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Chapter 1
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THE DRESS HAD LOOKED beautiful in the morning when her maid dressed her, but now it weighed on Marriette like a heavy chain. She rested her hand on her husband’s arm to maintain balance as she navigated the rough cobbles forming the street in this district of Bellopolis. 

“I hadn’t expected the simple act of opening a school to require such a circus.” Marriette leaned a little more on Torrance’s arm. As the King’s Ward and Regent, she would not give in to exhaustion. She looked around at the people, both those protecting her and those who came to see her.

Marshal prowled ahead of her examining everything from the crowds to the windows overlooking the street. Men in the crowd watched too. Three more followed behind her. Torrance held her right arm, and at her left the secretary of the day walked with a disapproving look etched on his face. From the slippers he wore, the man rarely left the palace walls.  A maid walked behind the soldiers and at the tail end of the parade, a carriage rumbled along in case the Regent became tired.

Marriette was far beyond tired, but not ready to give in and ride. Her people had turned out in hundreds and thousands to see her. Marshal wouldn’t let her greet individuals, but she smiled and nodded to those who waved. One more block to the new school and at least she would be able to stand instead of walk. There might even be water.

Marshal stiffened and strode to the side of the road. A man quailed under the warrior’s glare. With good reason, as Marshal loomed over everybody—the tallest and biggest man Marriette had ever seen. It appeared from where she stood as if another poor soul had forgotten the edict and carried a belt knife. 

As the man wilted, three more men burst out of the crowd carrying knives which might as well have been swords. Marriette drew breath to warn Marshal, but the men behind her were faster.

“Attack!” one of them shouted. Marshal pushed the man he was talking to away and dashed toward the three. One turned to face him while the other two charged toward Marriette. The soldiers behind ran to place themselves between her and the threat. Torrance pulled her back toward the carriage holding his drawn sword in his other hand. Another three men with knives jumped out of the crowd at her. The first impaled himself on Torrance’s sword. The second tangled in the body and he, the dead attacker, and Torrance went down in a heap. 

The third man grinned and stalked toward Marriette. She backed up and tripped on a cobble. The dress made it impossible for her to find her footing again. Marriette landed hard on the pavement. A crack sounded from the hand she’d tried to catch herself with, and pain shot up into her shoulder. The attacker twirled his sword and let his grin widen. 

Marriette’s skirts were up past her waist, her right hand broken and trapped beneath her. Her left hand scrabbled uselessly at the mounds of fabric. The maid screamed and ran at the man with the knife. He swatted at her, but missed. She stabbed at him with a comb, but it bounced off leather armor under his clothes. He swore at her and swung again, but once more missed by a hair’s breadth. The maid scratched his face with the comb and blood ran into his eye.

The attacker who had fallen with Torrance and the first man pushed himself to his feet and ran past his comrade. He kept trying to kill the maid yet inexplicably couldn’t succeed. The secretary placed himself between Marriette and the man, but the attacker punched him with the hilt of the knife without missing a step. He threw himself at Marriette and plunged the knife toward her heart. She tried to roll out of the way, but the dress held her pinned. 

White hot pain seared through her as the knife cut through the jewelled bodice. One gem turned the blade enough so it didn’t find her heart. He raised his hand to try again but Torrance’s sword skewered his knife hand and twisted the knife away. Her husband’s boot connected soundly with the assassin’s head and the man rolled away, his eyes already glazing over.

Torrance knelt beside her and tried to stop the bleeding. The secretary tore his shirt sleeve away and handed it to Torrance. A brave gesture, but not enough to save her. The pain moved from being white hot to ice cold. Marriette shivered on the street. She tried to lift her hand to touch Torrance’s face, but even the comfort of touch lay beyond her strength.

An old woman pushed her way out of the crowd and knelt opposite from Torrance.

“Let me help her.”

“Please!” Torrance’s face crumpled with fear and hope.

She put her hands on Marriette’s wound and sang notes that set Marriette’s teeth on edge. She wanted to scream or cry, but no sound would come out. Her lungs held no air, and she couldn’t draw any in. The old woman leaned down and blew into Marriette’s mouth. Rank breath filled her and lifted her ribs. 

