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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  THE HEIR OF WESTFELL





  “Rory’s life is transformed from the existence of a nobody to being the heir of royalty after his mother is murdered by evil men. He journeys to his grandfather, the Duke of Westfell’s, home where he is welcomed and learns that not only was his mother the daughter of a duke, but the father who was barred from his life is an elven prince. Thus, he begins learning how to be one of the nobility and discovering skills that make him a valuable warrior. However, his mother’s slaying was only the first dark deed. Jealous men and far darker beings have evil plans for the realm, endangering not only the world of men, but the elves and dwarves as well. Yet, against the vile machinations stand Rory, whose love and whose gifts have made him into a warrior well suited to stop the darkness.




  This tale of Rory’s journey to maturity is sweeping in its scope. Mr. Wilcox’s world building skills are effective, telling us all we need to know without going into the excessive detail that often makes epic fantasy ponderous and boggy. Fans of Mercedes Lackey in particular should find this a good addition to their shelves, as the tone of the story has a great deal in common with her Valdemar saga.”




  ~~Reviewed by Amanda Killgore, Independent Book Reviewer and posted at: The Huntress Book Reviews: (http://www.huntressreviews.com/efant.htm) and
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  ~~To Bob Fisher – for starting me on this journey




  ~~To Debi and Steve Womack – for taking a chance on a novice




  ~~To Jinger Heaston – for all the phenomenal covers




  ~~To Chere Gruver – for being a real editor and a good friend




  ~~To my family – for their unstinting love and support




  And most of all,




  ~~To the readers, for without you, we’re just whispering tales in the dark




  Part One:


  Westfell




  Chapter 1




  Rory peered through the brush where he had hidden as the Outlander soldiers rode away from the flaming remains of what had been his home. He hadn’t been there when they arrived; he’d been hunting for game in the forest. It was the sound of Grandmother Abigail’s screams that had brought him back through the dense woods. Fearing the worst, he had slowly crawled the last quarter of a mile through the densest shrubs he could find to mask his approach from the marauding soldiers. The small log cabin was already in flames when he reached a spot where he could see the clearing, and he had seen two of the soldiers casually toss Abigail’s body into the flames before they mounted their horses and rode away.




  Tears made tracks down his dirty face as the roof of the cabin collapsed. Gone. Everything he had ever known in life was now gone; destroyed by a senseless act of brutality by the Outlanders. Grandmother Abigail had raised him out here in the deep woods and, for as long as he could remember, it had just been the two of them. In addition to practical things dealing with surviving in the forest through the different seasons, she had also taught him how to read and write. For a no-name lad of sixteen, Rory was probably far more educated than anyone other than the great nobles of the kingdom. Now, she was gone and he had no idea what to do.




  He eased his way out of the thicket into which he had crawled and walked down to the remains of his home. The small broken spade he had meant to fix yesterday was still lying near what had been the back wall of the cabin, so Rory picked it up and carried it over to what had been Abigail’s favorite spot; the small bend in the creek where an abundance of wildflowers bloomed every spring. Kneeling in the center of the spot, he began to dig using the broken spade. First, he carefully lifted up the sod and moved it aside. Then he dug the grave itself. Abigail had not been a very big woman to begin with and he knew little would remain after the fire, but what was left would be respectfully interred where she would be safe from any marauding animals.




  The fire was just embers as he sifted through the ashes for her remains. Reverently, he gathered the bones and fragments and gently placed them in the grave. Once he was sure he had found all that remained of Abigail, he filled in the grave and replaced the sod over the top of it. He edged the area with smooth rocks from the creek. He bent his head and quietly said a small prayer to the All-Father.




  By now, the sun had completely set and the full spring moon had risen in the sky. When he was growing up, there had been many nights where he had heard night predators prowling around outside their cabin so Rory knew he had to find some kind of shelter in which to pass the night. After retrieving his bow and arrow quiver, he climbed high into one of the trees at the edge of the clearing. He settled himself as best he could, wrapped his arms around his chest in an effort to ward off the chill, and went to sleep.




  * * * *




  Rory washed the dirt and ash from his hands and arms in the creek. He had spent the morning seeing whether there was anything that could be salvaged from the ruin of his home, but all he had gotten for his efforts was dirty. All of Abigail’s treasured books were gone. He had found a few misshapen metal lumps that may have been her prized candlesticks. There was no trace of anything of value; what little they had must have been taken by the soldiers.




  Well, there was nothing for him here anymore. He had briefly considered rebuilding the cabin, but realized that such a task was beyond him right now, if only because he did not have the necessary tools. Besides that, Rory felt uneasy in the clearing, as if expecting the soldiers to return for him, though he had to wonder just what a group of Outlander soldiers would want with a sixteen-year-old no-name like himself.




  Recalling what Abigail had told him of the geography of the kingdom, Rory knew the woods in which he stood were located near the western border with the Outlands. An uneasy peace had existed between the Kingdom of Aluria and the Outlands for almost half a century, although there had been raids across the border more frequently in the past few years. North of here were the vast Kendrahl Mountains soaring high into the sky, many of them still snowcapped in the height of summer. East and south were the settled lands of Aluria. Rory decided he would be better off if he traveled both north and east, entering the sparsely settled lands at the foothills of the Kendrahl Mountains and getting a feel for the state of the kingdom before he entered any major cities.




