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        ‘The Stone of Vitality’  Dedication

        

        To Adeline, Cressida, Sebastian, Reuben, Annabeth, and Genevieve.

        In expectation that as you grow and develop your imaginations will thrive.

        In confidence that you will think, dream, and act in a way that leaves the world better than you found it.
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        ‘The Hope of Vitality’  Dedication

        

        To Nick and Mary, fellow travelers and valued friends on the journey into eternity.
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      A gray morning dragged painfully into a pallid afternoon, and still she didn’t come. Kamash sat on the rocky promontory in growing misery, gazing out to sea. It had been more than two weeks since last he saw her.

      As the sun began to set, he faced the unpalatable truth—she was gone. Her quiet intelligence would brighten his eyes no more. Her carefree exuberance had lifted his spirits for the last time. It was over.

      The old man clambered slowly to his feet. As always he had brought a gift, and without a second thought he tossed it carelessly into the ocean. Then he turned his back on the endless slap-slap of the waves and trudged reluctantly across the small sandy beach, heading for his shelter.

      Some of the people he’d once called friends might say he had sunk low indeed to be mourning such a loss. He didn’t care. Decades had slipped by since he’d worked up the courage to sail away from his old life. He had relinquished his former friends without remorse, and they had undoubtedly forgotten him as quickly as he’d forgotten them. He had watched with no regret as the mainland dwindled in the wake of his boat. Civilization and its complexities held no appeal for him, any more than the restless human hordes that sustained it.

      Choosing instead to embrace the remote exile of his island retreat, he had quickly been captivated by the wonders of a timeless world unspoiled by the vanity and folly of men.

      The months turned slowly to years, and even as he celebrated his escape from the grasping avarice of his kind, he discovered that loneliness had begun to gnaw at him. Contented as he was in his own company, it was disconcerting to discover that he nevertheless needed a companion.

      One morning he had noticed an injured sea lion pup, stranded in the shallows of the little beach where he liked to swim each day. Having become adept at catching fish, he offered his latest takings to the pup. Frightened and resistant at first, the young sea lion eventually accepted the gift, perhaps sensing that the alternative was starvation. Kamash’s compassion was rewarded with gratitude, and in time an unlikely affection developed between the lanky land dweller and the glistening creature of the sea.

      He had named her Sparkle, as much for her lightness of being as for the sunlight that bounced so readily from her body. They became firm friends throughout the seasons of her life. He swam with her when the waves and the weather permitted it, and watched her antics from the shore whenever the sea refused to respect his puny strength. She came and went as nature demanded. Sometimes she was gone for days, and on a number of memorable occasions she’d returned bringing a new pup for his inspection.

      He had made a raft, and she glided effortlessly beside him as he sailed beyond the fringes of his tiny circle of land, out into the deep ocean. Once, falling unexpectedly into the water, he watched in helpless dismay as the wind quickly carried the raft beyond his reach. Sparkle had accompanied him on his long swim back to shore, nudging him encouragingly whenever he flagged and refusing to let him give in to exhaustion and despair. Somehow he made it back. Even now he marveled at his own endurance.

      Kamash had always known it could not last. He made no attempt to count the advancing years, but two decades might have slipped away before he first began to notice that she was failing. One telltale sign was the increasing enthusiasm with which she accepted the fish he offered each morning.

      The end when it came still haunted his nightmares. A huge shark appeared from the deep as she lay basking in the shallows, snatching her away in little more than a heartbeat.

      In her youth she would have danced aside to evade the predator. That day she had barely moved. Kamash watched in unbelief as the boiling water subsided, leaving no more than a red stain to mark the passing of his only friend.

      He had surged into the water in mindless defiance of the departed monster, shouting at the top of his lungs as he called down curses upon the creature and its offspring forever. When his anger eventually faded he returned to the shore, falling to his knees and crying like a baby.

      Years passed before he found a way to impress another of her kind. Once more he had embraced life with energy, choosing to ignore the inconvenient reality that in time this season too must come to an end.

      The absence that day of his latest companion was no surprise—having enjoyed her companionship for many years, he had long been aware that her lifespan was almost at an end.

      The inevitable termination had left him bereft and alone again. What would he do now? Did he have the heart and the resolve to start over a third time?

      He was no closer to an answer when night fell and he headed for his bed. Forsaken, friendless, and utterly miserable, he lay down and attempted to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Kamash first spotted the sail on his daily ascent to the highest point of the island. He had occasionally observed ships in the distance before, although none bothered to approach the unpretentious pimple of land that he called home. Seeing no reason to expect a different outcome this time, he took little notice of the intruder.

      He was no longer a young man, but he found the climb invigorating as always. Reaching the top, he scanned the horizon. The rocky outcrop that crowned the summit offered an uninterrupted view in every direction and provided a perfect vantage point for assessing the weather. A cloudless sky with excellent visibility awaited him; he could just make out the low smudge to the southeast that represented his nearest island neighbor.

      Otherwise there was nothing visible but sea beyond the rocky cliffs that surrounded the island. Nothing apart from the sail drawing noticeably closer.

      It was hard to imagine anyone wanting to explore his domain. He had deliberately settled in a location both isolated and relatively unappealing. The larger island to the southeast was well watered and boasted several beaches where a boat could safely land. And as far as he knew it had never been occupied. Kamash therefore watched on with surprise and growing unease as the ship continued to head in his direction.

      The only seaward access to the island was a small beach, its white sand clearly visible below him. He maintained a simple shelter among the trees, but his main dwelling was further inland beside the only reliable spring that watered the island. Neither structure was visible from the beach, and in the current balmy weather he had no reason to maintain a fire that might draw attention with its smoke. A search party would soon discover evidence of his presence of course, but he could not imagine any possible reason why anyone would want to land a search party.

      The ship drew closer, and he squatted down so his silhouette would not be visible to any sailor keeping a lookout. He was no master mariner, but he could tell there was something unfamiliar about the design of the three-masted ship. It must surely be foreign. The sailors launched a rowboat, and he watched as it found its way to his beach. Two people were put ashore—at this distance they appeared to be a slight youth and a burly man—before the boat resumed its circumnavigation of the island.

      It appeared unlikely that the two trespassers would be leaving anytime soon, so avoiding them would not be an option. After so long away from his own kind, Kamash wasn’t sure what to think about interacting with people again. But loneliness had nagged at him since the disappearance of his latest companion, and he could not entirely ignore the lure of human contact. Curiosity eventually got the better of him, and he made his way down to the beach.

      A young woman in strange garb sat on the sand beside a thickset man who appeared to be a guard. The old man watched them curiously from behind a tree for some time before deciding to take his chances.

      As soon as he stepped into the open, the young woman leaped to her feet and called out in a language he didn’t recognize. Her guard drew a knife and hovered protectively in front of her.

      “Greetings,” said Kamash, stretching out both hands palms upward to show he was no threat. “Do you speak Rogandan?”

      “Who are you?” the young woman demanded imperiously, answering in the same language. She clearly understood Rogandan, although she spoke it strangely.

      “My name is Kamash,” he replied. “Who are you?”

      Her head went up instantly. “I am Princess Neira of the Empire of Ahr,” she replied, staring down at him over her nose. “I am the treasured daughter of the emperor—may his name ever be exalted!—and the only sister of the emperor-to-be.” Almost as an afterthought she flicked a finger in the direction of her protector. “This is Uman,” she sniffed.

      “I bid you welcome,” he said with a tentative smile.

      She glared at him disdainfully. “You are a commoner, little better than a dog,” she told him. “Why do you not abase yourself before me?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You are not in your empire now, Princess Neira. You are in my domain.” His lip curled up in a wry smile as he glanced around at the sand and the trees. “On my little island I like to think of myself as emperor.”

      “It isn’t much of an empire,” she snorted.

      “It’s modest,” he admitted, “but it’s where you’ve landed. I’m sure the Empire of Ahr is mighty indeed, but it must be a long way from here.” He gave her a wink. “To be honest, I know almost nothing about it.”

      She glowered at him. “When my sailors return you will answer for your insolence!” she snapped.

      He studied her for a moment. “Why have they left you here?” he asked.

      “I demanded to be put ashore,” Neira replied haughtily. “How can any normal person be expected to tolerate constant rocking and shaking for weeks on end? Much less the daughter of the emperor!”

      “When are they coming back for you?” he asked.

      “As soon as they’ve rowed around the whole island. I instructed them to search for a more appealing beach.” She waved an arm about her disparagingly. “Even a refuse heap like this ought to have something pleasant to offer.”

      Kamash ignored the insult to his tiny empire. “Who is in charge of your ship?” he asked. “What brought you here?”

      She rounded on him. “Be very careful,” she warned. “I advise you not to pry into affairs beyond your station.”

      With no answers forthcoming from the young woman, Kamash redirected his attention to Uman. “Do you know what your captain is up to?” he asked.

      Uman’s face was unreadable. Perhaps he didn’t understand Rogandan. Perhaps he was giving nothing away. Either way, he offered no response.

      Kamash turned back to the girl with a sigh. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Princess, but it looks as if your sailors have abandoned you and left you to your fate.”

      She didn’t seem at all concerned. “Nonsense!” she replied dismissively.

      He shrugged. “They did indeed row around the island. Then they returned to the ship and were taken on board. I watched them sail away.”

      It was obvious that the girl did not believe him. But the guard had understood what Kamash was saying, and he appeared shaken by the news.

      “Follow me for a couple of minutes, and you’ll be able to draw your own conclusions,” Kamash told them, pointing away from the beach.

      The princess glared at him with narrowed eyes. The guard joined him without hesitation.

      Ignoring the path he had worn to the summit, the old man turned instead to a nearby hill and began to climb. He emerged at the top with Uman close behind him. Neira appeared a moment later, the sour look on her face making it abundantly clear what she thought of him and his assertions.

      The ship was already far enough away that the sails could barely be seen above the horizon. Had they waited much longer, the vessel’s current location would have been visible only from the summit.

      The immediate reaction of the princess was one of fury. She shrieked and ranted in words that Kamash could not understand. Uman did not respond, although Kamash thought he saw compassion in his eyes. When her anger failed, she threw herself to the ground and dissolved into tears.

      Many years had passed since Kamash’s last contact with a young woman, and he looked on helplessly. Eventually, with nothing better to suggest, he turned to the guard. “I can offer you food and fresh water,” he said.

      Uman nodded once, before reaching down and lifting Neira into his arms. They set off, carefully descending the path to the beach.

      They had not gone far before Neira began protesting noisily in her own language. Uman put her down, and she made her way independently back to the white sand.

      As soon as they reached the beach, Kamash invited them to sit. “Please, make yourselves comfortable,” he said. “I will prepare some food.”

      The old man had departed from the mainland with a generous quantity of seeds, and after cultivating several small strips of land he had been able to establish a reliable supply of vegetables, more than enough to feed one person. He now prepared a platter of fresh produce, carving off slices of fresh fish to go with it.

      By the time he returned, Neira appeared to have mastered herself, although her eyes wore a haunted look, and she seemed distracted and ill at ease.

      Both of his guests came to life when the food arrived. They accepted the vegetables readily. Uman looked at the fish uncertainly before placing a piece in his mouth and chewing slowly. Deciding he liked it, he helped himself to more.

      The princess had an entirely different reaction. “What is this?” she demanded, screwing up her face in disgust.

      “It’s fish,” he said simply, “freshly caught today.”

      “It isn’t cooked!” she protested.

      “My people regard it as a delicacy served this way,” he told her in surprise.

      “Your people are barbarians!” she spat.

      Horrified at her slur, Uman bowed a mute apology.

      Kamash shrugged. “I am happy to cook some fish if you prefer it,” he said mildly. “I will build a fire.”

      She glared at him without otherwise responding.

      As he got up, Uman turned to the girl, waving his hands animatedly. The princess reacted sharply in her own language. Kamash left them to battle it out.

      After completing his preparations, the old man cooked the fish absently, his mind rehearsing the unexpected events of the day. People had arrived. Words had been spoken to him, and he had replied. He must have said more that day than in the previous few years combined.

      The new arrivals had done a lot more than just shatter the stillness. Intrigue clung to them as a web binds itself to a fly. He heaved a deep sigh. He was already missing the simple solitude he had enjoyed for so long. He wondered if he would ever get it back.

      After staring bemusedly into the fire for a while, he hefted his shoulders in a shrug of resignation. He would choose to embrace his new reality. What else could he do anyway?

      The first priority was to make sense of what had just happened. The princess had insisted on feeling solid earth beneath her feet again. It had been a straightforward request, but a cynical game was being played out in response. Whoever commanded the foreign ship had grasped the opportunity to dump her. She hadn’t been killed outright, but she had been deposited in a place where she was unlikely to survive for long, even with the help of her protector.

