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Chapter 1

"Why are you staring at that tavern?" Caitlyn asked her brother.

Alto ignored his sister and continued to look at the Foaming Mug. He heard her sigh through her nose, a mannerism she’d picked up from their mother. The familiarity made him wince. Their mother was gone. Killed by men sent to punish Alto. Almost his entire family had been killed. No, not killed, butchered. Only Caitlyn remained but the way she cried out in her sleep at night made him wonder if she’d have preferred death.

"That’s where Aleena works," he finally mumbled, naming the serving maid who had staked her claim on him.

"I thought you said she was nobody?" Caitlyn accused.

Alto nodded. "Her father owns the tavern. She's just a serving girl, but she deserves to know the truth."

Caitlyn's voice rose as she spoke, "So you brought us all the way to Portland just so you could tell this serving girl that you’re not dead? There are people hunting for you! For both of us, thanks to you. We should be finding some place safe. You said Holgasford would be safe, but you brought us here instead."

Alto turned and held up his finger between them, silencing her. "I know what I’ve done," he hissed. "I did what I thought was best." Alto trailed off, not sure how to finish what he was trying to say. For that matter, he wasn't sure he knew what he wanted to say. He hadn't planned to come to Portland first; he was supposed to take Caitlyn to Holgasford, just like she'd said.

It wasn't that he was pining away for Aleena either. When he thought of girls, he thought of Patrina. But Patrina was complicated. She wasn't just a lady, she was a Lady. A princess of her people. And Alto? He was a farmer's son. Alto stiffened. His father was dead; that meant the farm was his. He was a farmer now. A farmer who preferred the tools of war to the tools of a field.

"And we all paid for it," Caitlyn finished, bringing him back to his unfinished thought.

Alto nodded. He tossed his thoughts of tilling the earth aside. He was born a farmer but he'd found a better path. Something he was better at. "Yes, we did. But I’m going to fix it."

"You can’t fix it! Dead is dead, Alto!"

Alto sighed. "I know that, I mean I’m going to make sure it doesn’t happen to anyone else."

"We can just leave! Run away and start over somewhere else," she offered. "It’s not safe here for us. We go somewhere else and we can start over. You can be a soldier there or a farmer or whatever! I’ve got no one special. I’ll cook and clean for you until we get on our feet. Maybe we’ll find someone, maybe not. Maybe—"

"Enough," he said loud enough to stop her. He turned back to the tavern and added, "I won't run. Father wouldn't approve of us doing that."

"Yes he would, if it meant we'd be safe! It's what he did."

Alto spun back on her. "What?"

"He did it! He told us, well, some of us. Mother and me and Darren. Seeing you doing all those things loosened him up. He was proud of you, he was," she said. "He said he'd done all he could think of and was pretty good with a blade in his younger days, too, before he met Mother."

"So what happened?" Alto pressed.

"She was from somewhere down southeast of us, they wouldn't say where. He'd run across her while he was riding with some friends doing whatever jobs they could find. He said his friends he rode with had a misunderstanding at a tavern that turned into a fight and before anybody knew it, somebody drew steel. Father tried to help his friend out but he ended up killing a man. Mother and Father had already been sweet for each other by then so as soon as he got away, he rode to her place and convinced her to ride off with him. They came up here and he put his past behind him, promising he'd never be like that again."

"Be like what? Ready to stand up for his friends?"

She shook her head. "Stupid, he said. He also said he hasn't touched an ale since and he's a better man for it. He didn't even know what the argument was anymore, probably a disagreement over cards or something stupid."

Alto stared at her, focusing on the vision of his sister while the world felt like it spun around them. "Just like that? He gave up his friends and what made him happy because of an accident?"

"He killed a man!"

"Some men deserve killing," Alto reminded her. "Or have you already forgotten Beck and his friends?"

Her cheeks paled and she shook her head. "No," she whispered. "But Father said he was happy. Family and love were all that he needed."

"But yet he was so proud of me for doing what I had done?"

She nodded. Some color returned to her cheeks and she risked a smile.

"Then he wasn't happy," Alto decreed. "Oh sure, maybe he was, but he'd given up something for it."

"What are you saying? Why can't a man be happy with family and an honest day's work?"

Alto opened and closed his mouth. Why couldn't a man be happy with that? He'd been happy enough, before he joined the Blades of Leander. He'd been young, only sixteen, but he didn't have any complaints.

"You were happy before you left, weren't you?" Caitlyn was thinking the same as he was.

Alto frowned. "I didn't know there could be more to life," he said to give himself some time. "I was happiest when I was out hunting with Father. He knew so much about it. How to track and how to shoot a bow at an animal. Didn't matter what kind of animal, he knew how to fell them all with a single arrow."

"Better an animal than another man," Caitlyn said.

Alto shook his head. "Animals aren't capable of hurting people the way men do."

"So now you're fit to judge a man?"

Alto scowled at her. "We all judge, just like you're judging me now!"

"I am not!"

"Yes you are."

"No, I'm not!" she insisted. "You're my brother. I'll always accept you."

"Even accepting me is judging me," Alto said. "Just because I'm your brother doesn't mean anything. It's an excuse you're using because you know I'm right."

Caitlyn's eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to retaliate when she saw something behind him that drew her attention.

"Alto!"

Alto recognized the voice before he recognized his name. It was Aleena. "Damn," he mumbled before he started to turn. Caitlyn's hand cracked across his cheek, stunning him.

"Mind your mouth! Our parents raised you better than that!" she reprimanded him.

"By the saints! You're alive! Alto, you're alive!"

Alto felt himself torn between the two women. He turned to face Aleena and was engulfed in a hug that threatened to crush him. It wasn't until Caitlyn cleared her throat loudly that Aleena stopped squeezing and kissing him and let him separate himself from her.

"What happened?" Aleena gushed. "That woman with the dwarf told me you'd been killed! She was that princess from the Kelgryn lands, right? She had a unicorn that she rode! I'm not imagining this, am I?"

Alto held up his hand to slow her down. "Yes, that was Lady Patrina, of the Kelgryn. The dwarf was Mordrim and the unicorn's name is Winter. And no, I'm real. I survived. I got out of the caves in time."