  * * * *




  The days melted into weeks as he made his solitary way through the vast woods of the Great Forest. He lived off the land, taking whatever small game strayed across his path as well as various edible plants he found along his way, while small creeks provided ample water to meet his needs.




  Once he neared the foothills, he began to see signs of other people. First, the game trails he had been following became well-traveled paths. Next came various bits of discarded debris along the trail: a broken leather strap here, an arrow that someone failed to recover over there. Rory found abandoned campsites, the ashes in the fire pits long cold and dead. At the edge of the Great Forest, he found a lone tower with a curl of wood smoke rising above it.




  The stone tower was close to fifty feet across its circular base and tapered slightly as it passed between the floors until the parapet was only thirty feet across. The dressed-stone blocks fit together tightly with limestone mortar filling in the tiny chinks in the stone. Small windows with stout oak shutters pierced the walls at the second and third levels, although they were closed at the moment. Green moss covered the lower stones while ivy vines clung to the sunny side of the tower. A single massive oak door leading into the tower stood ajar.




  Rory brushed the worst of the travel dirt from his clothes then stepped out from under the trees to stride confidently up to the open entryway to the stone tower.




  “Is anyone within?” he called as he stood silhouetted in the doorway.




  “Come in, boy. Come in,” came a grumpy voice from near the hearth across the large single chamber.




  Rory came carefully closer, trying to make out the details of the elderly figure near the fire.




  “Hell, boy, I don’t bite. My teeth aren’t up to it.” The old man cackled a rusty laugh. “Don’t suppose you got any rabbits in that rucksack?”




  Rory smiled at the plaintive wistfulness in the old man’s voice. “I have one nice fat hare and a brace of quail I would be pleased to share in exchange for a night’s lodging.”




  “Only a single night, boy? You need to work on your bargaining skills some,” the old man muttered. “Well, get the game cleaned while I stoke up this fire.”




  Rory spent the next hour cleaning the game and preparing a hunter’s stew of the meat, potatoes, and some onions he found in the kitchen area. Once the pot was hung from a swivel hook over the fire, he finished cleaning and preparing the rabbit pelt so he could use it later to make some form of mittens for his hands before the first snows. Finally, he gathered the offal and took it outside to the edge of woods where he buried it.




  After washing up, he went back into the tower and started to look around. For all its unprepossessing exterior, the inside was richly appointed. The furnishings were crafted of oak, smoothed and well polished, with all joins tight and virtually seamless. Fine brocade and colorful tapestries draped the stone walls. They simultaneously softened the room’s appearance while providing an insulating layer between those within and the stone walls. There was a large, compartmented cabinet containing hundreds of scrolls.




  The old man watched as the boy prowled the room. When he was standing before the cabinet of scrolls, the old man asked, “Can you read, boy?”




  “Yes, sir,” Rory replied. “This is quite a collection. I have never seen so many scrolls in one place before.”




  The old man snorted. “Bah. Those are just scrolls about cooking and herbs and such. The real library is on the second level, or should I say, is the second level, since it takes up the whole floor.” The old man sniffed appreciatively at the bubbling stew. “What’s your name, boy, and where do you come from?”




  “My name is Rory and I come from the western edge of the Great Forest.”




  “There’s no town or settlement in the Great Forest,” snapped the old man.




  “I didn’t live in a town or settlement. I lived alone with my grandmother in a clearing about a mile from the Greater Tyree River inside the Great Forest.”




  “Your grandmother, you say? I know of only one woman given leave to live within the Great Forest. Abigail was her name.”




  “Aye, that was my grandmother’s name,” Rory replied sadly.




  “Serve up the stew, Rory, and tell me your story while we eat,” the old man said. “You’ll find some bowls in the cabinet to your right and there’s bound to be some spoons in the drawer below the bowls.”




  Rory dished up the stew and poured a glass of wine for the old man from an unmarked flagon, opting for a glass of cold water for himself. Once they settled down, he started his tale for the old man, pausing every once in a while to eat his own dinner. “There’s really not much of a tale. The only memories I have are of the cabin with Abigail. She told me to call her Grandmother Abigail and I did. She taught me to read and write, as well as the skills needed to survive in the woods. We grew various vegetables and, once I was old enough, I hunted for game. We lived a very simple life, and rarely ever saw anyone else.”




  Rory took a sip of his water and then continued. “One day while I was out hunting, having gone farther from the cabin than normal, I heard a faint scream carried on the wind. I raced back to the cabin to find it fully engulfed in flames. A group of Outlander soldiers were there. Two were already mounted on their horses and the last pair picked up Abigail’s body and threw her into the flaming cabin. They mounted their horses and the group rode away.




  “I dug a grave for her in her favorite spot and, once the flames burned out, I gathered her bones and placed them into it.” Rory shook his head as if clearing the memory of that painful episode, and then said, “Since there was nothing left for me there, I decided to leave the Great Forest so I walked north and east until I found my way to your door.”




  Rory was surprised to see tears glittering on the old man’s cheeks in the firelight. “Sir, are you all right? I did not intend to cause you distress!”




  The old man reached up one withered hand and angrily wiped away the tears. “Distress? Aye, that’s the word for it. You see, Rory, Abigail was my daughter, though we hadn’t spoken in over fifteen years.”




  “How is that possible, sir? I mean, she was…old.”




  The old man chuckled. “Old? Abigail? No, son, she wasn’t old. She’d have turned forty last summer and that’s not old. I suspect her appearance had been altered in subtle ways by her use of dyes and colorings to disguise who she was. By getting you to call her grandmother, she furthered that illusion.”