      The girl might be self-important and demanding, but that could hardly be a reason for abandoning her, especially if she really was a princess.

      It seemed ironic that in spite of his self-appointed exile to a place of no interest to anyone, Kamash had apparently found himself caught up in a political power play of some significance. Neira was not in the emperor’s direct line of succession, but she was close enough to have become a target.

      When Kamash returned with the cooked fish, he saw that the food he’d served previously was gone. All of the raw fish had been eaten, presumably by Uman. Seeing Neira eyeing the latest offerings hungrily, he presented her with the cooked fish immediately.

      Before she ate, she mumbled an apology. “I’m sorry.” Getting out the words was an obvious struggle. He had the impression she wasn’t accustomed to apologizing to anyone.

      Uman glared at her pointedly, and she tried again. “I’m sorry I didn’t thank you for the food.” After a nudge from the guard’s elbow, she grudgingly added, “And I’m sorry for calling you a barbarian.”

      “I’ve been called worse,” he told her with a smile. “I accept your apology.” Then he pointed to the fish. “Enough talk—the food is getting cold!”

      She needed no further urging, devouring it all without ceremony.

      While she was eating Kamash took the opportunity to study the guard. It seemed unlikely that Uman was related to the princess in any way, yet he behaved like a parent disciplining a loved and pampered child. He was not frightened to demand appropriate conduct from her. He had engineered her apology and prodded her until satisfied by her contrition.

      The question of his identity was by no means the only mystery surrounding the guard. Uman had not uttered a word, and Kamash could only guess at the reason.

      After the food had all been eaten, the old man waded into the sea and swam lazily for a while in the shallow waters adjacent to the beach. The guard soon followed him in. The princess contented herself with watching the two men from the shore.

      Leaving the water first, Kamash took the opportunity to satisfy his curiosity. “Why does Uman never speak?” he asked the girl.

      “He has no need to speak,” she sniffed. “It is enough for him to faithfully serve his princess.”

      Not satisfied with her answer, the old man tried again. “Is he capable of speech?”

      The princess frowned in annoyance at his persistence. Then she shook her head. “He has been mute for as long as I can remember,” she told him.

      Kamash watched thoughtfully as Uman floated on his back, his eyes closed. If the big guard was enjoying himself, his face showed no sign of it. He was a difficult man to read.

      The sun was low in the sky when the three of them gathered around the embers of his fire. The old man prepared and served a little more food, then led them to the spring. After they had slaked their thirst in its crystal clear water, he invited them to follow him to his main shelter inland.

      His hut had been sturdily constructed, designed to withstand the worst of the storms that battered the island in the rainy season. It was too small for three people, but after offering his own tiny bedroom to the princess he somehow managed to find space for himself and the guard on the floor of the little living area.

      Normally he had no difficulty falling asleep, but that night he tossed and turned restlessly, unsettled by the quiet sobbing of the abandoned princess. He didn’t doubt that Uman was equally troubled by Neira’s misery, but the guard respected her privacy, making no attempt to console her.

      Much of the night had worn away before Kamash finally succumbed to weariness and slept.
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      The raft skipped across the surface of the water, its sail flapping in the stiff breeze. Kamash pulled hard on the makeshift mainsheet to flatten the sail. In response, the raft began to punch through the low waves, picking up speed.

      “Now!” he called.

      Uman put the tiller over, and the bow began to come around as the raft swung slowly across the wind. The breeze filled the sail from the opposite side, thrusting it across the boat.

      “Watch out for the boom!” Kamash shouted to Neira, anxiously eyeing the swinging spar.

      She dodged gracefully, clinging to the mast and laughing as spray splashed across her face. The burly guard grinned up at them both as the raft settled into its new tack.

      

      Neira was unusually animated when they sat around the fire that evening. As always, Uman said nothing, but the light in his eye spoke almost as expressively as her words.

      Kamash watched them both with considerable satisfaction. Out on the water battling with the elements had been the first time he’d witnessed either of his new friends abandoning themselves to pure delight. The hours he’d invested preparing the raft had not been wasted.

      For the first few days the princess had spent the greater part of the daylight hours at the summit of the island, watching in vain for a sail to appear on the horizon. Eventually she’d been forced to accept that the ship was not coming back for her.

      Her prospects must have seemed bleak indeed. Nothing had equipped her for the life she now faced. Having clearly been cosseted and indulged from her earliest years, she had acquired none of the skills needed in a primitive environment with no luxuries and few amenities.

      The old man might have expected her to wallow in despondency. She had surprised him by undergoing a rapid transformation, taking only a few days to become proficient in catching, cleaning, and filleting fish. Neira even routinely dirtied her hands tending gardens and preparing and cooking food.

      After a while Kamash complimented her on her helpfulness. “Your resilience impresses me,” he told her. “I’ve never heard of a princess stooping to menial tasks.”

      “A princess exists to be served,” she snapped. “Don’t dare to imagine I’m becoming a servant.”

      When he didn’t respond, she added fiercely, “It wasn’t my choice to take up residence on this refuse heap.” She swept her arm about contemptuously. “But I’m not going to mope. I’ll do whatever I need to do to become stronger.”

      So she was dreaming of revenge. And she had realized she needed to do much better than survive if she ever hoped to achieve it.

      Whatever Kamash thought of her motivation, her new competencies bore eloquent testimony to her ability to adapt.

      However skilled the princess might become, an uncertain future lay ahead for her, and for them all. Kamash felt sure that Neira, at least, had little real awareness of the trouble she was in. Enlightening her wasn’t something he was looking forward to, but the urgency had been growing with every passing day. That night, as they relaxed before the fire with an evening meal settling comfortably in their bellies, he decided he could wait no longer.

      “We can’t stay here,” he told them bluntly.

      They looked at him, surprise on their faces.

      Neira wasn’t speechless for long. “If you thought I was enjoying myself today,” she said, “let me make it absolutely clear I have no desire to stay here a minute longer than I have to.” When he held his peace, she asked impatiently, “What is your concern? Are we going to run out of food?”

      He slowly shook his head. “It’s much worse than that. I will speak frankly. Sooner or later the people responsible for leaving you here are going to return. They will be expecting to find you dead from starvation, exposure to the elements, or a combination of both. Their reason for coming back will be to satisfy themselves that your lives have indeed ended that way. They will search the island for your bodies, and they won’t be happy if they find you alive. It won’t go well for me either when they learn I was responsible for your survival.”

      Uman stared back at him, his face expressionless apart from a narrowing of his eyes. Kamash had the impression that none of this came as a complete surprise to him. Neira looked stunned.

      “Unfortunately, we have no time to waste,” he continued. “After they abandoned you here, it probably took them a day or two to sail to Rog, and it will take them about the same to return. I have no idea how much time they will need to finish their business in Rog, but I expect they’ll only stay away long enough to be certain you have starved. We might already be out of time. If not, we will be very soon.”

      When the princess found her voice again, it wasn’t to argue with him. She seemed remarkably willing to accept his conclusions.

      “We can use the raft, can’t we?” she asked. “We could just relocate to another island.”

      He shook his head again. “It wouldn’t help. As soon as they discovered signs of permanent habitation here—and it wouldn’t be possible to erase those signs entirely—they’d immediately search all of the nearby islands. It would only be a matter of time before they found us. Moving would create other problems, too. The islands near here are uninhabited, so we would be entirely on our own. We might run out of food in the months it would take to establish productive cultivated strips.”

      A frown creased the face of the princess as she grappled with his words.

      Kamash transferred his gaze to the fire, staring absently into the dancing flames. He hadn’t bothered to spell it out, but he was impacted no less than they were by the turn of events. His way of life had effectively ended the moment the sailors dumped the princess on his island.

      The island had nurtured and sustained him from the day he first arrived as a refugee. It had provided him with a home as the years slipped away. But it would quickly forget him. Everything he had labored so long to build would slowly be swallowed up by the vegetation. Only his fading memories would remain.

      The princess broke into his thoughts. “What can we do?” she asked, a hint of panic in her voice.

      He returned a wan smile. “Our circumstances might be grim, but the situation isn’t entirely hopeless. I foresaw this outcome when you first arrived, and I haven’t been idle. Teaching you the rudiments of sailing was not just for your entertainment—it was an important step in my preparations. I’ve also been gathering supplies.” He took a deep breath. “We will sail to the mainland. And we’re not going to delay any longer. We leave at dawn.”

      Their shocked faces stared back at him.

      “But how can we possibly reach the mainland?” asked Neira. “Surely it wouldn’t be safe to cross the open sea in a raft. It was bad enough in a ship!”

      “We won’t use a raft,” Kamash told her. “We don’t need to. I have a boat.”
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        * * *

      

      The old man sat grimly at the tiller, defying the turbulence of the sea. The wind had picked up steadily over the past few hours, and the waves tossed the little boat about unmercifully, apparently determined to unseat him. The clouds to the west were looking especially ominous, and he was unable to restrain himself from making constant furtive glances in that direction.

      He had schooled his face into an unexpressive mask, unwilling to acknowledge how much the conditions were beginning to alarm him. His passengers probably wouldn’t have noticed his demeanor anyway. Heads down, both of them clung wretchedly to the sides of the tiny craft. They had long since emptied their stomachs into the roiling waters.

      The outlook had turned bad almost from the moment they were ready to set out from the island. For two days the weather had toyed with Kamash, presenting lowering skies that threatened storms to come. Yet the storms never eventuated. They could have left while conditions were merely difficult; instead the old man was forced to endure the frustration of wasted opportunity.

      The prospect of enemies returning to trap them loomed larger with every passing day. Kamash was sure the sailors would reappear at any moment. It would be too late to leave when that happened.

      In the end, caught between the certainty of the human threat and the uncertainty of the elements, he decided to hope for the best and launch the boat. He set a course for the northwestern tip of the Rogandan coastline, to the west of Rog.

      He had become well acquainted with raging seas, and no less with the cold ferocity of the predators that lurked in their depths. He would be leaving all that behind him, returning to a world of ruthless tyrants and scrabbling commoners. Mercurial weather and ravenous sea creatures seemed tame compared to the perils that awaited him.

      He acknowledged that the turbulent seas were at least having one positive effect—the prospect of reaching Rogand was becoming more attractive by the minute.

      After promising himself he would never go back, he was now doing exactly that. He couldn’t entirely comprehend his own reasons. Risking himself to help people he barely knew presented no real mystery—he could never have retained his honor if he’d simply left his visitors to their fate. The greater puzzle was that having decided to return, he found himself readily able to do so, and only because he had long prepared against such a day.

      When he originally decided to settle on the island, he no longer needed his boat. He could easily have released it to drift away with the currents, or left it to slowly fall apart on the sand. Why then, had he painstakingly sheltered it from the elements, setting aside time and effort over the years to maintain it? He told himself he was simply being prudent, retaining a way of escape in case of emergency, but his own reasoning had never satisfied him. He could only conclude that some part of him had always known that one day he would return, in spite of the risk.

      That day had finally come, his hand forced by an unlikely pair of castaways. He had little idea what he would find when they reached Rogand. Embracing the easiest and perhaps also the most cowardly course, he simply decided not to think about it.

      

      Kamash somehow managed to reef the sail as the gale began to build in strength, rigging a small storm jib instead. Then he turned the boat and allowed it to run before the storm, stern toward the waves.

      It hadn’t taken long for the wind to shred his jib. He’d asked far too much of his aging sails—new material would have been severely tested in these conditions.

      He turned to the others and shouted, “If you have gods, now’s the time to pray to them!” He had no idea if they heard him over the howling of the wind.

      He threw out a sea anchor and secured the tiller. There was little else he could do now. They were at the mercy of the wind and waves.

      When the sun set they were still afloat, huddling fearfully together as the sea tossed the little craft up and down. Kamash had passed far beyond the point of exhaustion, completely spent from the effort of peering ahead in the dark. He decided to rest his eyes, just for a couple of minutes…

      

      Something disturbed Kamash, dragging him out of a strange dream. Baffled and disoriented, he opened his eyes and glanced around. He was lying on the bottom of the boat with daylight shining about him. Astonishingly, the tiny craft was still afloat, rising and falling with the swell. Neira and Uman lay prostrate nearby, either asleep or unconscious. The storm seemed to have passed, and the wind had eased to little more than a stiff breeze.

      A voice was calling insistently, although Kamash could make no sense of the words. Had it been the voice that awakened him?

      He tried to sit up, the effort leaving him weak and faint headed. Squinting around he spotted a vessel nearby. It appeared to be a fishing boat. When the voice called again, he raised his arms in a gesture of helplessness.