"Winter? The unicorn's name was Winter?" She shook her head and then narrowed her eyes as she stared at him. "You gave that lady Winter, she said? How did that happen?"

Caitlyn cleared her throat again behind them, prompting Alto to deflect the jealous question and introduce her. "Aleena, this is my sister, Caitlyn."

"Your sister?" Aleena echoed. "Oh. Um, hi. I'm Aleena."

Caitlyn offered her a smile. "I've heard about you."

Aleena's eyes widened as she turned them on Alto. "Is that right?"

Alto nodded. "Yes, you're why I'm here."

Aleena's lips spread upwards in a grin.

"I wanted you to know that I escaped the mines," Alto began but Aleena stopped him.

"Was the rest true, did you stop the army in the north?"

He shook his head. "We slowed them, that's all. Sure, I brought the mountain down on them but that was just one group of them."

"So what's that mean?"

"Means I'm leaving again," Alto said. "And I don't know if I'll be coming back. I'm taking Caitlyn someplace safe."

Aleena's mouth fell open. "You're taking her? But what about me?"

"You'll be safe enough here with your family."

"What about the rest of your family? Why can't she be safe with them?" Aleena snipped.

Alto saw his sister bite her lip and looked away. "They're already gone," he said.

"Oh, so you're following them but I'm not good enough to—"

"They're dead!" Alto snapped. He took a breath to stop himself and looked at anything he could that wasn't Aleena or his sister.

"Oh saints above," Aleena whispered. "I'm so sorry!"

Alto shook his head. "Feel sorry for them or for Caitlyn, not for me."

"Alto, they're your family! Of course I feel sorry for y—"

"Anyhow, I'm leaving and I wanted to make sure you knew. Can't say that I expect I'll come back and if I do, I don't know when. No sense in you waiting around for me. That's what I wanted to say. I felt I owed you that much," he interrupted.

Aleena shook her head. "No. You can't! I won't let you! I'm not just something to cast aside."

"My life is no life for you," Alto said. "I'm bound for dark places; it's not the place for a woman."

"What about Lady Patrina? She said you saved her and she fought beside you." Aleena lifted her head to stare up into his face, challenging him. He saw tears behind the jealous anger.

"Lady Patrina won't be coming with me either," Alto said. "Where I go, I go alone."

"No, I can go with you! I promise I won't slow you down! I can fight. I'm good with a serving platter or an empty cup; imagine what I could do with a sword."

"Aleena, stop," Alto said. "I'm the only one who can go where I'm headed and even if I weren't, you'd just end up hurt or killed. I can't have that. Not another person dead because of me."

"You can't be serious!" Aleena turned to stare at Caitlyn.

Alto's sister nodded. "He is. It's for your own good; you don't want to meet these people."

"I'm no stranger to being harassed by men. I can handle myself!"

Alto grimaced, expecting his sister to display the temper she'd let loose at his or his brothers’ expense many times in the past. Instead, Caitlyn shook her head. "They tied my parents to posts and then made them watch while they..."

"Caitlyn, stop," Alto said when her voice cracked.

Caitlyn shook her head. "No, she has to know!"

"Why?" he demanded. "Why does she have to know? Why does anyone need to know? We know, isn't that enough?"

"Know what?" Aleena persisted.

"They killed them, all of them," Caitlyn whispered. She swallowed before continuing. "Our brothers and sisters. All of them. They killed them."

Alto threw his hands up in the air and turned away.

"Oh saints," Aleena said, her hand going to her mouth. "At least they didn't find you!"

She shook her head. "They found me," she breathed.

Aleena looked confused. "Why didn't—"

"They wanted my parents to see me getting hurt."

"Hurt?"

"That's enough," Alto turned back and insisted. He wasn't sure if he said it to help Caitlyn or himself. He didn't want to relive what she'd gone through any more than he imagined she did.

"No, it's not. They used me and beat me. They hurt me."

Aleena's eyes widened as she realized what it was that Caitlyn was telling her.

"Then they killed my parents and left me tied up in case any of them were in the mood again until Alto got back."

Aleena's eyes shifted to the young warrior. He shook his head. "Come, Caitlyn, it's time to go."

"No!" Aleena grabbed his arm. "Tell me. What happened?"

Alto stared down at her but couldn't make his mouth work.

"He killed them," Caitlyn said. "He killed them all. He punished them for what they done and he burned their bodies."

"How many?" Aleena breathed.

"Five. A knight and his four warriors."

Aleena stared into Alto's eyes. "You killed them?"

Alto broke his gaze away from her. "Forget you ever knew me. You'll sleep better and live longer for it." He gathered up Caitlyn with his arm around her shoulders and pulled her with him towards the bridge and away from Aleena.

"It wasn't your fault," Aleena said. "You avenged them!"

Alto stopped moving and felt Caitlyn trembling beside him. "They came looking for me. I wasn't there, so they punished me and they waited for me."

Aleena's silence was the answer Alto had hoped for.

"If anybody asks about me, pretend you never knew me," Alto said. "Live a long and happy life. Good bye, Aleena."

Alto pulled his sobbing sister along with him, ignoring the foolish vows of youth behind him. Aleena was his age but she hadn't seen what he'd seen. She hadn't done what he'd done. She was just one more child he would do anything to keep from getting hurt. Even if it killed him to do it.

"We're done here," Alto told his sister. "I'll get us some horses to ride to Holgasford where you can be safe."

"I'll never feel safe again," she whispered.

Alto winced. "I won't let anything happen to you."

Caitlyn nodded and buried her face into his shoulder, slowing their walk. "I'm glad you killed them," she whispered. "I hope you made them suffer."

They walked on in silence through the afternoon crowd.


Chapter 2

"I'll show you, Alto," Aleena called out after he led his sister away. "I'll prove myself to you!" Alto didn't turn around or look back. She saw Caitlyn lean into him a moment later, convincing her that her words had been lost. It didn't matter; that didn't make them any less important to her.