  “But there was no one else there.”




  “There must have been someone at some point. Why else would soldiers have gone there? Tell me about those soldiers, Rory. You called them Outlanders. Why?”




  Rory thought about it for a moment, recalling the four men on their horses. “Who else could they have been, sir? Abigail always warned me not to stray too far from the cabin ‘or the Outlanders will get you’ was what she would say.”




  “Think hard, son. What color was their livery?”




  “Black, sir. Everything about them was black. From their boots to their clothes, even the saddles and tack used on their horses, everything was black.”




  “Very good. Do you remember anything else about their clothes or their saddles?”




  “They were kind of far away and I was having trouble seeing through my tears, but it did seem that the fire glinted off something worn on the left breast of each man’s tunic.”




  The old man shook his head sadly. “That’s what I was afraid of. Those weren’t Outlanders, Rory. They were the Duke of Eastfell’s men.” The old man drained his wine and said, “He’s taken his revenge at last. It’s a long story and I am too tired to speak of it tonight. How about helping an old man up the stairs and we’ll see about finding you a place to sleep and some clean clothes.”




  Rory reached over and eased the old man to his feet. Rory could feel how frail Abigail’s father was; his thin body seemed to have no muscle to it at all and his bones seemed light. “Sir, what may I call you?”




  “Call me? I guess I never did introduce myself, did I? I am Richard, Duke of Westfell, my boy. Since my Abigail is now gone, that makes me your sole living relative and you my only heir.” Patting Rory’s arm, he added, “All in good time, my boy, all in good time. When we reach the third floor, my room is to the right and the one you will consider your own is to the left.”




  They climbed the stairs in silence from that point. Passing briefly through the second floor library, Rory noticed the light from the candelabra made the shadows dance amid the stacks of scrolls as they moved to the stairwell to the next level. Reaching the third level, the duke guided Rory to the left. Rory opened the door to a vast bedchamber. The large four-poster bed was dark with age, but the thick featherbed was plump and fresh. “There are clothes in the wardrobes that will probably fit you. Feel free to wear whatever you like.” As he turned to go, the duke said, “You can sleep without worry in this tower, Rory. Nothing can harm us here.” With those words, the duke walked out of the room and across the hall to his own chamber, closing the door behind him.




  Rory looked around the room. There was not a speck of dust anywhere. The bed linens were fresh and clean. There was fresh water in the ewer beside the washbasin. How is all this possible? He had not seen any sign of servants in the tower. He knew how much work it was to keep a home clean. Abigail had been quite insistent in daily cleaning. There was no way the duke had done all this.




  Chapter 2




  Rory opened his eyes to find bright sunlight streaming through the open shutters of the room. He reluctantly climbed out of the huge featherbed. It had been the most luxurious night’s rest he had ever had, warm and cozy. He just knew it would be chilly once he climbed out of the bed and put his feet on the stone floor. Oh, well, can’t stay in bed forever. He slid out of bed and walked over to the washstand. He poured some of the water from the ewer into the basin and was surprised to find steam rising from the bowl. The water was hot. What was a reluctant chore had been transformed into something wonderful. But how had hot water been put in the ewer without waking me?




  His ablutions completed, Rory padded over to the wardrobe and opened the door to reveal many fine tunics and breeches, all in a dark forest green. He slid his hand over the fine fabrics. I can’t wear these! They are much too fine. He looked around for his own homespun clothes but they were gone, taken, Rory presumed, by whoever had brought in the hot water. Since there was no choice in the matter, Rory picked out the least ostentatious of the tunics and breeches. He found thick hose in one of the drawers and he slid his foot gratefully into the dark green woolen sock. The breeches and tunic fit as if they had been made for him. He tied his long hair back using a thong he found in the wardrobe then started trying to find his boots. They, too, had vanished from the spot where he had placed them the night before. In their place sat a pair of dark green suede half-boots. Rory was no longer surprised when he discovered they fit perfectly.




  Rory went down to the second level and found the duke sitting in a chair by one of the windows. There was a table beneath the window and upon it were platters of eggs, rashers of bacon, several chunks of bread, and a pitcher of what smelled like spiced tea. “Sit down, boy, and have something to eat!”




  Rory drew up the second chair and helped himself to the food. As he ate, he looked at the man across from him, seeing him clearly for the first time. The duke was perhaps sixty or sixty-five years old, with hair of pure white still thick on his head and eyes of a piercing blue like that of a crisp, fall morning. While thin, Duke Richard appeared hale and sound of wind. For the first time, Rory saw the garnet signet ring worn on the duke’s left hand, carved in the likeness of a dire wolf. Realizing he was staring, he glanced away and his gaze was arrested by the portrait of a young woman that hung on the wall behind the duke. She was incredibly beautiful, with long black hair that fell over her shoulders in waves of ebony. Her eyes were like the duke’s and they were even more compelling by the contrast of the blue with the black hair. The low-cut emerald gown revealed a creamy expanse of throat and bosom, making Rory wonder how she could move without revealing more than she should. The long sleeves were close fit, hinting at shapely arms that ended in elegant hands with long, slim fingers. The gown’s full skirt denied any indication of what lay beneath it, but Rory could tell the woman was perfect in every manner.