She could breathe again. 

Marshal loomed over the old woman.

“Stop.” She put her hand out in command. The pain vanished with the word. Marshal frowned but stepped back.

“Rest,” the old woman brushed her hand across Marriette’s right wrist. “And you’ll be fine.” She pushed herself to her feet, curtseyed to Marriette, then disappeared into the crowd.

“We should have held her for questioning,” Marshal looked after the old woman with a scowl on his face.

“She saved my life,” Marriette said. 

“We must get you back to the palace and out of this dress.” The maid came over and arranged Marriette’s skirts carefully.

Two men lifted Marriette and carried her to the carriage. They handed her up to others who laid her on one seat.

“Thank you,” Torrance said, “we’ll be fine now.” The men nodded and closed the door after the maid climbed in. 

“You are still holding your sword.” Marriette tried to keep her words light.

“I will carry it until you are safe within the palace walls.” He sat at Marriette’s head and planted the tip of his sword between his feet.

“It’s a shame about the dress. The colour is especially nice on you.” The maid used a damp cloth to clean Marriette’s face.

“You are brave,” Marriette said to the girl. Though when she looked harder the maid appeared closer to her age. 

“You are my Queen,” the girl said, “I couldn’t let that horrible man hurt you.”

“But you could have been killed.” Marriette touched the maid’s cheek. “I would be terribly upset if you died because of me.”

“You’re a Queen.” The maid frowned slightly. “People are supposed to die for you.”

They arrived at the palace and servants came with a chair to take Marriette into her rooms.

More maids fussed over her while the maid who had ridden with her back from the attack broke down into tears and begged to be excused.

“Come back when you’re ready,” Marriette said. “I’m sure you saved my life.” The maid curtseyed and ran off weeping. Strange she would show no upset until they were safe, but everyone was different. 

The dress vanished and Marriette was placed in a bath with hot water. A young girl sponged the blood from Marriette’s skin and looked with wide eyes at the scar marking the top of Marriette’s breast.

“When?” the girl asked.

“Just a short time ago. I was dying. I knew it, then an old woman came and healed me before disappearing again.” Marriette ran her finger along the scar and a faint echo of pain twinged her chest. “Apparently she healed my wrist as well.”

“Maybe she was a saint!” The girl’s eyes widened. 

“Perhaps.”

“The Doctor is here to see the Regent.”

“Bring me my robe,” Marriette said. “Let’s get this over with.”

The Doctor limped in, a man of indeterminate age who leaned on a cane. An assistant carried a large bag. 

“Let’s see now.” The Doctor made opening motions with his hands. Marriette pulled her robe open far enough to show the scar. “Does it still hurt?”

“If I put pressure on it.”

“Hmmm.” The Doctor peered at the scar with his hands behind his back. “Not a complete healing then, but enough to stop the blood loss. Did you have trouble breathing?”

“Before she helped me,” Marriette said.

“As I thought, the knife punctured your lung. You are fortunate, your Majesty, even I would have a hard time preserving your life in such circumstance.” He stepped back from her and tilted his head. His sandy coloured eyes gazing into hers. “You must drink water to replace the blood you lost. I will speak to the kitchen about sending you plenty of red meat as well. Walk around if you must, but do not lift anything with your left arm for at least a week.” 

“I barely lift anything with either arm.” Marriette let her exasperation at how everyone spoiled her tinge her words.

The Doctor put his hand over her right arm before nodding. “Your right arm is fine. You should have no problem.” He nodded in satisfaction. “If the pain returns or you bleed, have me summoned at once. You will want to avoid more such adventures if you wish your child to be born healthy and whole.”  The Doctor reached back, and his assistant put a package in his hand. “For mild pain, make a tea of this and drink it with honey. Don’t overdo it.” He put the package on a table beside the chair, then bowed and left, followed by his assistant. 

“Your Majesty!” The young girl who had helped her in the bath looked at her with a glowing smile. “An heir—your husband must be very pleased.”