Alto wasn't a childish crush. He wasn't just some handsome man in her father's tavern she'd taken a shining to. Alto was something else entirely. She knew he'd been interested when they met, when he was just a farm boy lost in the big city. He'd shown her he still was, but he'd been so hard for her to be sure of. He'd resisted her time and again, even when she'd all but thrown herself at him. She'd teased him by pretending she liked his friends; they'd even played along at first. But Alto had been so stinking noble it had made her scream! He smiled and encouraged them, of all things! But she saw how he looked at her; she knew he wanted her for himself, too.

Aleena watched the man she'd decided she was going to marry walk away with his sister. She wanted to go after him and hold him to her and comfort him. Such a terrible thing, to lose so many people! But he still had her, didn't he realize that? She could help him, like she'd done before. Nurse him back to health like she'd tried to do after the fire.

Aleena wiped the tears off her cheeks and stiffened her back. No, of course not, he didn't realize it because he had his sister. He had to protect her. Just like Alto had rushed into that burning building to save people he didn't even know. That was just the way he was. He was a hero. Her hero too, but he didn't see it that way. Not yet. She'd show him what he meant to her. She'd show him that he could let himself need her, too. She could do things for him, things no other woman would do. Or at least things no other woman had a right to do.

But in order to show him, she had to have him around her. Right now he didn't want that. He wanted to be alone. Stupid boys, always thinking they could figure things out on their own! Her mother had showed her early on that people needed to talk; that's why so many men came to their tavern. They knew they needed to talk, too, but they were men. They couldn't do it unless they got a few drinks in them. Then they forgot how they were supposed to be tough and they could talk a little bit. That's also how Aleena had saved up so much money from tips. She'd learned to have a sympathetic ear.

It wasn't enough to buy her own place but with Alto at her side, they could have done anything! She frowned. How would she get him to let her stand at his side long enough so he could see what he meant to her?

The Lady Patrina, she was a warrior and he valued her as a companion. Aleena's eyes narrowed at the thought of the beautiful blond woman. And she was a princess of her people. How could Aleena compete with that?

"By being better than she is," Aleena said. She nodded her head as she considered her options. Alto protected people. Alto believed in doing the right thing. Alto was willing to risk his life to help others. She admired him because he believed so much in those things and because he was just Alto. He was handsome, strong, and so likeable!

She turned and rushed back inside her father's tavern, passing by him and barely giving him a wave. She retrieved her sack of coins from her chest and split it amongst three pouches at her belt and then hurried back out.

"What are you up to?" her father called as she made her way to the door. "It's nice to see a smile on your face again, but what are you up to?"

Aleena stopped when she realized she was grinning. "Lady Patrina was wrong," she said.

"Now Aleena, a lot of things are said in here when people have a few drinks in them; that don't make it right to call someone a liar."

Aleena shook her head. "No, I just talked to Alto. He made it out! He's okay, well, sort of. I'm going to go see him again."

Her father raised his eyebrow and then chuckled. "All right then, if that's so, tell him he's earned a free meal on me for the story of what happened."

Aleena nodded and skipped out the door. Her next stop was a few streets over at the Blades of Leander headquarters. Namitus had given her a key he'd made so she could come and go more easily to see Alto; he'd just never been there or allowed her to show the kind of interest she'd wanted to.

With the building deserted, she made her way upstairs and took some of Namitus's clothes. She left a few coins in his trunk and then made her way to Alto's room. She stripped out of her peasant's blouse and skirts before slipping Namitus's pants on. She used a dagger Alto had in his room to cut her skirts and wrap them tightly about her chest, and then slipped on Namitus's shirt. Finally, she used the dagger and a mirror to cut her hair as short as she could.

Aleena squared her shoulders and stared at the results. She thrust her jaw forward and scowled a little, and then nodded. She could do it. In the right light, she just might pass herself off as a boy. She swallowed down her grin and reminded herself to scowl, and then hurried out of the building and walked straight in the Church of Leander that was next door.

She found an acolyte tending candles and asked him in the gruffest voice she could manage where she could leave a donation to the church and perhaps ask a favor. He directed her to a priest at a smaller altar in a side room.

"How can Leander's grace shine upon thee, young man?" the priest asked with a smile when Aleena remembered to drop to her knees before the altar.

With her head lowered respectfully, she asked, "I'd like to give up all of my worldly belongings and give myself into Leander's grace."

"You seek to become a member of the clergy?"

"No, uh, Father," Aleena stumbled. "I meant I wish to become one of Leander's knights."

The priest paused a long moment before he looked down at her. "That's an unusual boon to ask."

"I have money!" Aleena blurted out. She grimaced and roughed her voice up. "I mean, for a donation, Father. To prove I don't take this lightly." She reached and untied each of her pouches and tossed them in a basin in front of the altar for offerings. One of the pouches opened and spilled out several coins. Aleena heard the priest's intake of breath but she forced herself to keep scowling.

"What is your name, young man?"

"Aleen, uh," she stammered, realizing she hadn't thought her disguise through all the way. "Excuse me, Father. Alin."

She could almost feel his frown as he looked down at her. After a painfully long moment of silence he said, "Come with me, Alin. I will take you to Sir Amos. He is the Chief Protector of Leander's Portland church."

Aleena jumped to her feet and had to bite down on her tongue to keep from squealing in excitement. She was pretty sure boys didn't squeal. She followed the priest out of the offering room and down a hallway. He took her up some stairs and then down another hallway to an office. He knocked and waited until they were bid to enter.

"Sir Amos, pardon the interruption but you've just received a young man who expressed considerable interest in becoming a Knight of Leander."

Amos was a bald man Aleena guessed to be half again as old as her father. He lifted his eyes to look at her and saw right away that they were clear and skilled at picking out deception. She dropped her head in submission and shame. He knew she was a girl, he had to!

"What is your name?" Amos asked her.

"Alin, sir."

"And you wish to become a paladin? The right hand of Leander, striking out against injustice and evil?"

"Yes, sir, I do."

"Why?"