  “Yes, Rory, that is Abigail. That was painted just before she went to court to become one of the queen’s ladies-in-waiting. She was just twenty years old then. I know it’s unusual for a woman of her station to be unwed at that age, but my Abigail was of her own mind about such things. I had hoped that a season or two at court would allow her to find someone she could accept as a husband, so I reluctantly let her go.” The duke sipped his tea and then continued. “She was a big hit at court, as cultured and educated as she was beautiful. She soon became the queen’s favorite and they were inseparable. Unfortunately, by being what she was, Abigail also attracted the attention of the wrong people and stirred up some jealousy among the other ladies-in-waiting. There was a scandal and Abigail fled the court, finding her refuge in the solitude of the Great Forest.




  “I knew none of this, of course, until I received a notice from the king that Abigail had been banished from the court. I was dumbfounded. I immediately traveled to Aluria and sought an audience with the king, but none was granted. Everywhere I went, there were whispers at my back. I grew increasingly distraught. One night, about a fortnight after I had entered the capital, I received a note from the queen granting me an audience.




  “At the appointed hour, I presented myself at the specified audience chamber and was admitted to see Her Majesty. The queen was a beautiful woman in her own right, although her coloring was the opposite of my Abigail’s. Long blonde ringlets and green eyes. I could imagine what a striking pair the two of them had made. I bowed before her, waiting for her permission to rise. It was not long in coming. ‘Rise, Richard, Duke of Westfell. You must tell us what news you have of our dear Abigail.’ I explained to her that I had no news at all and I knew nothing of what had befallen Abigail since she had arrived at court. The queen looked at me and then dismissed her attendants to wait across the room out of earshot. The queen hesitated for a few moments, as if working up the courage to speak. ‘Your daughter was taken from the bed of her lover and imprisoned for a night while the king determined her fate. In the end, he ruled she would be banished from the court itself. Had she been a man, of course, the sentence would have been death.’ Now I was truly confused and it must have shown on my face, for the queen whispered, ‘It was my bed she was found in, Duke Richard. It took me many hours to convince my royal husband that our dalliance meant nothing and she should only be banished. He was very angry for he had planned to make a match between your daughter and the Duke of Eastfell, even though he knew Abigail loathed the man. I learned later the duke had been admitted to Abigail’s cell in the dungeon where he raped her before she was sent from the castle clad only in the soiled nightdress she had been wearing when she was captured.’ I was openly sobbing by this point and the queen was quite moved. She went on to tell me that she had learned Abigail had traveled back to Westfell but had vanished at the edge of the Great Forest.




  “Once I had taken my leave of the queen and ultimately the court, I traveled back to Westfell. I contacted the Lords of the Great Forest and learned that Abigail had set up residence in a secluded glen near the western edge. I was also told she had no wish for any visitors and my every petition to see her has been denied.”




  Duke Richard fell silent and after a few moments, Rory asked, “Excuse me, but who are the Lords of the Great Forest?”




  “The Great Forest may lie within Aluria, but it belongs to the elven folk. There has long been a pact between Westfell and the elves for our mutual protection. As long as there is a Westfell, the elves will guard our western border while we protect the Great Forest from the east.”




  “I have lived in that forest my entire life and I have never seen an elf,” Rory declared.




  “I guess if you have never seen something, then it must not exist. Have you ever seen the Kendrahl Mountains?”




  “Well, no…”




  “Do you doubt their existence?”




  “Of course not.”




  “Then doubt not the existence of the elven folk. They have watched over you your entire life. How else could a boy of eight have taken enough food to keep his mother and himself alive? How else would a strapping lad of sixteen have found his way directly to the one place in the world where he would be welcome?”




  Rory thought about this for some time as he stared out the glazed window. Could the elves have guided my steps here? As he recalled, whenever he had thought about changing direction in his travels, some game animal would appear just a little further down the path. It was subtle, yes, but the clues were right there in his memory. So if he accepted the presence of elves, it would explain much about this mysterious tower.




  “The elves take care of you here in this tower, don’t they? It was the elves who took my clothes and left me the hot water. They were ones who made these garments so they fit me exactly and prepared this meal for us and keep the tower so immaculate.”




  The duke broke into hearty laughter. “Now that would be a sight to see! No, son, it’s not the elves who maintain this tower. They arranged for some of the lesser fey to do the work. Pixies and sprites, mainly. They aren’t much company, but they sure do great work.”




  The duke said, “Stand up and let me look at you.”




  Rory stood and walked over next to the duke. “You are going to be tall, lad, and time will fill out that slight frame of yours.” Comparing the boy to the painting, he said, “You are definitely Abigail’s child. You have her features, you know. Your eyes are very much like hers and you have the same black hair, as mine was in my youth.”




  “So if Abigail of Westfell was indeed my mother, who then is my father?”




  “As to that, son, there is the slight chance your father is the bastard of Eastfell and you’re the product of his rape of Abigail in the dungeon at Aluria. I see nothing of him in your face, though, so I discount that possibility. I have no idea who your father is but I do know who your mother was, and that’s my daughter, Abigail. As I said last night, that makes you my heir. One major clue to that is your name. She named you Rorrick, Rory for short, after my father. She loved her grandfather.” He shook his head sadly, then said, “Tomorrow we will leave for Westfell Keep. There is no reason for me to stay here any longer.”




  Suddenly a small pixie appeared on the table next to the duke. It was perfectly formed, looking like a human female only six inches high and had golden wings on her back. Her tiny voice was as clear as the tinkling of small bells as she said, “Your Grace, the Lords of the Forest request that you speak with them in one hour at the edge of the Forest.”




