!”

      Thomas grunted, his eyes narrowing. Obviously nothing had changed since the previous day, then.

      “And did you see the way old Olaf’s wife was carrying on?” Simon still babbled on excitedly. “Anyone would think it was his funeral. They say it’ll be his last campaign.”

      Embittered by his thoughts, Thomas began to find Simon’s chatter unbearable. “Simon, go away!”

      Simon looked startled. “Why?”

      “Because I have work to do.”

      “That’s all right, I’ll help you.”

      Thomas could see the eagerness in Simon’s eyes. He knew how much the younger boy admired him. But then he pictured himself with Will and thought of the bitter medicine served him by his own hero. Maybe Simon needed some of it, too. It was about time he was toughened up to the harsh realities of life.

      “Look, Simon,” he said with exaggerated kindness. “A boy like you is just in the way around here. And anyway, you simply aren’t cut out for this kind of work.”

      Even as the words left his lips he regretted them. He could see the hurt and bewilderment on Simon’s face. But it was too late to turn back now. “You haven’t got what it takes to be successful around animals. You’re too…too scatterbrained.”

      His barb found its mark. Simon stared wide-eyed at him in disbelief, then turned and fled, his eyes flooding with tears.

      Having attained his objective, Thomas found it brought him no pleasure at all. He tried to adopt an air of detached superiority. Children, he told himself. They’re so immature. Why do they have to take it so personally? But it didn’t help. He felt more wretched as time went on.

      He was so lost in his thoughts he didn’t hear his father approach. “Thomas, where have you been?”

      He turned without answering.

      “Your friend Will Prentis looked for you everywhere. He wanted you to take care of this for him.”

      His father held out a small necklace. Thomas stared at it stupidly. “Take it!” his father insisted.

      Thomas took the necklace and examined it. He recognized it at once. It was Will’s most treasured possession. It consisted of an ordinary-looking chain of fine but tough metal, securing a small ring of gold. Will had told him the ring was his only memento of his parents, both of whom had died when he was a small child.

      “He asked me to tell you that if anything happened to him, he wanted you to have it.” Thomas’s father turned on his heel and left him to his musing.

      He slipped the chain over his head numbly. An hour earlier he would have received it as a portent of hope, an unlooked-for affirmation of his value in Will’s eyes. Now it hung heavy around his neck with accusation.

      He headed off across the courtyard, kicking irritably at the loose cobblestones that lay in his path. The church bells in the town below began to clang their monotonous refrain, marking the departure of the king and speeding him on his way with the blessings of the church, such as they were, to encourage and comfort him. Thomas decided that if there was a God in heaven who ever deigned to notice him at all, it was probably only with contempt.

      He was intercepted in his progress by an energetic ball of fur, tumbling enthusiastically about his feet. He reached down and gathered up the wriggling bundle, holding it to his breast. “Ben,” he said unhappily, “you’re my only friend in the world.”
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      Steffan the Second, High King of Arvenon and until-now unchallenged overlord of the extensive kingdom won by his namesake five generations earlier, galloped over the crest of the hill, reined in his destrier, and called down a bitter curse upon his as yet unseen enemies. Will, riding behind the king in the vanguard of the troop, guided his horse alongside and angrily surveyed the devastation below them. Along the far bank of a small river were the charred remains of a village, still smoking.

      Will already knew what they would find down there. They had seen it too many times in the weeks of frustration that lay behind them. Every living creature would have been slaughtered and many of the bodies horribly mutilated. Anything of value would be gone and the rest put to the torch. Yesterday a glance beyond the river would have revealed a golden sea of waving corn, almost ready for harvest. Today ash and blackened stubble choked the fields.

      Following the lead of the king, the soldiers dismounted and rested their horses at the top of the hill. The need for urgency was past, and none of them showed any eagerness to explore the wasteland awaiting them.

      Scouts were sent to examine the approaches to the village before the troop’s horses confused the evidence. Will watched them go dispassionately. Nothing he had seen so far suggested their efforts would lead to anything useful.

