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CHAPTER ONE

The Dark Forest
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KNUT ADJUSTED HIS LEG, trying to find a more comfortable position. The branches tied to either side to keep the bone from moving were rubbing the skin raw.

“If you don’t stop moving that leg, it’s never going to heal.”

“It itches.” 

“Good, that means the bone is knitting. Now sit still.”

Looking up at the young woman and shrugging his shoulders, Knut Leofric, prince of Southland, only son of Aeric of Ingibjörg, smiled. 

“Is it still there?”

Frigg Daggerblood, shield maiden of Southland, scooted back deeper into the shadows of the shallow cave from where she had been keeping watch. She ran her hand across her forehead, trying to free the tangled yellow hair from her eyes. She looked at him.

“Yes. It just sits there like a white marble statue. It doesn’t move. I can’t even tell if it’s breathing. The cursed thing just stares at us like we’re some kind of curiosity.”

“Or maybe lunch.” 

She chuckled. “That is a possibility. But then why hasn’t it attacked? It’s not like we could stop it.”

“I don’t know. But then, everything in these woods defies logic. It doesn’t act like any wolf I have ever heard of. And its size. It must weigh close to three hundred pounds.”

“More, I would think.” She turned back and looked at him. “I have heard of such things. A wolf of the Dark Forest. A guardian, some say. Placed here to keep the forest free of interlopers.”

“Like us?” 

Frigg chuckled. “Maybe. But why doesn’t it move? It’s been three days. It gives me the shivers.”

She lowered herself to sit next to Knut and tossed a small piece of wood onto the dwindling fire. Adjusting the axe she had used to cut the wood that lay across her legs, she ran her finger along the edge of the blade.

“I need to find something to sharpen this.” 

She took a deep breath and sighed. 

“And I’m going to have to find something for us to eat. I’ll check the snares again. Maybe we’ve been lucky. That rabbit I caught yesterday is all we have had since—”

“Since the beach,” Knut said solemnly. He looked at the leather bag that leaned against the wall of the cave.

“How’s the water?”

Frigg reached for it without getting up and shook the bag. “Nearly empty. I’ll have to refill it before it gets dark.” 

She looked at the small pile of wood next to the fire. “Going to need some more wood as well if we wish to keep the fire burning through the night.”

“Maybe I can help.” 

Knut leaned his back against the wall and pushed up with his good leg.

Frigg placed her hand on his shoulder and forced him to sit. 

“I can do it, Jarl. With that leg, you would be more of a hindrance than any help. Stay here.” 

Frigg looked down at the splinted leg. She had set the bone before they moved from the beach, but she was worried about corruption. The sharp edges of the bone had broken the skin, and although she had cleaned it with hot water and stuffed it with cobwebs to stop the bleeding, she had no honey or vinegar to clean it properly.

Knut noticed where she was looking and the concern on her face. He reached over and laid his hand on her shoulder.

“The leg is fine, Frigg. You did a good job. No one could have done more. You saved my life.”

She stared at the face of the man she had served for most of her adult life, as a shield maiden, a warrior. Her Jarl, her lord, the son of the king. A man she would willingly give her life for. One she secretly loved. A love that could never be. 

She stood and picked up the axe and the water bag.

“I will be back.” 

She looked at the mouth of the cave. 

“Assuming our friend on the hill allows it. If he decides it's time for lunch, I will do my best to scream loud enough to give you some warning.”

Reaching down, she recovered his sword and laid it across his lap. 

“If I do, and the beast enters the cave, kill it for me. At least one of us will have something to eat.”

The young warrior turned and ducked her head so as not to strike it on the low overhang of rocks at the cave entrance. Frigg stepped into the sunshine that broke through the thick foliage of the forest in banded beams of light. She looked up at the wolf, who stood and stared down at her. The intelligence she saw in its blue eyes made the hair on the back of her neck rise.

“Odin, watch over my lord—and me.”

The wolf lay down and placed its powerful jaws on its forelegs as if responding to her words.

Frigg watched the enormous animal for a few more minutes, then set out toward the stream that lay but a few hundred yards from the cave. She suddenly froze when she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Another wolf, a little smaller than the first, stood next to the one that had been watching them. The bigger wolf, which she assumed was a male, looked at the newcomer. 

Maybe his mate, she thought. 

The smaller one looked at her, then turned and dashed into the trees.

Frigg tightened her grip on the long handle of the ax. As she moved downhill toward the water, her senses strained as she waited for the second wolf to attack. But no attack came. 

Filling the water bag from the shallow stream, she quickly worked her way back to the cave.

“There are now two of them.” 

“Two?”

“I think the second may be the mate of the first. Almost as big and just as white.”

“What happened?” 

“I’m not sure. The big one looked at her, and she ran back into the trees. Seemed to be in a hurry. I expected her to attack me as I filled the bag.”

Laying the water bag next to him, she turned to leave.

“Now, where are you going?” Knut asked.

“We need wood and food. I will not be gone long.”

“Be careful.”

She picked up the last of the wood and tossed it on the fire. 

“I always am.”

Knut shook his head. “Of course you are. And the stars are daemons looking down upon us.”

****
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FRIGG FOLLOWED THE trail that had led them to the cave. She assumed it was a deer track, although she had seen no deer. It was a well-worn path through the trees created by something that often came this way. She hoped to find some sign of game. But she found nothing. No tracks, no scat.

Taking a tighter grip on the axe, she stopped and looked back, convinced she was being followed. But the trail was empty.

Taking a deep breath, she sighed and prepared to continue. The wind shifted, and she caught a whiff of something and froze. The overpowering stench of death. A lot of death.

She cautiously continued down the path towards the awful odor, checking her surroundings as she moved, wishing she had brought a shield. The trees suddenly ended and opened onto a large meadow. 

Something was there. She took a step forward, then froze. The shock of what lay upon the open field made the fine hair on her arms rise.

Bodies, torn and bloody, littered the red-stained grass. More than a hundred bodies lay piled upon each other, stacked like firewood.

She stared at the chilling scene for a moment, initially unable to move, then instinct kicked in and she quickly took up a defensive stance, gripping the handle of her ax tightly. 