  “Very well. Please express my pleasure at their invitation and let them know we will be there at the appointed time.” The duke turned to Rory and said, “This is rare. It has been many years since they last spoke with me. It is very important for us both to be completely unarmed when we are with them. The elven folk do not like iron or things even containing a bit of that metal.”




  Rory nodded his head. “Abigail used to tell me tales of the elven folk when I was little. Those tales included the fact that iron is an anathema to elves.”




  * * * *




  Rory walked slightly behind and to the left of the duke as they followed the pixie past the edge of the forest. As they moved deeper into the woods, the quality of light penetrating to the forest floor seemed to change. Rory realized the very trees themselves were different; far older and taller than any he’d ever encountered growing up. They soon entered a clearing in which three elves stood waiting.




  The duke said quietly, “The one in the center is the Elven King, Alaric. To his right is his son and heir, Brightblade. I don’t know the third one.”




  Rory studied the elves. As a species, elves were taller than most humans, well over six feet in height. Their lean builds belied their wiry strength. They were garbed in the colors of the forest itself, various shades of greens and browns that blended into a harmonious pattern yet would camouflage them easily.




  The elven king raised one hand in greeting as he said, “Hail, Richard, Duke of Westfell.”




  The duke came to a halt ten feet from the elves and said, “Hail, Alaric, King of the Forest Lords. It is an honor to stand in your presence once more.”




  Rory realized the elven prince was staring at him, as if memorizing everything about him. He returned the other’s look with one of his own. The elven prince was tall and darkly handsome. His long black hair was bound behind his neck by a silver clasp. He bore on his hip a single sheathed dagger and wore a scabbarded sword across his back. As he studied the prince, Roy was assailed by the feeling he had seen this elf before.




  “Duke Richard,” Alaric said, “please accept our deepest condolences on the loss of your daughter, Abigail. She was much loved by the elven folk and will be missed. Know that the four soldiers who murdered her have been dealt with and never left the Great Forest.”




  Rory had caught a fleeting glimpse of pain in the eyes of the elven prince as Abigail’s name was mentioned. The harsh set of the prince’s mouth left no doubt in Rory’s mind who had dealt with the soldiers.




  Alaric continued. “I see that Rorrick has found his way to your side.”




  “Yes, Abigail’s child has returned to his family. I have made him my heir. The pact between our peoples will continue for another generation,” Duke Richard said. “We will depart for Westfell Keep tomorrow so Rorrick can learn what he needs to in order to rule when I am gone.”




  “Before you depart, we must come to an agreement, for there are things you do not know about young Rorrick. First, you must know he is not the result of his mother’s terrible experience in the dungeons of Aluria. He is, in fact, the result of a loving relationship between Abigail and Prince Brightblade, which makes him not only Heir of Westfell and your grandson, but mine as well.”




  Rory then said to the prince, “Why did you abandon my mother so I have no clear memory of you at her side?”




  Brightblade replied, “It was at her request. When she decided to masquerade as an old woman living with a foundling boy, she begged me to stay away so the ruse would not be discovered. I tried in vain to convince her that she need not fear while she lived in our forest, but time has proven that in this matter, she was wiser than I. I spent years watching over you both and, on that terrible day, I chose to follow you deeper into the forest than you had gone before. Her screams brought me back but I was too late; the curs had already killed her. I watched over you as you buried her and, while you slept, tracked down the four men and took my revenge.” His tone was cold and implacable as he spoke of tracking them down. Rory did not want to think about the grim deaths they had endured at the hands and blades of this elven warrior prince.




  Brightblade stepped forward and laid his hand upon Rory’s shoulder. “I know not what strengths you may have gained through the mingling of our blood, but you are a child of both heritages. As you go out into the human realm, I would ask that you take a bit of your elven heritage as well.” With that, he slipped off the scabbard of the elven sword he wore and handed it to Rory. “This is Wolf Fang, a blade I made for you. It is forged of star metal without trace of iron and has been enchanted with runes of power. The blade will never shatter, nor will it ever dull.”




  Rory drew the magnificent sword from the scabbard and exclaimed at the sheer beauty of the deadly weapon. The blade was almost four feet in length and was burnished as bright as a silver mirror. Delicate elven enchantments were incised into the metal itself, light traceries of script that seemed to flow along the length of the shining blade. The hilt was wrapped in straps of dark green leather while the pommel was topped by a snarling wolf’s head. The matching scabbard was also of dark green, as was the chest strap that held the scabbard across the wearer’s back.




  “Even a duke’s heir cannot wear a sword at all times, but no one would think twice about a personal dagger. I want you to carry mine. It is, in all ways, as enchanted as the sword and made from the same materials.” As he handed over the sheathed dagger, Rory noticed this one was less ostentatious with a plain leather hilt and a small silver ball at the pommel. Drawing the dagger from the sheath revealed the exquisite craftsmanship on the blade. It, too, had the faint traceries of the elven enchantment sealed into the metal itself and the blade seemed to shine with an inner light.




  Returning the dagger to its sheath, Rory said, “I thank you for these magnificent weapons, but I must ask you one thing. They seem to shine. How do you do anything with stealth if your blades become such beacons?”




  Brightblade chuckled. “When you draw them outside this forest, they will appear as ordinary blades to human eyes. The fact you can see them shine shows elven blood is strong within you.” Turning to the duke, he asked, “Tell me, did you see the shine Rorrick spoke of?”