      For all he knew, the sailors were Varasan, or perhaps Castelan. Both kingdoms spoke the same language, but he didn’t understand a word of it.

      The fishing boat drew closer, and a net was thrown down to him. The men seemed friendly enough. He grabbed the net and allowed his little boat to be drawn alongside the larger vessel. A couple of the fishermen clambered down and waved him to the net, inviting him to board their boat. Then they tended to the girl and her guard. He watched them stupidly for a moment before crawling to the net and stiffly beginning to climb. Hands reached down for him, pulling him onto the deck.

      They lifted Neira aboard next. Uman presented more of a challenge—it took three of them to retrieve the big man.

      A fisherman offered Kamash a blanket, and he wrapped it gratefully around his shoulders. He sat on the deck as the net was retrieved. His little boat began to drift away, disappearing behind a wave only to reappear as it crested the next, all the while dwindling in size. Before long it was lost to sight entirely.

      His boat might not have delivered them to Rogand, but it had at least preserved their lives. Now it was gone. The final vestige of his decades in exile had been removed. Tears threatened to well up in his eyes before he steeled himself. Now was not the time to become sentimental.

      Redirecting his attention to his companions, Kamash found Uman beginning to stir. Walking cautiously across the pitching deck he approached the guard, quietly explaining to him what had happened. Neira woke as he was finishing, and the two of them hurried to her side.

      “Where am I?” she asked groggily.

      “We’ve been rescued by fishermen,” he replied. “I don’t speak their language—they’re not from Rogand. But they have treated us kindly.”

      Seeing that all three of them were awake, one of their rescuers came to join them. He was the captain if his demeanor offered any clue. As soon as he spoke it was apparent that Neira understood no more than Kamash of his language.

      “Rogand?” he asked, directing a finger at Kamash.

      The old man nodded.

      The captain rattled off a number of other words, pointing into the distance as he spoke. The only word recognizable to Kamash was ‘Varacellan.’

      “I think they’re Varasan,” the old man told his companions. “And I think they’re taking us to Varacellan, their capital.”

      “Will there be anyone there who speaks Rogandan?” asked the princess.

      “Most certainly,” he replied. “Varacellan is a major trading hub, and people gather there from many places. There will be traders and diplomats from Rogand. Provided Rogand and Varas aren’t at war, that is,” he added. He had no idea what might have happened in the world in the decades since he left Rogand.

      Neira’s eyes went wide. “Why would they be at war?” she asked.

      Before he could reply, a sailor arrived with food and some kind of hot drink. Kamash accepted it gratefully, nodding his thanks to the man before he left.

      As soon as they were alone again, Neira faced Kamash. “I know a little of Rogand,” she said. “I had a slave who taught me the language. She told me stories, too. Uman was never far away, so he heard the lessons and the stories.” She stole a glance at her guard. “Most of them, anyway,” she added mysteriously. “That’s why he understands Rogandan.” Her head went up. “He doesn’t understand it as well as I do of course.”

      “So you were on the ship because of your Rogandan language skills?” Kamash ventured.

      “Certainly not!” she snorted. “My slave taught me in secret. My father would never have let me go if he thought I would be able to communicate with the Rogandans independently.” Her lip twisted up in a crooked grin. “As it was, he granted permission reluctantly. I nagged him incessantly, and even my brother decided to support me. But he only agreed because of who was in charge of the expedition.” The smile faded from her face. “I expected it would be such a wonderful adventure.”

      Kamash gazed at her sympathetically. He wondered what the purpose of the voyage might have been. There was a great deal he didn’t understand about the princess and the people who had sailed with her before abandoning her.

      She recovered quickly. “Tell me about the kingdoms in this region,” she demanded.

      “Rogand is on the eastern side of the continent, with Lestanor below it to the south,” he told her. “A mountain range that runs north-south forms the western boundary of Rogand. On the other side of the mountain range is Varas in the north, and Arvenon in the south. Castel lies to the west of Varas, and it also borders Arvenon in the south.”

      “What languages do these kingdoms speak?” she asked.

      “We Rogandans have our own tongue, as you know,” he replied. “The Arvenians, Varasans, and Castelans all speak the same language. It’s generally known as Arvenian. People from Lestanor have their own tongue. And there is a Plains region to the south of Arvenon. Nomad tribes live there. They speak many different dialects.”

      “Which kingdom is the biggest?” asked Neira.

      “Rogand is the largest, and has the most people. Arvenon is next, then Lestanor. Varas and Castel are smaller.”

      “And why did you think there might be a war?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Only because Rogand has fought Arvenon more than once in the past. But I know of no reason why they should be fighting now.”

      “You seem to know a lot about all this. Why did you leave Rogand, and how long have you been away?” she asked curiously.

      “I’ve been away a long time. Many years,” he said evasively.

      To his relief, she did not pursue it further. She clearly had secrets of her own. Perhaps that was why she chose not to dig too deeply.

      

      Before the sun set the harbor of Varacellan hove slowly into view. It was completely dark by the time they finally docked.

      The captain had already shown them great consideration, and when he realized they had no money to pay for lodgings, he thoughtfully arranged for a port official to conduct them to the Rogandan embassy. The port official knew enough Rogandan to explain the captain’s intentions to the old man and his friends.

      Kamash was grateful beyond words. Meeting with the ambassador was precisely what he had been hoping for. Being unable to thank the captain in his own tongue, all of them, even Neira, bowed low in gratitude before waving a farewell.

      As they approached the ambassador’s building, Kamash tried to calm his racing heart, reminding himself he was well acquainted with dealing with royal officials. Of necessity his skills had remained dormant, but he felt sure that conventions would not have changed significantly, even over the course of his long life. Leaning closer to Neira, he whispered, “Would you allow me to do the talking, at least for now?”

      She looked down her nose at him for a moment, then to his surprise she responded with a nod.

      When they arrived, they were ushered inside after a short delay and greeted by a Rogandan official. “What brings you to the ambassador?” the official asked. “I heard you were rescued from a tiny boat far out at sea.”

      “We were,” Kamash acknowledged. “We were fortunate indeed to be found by Varasan fishermen. My name is Kamash,” he continued with a bow, “and this is Neira and Uman. Uman does not speak.”

      The official surveyed them with raised eyebrows, but didn’t comment. They must surely provide a curious spectacle. The great age of Kamash would itself be an object of curiosity, and the foreign features of the others could hardly have been more apparent.

      “I am sure the ambassador has more important priorities than providing comfort to shipwrecked mariners,” Kamash continued. “But I am confident he will want to hear what we have to tell him.”

      “I don’t doubt you have a story worth listening to,” the official told them, “but it will need to wait until the morning. The ambassador is not available at present. In the meantime, I will arrange for food to be sent to you. After you have taken refreshments, you will be shown to our guest quarters.”

      The official was as good as his word. A light meal soon appeared, then they were led to a cluster of small rooms equipped with beds and other amenities. After being invited to make themselves comfortable, they were told that someone would come for them in the morning.

      Entering the room assigned to him, Kamash threw himself down onto the low bed and fell immediately into a deep sleep.
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      The afternoon had almost worn away before the ambassador called for Kamash and his companions. An aide ushered them into a small reception room where the ambassador sat at a large mahogany desk, his attention fixed on a parchment spread out before him.

      “The castaways, Lord Daris,” the aide announced before excusing himself with a bow.

      The ambassador glanced up from the parchment. He appeared anxious and distracted.

      “I heard of your ordeal,” he said. “A terrible business.” He waved a hand vaguely. “I will arrange for you to be transported to Rog at the earliest opportunity.” His eyes drifted down to the parchment again.

      If Kamash was reading Lord Daris correctly, this promised to be a short interview.

      “We apologize for disturbing you, My Lord. I am Rogandan and my name is Kamash,” he said. “My companions understand our language, although they are not from Rogand or from any of the kingdoms in this region.”

      The ambassador’s head jerked up. He directed a sharp glance toward the girl. “Who are your companions?” he asked.

      Kamash opened his mouth to respond, but Neira got in first. She had either forgotten her agreement to let Kamash do the talking, or she’d chosen to ignore it.

      “This is Uman,” she said, indicating the guard. “He cannot speak. My name is Neira. We have journeyed here from the Empire of Ahr.”

      Neira’s answer was direct, but it was more restrained than the old man might have expected. Discovering he had been holding his breath, he released it slowly, allowing the air to escape between his teeth.

      Lord Daris had gone pale. He turned to Neira. “Could it be possible?” he murmured. “Are you…?”

      She shot a glance at Kamash.

      Apparently she hadn’t entirely forgotten her promise. But the ambassador needed to know the truth, and it was her story. He nodded once.

      She raised her head proudly. “I am Princess Neira, beloved daughter of our most august emperor—may his name be exalted!”

      “This is…most unexpected,” the ambassador stammered. He shook his head, attempting to recover himself. Pushing back his chair, he clambered to his feet and offered her a formal bow. “I am greatly honored to host you, Your Highness,” he said. “I beg your forgiveness if our welcome has been somewhat lacking.”

      “You are pardoned,” she replied condescendingly, looking down at him over her nose. “I have endured much worse in recent times,” she added with a dark glance in the direction of Kamash.

      The ambassador pulled a cord beside his desk, and a servant hurried in. “Bring refreshments at once for our honored guests!” he ordered.

      The servant bowed and scurried away. It was apparent that they now had the ambassador’s full attention.

      “How did you come to be adrift on the open seas?” Lord Daris asked them.

      Neira glanced at Kamash, clearly inviting him to respond on behalf of them all.

      “It is a matter of some delicacy, My Lord,” he said. “But the simple answer is that a few weeks ago, the princess and her guard found themselves stranded as a result of misadventure on the island where I have been living. I offered to sail them to Rog. Unfortunately for us all, my small vessel was disabled in a major storm. We somehow remained afloat until Varasan fishermen found us and brought us here.”

      The ambassador eyed him shrewdly. “It is obvious to me that there is a great deal more to your tale than you have revealed. Much as I respect your discretion, it is crucial that I, and other interested parties, learn the full details of everything that has happened. Once the right people are in the room, would you be willing to speak openly?”

      Kamash stared back at him determinedly. “On one condition,” he said.

      “What is it?” asked Lord Daris.

      “Both you and the king of Varas must guarantee the safety of Princess Neira and her guard.”

      The ambassador appeared relieved. “I can readily agree to that, and I have no doubt that King Delmar will do the same.”

      At that moment servants arrived bearing food and drink. After ordering that his guests be served, the ambassador directed one of his servants to find new clothing for them.

      He turned to Kamash. “I am going to leave you for a while, to gather a few key people who will want to hear your news. You have my word that you will receive the guarantee you requested before anything needs to be said. I will, of course, send a full report to King Krasmir, and I have no doubt that he will underwrite my guarantee.”

      “Who is King Krasmir?” asked Kamash curiously.

      Lord Daris gazed at him in surprise. “The king of Rogand, of course.”

      The old man’s eyebrows went up. “I expected Agon—the son of King Ugar—would be king now.”

      The ambassador stared at him strangely. “How long have you been away from Rogand?”

      To Kamash’s relief, an aide scurried up to Lord Daris with a message, saving the old man the necessity of a reply. Upon reading the message, the ambassador regretfully informed them that he was urgently needed elsewhere. After promising he would return soon, he excused himself and hurried away with the aide.

      

      The sun had barely set when Kamash and his companions, newly clad in fine clothing, were taken to the Rogandan ambassador. On the way, Kamash sidled alongside the princess.

      “Do you wish to speak for yourself?” he asked her.

      “Certainly not!” she retorted. “It would not be dignified for me to talk about my abasement on your primitive island. And although I entrusted my life to your puny little boat—very unwisely as it turned out—I have no desire to glorify either the vessel or the experience by talking about it. I will withhold comment until matters of substance are raised.”

      The old man nodded, unable to keep a smile from his lips. Whether born and bred in empires or in kingdoms, royals were the same everywhere.

      They were ushered into a lavishly appointed reception room where food and drink were being served in bountiful supply. A buzz of voices greeted them as they arrived, but all conversation ceased the moment they entered the room, and every eye turned in their direction.

      The ambassador stood waiting for them along with five other people. All of them studied Kamash and his friends with considerable interest.

      “Welcome!” said Lord Daris, his lips parting with the practiced smile of a diplomat. He addressed the others already in the room. “May I introduce to you Princess Neira of the Empire of Ahr, her guard, Uman, and Kamash, one of my own countrymen who has been accompanying them.”