She stayed that way for several minutes, ready to fight. Her senses reaching out. She felt the breeze on her face, heard the birds calling, but nothing else. When confident she was alone, Frigg cautiously stepped toward the nearest body. It lay on its back, its throat torn out. She looked around. All were like this one. They did not look like men.

“The daemons from the beach.” 

She stepped forward and examined the wounds on another of the beasts.

The weapons of man did not make these wounds. 

A chill ran down her body. She stood and looked around. 

These things were killed with tooth and claw. 

She kneeled and examined the flattened grass. She glanced at the trees.

But not here. Something dragged the bodies to this place.

She backed slowly away from the carnage. 

What could have done this? And why bring the bodies here?

Suddenly afraid that whatever had killed the daemons might still be around, she whispered, Knut!

She turned and raced for the cave. Before entering, she stopped and looked up at the hill that overlooked their shelter. Both wolves stood when they saw her.

Without taking her eyes from the wolves, she called out. 

“Knut, are you well?”

“I’m fine.”

She ducked into the cave and stopped when she saw the two rabbits that were lying at her Jarl’s feet. 

“Where did these come from?”

“Would you believe me if I told you a wolf paid me a visit and left a housewarming gift?”

“One of the wolves from the hill?”

“Yes. A very gracious lady.”

He turned and signaled to someone hiding in the shadows. 

“She also left this.”

A young boy stepped into the light.

“Frigg, this is Nathanial. He has an interesting story to tell.”
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CHAPTER TWO

The Otherworlder
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HENRY STOOD AT THE edge of the drawbridge and watched as the newcomers, led by Sir Marlowe, walked their tired horses toward the castle. The young knight had his arm around one of the newcomers and was speaking to him as if they were friends. 

Marjorie suddenly drew her hands to her mouth.

“Father, it’s Jamie!”

Irwin Mercier, the Baron of Tilden, nodded, a slight smile touching his lips. 

“So, it is. And I believe it is Sir Edwyn with them. I do not know who the others are.” 

Sir George Williamson stepped up beside the baron. 

“I do. I can’t believe they made it.” He turned to his captain. “Francis, go get Mrs. Millerson. Tell her that her husband and son have arrived.”

Henry tried to make out who was walking behind Edwyn next to what looked like a young Southland woman, when Maggie suddenly appeared from the tall grass and rushed toward the small party. 

Horses reared in terror, and men lay their hands on their weapons as the giant saber-toothed tiger rushed by. Sir Edwyn raised his hands and called out, desperately trying to calm them. 

After nearly knocking the stranger from his feet as the great cat pushed her shoulder into him, the man hesitated but a moment before leaning down and rubbing the tiger’s neck. 

The others stepped away and stared at him as he spoke to her.

The Southland woman grabbed the reins of both their horses and did what she could to control the terrified beasts. 

Irwin chuckled as he watched Edwyn try to reassure the others. He looked at Henry.

“I do not think they believe him.”

“No. I suppose they do not.” Henry looked at the older man. “She is quite gentle once she gets to know you.”

Irwin raised an eyebrow. “As you say, Your Majesty.” He looked at the man she rubbed up against.

“She seems to know him.”

“She does, doesn’t she.” He stared at the newcomer.

Finishing her greeting, the huge cat raised her head and majestically strode away from those staring at her. She snorted at what Henry felt was amusement as she walked past them.

Irwin looked at the man Maggi had greeted. “Do you know that man, Your Majesty?” 

Noticing the baseball cap, Henry smiled. 

“If I am not mistaken, Baron, I believe it is a man from another world.” 

Irwin turned to him. “Another world?”

“He is a friend, and yes, if it’s who I think it is, he is from another world.”

Irwin turned back and stared at the stranger. He shook his head.

“Another world,” he mumbled.

As the new arrivals reached the bridge, Henry strode forward. 

Seeing the king, the man he referred to as coming from another world, raised a hand in greeting.

“Hi, Henry.”

Henry gripped the speaker’s forearm as he reached him. 

“I believed it possible, but I must admit I’m surprised to see you, Hal. How? Why? I mean, what happened?”

“Storm brought me.”

“Another?”

“No, the same one, I think. I left the cabin shortly after you disappeared last year. The weather had cleared, but started back up as I reached the bottom of the mountain. From what I was told, it never ceased from that time to when I returned.”

“’Tis strange,” Henry said.

“Sure, as hell was,” Hal agreed.

“As if it was calling you back.”

“I had the same thought. Spooky.”

Henry chuckled. “I agree. Spooky indeed.”

Edwyn stepped up next to Hal.

“I am sorry to interrupt, Your Highness, but I must speak with you. It is important.”

Henry nodded and released his grip on Hal’s forearm. 

“We will talk more later, my friend. I have many questions.”

“I kinda doubt I will have any answers that make sense.”

“You are here. They do not need to.”

Henry turned his attention back to Edwyn. “It is good to see you, my old friend.” 

He nodded toward the others crossing the bridge. 

“You surround yourself with some strange company, Edwyn. How did this come about?”

“Well, Your Majesty—”

“So, you have heard.”

“Sir George’s man told us.”

“Go on.”

Edwyn nodded and glanced at Hal.

“When Sir Harold miraculously arrived in the valley, Jamie and I assumed you would want to see him.” 

“Sir Harold?” 

“Is he not the one you spoke of? Jamie said that is what you called him.”

Henry smiled at Hal. 

“Yes, Edwyn, he is the man I met last year. And the honorary fits him. But Harold?”

“We thought it a more fitting name for a knight.”

Hal stepped back a little, embarrassed.

“I agree. So, Sir Harold has told you his story?” 

Edwyn nodded. “He has.”

“And you believe him?” 

“Seeing some of the things he has brought with him, it is hard not to.”

Thinking of the clothing Hal had given him and the strange box that made light, Henry smiled.

“I’m sure.”

Henry turned his attention to the rest of the people entering the castle. 

“And these others. Who are they, and where did you come upon them?”

“Some were with Augustus.”

“Augustus? He is in Cent?”

“He and his men are on the south side of the river, looking for a way to cross. To join you here.”