“I’m sure he will be once he knows,” Marriette tugged her robe closed. The Doctor never touched her, or anyone else she’d ever seen. Yet he knew things about her that should be impossible. She’d only started to wonder this very week. She smiled and wrapped her arms around her. “Please go ask him to attend me here.” The girl curtseyed and ran out of the room. The other maids helped her don a dress to make sure she was properly attired for her husband. 

Torrance strode into the room and knelt at Marriette’s feet.

“I should have been faster,” he said. “I let them slow me down.”

“You slowed them down as well.” Marriette touched his face. “And you were there when I needed you.”

“After you were wounded,” Torrance clenched his fist in the fabric of her skirt. “I was sure I had lost you.”

“We owe a debt to the old woman.”

“Marshal is out of sorts because none of his men can find her.”

“I will deal with Marshal in time.” Marriette put her hand on her husband’s shoulder and played with the hair that curled there. A few grey hairs hid among the dark. 

“I have more momentous things to discuss.” She couldn’t keep the smile from her lips.

“More important than you almost dying on an assassin’s blade?”

“Much more important,” Marriette said. “It appears you are to have an heir.”

If Torrance’s head had snapped up much harder, he would have broken his neck. Tears he hadn’t shed over her on the road sprang to his eyes. Marriette couldn’t think of any more words she wanted to say. She pulled him to her as the maids discreetly left the room. 

It didn’t take Torrance nearly as long to get the dress off her as it had taken the maids to put it on.
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Chapter 2
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MARRIETTE FOLLOWED Marshal’s stiff back down the hall toward the Council Chambers. The only words he’d spoken to her after the attack on the street were a request to retire. That was a week ago.

“Marshal.” Marriette stopped and glared at him. “I will have words with you.”

“Your Majesty.” He stopped, but did not turn to face her.

“I must know what is bothering you.” She made her words hard to break through the shell. 

“I do my duty,” he said. If it had been any one else she would have sworn he was forcing back tears.

“You do.” Her voice softened. “Yet...”

“I failed you.”

“How many men did you kill during the attack?”

“Eleven, Your Majesty,”

“I don’t call that a failure.” Marriette winced at how much those men must have hated her.

“The one that mattered...” Marshal turned. His face twisted with the effort of speaking. “I should have been at your side.”

“Yes,” Marriette said, “and yet I live, as King Harald lives. You are but one man; you must place yourself where you will do the most good. These men threw their lives away knowing you must join the fray. Then they were free to send others to attack with less interference. Some things you cannot predict, Marshal. You are destroying yourself trying to cover every eventuality. If you are destroyed, you will not be able to do the duty you have taken on yourself.”

“Your Majesty.” Marshal took a deep breath and visibly pushed his demons aside. “You are kind. I will think on what you have said.”

“I repeat what King Harald told you,” Marriette said. “The day you hand over the burden of being Marshal to another, you will be free to do whatever you wish.”

Marshal turned and led the way to the Council Chamber. He opened the door and stepped through. Marriette imagined him glaring at the members of the Council and their aides. Unfortunately, while Marshal protected her from physical attack, the barbed words the Council threw at her were beyond his reach.

She took her own deep breath. Four months and no word from King Harald. It would take no less than six months for him to reach the Holy Father in Banstophe and return if he did nothing but travel and sleep.

She walked through the door and nodded at the men who rose at her entrance. She chose not to notice reTaggin’s backside barely left his seat. The others stood and watched her with various expressions of anger and distrust.

Torrance smiled at her, but seGraine looked at a spot on the wall over her head. Raspin deLanguiers played with a coin and ignored her completely. He was, until she bore a male child, her heir to the deLanguiers estate. He must pray every night for her to have no such a child. ReTaggin thumped back on his seat as soon as she seated herself. Marshal’s growl tickled her teeth, but she’d forbidden him from reacting to any but the most egregious breaches of conduct. As edifying as it had been to see Marshal thrash the young vonFrome boy for his rudeness, it didn’t endear her to the Council.

“Gentlemen.” She tried not to look at the Archbishop’s seat. He hadn’t been present in weeks. His health continued to fail rapidly, but he refused to let anyone take the seat without the Holy Father’s approval.