      Then he turned to the new arrivals. “Allow me to introduce my other guests. We are privileged to have with us King Delmar of Varas, along with one of his senior nobles, Lord Karevis.”

      The Varasan king aimed a nod in their direction. Lord Karevis bowed.

      “I am also pleased to introduce to you King Rupert of Castel and Lord Mardone, one of his nobles. We are fortunate that they happened to be visiting Varacellan and were able to join us.”

      King Rupert and Lord Mardone added their greetings.

      “We are also grateful that Count Ranauld has made himself available to join us. The count is a nobleman in the court of King Steffan of Arvenon and a close confidante of the king. His presence in Varacellan is also timely.”

      The count bowed a welcome.

      Kamash eyed them curiously. He was impressed. Four of the five kingdoms in the region were now represented. And Lord Daris had introduced the foreigners almost as if they were on friendly terms with Rogand, maybe even allies. A great deal must have changed since he was last abroad in the world.

      Two kings had made themselves available at very short notice, along with highly ranked nobles representing two more. Kamash was left wondering what might have prompted such a response. He didn’t doubt that princesses rarely visited Varacellan from far off empires, especially as castaways. But surely curiosity alone could not account for a gathering such as this.

      His experience told him that these people had more than a casual interest in the princess. He felt sure they knew something of her already and had information Kamash wasn’t aware of.

      “Please,” said the Rogandan ambassador, “tell us from the beginning how you came to be here. Leave nothing out. I will translate for the benefit of those who speak only Arvenian.”

      Kamash exchanged a glance with the princess. She nodded briefly.

      Pausing for a moment to calm his racing pulse, he began. “I have been living for some years on a tiny island far from the mainland.”

      He waited for Lord Daris to translate before continuing.

      “Several weeks ago, I watched as a boat was rowed to the little beach of my island. Two people—the princess and her guard as I later discovered—were put ashore. I watched as the sailors rowed around the island before returning to their ship and sailing away.”

      Muttering broke out at his words. The ambassador and his guests appeared troubled.

      Kamash continued. “I made myself known to the princess and her guard and was able to satisfy their immediate need for food and shelter. After they had endured a few weeks of their unexpected isolation, I offered to sail them to Rog. My intent was to commit them into the care of the king. Soon after we left, a severe storm blew up. It prevented us from completing our journey. We might well have perished at sea had it not been for the intervention of Varasan fishermen who were kind enough to bring us here.”

      Heads nodded once his words were translated.

      “What prompted you to risk the elements?” asked Lord Daris, frowning. “Why not simply wait for the princess’s people to return for her?”

      Before responding, Kamash stole a glance at the princess. She returned a tight nod, and the old man faced the ambassador once more.

      “I acted out of concern for the well-being of the princess,” Kamash replied. “When she first arrived she told me that she had been weary from a long sea voyage and asked to spend a short time on solid ground. The sailors were delivering her to the island in response to that request. They promised to return for her after circumnavigating the island in search for a more attractive place to land. For reasons known best to themselves, they chose not to do that.”

      Kamash furrowed his brows. “There can be little doubt that the sailors believed the island to be uninhabited.” He paused before adding, “And also incapable of sustaining life for any length of time, given the lack of shelter and readily available food supplies.”

      Further muttering broke out as soon as his words were translated.

      “I had food enough for the three of us,” Kamash continued. “But I formed the opinion that the sailors would return at some point, expecting to find the bodies of the princess and her guard. I could only guess at their reaction on finding them alive and well. But I deemed it unsafe for any of us to remain on the island to find out.”

      “Who was in charge of the Ahran vessel, and what was the purpose of the voyage?” the ambassador asked.

      A stubborn look came to the princess’s face. “You surely cannot expect that I would disclose matters of state to foreigners,” she said haughtily.

      The ambassador and his guests exchanged glances.

      King Delmar spoke, addressing himself to the princess.

      “His Majesty King Delmar asks if you know why the sailors left you on the island,” the ambassador translated.

      Her reply was brief and terse. “I do not. But my father will have the heads of those responsible when he finds out.”

      An animated conversation broke out in Arvenian, and the ambassador turned aside for a time to participate in it.

      Kamash waited patiently. Thus far he had been the only one providing information, and he would have greatly appreciated any member of his audience returning the favor. But his experience of kings and noblemen left him with low expectations.

      Nor was he disappointed. The interaction that followed went on for long enough that Kamash began to wonder if the kings and their retainers had forgotten entirely that the princess and her little party were still present in the room. After a while he decided to ignore them, choosing instead to eat heartily from the tantalizing array of food and wine laid out in the reception room.

      Eventually the talking came to an end.

      “The hour is late,” Lord Daris told Kamash and his companions. He waved at the tables still laden with food. “Please, take your fill. King Delmar is kindly arranging for you to be shown to more appropriate accommodations at the palace. We will remain here in Varacellan while a suitable vessel is being prepared. It might take a day or two, but as soon as one is available we will take ship to Rog. I will accompany you.”

      The ambassador addressed the princess. “I presume you would wish your guard to remain at your side, Your Highness?” he asked.

      “Most certainly,” she replied.

      Lord Daris turned to Kamash. “All of us thank you for your efforts on behalf of the princess. You will be free to go your own way in the morning.”

      “He will be coming with us,” the princess interjected bluntly. “I will not go to Rog or anywhere else without him.”

      Lord Daris raised his eyebrows, but he didn’t argue. “Are you willing?” he asked the old man.

      Kamash nodded slowly. He was no less surprised than the ambassador by the princess’s demand, but he didn’t show it. “I find myself with no pressing engagements,” he said with a wry smile. “So I am willing.”

      “Very well,” said Lord Daris. “I will see to the arrangements.”

      A detachment of honor guards duly arrived to escort them to their new accommodations. The palace was close enough for them to walk, and as they passed through the broad streets Kamash gazed curiously at the happy crowds that thronged them. Well before they arrived at their destination he had decided he liked Varacellan very much.

      The room allocated to Kamash in the palace was noticeably different from the one he had occupied the previous night, and bore no comparison at all with his primitive dwelling on the island. The feather and down pillow beneath his head was luxurious. Nevertheless, soft though it might be, it was quickly forgotten once sleep reached out for him.
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      The city of Varacellan glittered in the early morning light, beautiful and peaceful. Splendid as it was, King Rupert of Castel would have exchanged it in a heartbeat for the less sophisticated grandeur of his own capital city. There was no place like home when you’d slept badly and woken to a fresh day of troubles.

      He had plenty on his mind. Needing to clear his head, he left the palace buildings and wandered aimlessly into the large garden within the outer walls of the castle.

      Life had changed dramatically for Rupert in the years since he was crowned king. At first, deceived entirely by the former Lord Eisgold, an impressionable King Rupert had made a series of monumentally bad decisions that brought his kingdom to the brink of disaster. His blindness had also very nearly cost him his own life.

      Thanks entirely to the bold initiatives of a determined band of loyalists, Lord Eisgold’s duplicity had been exposed in time to save Rupert and free his kingdom. Greatly humbled by the impact of his mistakes, the unseasoned young king had chosen to embrace responsibility for his actions and learn from the experience.

      Eight years had now passed since the deaths of the traitorous Lord Eisgold and Eisgold’s sponsor King Agon of Rogand. During that period he had worked hard at growing into the shoes vacated by King Istel, his beloved father, struck down before his time. The nobles who rescued Rupert had unstintingly provided help and guidance, proving their value and their loyalty many times over.

      Everything had been proceeding as well as Rupert could have hoped. As he slowly began to mature, he dared to imagine that better times lay ahead for him and his kingdom. As little as a month ago his world had seemed predictable and his kingdom secure. He felt sure that the troubles of the past lay behind him.

      Then a ship sailed into the harbor at Rog, bearing the Grand Vizier of the Empire of Ahr. Disaster now threatened to engulf Rogand—and Arvenon, Varas, and Castel along with it. Any notion that Rupert’s world was stable had been stripped away in a moment.

      Dangerous as the situation was, Rupert and his fellow monarchs at least thought they understood what was happening. The arrival of Princess Neira demonstrated that none of them understood anything.

      Rupert groaned aloud and shook his head. At the sound, a face he recognized appeared from behind a flowering bush.

      The narrowed eyes of Princess Neira peered up at him. “King Rupert, isn’t it?” she sniffed. “I don’t remember the name of your kingdom.”

      He groaned again, inwardly this time. Why did he have to bump into the princess, of all people? And she’d spoken to him in Rogandan. He’d been working hard to master the language, but he suspected that her fluency exceeded his own.

      “My kingdom is called Castel, Princess Neira,” he replied.

      “I see,” she said, somehow managing to convey that neither he nor his little kingdom registered at all in her reckoning.

      “What brings you into the garden this morning?” he asked, unable to overcome his awkwardness enough to conjure up a more sharp-witted question.

      Her eyebrows drew together. “Don’t women in your kingdom enjoy gardens?” she asked, a sarcastic tinge to her tone.

      He winced inwardly. “Yes, they do,” he acknowledged. Then, speaking mostly to himself, he added, “The real surprise is that I’m here.”

      “Well?” she demanded. “Why are you here?”

      Was it necessary for her to be so blatant about her rudeness? Perhaps she had been hoping for solitude, but so had he.

      “You’re not the only one with more questions than answers,” he retorted with a frown. “Nor are you the only one who’d rather be speaking your own language, and preferably to someone vaguely interested in hearing what you had to say.”

      She looked at him wide-eyed for a moment, then she burst out laughing.

      He flushed, taken aback by her response and annoyed with himself for being so forthright.

      “I’m not laughing at you,” she said, struggling to suppress another chuckle. “I’m appreciating the absurdity of this situation.”

      Her response didn’t help, and it must have shown on his face, because she added, “On Ahr-Chitani I was never allowed to spend time alone with a male. Much less one with the impertinence to treat me as an equal. My chaperones would be horrified.” A new bout of giggling overtook her.

      He stared back at her, unsure how to respond.

      She looked at him boldly. “I must say there are aspects to the situation I’m finding very interesting.” Then her brows knit together delicately. “Would you like to kiss me?”

      He frowned, beginning to feel even more uncomfortable.

      “Apparently not,” she said, sounding a bit peeved. Then she shrugged. “I’ve always been told that I’m much too brazen for my own good.” The trace of a grin appeared on her lips. “But this is the first time I’ve stooped to inviting a man to kiss me.”

      He couldn’t prevent his eyes flicking to her lips. He felt himself blushing.

      She frowned again. “Back home no one would dare of course. You’re probably the first person who could actually do it without losing your head.” She grinned at him.

      Abruptly she glanced over his shoulder. “There’s Uman! I need to leave.”

      And with a swish of her skirts she was gone.

      Rupert shook his head. He couldn’t begin to figure her out. The fate of kingdoms hung in the balance, with her positioned at the center of the maelstrom. And here she was trying to orchestrate her first kiss. What on earth was she playing at?

      The stakes had never been higher for him and for his kingdom. Yet a single trivial issue occupied far too much of his attention as the morning slipped away. “Would you like to kiss me?” she had asked. The question was absurd. And his inability to banish it entirely from his mind annoyed him intensely.
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      The first glimmers of daylight slowly lightened the sky, revealing a broad beach lapped by the gentle swell of a tranquil ocean. Nestled behind the sand dunes lay a fishing village, a haven to the small boats spreading out at that moment across the bay, their sails billowing in a freshening breeze.

      Suddenly a monstrous reptilian form burst from the ocean, shattering the stillness. The creature threw back its head and bellowed, the unearthly roar drowning out the cries of the fishermen. Then it bent low, opening its gigantic maw wide to enclose a fishing boat. As the mouth snapped shut, a long tail whipped out to lash another vessel, splintering timbers as though they were twigs.

      Boats dodged back and forth across the bay as fishermen tried frantically to evade the monster. Their efforts were in vain. One by one the boats succumbed to its fury until nothing but wreckage remained to rise and fall with the swell.

      Surging from the ocean, the beast fell upon the village, thrashing about in a frenzy until the settlement had been utterly destroyed. Then, raising its head and roaring once more, it headed inland.

      

      Brother Ander woke with a start, struggling to separate imagination from reality. Lurching unsteadily from his bed in a tower room of the royal castle at Arnost, he shuffled to the window, sweating profusely in the cool air. He stared wide-eyed up into the brilliant display of stars, unnerved by the vividness of the dream.

      As he watched, a shooting star flashed across the heavens, rapidly followed by several more. Fully alert now, the monk’s brows drew together as he labored to make sense of the demonstration.

      Had the dream been a premonition? Had he witnessed signs in the heavens to confirm it?

      Only one conclusion made sense to him—trouble was coming. His gut tightened as he pondered the implications.