“South of here?” Irwin asked. “What are Lantusians doing in my lands?”

“They were chasing the things that attacked us. We would all be dead if he had not arrived when he did.” 

“Attacked you?”

“Yes, Baron. Hundreds of strange-looking men.”

“Beings with elongated heads and only four toes?” Henry asked.

“Yes, sire. You know of them?”

“We have encountered them, unfortunately.”

“The creatures are here?” Jamie asked. “How? We have ridden hard to bring the news, and the beasts are on foot. They could not have gotten ahead of us.”

“I don’t believe they are the same as those that we have fought,” Hal said.

“You believe them to be another group? How many of these Brusshers are there?” 

“Brusshers?” Marlowe asked.

Hal turned to him. “That’s what they call themselves.” 

“How would you know that? Have you captured one?”

“Our friend here has a spy in their camp,” Jamie said with a grin.

“A spy?” Marlowe asked.

“A new friend. I hope,” Hal said a little defensively.

“Interesting,” Henry nodded toward the wounded legionary.

“Who is he?”

“I was told by Sir Williamson’s man that he is the sole survivor of a group of wounded legionaries. Some of the Lantusian ambassador’s guard.”

“The ones we were going to send a rescue party for, I believe,” Sir George said.

Edwyn nodded toward Brutus, who leaned forward in the saddle.

“He is badly wounded.”

Henry turned to a guard. “Tell the Lantusian Ambassador that one of his men has arrived.”

“I will have Marjorie send a healer,” Irwin said. 

“There is more, Your Majesty,” Edwyn said. “We saw an army on its way here. Millerson, Sir George’s man, says they come for you, sire.”

“I have heard that Becket leads this army?”

“I believe so,” Edwyn said. “It was his son who attacked the legionaries.”

“I see.” Henry looked at the pretty Southlander woman standing quietly next to her horse. He turned to her. 

“And you, my lady? How comes a Southlander to be in these lands?”

Astrid handed the reins of their horses to Bailey, walked toward them, and stood beside Hal.

“She is a friend, Your Majesty,” Jamie said. “An ally. She has a story that needs to be told.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “I see. An ally, you say. It seems there is much for us to discuss.”

He nodded to the young woman. “Welcome—”

“Princess Astrid Leofric, sire,” Edwyn said by way of introduction. “The daughter of Aeric, King of Southland.”

Henry gave a slight bow. “Welcome, Princess.”

He turned to Edwyn. “You say she was with Augustus?”

“Aye, Your Majesty.”

Henry looked back at Astrid. “Forgive my rudeness, Princess. I should have asked you.”

She tilted her head in acknowledgment, without comment. 

I must be more careful, Henry thought. 

He turned back to Edwyn and, taking him by the arm, led him away from Astrid. 

“And where did you come upon the Lantusian prince?”

“Near the valley, sire. The Valley of Storms, where we encountered Sir Harold.”

Henry turned to Irwin. “I think it best we go to the hall.” He looked out toward the road. “And I think it wise to secure the gate. Our enemies appear to be multiplying. It might not be a bad idea to prepare for their arrival.”

Irwin nodded. “I agree, Your Majesty.” 

The baron turned to his sergeant of the guard. 

“Secure the gate and increase the guard.”

Henry looked at the recent arrivals. 

“I know you all must be tired, but I wish to speak with you before you settle in.”

He nodded to Irwin. “Only the knights and the man who led Sir George’s people.” 

He turned to Astrid. “And if you would not mind, Princess, I would like to hear your tale.”

She nodded.

Irwin signaled to his daughter. “Marjorie, please provide quarters for our guests.”

“As you wish, Father.”

“And have someone bring food and drink to the main hall.”

“I will arrange it.”

Hal watched as stableboys stepped forward and led the horses away.

He turned to Ramsey. “My pack.”

Bailey called out as he ran past them toward the retreating horses. “I will get it, my lord.”

Ramsey watched his son for a moment, then turned to Hal. 

“I will help your squire recover your belongings and take them to your room, my lord.”

“Thanks, Ramsey.” The two men did their best not to grin.

Henry looked toward Bailey, then at Hal and Ramsey. “You have a squire?”

Hal took a deep breath. “I do.”

“Did he come from—”

“No. He is from here.”

“Along with Ramsey, his man-at-arms,” Edwyn said.

Henry laughed. “Oh, I am so looking forward to this story.”

He noticed Astrid looking at Hal. 

Edwyn nodded. 

Interesting.
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CHAPTER THREE 

A New World
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THE MEETING LASTED for close to two hours. After that, the baron’s daughter, Jamie’s sister, had escorted Hal to his assigned room. She was a beautiful and gracious young woman. Hal smiled when he thought of how Henry watched her every move. Not that he blamed him.

There’s something there. Good for Henry.

He closed the heavy oak door and surveyed the room. A room fit for a man of his standing, she had said. One fit for a close friend of the king.

“A man of my standing.” He shook his head. “What standing?”

He looked around. Tapestries hung from the stone walls, depicting landscapes and hunting scenes. A large fireplace stood in one corner. There was no fire burning, but it was a warm evening, so he didn’t mind. A bed, a burning candle on a bedside table, a bench at the bottom of the bed with extra bedding, and a wardrobe completed the list of furnishings.

He was exhausted. Withdrawing the two swords from his belt, he laid them on the bench next to his rucksack and walked toward the narrow arrow slit that served as a window. The cry of a hawk made him look up. The predatory bird circled, drifting on the currents of warm air as it looked for its prey.

He looked down at the sound of men shouting as they worked five stories below. It appeared they were widening the trench that surrounded the castle. A mote, probably. Henry had directed the man who owned the castle, Jamie’s father, to prepare to defend it from the army they had seen.

Taking a deep breath, he shook his head again. 

Defending a castle from men wielding swords and axes, lances, and maces. Their goal, to kill Henry and any foolish enough to follow him. Henry, King Henry, a man he had met for only a few hours, what, a year ago? And yet, a man he thought of as a friend. And until he found his way home, his king.

I guess that makes me one of the fools.

Once again, he considered the wisdom of climbing that mountain.