Aleena hesitated. Telling the priest she wanted to impress a boy was probably going to get her kicked out of the church so hard Leander himself might strike her down from the heavens above. But it wasn't about that. Not really. Sure, being with Alto promised an exciting life filled with grander things than she'd ever imagined, but there was more to it.

Standing there in the bastion of Saint Leander, she felt something inside her. She remembered all the times Alto and Karthor had spoken of his church in her presence. She'd pretended to be working or paying no mind, but she'd listened close. Recalling them now, she heard the words again and found new meaning in them. She admired what Leander stood for, or at least what Karthor had explained Leander stood for. It seemed to her that Alto personified a lot of those traits, but that didn't mean she couldn't do the same. She lifted her head up until she was staring at a painting on the wall of Leander's crest, a blazing yellow sun with an all-seeing eye in the middle of it.

"I admire what Leander stands for. Purity, growth, protection, and justice. I want to help to fight darkness and cruelty. I want to help people."

"That is what serving Leander means to you?"

Aleena nodded. "Yes, Sir Amos."

"You will be tested. Should you fail any of the tests you will be turned away. Do you understand?"

Aleena nodded.

Sir Amos turned back to the other priest. "I will take this from here."

"Of course, Sir Amos. Thank you. And good luck to you, Alin. Place your faith in Leander so that you may grow from this as well."

Aleena nodded and offered him a tight-lipped smile. She turned back to Sir Amos and stared up at him. He watched her for a long moment and then grunted. "Rise, child. I sense a hidden strength in you. Let's see if your body has surprises in wait for us as well."

Aleena tripped on the smooth floor but caught herself. She stepped out of the door and followed closely behind the priest. Did he know after all? She had surprises all right, but they weren't surprises she wanted the priest to find out about!

Sir Amos led her farther down the hallway outside his office to a staircase that went up and down. He led her down two levels and then through a door. She paused to take in the tabards and paintings hanging on the stone walls, each depicting a battle between the forces of Leander and an enemy. She didn't recognize the men or creatures in the paintings, save for one that showed a warrior wearing armor decorated with the blazing sun of Leander standing against a dragon that towered over him.

"That was Sir Gareth," Sir Amos said to her. "More than three hundred years ago, he fought a dragon that was ravaging the northern reaches. Back before this land had been properly tamed and civilized, dark and savage creatures roamed these lands and what few people eked out their existence were tribal barbarians without education or proper religion."

"What happened?" Aleena asked, her eyes riveted to the picture. She picked out details in the painting that she'd missed at first. Sir Gareth wasn't alone, but he stood ahead of his force of armored knights. One of them who caught Aleena's attention sat on a horse in the foremost ranks. The knight's armor was different from the others, more shapely and conforming to her body. She wore a helm with the guard down, but Aleena saw golden hair spilling out from beneath the helm around her neck.

"Sir Gareth struck the dragon a mortal blow, but he gave his life in doing so. The dragon fled to the mountains and died there."

"Did anyone go looking for it?"

Sir Amos turned his attention from the painting to Aleena. "Why would someone seek such a thing?"

"To make sure it was dead."

"There have been no attacks by a dragon in all these years. Do you doubt the reports of the faithful?"

Aleena shook her head. "Of course not, Sir Amos. My father taught me to make sure I saw a thing with my own eyes before I believed what someone told me, that is all."

Sir Amos smiled. "A wise man, your father. But in this case, the history and teachings of the Church of Saint Leander are above reproach. Honesty is one of Saint Leander's core tenets."

Aleena blushed at his gentle rebuke. It struck her doubly because she was attempting to pass herself off as a boy instead of a girl. Staring at the painting, she wondered if she was making a mistake. A woman wore the armor and livery of a knight; didn't that mean she could be accepted? She turned and studied the other paintings but found no other signs of a woman bearing arms.

"Come my son, let us see if you have any skill with a blade," Sir Amos bade her.

Aleena followed him through a door and into a room filled with weapons and armor. She picked her head up when she heard the echo of steel against steel, followed by a grunt. The noise came from an opening that led to a training room.

Sir Amos cleared his throat, pulling her attention back to him. He looked at her before selecting a slender blade. Aleena took the weapon when he offered it to her and was surprised by its weight. She studied the sword closely. She could see the edges were rounded and the point was dull. The training blade had nicks and scratches along its length.

"Come, there's a straw dummy in here. Show me how you would attack a man."

Aleena walked ahead of him into the training room and saw two men sparring while three others looked on and waited their turn. One of the men fighting glanced at her and faltered. He lost his focus and allowed his opponent to knock him off balance with his shield and then smash him square in the chest of his battered training armor with his mace. The stunned warrior fell backwards.

Aleena turned and saw Sir Amos scowling. He shook his head and walked ahead of her. "Celos! Mind your focus, boy. Now get up and pay attention next time."

The triumphant warrior reached down and helped Celos back to his feet. "I'm sorry, Sir Amos, the new recruit surprised me. He's kind of young, isn't he?"

Aleena felt her cheeks warm. She stiffened her back and raised her head up. "I'm eighteen."

"Oh, my apologies. You just look small for your age," Celos said. He earned chuckles from the other warriors.

Aleena wasn't small for her age. If anything, she was a little big. Maybe she'd never have arms as thick as Alto did, but she was strong for a girl. She opened her mouth to retort but then realized that she wasn't a girl. Or at least she wasn't supposed to be. And all those boys were already so far ahead of her. They knew how to fight, or were learning. They could wear armor and swing a sword. Aleena's only skills came from swatting a drunk with her platter when he tried to pinch her as she passed.

"Back to your training," Sir Amos admonished them. He turned to Aleena and motioned towards one of the straw dummies in the room. "There, imagine he'd just called you a coward. Now have at him."

Aleena turned to the target and raised her sword. She stepped closer to it and wondered what she should do. Hack at it? Try to cut off its head? Run it through? She'd seen Alto and Tristam spar a few times so she had an idea how they fought, but the dummy just sat there. It was a nonthreatening lump of straw and cloth, bundled about a wooden post.

"What's the matter?" Sir Amos asked.