  “No, Prince Brightblade, I saw nothing out of the ordinary at all,” the duke replied.




  Alaric said, “And that brings us to another point. Young Rorrick must learn of his elven heritage as well as his human one. We would like you to take one of our warriors with you on your trip to Westfell Keep. He will serve as Rorrick’s weapons master and teach him the elven ways of fighting and answer any questions he may have about his father’s race.” Gesturing to the elven warrior, he added, “This is Swiftstalker.”




  The duke studied the warrior and nodded. “Lord Swiftstalker, I welcome your company for the road and your skills in training my heir. You do understand that most humans either no longer believe in elves or are afraid of them.”




  The elf warrior gave a small smile. “Those who do not believe will think me just a tall human. Those who fear will avoid me or understand too well the reason they are afraid of elves.” To Rory, he added, “I have seen you use a bow and for someone relatively untrained, you have a good eye. I know you have no experience with a sword but that training will wait until we reach Westfell Keep.”




  Alaric turned to Duke Richard, saying, “The pixies will continue to serve as our means of contacting one another. They are upset you are leaving the tower and are worried they have failed you in some manner.”




  Brightblade said, “Do not be alarmed if I should happen to drop in to see my son. I would like to get to know him just as he should become acquainted with me.”




  “You are always welcome in Westfell, Prince,” the duke said. “Please, assure the pixies that their service has been exemplary. If they should so wish, I would welcome them to continue to serve in Westfell itself.”




  Chapter 3




  Rory had not expected the large escort of soldiers in dark green livery with the wolf’s head on their banners. The master-at-arms and Swiftstalker had been like two stray tomcats when they first met; each sizing up the other in case they had to fight. The duke had settled that possible conflict quite thoroughly when he said, “Swiftstalker is the personal weapons master and trainer to my heir, Rorrick of Westfell. He answers to Rorrick and Rorrick answers to me. Is that understood by everyone?”




  The escort had brought three horses. Swiftstalker had already calmed his roan after removing the human saddle, bridle, and bit. He replaced them with a simple blanket pad and a woven halter. As Rory walked over to observe, Swiftstalker said quietly, “I know you have never before ridden a horse. You are in for an uncomfortable few days until you grow accustomed to it. However, I doubt this escort will press a hard pace since the duke is old and it has been long since he sat in a saddle.”




  As they had set forth from the tower, a small number of the escort took the lead, riding far in front of the main group. At the duke’s request, the master-at-arms rode at his side and answered questions about the conditions throughout Westfell. This allowed Rory to ride next to Swiftstalker, who initially explained to Rory the art of riding a horse. Under his instruction, Rory soon grew comfortable in the saddle.




  “Swiftstalker, did you know my mother?” Rory asked.




  “Whenever Brightblade would go to visit her, I would stand guard over the cabin. I saw your mother when she first arrived in the forest. She was quite beautiful for a human and I understood how the prince could become so enamored of her. Midway through her second winter in the clearing, you were born and I was assigned to hunt for your family so you would never want for food. It was after your birth when Abigail decided to disguise herself as an old crone. Such a waste that was.”




  They rode along in silence for a bit until Rory asked, “How did this pact between the Lords of the Forest and Westfell come into being?”




  “The pact has been in force now for almost three hundred years. Back then, there was no kingdom of Aluria. Instead, there were smaller kingdoms constantly at war with one another. The largest two were Westfell and Eastfell. As humans moved farther west up to the Great Forest, we elven folk were hard pressed to keep them out of the woods. At that time, we would do silly mischief to anyone we caught, unless we found them with an axe. Anyone who chopped a tree was doomed per an ancient agreement between the elven folk and the wood nymphs. One day, word came to the Forest Lords that humans were building a tower at the edge of the forest.




  “The Forest Lords gathered many of their fiercest warriors, who were ready to destroy the tower and all who were building it. When they reached the edge of the forest, they chanced upon a single man sitting on the ground with his back against a tree and a sketch pad in his hands. He was designing the tower; discarded first attempts lay scattered around his feet like dried up leaves. The first attempts looked more like castles, with curtain walls, corner towers, a portcullis, and drawbridge.




  “Forest Lord Alaric stepped out of the forest and questioned the man about what he was doing. ‘I need to build a fortification here to defend my lands,’ the man said. When asked from whom he was defending the land, the man explained about the rival duchy of Eastfell and the constant skirmishing taking place along the borders. Alaric asked why he was building the tower in the west rather than along that border, and the man replied that his people had told tales of the fierce Lords of the Forest and had begged their liege lord for protection. ‘What else can I do?’ the man replied. Alaric then revealed himself as a Lord of the Forest and they sat there under the boughs of the tree throughout the afternoon talking about the forest and the lands of Westfell. In the end, the Forest Lords agreed to protect the lands of Westfell from all enemies who might approach through the forest, as well as from all harmful forest creatures. In exchange, Westfell agreed to prevent any attempt to occupy the forest or to harvest its trees. Hunters and other folks were permitted to go no farther than a single arrow’s flight into the forest or they would be subject to the justice of the Lords of the Forest. The man then built the Tower of the Pact, a single stone tower without any means of defense, to serve as a visible reminder of the pact. It is there that each succeeding generation of Westfell has come to meet with the Lords of the Forest and renew their mutual pledge, as you will when it is your turn.”