“What the hell am I doing here?”

A tap on the door made him turn.

“Yes?”

The door opened, and a young man, a boy really, his squire, entered and bowed.

“The others are being settled, Sir Harold.”

“Thank you, Bailey. And your father?”

“He is in the warrior’s hall, my lord. Where soldiers without families stay.”

“Would you ask him to come see me when he is settled?”

“Yes, my lord. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“No. I’m good. Where are you staying?”

“Staying, Sir Harold?”

“Where are you going to sleep tonight?”

“Outside your door, my lord.”

“Outside my door?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Why would you do that?”

Bailey looked at him, confused. 

“William says that's where a squire sleeps to ensure his knight is not disturbed during the night.”

“Is that what the other squires do?”

“It is my lord. With a naked blade in their hand.”

Walking toward the boy, he laid a hand on his shoulder.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, Bailey.”

“Oh, but it is, my lord. It is my duty as your squire.”

Realizing he could not win this argument, Hal relented with a nod.

“I will ask Lady Marjorie to provide you with a mat and a blanket.”

“Thank you, Sir Harold.”

Bailey stood and stared at the floor. It was obvious something was on his mind.

“Okay, Bailey. Spit it out. What’s wrong?”

He looked up at Hal anxiously. “The lady, my lord.”

“What lady?”

“The one from Southland.”

“What about her?”

“William said I should ask you—”

“Ask me what, Bailey?” 

Hal was doing his best not to get annoyed, understanding his young squire’s nervousness.

“Uh—”

“For Pete’s sake, Bailey. Ask me what?”

“Do I let her pass?”

“Well, why wouldn't you?”

Bailey looked down, and his words were barely a whisper.

“Once you have retired, my lord. For the night.”

Hal did what he could not to laugh. “This is what William said you should ask me?”

Still staring at his feet, Bailey continued in the same embarrassed whisper. 

“As did my father.”

Oh, this is just what I need.

“I do not believe that will be necessary.”

Bailey looked up. “But my lord, my father says it is only natural that you should couple with her. He says it will do you good.”

“Couple!”

Bailey’s cheeks turned red, and he looked down. His words were hard to hear as he spoke to the stones at his feet.

“That is what they said, Sir Harold. I am sorry if I have offended you.”

Regaining his composure and unable to withhold the grin, Hal shook his head.

“No offense taken, Bailey. But that is not going to happen. You can tell both your father and William that.”

Astrid pushed Bailey aside and stepped into the room. 

“Tell them what, Sir Harold?” 

“That, ah, I understand my squire should sleep at my door.”

“And why would he not? It’s his duty.” 

“Yes, it is. I’m still adjusting to having a squire, I guess. Remember, this is all new to me.” 

He looked at Bailey. “If sleeping at my door is the proper thing to do, then I suppose I should not interfere with you doing your duty.”

Bailey stared at him, obviously confused.

Astrid stepped further into the room, uncomfortably close to Hal. Bailey looked up and smiled.

“That will be all, Bailey.”

“As you wish, my lord.” 

He bowed and left the room, but not without looking back at the young woman one more time and nodding.

“What was all what about?” she asked.

“What was all what all about?” 

“The boy was acting strange.”

“Bailey is very nervous. This position means much to him.”

“As it should.”

Astrid stared at him for a moment, then walked toward the bed and sat down. She looked at the floor and said nothing.

“Is there something wrong?” 

“Your king is allowing us to take a boat and return home. I am to explain to my father what has happened.”

“With the Brusshers?”

“Those animals and the situation your king find himself in.”

Hal was quiet for a moment. 

“Will this be a problem? I mean, will your father consider this a time of weakness for Cent and take advantage?”

Astrid stood and walked to the window. She stared out and spoke without turning. 

“No. I believe he will understand. King Henry is offering an alliance, and the prince from Lantus believes his father will as well. Never have the three nations agreed to support one another before. He will think hard on it, but in the end, I believe he will see the wisdom in this agreement. These daemons threaten us all.”

“Then what is the problem? I would think you would be excited to get home.”

She looked at him for a moment, then lowered her head.

“Obviously, there is no problem.”

Astrid walked toward the door. As she passed him, she said, rather coldly, he thought.

“Your king wishes you to join him in the main hall.”

He stepped into the hallway and watched her go. 

“What was that all about?”

Bailey smiled. 

He looked at the boy for a moment, and then it suddenly hit him.

“Oh, shit.”

****
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HENRY STRODE TOWARD Hal when he saw him enter the hall, with a smile on his face. 

“Good, you have come, Hal. Excuse me, I understand you now go by Sir Harold. A title that fits you. I am sorry we did not have more time to share our stories when you first arrived. As you know, things have been a bit hectic around here. And the news your fellow travelers provided only made things more so.”

“It is good to see you as well, Henry. I’m sorry, King Henry. I’m afraid it’s going to take me a while to get used to all this. We don’t use titles where I come from.”

Henry leaned in and whispered. 

“It is always Henry to you, my friend. But best we use titles when others are about.”

Hal nodded. 

Titles are important, Richard had said.

“So, the storm brought you to us.” Henry placed his hand on Hal’s shoulder and steered him toward the table.

“You seemed to have expected it to happen,” Hal said. “You had people watching the valley.”

“I believed it was possible. For the last year, I have been trying to understand what happened to me. Why did the storm bring me to your world? I spoke with my old teacher about this. He said that he believed there was a reason. Why? He said he wasn’t sure. A riddle, he said. The riddle of the storm. A riddle that would someday be solved. He believed that destiny brought us together. First, me to your world. And then you to mine. So, I had the valley watched.”

“A riddle, huh? I guess it is. I mean, I can’t explain how you and Maggie showed up at my cabin. Or why I was driven to return to the mountain. I just couldn’t stop thinking about it. It was like something was pulling me.”

“Your Majesty?”

Henry turned as his host approached.

“Yes, Baron?”

“There are riders on the hill.” 

“Friend or foe?”

“They are not known to me. And Jamie says they are not part of his party.”

Henry turned back to Hal. “We will talk more of this later. When we are alone. Perhaps the two of us together can solve this riddle.