“The dry summer was hard on my grape vines.” SeGraine glared as if Marriette caused the weather. “With the amount of wine being imported from Vandelusia, I cannot sell my wine.”

“So you would cut my throat to save your own?” ReTaggin didn’t look at all old and frail as he glowered across the table. 

“A tariff on Vandelusian wine would be ill advised at this time,” Raspin sounded bored. “We cannot afford to trouble the Empire with the King away.”

“I agree,” Torrance grimaced at Raspin’s raised eyebrow. “I know, we do not agree on much, but I agree a tariff is not a good idea. We still buy more from the Empire than we sell. If they were to decide to make it difficult for us to sell...” 

“Spoken like a true lapdog,” seGraine said. “You sell more to the Empire than the rest of us together. If they ever invade it will be on ships built with leBraun wood.”

“Gentlemen,” Marriette tapped her fan on the table. “I think we can agree few people will mistake seGraine vintages for the wine imported from Vandelusia. I am happy to let those with no taste drink imported wine. I see no shortage of thirsty throats.”

“We were told you are carrying an heir,” Raspin pursed his lips. 

“That is true,” Marriette said. Which of my maids is in his pay? “The Doctor confirmed it when he examined me after the attack by the assassins.” 

“That was a week ago, and you didn’t inform the Council?” SeGraine scowled at her.

“If it is a boy, it might solve our succession problem,” reTaggin steepled his fingers. “The girl could stay on as Regent until the boy reached maturity.”

Marshal’s growl rattled her teeth, but had no visible effect on the old man.

“We have no succession problem.” Marriette rapped on the table to emphasize her words. “The King is on pilgrimage. When he returns, you will have your King.”

“If he returns,” seGraine said. “We have heard nothing from him since he left. We know many ships have gone down between Belandria and the Empire.”

“His penance was to lay down being King. He can hardly do that if he is constantly writing to give you instruction.”

SeGraine frowned as if the King’s lack of correspondence were a personal affront. 

The Council stumbled from one subject to the next, mostly wrangling with each other. Marriette had given up hope any one of them would give her useful advice. The actual ruling of the country went on without her interference as troops of scribes sent out edicts and bills and who knows what else. She wondered if these old men—well, mostly old men, she thought, looking at Torrance and vonFromme—knew how little difference their ranting made.

******
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“THEY ARE SO LIKE CHILDREN,” Marriette complained to the Archbishop. She went to visit every evening. Torrance teased her that she had thrown him over for the old man.

“Indeed,” the Archbishop said, “but very dangerous children. Prone to tantrums and odd fits of jealousy, but they have private armies and spies, and a word from them can kill.”

“I will remind myself of this next time I feel a giggle trying to replace the solemn face I wear at the meetings.”

“Please do.” The old man smiled at her. “I do not wish to survive you.”

“You do look better today.”

“It helps that the young man poisoning me is in the cells.”

“Poison!”

“Old fool that I am, I got complacent and stopped having all my meals tasted. I had a bottle of particularly pleasant vintage seGraine gave me. I was working my way through it. It took me a while to isolate where the poison came from. Once I knew that, it became easy to trap the poor young soul who was murdering me. He used my greed against me. I would trap the last drop out of the neck of the bottle with my finger and lick it off. He rubbed the poison on the outside of the bottle. The only person who knew of my habit was the noviate who brought me my evening meals. I fear he came from Reme and the Emperor; our local assassins are not so subtle.”

“Might he have been used by someone else?”

“Probably, probably, Church politics are even more twisted than what you deal with. We are all so sure we are achieving God’s will, and we need to look holy even while our hearts are as thick with sin as any.”

Marriette shifted. What hope did any of them have if even the Church was filled with plotting and murder?

“Don’t look so downcast, my dear,” The Archbishop patted her hand. “God has been using the Church for centuries to do his work, flaws and all. Just keep in mind not to blindly trust everyone who wears the robes.”

“You’re getting better, so you’ll keep things in line until Harald gets back.”

“I pray so,” the Archbishop said, “but it is not in my hands.”