  As the vanguard passed a thicket of trees along the road, they startled a stag and three does that darted between the two groups of riders. Before anyone else could move, Swiftstalker had swept his longbow off his shoulder and nocked and fired four arrows. Each had flown true and the four animals dropped before they took another step. Returning his bow to his shoulder, he said, “Venison tonight, Rorrick.”




  * * * *




  It was late afternoon of the third day when they rode up the valley toward their destination. Westfell Keep was a mighty fortress of stone atop a hill overlooking the broad valley below. Surrounded by a curtain wall thirty feet high and ten feet thick, topped by battlements with large towers every fifty feet, it contained the grand keep itself as well as the necessary supporting structures, such as barracks for the men-at-arms, stables for the horses, storage buildings and kitchens. Outside the curtain wall was a wide, deep moat edged in stone crossed only at two points by drawbridges. A clear field existed between the walls and the start of the town of Westfell, a bustling community of shops, markets, and homes. The townsfolk had all gathered along the edges of the main road that led into the village and up to the keep, and they cheered as they caught sight of their duke. They also cheered for Rorrick, which surprised the boy.




  “Why do they cheer for me?” he asked Swiftstalker.




  “You are their future, lad. The people of Westfell have long worried about the succession if something happened to the duke. You are an answer to their prayers.”




  “But they don’t know me!”




  “No, not yet, but they do know their duke and they trust him to pass the duchy on to someone worthwhile,” Swiftstalker said. “It will be up to you to live up to that trust.”




  Taking those words to heart, Rory sat a little straighter in the saddle and smiled at the waving people. He noticed the evident prosperity of the town and its people. Everything was clean and orderly, the people well dressed and well fed. There were also many young and pretty girls along the route, too, and they smiled freely at the young handsome heir.




  “Remind me, lad, to have a talk with you about girls. You will soon find yourself in a position to take advantage of these lovely lasses and we must talk about the consequences of that before it happens.”




  “I would never…”




  “Lad, trust me. Don’t say anything you cannot possibly hold to. The lure of a pretty lass has toppled the best of us, even among the Lords of the Forest. Your father took one look at your mother and one hundred years of ‘I would never’ came to an end.”




  The procession eventually passed over the drawbridge, through the sally port, along a winding passage with only room for two to ride abreast, and eventually into a large courtyard. The grooms rushed forward to take hold of the bridles of the horses ridden by the duke, Rory, and Swiftstalker. As they dismounted, the duke groaned. “I had forgotten how long it has been since I’d last ridden a horse. My backside is cheerfully reminding me of each and every year that has passed and just how many miles we’ve traveled. I am for a long hot soak.” Looking about, he shouted, “Chamberlain! Where the devil is the chamberlain?”




  The housekeeper came down the steps and curtsied before the duke. “Your Grace, may I be of service?”




  “Oh get up, Mistress Margaret. First off, we will need rooms readied for Rorrick and for Swiftstalker, each with a nice hot bath to soak away the dirt and aches from three days on top of a horse. And I want to see the chamberlain immediately.”




  “Your Grace, the chamberlain is not here. He has been at court for the past six months,” Mistress Margaret replied hesitantly.




  “He’s been where? Whatever for? Who has been handling things in his absence?” Duke Richard demanded.




  Mistress Margaret looked a trifle uncomfortable as she said, “Well, I have been taking care of things inside the keep itself.”




  “But what about my duchy? Who’s been running it?”




  The silence that followed was all the answer he received or needed. The duke stormed into the keep and shouted for the captain of the household guard. When that man knelt before him, the duke asked, “Will you please explain to me exactly what has been going on here in my absence?”




  The captain was obviously afraid his answers would not please the duke. “Your Grace, the chamberlain went to court six months ago. He decided that you never intended to return to the keep and that, since you had no heir, it was the king’s responsibility to determine who should assume the Duchy of Westfell.”




  “Captain, I want you to take to your horse this afternoon along with a company of your men. Ride day and night to reach the king and hand him the proclamation I will have for you in one hour. This document will notify the king and everyone else that Rorrick of Westfell is my heir. Once you have delivered that document to the king, you are to arrest the chamberlain and bring him back to me. Is that clear?”




  “Yes, Your Grace. At once, Your Grace.” The captain backed away until he reached the chamber door and then turned and bolted down the corridor to ready his men.




  The duke strode into his study and took up a pen, writing his proclamation.




  

    

      I, Richard, Duke of Westfell, designate my grandson, Rorrick of Westfell, legitimate son of Abigail of Westfell, as my heir to the Duchy of Westfell with all rank, rights, and privileges thus entitled.


    


  




  He signed the document with a flourish and then stamped it with his seal. He rolled it and placed it in a message tube which he then closed with a wax seal marked with his personal signet well known to the king.




  As he finished, Mistress Margaret came in. “Your baths await in your rooms. Should I have supper ready in about two hours, Your Grace?’




  “That would be excellent, Mistress Margaret. Perhaps I should introduce these two. The younger one is Abigail’s son, Rorrick. The other is his personal weapons master, Swiftstalker of the Forest Lords.”




  Mistress Margaret curtsied before Rorrick, saying, “I know your mother well, young Rorrick. Will she be joining us?”




  “I regret that will not be possible, mistress. My mother was murdered two months ago,” Rory said.




  “Oh, my sweet Abby!” With those words, the housekeeper began to sob. Swiftstalker moved to her side and put an arm around her shoulders, slowly leading her from the room to someplace she could regain her composure.




