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        Almost 30 years before Thomas Stablehand finds the Stone of Knowing,

        The future King Steffan has just been born in Arvenon;

        Rogand is ruled by King Ugar;

        The Seer has begun to make a name for herself in Lestanor

      

      

      

      The eagle soared high on the midday thermals, attentive to the tiniest movement in the desert terrain below. It ignored the little figures and the beasts of burden beside the colorful tents around the oasis. Humans held no interest for it. The monarch of the skies cared nothing for their hopes and fears or the rise and fall of their kingdoms.

      The majestic predator glided effortlessly over the series of low hills above the oasis. Sometimes reptiles or rodents were foolish enough to risk exposure in the open. They provided a tasty snack.

      A solitary figure briefly caught its eye as a young tent dweller picked his way slowly down the slope of a small hill. The eagle watched dispassionately as the ground suddenly opened up, swallowing the figure in a puff of dust.

      Serenely indifferent to the fate of the hapless creature below, the hunter wheeled south, searching for less unsettled hunting grounds.

      

      A richly dressed youth sat beneath the eagle as it glided off into the distance. The crown prince fidgeted uncomfortably, struggling to keep every inch of his body sheltered within the shade of a large rock. His idleness was shattered momentarily as something repulsive slithered past, almost startling him out of his wits. It was only a lizard, but he frowned in irritation anyway as he anxiously scanned the dirt nearby.

      The tents of the royal caravan lay clustered before him, workers scurrying around them like ants. Prince Agon knew he could be sitting in luxury down there, away from the dust and the heat and creeping things. He would be waited on by bustling servants whose sole purpose in life was to satisfy his every desire. But it would be insufferably boring. And it would also bring him within reach of his father’s foul temper.

      Thankfully he had managed to slip away, right under the noses of the royal guards. His father would punish them cruelly for their negligence, but he didn’t care. It served them right.

      Only moments before, a faint cry—quickly cut off—had interrupted his musing. It sounded like a cry for help. Most likely it came from Vilkami, his boyhood companion.

      The pointless meanderings of the youth must have finally landed him in some kind of trouble. Agon’s first instinct had been to wonder whether he himself might also be in danger. He quickly concluded that he had little cause for concern. The most deadly predators in this region were humans like himself, and they shunned the outdoors in the heat of the day. Apart from serpents, the only other truly dangerous creatures here were nocturnal.

      Perhaps Vilkami had disturbed a snake. The prince yawned. The young idiot could bleat all he liked—losing him would hardly be a great loss.

      There was a time when Agon might have called the overeager sixteen-year-old his friend. That was back before he knew better. He had long since realized that a prince didn’t have friends. He only had servants.

      Just one month earlier Prince Agon had celebrated his eighteenth birthday, attended by the greatest noblemen from across the land, each of them bowing low as they presented him their gifts. He was the most important person in the kingdom, and therefore in the world. The one exception was his father, as the old fool never tired of reminding him.

      He spat into the dust. King Ugar’s day would come, no matter how often his noblemen greeted him with “Great king, may you live forever!”

      Another cry came to him faintly. “Agon! Over here!”

      He sat up straight this time, frowning in anger. No one, not even his most faithful boyhood companion, had the right to address him by name. Perhaps he had overlooked such behavior when he was a child, but no more. The young cur needed to learn there was a price to pay for daring to be familiar with the crown prince of Rogand.

      Agon got up and set off haughtily in the direction of the voice. Wrathful as he was, he wasn’t going to hurry. He had no need to scamper about like a servant.

      The moment he left the shade he began to feel uncomfortably hot. The desert might be cold at night, but it was sweltering during the day. He had journeyed with his father and a bevy of royal attendants into the far south of Rogand, and the colder climate of the capital, Rog, seemed a world away. Their reason for being here was a mystery to him. It undoubtedly had something to do with Lestanor, though, since Rogand’s border with Lestanor was not far from their current location.

      He squinted up at the sun as he walked. The glowing orb in the sky appeared to be making common cause with the boy in failing to show due respect for his royal station. It irked him greatly, not least because he knew he could do nothing whatever about it.

      Ahead of him a series of low hills rose out of the desert. The eager summons had come from that direction. The voice had since gone silent—perhaps something had happened to Vilkami. His lip curled in a smirk of satisfaction at the thought. He always enjoyed it when other people suffered.

      Then a horrible notion occurred to him—what if the boy had discovered something? Agon quickened his step. He had incontestable rights to whatever it was, and he needed to be on hand promptly to assert those rights.

      Cresting the hill he spotted a section of hillside—halfway down the slope—where the earth had caved in. Dust drifted up into the air from around it. There was no sign of his companion.

      “Vilkami! Where are you?” he called.

      “Down here,” a faint voice replied.

      Agon knelt beside the hole and tried to peer in. It was too dark to see much of anything in there. “What are you doing?”

      “I was investigating a small opening in the hillside,” a muffled voice replied. “Then the ground collapsed, and I fell in.”

      “What’s down there?”

      “It’s a tomb of some kind. A very old one.”

      Agon shuddered. The idea of falling through the dark into an unknown tomb unnerved him. Vilkami, however, had a peculiar taste for the macabre. He was probably enjoying it.

      “Have you found anything interesting?” asked the prince.

      “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

      “Can you get out?”

      “I think so.”

      Agon heard a scrabbling sound, and further sections of the hillside disappeared into the hole. He moved hastily back from the edge.

      A head appeared, and Vilkami struggled slowly out of the ground. Trees must once have stood on this hillside, because a tangled mass of ancient roots was providing him with a precarious ladder.

      The youth came out covered in dirt from head to toe.

      “What’s that in your belt?” Agon asked him.

      Vilkami brushed himself off. Then he reached down carefully and withdrew a sheathed sword from his belt. “I found it in there. I couldn’t really see what it was like.” He began to dust it off, and a scabbard richly encrusted with jewels slowly emerged from beneath the clinging detritus of the ages. He slid the sword from the scabbard to reveal a shiny blade without hint of rust or tarnish. The edge was still sharp and true—he tried it on his tunic, and the blade sliced cleanly through the fabric.

      A glint came into Agon’s eye. The sword was finely crafted—the workmanship was clearly superior. It was exquisite, quite unlike anything he had ever seen. And it fully aroused his insatiable lust.

      “What else is down there?” he asked.

      Vilkami peered uncertainly into the hole. The idea of going back clearly didn’t appeal to him.

      “Are you scared to risk your precious life?” Agon asked, a sneer on his lips.

      His companion stiffened. “I’m not scared!”

      “Climb down, then. I’ll hold the sword for you,” said Agon.

      Vilkami looked very uncertain. After a few moments he reluctantly handed over the sword and climbed back into the hole. He was gone for some time before emerging once again.

      “What did you find?”

      “It was hard to see in the dark. There wasn’t much else down there. Mostly a lot of old bones. And this.” In his hand he held a small stone.

      Exposed to the sun once more after uncounted years, the tiny object dazzled Agon’s eyes, splashes of bright red shining brilliantly out of a gray surface. The stone was thin and flat and almost perfectly round. It was shaped like a miniature version of the low circular loaves that bakers pulled from their ovens every day.

      It appeared to be little more than a colorful rock, but there was something mesmerizing about it. The prince wanted it, and he intended to get it.

      Vilkami held out his hand for the sword.

      “The sword is mine,” Agon told him. “You gave it to me.”

      “Only to hold!” Vilkami retorted indignantly. “While I went back into the hole for you!” Outrage twisted his face.

      The prince shrugged. “You didn’t say that. You gave it to me, and that’s the end of it.”

      The youth’s features contorted as he struggled to master his fury.

      Agon watched on thoughtfully. “I’ll offer you an exchange,” the prince finally said. “The sword for that stone.”

      Vilkami’s face flushed, and he frowned angrily.

      Agon smiled to himself. No doubt the young fool thought that since he had found the objects, they belonged to him. He would soon discover otherwise.

      After a long pause Vilkami finally nodded. “I agree to the exchange. You can have the stone.”

      In spite of his words, he seemed reluctant to give it up. He stared hesitantly at the brightly colored object in his hand.

      “Well?” demanded the prince impatiently.

      Vilkami looked down at the stone once more, then he slowly held out his hand, the stone resting in his open palm. At the same time he stretched out his other hand for the sword.

      Agon reached out greedily, his fist closing over the stone. A smug smile twisted his face.

      He made no move to honor his end of the bargain.

      Vilkami continued to hold out his hand. “Give me the sword,” he said fiercely. “You gave your word.”

      “I changed my mind,” Agon said in a bored tone.

      “I’ll tell my father!”

      “‘I’ll tell my father,’” Agon echoed in a high pitched whine. “I’m so terrified! Ha! As if that old dotard could do anything about it.” He snorted scornfully. “The sword is mine anyway. And the stone. Whatever’s found here rightly belongs to ME.”

      He leaned forward, sneering. “Look and learn, little boy. It’s time you grew up. Your father will be gone before long, and his title will be yours. You won’t have a daddy to run to then.

      “I’ve just done you a princely favor—I’ve demonstrated a lesson I learned from my father. He taught me that nothing worthwhile in life ever comes as a gift. People always expect something in return. If you want it, then you pay for it, or you take it. The strongest get to take whatever they want. The weak don’t matter.”

      Then his voice hardened. “Don’t think this advice is free. It’s payment—in full—for anything you’ve ever done to benefit me. And don’t threaten me again, Vilkami. I won’t overlook it a second time.

      “Oh, and one other thing. As far as you’re concerned, I don’t have a name. To you I am ‘Your Highness’. Don’t ever forget it.”

      With that he spun on his heel and headed in the direction of the royal caravan.

      

      Vilkami watched him go, blinking back tears of helpless rage. For years he had borne the brunt of Agon’s petty cruelty. He had loathed the prince for as long as he could remember, and that seed had slowly been ripening into a passionate hatred.

      The future king enjoyed every advantage that came with royal blood—power, prestige, and the divine right to do pretty much anything he pleased. Why had the gods bestowed all this on a person with no more honor than a snake?

      He hated everything about Agon. It was surely a punishment from the dark gods to be stranded in this barren desert with him. Every day he asked himself why he was here.

      He knew the answer, of course, and he could only grind his teeth in frustration. The king went wherever he pleased, and Vilkami’s father—powerful nobleman though he was—followed him like a faithful hound.

      And, if he was honest with himself, he was no better. He had always tagged along behind the prince like an obedient puppy.

      Vilkami had been born to the nobility, but Agon showed no more consideration to him than he would to a servant. It was time he began learning from his persecutor.

      From now on everything would change. “His Highness” might eventually find himself trembling at some of the changes.

      The prince had taught him that nothing mattered except power. So Vilkami would learn the ways of power. And he would play by the prince’s rules. He would use power ruthlessly, and use it for his own gain.

      He would do whatever the prince demanded, but first he would search tirelessly for the way of doing it that would benefit him most.

      Vanity was not one of his weaknesses. He had never cared about appearances—he was willing to abase himself and refer to the prince as “Your Highness” if that was what it took. And when Agon eventually became king he was prepared to abase himself even more. When Vilkami came into his own inheritance, he would become Agon’s most dependable nobleman.

      But he would never forget what had happened here today. Sooner or later an opportunity would arrive for the tables to be turned, and he would pay Agon back in full—for every insult and every humiliation he had endured over the years. His lips twisted in satisfaction as he indulged in vengeful daydreams.

      Before long the heat dragged him back to the present.

      He pictured again the peculiar stone from the tomb. The prince had defrauded him of it. Royalty or not, the sheer arrogance of Agon’s deception infuriated him. He would take it back, and the mysterious sword with it. He had found them, and they belonged to him.

      His thoughts were drawn irresistibly back to the stone. Someone important had been laid to rest in that tomb—no ordinary person could ever have owned such a sword. And the other object buried with him had been the stone. He sensed that its unusual appearance was not its only notable characteristic. The stone was significant—he was sure of it. It possessed a strangely alluring quality, and handing it over had been surprisingly difficult.

      He wondered if old histories might refer to such an object. He derived endless fascination from poking around in decaying scrolls. The priests of the dark gods loved to hoard ancient documents, and his father had already used his connections to arrange access for him to their main library. He would begin a search there as soon as he returned to Rog.

      He couldn’t lose himself in the future, though. As he reluctantly dragged his thoughts back to the present, the pain of his humiliation flooded his awareness.

      Standing in the heat and the dust, he reached a momentous decision. Taking back what rightly belonged to him would just be the beginning. He vowed to himself that he wouldn’t stop until he had found a way to eliminate Agon, however long it took.

      Vilkami had no particular desire to become king of Rogand. The title of Lord Drettroth—along with all the wealth, power, and prestige that came with it—had apparently satisfied his forebears well enough, and he fully expected it to satisfy him too.

      He wanted revenge.

      He would be subtle, and he would be stealthy, but from that day forward he would never rest until he saw the crown pried from Agon’s unworthy head.
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        Two weeks after the Battle of Torbury Scarp

      

      

      

      King Agon of Rogand paced impatiently, fuming as he waited for his senior agents to arrive. Although the sun had yet to clear the horizon, the first hints of daylight were already visible in the small audience room that adjoined the grand reception hall of his palace in the capital, Rog.

      Lorik and Jorvan were the best agents he had. That simply meant that the king placed high expectations on them. It didn’t mean that he should be required to wait on their pleasure.

      Their appearance did little to improve Agon’s mood, even though they came at first light as instructed. He didn’t offer them a seat.

      “What have you learned about the death of Drettroth?” he demanded. “I expect answers!”

      The two men bowed low before daring to speak. “Great king, may you live forever!” began Lorik, the older man.

      “Get on with it!” snapped the king.

      “Lord Drettroth was poisoned, Your Majesty,” Lorik told him.

      “Poisoned.”

      Agon was careful not to show it, but he was shocked at the news. Such a death was surely ironic given that Drettroth had made a particular study of poisons and used them to silence many of his own opponents.

      “Who poisoned him?”

      “A dispatch rider discovered his lordship’s body, Your Majesty,” Jorvan replied. “A youth, most likely Lord Drettroth’s food taster, was lying dead nearby, also poisoned. His lordship had been run through, apparently with his own sword, although he appeared to have been poisoned first, which would explain why he couldn’t defend himself. The dispatch rider found a monk in the same room, in the act of unchaining a prisoner, so he assumed that the monk had killed both Lord Drettroth and his food taster.”