“I will add my prayers to yours,” Marriette said. “I want to see you in your seat in the Council before too long.”

“Ah, well,” the Archbishop shook his head. “I will have to work on my self-control. It wouldn’t do to have the Archbishop break into giggles during council.”

***
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MARRIETTE BENT OVER her needlework. Torrance went over to his own home while she visited the Archbishop. He needed to reassure the staff they weren’t forgotten. As hard as she tried, Marriette hadn’t made to her home twice in the months she’d been regent. Torrance often returned later than she to their rooms.

The knock on the paneling was the long, short, long, short Mastor Tiron used to announce his presence. 

“Come.” Marriette threaded another needle. The panel opened and Master Tiron slid into the room. 

“I hear the Archbishop improves,” he said, “and a young noviate answers questions in the cells beneath the cathedral.”

“As always,” Marriette stitched carefully, “your hearing is excellent.” She looked up at him. “What else have you heard?”

“Your Marshal is trying to track down the people who hired the attempt on your life in the street last week. I suspect he will be disappointed. They appear to be a group of men who were disinclined to be ruled by a Queen. Hard to say as not one of them survived the fray. Your husband’s boots are hard.” He shrugged slightly. “Marshal is also trying to find the woman who so miraculously healed you.”

“Why?” Marriette paused in her work.

“Someone who can heal a mortal wound is dangerous to leave wandering free. What if they start healing the wrong mortal wounds?”

“You are twisted.”

“Why, thank you.” Master Tiron nodded at her with no sign of sarcasm. “I brought you a gift. He pulled out a piece of leather and a bag. “This is a very old game. Kings play chess, spies play this game.” The leather had been marked out into squares. The spymaster pulled a smaller bag out and placed two pieces diagonally in the center four squares. He showed her they were black on one side and white on the other. He put two more pieces with the white side up.

“At its most basic,” he said. “you play with only one kind of piece. Later we will add other pieces to make it more complex. The idea is every piece can be turned.” He flipped a piece over from black to white, then back. “With this level a piece on each side will turn a piece, or a row.” He placed a black piece down and turned over one of the white pieces. Marriette took a turn and flipped a piece to white. They played for a while until most of the pieces on the board were black.

“You must be willing to sacrifice—sometimes the path to victory is to appear to lose.” He stood up and gave her a brief bow. He’d vanished into the secret passage before Torrance came through the door. 

“I see your secret admirer paid you a visit,” Torrance said, waving a hand at the game, still mostly covered with black pieces. 

“You realize he is undoubtedly listening?” Marriette gathered the pieces and put them back in the smaller bag. She pulled a few pieces out of the larger bag. They had symbols inscribed on them. Some on both sides, some on one. 

“I hope so.” Torrance sat down beside her. “So how do you play?”

Marriette taught him the game. He beat her three times in a row, but the last game she came close to winning. When Torrance slept beside her, possible moves ran through her head until she gave herself a shake and put all thought aside for the night.
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HARALD STRUCK HIS BROKEN knife against the stone trying to get the spark to land on his last shred of dry tinder. It did and a tiny flame flared up. He put twigs on the fire, then larger sticks. He split sticks with his knife and put them split side against the flames. He added ever larger pieces until the fire grew strong enough to hold its own against the half rain, half fog soaking them to the skin.

“If I’d known you were expecting,” he said, “I would have not been so insistent we walk the entire distance.”

“If you hadn’t decided to walk.” Sarandia held her hands out to the heat. “We would not be alive to shiver in front of this marvelous fire.” 

“This penance has been nothing but bad luck,” Harald picked up more wood to split, “with the ship sinking and all our gear being lost. I don’t know how we will get an audience with the Holy Father without the letter from the Archbishop.”

“You have your ring.” Sarandia smiled at him. “Trust yourself, trust God.”

His stomach growled before he could answer. 

“We used to sneak out, my brother and I,” Harald said, “and light fires in the woods to roast apples. I’m sure our guards were given strict instructions not to let on they were close by. It was as close as the heir and a prince could come to being alone. When he died of the fever, I never went out to the woods again. I never thought our struggles to light a fire would come in so useful.”