      Even attempts to determine the size of the raiding parties had been largely unsuccessful. There were few clues as to their numbers or identity. It seemed they were not only ruthless but well-disciplined. And so the rage and frustration had grown in Will and his friends until they were barely able to keep their anger in check. If ever they managed to draw their foes into open battle it promised to be bitter and furious.

      They were not without eyewitnesses, though. Incredibly, there were often survivors, people away from the villages when the attacks began or a lucky few who somehow concealed themselves. But the survivors offered few insights. Naturally, their reports were exaggerated—horsemen everywhere, invincible and unstoppable, crushing all resistance with contemptuous ease. Depending on the witness, there were hundreds or even thousands of them.

      All were agreed on one point, though: the raiders were plains nomads.

      And yet it didn’t make sense. Will had grown up in the southern border region and knew something of the nomad clans. The nomads proved ferocious enemies, to be sure, but somehow these raids seemed out of character with their peculiar code of courage. Surprise attacks, yes, but these continual furtive raids against almost defenseless villages?

      Will expected the nomads would view such behavior as cowardly. Long before now they ought to have been demonstrating their prowess openly in battle. No, something didn’t add up.

      The scouts returned and reported to the king, and the soldiers were ordered to remount. They headed down the hill, forded the river and began to pick their way through the ruins.

      The wattle and daub dwellings of the peasants had been almost totally destroyed. Sections of the manor house and church remained standing, having been solidly built of stone. In time, they could be rebuilt; except that the region was being steadily depopulated. Depopulated. Might that be the nomads’ intention? And if so, why?

      An urgent call from away to Will’s left interrupted his thoughts. Along with a number of others, including the king, he headed in that direction.

      One of the soldiers had discovered a small boy, perhaps four or five years of age, huddled in the remains of a building. The lad clutched something tightly to his chest.

      He didn’t seem frightened by them; he was quite unresponsive. Will thought him an appealing child, with his fair curls hanging softly about his head. He was plainly but adequately clothed, although his trousers were now filthy and his little jacket scorched. He had probably been his mother’s pride and joy.

      Then Will caught a glimpse of his eyes and shuddered. They stared vacantly, fixed on nothing. It was as though the boy had departed but somehow his body lived on. Will decided not to think about what he must have witnessed.

      A friend of Will’s from the King’s Guard named Rufe Sarjant dismounted and approached the boy with a gentleness that belied his fierce demeanor. The giant guardsman spoke to him quietly, offering him food and drink from his saddlebags.

      Although his efforts bore no immediate fruit, he was not deterred. He persisted patiently, attempting to coax a response from the lad. Will watched tensely, compelled by his friend’s refusal to accept defeat. He longed for even a symbolic victory over their elusive foes.

      After what seemed an age the boy began to stir as though waking from a dream. He looked about him, his interest slowly dawning. Will’s spirits soared. Audible sighs escaped from others of the onlookers.

      The boy searched the face of the soldier, his eyes coming to life. Apparently not finding whatever or whoever he was looking for, he shifted his quest to the faces around him.

      But the awakening proved short lived. Slowly the light died from the boy’s eyes. His face again became blank and lifeless. His spirit seemed to have retreated to some distant inner sanctuary, and he gave no further response.

      Rufe, his face betraying his disappointment, picked the lad up and seated him on his horse. The motion knocked from the boy’s grasp the object he had clasped so tightly. As it tumbled to the ground Will caught a glimpse of a small horse, delicately fashioned from wood. The force of the impact snapped off its head.

      On losing the toy, the boy let out a haunting wail that sent a shiver up Will’s spine. Rufe quickly retrieved the pieces. He returned them to the boy, who clutched them protectively and fell silent again, resuming his vacant stare.

      Something snapped in the guardsman. “Why are we here, poking around in burned-out villages?” he asked loudly, trembling with anger. “We should be doing some burning and pillaging ourselves—out on the plains! It’s time the nomads were taught a lesson.” His stirring words drew grunts of assent from many of the soldiers.

      Will shot an anxious glance toward the sovereign, who sat astride his horse nearby. It was immediately obvious to him that the king had heard Rufe’s comments. Will was even close enough to catch a murmured response: “Yes, I think they’re expecting us to do that.”