"Nothing," Aleena said. She raised her sword again before lowering it with a sigh. "It's just that this dummy didn't do anything. It called me a coward, you said? Well, that's no reason to kill it."

"It's reason enough for some men," the priest said.

"Well, I'm not like those men," Aleena responded. Rather than giggle at the other differences between her and men like Sir Amos spoke of, she spoke of what she knew of Saint Leander. "The priest I knew taught me that Leander is a kind saint that personifies dignity and kindness, as well as humility and common sense. Leander is also merciful, he said. What mercy is there in me striking down an unarmed man for insulting me?"

"You show wisdom, rare for one so young. Tell me, Alin, what priest did you learn these things from?"

"Karthor," Aleena slipped out before she could stop herself.

Sir Amos nodded. "Karthor is a good man. He shows much promise and it is good to hear him speak of such things." The priest paused and looked over at the sparring warriors. Celos was regularly scoring strikes against his opponent now. "Perhaps an armed target would be better?"

Aleena's heart leapt in her chest. They knew how to fight! She wouldn't stand a chance against them! She saw Sir Amos was waiting for her answer. She swallowed and nodded, not trusting her voice to not squeak.

"Celos! Durak! Stand at rest," Sir Amos called out to the sparring pair. "Celos, I want you to spar with Alin. Let's see what the lad has."

"He doesn't have any armor!" Celos pointed out.

Aleena bit her lip and glanced down at her stolen boy clothes. Armor would be handy, but she had no idea how to even put it on, let alone use it. She felt sweat down her back and gather between her tightly bound breasts.

"True," the priest said. "Come, we'll find something for you to wear first."

"I'm fine," Aleena said, shaking her head. If Sir Amos tried to fit her for armor he'd find out she wasn't a boy. "I don't know how to use it, so I'd rather go without for now."

Sir Amos frowned. He turned to look at Celos and shrugged. "Very well, let him attack you, Celos."

The other men chuckled, earning a quick look from Celos to silence them. He turned back to Aleena and walked forward. Each step in his training plate armor clanked with the sound of a nail being driven into her coffin. She raised her sword and pointed it at him. It took both hands to steady it.

Celos snapped his own sword up and saluted her, and then pulled it back in a defensive position and stood with his shield held between them. Aleena nodded and stepped closer to him. She'd seen Tristam and Alto fight like this plenty of times, except they'd always worn armor and they knew what they were doing.

She swung her sword into Celos's shield, making the steel ring out and her hand vibrate from the strike. She clenched her teeth to keep from crying out at the shock. Celos snorted and pushed out with his shield, sending her sword nearly flying from her fingers.

Aleena backed up and wiped her hands on her pants one at a time, trying to dry the sweat on them. She grabbed her sword in both hands again and swung it harder, trying to smash the man's shield aside. He stepped into the swing and absorbed it on his shield with ease. Aleena grunted from the impact that time. The shock from hitting the shield made her wrists ache.

"You can't kill a man by striking his shield," Sir Amos rebuked.

Aleena nodded and lunged forward as quickly as she could, trying to drive the point of her sword into his stomach. Celos swatted her blade out of the way with his own, making her spin in the process. She kept going, remembering a move she'd seen Alto do before, and used her momentum to add speed to her next strike. Celos caught it high on his shield. Her move had surprised him enough that her deflected sword cracked into the side of his helm. Celos took a step away and shook his head. She heard him growl through the slits of his faceguard.

Aleena was in close now. Too close to use her sword. She fell back on her training as a barmaid and drove her knee up between his legs. The metal codpiece left her knee bruised and stinging but Celos's growl turned into a grunt of air. He staggered back a step.

Aleena pushed her advantage, thinking she had him off balance and that victory was going to be hers. She saw a blur of motion to her right but didn't realize what it was until the world was spinning around her. It came to an abrupt stop when she crashed into the ground. He'd struck her with his shield in the head.

"You were supposed to be defending," Sir Amos accused her opponent.

"I used my shield!" Celos pulled off his helm and stared at the ding in the side of it. His voice sounded strained, prompting her to look up and see him for the first time. Her lips parted to let a small gasp through them. His blond hair was matted to his head from the helmet but she saw that it was wavy and would frame his masculine face. His eyes were what made her lose herself for a moment. They were dark green and so intense.

Sir Amos squatted down beside her and pulled her attention back to him. "That was unconventional and sloppy," he said. "Are you all right?"

Aleena nodded and denied herself the chance to sneak a peek at Celos. She wasn't here for him; she was here for herself, so she and Alto could have a future together. "My ears are still ringing."

"I expect they are. Get used to it. There's nothing easy about the path of a recruit."

She lifted her head up and stared at him. "You're accepting me?"

"You'll need to eat hearty and do a lot of exercise to get stronger and bigger. You'll need training and much time spent studying the teachings of Leander. Can you read?"

Aleena nodded. "I can. I know numbers well enough, too."

"Good," he said. "You have ambition and wisdom, two things that are not often seen together. Being a recruit means little, though. Any infraction can set you back or get you kicked out. If you are willing to work hard and understand the importance of Leander's teachings, you will go far."

Aleena rose up slowly, testing her balance to keep from making a fool of herself. When she was standing fully, Sir Amos had also risen. "Sir Amos, that painting we spoke of. I saw a knight who was different from the others in it."

"Oh?"

"Yes, in the front ranks behind Sir Gareth there was a woman."

Sir Amos frowned. "Yes, there was. Her name was Lady Gwendolyn. It is rare that a woman petitions to join the ranks of the Knights of Leander, and only twice has one risen to the station of paladin. Lady Gwendolyn was the last and only one other woman became a knight since her."

Aleena nodded. "Then in the spirit of fulfilling the tenets of Saint Leander's teachings, my name is not Alin; it is Aleena. I was afraid you wouldn't take me seriously if you knew that."

Sir Amos nodded without betraying his thoughts on his face. "I understand your feelings, daughter, but I do not excuse you. That is a mark against you, but had you not admitted it to me, I would have turned you out before the day was over."

"So I get to stay?" Aleena whispered.

He nodded. "No more violations."