      “Where is the monk?”

      “The dispatch rider killed him, Your Majesty,” Jorvan replied.

      “Who was the prisoner?”

      “An Arvenian youth,” said Jorvan. “The monk succeeded in freeing him, and he escaped in the confusion.”

      Agon scowled in annoyance.

      “How did Drettroth allow himself to be poisoned by a monk?” growled the king.

      “We believe it was actually the food taster who poisoned Lord Drettroth,” said Lorik. “He would have needed to consume the poison himself, which is why he also died. But he managed to free the monk first. And the monk in turn freed the youth before he was killed by the dispatch rider.”

      “Why did Drettroth imprison the youth?” Agon asked.

      “Apparently he had something Lord Drettroth wanted, Your Majesty,” said Lorik. “An item his lordship wanted very badly. His lordship expended a prodigious amount of effort to capture the youth and the monk. He sent agents throughout Arvenon searching for them, and also deployed several regiments for the purpose.”

      Agon’s eyebrows furrowed. He knew nothing of this. What had Drettroth been playing at?

      “What item did the youth have that Drettroth wanted?”

      “The object of his attention seems to have been a small stone, Your Majesty,” Lorik replied.

      “A stone?” Agon glared at them, shaking his head in contempt. “Do you think I am stupid?”

      “Of course not, Your Majesty!” Jorvan replied. He reached for a pile of scrolls with a trembling hand, selected one, and passed it to the king. “We also dismissed it as nothing more than hearsay at first,” he said. “Until we read this scroll. We found it among Lord Drettroth’s papers.”

      The scroll was old and appeared brittle. Agon unrolled it carefully and peered down at it. Almost at once his head snapped up again, and he fixed them in a glare. “Do you expect me to read this?”

      The agent looked at him blankly.

      “It’s written in Arvenian!” snapped Agon.

      Jorvan stared at him in confusion. “Would Your Majesty care for us to prepare a translation?” he stammered uncertainly.

      “I have no need of a translation, you fool!” Agon’s eyes narrowed as he stared at them. “You have the audacity to confront me with the language of my bitter enemies, and then you pretend surprise at my reaction?”

      Both men stared at him, open mouthed in fear.

      He shook his head in disgust. “You’d better pray it’s worth my while,” he snarled.

      Ignoring the men he turned to the scroll and silently began to read. “Three talismans of great potency are abroad in the world, uncelebrated, unrecognized, and hidden from any certain knowledge. Perhaps I alone know their true history, long forgotten with the passing of many scores of years...”

      At first he scanned the handwriting dismissively. But as he progressed further through the scroll his eyes widened, and his heart began to race. He sped to the end, then started again from the beginning, this time reading slowly and carefully.

      Finally he looked up. “Where did Drettroth find this?” he asked.

      “We think he might have discovered the scroll here in Rog, Your Majesty,” suggested Jorvan, “in the temple library.”

      “It seems that Lord Drettroth spent many hours there,” Lorik added. “The library holds a large number of documents, some of them very ancient. They also have a substantial collection of scrolls written in Arvenian and other languages.”

      “Who has seen these scrolls?” the king demanded.

      “Apart from Your Majesty, no one except us,” Lorik replied.

      Agon’s eyes narrowed. “For your own sakes you’d better keep it that way!” he said. “That applies to this entire investigation.”

      The men both bowed low.

      “You are dismissed,” the king told them. “But do not leave the palace. I want you on hand the minute I call!”

      The men scurried away.

      Agon’s memory had begun to stir as he read the scroll. The moment he fully grasped the implications of its words, his excitement had intensified until he was struggling to conceal his agitation from his agents.

      The Stone of Authority described in the scroll sounded remarkably like the stone Vilkami had handed over so many years ago. Could that object, long forgotten, truly deliver the powers claimed by the scroll? He felt certain that Drettroth had thought so. From the moment he asked himself that question, nothing mattered to him except finding the missing stone.

      The problem was that years had passed since Agon had last seen it. He had been aware from the beginning that Vilkami desperately wanted both the stone and the sword he had found with it. The little brat would have snatched them back the moment an opportunity presented itself. So Agon kept them well hidden. After he returned to Rog, he placed both objects in a secret and very secure hiding place for safe keeping. Then he had forgotten about them. The sword had obvious value, but he had little real interest in either artifact beyond making sure that Vilkami couldn’t have them.

      It occurred to him now to wonder if Vilkami had somehow contrived to ferret them out in the years since he came into his inheritance as Lord Drettroth. But it couldn’t be so. The scroll had described three stones and the powers associated with each of them. It would have been obvious to Agon if Drettroth possessed any such powers.

      No, the stone must have remained wherever he had hidden it. The problem was that having disregarded it for so long, he no longer had any clear memory about the location of the hiding place.

      

      Agon struggled to master his agitation as he waited for Lorik and Jorvan to return to his audience room. He couldn’t sit—he was pacing restlessly back and forth like a caged lion.

      For days he had searched in vain for the stone. He had upended both his current and his previous apartments without finding a trace of it, and his jangled nerves had long since frayed to tatters. Already today he’d demanded the heads of three of his servants. That must surely have brought the total to fifteen this week.

      He could not afford to have these two decapitated though. Not yet. They still had information he needed.

      He began breathing slowly and deeply in an attempt to calm himself.

      When the men finally entered the room he saw that they were visibly trembling. Agon felt his rage welling up inside him as he witnessed their obvious terror. Hadn’t he appointed these men because of their reputation for remaining calm in a crisis? He was surrounded by incompetent fools.

      Even as he opened his mouth to spew out his fury, his reason somehow asserted itself. He remembered that he still needed these agents.

      With a mighty effort he restrained himself. Gritting his teeth, he snapped his mouth shut without saying a word.

      They stood there paralyzed, staring at him wide-eyed in mortal dread. Staring back, he realized he needed to greet them—normally if at all possible.

      “Welcome,” he sputtered. “You are...welcome.” He peeled back his lips to reveal his teeth. It probably didn’t look much like a smile, but it was the best he could manage.

      He waved them to a pair of seats, and they sank into them. The agents still trembled with fear, although they seemed visibly relieved at his unexpected restraint. Agon didn’t find it hard to imagine what was being said about him around the palace.

      He thrust such trifles from his mind. There were important matters to address.

      He began with a question that had been plaguing him over the last few days.

      “You told me that Drettroth went to great effort to capture an Arvenian youth, because he believed the youth had one of the stones mentioned in the scroll,” said Agon, managing to speak evenly again. “Which stone?”

      He knew that Drettroth could not have been on the trail of the Stone of Authority. The nobleman would have been well aware that the stone was already accounted for.

      The men continued to stare at him, wide-eyed. Neither of them said a word.

      “Well?” he snapped. His irritability was bubbling away just below the surface, and it took a conscious effort to keep it down.

      Lorik finally found his voice. “Great king, may you live forever!” he began. “We believe that Lord Drettroth was looking for the stone that the scroll refers to as the Stone of Knowing.”

      The king’s heart beat faster. From the moment he had read the scroll, the Stone of Knowing was the one he lusted after the most. Could it truly have been almost within Drettroth’s grasp?

      “What makes you think it was that particular stone?” he asked. He kept his tone mild, but danger lurked below the surface. Lorik had dared to raise the king’s expectations, and the man would suffer if he’d done so without good reason.

      Lorik bowed respectfully before replying. “Our investigations have revealed that almost twenty years ago Lord Drettroth sent a number of his men to capture a woman renowned as a seer. If she had this stone, its powers could have made her appear to be a seer. We believe that Lord Drettroth might have drawn a similar conclusion.”

      “And what happened?” the king demanded.

      “The men were unsuccessful, Your Majesty,” he replied. “The woman eluded them. The trail went cold in Arvenon. It seems that Lord Drettroth’s special interest in Arvenon began at that time.”

      Agon’s eyes narrowed. How had the ambitious army commander managed to conceal all this from his king? What other games were you playing, Drettroth?

      “How did you learn of this seer?” the king asked.

      “Lord Drettroth immediately executed all of the men involved. But a few of them deserted rather than return home. We were able to track one of them down. We pried the whole story from him before he died.”

      Agon grunted in satisfaction. These men were good.

      “So this youth somehow acquired the stone. What do we know of him?” he asked.

      “One of Lord Drettroth’s agents tracked down the youth and the monk in Arvenon, after the invasion. We have interviewed the agent. He discovered the fugitives hiding in a monastery. Lord Drettroth personally went there with two regiments of soldiers. His men demolished the monastery, but the youth and the monk escaped. They were eventually captured some weeks later.”

      “So this youth—you have his name and description?”

      “Yes, Your Majesty. We believe that his name is ‘Tomas’. And we have a reasonably complete description of what he looks like.”

      Agon scowled as he considered these revelations about his army commander. Drettroth had persuaded him that the annexation of Arvenon would multiply the power and the glory of Rogand, and in particular that it would elevate King Agon. The nobleman had brazenly traded on the king’s lust for power. Agon was furious to discover that he had been manipulated.

      All along Drettroth had been pursuing an agenda of his own—he must have been laughing at Agon behind his hand the entire time. The king licked his lips, imagining what he would have done to the commander if he had still been alive.

      “What efforts have you made to find the youth and retrieve the stone?” Agon asked.

      “We have attempted nothing, Your Majesty,” Lorik replied innocently. “We’ve been awaiting your instructions.”

      The man was almost certainly lying. His face projected calm, but Agon could see the veins in his neck standing out. And those veins were throbbing. It was hardly surprising. How could any normal man resist the lure of such a prize?

      “No further response is required on your part,” the king replied haughtily. “I will give the matter more thought before deciding on a course of action.”

      He would select an entirely different set of agents to renew the search for the youth. He would tell them no more than they absolutely needed to know. It wouldn’t serve his purposes if they fully understood what they were searching for.

      “I want a report, and I want it in writing,” the king ordered. “Every detail of your investigations and everything you have learned. I expect it to be completed in two days.”

      The men bowed, and he dismissed them.

      The agents would not include everything in their report, of course. They were far too clever for that. But it made no difference. Agon would personally squeeze every last detail from them.

      He would have no further use for Lorik and Jorvan after that. They knew too much. From the time of their first meeting a few days earlier, Agon had arranged for them to come under constant observation. They had been monitored every minute, day and night. He immediately issued instructions for the watch on them to be doubled.

      

      King Agon sat on the floor laughing maniacally. The Stone of Authority was his. He had found it at last.

      There had been moments when he feared the stone would remain lost forever—he had never been more ecstatic about being proven wrong.

      The problem had arisen because he acquired the stone when he was crown prince. The crown prince occupied a lesser wing of the sprawling castle that was now the royal palace. The moment Agon became king he had relocated to the king’s much more luxurious private apartments. His old accommodations were soon forgotten. He hadn’t spared a thought for them in years.

      That day—and not for the first time—Agon had focused his search on the suite he once occupied as crown prince. The rooms lay silent and empty, neglected by all except the servants who periodically cleaned and dusted against a day when the suite might be needed again.

      He had been leaning on the wall of the little balcony, staring out across a small garden. In a corner of the garden stood an ancient tree, one that he had climbed many times in his youth.

      A memory came to him of a young Vilkami falling from that tree and breaking his arm. The injured youth had been too scared to tell anyone that his fall was not an accident. Who would have listened if he revealed that his future king had deliberately pushed him out of the tree? Agon chortled out loud as he recalled it. The broken arm had been just one of the indignities Agon visited upon his supposed friend.

      Neither Vilkami—nor Lord Drettroth as he later became—ever found an effective way to pay Agon back. But Agon could not deny that the nobleman had come dangerously close to changing that situation. If Drettroth had taken control of the Stone of Knowing, the balance of power would have massively tilted in his favor.

      As Agon gazed at the tree, another memory sprang suddenly to mind. A low stone wall stood behind its spreading limbs, and among the stones he had once discovered a hollow cavity. He remembered occasionally hiding small treasures in there.

      Agon immediately dismissed every servant from that wing of the palace. Racing outside he hurried to the stone wall and worked feverishly to locate and expose the cavity. When he at last discovered it, he saw to his excitement that a long metal box lay inside it. The memories came rushing back. He had concealed the box within the wall after placing the sword and the small stone inside it.

      Impatiently he wrested the rusted container from the cavity.

      He was shaking with excitement when he carried the box inside. After taking a deep breath, he forced open the lid.

      Within the box lay the ancient sword, just as he had left it. Beneath it, folded into an old piece of cloth, he found the Stone of Authority.

      Grasping it in his hand, he threw back his head and began to howl with laughter. His body shook, and the tears ran down his cheeks. He hadn’t been so deliriously happy for years. Not since pushing Vilkami out of the tree. The thought set him off again.

      Eventually his body became calm, and his laughter turned to gloating. Everything was about to change in Rogand.

      From the moment he ascended the throne, he had found himself surrounded by ambitious schemers. The Rogandan nobility was little more than a pit of vipers, awash with poisonous intrigue. Now, after years of wrestling with the nobles and the priests, he dared to hope that he could bypass completely the power plays and the political maneuvering. He bared his teeth with anticipation at the thought.

      The scroll had made it very clear what he should expect from the stone. It was time to stop gloating and to try it out.
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        Five months after the Battle of Torbury Scarp

      

      

      

      The crowds bumped and jostled together, forced shoulder to shoulder as they attempted to pass through the narrow entrance at the gates of Arnost. The guards stationed on either side of the entryway gazed on with bored indifference as the human tide ebbed and flowed. It was just another market day at the capital of Arvenon.

      A weary traveler approached the gates, leading a donkey. His weathered brown cloak was topped by a broad rimmed hat that covered his face, and he plodded forward with head down, looking neither to the left nor to the right.

      His animal bore an unusual burden—an old crone, perched in the saddle uncomfortably with bent back and misshapen shoulders. Her face was concealed by the expansive hood that crowned her black cloak.