“Now, Sir Harold, let us go see who these people are.”

“Before you go, Your Majesty, I have something for you.” 

Hal handed the wrapped sword to Henry. 

As Henry removed the oiled cloth, he looked up at Hal.

“Sir Harold, you cannot know how important this is to me. I am eternally in your debt.”

“It belonged to you. I thought you should have it back.”

Henry looked at his sword again. He unwrapped the rest of it and handed the cloth to a servant. Taking the borrowed sword from his belt, he handed it to her as well, then slipped his sword through his belt. He looked at Hal again and nodded his thanks. He turned and headed for the door. The rest of those in the hall followed him.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Lantusian Camp
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“Rider’s approach!”

Celsus Aelius, Centurio Primus Pilus of the First Cohort of the Sixth Legion of Lantus, the First Spear, turned to the sentry.

“From what direction?”

“The north, First Spear.”

“Looks like the hounds of Hades are after him.” Augustus Aurelias, Imperator of the Sixth Legion and eldest son of the emperor, stepped beside Celsus and watched his scout gallop toward them. He turned to the young man standing next to Celsus.

“How far are we from Tilden?”

William Benton, squire to Sir Jamie Mercier, turned to the commander of the Lantusian Cohort of Legionaries. 

“A little beyond ten miles as a crow flies, my lord. At least twelve without wings.” 

He pointed to a series of small hills that sat like sentinels to the northwest. 

“Over those hills lies a forest. On the far side are open fields that lead to the castle. If we stay on this path, we should reach Tilden by late tonight.”

Augustus turned and watched as his weary legionaries dropped their marching packs and then fell next to them in the cool grass of the field. Many propped their long rectangular shields, the famous scutum of the legions, upon the light javelin called pila, to provide some respite from the sun.

“The men are tired,” Augustus said.

Celsus looked at him. “Shall we make camp?”

Augustus turned to the approaching rider. “Let us see what our scout has to say first.”

The rider rode directly to his commander and dropped from the saddle. As he approached, he threw his right arm across his chest in salute.

“Imperator, an army lies upon the road to the north. They move toward Tilden.”

“An army? How many men?”

“Near as I can tell, close to a thousand infantry and maybe five hundred of cavalry.”

“Wagons?” Celsus asked.

“Near fifty. They were all covered, and I couldn’t make out what they carried.”

“How far?”

“Close to twenty miles back toward the east, First Spear.”

Augustus looked at William. “Can we get there before them?”

“The forest is wide and thick, so the road curves around it. Beyond that are open fields. It is possible if we cut through the trees, but if they send their cavalry ahead of the main body, I’m not so sure.”

Augustus turned to the scout. “How is their progress?”

The scout smiled. 

“Like a babe learning to walk. The infantry does not move as a legion, even though they march without equipment. At best, they could reach us in two to three days.”

“No armor? Spears?” Celsus asked.

“Tunics and sword belts only.”

“What about shields?”

“I saw no shields.”

Celsus rubbed his chin. “That is strange.” 

“They could be in the wagons,” William offered.

Augustus looked back at the way they had come. 

“Perhaps. But why would they do that? What are they trying to hide?”

He turned and watched his weary men as some helped each other adjust their armor while others examined the soles of their boots. He thought of the march that lay ahead of them.

Celsus saw his concern. 

“These are legionaries of the First Cohort, Imperator. Ten miles is nothing more than a mere inconvenience.”

“The men have been on the march since before the sun rose. Let them rest, for now, First Spear. If this army should prove to be less than friendly, I would rather not be caught in the open by their cavalry.”

He turned to William. 

“Show me this forest.”

Celsus grabbed pila. “I will go with you.” 

“No. Stay with the men. Send more scouts to watch this army.”

“Then at least take a Turmae with you.”

“Fine, Celsus. Get my horse. I wish to leave immediately.”
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Augustus stopped and looked at the trees that lay before him. William was correct. The forest was dense. Old trees, oak, pine, and birch, stood like sentinels guarding the darkness of the woods beyond. The ground below the tall trees was a mass of brushes and thorns. He turned to the young squire.

“Is it all like this?”

“The charcoal burners ply their trade in the clearings where the trees have been felled, on the far side of the forest. Near the main road. But this is the way it is for at least five miles this close to the river. It is one reason the road bypasses it. It was too difficult to clear.”

Augustus turned to the scout. “Antonious, take your men and work your way through the forest. Use the animal trails if you can. Find somewhere we can spend the night. I do not wish to make a marching camp, so the forest itself must provide a haven. When you find a spot, leave your men to secure the site. I want you to return. I may have further need of your talents.”

Antonious saluted and called out for the six men of his Turmae to mount up.

Augustus smiled. 

“Our young horseman would prefer to spend the night away from Celsus. I believe the Centurion makes him uncomfortable. The First Spear believes no real man would wish to be in anything but infantry. He has been known to be a bit forceful in expressing his opinion.”

William chuckled. “I can’t say I blame him. I certainly would not wish to annoy that man.”

“Imperator.”

Augustus turned. Celsus stood at rigid attention.

“What is it, First Spear?”

“The men are ready to move.”

“I thought you said they were tired.”

“They changed their minds.”

“I’m sure they did. And you had nothing to do with it, of course.”

Celsus shrugged.

“Let them rest for now. I have sent Antonious and his Turma ahead to find a place where we can safely spend the night. There is no way I would want to negotiate these woods after dark. The underbrush is too thick.

"And I prefer them to be rested in case we come across this army, if it happens to prove unfriendly."

“We can take 'em, Imperator. These are the finest fighting men in the world.”

“That may be so, but I would rather not test them with odds such as we could face. And if it is at all possible, I would like to avoid a fight. We are not in Lantus. I do not know the reason for this army, and I would rather not start a war with Cent.”

“As you wish, Imperator.” 

Celsus looked back at the river. “And those beasties. Think they followed us, sir?”

“I don’t know. I’m more concerned they may have gotten ahead of us.

He turned to Jamie’s squire. “William, can we bypass the forest if we travel along the river?”

“There is marshland between the river and the forest for several miles. It’s nearly impassable. The baron forbade the draining of the marshland, so any threat approaching Tilden from the east or the north would have to advance through the open lands that flank the highway.”