      He frowned, puzzled. What did the king mean?

      King Steffan faced the soldier imperiously. “It’s not your job to determine our strategy,” he said sharply.

      Rufe subsided immediately, a flush of embarrassment covering his face. He bowed his head in shame.

      The king stood up in his stirrups and addressed his troops loudly. “I understand your frustration, men. Indeed, I share it. But hasty plans bring disaster more often than success.

      “There will be a Council of War tonight. We will drag these barbarians into the open, I promise you. Then we will test their courage against soldiers instead of women and children!”

      The king’s ringing words were met with a few half-hearted cheers, but mostly silence. Will sensed that some kind of crossroads had been reached. The sullen looks worn openly by many of the men presaged trouble if something decisive didn’t happen soon.
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        * * *

      

      The troop rode wearily through the gates of Danford. Will rode alongside Rufe. The boy from the village was perched securely in front of his friend in the saddle. The lad, surrounded by the new sights and sounds of a large and prosperous town, stared impassively straight ahead.

      “Look at ’em,” Rufe tilted his head toward a group of townsfolk who eyed the soldiers disapprovingly. “We were conquering heroes when we first got here.”

      It was true. They had arrived to universal acclamation. With the marauders growing daily in boldness, trade had begun to slump disastrously.

      “Yes,” Will responded, “they expected a quick and easy victory.”

      At first the good citizens of Danford proved very willing to suffer the expense and inconvenience of billeting and feeding the soldiers. Now, nearly three months later, with no easy victories and not even a fight worth speaking of, the townsfolk showed signs of impatience. There was plenty of grumbling, although no open hostility. Not yet. But the mood of their hosts affected the soldiers’ morale.

      “I wonder which of this fine lot will care for our little friend here?” Rufe aimed a disparaging glance at the townspeople.

      Will raised his eyebrows. “You’re hopeful, aren’t you?”

      “Well, they’ll have to. I can’t look after him.”

      It touched on another sore point. The townsfolk were becoming alarmed at the steady trickle of refugees that threatened to become a flood if the raiding continued.

      Danford was large, well-situated on the banks of the Dan, and protected by a centuries-old stone wall that encircled the entire town. It sat astride the main trading routes through the Blue Mountains to Rogand in the east, and south across the vast expanse of the Plains to distant Lestanor.

      Danford had prospered in recent years. But these were uncertain times, and the wealthy rarely slept easily without the comfort of thick walls and well armed soldiers to guard them. Will guessed they would put up with the soldiers for a little while longer.
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        * * *

      

      Will strode through the darkening streets of the town heading for the Council of War. Receiving a summons had taken him completely by surprise, and he was working hard at suppressing his excitement.

      He arrived to find the king already conferring with Captain Olaf and the captain of the cavalry reserves levied by the town authorities. Two of the king’s knights arrived at the same time. One of them smiled welcomingly at Will and beckoned him over to a seat beside him. “Don’t be nervous,” he whispered sympathetically. “The king is not at all frightening to talk to.”

      Will nodded, hoping he appeared suitably overawed. What the knight couldn’t know, though, was that the prospect of the evening filled him with eager anticipation.

      “Let’s get straight to the point,” King Steffan began. “We will be talking tonight about a major change of strategy. I have invited one of our men to join us briefly.” He acknowledged Will with a nod. “I understand he has considerable knowledge of both the nomad tribes and the Rogandans.”

      Will dipped his head respectfully in response. So that was it. Clearly the king kept his ear to the ground. He wondered how he had learned of his background.

      “You have lived among the nomads and speak their tongue, I’m told.”

      “Not exactly, Your Majesty. After my parents died my uncle adopted me. He was a trader and we traveled across the Great Plains many times. Sometimes we stayed with the nomads. Communicating with them isn’t easy: the clans speak many dialects, and some of them amount to totally different languages.”

      “Tell us something of these nomads. Can you give us any insight into them?”