      What should he do?

      Once a soldier and a leader in battle, the big monk knew that the mightiest of armies were powerless to defeat some enemies. The greatest warrior could not strike down a pestilence that might be conquered by the frailest of healers. He had come to recognize that true strength was often disregarded, dismissed as weakness by those unable or unwilling to penetrate its disguise.

      What should he do?

      Lighting a candle, he glanced down at the scroll that lay beside it. His eye fell upon the words he had been studying before he surrendered to sleep, ‘Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.’

      A wry smile crossed his lips as he considered the seeming feebleness of prayer.

      His question had been answered. Heaving a deep sigh, he gazed once more out into the night sky. Then kneeling on the rough stone floor, he directed his forebodings heavenward.
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      Queen Essanda had finally found time to focus on her youngest child, Princess Charlotte, to the great delight of the three-year-old. Sweet and demure, Charlotte was also unusually astute for her age. She unfailingly showered her father with affection, but showed a clear preference for the company of her mother. Everyone said she was a miniature of the queen.

      “Mother! Mother!”

      Queen Essanda sighed as her sons appeared at the door. Unusually spirited, they somehow managed to commandeer a disproportionate share of her available time. Her eldest, the eight-year-old Crown Prince Aiden, hobbled into the room with an arm over the shoulder of his younger brother, Prince Leonid, recently turned six.

      Little Charlotte jumped up in alarm and ran to them. “Are you hurt, Aidie? What happened?”

      “I was riding, and I fell off,” Aiden replied through gritted teeth. “I hurt my ankle.”

      “Come over here,” commanded the queen. “Ava!” she called. “Could you please fetch Brother Ander? Quickly!”

      “At once, Your Majesty,” her maid replied, dropping her needlework and scampering for the door.

      Essanda settled her injured son on a sofa and tried to make him comfortable. He appeared overwrought. After a moment’s reflection, she decided she’d have been more concerned if he was pale and subdued. Children certainly had a taste for the dramatic.

      The monk arrived before many minutes had passed. He walked into the room, taking in the scene at a glance. Approaching the prince, he quickly examined his ankle, moving it back and forth gently. He smiled at the queen. “It appears to be a sprain,” he assured her. “Nothing seems to be broken.”

      He turned to the prince. “What’s the problem, young Aiden?” he asked. “Have you been up to mischief again?”

      “I was riding, and I fell off,” Aiden repeated, not making eye contact with the monk.

      “That’s curious,” said Brother Ander. “I wouldn’t have expected that pony of yours—Prince, isn’t it?—to do anything too adventurous. He seems barely able to raise a trot.”

      Aiden colored slightly.

      The monk grinned at him. “Perhaps you fell off a horse?”

      The prince didn’t reply, but the look on his face was revealing.

      “You didn’t tell me you were riding a horse!” his mother exclaimed. “You know you’re not supposed to be doing that!”

      “I didn’t lie!” he insisted. “You never asked me what I was riding!”

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Aiden threw up his hands. “How will I ever become a warrior if I never get to ride real horses?”

      “You’re much too young to be thinking about becoming a warrior,” Essanda told him sternly.

      “But you were only a girl when you went to battle!” Aiden protested.

      “That was different,” Essanda replied, “and I certainly was a lot older than eight.” She frowned at him. “How did you find out about that anyway?”

      Brother Ander cleared his throat guiltily. “I suspect I might have been to blame for that, Your Majesty,” he admitted.

      “It isn’t his fault,” retorted Aiden, his lips forming a pout. “Everyone in the kingdom knows about it! Everyone except us, that is.”

      Essanda turned to the monk with a sigh, determined to change the subject. “What does he need to do about the ankle?” she asked.

      “It needs rest,” Brother Ander replied. “It would help if he stays off it for a while.”

      “If I promise to keep away from the horses, can I ride my pony?” Aiden asked hopefully.

      “Most certainly not!” his mother replied. “You heard what Brother Ander said. You need to rest your ankle.”

      Aiden glowered at the monk.

      “You appear to be cross with me,” Brother Ander observed. “Why don’t you punch me? If you dare, that is,” he challenged, standing before the prince with hands on his hips.

      Aiden hopped up immediately. Leaning against a sofa for support, he began flailing about with both fists, grunting aloud as he strained to hit his target.

      Brother Ander grinned back at him, stretching out a hand lazily and placing it on the prince’s forehead. His reach was so much longer than the boy’s that Aiden was unable to land a single punch.

      “Argh! It isn’t fair!”

      Still grinning, the monk removed his hand and let the young prince pound him for a few moments. “Enough!” he cried with a laugh. “I’ll need a doctor myself in a minute.”

      Aiden stopped punching and sat down again with a grunt of satisfaction.

      The monk ruffled his hair. “Promise me you’ll take better care of yourself, young prince!” he said.

      Aiden grinned up at him. Then he stood once more and hobbled to the door, calling for his brother to lend him a shoulder again.

      Turning to Ava, the queen jerked her head after him. The maid nodded an acknowledgment, following them out the door to keep an eye on them.

      Essanda smiled indulgently after their disappearing forms. Then she turned her full attention to Brother Ander and studied him for a while. “You seem more thoughtful than usual,” she said.

      “You’re uncommonly observant, Your Majesty,” he replied. “I thought I was behaving normally.”

      “You were,” she said. “But I’ve known you a long time. You have something on your mind.”

      “I do,” he acknowledged. “I had a dream last night, a disturbing dream. And it was followed by shooting stars in the heavens.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Can you tell me about it?”

      He nodded. Surprisingly, he was still able to remember it clearly. He described it without further comment.

      She stood silently for a while. Finally, she asked, “Did you say the sun rose over the sea?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “So the setting was not Arvenon. The sun sets over our coastline—it doesn’t rise over the sea.”

      He looked at her in surprise. “You’re right! I never thought of that.”

      “Rogand, perhaps?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Perhaps. If the dream represents anywhere known to us, it would have to be Rogand.”

      “So something is threatening Rogand. Do you think it’s a natural disaster? A plague, or a flood?”

      He shook his head slowly. “My heart says otherwise.” He gazed down at her. “You understand better than most the damage caused by human greed and lust for power, Your Majesty. You and King Steffan have suffered from it yourselves.”

      “What can the king and I do to prepare?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “I have no advice to offer, Your Majesty. I can only say I’m confident you’ll find a way through, as you have in the past.”

      She gazed up at him silently for a moment. Then she said, “Thank you, Brother Ander. I truly don’t know how we would manage without you.”

      He stared back at her in surprise. “I contribute so little. I do know I’m supposed to pray, and I’ve been doing that. For you and the king especially, because the burden of leadership weighs heaviest during difficult times. But beyond that…”

      She smiled. “You do much more than you realize.”

      He thanked her with a bow and left.

      Princess Charlotte was overdue to reclaim her mother’s attention. Essanda reached out and drew her in for a hug, and the three-year-old settled in with a sigh of satisfaction.

      Nevertheless, the queen was unable to entirely banish the previous conversation from her mind. Brother Ander feared that trouble was coming. She could wish it otherwise, but wishing achieved very little. Perhaps the monk was right, and they would somehow find a way through when the need arose.

      She very much hoped so.
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        * * *

      

      After concluding a scheduled meeting with the Castelan ambassador, Queen Essanda left the reception room to discover her husband waiting for her.

      “Essanda, I need to speak with you. Urgently.” The king looked worried.

      She followed him into a private meeting room and closed the door behind them. “What’s the problem, Steffan?” she asked.

      “I’ve just received a dispatch,” he told her grimly. “There’s trouble.”

      She grimaced. “The dispatch is from Rog. And whatever the trouble is, it came from the sea.”

      His brows puckered in astonishment. “How did you know?”

      “A lucky guess,” she replied. “I can explain later. What’s the trouble? Relations with Rogand have never been better since King Krasmir ascended the throne.”

      “Krasmir isn’t the problem,” he exclaimed. “It’s much worse than that. A ship arrived from the Empire of Ahr, bearing the Grand Vizier.”

      “The Empire of Ahr? I’ve barely heard of it. It’s on another continent isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Going there requires a long and dangerous sea voyage. Only the boldest traders are willing to risk the journey.”

      “What’s the problem?” she asked.

      “The Grand Vizier says he was heading for Rogand on a goodwill visit. He claims they were attacked at sea as they approached Rog. The emperor’s daughter was traveling with them, and she was abducted from their ship, supposedly by men from a customs ship bearing the Rogandan flag.”

      Essanda frowned in disbelief. “It’s hard to imagine King Krasmir sanctioning such an action. What does he have to say about this?”

      “He strenuously denies that any of his people were involved,” Steffan told her. “He thinks it might have been pirates. It’s very surprising, though, to say the least.”

      His brows furrowed. “The Grand Vizier says this act has brought intolerable dishonor to the empire, and the emperor will have no choice but to send soldiers to find his daughter. They will conduct a search throughout Rogand, Castel, Varas, and Arvenon! They will poke their noses into every corner of the four kingdoms looking for the princess, and they will do it with or without our cooperation.”

      “What? That would amount to an act of war!”

      “Exactly. The Grand Vizier has promised to return with an army big enough to crush any kingdom unwilling to cooperate with them.”

      Essanda was horrified. “Have Varas and Castel been informed? Are Delmar and Rupert aware of this?” she asked. “And what is Krasmir planning to do?”

      “I don’t know what Krasmir intends to do. But he’s sent urgent messages to Varacellan and Castel Citadel as well as to us.” He shrugged helplessly. “That’s all I know.”

      Essanda shook her head slowly. “What can we do?”

      “I’ve sent for Will,” Steffan told her. “We’ll need him and his insights. I’ve also sent a messenger to Lord Burtelen, and asked him to ride to Arnost with Will.”

      She nodded. “It’s a pity the duke isn’t still with us. I always valued his wisdom.”

      “Yes, I’m sure it won’t be the last time we’ll find ourselves missing my uncle,” Steffan replied. “Even if he hadn’t passed away last year, though, it wouldn’t have been reasonable to expect him to travel from Maranelle to Arnost.”

      “Are you hoping to send Will to Rog?” Essanda asked.

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” he acknowledged.

      “He won’t want to go unless Amyra is with him,” she said. “I hear the two of them are inseparable. And he’ll want Thomas with him too.”

      The king looked surprised. “Why would Will want Thomas to go with him?”

      Essanda quirked her eyebrows at him. “Are you serious? Whenever anything significant is going on, he always involves Thomas.”

      “Well I was expecting him to take Rufe. But you’re undoubtedly right. For that matter he’ll probably want Jonas and Haldek and Breysen…”

      “It’s all very well to make light of it,” she chided. “I have a feeling we’ll soon be wishing there were plenty more like them.”

      “You’re probably right,” he told her seriously. “You usually are. Now tell me how you guessed the news from Krasmir.”

      She gazed up at him. “Earlier today Brother Ander told me about a dream he had recently,” she said. “He dreamed that a monster attacked the coast. The sun was rising over the sea, so it must have been an eastern coastline. I guessed it was Rog. He got up from the dream in time to see a shower of shooting stars. After receiving a dream that was followed by a sign in the heavens, he became convinced that trouble was coming.”

      “How does any of that help us?” asked Steffan.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. But he told me he’s praying for us.”

      The king raised his hands in a mute appeal. “We’re going to need all the help we can get,” he said grimly.
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      “There’s been another dispatch from Rog, Essanda.”

      The queen looked at Steffan hopefully. “Good news?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing useful to report, I’m sorry to say.”

      “Is the Grand Vizier still in Rog?”

      “He was still at Rog when the messenger left,” Steffan replied. “The man is apparently unyielding. The Rogandans have been meeting with him every day, but the meetings have led nowhere. The Ahrans don’t seem in any hurry to leave, which seems odd. There’s no real reason for them to stay—other than to assess Rogandan military strength,” he added darkly.

      “Still, while the Grand Vizier remains in Rog the Rogandans can at least keep trying,” Essanda said hopefully.

      Steffan nodded. “Maybe they’ll somehow find a way to get through to him. Once he leaves, it’s likely that we’ll see him next at the head of an invasion army.”

      “Any word from Castel or Varas?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’ve heard from our ambassador to Varas. King Rupert recently arrived in Varacellan on a diplomatic visit, so he’ll be able to consult directly with King Delmar. As it happens Count Ranauld is there too. He will represent our interests.”

      Essanda sighed. “Will and Lord Burtelen should be arriving before long. Maybe they will have suggestions.”
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        * * *

      

      “Aiden! You’ll never guess who I just saw riding in!”

      The crown prince of Arvenon looked at his younger brother blankly. “Who?”