      Having arrived at the gates the wayfarer halted. His hat swung slowly from side to side as he quietly scanned the faces around him, alert to any possibility of danger. Annoyed at the obstruction, the other travelers called out impatiently, pushing and shoving as they attempted to force their way past him and his donkey. He ignored them.

      Apparently finding nothing to interest him, and seeing that the guards were about to intervene, the traveler lowered his head once more and shuffled forward, disappearing through the gates with the donkey and its unsightly passenger in tow.

      The main thoroughfare was no less crowded inside, but the wayfarer soon abandoned the main road in favor of a broad alley that wound its way steadily into the heart of the city. He soon turned aside to a narrow road that led upward until he stood directly beneath the walls of the castle.

      To one side lay a pair of wooden gates. He pushed them open and entered the courtyard that lay beyond, closing the gates behind the donkey. A small stone cottage lay before him, with smoke drifting lazily upward from its chimney.

      He came and positioned himself beside the donkey, glancing pensively up at its rider. Then he stood silently, as if deep in thought, making no move to approach the door of the cottage. He had remained there unmoving for some time when the door opened abruptly.

      A man emerged, coming to a sudden halt when confronted with the spectacle before him. The newcomer frowned, seemingly more in revulsion than in puzzlement.

      “Who are you, and what is your business here?” he asked brusquely.

      “Hello, Father,” the traveler replied quietly. “It’s your son, Thomas.”

      Axel Stablehand stood in stunned silence, contemplating the extraordinary prospect before him. Then his face hardened, and he frowned. “You’ve chosen a strange way to return home, Thomas,” he said.

      Thomas stiffened, and his misshapen companion reached down quickly and placed a gentle hand on his arm. He glanced up at her, then stood silent for a moment as he composed himself.

      “Is my mother at home?” he asked.

      “Yes, of course she is.”

      “Then may we come in?”

      His father cast a sharp glance at the dark figure on the donkey before addressing Thomas. “Why should you need permission?” he asked roughly. “It’s your home.”

      Thomas might have responded in kind, but the gentle pressure on his arm persuaded him otherwise.

      The older man turned and opened the door again. He stared at them over his shoulder for a moment before disappearing inside, leaving the door ajar behind him.

      Thomas watched him go. He shook his head once. His father was mistaken—this wasn’t his home. Not anymore.

      After removing his hat, Thomas helped his companion down from the donkey and led her into the cottage.

      The first thing he saw upon entering the main room was the startled face of his mother. She took one look at him, then she burst into tears. Rushing to him, she enfolded him in her embrace, sobbing loudly. After a few moments she composed herself and stepped away, holding him at arm’s length and studying his face. Finally she smiled in contentment.

      Apparently allowing herself to register at last that he wasn’t alone, she turned uncertainly toward his companion.

      “Mother and Father, this is Elena, the girl I am going to marry.”

      His father’s expression plainly showed his shock and distaste. His mother swallowed, then smiled resolutely. “You are very welcome, my dear!” she said brightly.

      Turning to her husband, she saw the look on his face. She frowned. “Could you please fetch us some fresh water from the well, Axel?” she asked firmly.

      Thomas suppressed a smile as his father obediently headed outside. His mother’s question might have sounded like a request, but both he and his father knew better.

      He turned to Elena. “It’s safe here,” he assured her.

      She nodded, then quickly proceeded to shed her cloak and the bundles hidden beneath it.

      Finally she stepped away from the pile at her feet. She looked anxiously toward Thomas. Then she faced his mother, her beautiful face flushed and uncertain. “Thank you very much for your welcome,” she said softly. “I am very privileged to be able to meet Thomas’s parents at last.”

      The incredible transformation in her appearance must have been no less shocking to Thomas’s mother than it had been to him when he first witnessed it. But his mother put him to shame, recovering herself almost immediately.

      “Well, now! What a blessed sight you are for these old eyes of mine!” she said, shaking her head in astonishment. “I don’t doubt there’s quite a tale to be told here.”

      She reached out and took Elena’s hands. “I’m Marya,” she said, beaming across at her, “and you truly are very welcome in our home, Elena. You must be tired after your journey. And hungry, too, I don’t doubt.”

      She released Elena’s hands and began bustling about, setting up stools at the table, gathering bowls, and stoking the fire.

      Thomas turned to Elena and grinned. “She likes you,” he whispered.

      Elena returned a nervous smile.

      The door opened, and Axel reappeared. When he spotted Elena he almost dropped the pail of water. His glance flitted around the room, as if he was trying to locate the old crone. Finally, seeing the robe lying on the floor, he turned to Elena with face flushed.

      Thomas decided not to prolong the agony. “Father, this is Elena. Without her disguise.”

      The stable master reddened with embarrassment, and Thomas realized with a start that he couldn’t remember ever witnessing such a reaction from his father.

      Thomas addressed his companion. “Elena, this is my father, Axel. He is stable master to the king.”

      She looked up at Thomas’s father, her face pale but determined. “It is a great honor to meet you,” she said earnestly.

      Axel flushed briefly again. He had not earned the courtesy she was showing him, and it was obvious to Thomas that he was well aware of it.

      “I...I am...pleased to meet you, too,” he finally blurted.

      Thomas suppressed a snort when he saw the look on his mother’s face. His father would undoubtedly gain the benefit of a few of her insights when they were next alone.

      “Please! Sit down, all of you!” Marya said cheerily, clearly unwilling to tolerate her husband’s blundering for another moment.

      “Tell us where you’ve been Thomas, and what you’ve been doing! Will visited us some weeks ago, and he told us that you were safe and that we should be very proud of you. He wouldn’t say any more than that. I’ve missed you so much, and every day I’ve been waiting to hear from you!”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” said Thomas. He had long anticipated this interaction, but had never been able to settle on exactly what to say to account for his prolonged absence.

      He hadn’t reckoned on Elena.

      “Please don’t be angry with Thomas,” she exclaimed. “It’s me who’s to blame!” She spoke with such disarming sincerity that his mother’s face immediately lit up with an understanding smile. Even his father’s frown softened slightly.

      “Thomas only delayed coming to Arnost so that I could come with him, too. We waited until spring arrived so it would be easier to travel. I’ve been so much looking forward to meeting Thomas’s parents! My father and I have a great deal to thank you for. Thomas has been such a help to us!”

      His mother flushed with pleasure.

      “We’ve come to rely on him very much,” she continued. “He saved my father’s life when he was dangerously ill with fever. Did you know he had skills as a healer?”

      His mother shook her head in surprise.

      “And when the Rogandans came, he led them away to protect us. He was so brave!”

      “Well, just look at you now!” said Marya with a smile. “What young man wouldn’t want to protect you?”

      “Oh no, you don’t understand!” she exclaimed. “He thought I was an ugly hunchback. Like when you first saw me.”

      Marya raised her eyebrows in astonishment.

      “Thomas led them away, and he was injured and captured as a result! He was taken to their leader’s fortress. They would have killed him if he hadn’t managed to escape.”

      Thomas watched her, wide-eyed. Who could resist her? Certainly not his mother—she was hanging on Elena’s every word.

      “And he persuaded you to marry him?” Axel’s question probably sounded more abrupt than he intended.

      A delicate blush came to her lovely cheeks. “I don’t think he needed to do a good deal of persuading,” she said, lowering her eyelids bashfully.

      She was incredible. Thomas marveled anew at the fact that she had promised herself to him.

      “So we’re going to have a wedding,” said Marya enthusiastically. “That’s just wonderful! I understand that you have connections now, Thomas. Perhaps you’ll be allowed to hold the ceremony in the cathedral!”

      “The cathedral?” he replied in alarm. “Please, Mother! I’m a commoner. You know as well as I do that commoners don’t marry in the cathedral. Our wedding will be small and very quiet. If a church isn’t available, we can marry here at home. All we need is a priest to bless the marriage.”

      “Nonsense,” said Marya. “We’ll find a church for you, don’t you worry.”

      Axel faced Elena. “You mentioned your father,” he said evenly, apparently managing at last to regain some composure. “Did he travel with you to Arnost?”

      “Yes,” Elena replied. “We parted just before we entered the city. He didn’t want to intrude on Thomas’s homecoming. He is hoping to meet you, though.”

      “We would very much like to meet him, too,” Marya assured her. “And what about your mother?”

      “She died when I was quite young. My father raised me on his own.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that, dear,” said Thomas’s mother. She reached out and took Elena’s hand. “I’ve never had a daughter, and you don’t have a mother. Perhaps we can be friends.”

      “I would like that very much.”

      Marya positively glowed. There was no need at all to guess about her opinion of Elena.

      Thomas glanced across at his father, and saw that a distant look had come to his eye.

      “You might be wondering where Simon is, Thomas,” he said. “I don’t know myself. He just vanished during the siege. I’ve heard nothing of him since. I don’t suppose you’ve learned anything of him in your travels?”

      Thomas had been anticipating this conversation too, and once again he hadn’t decided what to say. This time Elena couldn’t help him out.

      Thomas knew he had to tell his father something—Axel Stablehand might have been the person who cared most about the youth. And Thomas was determined to acknowledge Simon’s courage.

      “I actually met Simon—when I was imprisoned at the fortress of the Rogandan leader. I escaped largely thanks to him. Simon behaved very heroically during his time there. I’m sorry to have to tell you, though, that he did not survive.”

      Axel frowned in disbelief. “He’s dead? How did he come to be at the Rogandan fortress?”

      Thomas paused, determined to ignore his father’s tone. What would his father say if he told him that Simon had left Arnost solely to betray Thomas to the Rogandan leader? How could he explain that Simon had been pressed into that leader’s service as his food taster, and that he had lost his own life when he fatally poisoned his master? It would raise too many questions—awkward questions that Thomas was either unwilling or unable to answer.

      “The Rogandans captured him outside the city walls. As to how and why he came to be there, those are questions that only he could properly answer.”

      His father stared at him. “You said he was a hero.”

      “He was. It was through his efforts that the Rogandan leader was killed. Unfortunately Simon also died as a result.”

      “Who else knows this?”

      “Will Prentis knows. I don’t know if he has told the king.”

      Axel looked at Thomas with narrowed eyes. But he said no more and asked no further questions.

      Thomas could not help wondering what he was thinking. But he had never used the Stone of Knowing to spy on his father’s thoughts, and he didn’t plan to start now.
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      A new dawn broke over Arnost, sending the sun’s rays peeping into the house containing Axel and Marya and their two guests. Marya had set up blankets for her son in the main living area to allow Elena to sleep in his old room.

      Thomas had slept badly.

      His parents’ house was pleasant and familiar, but it held too many mixed memories for him. He missed the rough comforts of the cabin in the woods.

      When the four of them were sitting around the little table breaking their fast with newly baked bread and fresh milk, Thomas turned to his father. “Could you please let Will know that we are here?”

      “I’ll get one of the stable boys to pass on a message,” Axel returned gruffly.

      Thomas responded with immediate alarm. “Please don’t do that! I don’t want anyone else to know we’re here.”

      “Why not?” Axel demanded.

      Thomas groaned inwardly. He had left Arnost out of fear that his secret would be exposed. The last thing he wanted now was to advertise his return. He couldn’t say that, though.

      If he refused to answer his father’s question it would lead him onto a familiar path, one that wouldn’t go anywhere good.

      “I’m sure Thomas is thinking of me,” Elena interjected, blushing faintly. “He knows I’m dreadfully shy.”

      His father subsided. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll tell Will myself.”

      “Thank you so much!” she replied with evident relief.

      Thomas had a far greater need for concealment than Elena did, but once again she’d come to his rescue.

      The look on her face had clearly softened Axel. Her shyness was charming rather than awkward—it only made her more endearing.

      The contrast between Axel’s reaction to Elena and his reaction to his own son could not have been more striking. His father plainly saw no particular reason for secrecy when Thomas requested it. Nevertheless, he’d readily agreed to it for Elena’s sake.

      Thomas had come here to introduce Elena to his parents, and as expected she’d made a good impression on both of them. But he’d also hoped to make a new beginning with his father. That wasn’t proving at all straightforward.

      

      Axel sought out Will and delivered the message. Will responded immediately with the proposal that Thomas and Elena meet him later that afternoon in the castle. He suggested the familiar small tower room that Will, Rufe, and Thomas had used as a hideaway in the days before the Rogandan invasion.

      At the appointed time Thomas set off with Elena to find the upper room in the tower. They entered the castle through a small postern door and stayed away from heavily trafficked passageways. Both of them wore cloaks and kept their faces concealed.

      Will and Rufe were waiting for them when they arrived.

      “Thomas! Elena! It’s good to see you both again,” said Will, a broad smile creasing his scarred face. Rufe, too, greeted them with a warmth and a gentleness that belied his intimidating stature.

      Thomas was more delighted than he could express to see his friends again.

      “We’ve heard rumors about you, Will,” he said with a smile. “I hear you’re an important person now. Well, even more important than you were before, if that’s possible.”

      Will dismissed the comment with a wave of his hand. “To my old friends I’ll always just be Will,” he said, “whatever happens.”

      “I hear the two of you are planning a wedding,” Rufe said to Thomas and Elena with a grin. “Will you hold it here in Arnost? We’d love to attend if we’re invited.”

      “We would be honored to have you!” Thomas assured him.

      Elena said least of all in the energetic conversation that followed, but Thomas noticed her looking on with a contented smile.

      After a while Will interrupted them. “There’s someone who would like to meet you both,” he said.

      “Who?” asked Thomas curiously.

      “You’ll find out very soon. We’re expecting her at any moment,” Will replied with a grin.

      “Her?” asked Thomas, raising an eyebrow. “Is there a lady in your life now, Will?”

      The question drew a loud guffaw from both Will and Rufe. “No!” they replied.

      As if on cue, a youthful face appeared in the doorway. Seeing Will and Rufe, a smile covered her face as the owner stepped into the room.

      “Your Majesty,” said Will and Rufe in unison, bowing deeply.

      “Your Majesty,” echoed Elena, performing a more than serviceable curtsy.

      Thomas realized he was standing upright, staring at her with his jaws wide. He snapped his mouth shut and bent low.

      “Your Majesty, I would like to present Elena and Thomas,” said Will smoothly. “Elena and Thomas, you have the honor of finding yourselves in the presence of Queen Essanda.”