Aleena nodded but couldn't keep the grin off her face. She was going to train with the Knights of Leander! She'd made it! Alto would be so proud of her! It would be hard work, she knew, but she'd be able to adventure with him. She'd be taught to wear armor and ride a horse and use a sword.

Aleena turned to follow Sir Amos out. He'd said something about showing her where she'd stay. On her way out, she heard the hushed voices of the warriors who were training. One in particular, Durak she thought, she heard ask, "Did you just hit a girl?"


Chapter 3

"I can't believe you enjoy this," Caitlyn complained.

Alto breathed through her tirade. The walk to Portland had been similar, but she'd still been in shock and hadn't started noticing how her tortured body reacted to the long walk until the second day. He'd hoped the horses he acquired in Portland would make for easier, or at least quieter, travel. She'd dashed his hopes a little over an hour into it with complaints of how the saddle hurt and how she couldn't get comfortable on her horse.

"We've been riding for a week now; your body should be used to it," he said. He grimaced as soon as the words were out.

"I don't like riding. I never have," Caitlyn reminded him. "It's indecent, too, straddling a horse in a dress!"

"If we'd have walked it would have taken three times as long," Alto tried to explain.

She huffed in disapproval. "I think we could have stayed in Portland."

"Aye, you could have, but I don't have money enough to let you live there long," he said. "And where do you think they'll look for us next?"

Caitlyn rode in silence, aside from the occasional muted cry when her horse stepped in a puddle or found another way to unbalance her. Finally, as the sun began to dip low in the western sky, she turned to him and said, "I'm sorry I'm such a baby."

"A baby?" Alto asked her. "You're only a year behind me."

"I don't mean that. I mean my whining and complaining. I keep thinking about the things Kressa and I were doing or the things I want to talk to Juell about or what I want to teach Harvest as she grows up. Then there's Edwin and what a little troublemaker he is, always bothering Juell and Harvest. Darren was working so hard helping Father with the chores that I was helping him do some of his old chores. We'd figured out a way to make it work and to help each other out. We'd never gotten along so well before."

Alto realized Caitlyn had fallen silent after a few moments. He risked a glance at her and saw her tears reflecting the fading sunlight on her ruddy cheeks. He looked away, knowing he should respect her privacy. He would have wanted to be left alone to deal with his feelings; he figured she wanted the same thing.

"Then I remember they're gone," Caitlyn said in a strangled voice. She took a deep breath and continued, proving to Alto that she didn't want to be left alone about it after all. "It's not just that they’re gone, it's that I keep seeing them. I keep seeing what happened to them. Alto, it was so terrible!"

"I know," he snapped. "I know it was bad and I know it was my fault. Okay? You don't have to keep telling me. I know what happened. I'm not going to forget. Not ever." Alto snapped his reins and pushed his horse faster, riding out ahead of his sister. She fell silent behind him.

The sun set on them as they rode but Alto pushed on. Another night of listening to her sob herself to sleep was more than he could bear. They were gone, all of them—why couldn't she accept it and move on? He saw the lights in the distance of Holgasford. They could make it before the gates were shut for the nights. It was winter; the days were shorter and the gates stayed open past sunset because of that.

They reached the timber walls of the city as the guards were turning people away in preparation to close the gates. "Ho there, let us through!" Alto cried out.

"Gates are closing for the night. Come back in the morning," a guard cried out without looking up from the door he was pushing.

"I seek Jarl Teorfyr and Lady Patrina," Alto said, hoping that would gain him entrance. "The jarl has returned from the north, hasn't he?"

The guard faltered and looked up. He turned and grabbed a torch from another guard and held it up high so he could see Alto. "Hold the gates!" he cried out.

With the torchlight shining down on the guard, Alto recognized him as the same man who had spoken to him when he'd entered the city with Winter. He offered a tired smile and waved to him.

"How is it you come by the southern gate?" the guard asked.

Alto tilted his head at the strange question. "I came from the Kingdom."

"Last I knew, you was in the north with the jarl."

Alto nodded. "I was, but we were separated. I returned to my home and have brought my sister with me."

"Well, you look like you," the guard took a step forward and said.

"That's fitting, since I am me. You know who I am, what's the problem?"

"Heard you was killed in the north," the guard said.

"I heard that, too," Alto said. "But as you can see, I'm still here."

The guard stared at him a minute longer and then broke into a grin and nodded. He gestured for Alto and Caitlyn to come through. "That's good news," he admitted. "There's going to be a lot of people happy to see you."

"A lot of people? I don't know about that," Alto mumbled.

The guard ignored him and turned to the others. "Spread the word, Alto's alive! He's headed to see the jarl."

"What's going on?" Caitlyn hissed at him as a runner took off down the road towards the raised center of the city. "Why do these people know you?"

Alto held up his hands. "I don't know," he admitted. "Come on, let's go."

"Where?"

"To see the jarl," Alto said.

The guard shook Alto's hand and clapped him on the back as they passed him. When Alto dismounted and helped Caitlyn off her mount, a stable boy ran out, grinning from ear to ear, and took the reins of their horses. Alto tossed him a coin, causing the boy to gawk and trip over himself in his rush to take their horses to the stables.

Alto led his sister through the town, threading his arm through hers in what he thought was a proper manner. As they walked, other people stopped and stared while others whispered. A few waved at them and Alto caught more than one girl giggling and looking away.

"What's going on?" Caitlyn asked. "I don't like this, all these people looking and pointing."

"I still don't know," Alto said.

When they climbed the final ramp to the jarl's hall, a group of soldiers was standing ready. They saluted and cheered, to the dismay and confusion of the two travelers. The doors into the hall were thrown open, inviting them in.

"Alto?" Caitlyn whispered.

"It's okay, I know these people."

"This is strange!"

Alto offered her a smile. It was strange, but it was nice, too. He did know the Kelgryn and he liked them. It seemed they liked him, too. But his reception last time hadn't been like this. He wondered what had changed. He led her into the hall and walked down the length until he saw the jarl and his wife leading a throng of people.