“We are near a village,” Sarandia rubbed her stomach. “We can work tomorrow in exchange for food. It is good luck to feed a pilgrim.”

“How do you know we are near a village?”

“A haze hung over the trees; smoke from many chimneys.”

She huddled close under his cloak. Her belly stretched the ragged clothes they wore, but not big enough yet to be an encumbrance.

Harald fed the fire, keeping it barely large enough to warm them. He had no desire to let bandits know they were here; though they looked poor enough, the signet ring he wore in a pouch around his neck was worth a kingdom’s ransom.

All the years he’d been married to his princess, he never knew the strength of her determination. Days when he wanted to lie beside the road and give up, she dragged him up and along their way. By mutual consent they stayed away from the main highway. They travelled tiny paths winding across the country from village to village. All that mattered was each morning they walked toward the rising sun.

They rose with the sun and hiked into the village as the sun crested the trees. Harald took Sarandia’s hand and led into the church where they knelt in prayer.

“Pilgrims?” An old priest nodded at them before he celebrated the Mass. After the liturgy, they drank weak tea and shared a slice of bread with him. 

“Thank you, father, for the hospitality.” Harald picked the last crumbs from the plate.

“There’s not much work here,” the priest said. “Farmer Creckan on the way out of the village felled a tree; he may trade some work with the ax for some bread.”

Harald walked through the village holding Sarandia’s hand. The warmth of her hand in his gave him confidence. Though he had been a king over a prosperous land, and God willing would be again, he needed confidence. 

Farmer Creckan did indeed want some help with the ax. Sarandia helped the farmer’s wife with the laundry as Harald chopped the tree into lengths then spit the logs to stack them in a shed beside the house.  Three months ago, Harald’s hands would have been covered with blisters. Now he picked out splinters between the callouses on his hands. The ache in his shoulders and arms warmed him. Such satisfaction had always eluded him as King. 

The Farmer put them up in the barn with fresh straw. Harald and Sarandia nestled down to stay warm. It didn’t get as cold as in Belandria, but winter was coming to the land and the nights could be chill.

They finished with the tree the next day. The last swing of the ax, the shaft vibrated and fell out of Harald’s hands. The ax head sat jammed in a knot in the log.

“Eh.” The farmer rolled his shoulders. “Tis a blessing it made it this long. Ye keep the handle. I’ll whittle another one soon enough. The head is the precious thing. T’was my grandfather’s, made with real iron.”

They walked back to the house to eat a meal of bread and barley soup. In the morning, the farmer met them at sunup with a loaf of bread and sliver of cheese for the road. He handed Sarandia a stick with the bark whittled off and polished smooth.

“’Twill make your journey shorter.” The farmer shook Harald’s hand. “Light a candle for an old man in the great cathedral when you get there.”

When they lit all the candles they had been asked to light, there would be a night sky’s worth of light. Harald intended to light them all.

The path led them past other villages. Harold traded work for a sliver of steel pretending to be a knife. He used it to smooth the ax handle and when it was smooth to cover it with decorations. 

“Don’t go into the next village,” a fellow pilgrim warned them. “They don’t take kindly to pilgrims. You’ll want to turn on the next path. It swings wide of the village. An old woman in a house where the path meets the road will give you a cup of water from her well in return for a blessing.”

“Thanks,” Harald said.

“Keep that stick of yours loose in your belt too,” the pilgrim said, “there’s waggoners about.”

Harald found the path and they walked through a pleasant wood. Every so often sounds from the village would float across the fields to their ears.

“Why is it always the prosperous villages that don’t like pilgrims?” Sarandia asked. 

“Perhaps they wish to keep their prosperity.”  A dark man leaned against a tree beside the path. He smiled at them and showed them his open hands. “I am curious about your club,” he said without moving from the tree. “If my eyes don’t mistake me, those could be waggoner runes on it.”

“I carved them from what I remember,” Harald looked the club. “I didn’t intend anything.”