      Thomas had seen the queen before, but this was his first opportunity to observe her up close. She was indeed a girl. But the merry eyes twinkling out at them seemed somehow older, as if she had witnessed things that aged her prematurely. Knowing a little of her role in the Battle of Torbury Scarp, Thomas was not surprised.

      The queen turned to Thomas. “I’m told you were present when Lord Drettroth was brought down,” she said admiringly.

      “Yes, Your Majesty. I can’t take any credit for it, though.”

      She smiled. “I’ve heard you were very brave.”

      Thomas didn’t know what to say.

      Seeing his discomfort, she turned to Elena. The youthful queen gazed at her silently for a long moment. “I know many elegant young ladies,” she said. “But you seem somehow different.”

      Elena blushed deeply.

      A shy smile covered the queen’s face. “Would you be willing to spend some time in my company?”

      She seemed surprisingly vulnerable as she asked the question, and Thomas had to remind himself that she was scarcely older than a child. Observing the way she conducted herself, even putting to one side her remarkable reputation, it was easy to forget her real age and think of her as a mature young woman.

      Elena must have sensed her hesitation, too, because her own shyness quickly gave way to her instinctive kindness. “It would be a great privilege, Your Majesty,” she said, extending a warm smile of her own in return.

      The queen took her arm, and they disappeared down the tower steps together, the queen already beginning to whisper conspiratorially as if Elena was an old friend.
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      Queen Essanda led Elena to a small room in her private apartments that featured two windows overlooking a distant forest. The room was illuminated cheerfully by the afternoon sun, and they sat down together in two well worn but comfortable chairs. The young queen chattered away cheerfully, and Elena soon found herself relaxing in her presence. She immediately saw that her hostess wanted to be treated as a normal person, not as a lofty monarch needing to maintain an appropriate distance.

      While walking to the queen’s private apartments, Elena had once again concealed her face beneath the hood of her cloak. She removed the cloak only when they were out of sight indoors.

      “Why do you hide your face in public, Elena?” the queen asked her curiously. “I’m surrounded by young women who love to parade themselves, and none of them are half as beautiful as you.”

      It was a frank question, but Elena could see that the queen had no desire to make her uncomfortable. She simply seemed puzzled.

      “I’m very shy, Your Majesty. My father and I have lived alone in the woods for many years, and I’m not accustomed to being out among people. Most of my life has been very sheltered.”

      The queen sighed. “I will never look like you,” she said wistfully. “I know my husband cares about me very much, but I sometimes wonder if he’ll find me attractive when I’m fully grown.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry, Your Majesty,” Elena said with a ready smile. “You have lovely features! Besides, attraction isn’t just about appearance. Thomas fell in love with me when he thought I was ugly.”

      “How could he possibly think you were ugly?”

      “I wore a disguise, and he’d never seen me without it. My face was always covered, and I looked like I was deformed.”

      The queen didn’t try to hide her astonishment. “But why?”

      “When I was growing up, people thought I was a witch.”

      “Because you had a beautiful face?”

      Elena could only shrug.

      The queen sighed. “Some people have said nasty things about me because I went to the battle at Torbury Scarp.”

      “But Your Majesty!” said Elena, completely astonished. “Thomas told me the battle would have been lost without you!”

      It was the queen’s turn to shrug. “People don’t seem to like it if you’re different. If it made you worse than others, I could understand it. But they seem just as unhappy if you’re different in a good way.”

      Elena shook her head. “I’m not sure I understand people very well,” she said. “Apart from my father anyway. And I think I’m starting to get to know Thomas.” She felt herself blushing faintly.

      Queen Essanda smiled. “Learning comes from living. Or so my father has always said.” Then her face took on an earnest look. “I’ve been told you probably won’t stay in Arnost for long.”

      Elena nodded a confirmation.

      “I would like to see more of you while you’re here,” said the queen. She hesitated for a moment, then she seemed to come to a decision. “I have some questions I’d like to ask you. There are things I need to talk about with...with a woman. Someone who isn’t one of my maids.” She spread her arms helplessly. “I don’t have a mother to talk to.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to answer your questions,” Elena replied awkwardly. “I’ve grown up without a mother myself.” Then she brightened. “Thomas’s mother would understand—she’s already given me some helpful advice. I could ask her.” Seeing the hesitation on the young queen’s face, she hastily added, “Without mentioning you, of course!”

      The queen nodded. After a pause she said, “You don’t have to meet with me of course. Only if you’d like to.”

      “It would be an honor to spend time with you, Your Majesty,” Elena replied. Then she added self-consciously, “And I would enjoy it, too.”

      Queen Essanda released a breath and smiled. “It’s settled, then,” she said. “I often have official duties to perform, but I will send you a message.”

      The queen provided directions to the tower room, and Elena hurried back with her face hidden. She felt considerable relief when she found herself once more in the presence of Thomas and Will and Rufe.

      Thomas smiled at her and raised his eyebrows questioningly. She smiled back and gave him a look that said, “All is well. I’ll tell you everything that happened later.”

      

      The days passed quickly. The queen was true to her word and sent often for Elena. As they became more relaxed in each other’s presence they spoke of personal things as well as everyday matters, and the two of them became firm friends.

      If Elena could have known, her friendship provided a refreshing change for the queen. At her young age Queen Essanda had already found herself overwhelmed with the subtle and less than subtle maneuvering for power and position that was a constant feature of court life. Elena expected nothing from the queen, and so was able to satisfy that most basic of human needs—the need for a soul mate, a trustworthy friend who saw her as a person, not as a potential rung on the ladder of power and influence.
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      The day after Thomas and Elena arrived in Arnost, they brought Rubin to meet Thomas’s parents. Thomas felt anxious about the meeting, but the outcome exceeded his expectations. Rubin was as even-tempered by nature as Axel was abrupt, but both men were skillful and practical in their own way and they found plenty of common ground.

      Rubin was soon spending most days with Axel in the stables. His confidence around horses increased in leaps and bounds. And Axel became noticeably less terse than usual.
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      After several months living in the forest with Rubin, Elena, and Thomas, Haldek had no interest in remaining there alone when his companions set out to visit Thomas’s parents. He was devoted to Elena, and the idea of her leaving the safety of her isolated refuge alarmed him considerably. Reluctant though he was to travel openly in Arvenon so soon after the end of the war with Rogand, he immediately decided to join the little party. There was also talk of a wedding, and he wasn’t willing to miss that under any circumstances.

      As far as Haldek was concerned, he was going as Elena’s protector. He liked to describe himself as her uncle, but he could scarcely have cared about her more if she were his own daughter.

      When he learned that their destination was Arnost, he was dismayed. He had no expectation that any Rogandan would receive a welcome there. He had last seen the city as a soldier in the army besieging it. None of the residents of Arnost could possibly know that, of course. But he knew it.

      When they eventually arrived in Arnost, Haldek was pleased to be there for one reason only—he hoped to see Will again. When the two men had last met, Haldek had been facing a future that seemed bleak indeed. Now he could never remember feeling so contented.

      Will had been entirely responsible for the change. Haldek was plodding back to Rogand on foot with a band of other demoralized Rogandan soldiers when he encountered the Arvenian army commander. After the decisive defeat of the Rogandan army at the Battle of Torbury Scarp, Haldek was anxious to leave Arvenon as quietly and unobtrusively as possible. He had been tired, miserable, and hungry when Will’s men flushed him out.

      Will had been riding in search of Elena and Rubin, accompanied by a group of his soldiers and Thomas. He singled Haldek out and separated him from his companions, attaching him instead to his own party. Haldek had no idea why. But he was forever grateful.

      

      The former Rogandan soldier didn’t know it, but Will was acting purely out of gratitude.

      He did not recognize the commander as someone he had ever met before, and Will did nothing to enlighten him. But he recognized Haldek immediately. The Rogandan had twice assisted him at crucial moments—once at Lord Drettroth’s wooden fortress in the wilderness, and once when Will appeared in the Rogandan army camp outside Arnost in the guise of a priest.

      Will later encouraged Rubin, Elena, and Thomas to allow Haldek to join them in their forest refuge near the town of Tallesford. They had done so willingly and quickly came to appreciate him as a genial and capable companion.

      

      Rubin and Haldek had entered Arnost the same day as Thomas and Elena, and Rubin quickly found a cheap room in a small inn to share with Haldek. The following day Thomas took Rubin to meet his parents. Haldek did not join them.

      Haldek was grateful for the opportunity to hide himself away. In the secluded cabin in the forest there was no reason for his Rogandan heritage to cause a problem. Openly wandering around in the capital of Arvenon was another matter entirely. His Arvenian language skills had been improving steadily, but he spoke with a thick accent that he knew would betray him as a foreigner. Arvenian merchants traveled widely in Rogand before the recent war, and there would undoubtedly be more than a few who would recognize his accent. His features were distinctively Rogandan, too.

      Haldek was determined to limit his forays beyond the four walls of the inn where he was staying with Rubin. But he still needed somewhere to eat and to enjoy an ale. The inn’s public serving room proved ideal. The food was barely passable, and the ale was watered down, but the lighting was dim and neither the staff nor other customers appeared to be overly curious.

      A couple of days after they arrived, Haldek rose early and headed downstairs alone to break his fast. Few other customers were in the public room at that time of the day, but his eyes were drawn to a couple of men dressed as merchants sitting in a shadowy corner of the room, well away from the bar and the entrance to the inn. There was a furtiveness about them that roused his interest—their demeanor suggested they had something to hide. He chose a table that was near them without being too close. Having ordered some food, he pulled his hooded cloak about him and leaned back in his chair.

      Snatches of conversation from the men made him instantly alert. They were speaking Rogandan. Unable to hear them clearly, he strained his ears to catch anything he possibly could of their conversation. He heard the words “Castel”, “Varas”, and “Agon”, and he thought he also heard “murder”.

      He leaned a little closer, and in doing so accidentally knocked against another chair, causing it to scrape loudly on the flagstone floor. The men looked up abruptly and peered at Haldek for a moment. After exchanging a sharp glance, they rose to their feet and quickly left the inn.

      Haldek restrained his immediate urge to get up and follow them. For all he knew they would be waiting outside the inn watching to see if anyone followed them. Hasty action might put him in danger, and drawing attention to himself in a strange city was the last thing he wanted to do.

      Haldek hastened back upstairs to his room, where he found Rubin still resting.

      “I am hearing something,” he said, the words tumbling out roughly as he struggled to speak quickly in his accented Arvenian. “We must see Will at once. It cannot wait!”

      Rubin stared at him in surprise for a moment, then nodded his head and got up. They were downstairs and outside in a couple of minutes, but it wasn’t quick enough for Haldek. As they headed for the castle, he glanced around him for any sign of the men. But he acknowledged to himself that he probably wouldn’t recognize them in the light of day. Their faces had barely been visible in the inn, and their clothing was little different from that of any merchant.

      When they arrived at the castle, Rubin approached one of the guards and asked to see Will Prentis. The guard looked them up and down disdainfully. His gaze lingered suspiciously on Haldek, then he turned to Rubin with a frown.

      “Who wants to see him?” he asked skeptically.

      “Tell him that Rubin and Haldek need to meet with him.”

      “The commander is a busy man. Come back tomorrow.”

      “He will want to see us,” Rubin replied firmly. “And he will not be pleased if you delay our meeting.” He studied the face of the guard carefully through narrowed eyes as if committing his features to memory.

      The guard frowned again, but after a moment’s hesitation he turned aside and spoke quietly to one of the other guards before disappearing into the castle.

      After a short delay, another soldier appeared with the guard and greeted Rubin and Haldek courteously.

      “Please follow me. The commander is busy at the moment, but he will see you as soon as he is available.”

      Before many minutes had passed, Will did indeed appear, with Rufe beside him. Both of them greeted the two men warmly.

      “Rubin! It’s good to see you again,” said Will. “Are you and Elena both well?”

      “We are! I know you must be busy—thank you for seeing us so quickly.”

      Will gave a friendly nod in response, then he turned to Haldek.

      “Uncle!” he said loudly. “It’s been far too long since I saw you last!”

      “Welcome to Arnost, Haldek!” said Rufe enthusiastically.

      Haldek was bemused by the greeting. But he quickly guessed the purpose behind Will’s little charade. A number of soldiers were standing within hearing range. They would undoubtedly spread the word that Will’s “uncle” was in town.

      Haldek had once asked Will how he came to be so fluent in Rogandan. Will had explained that he had been adopted by his uncle as a small child, and raised by him and his Rogandan wife. Will’s aunt was responsible for his fluency in Rogandan. Haldek had the impression that the aunt had little else to commend her, but she had certainly done a thorough job as a language teacher. Perhaps she might have made a poor sister for Haldek, but he nevertheless clearly understood the value of being seen as Will’s long lost uncle.

      Haldek knew that after defeating the Rogandan invaders, Will was held in the highest esteem by all Arvenians, from the king down. The commander was trading on that credibility to transform Haldek’s obvious Rogandan heritage from a liability into an asset.

      A wave of gratitude flooded over the Rogandan. He didn’t understand the reason why Will was being so considerate to him, but it made him more appreciative than ever of the Arvenian commander.

      “We have something we need to tell you,” Rubin said quietly.

      Will nodded to Rufe, and the giant guardsman led them all to a small room that boasted several comfortable chairs. Rufe ushered them in and pointed to a seat. Then he shut the door.

      Will looked at them curiously. “What is it I need to hear?” he asked. “It sounded important.”

      Rubin leaned forward. “Haldek overheard some merchants. They were speaking Rogandan.” He indicated to Haldek that he should continue.

      “I am only hearing a bit,” Haldek said. “But they talk about Castel, Varas, Agon, and murder.”

      Will raised his eyebrows. He turned to Rufe. “Could you please bring Thomas?” he asked. “You may find him at the stables. I’d like him to hear this conversation as well.”

      Rufe set off without delay.

      Will turned back to Rubin and Haldek. “While Rufe is gone,” he said with a smile, “you can catch me up on all your news.”
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      Rufe did indeed find Thomas in the stables.

      Thomas was spending a large part of each day working with his father and Rubin, while Elena helped his mother. The two women were getting along famously. That was no surprise. What was more surprising was that his father had become less abrupt when speaking to Thomas. Perhaps Axel’s exposure to Rubin was having an effect.