      “It was Will!”

      Aiden’s eyes lit up. “I’ll beat you to the courtyard, Leo!”

      Both boys leaped to their feet and raced for the stairs.

      The princes flew out of the royal castle at Arnost to find Will separating from the large party that had accompanied him. Having just dismounted, he was handing the reins to a stable hand.

      When he saw the boys coming, he faced them with both hands on his hips. “Who might these urchins be?” he asked with a mock frown. “Young vagabonds, I don’t doubt—dashing around, disturbing the peace.”

      He knelt with a grin, opening his arms wide to receive them. Both boys barreled into him at the same time. Knocked off balance, he tumbled backward helplessly, grasping the boys tightly to his chest. The combatants rolled about in the dirt, the boys wriggling and squirming energetically as they tried to free themselves. Loud hollering interspersed with gales of laughter issued from all three of the wrestlers.

      The queen appeared on the scene, accompanied by her daughter. “Who’s creating all this racket?” she demanded, peering down at the pandemonium before her. “Are those my sons attacking Lord Torbury?”

      Princess Charlotte watched on wide-eyed, a giggle on her little lips.

      Will staggered to his feet with both boys still hanging off him. “I’m exhausted, Your Majesty!” he wheezed. “I’ve fought bandits who were less ferocious than this welcoming party.”

      She frowned down at her sons, an eyebrow raised admonishingly. “Let the poor man go!” she commanded.

      Loud protests sounded from the boys, but they released Will as instructed.

      After tousling their hair, he brushed at his clothes in an attempt to dust himself off. Then he knelt before Princess Charlotte. “Can you spare a hug for an old campaigner?” he asked.

      “You’re very dirty,” she told him seriously. “But I think I might have one hug for you.”

      He reached out for her, and she leaped into his arms, squealing with delight as he swept her off her feet.

      “It’s an energetic end to a long journey, Will,” the queen told him with a laugh. “But you’re very welcome, as you can see.”

      King Steffan appeared. “I thought the castle was under attack!” he exclaimed. “Now I see that it’s only Lord Torbury arriving.”

      Will bowed with a smile, Charlotte still in his arms, and the king grinned back at him.

      “Your arrival is perfectly timed, My Lord,” the king told him. “Please join me and Essanda.” He turned to a servant. “I believe I saw Lord Burtelen riding in. Could you please ask him to join us?”

      As the king led them away, Prince Aiden called to Will, “Come find us when your meeting finishes. Promise?”

      “I promise!” Will called back with a laugh.

      

      After ordering refreshments for the weary travelers, Steffan led them to a small meeting room. They made themselves comfortable while waiting for Lord Burtelen to join them. He arrived as the food and drinks were being served.

      “Thank you both for coming so promptly,” the king told the new arrivals. “It’s been two weeks since a disturbing dispatch arrived from Rog, and I’ve just received a new dispatch, this time from Varacellan. Before I share its contents, let me brief you on the situation to date.”

      He quickly outlined all he knew about the Ahran situation. Then he retrieved a parchment.

      “This dispatch just arrived from Varas,” the king told them. “The news is so bizarre it’s difficult to know what to make of it. The missing princess has turned up. In Varacellan.”

      “Surely that’s good news!” exclaimed the queen.

      He shook his head grimly. “I’m afraid not. It seems she wasn’t kidnapped at all. Her own people dumped her with her bodyguard on a tiny remote island and left them there to die.”

      The news was greeted with stunned silence.

      Lord Burtelen was the first to speak. “How did she get to Varacellan?” he asked.

      “Fortunately for us, the Ahrans decided to abandon them on the one remote island that was inhabited. An old hermit was living there, and he took them in and fed them. He also had a boat, and they all set out for Rogand in it. They were caught in a storm and would have died if they hadn’t been rescued by some Varasan fishermen who took them to Varacellan.”

      “Is Delmar planning to return the princess to the Ahrans?” asked Will.

      “You won’t be surprised to hear there are a range of views on the wisdom of handing her over,” the king replied. “There’d be no way to guarantee her safety. But they are planning to send her to Rog.”

      “At the very least the Grand Vizier needs to know that his lie has been exposed,” said Lord Burtelen.

      “It might not be possible to confront him with the truth,” said the king. “He may have already left Rog by the time the news reaches King Krasmir.”

      “It seems that the Ahrans want a pretext for war,” said Will. He shook his head grimly. “If you can’t find a reason, create one. Fabricate an incident, then blame the victim. The only thing that remains is to invade.”

      “I fear you’re right, Will,” said Lord Burtelen. “Producing the princess might not stop the Ahrans. If they’re determined enough, they’ll find another excuse to invade.”

      Will nodded. “The question is why they’ve done this. What are their motives?”

      The king spread his hands helplessly. “That’s what we need to find out.”

      “Perhaps the princess has answers,” said Will. “Do we have anyone who speaks the Ahran language?”

      “I’ve learned that the princess speaks Rogandan, and apparently speaks it well,” the king told him.

      Will raised his eyebrows.

      Everything went quiet until Will asked the king directly, “I’m the only person among your nobles who speaks Rogandan, Your Majesty. Were you planning to send me to Rog?”

      “It did occur to me, Will,” the king acknowledged.

      “You’ve finally had a chance to settle down, Will,” the queen observed. “How would you feel about leaving your family?”

      “I won’t deny that having a wife and children has changed my outlook on life,” Will acknowledged. “But I haven’t forgotten that my position of privilege comes with responsibilities—to you and to the kingdom. I’ll go if you want me to.”

      “What will Amyra think about that?” asked Essanda.

      “I’d like to discuss it with her,” Will replied. “It’s possible she’ll want to go herself. She speaks Rogandan at least as well as I do.”

      “And your children?” persisted the queen.

      “I’m not sure. With your permission, Your Majesties, I’ll return home to properly plan for the journey. Would the delay cause a problem?”

      “I trust not,” the king replied. “Given you’ll be starting from Erestor, it might be quickest to sail to Rog from Maranelle. That should allow you to save quite a bit of time.”

      Will grimaced. “I can’t pretend to have positive memories of my last voyage.”

      “It did take you a while to find your sea legs,” the king acknowledged with a chuckle. “If you’re going by ship, perhaps you should take Breysen with you. He’s living on your holdings now, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is. It’s a good thought. I’ll send a message to Newhaven to see if Thomas can come too. He traveled to Rogand with me last time.”

      Essanda and Steffan exchanged a glance.

      “What about Elena and the children?” asked the queen.

      “Thomas and Elena will need to decide that for themselves,” Will replied.

      He turned to the king. “I will follow through on your suggestion, Your Majesty. Traveling to Rog by sea should save a considerable amount of time.”

      “You’ll go as my personal representative, Will,” Steffan replied. “I’ll prepare some letters of introduction to confirm your role. You can take them with you when you leave for home.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Will replied with a bow.

      “How many people will you take?” Steffan asked.

      “Just a small party,” said Will. “A large force won’t be appropriate for a diplomatic mission. It could send the wrong message.”

      Steffan nodded his agreement. “You’ll be able to consult with Ranauld when you arrive. He’s currently in Varacellan, and he’s planning to travel with King Delmar and King Rupert when they take the princess to Rog.”

      “I will look forward to meeting with him,” Will said with evident satisfaction.

      The king eyed Will thoughtfully. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that you’ll be going as Lord Torbury. I’ll avoid any mention in your credentials about your role as commander of the Arvenian army. The less said about that the better, I imagine. It’s now been several years since the war ended, and another king is on the throne. But we need to avoid any unnecessary tension with the Rogandans.”

      Will nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty. I have no more desire than you to resolve this or any other issue by fighting.”
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        * * *

      

      A new morning had dawned, and the road beckoned. After carrying out a final check of his horse’s girth straps, Will swung into the saddle. With his credentials from the king stowed safely in a saddlebag, nothing remained to delay his departure.

      A myriad of thoughts flooded through Will’s mind as he watched his riding companions mount up. He was looking forward eagerly to seeing his wife and children again. He wouldn’t be with them for long, though, and he was already suffering pangs of regret.

      The truth was that wandering the world held little appeal for him now. Given the climactic events that had taken place in Rogand, those who knew Will best might have expected life to seem monotonous for him once he returned from there. Nevertheless, he’d readily found new outlets for his restless energies. Returning to his devastated holdings in Erestor with a bride, he set about the process of rebuilding, ably assisted by his new steward, Jonas. Other friends had worked tirelessly alongside him too. Rufe had taken responsibility for animal husbandry as well as security on the holdings, and Breysen, reunited at last with his family, was thriving as the community blacksmith.

      Will had put down deep roots into Erestor. Having learned the hard way the value of relationship and credibility with the local nobility, he now took an active interest in the affairs of Erestor’s Council of Lords. Many of the nobles had reacted coolly to him at first, but after patience and perseverance he could now count a good few of them as friends. Showing generosity at strategic moments hadn’t hurt either.

      The Duke of Erestor had eased him into the role, continuing to provide support until his recent death. The whole country mourned the passing of the duke, and Will missed his skillful supervision and wise counsel as much as anyone. Nevertheless, he was gratified when leadership of the council passed to Lord Burtelen, a good friend and staunch ally of Will’s.

      Regular visits to the capital to consult with the king and queen were still required. Once they were added to the tally, Will had more than enough to occupy his attention.

      His musing was interrupted by a familiar voice. “Will, can I please have a word?”

      Will turned to the newcomer with a welcoming smile. “It’s good to see you, Brother Ander. Unfortunately I’m about to leave—I’m sorry I haven’t spent time with you. It’s been a very short visit this time.”

      “I understand,” the monk replied. He lowered his voice. “Are you going to Rogand? Because if you are I’d like to go with you.”

      Unsure of how much he was at liberty to say, Will had no ready reply to offer.

      Apparently understanding the reason for his silence, Brother Ander added, “I know there’s trouble, but I don’t know the details. Would you be willing to wait long enough for me to ask the king and queen for permission to join you?”

      “Of course,” Will replied without hesitation. He dismounted from his horse. “I’ll let my companions know about the delay.”

      Less than an hour passed before Brother Ander returned. If the big man was still eager to join Will, there was little outward sign of it. At that moment he looked more sober than enthusiastic.

      “The king and queen have released me and given me permission to join you,” said the monk.

      “Reluctantly, if I know anything about the queen,” said Will with a smile. “All of them will miss you.”

      A horse was found for Brother Ander, and he rode out beside Will.

      “The king gave me a confidential briefing,” said the monk. “The situation doesn’t sound encouraging.”

      Will shook his head. “No. Not encouraging at all.”

      After they had ridden on in silence for a while, Will addressed the monk again. “The queen told me about your dream. Is that why you want to join us?”

      The monk shook his head. “The dream was terrifying. It didn’t leave me enthusiastic about heading into the eye of the storm. The reason has more to do with my desire to visit Rogand. Brother Vangellis went there, and he learned the language. I suppose I see myself as following in his footsteps.” He stole a glance at Will. “I’ve been learning Rogandan myself.”

      Will’s eyebrows went up. “You’ll be doubly useful then. Would you like to practice while we’re riding?”

      Brother Ander agreed readily.

      “I’m sure you’ll be happy to see some of your old friends when we reach my holdings,” said Will, switching to Rogandan.

      “Most definitely. I will look forward to it,” the monk replied in the same language. “It’s been far too long.”

      Will’s eyebrows went up even further. “Very impressive! You clearly have a gift for languages.”

      Brother Ander smiled, but didn’t comment.

      “I’ll be interested to show you the progress we’ve made,” said Will. “And there might be some other surprises too. Involving Rufe.”

      The monk’s eyes went wide. “A lady?” he asked incredulously.

      Will nodded. “I suspect he might have met his match at last,” he confided with a wink.
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      Kamash leaned over the rail, watching the water as it slid past the hull of the ship and wrestling with his thoughts.

      Thus far this voyage was diverging in every imaginable way from the final ill-fated voyage of his own boat. On this ship he had been assigned a comfortable berth and given access to a seemingly endless selection of delicious food. Everything reeked of luxury and quality. None of that was surprising, of course, given the status of the passengers.

      Up to that point the voyage had proven uneventful, and he’d been informed that they were already more than halfway to Rog. He was still struggling with his apprehensions about returning to the capital he had fled so many years earlier.

      He was no longer ignorant about the recent history of Rogand. A little careful research and a few discreet inquiries had yielded a deluge of information. Agon had indeed ascended the throne after the death of his father, King Ugar. During his eventful reign he had managed to make enemies throughout the region, invading Arvenon and briefly annexing Varas. Frequent mention was made of his army commander, Lord Drettroth, and the name was never mentioned without a snarl.