      Will’s mind whirled. How could he capture in a few words the spirit of these remarkable people? Even here, in a cold room dimly lit by candles and the glow from the hearth, he could summon a picture of the sun beating down on the endless grassland, and the nomads, wild and free, galloping after the vast gianhi herds. He remembered sharing the jubilation of a kill with the hunters. And the wind blowing the dark tresses of a certain lithe nomad maiden…

      He checked himself. “They are fierce, proud people, but generous, too, and bound by complex codes of honor. Raiding is not foreign to them—they’re very practiced at it. They treat it as a game. Or maybe more a battle of wits.

      “But this raiding seems different. I don’t believe they would lightly begin hostilities on this scale; not without good cause.”

      The king pondered Will’s words before responding. “The raiding is so…so systematic. And so far from their own territory. I’ve never heard of the nomads behaving this way before. Can you make any sense of it?”

      Will frowned. “It’s strange, Your Majesty. For one thing, the raiding parties must be reasonably large, possibly as many as a hundred men. Yet most of the clans are small. Very few could put fifty warriors into the field. And they rarely unite except in times of great peril. Or perhaps great opportunity…” He trailed off and became thoughtful.

      The king’s eyes narrowed. “What of Rogand? Do the nomads have dealings with the Rogandans?”

      “Only with traders, Your Majesty. My uncle married a Rogandan, and the nomads treated her no differently from us. They see all of us as barbarians.” His remark was greeted with snorts of incredulity.

      The king waited for silence again. “And your aunt taught you to speak Rogandan?”

      “Yes.”

      “You speak it fluently?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” Will had learned to be fluent, and the lesson had been bitter indeed. Never would he forget his aunt’s hand reaching with malicious delight for the willow switch when he stumbled over his grammar, nor her mocking imitations of his accent.

      King Steffan smiled at Will. “You have been very helpful. We may have need of your services again.” And with that Will was dismissed.

      Keenly disappointed, he headed back to his barracks. He’d hoped for much more. He couldn’t even see he’d been of much use. Yet the king seemed satisfied.

      It was a start. Three months in the field had not lessened his ambitions a whit. He felt brim-full of life and energy: young, strong, capable, and eager to demonstrate it.

      One day his opportunity would arrive. He would grasp it with both hands.
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        * * *

      

      Will stood despondently among some trees on a hillside overlooking a small hamlet. He was beginning to wish he’d kept his mouth shut.

      The morning after the Council of War King Steffan had called for volunteers. When it was made clear it would be a crucial and dangerous assignment, Will wasted no time in responding.

      The king intended to split his force into three and station them strategically around the countryside. The King’s Guard, the elite soldiers of the force, were to be split evenly among the three. Two volunteers would be sent to each major village and hamlet. At the first hint of trouble, they would race to the nearest soldiers and guide them back by the fastest route. Maybe, just maybe, they would get there before the raiders had left.

      Will approved of the plan. He hoped it would offer him the chance to do something significant, and he sought out his assigned location eagerly.

      That was a week ago. Now, watching the sun set lazily behind the treetops, he felt sure any exploits would be done a long way from this tranquil spot. He decided ruefully that staying with one of the main forces would have increased his chances of seeing action.

      The temperature dropped quickly once the sun set. There was no cloud cover, and a full moon provided remarkably good visibility. The dull clang of the church bell sounded across the valley, directing the villagers to their beds. In the half light Will could just see wisps of smoke coming from the chimneys of the cottages below. The villagers would be banking up their fires before settling down for the evening. It promised to be a cold and cheerless night up on the hill.

      His partner, a wiry soldier named Garth, was nowhere in sight. A taciturn fellow, he obviously preferred his own company. They had agreed to take turns patrolling the main approaches to the hamlet. Garth had taken the first shift. If an enemy approached it should give them a little extra warning. If not, it might help them battle the boredom and the cold. Later they would keep alternate watches throughout the night.

      Will suddenly thought of Thomas. It had been disappointing to leave without saying goodbye, and he wondered why Thomas had not been there to see him off. He reflected somewhat abstractedly that he had scarcely thought of his friend in the intervening weeks. He tried briefly to imagine life back in Arnost, but the pervasive chill pulled him relentlessly back to his dismal hillside. Hoping to prevent his feet from turning completely numb, he stamped them slowly and wriggled his toes inside his boots.