      When Rufe arrived he greeted Axel before turning to Thomas. “Can I tear you away from your work here, Thomas? Will would like you to join him as soon as possible.”

      Thomas raised an inquiring eyebrow toward his father.

      “You go, Thomas,” his father said. “I can continue on here.”

      “What’s happening?” Thomas asked Rufe as they hurried back to Will.

      “Haldek heard some men talking in Rogandan. Will wants you to be there when Haldek tells us what happened.”

      Thomas thought he understood. Will probably wanted him to use the stone to ensure that no details were lost. While they were walking he unobtrusively retrieved the stone from his pouch.

      When they arrived Will greeted them with a smile.

      “What is he good for?” Haldek asked, jerking a thumb at Thomas. “He speaks terrible Rogandan.” He winked at Thomas as he said it.

      Will laughed. “Just ignore him if you like. Tell us what happened.”

      Haldek switched to Rogandan and began describing the men and their conversation as best he could. While he talked, Thomas studied him closely, working hard to limit his focus to the recent incident.

      “We will send some men to try to find these merchants,” Will said, switching back to Arvenian. “I am grateful to you, Haldek. Your alertness might prove significant.”

      “I’m heading over to work with Axel in the stables,” said Rubin. “Would you like to come with me, Haldek?”

      “No, I head back to the inn,” Haldek replied.

      “On your own?” asked Thomas.

      “I am just fine,” Haldek insisted.

      As Rubin and Haldek left, Will had a few quiet words with Rufe. The guardsman left the room as well, leaving only Thomas and Will.

      “Did you learn anything useful?” Will asked.

      “Yes. I was able to see their faces, and in more detail than from Haldek’s description. I think I would recognize them if I saw them.”

      “Did you understand any more of what they were saying?”

      “No,” Thomas replied regretfully. “Haldek wasn’t close enough to hear much of their conversation.”

      “Was he being too cautious? Or are the men worth investigating?”

      “I think he was right to be concerned. I don’t know what they are doing here, but I suspect these men are much more than simple merchants.”

      “Thank you, Thomas. Once again you have proved your unique value to the kingdom.”
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      While Will and Thomas were questioning Haldek, three men sat huddled together in a dark corner of a quiet tavern in Arnost. They were sipping ale from large mugs. One of them was a thickset man with a scar across his chin. He sat opposite the other two men, one with a thin angular face and another with a crooked nose. To any casual observer they would have appeared to be a group of friends enjoying a well earned break after a hard day’s work. Anyone sitting close enough to overhear their conversation, though, would not have understood a word unless they happened to be conversant in Rogandan.

      The thin faced man was talking. “The Rogandan went to the castle with another man,” he said. “I followed them. When they arrived they asked to see Will Prentis.” He spat on the rough stone floor as he voiced the name.

      The thickset man frowned. “Who is this Rogandan? What have you been able to find out about him?”

      Bent Nose shrugged. “We know nothing about him. I overheard some of the guards talking, and supposedly Will Prentis has a Rogandan uncle visiting him.” He snorted dismissively. “I don’t believe the story for a minute. He’s clearly a traitor.”

      “Interrogate him. No need to be gentle. Find out what he’s doing here and what he’s up to.”

      Thin Face smiled—an ugly smile with no trace of humor in it.

      Gulping down the last of their ale, the three men pushed themselves to their feet and left the tavern. Once on the street they pulled their hoods down low over their faces and slipped away in different directions.
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      Haldek left the castle and headed back into the city. He kept his head down, careful to mind his own business. He didn’t want trouble.

      Sensing the underlying tension in his body as he walked, he consciously worked at calming himself. His edginess wasn’t just because he was a foreigner in a strange city. He had never found it easy to relax around crowds and noise. In recent months he had come to realize that the peacefulness and seclusion of the forest was the only setting he could truly call home.

      He had never lost his sense of wonder at the sights and the sounds of a city, though. Urchins dashed in and out of alleyways, street sellers loudly hawked their wares, and ordinary people called greetings to each other as they went about their business. Occasionally a lord or a lady passed by in a carriage, dressed in their finery. The garments of the nobility splashed reds, blues, and yellows onto a scene dominated by the brown wood and whitewashed walls of the buildings and the dull fabrics and hardwearing leather of the commoners’ clothing. Arnost might be a foreign city, but it had much in common with any large city in his native land.

      As he approached the inn, the road narrowed, and the houses on either side drew closer together. With the prospect of hot food and a mug of ale occupying his attention, he paid no mind to his surroundings.

      Suddenly he was grabbed from behind and pulled into an alley. He registered a brief glimpse of two men before a blow to the head sent him staggering.

      “What do we have here?” said a harsh voice. “A traitor, up at the castle making common cause with these vermin. Likely a deserter, too. We know how to deal with scum like you!”

      Another blow to the head almost caused him to black out. Then pain dragged him back to awareness as punches began to rain on his body.

      Haldek reacted instinctively, aiming a vicious kick at the shins of one of his attackers. The man cried out in annoyance and drew back.

      Haldek used the respite to land blows of his own on the other attacker. Gathering all his strength, he aimed a knockout punch at the second man’s head. His target swung away at the last moment, and his blow went wide. With Haldek’s arm fully extended, the attacker leaned in swiftly and punched him hard in the midriff. Completely winded, Haldek doubled over, gasping for air. Something heavy hit him on the head, and everything went dark.

      

      Haldek woke to find himself in unfamiliar surroundings. Colorful paintings of cherubs gazed down at him from an ornate ceiling. “Where am I?” he asked the cherubs. His head was pounding, and he ached all over.

      Rufe’s face appeared above him. “It’s good to see you awake again, Haldek. You’ve been beaten up pretty badly.”

      Haldek tried to sit up and almost passed out with the pain. He lay back down again.

      “Rest!” ordered a voice that seemed to belong to Will. The commander’s face appeared over him as well.

      “Do you know who the men were?” Rufe asked.

      Haldek shook his head, wincing as the pounding in his skull increased in intensity.

      “How you find me?” he asked weakly.

      “I asked Rufe to keep an eye on you,” said Will.

      “And a good thing he did,” Rufe added. “They probably would have killed you if I hadn’t disturbed them.”

      “You catch them?” asked Haldek, unable to stifle the groan that escaped with his question.

      “Unfortunately not,” Rufe replied. “They took off fairly quickly. Do you know who they were? Were they the men you overheard in the inn? Or were they local robbers who didn’t like the look of you?”

      Haldek closed his eyes and drew in a slow breath. Then he opened his eyes again. “They are Rogandan.”

      “Are you sure?” asked Will.

      “Yes. No doubts about it. They speak to me.”

      Haldek slowly repeated what they had said.

      “Were they the men from the inn?”

      “Maybe. I have no chance to see faces.”

      “From now on you’re staying at the castle,” said Will. “And you won’t be walking around in the city on your own again.”
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      The three strangers had once more retreated to a quiet corner of the tavern.

      “We cornered our Rogandan friend. We were interrupted before we got anything out of him,” said Thin Face.

      “We’ve been asking plenty of questions, though,” said Bent Nose. “He’s been seen with a youth. And with a girl who is always cloaked. The youth—and the girl—are staying beside the royal stables.”

      “There are vague rumors about the youth,” Thin Face added. “Someone who sounds a bit like him attended a meeting of the Council of Lords during the siege. The meeting supposedly ended in uproar.”

      “Something strange is going on,” said the thickset man with a scowl. “Have all of them watched closely. Especially the Rogandan and the youth. I want to know everything they do and everywhere they go. Stay well away from them, though. That includes the Rogandan! Pay the local street rats to do the snooping for you. Make sure you stay out of sight!”

      Both of them nodded.

      “We’re going to need more money,” said Thin Face. “To pay our informants.”

      The dull clink of coins could be heard as two bulging bags were pushed up onto the table. Thin Face and Bent Nose each took a bag and hid them away in their cloaks.

      A moment later, all three men were gone.
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      Will stood with King Steffan in an inner chamber in the castle. The room was the king’s location of choice for private audiences, and Will had become very familiar with it. He had just finished delivering a full report to the king of everything that Haldek had discovered.

      King Steffan frowned. “Do you believe the story of this Rogandan friend of yours? Haldek, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Sire. I have no doubt whatsoever about it.”

      The king raised his eyebrows. “No doubt at all? Well, you usually seem to know what you’re talking about, Will, so I’ll take your word for it.”

      A thoughtful look came over his face. “Are these men here for a reason? Or are they just merchants with a bad attitude?”

      Will shrugged helplessly. “Without proof I can’t be certain,” he acknowledged. “But I don’t want to assume the best and miss something important. I’d rather assume the worst and be proven wrong.”

      The king nodded. “Find some of our soldiers who speak Rogandan, and send them into the marketplace. Make sure they do it quietly. It’s possible they might discover something.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Will bowed and withdrew.

      Before two hours had passed, Will had chosen twenty reliable soldiers and sent them off with clear instructions. The men set off in twos and threes and spread out around the city. They paused to browse among the wares in the marketplace, they sat quietly on wooden stools in busy inns and quiet taverns and watched and listened as they sipped their ale. All day and into the night they kept a vigilant eye out for anything unusual. The following day they did the same.

      They witnessed noisy merrymaking and drunken brawls, and apprehended several pickpockets.

      They discovered no sign at all of the Rogandan merchants.
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      Elena had no mother of her own to help prepare her for her wedding, but Thomas’s mother stepped into the gap with eager delight. Having delivered only a son, Marya never expected to share such an experience with a daughter. Now finding herself in precisely that situation, she could barely contain her excitement. She leaped in with unbounded enthusiasm and every ounce of her restless energy.

      A small church and a priest were quickly secured for the event, and Marya began planning a special meal at her home to follow. The guest list was small. Thomas and Elena could not invite extended family members—none of their relatives lived anywhere near Arnost. The wedding would be celebrated by the immediate families, a few close neighbors, and some of Thomas’s friends from the army. Of those who had traveled with Thomas during the Rogandan invasion, only Will, Rufe, and Nestor were in Arnost. All three of them readily accepted the invitation to attend.

      Marya began the food preparation several days in advance, helped by Elena. They chattered away merrily as they worked, and both of them seemed equally excited to be sharing the effort with the other.

      Whenever Thomas had the opportunity, he stole a few minutes to watch them at work. It pleased him immensely that Elena and his mother were getting along so well.

      Just two days before the big event, he found them sitting together at the kitchen table, taking a welcome break from their preparations. He slipped onto a stool beside them.

      “Axel has given me some coins for the wedding feast,” Marya was telling Elena excitedly. “Tomorrow we will buy a few treats at the market.”

      Elena’s eyes widened.

      “My only regret,” his mother continued, “is that we’re not able to provide you with a suitably magnificent gown.” She shook her head sadly.

      “Oh, I don’t mind at all,” Elena replied contentedly. “I’m very happy with the dress I have.” She beamed a smile at Thomas, who smiled back encouragingly. However humble her garments might be, he never doubted he would truthfully be able to proclaim her the most beautiful bride in the world.

      His musing was interrupted by a voice at the door of the cottage. “Is the mistress at home?”

      “Come in!” called Marya.

      An old woman appeared in the doorway. “Beggin’ your pardon,” she said, “but I have a package for the lady of the house from Her Majesty.”

      The visitor handed it to the astonished Marya, then left immediately.

      Marya laid the package on the table. “I have no idea what this could be,” she said, bemused.

      Whatever it held, its contents had been wrapped in fine paper. Unable to bring herself to wantonly destroy such delicate and expensive material, Marya carefully began to unwrap it. Then she caught a glimpse of what lay inside, and her hands froze in shock. She looked up at Thomas and Elena, her eyes wide.

      Then abruptly she recovered herself. Frowning down at Thomas on his stool, she waved him away impatiently. “Off you go, then! Now! This is women’s business!”

      When he didn’t immediately move, she put her hands on her hips and glared fiercely at him. “Out! Be off with you!” she cried, pointing to the door.

      He finally got the message, and she wasted no time in bustling him out of the cottage.

      Thomas stood outside shaking his head in bewilderment. Then he shrugged. Turning on his heel he headed for the stables, chased all the way by the sound of excited squeals from the kitchen.

      

      On the day of the wedding, Marya ejected her son from the cottage almost from the moment he woke. Thomas hadn’t been entirely abandoned though. Rubin, Haldek, and his father had established themselves in one of the stable buildings, and he joined them there. The men had brought with them everything they needed to dress themselves for the wedding, and Marya had sent ample food supplies with Axel. Before long Will, Rufe, and Nestor arrived as well, bringing with them a small cask of ale.

      Every necessary ingredient was on hand for a merry party. The three soldiers were soon entertaining the men with tales from their travels. To Thomas’s dismay, most of the stories were at his expense.

      “I remember the time when Brother Vangellis was ill,” said Will. “Thomas was sent off to find feverwort.”

      “Yes, and he came back with a poisonous plant,” said Rufe, grinning hugely.

      “Our female companion was not at all impressed,” chortled Nestor. “She let him know exactly what she thought about it.”

      All three soldiers laughed uproariously.

      Will leaned in close to Thomas, a huge grin on his face. Then he whispered in his ear, “Shall I tell them what she said that day when she was riding in front of you?”

      Seeing the horrified look on Thomas’s face, he laughed and slapped him on the back.

      After a steady flow of embarrassing yarns, Rubin clearly decided that his future son-in-law had been punished enough. “You might not know it, but Thomas used feverwort to save my life,” he said seriously.

      “I’m not at all surprised,” said Will. “The truth is that we could never have managed without Thomas.”

      Rufe and Nestor agreed wholeheartedly. It clearly took some effort for them to swallow their grins, but they nevertheless accepted the change in tone cheerfully.

      “There never was a better horse master for the army,” Rufe asserted soberly, every trace of irony extinguished from his tone. “He got Will back into the saddle after his injury at Danford. At the time I couldn’t imagine Will ever being able to ride confidently again. Thomas proved me wrong.”

      The remainder of their time together passed very agreeably for Thomas. His companions succeeded admirably in making him feel valued.