      King Agon might have alienated his neighbors, but rumor had it that he had been equally unpopular within his own kingdom. His careless disregard for the common people had resulted in widespread poverty and oppression. In the end the king had apparently been assassinated on the orders of Drettroth, his own commander, with the killer not surfacing until years after Drettroth was dead and buried.

      Lord Drettroth was a person known to Kamash, although it was certainly not the same man. The nobleman he knew was fabulously wealthy, but also fat, lazy, and the most subservient of King Ugar’s boot lickers. Kamash could not imagine him invading anything more threatening than a banquet hall. The man who commanded Agon’s armies and ultimately brought down the king must have been the successor to the man known to Kamash, most probably his son.

      There was also much talk about the Arvenian army commander, a man called Will Prentis. He seemed to have featured prominently in defeating the Rogandan invasion, and rumor said he was also present when Agon was killed.

      None of this history had been provided by Rogandans. They seemed unwilling to dwell even for a moment on their former king or anything associated with him. Without exception the old man’s sources were Varasan, Castelan, or Arvenian.

      The current monarch of Rogand was another matter entirely. Everyone—Rogandans and foreigners alike—wanted to talk about King Krasmir. The new king had captured the popular imagination. He seemed to be a strong ruler who was tolerated by his nobles and loved by the commoners of Rogand. And he had ushered in a new era of cooperation with the neighboring kingdoms.

      A single crucial question remained: what did all of this mean for Kamash? Frustratingly, he knew of only one way to find an answer—he would have to wait and see.

      The arrival of Princess Neira pushed such thoughts from his mind.

      She came and leaned on the rail beside him, gazing off toward the horizon. Peering at her out of the corner of his eye, Kamash wondered what she must be thinking and feeling, so far from home and targeted by enemies from her own empire. He had no desire to ask. She would speak if she had a mind to.

      “You handle yourself well in front of royalty,” she eventually offered.

      His eyebrows rose involuntarily. She wasn’t given to handing out compliments, so her praise took him by surprise.

      “I wonder where you learned to do that?” she continued, narrowing her eyes to stare at him.

      Kamash’s heart skipped a beat. Was he so transparent? His mind in a whirl, he could think of no suitable response.

      She didn’t leave him suffering for long; her next comment snapped him out of his agitation entirely.

      “I have decided to appoint you as my spokesperson,” she announced matter-of-factly.

      He turned to her with a frown. “Whatever do you mean? I can’t speak on your behalf!”

      “Why not?” she demanded.

      “I’m not even from your empire.”

      Her nose went up. “What difference does that make when my own countrymen have betrayed me?”

      Kamash shook his head slowly. “I can’t do it, Princess. I’m willing to help you as I’ve done already, but I can’t be your official representative.”

      Her mouth turned down at the corners and tears began to fill her eyes. “Here I am, far from any real civilization—alone and friendless—cut off from everything and everyone. You’re the only person I’ve met who has shown any kind of concern for me. Now you want to abandon me too. And to the mercy of barbarians!”

      She stood there sniffing pathetically, dabbing at her eyes.

      Kamash could not bear it. “Please don’t cry,” he told her. “I’ll be your spokesperson if it means that much to you.”

      The tears vanished in a heartbeat. “Good,” she said with evident satisfaction. “You needn’t worry—I’ll instruct you about what you should and shouldn’t say on my behalf.”

      Another figure emerged onto the deck. It was the young Castelan king.

      “Ah, there’s that other supposed royal—King Rupert, as he styles himself,” she said brightly. “Goodbye, loyal spokesperson. We’ll talk more later.”

      And with that she was gone, heading in the direction of the new arrival.

      Kamash watched her retreating form in astonishment. What had just happened? Had he been played?

      He sighed in resignation, shaking his head. Whether or not she’d taken advantage of him, he was a man of his word and he’d committed himself now.

      Neira’s arrival had upended his life. And she’d just made it more complicated than ever.
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        * * *

      

      The young King Rupert groaned when he noticed Princess Neira approaching. Their last interaction had left him extremely uncomfortable. She was disconcerting and unpredictable, and he had no idea how to deal with her.

      “King Rupert!” she said. The emphasis on his title seemed a trifle pointed, and the smile on her face was as oily as it was friendly. It could easily have been interpreted as mocking.

      “Princess,” he said tersely, with a crisp nod of his head.

      She stared out over the water, the picture of innocence. “Have you been enjoying the voyage?” she asked sweetly.

      He grunted noncommittally. “For the most part. And you?”

      “More and more,” she confirmed with a broad grin.

      He remained silent, unwilling to risk even an innocuous comment.

      Abruptly she turned to face him. “I suppose I should warn you,” she said. She spoke casually, but her voice had taken on an ominous tone.

      Rupert looked at her blankly. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what might come out of her mouth next.

      “My father is not likely to receive it warmly when he learns of your intentions toward me.”

      His brows drew together, even as his heart began to thump in his chest. “What intentions?” he asked, his voice sounding shrill even to his own ears.

      “We talked about you kissing me. In the garden.”

      “There wasn’t any conversation,” he protested. “You asked me to do it! That was it!”

      “Can you honestly pretend you haven’t been thinking about kissing me since?” She paused, studying him intently with narrowed eyes. Then a gloating smile appeared on her lips. “There’s no point in denying it! It’s written all over your face.”

      What could he possibly say? He’d certainly thought about kissing her—he’d even obsessed about it briefly—but he’d emerged with no desire whatsoever to do it. And he certainly didn’t have intentions toward her. The princess wasn’t at all the kind of person he was drawn to. She was far too mercurial.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but the right words didn’t come readily. She seemed so volatile. How would she react if he set her down? He snapped his mouth shut again, struggling to decide what to say.

      “Look, King Rupert. I need to be honest with you,” she told him condescendingly. “You’d be quite unsuitable as my consort. It simply wouldn’t work. I can’t settle for a man just because he has some kind of a title. I need someone with presence, a person who can’t be trifled with.” She released an exaggerated sigh. “I’m sure this must hurt. But I’m being kind to you, even if it doesn’t feel like it.”

      Patting him on the shoulder, she turned on her heel and flounced off across the deck.

      Rupert blinked his eyes, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Assuming he was willing to overlook the excruciating awkwardness of the whole incident, it was actually good news, wasn’t it? He couldn’t imagine her wanting to trouble him any further. As for her humiliating assessment of his manhood and her bizarre conclusions about what he wanted from her, he would simply need to ignore them.

      As he stood staring down at the waves, a figure appeared beside him at the rail. It was the old man.

      “King Rupert?” asked the newcomer.

      “Yes,” Rupert acknowledged.

      “Do you speak Rogandan?”

      “I do,” he confirmed, nodding cautiously, “although not particularly well.”

      “I am Kamash. I witnessed your interaction with the princess from afar.”

      Rupert felt himself blushing.

      “I don’t know what Her Highness said to you, but I hope you will extend understanding if that should be needed. The princess has not been called upon to represent her empire before, and I’m sure you can appreciate how much there is to learn when taking on such a role.” He paused, apparently choosing his words carefully. “It must be especially difficult for one who has been offered very little freedom in the past.”

      A guffaw burst out of Rupert before he could stop it. He looked at the old man in amusement. “You’re worried about her creating an international incident, aren’t you?”

      The old man hesitated for a moment, then he responded with a tight nod.

      “You have abundant reason to worry!” Rupert told him with another burst of laughter.

      He grinned at Kamash. With no more than a few carefully chosen words, the old man had somehow managed to restore both his good humor and his sense of perspective.

      He clapped Kamash on the back. “Please don’t alarm yourself. I’m willing to overlook her insults and her baseless insinuations,” he said, still smiling. “You can tell her I said that, too.”

      The young man gazed out over the sea. “The salt air is doing me good,” he said. “I’m hungry. I think I’ll head below decks.”

      Clapping Kamash on the back once more, he headed for the hatch.
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        * * *

      

      Left alone to his thoughts again, Kamash grimaced as he ran a hand across his face. Things had been complicated enough already. How had he gotten into this mess?

      Even if it turned out to be a disaster for him, good might still come from it. The princess might have manipulated him into a role on her behalf, but in doing so she’d shown surprising good sense. Kamash’s interaction with the young Castelan king made it obvious that she needed help—help that her new spokesperson was well placed to offer. A single important question remained to be answered: would she pay any attention to his advice?

      In his short time on the island with Neira, he had learned that beneath her haughty and impulsive exterior lay a good heart. She’d simply never been taken in hand. Could he succeed with her when the best teachers in her empire had clearly failed?

      She had at least found herself in a unique learning environment. She had sailed into the unknown with men who were honor-bound to care for her and protect her, men who had sworn allegiance to her father the emperor. They had abandoned her to her fate. Would that crush her spirit, or would she grow from it? Humility was a necessary stepping stone on the path to true wisdom; if she chose to embrace it there was a glimmer of hope.

      His stomach abruptly growled loudly. Apparently his body had no respect for his need to withdraw and contemplate. King Rupert’s comment about being hungry must have triggered the reaction.

      Putting his uncertainties to one side, he set off after the young king.
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      The robed and hooded priest of the dark gods stood silently, eyeing the worshipers as they approached. Stationed as he was at the busiest of the shrines under his supervision, he had little opportunity for quiet reflection.

      Such holy places played an important role in the worship of the dark gods of Rogand. Common people never entered the Temple of the Dark Gods at Rog, and not even the noble born had access, except by particular invitation. All of the people instead attended one or other of the shrines dotted throughout the cities and in the countryside.

      The priest assigned to each shrine came at scheduled intervals to enact rituals, to lead worshipers in chants like the Call to Fear, and to receive pledges and gifts in support of the priesthood.

      The people made their petitions to the dark gods directly; the presence of a priest guaranteed that the petition would be heard by the dark gods, if not granted.

      Key rites of passage took place at shrines, with priests consecrating every birth, marriage, and death. Major civic appointments and significant commercial agreements also traditionally incorporated a brief ceremony at a shrine in the presence of a priest.

      This particular shrine was located in a regional town, a place of no apparent significance. Appearances could be deceptive though. A priest who kept his ears open could learn a lot, even in a backwater like this. Whatever he learned would be passed on to a senior priest who passed through the region regularly. Any information of value soon made it back to the temple at Rog.

      Fewer people were attending the shrines in recent years. The prosperity and comfort associated with the reign of King Krasmir undoubtedly had a lot to do with that. People were more attentive to the dark gods when they were fearful.

      Returning his focus to the worshipers, he saw that next in line was a woman he recognized—the wife of an influential nobleman. Since the time a few months previously when her only daughter had almost succumbed to a crippling illness, the noblewoman had become a frequent visitor to the shrine. The priest knew a little of her circumstances and her story—given the prominence of her husband, he made it his business to do so.

      Momentous events were afoot in the kingdom, and the nobleman in question had been summoned to Rog to participate in confidential meetings convened by the king. Perhaps she knew something about the topics to be discussed, perhaps not.

      Dropping the traditional gift into the locked box, the noblewoman stepped forward and bowed respectfully. Then she opened her mouth and began to make her petition to the gods.

      Blotting out all other distractions, the priest leaned in, straining his ears to catch every word.
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        * * *

      

      Wisps of smoke rose lazily in the air, mingling with the incense that drifted up from the bowls scattered liberally throughout the chamber. This room was not the most heavily frequented in the Temple of the Dark Gods at Rog, and it was not the place from which Goultzar directed his vast network of subordinates, but he liked to spend a portion of each day there worshiping with the acolytes.

      Glancing around in the hazy air, he paused to savor the atmosphere of the place. Unexpectedly recalling his reaction on first entering this temple, he shook his head in bafflement, unable to make sense of his initial revulsion.

      A sharp twinge in his lower back intruded painfully on his thoughts, prompting him to push himself up from the rough stone floor to stretch uncomfortably. As Archprimus, second only to the High Priest himself, Goultzar’s exalted station granted him a range of privileges. But it did not free him from the ravages of advancing age. He was no more exempt from mortality than any other priest.

      An image of his leader came unbidden to his mind, and he reluctantly corrected himself: most priests could certainly not claim to be exempt from mortality. He still hadn’t made up his mind about His Eminence. The celebrated longevity of the High Priest became ever more remarkable as the years advanced.

      At risk of being caught in the grip of a thought process that was neither new nor welcome, he dismissed his musings with a frown, directing his attention instead to the observance going on around him.