Augustus thought about it. “Wise. Alright, there is nothing for it. The forest it is.” 

He turned to Celsus. “The men are to draw three days' rations. Put as many of our supplies as you can on the horses and the draft animals. Hide the rest. We will come back for it later. Break the wagons up. Make sure they are not found. 

Have the men do what they can to hide our entrance into the wood. I would prefer it if no one knew we were here.”

Celsus saluted. “As you wish.” He turned and double-timed back to the rest of the legionaries.

Augustus looked up at the sky. 

“We have maybe four to five hours before it gets too dark to move safely. We need to find someplace before then.” 

“At least it’s not going to rain. I hate sleeping in the rain without a tent. I suppose I’m spoiled.” 

He chuckled. “I’m sure Celsus would think so.”

“Imperator?”

Augustus turned to his chief of cavalry. 

“What is it, Ianuarius?”

“And where is your horse? I don’t think I have ever seen you without one.”

Ianuarius smiled. “I know how to walk, sir. And the First Spear said you wanted all the horses to be used to carry supplies.”

“Don’t tell Celsus that you can walk, or you may find yourself marching with the rest of the cohort.

Now, what do you have to report?”

“One of the scouts I left to watch the army has reported they have stopped, and their infantry is setting up camp.”

“Already? What about the cavalry?”

“More than half of them have continued down the road toward Tilden.”

Augustus spat. “So goes our chance of getting there before them.” 

He turned to William. “I need you to make the gates of Tilden before their cavalry cuts you off. Tell the baron what has happened and that we will remain in the forest until I feel it is safe to approach. I dislike this army marching toward Tilden. I would rather not encounter it until I’m sure they aren’t a threat.”

“I will, sir. But what about you? If the army is truly a threat, you cannot stay here. Even if you remain undiscovered, your supplies will not last much longer.

Augustus looked toward the hills that masked their presence from those on the road.

“I am aware.”
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Sir Robert Beckett turned his horse and looked back at the column.

“This will not do. These damn foot soldiers are slowing us down. Why the hell Kennington insisted I take them is a mystery. I don’t care if they are our new allies or not.”

The man beside him shrugged. “I believe the duke was concerned we might encounter opposition if Tilden sides with Henry. Assuming he is there.” 

“And if it comes to a siege, we will need them.”

Becket sighed. 

“I know, Sir Franklin. But if we had ridden straightaway to Tilden, we might have prevented Henry from reaching the safety of the castle.

“If Henry is at Tilden, he surely knows of us by now. Although I doubt he would flee and leave his friends to face us alone. But I cannot take that chance. If he were to make it to Lantus, I have no doubt they would offer him sanctuary and possibly military support. He could claim that he is the legitimate ruler of Cent, and we could face civil war. And the legions of Lantus would back Henry.”

He sat silent for a moment. Then he dismounted and stretched his back.

“We will take half of the cavalry and ride ahead at all speed. Have the rest of the army prepare a camp. They are to follow in the morning. Have sumpters loaded with supplies to follow as quickly as possible. Food, water, and tents. I’ll be damned if I’ll sleep in the open tonight. Besides, I want those behind the walls to see that we intend to stay.
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CHAPTER FIVE

The Enemy Camp
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Pushing the tall grass aside to see the activity taking place below, Sir Philip Huddleson of Endell furrowed his eyebrows in confusion.

“They’re setting up camp even though there are over three hours of daylight left.”

“Why would they do that?” the archer James Longbow asked.”

Siding up next to Philip, Sir Randel looked at the activity.

“Seems rather foolish if they want to get to Tilden anytime soon.”

The sound of a horse snorting made Randel turn and stare at the man holding their mounts at the base of the hill.

William Quick Arrow, another archer, shrugged his shoulders and then laid his hand on the soft nose of the chestnut gelding that made the offending sound.

“He smells the horses below,” James said. “Lot of folks down there that ain’t seen a bath in a while.”

“Where did Kennington get all those men?” Philip asked. “Even if the duke stripped his men from the border, he couldn’t gather a force like this.”

“There must be five hundred horse down there,” Randel said.

“And at least another thousand of infantry. 

“Funny though,” James said. “I don’t see a lot of archers. You would think with a force this size, they would have more archers. Or at least crossbowmen.

Rolling onto his back and scooting until he was below the crest of the hill, Philip held his hand out to Randel.

“Still a little hard to stand with these ribs.”

Gently pulling his friend to his feet, Randel said. “You should not have come.”

Philip smiled. 

“Needed to be done, and I was getting bored.” 

He looked back up the hill. “I think we need to get a better look at the infantry and maybe a glance in one of the covered wagons. There is a lot more than a force this size should need.”

“Would not be wise to try to see what’s in those wagons while the sun is up,” James Longbow said.

“Well, we can’t stay here,” Philip said. “The king needs to know what we’ve seen.”

Randel rolled his shoulders. 

“You and William go. I’ll keep James and Bascom with me, and we will wait until dark, look in one of those wagons, and then head back. You aren’t going to do a lot of sneaking around when you can hardly take a deep breath without flinching.”

“Kind of risky just to look in a supply wagon,” Philip said.

“I know. But something’s bothering me. James is right. There should be more archers. And where are their weapons? Outside of the horsemen, the men down there carry nothing more than a long knife or short sword and wear only trousers and short plain tunics. No armor. I find that rather odd.”

“’Tis true, Sir Randel,” James said. “Ain’t never seen an army march unarmed. And definitely not without shields. Why would they carry them in wagons? What if they was ambushed or something? Even their outriders stay close in. Arrogant bastards to think they face no threat. Why with a few dozen good archers...”

“Which we don’t have,” Randel said with a smile.

James cocked his head with a grin. “Would be fun, though.”

As they reached the horses, Philip pulled a canteen from the pommel of his saddle. He offered it to Randel, who shook his head no. Taking a drink, Philip turned and looked up the hill.

“I agree with you that something is not right. To send an entire army to capture one man, even if it is our king, makes no sense.”