“They are powerful runes, for not being intended.” The man shrugged. “but safe enough I imagine. I’m trying to imagine where you might have seen such runes. A palace or at least a rich house. They are for protection and strength. May I?” He put out his hand. Harald laid the ax handle in it.  “My mother could tell you what each of these meant and what they meant all together. I see bits and pieces. Alas, I haven’t seen her in many years. She went across the sea to find a place where we weren’t feared and loathed for daring to breathe good air. That she hasn’t returned suggests she has failed to find such a place.” He flipped the handle in the air, then tossed it back to Harald. “May it bring you such fortune as it can.”

“Thank you,” Harald said, “and may you too find what you seek.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly and he gave a bow, still leaning against his tree.  Harald nodded and they kept on their way. The old woman’s water slid down his throat cool and refreshing and she was pleased with their blessing. A little further down the road they left the road to sleep under the shelter of a tree whose branches reached the ground.

Sounds of fighting woke Harald in the night. He crawled out from under the tree and crept to the road. The man from the path the day before fought against three opponents. Steel sang in the air. The man held his own, but it wouldn’t last. Not if he refused to take openings to disable or kill those who were trying to kill him. Harald put his hand to the ax handle and ran his fingers across the runes. They were from the Shield of Binding. He suspected the Binding was waggoner magic, but no one talked about it.  The man grunted. One of the opponents must have struck home. 

Harald pushed himself to his feet and used the club to lay out one of the attackers on the road. The closest to him swung hard at his head but Harald knocked the blow away with the club and kicked at the man’s knee. The other man chopped at Harald’s leg. He tossed the club to his other hand while twisting away then dropped the man. The third backed away and ran into the night.

“I think I have discovered where you would have seen those runes,” the man checked the two who lay on the road. “I thank you for not killing them. They are kin, though misguided.” He went through their pockets efficiently, tossing a bag of coin to Harald. “I imagine you are as good with a sword as you are with a club.”

“I’m a pilgrim; not supposed to carry a sword.” Harald ran his fingers along the length of wood

“Of course,” The man tossed the swords into the trees, pocketed a knife, then carefully used another knife to cut the men’s clothes so they would fall to pieces when they stood. “Tis a shame to wander naked, but worse to shed a kin’s blood. We may be even.” He looked at Harald. “You may wish to wake your woman and leave this place. It will not be pleasant when they awake.

“I’m here, husband,” Sarandia crawled out of the brush. Harald helped her to the road. 

“I am Harald,” he said to the man, “and my wife—”

“Sara.” She gave Harald a quick glance.

“I am honoured with your names,” the man said. “You may call me Rodrigo. It isn’t my name, but I answer to it.”

He led the way to the east, so Harald took their bag from Sarandia and followed, his left hand holding Sarandia. His right hand rested on the club.

By the time the sky lightened he had his arm around Sarandia, half carrying her.

“This will be far enough,” Rodrigo said, “We can let your good wife rest. If you light a fire, I will see what I can find to eat.”

Harald used threads pulled from his shirt and lit the fire. Rodrigo returned with a rabbit already skinned and cleaned and some tubers with dirt still clinging to them.

“You lit the fire without the tinder-root? You must be a magician.” He pulled up a plant and twisted the root sharply. It puffed into a mass begging for a spark. Harald fingered another plant, but left it in the ground. Rodrigo put his root in a pouch. “Not as good as fresh, but still useful.” He put the rabbit on a stick and set it to roast over the flames. The tubers he tossed into the fire.

“Now, tell me, Harald,” Rodrigo raised his eyebrow. “What is the King of Belandria doing wandering the back end of nowhere dressed like a pilgrim?”
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“WHAT MAKES YOU THINK I’m the King of anything?” Harald asked. Bless all those years of keeping a straight face in Council.

“The stick you’re carrying,” Rodrigo said, “is covered with runes of power only a king’s ransom could pay for. Nobody leaves things holding them lying around. Either you’re the King, or the one bound to the King.”

“What is it to you who I am?” He poked at the fire. Sarandia slept under his cloak.  He remembered the first time he’d seen her, coming into the grand ball room on her father’s arm the day of their betrothal. A slip of a girl then, but she looked him in the eye and smiled. He fell in love and dreamed of her every night until they were married three years later. That was the second time he saw her. Harald’s lips curved up at the memory. Sarandia looked dark and exotic next to his boring blond and fair skin. 