      Before long it was time to go. Rubin left them, and the others escorted Thomas to the church. He felt conspicuous and awkward in his new doublet and breeches, and his friends didn’t help by grinning at his discomfort.

      As the big moment approached Thomas’s nerves began to surface, and he broke out in a sweat. Apparently deciding to take pity on him, Will threw an arm around Thomas’s shoulder and proceeded in low tones to relate a juicy tale about Rufe. He reported that a determined young woman had singled out the giant guardsman as the man of her dreams, untroubled by his lack of interest in her bountiful charms.

      Will provided a hilarious account of Rufe’s frantic and often futile attempts to avoid her, succeeding so completely in distracting Thomas that at first the groom failed to notice that wedding guests were filing into the church. Thomas tried hard to put on an appropriately solemn demeanor as he redirected his attention to the guests. All of them were known to him, and when they caught his eye they beamed him smiles of encouragement.

      A slight girl that he didn’t recognize also slipped into the church, choosing to sit at the back. She glanced briefly in his direction, but her face was covered by a hood, and he wasn’t able to make eye contact. She was clearly at pains not to be known.

      His brows drew together briefly in puzzlement. He knew very few girls, and none of them were close enough friends to be invited to his wedding. Then with a shock he realized who it must be. A brief glimpse of soldiers outside the church confirmed it. The uninvited guest was no lesser personage than Queen Essanda.

      This new discovery might have melted his courage away entirely, but at that moment his bride appeared. A hooded cloak had apparently concealed her wedding finery on her way to the church, but as she entered the porch her father helped her out of it. Then she stepped through the door, her delicate hand resting on her father’s arm.

      Thomas stood with Will at his side, and he heard a gasp escape from his friend. He understood Will’s reaction entirely.

      Elena took his breath away. He had expected her to be clad in a simple dress with bold colors, much like every other bride he had ever glimpsed. Instead she wore a delicate gown made from a pale fabric he did not recognize. She was beyond beautiful. This was her day, and she shone with a wondrous radiance.

      His family and friends stood to honor the bride. But the groom ceased to be aware of them. As Elena and her father made their stately progress toward the altar, Thomas saw only the face of his bride, illuminated with a joyful smile—a smile intended for him alone.

      Dazzled as he was by her beauty, he remembered again what had first attracted him to her. Believing her to be surpassingly ugly, he had been captured by the beauty of her spirit. She was gracious, she was guileless, and she was unfailingly kind.

      The most amazing thing about this day was that she had entrusted her heart to his keeping. He could never deserve her, but he would always strive to be worthy of her.

      The ceremony passed in a blur. He only knew that he could have drowned in his joy.

      Vows were spoken, and the newlyweds received a blessing from the priest. Then the congratulations flowed freely as their friends and family shared in their delight.

      Only as they were leaving the church did it occur to Thomas to look for the young queen. There was no sign of her. She had slipped away as unobtrusively as she had entered.
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      A small crowd had gathered when the wedding party arrived, cheering the bride heartily the moment they caught sight of her.

      One observer in particular had looked on with eager interest. He noted that the Rogandan traitor had finally emerged from the safety of the castle, and that he was appearing in the company of both Will Prentis and Rufe Sarjant. His eyes narrowed when he saw the queen’s guards escorting her to the church.

      The youthful groom and the stunning young woman at his side would warrant further attention.

      The moment the ceremony finished and the church had emptied, he had eased his way through the crowd and stole away. Neither his arrival nor his departure attracted attention. Just as he intended.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Marya had laid out a tempting feast for the wedding party under a shelter beside the stables. Freshly baked bread rolls, meat dishes featuring fish and fowl, tasty sweetmeats, and even dried fruit from Lestanor adorned the tables. Ale, too, was available in plenty. Everyone was soon eating and drinking heartily.

      The well wishers might have been few in number, but they kept Thomas and Elena busy.

      Elena was smiling and laughing with Thomas’s father when his mother bustled up to him. She enveloped her son in a joyous embrace.

      “What do you think of your bride’s dress?” she asked him breathlessly.

      “It’s magnificent!” said Thomas, gazing in admiration at his beautiful wife.

      “The dress was a gift,” gushed his mother. “From no lesser person than Queen Essanda! I even met her at the wedding! Elena was expecting to wed in a much more simple garment. She’s such a humble person, after all, in spite of her looks. But the queen said it was fitting for Elena to be seen in her full beauty on her wedding day. So she personally arranged for a silk gown to be made! Silk! Just look at it! Who could have imagined such a thing?”

      Thomas gazed at it, feeling like he was seeing it properly for the first time. He saw a brocaded bodice above an expanse of shining lace, but the fabric and design meant little to him. He did notice the way the garment flowed around her, though, serving to accentuate the shapeliness of her figure.

      Even he could see that the dress was elegant without being overstated. The overall effect was magnificent. It was a regal gift.

      Thomas could not take his eyes off his bride. Everything about her captivated him, from her graceful movements to her shy laugh. The knowledge that she would be his partner for life filled him with amazement. How had he become the one to receive her love?

      With his own joy overflowing, he remembered he needed to spare a thought for other people.

      From time to time he had caught a glimpse of his new father-in-law glancing wistfully at Elena. He couldn’t help wondering if the sight of Rubin’s radiant daughter was bringing to mind visions of his own departed wife.

      He headed over to speak with him.

      “I was wondering if the wedding has brought back memories for you,” he began tentatively, hoping he wasn’t being insensitive.

      Rubin smiled at him encouragingly. “It has. Happy memories. Elena’s mother was beautiful, inside and out, just as her daughter is.”

      Rubin had become a second father to Thomas in the months he had spent with them. “I hope you know how grateful I am to you,” Thomas said. “You’ve helped and encouraged me more than I can say.”

      Rubin responded with a smile, reaching out a gentle hand and clapping Thomas on the shoulder.

      Elena soon joined them, and a tear came to Rubin’s eye as he embraced his daughter. Thomas quietly left the two of them alone together.

      Thomas found himself near Haldek, who called out to him with a beaming smile, “Congratulations!”

      “Thank you,” he replied with a grin.

      He wondered if Haldek might be missing their quiet home in the forest.

      “Does all this feel strange?” he asked, waving a hand vaguely across the celebrations.

      The Rogandan gave him a knowing smile. “You are smarter than you look,” he said with a wink. He shrugged. “I am not loving change,” he acknowledged. “But it is good anyway. Sometimes. Very soon, you, Elena, Rubin, me—all of us are going to the forest again. Then I am happy.”

      Thomas attempted a response in Rogandan, and his friend was soon laughing at his stumbling attempts. After a while Will joined them, and Thomas left them to converse freely in Haldek’s mother tongue.

      Thomas noticed that his father was not currently engaged in conversation. He couldn’t help wondering what the stable master was thinking and feeling at that moment. The stone, secure in the pouch at his waist, could have answered the question, but he refused to even consider using it to pry into the thoughts of anyone close to him.

      The time had come to talk to his father. He felt awkward and apprehensive, but there were things he needed to say. He approached him with as much confidence as he could muster.

      “I know I haven’t always been as grateful and appreciative as a son ought to be, and I’m sorry for that,” he said. Then sucking in a deep breath, he added, “I love you, Father.”

      He’d done it. He relaxed, slowly releasing the breath.

      Axel was too astonished to reply. He stood there uncomfortably for a moment, then thumped Thomas on the back and turned away to get another ale.

      Thomas noticed that Elena had witnessed the interaction. She shot him a knowing smile. He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. He’d tried.

      He saw that his mother had also been watching, her hand to her mouth. Elena joined her mother-in-law and placed an arm around her. Marya responded by leaning her head on Elena’s shoulder.

      Then Rufe and Nestor approached Thomas, and his attention was drawn away.

      He eventually began to think the celebrations would never end. But the time finally came for the revelers to send off the bride and the groom. Thomas’s parents had offered the newlyweds their cottage for their first night, and Marya had set up a bed for Axel and herself in one of the stable buildings.

      Everyone walked them to the door of the cottage. Final good wishes and warm embraces were accompanied by cheeky winks from Will and his friends. Then all of them departed and went their separate ways.

      

      Finally alone inside the cottage, Elena looked across at Thomas and began to giggle. Taken aback, he felt a deep blush rising to his face. What could possibly be prompting such a reaction?

      The giggles died on her lips when she saw his confusion. Taking his hands, she gazed up at him earnestly. “Please pay no mind to me, Thomas,” she said. “I think I must be nervous.”

      Thomas could certainly relate to that.

      Rubin had offered Thomas some tips in the lead up to his wedding. He had also received a different kind of preparation for marriage during his time in the wilderness with Brother Vangellis. Although the monk had been single all his life, he had seen the fruit—both sweet and bitter—of many marriages over the years, and in response to Thomas’s curiosity he had freely shared many valuable insights with his young friend.

      Thomas later discovered that his mother, never one to be troubled by shyness, had also held a number of frank conversations with her future daughter-in-law.

      As a result, both of them had some inkling of what might await them on the journey of life stretching out before them. They were also prepared, at least in part, for the delicate dance that was their first night together.

      In spite of all the words of preparation and encouragement, though, Thomas found himself standing red faced and awkward before his bride. Elena decided to help. With a self-conscious smile, she bent low over the candle and snuffed it out. Then she reached out and drew him to herself.

      When finally they settled themselves side by side, wide-eyed and breathless, Thomas could only wonder if greater happiness was even possible.

      At that moment Thomas might have been tempted to think that he was now a man in every way that mattered. But he knew that a lifetime of responsibilities came with the steps he had taken.

      Young as he was, he had boldly reached for the mantle of manhood. Time alone would reveal if he proved worthy of it.
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        One month after the Battle of Torbury Scarp

      

      

      

      King Agon gave his horse its head, reveling in the sensation of the sun on his face and the wind in his hair. The nobleman at his side was hard pressed to keep up.

      Lord Krasmir, one of Rogand’s most wealthy and powerful barons, had come to the palace in response to the king’s summons. It was possible that the baron had no desire to spend the afternoon galloping across the extensive grounds surrounding the royal palace. The king neither knew nor cared. Over the preceding weeks Agon had watched on in growing excitement as the stone brought about complete turnarounds in the attitudes of a number of lesser men. The time had come to test it on an unusually difficult subject.

      King Agon gradually slowed his horse to a walk and pulled in closer to his riding companion. The man was heavy set and roughly clad. Agon looked at him in disgust—the nobleman dressed himself little better than a hairy animal, for all his wealth. In poor light Krasmir could have been mistaken for a bear.

      Never before had Agon chosen to spend an afternoon with Krasmir, not least because the man had a reputation as a callous beast. The king had no cause for apprehension, though—not with a squadron of soldiers following closely behind the two men. The captain of the royal guard left nothing to chance.

      Agon had something very specific to say to Krasmir.

      “I’ve decided to levy a new tax on the western barons, Lord Krasmir,” said Agon casually. “I wanted you to be the first to know about it.”

      The nobleman glowered at him through bushy brows.

      “You can thank the late Lord Drettroth for this initiative,” Agon told him darkly. “He was the one who emptied the royal coffers. All that effort and expense to support his little adventure in Arvenon, and I have nothing whatever to show for it!” He raised an empty hand to the heavens.

      “What is the nature of this tax?...Your Majesty,” Krasmir asked. He managed to make his words sound more like a snarl than a question, and his addition of the royal title was belated enough to be pointed.

      “Think of it as an ‘Excess Assets’ tax,” the king replied evenly. “I’m glad to tell you that only those who possess enormous resources will be required to participate. Barons with lesser means will need to wait for another opportunity.”

      Krasmir’s frown deepened. “What rate of tax are you proposing?”

      Agon smiled genially. “Just twenty percent of income. In addition to existing taxes, of course.”

      Krasmir was too stunned to reply.

      “And only for the next five years,” the king added.

      Agon watched with malevolent satisfaction as a storm began brewing on the baron’s face. He knew what the baron would be thinking. Drettroth’s armies had tramped through Krasmir’s lands on their way to invade Arvenon. As they passed, the soldiers had heedlessly stripped the fields of cattle and sheep, and much else besides. After they were defeated, the surviving rabble had slunk back the same way, desperate and hungry. They’d taken whatever they could without giving it a moment’s thought.

      Krasmir had suffered more than most. And that was before taking his manpower losses into consideration. Many of his able-bodied men had been forcibly enlisted in the army; more than half of them had not returned. Slapping the new tax on Krasmir was entirely unreasonable—deliciously so.

      The nobleman finally found his voice. “The Great Council will have something to say about this!” he snarled.

      Agon smiled to himself. The baron’s response was predictable. Rogand’s council of lords could not actually override a royal decree, although only kings who were supremely powerful—or completely stupid—ignored the council entirely.

      “The Great Council has already endorsed the tax wholeheartedly,” Agon returned, affecting a bored tone. “Regrettably you were absent during the session. I am told you were unavoidably detained.”

      Krasmir preferred to pull political strings in private, so he rarely bothered to attend council meetings. That meant he had no one to blame but himself.

      The nobleman pulled savagely on his reins, prompting his horse to rear with a high pitched scream. Agon’s mount backed away in alarm.

      Fearing a confrontation, members of the royal guard thundered up with swords drawn.

      Agon waved a hand lazily to indicate all was well. “Lord Krasmir’s horse seems to have been startled by a bee,” he ventured.

      He nodded to Krasmir with an indulgent smile. “I wish you a pleasant afternoon, My Lord.”

      With that, he turned his horse toward the palace and galloped away.

      

      The following morning Agon sat in council with his advisors. None of the king’s advisors were bold enough or stupid enough to actually offer him advice, but Agon found their pearls of wisdom quite entertaining at times.

      “Lord Krasmir is reportedly furious, Your Majesty,” one of the advisors suggested. “He is even said to be threatening revolt.”

      Agon smiled condescendingly. In spite of Krasmir’s unpredictability, the nobleman offered no real surprises to the king. Krasmir was a volatile brute—a man after his own heart.

      “Would it be wise to approach him with caution?” the advisor concluded. “Even animals can be dangerous when cornered.”

      The advisor’s attempt at wise counsel came across to Agon as comical. The king shook his head in disgust. There was a reason he rarely met with his so-called advisors. These toads could barely boast a working brain between them. They simply didn’t get it.