“I don’t think they intend to take Henry alive, Philip,” Randel said. “I’m pretty sure the duke has sent the army to find and kill the king and all that would follow him. Kennington can’t afford to leave Henry alive. Edwenna cannot legally take the throne if he still lives. If she is not crowned, then his whelp, Oswald, cannot be king if they marry. Which I am sure is the duke’s plan.”

Randel checked the cinch on his saddle. 

“They must know he is in Tilden. So why stop here?” Philip asked.

“That’s a good question. I have a feeling those wagons may hold the answer.”

“Siege engines?” William asked.

Randle jumped into the saddle. 

“I don’t think so. I could see the makings of siege engines on a few of the wagons. It’s those that are covered that I wish to see.”

“Shite!” James said, grabbing his bow.

As he drew an arrow from the linen bag attached to his saddle, the others looked for the cause of his concern. Two riders sat at the hill, looking down at them. As the first rider turned his horse, an arrow appeared from between his shoulder blades. He tumbled from his saddle, and the other rider turned. He slumped forward, an arrow protruding from his shoulder, but remained in the saddle and disappeared over the apex of the hill.

William Quick Arrow drew another of the long-feathered shafts. He looked at Sir Randel.

“Sorry, my lord. He turned as I drew.”

“William, help me onto my horse,” Philip said.

“We will ride up the hill and let them see us turn west. If they pursue, we will lose them in Creager’s wood. I must tell the king what we have seen.”

James threw himself onto his saddle as he slipped his bow across his back.

Randel leaned over and took Philip’s hand. “Luck be with you.”

Philip smiled. “I’m not the one who plans to sneak into their camp.”

Randel laughed. “Good point.” He spurred his horse east, with his squire and the archer following. The other two galloped up the hill.

Philip stood in his saddle and looked down at the excitement taking place below. He could see the wounded man being helped from his horse. A soldier ran from the injured man toward a group of riders and pointed up at them.

“Guess they know we’re here,” William Quick Arrow said.

Philip turned his horse west and walked along the ridge.

“Guess they do.” 

Seeing what looked like twenty riders beginning to drive their horses toward them, he added, “I think we should go.”

The two men crept down the slope until they reached the flat ground at the base of the hill, then urged their mounts to a gallop and sped toward the distant wood.
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Randel watched Philip speed away from the pursuers.

“Think they’ll make it?” James asked.

“Philip is one of the finest riders I know, and this is his homeland. He knows every nook and cranny of those woods. They will not catch him.” 



He looked up at the sky. “We have a few hours till dark. Let's find a safe place to wait and get some rest. We have a lot of work ahead of us tonight.”



****
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“Who are they?” Sir Robert Beckett demanded.

“Unknown, my lord. But they ride toward Tilden,” his man-at-arms said.

“Nothing for it. Won’t change anything,” Beckett said. “They must know we’re coming. 

“Just the two we saw on the hill?”

“The scout isn’t sure. They saw someone in the field below, but before he could get a good look, an arrow struck him, and he came to warn us.”

“So, it wasn’t a large party.”

“No, my lord.”

“And it obviously isn’t an ambush. Scouts, I suppose. Strange, they let us see them.” 

Sir Robert turned to his son. “William, take a dozen men and scour the area. See if there’s any sign of other riders.”

“As you wish, Father.”

“And William—”

The young knight looked at his father.

“If you find anyone, see if you can bring at least one of them back alive. They’re much easier to question that way.”

Realizing his father was chastising him again for what had happened to the contingent of Lantusian Legionaries he had discovered, he lowered his head in embarrassment.

“Aye, sir.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Discovery
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“GET DOWN,” JAMES WHISPERED.

They had been watching the horsemen scouring the wood for more than an hour. Randel looked back to where they had left their horses in the care of Bascom, concerned for the young man showing on his face.

“There is no need to worry, my lord,” James said. “The young master is on the far side of that thick patch of thorn. These amateurs ain’t going to force their way through that. It’s going to be dark soon. They’ll stop their search when the shadows of the forest threaten their horse's footing. Besides, these arseholes are likely scared they may face daemons in this here spooky forest. They won’t be too keen on looking around the closer it gets to dark.”

Doing his best not to laugh, Randel simply nodded.

A horseman stopped not more than ten feet from where the two men lay under a rotting oak that had fallen. James had covered them with debris from the forest floor. 

The rider looked around and then dismounted. Leaning over, he kicked some leaves, kneeled, and examined the ground. He stood, looked right at them, then remounted.

“Sir William,” he called.

A rider came forward and stopped at his side.

“What have you found, Frances?”

“Nothing, my lord. I have found no sign that any horse has crossed this place. There is no one here.”

“You are certain?”

“I know not who says they saw someone, my lord, but they be mistaken.”

The knight sat for a moment, then turned and called out, “We return to the column.”

He turned back to the scout. “I hope for both our sakes you're right.”

Yanking his reins, the knight turned the horse and quickly trotted away.

The scout waited for a moment and then looked directly at the two hidden under the tree. He gave a slight nod and smiled.

He remounted, turned his horse, and followed the retreating rider.

Waiting until they were sure the search party was gone, James scooted back until it was safe for him to rise. Randel did the same and stood beside him, brushing the leaves from his tunic.

“Now that was interesting.” 

“It was my lord. And lucky. I know that man.”

“You know him?”

“I do. Been drinking with Frances many times. Me and William both. Good man. Hates Kennington. Says he’s a weasel, and he don’t pay for shite.”

“You think there are others who ride with the army with similar feelings?”

“Can’t say for certain. But I can tell you this. Old Frances there been trying to change his employer for a while now. Asked me once about taking up with the prince—ugh, king. Only reason he ain’t left yet is because he got a wife and two young’uns back at Sandford. The duke don’t take kindly to those who try to walk away. Keeps their families within the walls of the castle when they march. Frances feels he can’t do anything until they’re safe.”

“I’m not surprised. That man treats people like they owe him their very lives. He has no respect for anyone, including the king.”

“From what Frances told me, some folks have lost their lives for not jumping when the duke barks. Others just disappear. Whole families, he said.”

“Without a trial?”

“That’s what he says.”