“Memories are pleasant, are they not?” Rodrigo sighed and sat back. “My pledged walks with my mother on foreign shores. We speak in dreams now and again. If either of us plans to see pleasant dreams again we will need to work together.”

“Trust is built,” Harald turned the rabbit so it would cook evenly. 

“True.” Rodrigo made a face as if he swallowed something bitter. “I don’t know if I have the time for trust.” He reached over the fire and drew a sign in the air.

Pain exploded Harald’s head. He fell back with an inarticulate cry.

“Goddess Mother, what have I done?” Rodrigro leaped over the flames to kneel at Harald’s side.

“Fool,” Sarandia knelt beside Rodrigo. She spat other words at him which made him go pale, but Harald didn’t understand them. The pain closed down his world. If he was going to die, he’d die with Sarandia’s face as the last thing he saw.

“Sorry,” he said to her, “love you forever. My heart is ever yours.” He found strength to lift his hand to her face and touch the tears wetting her cheeks. “Salt of my salt, joy of my joy, light of my...”

He thought the pain bad when he fell, now it wrapped around him like a great serpent and crushed him. Breathing hurt, and his heart beat agony. Harald fought back. He inhaled fire and exhaled ice. His pulse became a lash on his soul, but he refused to let go. 

The light touched him and soothed the serpent.

“Oh my son, what have you wrought?” An old woman’s face formed in the light. Anger flashed in those dark eyes, but not for him. “No one can carry two great bindings. My son tried a lesser rune, but the great runes will have their way. I can put the binding in abeyance for a time. Break or burn the runes and your bond with the Marshal will be restored. Don’t dally, this is only for a time. I cannot say if you have more than six moons. Tell my son when all is done he must take up what he refuses.” She put her finger on Harald’s forehead and pushed him. 

He woke with Sarandia’s lips on the place where the old woman had touched him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her until he didn’t have to think about breathing or listen for his heart’s next beat.

Rodrigo sat slumped by the side of the fire. It was barely coals now, their rabbit charcoal. Harald sat up expecting to be weak, but moved like nothing had happened to him. He went to Rodrigo and slapped his face. The pain of the slap burned on his cheek.

“We are Bound,” Harald said and stood up. He reached into the fire and picked up a coal. Rodrigo screamed and held his hand as if it were burning. Harald dropped the coal and looked into the other man’s eyes. They were still wild with pain. Lines of exhaustion ran under grey skin.

“He prayed over you and called on powers I’ve not been taught.” Sarandia came and looked at Harald’s hand. The coal burned him and raised a blister. She put her hand over it and sung briefly. The blister shrank and the redness faded to his normal pale skin.

Rodrigo knelt before them.

“I am a fool and more,” he said. “I acted in my own need and broke our laws. I must serve you until I make recompense for my wrongdoing.”

“Whatever pain I feel, you will feel, and the reverse. If one of us dies, the other will perish within the hour. That is the Bond you have laid on us.” He gripped Rodrigo’s shirt and hauled him to his feet. He looked at the other man. The tightness of his grip pulled at his throat. “I am well acquainted with pain as my war masters intended. You do not seem as well trained.”

“No,” Rodrigo said, “pain is never something I sought.”

“Your mother sends you a message,” Harald spoke as clearly as he could. “When this is done you must take up what you refuse.”

If Rodrigo was pale, now he looked like a ghost. He sat down abruptly and put his head in his hands.

“I should have left well enough alone, but I was going to be so clever. Now look at me.”

Sarandia handed Harald a blackened tuber. He cut it open and dug the steaming center out with his fingers. Rodrigo moaned and held his hands. Harald looked at the man and started laughing. Tears ran down his face and he had to drop to his knees beside Rodrigo. Sarandia looked at him and raised her eyebrow which led to more paroxysms. Harald lay on his back and looked up at the blue sky above. Warmth from the sun caressed his face.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image021.jpg
ACE .y WANDS.





OEBPS/d2d_images/image010.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image005.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