Alto saw Patrina, Karthor, Namitus, Garrick, Tristam, and Kar among the Kelgryn. First was the jarl, who met the surprised young man by grabbing his hand and pumping it before raising it into the air and turning him about. Alto saw a crowd of people had followed them and filled the hall behind him.

"Behold, my fellow Kelgryn, our friend and ally has returned! I didn't believe the words when I heard them but I know better than to doubt my eyes. The wielder of Kevard's Blade has returned to us after bringing down a mountain on our enemies!"

The Kelgryn took up a cheer and in moments, Alto was pulled away from Caitlyn and surrounded with full-grown men and women shaking his hand, clapping his back, and offering him tankards of potent Kelgryn ale that was soon spilt or lost. Alto felt at a loss as the impromptu festivities swirled around him.

At one point, the swirling stopped long enough for Alto to find himself in front of the grinning jarl again. "Lord Teorfyr," Alto said, forcing himself to become an island amid the shifting sea of madness around him.

"You've done what couldn't be done, lad. Saved my daughter and thwarted my enemies. I'm in your debt, lad!"

Alto shook his head. "Never that, jarl. I've come because I need a favor."

The jarl's grin faded at the solemn tone of Alto's words. He nodded. "After," he said. "Let the people have their hero. Seems every tide brings darker news these days. They could use a bit of relief."

"What news?"

"Merchants tell of a fleet that's far to the south that should be setting sail soon, if they've not done so already."

"A fleet? Of ships, right?"

Teorfyr chuckled. "Aye, what else would a fleet mean?"

Alto shrugged away his embarrassment. "I've never sailed," he admitted.

"We'll have to remedy that when time permits!"

Alto smiled without committing. Sailing was the least of his concerns. "What's special about this fleet? Why would they give the Kelgryn troubles?"

"I wondered the same thing," Teorfyr said. "Your friend put it together when there was mention of the flag flown by the ships. A white field with a silver dragon on it."

Alto stiffened.

"I thought that might mean something to you," Teorfyr said. "That man in the mines, your friends said he claimed to be a Knight of the Silver Dragon?"

Alto nodded and turned his head to search until he saw his sister. Karthor had sought his sister out and was keeping her company at a table.

"Alto? What's wrong, lad?" Teorfyr asked.

"How big is a fleet?" Alto asked, without taking his eyes off his sister.

"I've heard this one numbers nearly fifty ships."

"That sounds like a lot."

"It's a large force," the jarl admitted. "I've got more I can press into service, but the ships of the Kelgryn aren't like these ships. Ours are built for fishing and raiding, not for fighting. To the southeast, my brother can call up twice as many, but the ships at his command are like mine."

"They'll try to crush you between a hammer and an anvil," Alto reasoned. "The armies in the north will sweep across and the armies from the sea will meet them in the middle."

"Have some faith in my people!" Teorfyr  defended.

"You've seen those trolls and ogres in the mines," Alto reminded him. "There are entire villages of them in the mountains. Goblins and men can be killed but those creatures are worth ten men a piece and they're sure to have hundreds. Maybe thousands. How can you stand against that?"

"We will stand." Teorfyr puffed out his chest.

Alto looked at him and nodded. "Does the Kingdom know of this fleet?"

"I'm sure they do. There's no way of hiding such a thing. I've sent a messenger to the Kingdom telling them of your encounters in the mountains as well."

"The Kelgryn and the Kingdom will need to work together if you're going to survive this."

"Survive what? This army of monsters? It exists, I believe you, but I don't know what it is that they want."

Alto sighed. "I don't know either, but I plan to find out."

"A fine plan, lad, but let it wait for the morning. There's a party to be had tonight. I know Patrina's been beside herself but she's carried on beyond her years. She said she wanted you to be proud of her. Of course you was dead then, so there's no telling what she's thinking now."

"Better that she thought me dead," Alto said.

Teorfyr frowned. "That's not the way to be thinking! Come on, lad, live while there's yet breath in your lungs."

Alto shook his head. "Not while there's others who can't."

Teorfyr's brow furrowed. He sighed at length. "All right, to my office then and let's have it."

Alto nodded. He turned and saw Caitlyn's head bowed while Karthor held her hand in one of his and his holy pendant in the other. Alto smiled and sent a silent thank-you to the priest. He turned and followed Teorfyr out of the hall towards the jarl's office.

"Alto!" Patrina cried out as he strode towards the door that the jarl stood waiting for him at.

Alto tried to ignore the lady but she was having none of it. She caught up to him and grabbed his arm to stop him. "Alto, wait!"

Alto turned and saw her smiling at him. She wore a pale blue dress this time that matched the blue ribbons tied in her hair. "Trina, I have to speak with your father," he said. He didn't want to talk to her. Not now. Or, perhaps, not ever. "Can we do this later?"

"Oh! Uh, yes, I guess so." Lady Patrina's smile faded. "I want to know how you escaped and what you did to the mountain. That was you, wasn't it?"

Alto nodded.

"I knew it!" She smiled again and hugged him. She backed away quickly. "Sorry, I couldn't stop myself. I'm really glad you're okay."

Alto nodded. "Thanks. I'm glad to be here, too. Now—your father?"

"Yes, go! Sorry. Come to me later, when you're done with him? I don't care how late it is. That's an order!" Patrina winked at him and turned away, releasing him to rush after Teorfyr.

Alto groaned as soon as he was away, and then he continued down the hall and made his way to the jarl's office. The door was cracked open so he stepped in and shut it behind him. Teorfyr was sitting at his desk and looking up at him.

"Patrina tells me she made you her champion," the jarl began.

Alto nodded. "Yes, my lord, she did. I should not have accepted but, well..."

"But she's a pretty girl and she's got you wrapped around her finger," Teorfyr said with a chuckle. "Trust me, I know. She's so much like her mother, it scares me at times. Except she'd rather play with swords and axes than dolls and books. She's got a sail full of air for you, too, you know."

Alto nodded. Hearing it confirmed didn't do him any good. Not anymore. Now Alto had other goals, other needs that he had to take care of. "Jarl, the favor?"