      Goultzar knew where he needed to focus his energy. His primary role was to direct the activities of the priests, not just here in the temple at Rog, but throughout Rogand. He had been appointed to this role—many years previously—largely in recognition of his outstanding abilities as an organizer and administrator. His overarching purpose, though, was to ensure that devotion to the dark gods never flagged. For him the significance of this purpose had grown as the years passed. It now went far beyond a mere calling; it had become the consuming passion of his life. His burning desire to express his own devotion was a key reason he participated in the daily ritual before him now.

      He had only just seated himself again when a junior priest arrived, bending low to reach his ear. “His Eminence awaits you,” he whispered respectfully.

      The Archprimus clambered to his feet once more and made his way to the small room where the High Priest spent each day. He knocked at the door before pushing inside.

      The High Priest, seated as usual in his carved wooden chair, observed his progress with apparent disinterest, offering no greeting and failing to acknowledge Goultzar’s bow of obeisance. The visitor, more than familiar with the ways of his master, was not surprised.

      Goultzar sat in silence on the low stool that faced the High Priest, granting His Eminence the courtesy of speaking first.

      A long silence ensued as the aged Superior observed his underling. “You are troubled,” he finally offered.

      Goultzar tried to mask his surprise. He shouldn’t have been caught off guard by the perceptiveness of the old priest. It was true. Goultzar’s thoughts had been increasingly darkened by a new concern.

      “As always, nothing escapes you, Your Eminence,” he said dipping his head low. He paused to collect his thoughts. “Of late it has seemed to me that zeal for the worship of the dark gods is flagging in the kingdom.”

      He paused to allow the High Priest to respond. No reply was forthcoming. He permitted a soft sigh to escape his lips.

      “The people revere their monarch, as is appropriate.” He hesitated for a moment, undecided about the wisdom of being entirely frank. “They seem almost delirious in their acclaim for King Krasmir and his reforms.”

      Once more he paused to allow a reply.

      Knowing that the High Priest’s patience far exceeded his own, Goultzar gave up waiting. “King Krasmir observes the traditions, and he does not neglect the required festivals and rituals,” he said frankly. “But he shows little enthusiasm for it.” Deciding at last to throw caution to the winds, he added, “Does our king respect the dark gods? Does he fear them as his predecessor did?”

      The High Priest stared back at him.

      Had Goultzar spoken out of turn? The priesthood had always been fiercely independent of the crown, but the Archprimus was well aware that there were limits. He clamped his mouth shut. This time he would wait for the Superior to speak, however long it took.

      His mind continued to churn as he waited. Much more could have been said. Goultzar’s role as Archprimus allowed him to observe the kings closely. Agon had gone out of his way to avoid the priests, and there was little doubt that the king had privately feared the dark gods. Such deference from the earthly ruler was both desirable and appropriate.

      Agon’s successor was different. The dark gods and their ways had no hold over Krasmir. Goultzar was certain of it, and it disturbed him deeply. The people always followed the lead of their king.

      All this time His Eminence remained silent, studying the priest before him. Uncomfortable at first, Goultzar slowly began to feel affronted. Shocked by his own reaction, he turned his attention to the floor in front of him, determined not to think about anything more significant than the flagstones at his feet.

      After what felt like an age, the High Priest finally spoke. “Kings are mortal.”

      Goultzar looked up sharply with eyes narrowed. What had prompted such a comment? Had his ancient master somehow guessed at Goultzar’s questions around the High Priest’s own mortality?

      Both men sat in silence. Goultzar remained still for long enough that his lower back pain returned, and he began to experience pins and needles in his feet. He was soon struggling to prevent physical discomfort from dominating his consciousness.

      Finally his master released him. “A man waits at the temple gate. He has requested an audience with me. You will see him.”

      Goultzar stood up. After sitting for so long he felt light headed, and he paused while attempting to recover himself. How could his master bear to remain motionless for so long in that chair?

      At last able to trust himself to move, Goultzar bowed deeply and left the room.

      Once clear of the building, he headed for the temple gates. As he walked he allowed himself to revisit his meeting with the High Priest. His Eminence had revealed no more about his inner thoughts than he ever did. That came as no surprise. If the Archprimus was honest, he knew that he had a reputation of his own for being cryptic.

      The important question was whether the Superior took his concerns seriously. The High Priest had reason to be concerned if the dark gods failed to receive the respect due to them.

      The High Priest was a man who said little and moved even less. At first glance he could easily be taken to be a characterless figurehead well into his dotage. But anyone foolish enough to underestimate him soon learned that he was not a person to be trifled with. When he saw fit, the Superior acted, and acted decisively.

      Arriving at the gates, the Archprimus found four hooded priests standing quietly before a man clad in strange garments. Like Goultzar, the visitor wore a hood that hid his face almost completely.

      Stepping around the priests, he faced the man, studying him quietly without offering a word.

      “Are you the High Priest?” the newcomer demanded impatiently.

      Goultzar could not place the man’s accent. He allowed the minutes to stretch out before answering. “I am not.”

      “I will speak to no one but the High Priest.”

      The Archprimus stretched a hand toward the open gates behind the newcomer. “You are free to leave.”

      “So who are you, then?” growled the man.

      “I am the Archprimus,” Goultzar replied after a dignified pause.

      The visitor considered that for a moment. “The second in charge,” he muttered. Then, in a louder voice, “I will speak with you. But not with these present.” He swept an arm disdainfully across the little cluster of priests.

      None of them moved.

      The newcomer slowly pulled back his hood to reveal a hard face bearing a prominent scar below one eye. “Perhaps you are frightened, old man,” he sneered, leaning forward provocatively.

      Goultzar leaned forward himself until his face was inches from the stranger’s. “I do not fear you,” he replied with casual contempt, reaching up to pull back his own hood. He exposed enough to reveal skin etched deeply with scars and daubed with fresh blue paint.

      The visitor drew back in shock at the sight. Hastily recovering, he steadied himself, schooling his features into an impassive mask.

      Covering his face once more, the Archprimus nodded to his fellow priests. They slipped quietly away, leaving him alone with the visitor. “Well?” he asked.

      “Does your religion provide a way to achieve immortality?”

      Goultzar started momentarily. Then, narrowing his eyes, he intoned, “The gods offer life, and the gods snatch it back.”

      “But is there a way to bargain for extended life?”

      The Archprimus frowned. “How would such a bargain be made?”

      “With blood, of course,” replied the stranger. “One life extended, in exchange for other lives ended before their time.”

      “Who has spoken to you of such an arrangement?” demanded Goultzar coldly.

      “I’m not here to answer your questions,” the stranger growled. “You’re wasting my time. I want to speak with the High Priest.”

      “He is not available,” the priest said flatly. Then he turned on his heel, leaving the stranger at the gate.

      Goultzar had conveyed cold indifference to his visitor. Inwardly, he was struggling to contain his shock. What did the High Priest know of these matters? The stranger’s questions had poked and prodded uncomfortably at his own uncertainties around the longevity of the High Priest.

      Profoundly unsettled by the interview, Goultzar decided to return to the Superior immediately. Uninvited and not expected, he nevertheless pushed past the startled young priest on duty outside the High Priest’s room.

      The bright eyes of the old man followed him as he entered the room. If the High Priest was at all surprised by the intrusion, he gave no sign of it.

      Goultzar bowed tightly before planting himself once more on the stool opposite his master. He did not wait for permission to speak. “The visitor at the temple gates came to inquire about a bargain with the dark gods. A bargain intended to deliver unending life. He wished to discuss these matters with you, and with you alone.” Try as he might, he could not entirely eliminate a tone of accusation from his voice.

      The High Priest responded with his habitual tranquility. “Nehrvina the Awful grants life. She reclaims it when she chooses,” he said with apparent indifference.

      The Archprimus frowned. He was not in the mood for riddles. “Do you know of any such bargain?” he asked bluntly.

      The eyes of the Superior bored into him. No response was offered.

      Goultzar sat motionless on his stool staring at the older man. He had no idea what else to do.

      Finally the old man intoned, “The ways of Nehrvina are inscrutable.” Then the High Priest closed his eyes, signifying that the conversation was at an end.

      Confused and defeated, the Archprimus got to his feet and departed from his master’s presence.
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        * * *

      

      The Archprimus’s visitor made his way to a rough inn in the dockside district of Rog. He occasionally glanced back over his shoulder, but it didn’t appear that he was being followed.

      Reaching his destination, he pushed through the door and threaded his way between the revelers to a table on the far side of the public room. A stool was pushed out from beneath the table, and he sank onto it gratefully. He found a pitcher of ale waiting for him.

      The face of the man opposite was hidden behind a cowl. “Did you learn anything useful, Kaifet?” The question was spoken softly.

      The new arrival shook his head. “I wasn’t allowed to speak with the High Priest. The fool who met with me knows nothing.”

      The first man grunted. “It’s time to try a more direct approach.”

      “Easier said than done,” Kaifet warned.

      “You know what to do,” growled his companion. “Get onto it, and don’t waste any more time.”

      Kaifet paused for long enough to drain his ale. Then he got up and headed for the door.
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        * * *

      

      No sooner had Kaifet left the inn than a rough-set man at an adjacent table pushed himself to his feet and disappeared out of the door after him. When Kaifet’s cowled companion decided to leave, he was tailed as well.

      None of the other patrons in the inn noticed anything unusual. For them it was just another rowdy night in a seedy establishment serving cheap ale. All they cared about was getting drunk as quickly as possible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One week had passed since Kaifet visited the Archprimus. It had been an unusually busy time, but the preparation was finally complete. Kaifet was ready.

      A group of men stood silently beside him as he peered through the darkness toward the Temple of the Dark Gods at Rog. On that night the moon was entirely hidden behind clouds. It suited Kaifet perfectly. The element of surprise would be crucial.

      “You all know what to do,” he growled. “Once we’re inside the temple, kill anyone who gets in your way. Not the High Priest—we need him alive.”

      “How many guards can we expect?” one of the men asked.

      “No one has ever seen guards in or around the temple. And none of our informants are aware of priests being armed. The priests are deranged though—don’t eyeball them too closely. Stay focused on what we’re here to do. We go in, we grab the High Priest, and we get out. Do you understand?”

      His words were met with a chorus of grunts.

      He drew his sword and raised it aloft.

      Twenty swords cleared their scabbards, and Kaifet crept forward, followed closely by his handpicked band.

      No one was anywhere in sight when they reached the gates of the temple. Hurrying through the entrance, they headed for the main temple building where the High Priest reportedly spent his entire life.

      The High Priest was a fool. He should have met with Kaifet when he had the chance, instead of hiding behind a subordinate. Secreting himself in the temple wouldn’t save him.

      As he approached the temple, Kaifet had the uneasy feeling that he was being watched. He brushed it off. He’d felt that way for days, without ever finding the slightest evidence to support the notion. It had to be nothing more than nerves.

      Stealing around to the rear of the building, he found a door left ajar. Could it really be this straightforward? Pushing inside, he waited until all of his men had filed in after him.

      It was pitch dark inside the doorway. Moving quietly forward he came to another door, also lying open. Through the door lay a chamber. Even in the dark he could tell it was large. It appeared to be empty.

      Prowling across it he came to yet another large room, dimly illuminated by a small cluster of candles suspended from the ceiling. No priests were anywhere to be seen.

      Three other doorways led out of the chamber—the temple building was beginning to feel like a maze. Where were the priests? And where was the High Priest hiding? His men would have no choice but to search every corner until they found him.

      Choosing a door at random, he headed toward it. His men bunched tightly together behind him, their figures casting huge shadows on the walls in the candlelight. Hardened soldier as he was, he couldn’t pretend it wasn’t unnerving.

      Seen from outside, the temple was eerie enough in the daytime. Inside it in the dark was infinitely worse. And something he didn’t recognize hung in the air—a cloying odor, perhaps incense mingled with the smell of blood. He grimaced with distaste.

      Reaching the door, he opened it and peered inside. Another dark space awaited. Thrusting aside his misgivings, he went through.

      The smell in the air was much stronger now. It was becoming difficult to breathe. Beginning to feel disoriented, he brushed uneasily at the beads of sweat on his brow and pushed on, more lightheaded with every step.

      A thud sounded behind him. Peering sluggishly back over his shoulder, he saw one of his men sprawled on the ground. Another slumped to the floor even as he watched. He blinked stupidly, dimly aware of a mounting sense of panic but unable to think straight.

      Why was he here? Was there something he needed to achieve?

      Such questions were beyond his grasp. Abruptly losing control of his limbs, he collapsed, his head hitting the ground hard.
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        * * *

      

      Four at a time, a steady stream of hooded priests filed from the temple. Each group hefted an unmoving form.

      The procession disappeared into the night, the darkness masking the departure of the intruders as effectively as it had masked their arrival. Nothing was heard of them again.
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