      The king was not at all shocked by Krasmir’s reaction—it was exactly what he had anticipated. Agon had conceived the tax with the baron in mind. It was hardly surprising that the Great Council had so readily endorsed it. None of the other noblemen were affected by it.

      “What will you do, Your Majesty?” another of the toads asked anxiously.

      Agon looked at him pityingly. “What will I do? I will invite Krasmir to join me in the procession to the temple tomorrow.”

      

      Once each year the king was expected to lead a procession to the gates of the main temple in Rog. Agon found all such rituals extremely tiresome. Nevertheless he went through the motions, as his predecessors had done before him.

      This particular day was a holiday throughout Rogand in honor of the dark gods. The day began and ended with a feast, and no one was expected to work on that day, not even slaves.

      It hardly needed to be said that someone must feed the animals, milk the cows, build the fires, fetch water, prepare food, serve at the feast, and tend to every whim of the masters. Apart from that, slaves were not expected to work.

      As soon as the sun reached the halfway point in its journey from noon to sunset, the festivities began in earnest. Led by the king and an immaculately presented contingent of the royal guard, the procession started at the palace and descended to the huge central market square before climbing again to the gates of the temple. The streets had been adorned with flowers to honor the dark gods—white lilies for Nehrvina the Awful, and red and white carnations for Malzakh the Destroyer. In keeping with tradition, crudely constructed effigies of corpses painted white were carried on the shoulders of the crowd.

      The people marched slowly through the streets in eerie silence, their numbers swelling each time the procession passed a new district of the city. All but the poorest had clad themselves symbolically in funeral attire—black from the waist down, and white above the waist.

      The king soon found himself at the head of a massive column that stretched behind him all the way to the central market and beyond.

      Finally the column approached the gates of the main temple. Inside the grounds lay an imposing and ominous looking structure shaped like a gigantic mausoleum. However the procession came to a halt before it passed the temple gates.

      A large delegation of priests waited at the gates bearing flaming torches. The priests were clad in dark cloaks with black leather belts and shoes. Large cowls covered their heads, and the faces that protruded from beneath the cowls bore long streaks of deep blue paint.

      As soon as the procession stopped, the crowd began passing forward the effigies. They flowed in a seemingly endless stream until a massive pile of dummy corpses had risen before the gates. As one man the priests stepped forward and threw their torches onto the pile. A moment later the king and members of his royal guard hurled pitchers of oil onto the blaze.

      The flames roared upward into the sky, and the crowd erupted in a deafening cheer. Handheld drums and cymbals appeared among the people, and men and women were soon dancing with abandon from one end of the column to the other, shrieking out the names of their dark gods as they spun and twirled to the hypnotic beat of the drums.

      As soon as the flames began to die down the king and his party turned away from the temple and set out for the feast awaiting them at the palace. The crowd gradually dispersed behind them as people headed for their homes and the prospect of abundant food, cheap wine, and bawdy songs.

      Throughout the procession, Krasmir marched at the king’s right hand. The baron was too angry to speak—he had reportedly been incandescent with fury since learning of the tax—but he nevertheless accompanied the king as commanded.

      Agon was not at all concerned by Krasmir’s silence. He had nothing to say to the baron himself. Apart from ensuring that the nobleman constantly hovered nearby, the king ignored him completely.

      The two men parted the moment they reached the palace. The king did not offer the courtesy of a farewell.

      

      The following days proceeded in a similar fashion. Before long Agon was spending so much time with Krasmir that people began referring to the baron as the king’s shadow.

      After two weeks had elapsed, Agon decided that the right moment must surely have arrived. He had come to heartily loathe the baron’s company, and he was impatient to sever the cord as soon as possible.

      Since announcing the tax to Krasmir, Agon had never referred to it again. He did so now.

      “It has been suggested to me that you had reservations about the new Excess Assets tax, My Lord. Was that report accurate?”

      Krasmir turned to his sovereign. “I have no objection to the tax, Your Majesty,” he replied.

      For a fleeting moment as the baron was saying it, he looked confused. He appeared thoroughly convinced that the tax was worthwhile, yet some part of him seemed baffled by his own ready acceptance of it. The moment of confusion quickly passed, though, and his face cleared.

      “I was hoping you would see it that way,” said Agon mildly.

      Krasmir returned a stern nod.

      Agon said nothing more, keeping his face expressionless. Inwardly he was shouting with glee.

      

      In the weeks before his first approach to Krasmir, Agon had witnessed with growing excitement the stone’s influence on a few carefully selected subjects. Nothing remained but to present it with the greatest available challenge. Drettroth would have been the perfect candidate, except that he was dead and buried. Agon accordingly turned his attention to the most difficult of his barons—Lord Krasmir.

      The man possessed a fierce and independent spirit. He bowed the knee to his king in public, but his will belonged to him alone. Inwardly he yielded to no one.

      The king knew from the scroll that the Stone of Authority did not take effect instantly—prolonged exposure was needed. Consequently, having enraged and alienated the baron, the king found a myriad of excuses to make constant contact with the nobleman. A furious and bemused Krasmir had no way of knowing that Agon’s real intent was to bring him under the influence of the stone.

      The results had been nothing short of spectacular. The king had looked on in awe as Lord Krasmir’s way of thinking was slowly transformed before his eyes. Nothing now prevented Agon from fully exploiting the power of the Stone of Authority.

      The only remaining question was where to focus his attention next.
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      Before he had come close to exhausting the possibilities of the Stone of Authority, Agon was already dreaming of bigger things. Giddy as the stone’s power had made him, he quickly became hungry for more—much more.

      With Lord Krasmir confirmed as his obedient puppy, the king devoted himself to recruiting a new set of agents to pursue the Stone of Knowing. He sent them to Arvenon with instructions for their leader, a man named Biel, to return regularly to deliver a report.

      The moment he was informed that Biel had returned to Rog for the first time, the king summoned him to the audience room adjoining his grand reception hall.

      “What progress have you made in tracking down this Tomas?” Agon demanded.

      His agent bowed respectfully. “We have not yet identified any person matching his description in Arnost, Your Majesty. But we are vigorously pursuing our investigations. We have people watching the gates, and we are establishing a network of informants throughout the city. There is some suggestion he was involved at the royal stables at one time, so we will watch the stables as well.”

      “Bring me news,” Agon warned him. “And do it soon if you want to keep your head.”

      The man began to sweat visibly. Agon dismissed him before disgust made him do something he might later regret.

      He would give Biel and his men ample time to prove their worth. If they failed to deliver on the king’s expectations, he would replace them without a second thought. His patience had a limit.

      But if they should succeed...

      With two such stones under his control, he would become almost invincible. It was hardly surprising that his lust for the Stone of Knowing was increasingly consuming his waking thoughts and troubling his sleep.
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      With the Stone of Authority secured and a search underway for the Stone of Knowing, a new issue began to loom large in Agon’s mind. Opportunities beyond his wildest imaginings had already fallen within his grasp. But Agon was now in middle age. It was becoming clear that his own life span would eventually prove to be his undoing.

      The Stone of Vitality could prolong his life—if he could somehow get his hands on it. This final stone would not grant him immortality though. It would merely delay the inevitable.

      Given all this, his thoughts were increasingly drawn to another scroll buried in the midst of Lorik and Jorvan’s pile. It appeared to have been authored by Drettroth. The text was rambling and even incoherent in places, and its content was bafflingly theological in nature. But Agon understood the general idea well enough.

      The deceased nobleman had seen the Stone of Vitality merely as a stepping stone. Apparently he believed he had discovered a way to completely overcome the limitations of mortality. Endless delving into old scrolls had led him to a startling conclusion: for the right price, a limitless life span could be purchased from the dark gods.

      Drettroth intended to invoke an arcane and sinister ritual that involved human sacrifice on a grand scale. Although he had not detailed the actual ritual in his scroll, he did make it clear that the outcome would be to extend his life in exchange for prematurely ending the lives of others. The price would not be cheap—a steady flow of victims would be needed. Drettroth expected the tally to run into the tens of thousands.

      The king was beginning to grasp the reason why Drettroth was so eager to annex Arvenon and the surrounding kingdoms. Having stripped them bare, he would probably have turned south to Lestanor. Eventually he might even have turned east to Rogand itself.

      The very notion of such a bargain was utterly absurd. But was it more absurd than the idea that a tiny stone could convey unimaginable power?

      Agon would have given a great deal to be able to discuss the scroll with its author. But Drettroth was beyond such concerns. The king might have analyzed the scroll with Lorik and Jorvan if he hadn’t already executed them. Only one other way to test Drettroth’s conclusions had presented itself. He would need to consult with the High Priest at the temple in Rog.

      The very thought left him cold. It still gave him shivers to recall his childhood responses to the priests. Their appearance, their behavior, their very existence—everything about them was profoundly disturbing.

      Agon still vividly remembered his first visit to the temple as a child. His nostrils began to twitch uncomfortably as he recalled the sickly atmosphere inside the building. In his childish imagination the temple seemed more like a tomb than a place of worship. Within a few minutes of entering, he had emptied his stomach violently onto the dull stone floor. He had still been retching helplessly as he was carried outside. His father had been furious.

      He had learned to master his reactions while among the priests, but his occasional encounters with the High Priest sent a chill up his spine, even as a grown man.

      Still more disconcerting, His Eminence never left his temple. He made exceptions for no one, not even the king.

      Much as it galled him to admit it, Agon could not force the High Priest to do anything. When he was crown prince his father had tried to impress upon him the principle that a kingdom was only as strong as its foundations. The Kingdom of Rogand rested on the foundation of three powerful institutions—the throne, the nobility, and the priesthood. Agon could no more afford to alienate the priests than he could wish away the nobles.

      It might have been possible to bend the High Priest to Agon’s will using the Stone of Authority. But the king was not willing to spend the number of days required in the High Priest’s presence, and he was certain that the priest would never consent to it anyway.

      

      The High Priest agreed to meet Agon at the temple, and when the day arrived the king set off accompanied by a large contingent of the royal guards. The soldiers were on hand to bolster his courage more than to protect him.

      The streets bore no resemblance to their appearance the last time he had made his way through Rog. The procession was no more than a memory now, and filth and squalor had replaced the flowers and the revelers.

      Beggars stepped forward eagerly as he approached. As soon as they became aware of the identity of the rider, they scurried away like rats from a flame. Agon stared fixedly ahead, steadfastly refusing to countenance any sight he didn’t wish to see.

      As soon as Agon arrived at the gates of the temple compound, he dismounted. His men did the same.

      He was met by a thickset priest clad in black.

      “I bid Your Majesty welcome to this sacred place,” the priest said with a bow. “Please, follow me.”

      Agon proceeded through the gates, followed closely by his men.

      “Not the soldiers,” the priest said sharply. “They must wait outside.”

      The men drew back at once.

      The king’s first reaction was an angry scowl. Then he reminded himself he had come seeking information.

      “Wait for me here,” he instructed his captain before turning and following the priest.

      Agon had visited the temple many times, but never alone. The entrance to the temple building felt no less dark and foreboding than on his previous visits, and Agon paused awkwardly at the threshold before trailing in behind the priest. The light inside was dim, the vast space illuminated only by small clusters of candles that guttered and flickered feebly. A heavy smell permeated the air—a cloying union of incense, smoke, and blood.

      His guide led him past a group of priests who appeared to be in a trance. They aimed an empty stare in the king’s direction, and he returned their gaze, noticing in the dim light that fresh blood mingled freely with the blue paint on their faces. He tore his gaze away in distaste.

      The priest ushered him into a small room where the High Priest sat in an ornate wooden chair. His guide then left without a word.

      By that time, Agon’s mind was reeling. The otherness of this place overwhelmed him. He was the king. He understood the subtle ways of power and the complexities confronting anyone bold enough to rule a people. But he felt adrift in this temple, far beyond his depth. He had no comprehension of the dark gods, nor did he understand what motivated the men who devoted their lives to ministering to them.

      He labored to push all such thoughts from his mind.

      “Welcome, Sire,” said the High Priest. “What has brought you before me?” He nodded Agon to a seat. He did not get up from his own chair.

      A flush of annoyance rose in Agon. The High Priest might rule in this place, but he had no need to flaunt it.

      He forced his displeasure down and seated himself. “Thank you, Your Eminence. I have come to you with a delicate question.”

      The High Priest did not immediately respond. Agon peered at him curiously. The man’s skin had the appearance of leather, and the wrinkles on his face were deeply creased. He had already been old when Agon was a child, and he seemed little different today.

      The king wondered briefly if the man opposite him possessed the Stone of Vitality. He soon rejected the idea. The High Priest might appear almost ageless, but nothing about him conveyed the vaguest hint of vitality.

      “What is your question?” the High Priest finally asked.

      “Do the dark gods offer any possibility of relief from the curse of mortality?”

      Agon winced as he said it. Surely the question must seem foolish to the priest.

      The High Priest did not treat his query with scorn. “You are not the first person to ask me such a question,” he observed.

      “Lord Drettroth?” the king responded immediately.

      His Eminence did not reply. He simply gazed expressionlessly at Agon with his timeworn eyes.

      As the seconds ticked away, the king began to fidget. He was accustomed to others feeling uneasy in his presence. Nothing about this place felt normal, though.

      Still the High Priest remained silent. As time continued to pass, Agon’s need to fill the emptiness became a compulsion.

      “Is there a ritual that grants long life in exchange for a sacrifice?” he blurted out.

      No answer was forthcoming. Agon shifted awkwardly in his chair, trying hard not to squirm.

      After what felt like an eternity, the High Priest’s mouth slowly opened. “Nehrvina the Awful grants life. And she reclaims it when she chooses,” he droned.

      What did that mean? It certainly didn’t answer the question.

      Agon squinted across at the High Priest, and a frown began to form on his brow. How had His Eminence managed to preserve his own life for so long? And if the High Priest himself was indeed benefiting from such a ritual, how likely would he be to confess his secret?

      Was it possible that Drettroth had asked himself the same questions?

      The king decided to try again. “Does Her Awful Majesty ever choose to extend the life of a favored person?”

      A long pause followed. Agon began to feel lightheaded. Was it the incense in the air, or was it the disconcerting gaze of the High Priest? He shook his head in an attempt to clear it. It was becoming difficult to focus his thoughts.