“But that’s against the law. Even the king doesn’t have the power to sentence a man to death without a trial.”

“Sandford be a long way from Cyneburg, my lord. When was the last time King John visited there?”

“I don’t remember him ever doing so.”

“I don’t think King Henry has ever been that far north since the last time we faced the Frisians.”

“Makes you wonder what’s been going on up there.”

James nodded. “A festering wound don’t get better with time.”

“No, it does not. I’ll talk to the king when we get back. Once this thing with Kennington is settled, I believe it prudent that he visits Sandburg.

“Now, let us get Bascom and prepare for this evening's festivities. I need to see what is in those wagons.” 

James looked at him. “You have an idea of what they carry?”

“I do. And I pray to God I’m wrong.”
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“MY LORD,” JAMES SAID, shaking Randel’s shoulder. “Time to get ready.”

“How long have I been asleep?”

“Maybe four hours.”

“You should’ve woken me. Did you get any sleep?” he asked, sitting up and rolling his shoulders to loosen them up.

“Didn’t need none. Not the first time I done night work. My senses work better when I stay awake. Takes a while for them to recharge when I sleep. I’ll make up for it when we get back to Tilden.”

“And Bascom?”

“Woke him first. He’s brewing up some tea.”

“The fire?”

James smiled. “Too far to see from the road in these woods. I can’t see any smoke after dark either. Besides, it’s just a little one. And it be in a hole.”

Randel bent over and stretched his back. “I prefer a bed.”

“As do we all, my lord. As do we all.” 

James smiled. “Especially when you can share it with someone.”

“Tea, Sir Randel,” Bascom said, handing him a mug.

Taking it, Randel nodded his thanks. 

“My sword?”

“Clean and sharpened.”

“Get it for me, please. And Bascom.”

“My lord?”

“You will remain with the horses tonight. If it seems they have discovered us, do not wait. Leave our horses and ride to Tilden. Tell the King what we know.”

“But my lord—”

“It is likely that if the camp is alerted, we will not be coming back. Do not wait. Is that understood?”

Bascom lowered his head. “It is, Sir Randel.” 

He looked up. “With all due respect, sir, don’t get caught.”

Randel smiled. “I’ll do my best.”

****
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JAMES SLID DOWN THE small hill on the damp grass and came to a stop next to Sir Randel.

“Fools only left a single guard to watch the wagons. And he’s asleep. Based on the smell, I’d say he emptied a good-sized jug of ale.”

“See anything?”

“Wagons is all covered with tarps. Like they don’t want no one to see what they are carrying. Near the end of the baggage train, they guard a picket where horses and mules are tied. Stupid place to leave them. Wouldn’t take much to either take ‘em or run them off. Some teamsters are sleeping under the wagons. I picked out a couple away from the sleepers.”

“Good man. Show me.”
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RANDEL CAREFULLY UNTIED the rope at the end of the first wagon James had led him to. He reached in and felt the long shafts of stacked spears. He tied the rope he had loosened and moved to the next wagon.

James was retying the rope as Randel reached him. As he did, William grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him to the ground. The two men crawled under the wagon. Randel was about to ask why when he saw a man crossing in front of the wagon. 

The man walked to the side of the road and, dropping his trousers, squatted down. They listened as he groaned and cursed while he did his best to empty his bowels. With a loud release of wind, the man sighed in relief. They waited until he adjusted his trousers, stretched, and walked back to the wagon where they lay. Randel held his breath as the man stopped and checked the ties. The air hissed through his teeth in relief as the man walked out of sight.

Waiting for five minutes, James tapped him on the shoulder, and they crawled out from under the wagon. 

They stood and listened.

“He’s gone,” James whispered. He nodded toward the wagon. “Food cart.”

They checked the next wagon. What Randel found surprised him. 

“Plate armor,” he whispered. “Whole wagon load.”

“That is a lot of armor. How many knights you think they got?”

As Randel tied the rope, he said, “I would guess too many. Not something I wanted to find.”

They walked to the next wagon. “Last one,” Randel whispered, “then let us return to Tilden.”

As William kept watch, Randel untied the rope at the back of the wagon and reached inside. He felt around and suddenly froze. He turned to William. “Help me with this.”

The two men untied both ropes securing the tarp at the back of the wagon. Randel reached in and pulled out a large, round shield.

“My God. An aspis. These are Frisian shields.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Kennington
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OSBORN KENNINGTON, Duke of Sandford and regent for the crown, paced the smooth boards of the apron wall of the castle. He stopped and glanced at the guard staring at him, who quickly turned away. He stepped to the wall and leaned on it, looking pensively over the city. Even with all the precautions he had taken, he still didn’t feel secure. He looked behind him to ensure his bodyguards were close and alert.

Those he trusted, the men he brought with him from Sandburg, manned the wall. Men who had served him for many years, whose families remained within the walls of the castle, there. A little insurance to assure loyalty.

But even those he never fully trusted. For that reason, he hired several sellswords as his personal guard. 

He allowed some of the previous garrison to stay within the walls of the city, where they kept the peace and served as a reserve force if trouble should arise. They did not man the walls or control the gate of the castle. He had people watching them for any sign that they remained loyal to the family of the previous king. Any hint of disloyalty resulted in immediate banishment from the security of the walls—or death. Most had families whom he insisted on moving within the walls. More insurance.

Most of King John’s soldiers, the prior king of Cent, who had not run away, remained outside the city walls, living in tents. He used them to patrol the area for brigands.

Oswald, Kennington’s son and the alleged queen’s consort, soon to be crowned king, remained in his room. Osborn did his best to keep the boy happy, but also limited his time in public. People accepted that Edwenna, the prior king's daughter, was still recovering from her near-fatal fall. He did not want anyone questioning the boy.

I’m going to have to announce her death soon, he thought. I’ll have the doctor report that the injuries she sustained were worse than he hoped. There will be a state funeral, but there will be no viewing. The last thing I need is someone to realize that the casket is empty.

He turned when he heard a guard step toward him.

“A rider approaches, your grace.”

“Can you determine who it is?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
JUEUERUUDIDILIE (G ETH R UE SSIHCH RN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