      A movement away to his left stirred his alertness. Garth must be returning for some reason. Nevertheless he drew his horse further into the shadow of the trees and waited quietly, all his senses alert. A horseman moved quickly and silently in his direction.

      As he drew closer, Will recognized the lean figure of his partner outlined in the moonlight, crouched forward slightly over his distinctive black roan. Will relaxed and moved into the open to be more easily seen.

      When Garth spotted him, he spurred his horse on urgently. As he approached Will could see the tension in his face. “Horsemen!” he hissed frantically, “Scores of them! Massing on the spur behind us.”

      Will leaped into the saddle. “Get going! I’ll try to warn the villagers, then follow you.”

      Neither waited for further discussion. Will raced headlong down the hill. He glanced back over his shoulder once, but Garth was already out of sight.

      The king had made it clear that they should not attempt to defend the villagers—their role was to fetch the soldiers. But nothing had been said against warning the unprotected inhabitants, and Will meant to try.

      Galloping into the village, he drew his sword and banged the flat of it hard against a large iron tub lying against one of the cottages. The noise was deafening in the quietness. Almost at once, cottage doors began to open.

      “Fly! Enemies are upon you!” he bellowed, then spurred his horse through the village and up a slope into a stand of trees beyond. His route now lay back through the village unless he made a wide detour to skirt it. He decided to wait a few minutes, then slip through the village in the confusion.

      Looking toward the hill opposite he saw dark figures, some carrying torches, moving swiftly toward the village. There were so many of them! He quickly tried to estimate their numbers—six score at least.

      He looked down at the village again. The villagers were moving too slowly. A few hurried along the stream toward the edge of the woods, and a couple had escaped on horseback. But many of them still bustled about organizing children or possessions.

      “Hurry, you fools!” he groaned in exasperation.

      The first of the horsemen reached the village. At once flames sprang up from the thatch on the nearest houses. He saw one or two brave villagers confront the invaders. They were quickly overwhelmed.

      Fires flared everywhere now. He watched in silent horror as a chilling drama unfolded below him, illuminated by the light of the spreading flames. The slaughter being visited on the villagers so appalled Will that his stomach began to churn. He bent forward over his horse and retched violently. Then a cold fury rose slowly within him, pushing from his mind his mission and his responsibility.

      A heavily pregnant woman struggled up the hill toward him, desperately trying to reach the safety of the trees. Before Will could move to help her, a nomad rode her down, decapitating her with one fell blow of his ax.

      With a wild cry Will broke from his cover and swept down upon the raider. Startled, the man tried to defend himself. But Will hacked at him so violently he was forced from the saddle, bleeding freely from multiple wounds. Will leaped from his horse and fell upon him in a frenzy, venting all his pent-up rage over the ruined villages and wasted lives.

      When he came to his senses, he looked around and saw that the raiders, their work completed, were withdrawing from the village. Heedless of his own safety he mounted his horse and charged after them, a fierce battle cry on his lips. But the roar of the flames drowned him out, and his approach went unnoticed. Riding up behind one of the last nomads left in the village he dispatched him with a mighty thrust and looked around for another.

      Then abruptly he hesitated. Having slaked his immediate thirst for vengeance, his wrath began to abate, and his mind again became clear. Realizing with a start how close he had come to throwing his life away, he broke into a cold sweat.

      There was little time to ponder his next move. It was clear now that King Steffan’s new plan was doomed. Garth had not yet been gone an hour; the nomads would be far away before he even reached the nearest troopers.

      Will rapidly weighed his options. They were few indeed, but one of them stood out with awful clarity. Destiny beckoned. Calmly and without hesitation he chose the path of peril.

      Jumping from the saddle, he quickly stripped from the slain nomad his gianhi-skin cloak and rawhide leggings. After placing them over his own clothes, he jammed the grotesque horned helmet tightly onto his head. He looked up just in time to see the last of the nomads disappearing over the crest of the hill. Remounting his horse, he thundered off after them into the darkness.
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