      Once again the High Priest’s mouth opened. “Her ways are inscrutable,” he slowly pronounced.

      Another non-answer. It was increasingly obvious to Agon that he would learn nothing useful here.

      When his vision began to swim he decided he’d had enough. He needed to get out of there before he collapsed.

      Pushing himself to his feet, he stumbled to the door of the small room. The High Priest sat unmoving, watching his departure dispassionately. Neither man uttered a word of farewell.

      Agon lurched unsteadily through the temple and staggered out of the entrance into the open air. Once clear of the building he bent low and placed his hands on his knees, sucking in great gulps of fresh air.

      A small group of priests wandered past and glanced at him curiously. He ignored them.

      When he had recovered sufficiently he stood upright again and made his way to the gate.

      His men were waiting for him there. None of them commented on his appearance—they wouldn’t be so foolish. All of them mounted their horses. Agon rode away without a backward glance.

      The further he went from the temple grounds, the more normal Agon began to feel. Slowly his head started to clear.

      He had left without answers. What had been going through Drettroth’s mind when he emerged from his own interview with the High Priest?

      Nothing had been said to confirm or deny Drettroth’s idea of a bargain with the dark gods. Perhaps no confirmation was needed though. The High Priest’s longevity might itself provide the answer. Surely his great age could not be natural. Agon felt sure he had stumbled upon something significant.

      The specifics of the ritual were still a mystery, which left important questions unanswered. The king promised himself he would carefully revisit the pile of scrolls inherited from his former army commander.

      His spirits rose higher as the temple slipped further away behind him. In spite of his unsettling experience with the High Priest and the unsatisfying outcome of the interview, Agon saw no reason at all to feel discouraged.
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        Six months after the Battle of Torbury Scarp

      

      

      

      A brand new sunrise saw King Agon of Rogand standing silently on the balcony of his private apartments, gazing sourly across the extensive woodlands that surrounded his palace. From this vantage point he could see beyond the palace grounds to the capital city of Rog that lay below them. In the far distance he caught a glimpse of the walls that encircled the city.

      Birdsong rose from the trees to compete with the muffled din of the city that penetrated the palace’s borders. The palace might be a haven from the squalor of the capital below, but the city’s proximity provided the king with a daily reminder of the reality that lay just beyond his privileged existence. Agon had no interest in any such reminder, and he had instructed his servants to find a way to block out the sights and sounds of the city. It annoyed him intensely that they had so far failed to satisfy his demands. Perhaps it was time to lop off a couple of heads. That might provide the necessary motivation and focus.

      Turning away from the city, he reentered his rooms.

      His personal slave hovered nearby, as always.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while, Ennawi,” said the king. “Have you missed me?” He smiled ironically.

      The slave did not respond.

      “I’ve been busy,” Agon continued. “Not something that could ever be said about you.”

      The king glanced at Ennawi scornfully. “I hear that my servants have been whispering. They regard you with universal contempt. They simply cannot understand why I retain a person incapable of performing any kind of useful service.”

      Ennawi offered no response. He could not have answered even if he wanted to of course—having no tongue, he was incapable of speech.

      The king had never made any secret about his attitude toward Ennawi—anyone within earshot knew that the royal vitriol was directed at him more than at any other person. Yet whatever Agon said, and however loudly he shouted it, the slave simply ignored it.

      Agon couldn’t help admiring his composure—no other person who ignored the king had ever lived to see another sunrise. Ennawi was extremely bold or extremely stupid. Either way he was beyond fortunate. Many slaves had come and gone; Ennawi had outlasted them all.

      Regardless of the whispers, Ennawi seemed determined to reinforce the widely held view of his usefulness. Silent and unmoving, he simply stood there.

      Agon shrugged. How could such a slave be useful anyway? A person without hands was good for almost nothing.

      Ennawi was certainly reliable though—he was always there without ever being in the way. Most curious of all, while he was unarguably the most attentive of Agon’s servants, he gave no sign of understanding a single word the king said.

      Agon did not tolerate idleness in those who attended him. Nevertheless, he tolerated Ennawi.

      He came and stood before the slave, studying him silently. Then he shrugged. “Others can think what they like,” he murmured. “I’m the king, and I do whatever I please.”

      The status of his slaves held no lasting interest for Agon, and he soon pushed the issue from his mind. Already his thoughts were taking him in a different direction—there were matters he needed to address. Important matters.

      He hastened away from his private rooms without sparing a further thought for Ennawi.
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      Agon had barely vanished before another slave hurried into the apartments in his wake. The king did not notice her arrival. He never did—she made certain of that.

      Spotting Ennawi near the balcony, she immediately bustled across to him.

      The woman, Nistinaa, had been Ennawi’s carer since before he came to the king. The two slaves were not related, but over the years she had come to care for him as a mother cherishes a son.

      Agon had encountered Nistinaa only once, and the contact had been brief. She was well into middle age and no beauty, and the king had looked straight through her. She had no desire to meet him a second time.

      She scanned Ennawi carefully. “So he hasn’t struck you again,” she said with a little grunt of satisfaction.

      A bowl appeared in her hand, and she began to spoon food into his mouth. He chewed and swallowed instinctively, offering no hint that he even registered her presence. She was not perturbed by his apparent indifference.

      Finally she held up a small vial filled with a dark blue liquid. The appearance of the liquid finally earned her a reaction. His eyes flickered briefly, betraying what she knew to be distaste. She tut-tutted once, raising an eyebrow. He responded by tilting back his head obediently and drinking.

      She patted him lightly on the shoulder and smiled sadly up at his impassive face. Then, after whispering a few quiet words of encouragement, she slipped away as quietly as she had come.
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      Daylight was almost spent by the time Agon laid aside his pressing business and returned to his private chambers. He found Ennawi exactly where he had left him. If the slave had moved during the time he was gone, it wasn’t obvious.

      “My new army commander is no better than the fool I executed last month,” he snarled. “I’ll give him another week to muster up some intelligence, then I’ll have his head!”

      He scowled in anger. “Where is Drettroth when I need him?”

      Picking up a delicate marble statuette, he hurled it at the far wall. The object shattered into smaller pieces that scattered across the floor. The act of destruction calmed him for reasons he couldn’t fathom.

      “Drettroth might have loathed me, but he served me well. He only did it to boost his own power and influence of course.” He smiled mirthlessly. “I respect that in a person.”

      He gazed at the slave thoughtfully. “Drettroth might be dead and buried, but he wasn’t a complete failure. He did at least give me the Stone of Authority, back when we were youths. I don’t pretend it was an ungrudging gift. But I wanted it, and when I want something badly enough I always get it.”

      Ennawi appeared unmoved by this information.

      The king picked up a bunch of grapes from a bowl and began rhythmically popping the dark purple juice balls into his mouth. He chewed them carefully, then he spat out the pips in random locations. He made a mental note to punish his servants appropriately if they failed to locate and remove them all.

      “It was Drettroth who learned the truth about the stone. And he hid it from me! But I’ve discovered his secrets, and I’ve mastered the stone. The world is about to change!”

      He looked pityingly at the slave and shook his head. “Someone like you could never understand how difficult it is to be king, Ennawi. I’m tired of doing things the hard way. I deserve this stone.”

      The human statue didn’t move.

      “It’s just the beginning. My stone isn’t the only one—there’s another even more useful one called the Stone of Knowing. I have agents searching throughout Arvenon. In Varas and Castel as well. I intend to find it!”

      Agon rubbed his hands together. “With both stones under my control, I’ll be unstoppable.”

      Was that a flicker in Ennawi’s eyes?

      Agon peered attentively at the slave for a few moments before shaking his head. He was imagining things.

      His mind turned to another subject, and he stood brooding for a while.

      Eventually he faced Ennawi again. “My nobles have been whispering behind my back. They’re saying I need an heir. Perhaps they think that manipulating a prince will be easier than manipulating me.”

      He snorted. “A crown prince might make the nobles happy, but any intelligent king knows that princes are liabilities. They have a nasty habit of becoming impatient.”

      He shot a shrewd glance at Ennawi. “I should know. My father died of natural causes—every one of his physicians said so. I made very certain it looked that way,” he added with a sly wink.

      “There’s plenty of time for me to father an heir. It can wait until I’m in my dotage. But I’ve got a better idea. I’ve decided to live forever.”

      He leaned in close to the slave. “Drettroth believed he could do a deal with the dark gods—rivers of blood in return for a life without end. I like the sound of Drettroth’s deal,” he whispered conspiratorially.

      “Every day my nobles exclaim, ‘May you live forever’. Given the number of times they say it, it must surely be their fondest wish. So I’m going to grant that wish.”

      He came and stood before Ennawi, his eyes searching the face of the slave. “I would like to live forever,” he said. “I would like it a lot.”

      He peered intently into the other’s eyes, vigilant to detect the faintest hint of a response. “Would you like me to live forever, Ennawi?” he asked softly.

      The human statue did not move. Not one of his muscles betrayed a single twitch.
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        Eight months after the Battle of Torbury Scarp

      

      

      

      The sun had begun its downward journey in the sky when Ander at last cleared the foothills. He found himself at the base of a steep path that wound its way steadily up the side of a small mountain. His horse was just as weary as he was, but he didn’t hesitate to guide it onto the path.

      It had been dark when he last traveled this path several months earlier. He remembered it well, and the memories were not comfortable.

      Part way up the mountain the path emptied onto a broad plateau. It had been the place where Will Prentis ran Brother Vangellis to ground. Needing a guide, the army commander had forcibly dragged the fallen monk away from his sanctuary. Memories flooded over Ander, sweeping him back to the tumultuous events that followed. A great deal more than Brother Vangellis’s life had changed when the monk began to reengage with the world.

      Once he reached the top of the path, Ander peered around, frowning. He had expected to find buildings here encircled by a wall with a large wooden gate—the monastery of St. Rodrig the Martyr. Nothing remained now except blackened timbers and broken fragments of stone.

      Ander dismounted and picked around for a while in the ruins. It seemed abundantly clear what had happened. The Rogandans had come, and they’d left nothing standing when they departed.

      The monastery had never been what he was seeking, though. He had come in search of the monks.

      In particular he sought an old man with a long gray beard and bright eyes. After all that had happened in the months that had followed, he still recalled the penetrating gaze of Brother Elias. He had told himself at the time that the old monk was weak, but he was willing to consider a different interpretation now. He remembered a wiry frame and a gentle manner, but even then he had sensed a toughness and wisdom beneath that exterior.

      Ander had pinned great hopes on finding Brother Elias here.

      He was not dismayed, though. There were no recent graves anywhere in sight, nor scattered bones picked clean by the vultures and bleached by the sun. The monks must have received some kind of warning before the Rogandans arrived. It seemed apparent that they had fled in time.

      Ander glanced up at the sun, now sitting low above the horizon. With dusk almost upon him, he began to prepare for a night among the ruins.

      There would have been villages in the area, although the Rogandans had probably destroyed them as well. But farmers should have returned by now, and they would have information to share.

      He would begin searching for the monks in the morning.

      

      Ander rose with the dawn and guided his horse back down the mountain path. Before long he came upon a small flock of goats tended by a young boy.

      The little goatherd froze the moment he spotted the soldier. He stood rooted to the ground, staring wide-eyed at the horseman and trembling with nervous apprehension.

      Ander pushed down his anger at this apparent reminder of the ongoing legacy of the Rogandan invasion. There was a time when the goatherd’s reaction might have seemed odd. But after the months of war and turmoil that lay behind them, he had become accustomed to such fearfulness. He wondered what the boy might have witnessed.

      “Hello,” he said, trying to speak in a gentle tone. The boy probably saw him for what he was—a war hardened soldier—but he was determined to make an attempt at being unthreatening.

      The boy offered no reply.

      “Do you know where the monks have gone? The ones who lived up the mountain.” He gestured toward the path.

      The goatherd still didn’t respond verbally, but he pointed away to the southwest, beyond some low hills.

      Ander returned a civil nod.

      Wanting to relieve the boy of his anxiety, he set off immediately, heading southwest.

      Before long four armed riders came into view. As soon as they spotted him they diverted in his direction. Ander had been around for long enough to sense trouble when it headed his way. He began to wonder if the young goatherd’s anxiety had more to do with bandits than with the Rogandans.

      When the riders reached him they flowed smoothly around him until he was surrounded.

      “Good morning,” said Ander evenly. “I’m looking for some monks. Perhaps you can give me directions.”

      One of the men wore a calculating expression. He appeared to be their leader. “What do you want with the monks?” he demanded.

      “I’m planning to join them.”

      His announcement earned him snorts of derision from all the men.

      “He might be big, but he’s soft,” one of them pronounced with a sneer.

      “You won’t need that horse if you’re joining the monks,” said the leader. “They’ve already donated to us anything they had of value. Hand the horse over now, and we might let you go with nothing worse than a beating.”

      Ander shook his head.

      “Why don’t we fight him for it?” asked one of the men eagerly.

      The leader responded with a mocking nod. “I suppose that would be more sporting,” he sneered. “He doesn’t have a sword. We can use staffs.”

      One of the men dismounted. Leaving his sword sheathed, he reached up and loosed a staff secured to his saddle.

      With no other option available, Ander dismounted and faced him. “Where’s my staff?” he asked.

      His question drew a guffaw from the men. “You don’t get a staff,” the leader replied. He nodded to a second member of his band, and the man slid from the saddle grasping a staff of his own.

      The two men circled Ander with broad grins on their faces. One of them poked his staff tauntingly in Ander’s direction. Then the other man aimed a stinging blow at Ander’s legs, intending to bring him down.

      Leaning swiftly aside, Ander reached out to grab the staff as it swept past. Then he yanked the staff hard, pulling its owner off his feet. The second man came for him at once. As the new attacker raised his staff to strike, Ander pulled the downed man to his feet and swung him around to face his comrade. Ander’s human shield took a glancing blow to the head and collapsed to the ground the moment the big soldier released him.

      Before the two mounted men could react, Ander grasped the fallen man’s staff and strode in to aim a crushing blow at his other opponent. The man brought his own staff up in time to defend himself but went down hard when Ander struck him a second time.
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