"I've been thinking about this for some time now, Alto. I wasn't sure how to get away with it until now, but that business in the mountains clinched it for me. The eastern edges of the Northern Divide were once home to the dwarves, but we now know what became of them thanks to you and your friends. There was once a town that dwarves and men built and lived together in called Rockwood. The dwarves are gone and the town long buried, but I would like to see it rebuilt and resettled. And I'd like you to be the Thane of Rockwood, which would be much the same as a baron in your kingdom."

Alto stopped his head from shaking as Teorfyr misunderstood the request he wanted to ask him. He stared in mute shock as the jarl went on.

"As thane, you'd be a noble, and that gives you the rights and bloodline to ask for Patrina's hand," he finished. He looked at Alto, waiting for a response.

"Jarl, I'm honored," Alto stammered. "But that's not the favor I would ask."

"It's not?" Teorfyr's brows drew together.

"My sister, Caitlyn. I need to find someplace safe for her."

"What of the rest of your family? Is she not safe there? Is there some local boy she's gotten in trouble with?"

Alto shook his head. "There's no one else, just her."

Teorfyr frowned and leaned back. After a moment of thought, he gestured to the seats behind Alto. "Sit down, lad, and help me understand. Patrina came back nearly a week ago going on and on about how bad she felt for your family and how nice they all were. Now I'm getting the feeling things aren't what she thought they were?"

"They were, but they've changed."

"Changed how?"

Alto took a deep breath. "Changed a lot. Caitlyn and I are all that’s left of my family."

Teorfyr rocked forward in his chair and slammed his hands on his desk. "Saints, son! What happened?"

"That Silver Dragon Knight, Beck. He went to their farm and he killed them. He was waiting for me and was going to use Caitlyn as bait, but I showed up too early I guess."

Teorfyr stared at Alto for a long minute before he asked, "Is he dead?"

Alto nodded.

"Good."

"Not good enough, my lord. Beck was doing the bidding of someone else. The man in charge, a wizard named Fizzulthorp. And that means that the wizard was doing the bidding of something else. Sarya."

"You think they're still after you?"

"I'm still alive."

"And your sister?" the jarl asked.

"To get to me, yes."

Teorfyr grunted. "She'll stay with my family. I'll treat her as my own daughter, you have my word."

Alto felt one of the many weights on his shoulders lift off. He staggered backwards and felt his leg hit the chair Teorfyr had suggested a few moments ago. He all but collapsed into it and had to blink back the moisture in his eyes. When he'd regained control, he nodded. "Thank you, my lord. I don't have the words to—"

"Silence," Teorfyr insisted. "Your family is my family, Alto. We've fought together and spilled blood together. You've taken up a cause that puts me in your debt, even if you are barely old enough to piss standing up!"

Alto smirked in spite of himself at the jarl's crude humor.

"What will you do?"

"I'm going to make sure she's safe. I'll make sure everyone's safe."

"The last man to wield that blade had notions like that. It didn't work out so well for him." Teorfyr stared at the sword hilt hanging over Alto's shoulder.

Alto stood up and slipped Kevard's Blade and scabbard off his back. He laid it on the desk and sat back down. "My lord, Kevard's Blade is yours. I am no longer fit to wield it."

"You're daft, lad!"

Alto shook his head. "No, it stopped answering my call. I have another blade, the sword I took from the knight. This one I've earned. Kevard's Blade is no longer mine to use."

Teorfyr reached out and drew the legendary sword from its scabbard. He smiled as he moved it slowly through the air. "I feel it," he said to himself. He nodded and sheathed it again before looking at Alto. "I don't know what you can do, nor how you can do it, but you've got my support, lad."

Alto nodded. "I thank you, jarl. I'm sorry I can't fulfill my oath to you or your daughter."

"You make sure you take care of your sister and yourself, then we'll worry about that."

Alto nodded. "I look forward to the day," he said without much hope.

* * * *

Alto opened the door to the room he'd been given and held the lantern up so he could see how it was laid out. He cried out when he saw Patrina standing in the room with her back to him. His eyes went to the bed and he saw the impression from where she'd been sitting in the dark until she heard him fumbling with the latch.

"Shut the door," Patrina said in a whisper. "I've brought your shirt back."

Alto shut the door behind him and then sat the lantern on the table beside the bed. Patrina reached up with one arm and undid a clasp on the cloak she wore. She pushed it off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor, revealing his shirt that he'd given her to wear when her dress had been torn. The shirt was large enough on her that the bottom fell halfway to her knees.

Patrina turned and stepped closer to him, pausing when she was only a few feet away. "Alto, I know what I want. I'm not a foolish girl, not anymore. If this is something I can't have then that's your fault, not mine. I've talked to my father and he agreed that he'd arrange things. But I can't wait. Not after what happened. Not after what I saw you do. I love you, Alto. I need you."

Patrina stepped closer to him before he could fight past the fog in his head that tied up his tongue. She pressed her lips to his and grabbed his hands when he didn't respond. She raised them and placed them upon her chest, urging him to take over and feel her through her flimsy dress.

Alto gasped and backed away. He shook his head. "Trina, stop."

Patrina stared at him, her chin quivering and her eyes filling. "Don't you want me?"

Alto growled. Did he want her? Saints above and below, of course he did! But he couldn't have her. Not now. Later? Maybe, but not now with everything else going on. He knew her, though; he knew if she thought he did, then she'd do anything and wouldn't accept no for an answer. It was part of her stubborn charm.

"I'm leaving in the morning," Alto told her. He averted his eyes and clenched his fist as though it could take the sensation of her breast in his palm away.

"Where are you going?" she managed.

"I'm not sure. I have to protect my sister."

"What about everyone else? Don't you want to protect them, too? What about me?"

"Yes, everyone else, too. And you. I have to keep you all safe and the only way to do that is by leaving."

"That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard!" Patrina snapped at him. "How can leaving make you safe?"

"It doesn’t make me safe; it makes everyone else safe."

Patrina stared at him. "You're not making sense."

"I know, but it's for the best."

"I'm so sick and tired of people thinking they know what's for the best!" Patrina shouted at him. "What about me? Don't you think maybe I'm the best for you?"
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