  “Well, lad, let’s give this message to the captain and send him on his way, then we can find those baths and soak away the miles on the road.”




  “Sir, what’s a bath?”




  * * * *




  Rory lay in the large copper tub soaking in the hot water, letting it ease the soreness from his muscles. Although he had never complained, he had found the past few days a bit uncomfortable. To be more honest, his backside and the insides of his thighs hurt like the blazes from the chafing and bouncing on the saddle. One he had learned to “post” properly, he had saved his backside from even more of a pounding. With this luxury called a “bath”, he no longer minded how sore he had been. The one thing he had stubbornly refused was letting someone else wash him. He had forced the valet assigned to him to leave the room before he had undressed and climbed into the tub.




  “You’d better start scrubbing the dirt off, lad, before Mistress Margaret comes in here to do it for you. And don’t forget to wash your hair.”




  Rory spun around to find Swiftstalker leaning against the wall behind him. “How did you get in here? I swore I locked the door.”




  Swiftstalker pushed away from the wall and walked across the room to sit in one of the chairs by the table across the sitting room. “Door? Lad, I’m an elf. We don’t need to use doors when we want to get in somewhere. Now, don’t change the subject. Get washing!”




  As he washed, Rory asked, “What was all that business about the chamberlain? What is a chamberlain, anyway?”




  “The chamberlain is someone the duke appointed to act in his stead when he was away from the keep. In this case, it looks like the chamberlain was attempting to declare the duke as unfit in order to take over himself.”




  “There’s nothing wrong with the duke! Why would the king set him aside?”




  “In the kingdom of men, you have the king on top. Below him come the dukes. There are four dukes in the Kingdom of Aluria. You know about Westfell and Eastfell. There are also Kendrahl in the north and Solange in the south. These dukes own vast areas of land and have their own standing armies, but owe their allegiance to the king. Next you have the various earls. Earls live within Aluria itself, on lands owned by the king. They do not have armies and usually hold some political office in the king’s court. The lower offices are held by counts. With me so far?”




  Rinsing the soap from his hair and slicking it back from his face, Rory said, “Yes.”




  “The most powerful men, after from the king, of course, are the Dukes of Westfell and Eastfell. Between them, they hold over sixty percent of the land in Aluria. Well, make that usable land. Most of Kendrahl is composed of high mountains and the majority of Solange is desert. As a result, these two dukes have the largest armies, aside from the king’s own troops. Kendrahl’s forces are all specialists in mountain fighting, while Solange has their famed desert nomad forces. Oh, Kendrahl also has a small navy since their land borders the North Sea and they have our only ports.”




  Swiftstalker tossed a towel to Rory. “Get out of the tub. You’re turning into a prune. Now, for the last twenty-five years, peace has been maintained throughout the kingdom by carefully balancing one force against another. When the old Duke of Eastfell died and his son took over, that balance became very precarious. For a while, the king sought to appease the new Duke of Eastfell by promising to arrange a marriage for him with Abigail, the only child of the Duke of Westfell. Frankly, that would not have been a smart move since Eastfell would rule both duchies and then have a standing army larger than the king’s, plus the two remaining duchies combined. At that point, the kingdom itself would have been in jeopardy.”




  “So why did the king suggest it?” Rory asked.




  “To buy time, I suspect. The young Duke of Eastfell was quite taken with our lovely Abigail. When she was banished, it put an end to any possibility of a marriage between the two duchies.” Swiftstalker paused a long moment in thought. “You don’t suppose the king himself arranged for Abigail to be caught in the queen’s bed, do you? It solved his dilemma without making an enemy of Eastfell.”




  Rory looked stunned. “I thought the queen was Abigail’s friend.”




  “She was, lad, and a good one for all that. But, and this is something you must never forget when dealing with the king or the queen, the good of the realm comes before anything else. If sacrificing the good name of the queen and banishing the Heir of Westfell could serve the kingdom, they would not hesitate to do so. The more I think on this, the more likely it seems that poor Abigail was deliberately set up.”




  Rory walked over to the wardrobe and looked at the clothes within. Holding up a thin pair of silk breeches, he looked confused.




  “You wear those under the heavier breeches, lad.”




  Coloring, Rory slid the silk breeches on and then a pair of woolen hose. He then donned a pair of heavy breeches and a silk undertunic and dark green doublet. He slid his feet into the soft leather half-boots and fastened his belt with the dagger around his waist. Turning, he saw his valet standing in the doorway and sat in the chair the man had indicated. The valet started to brush out Rory’s hair and then gathered it into a clip at the back of Rory’s neck. After Rory stood once more, the valet fussed around him, straightening the collar of his undertunic, fixing a sleeve there. Finally, the man knelt and began to brush the half-boots.




  “Is all this really necessary?” Rory asked.




  “You are the Heir of Westfell, my lord,” the valet said. “You must look your best at all times.”




  “Get used to it, lad.” Swiftstalker laughed. “Soon it will be second nature.”




  “So the King of Aluria is maintaining stability in the realm by balancing the dukes against one another, and you suspect Abigail was sacrificed to further those aims. So what purpose was served by permitting the duke to attack her before she was banished?” Rory asked.




  “I doubt the king was involved in that. I am sure the Duke of Eastfell merely paid the jailers to look the other way. It matters little now as far as the Duke of Eastfell is concerned.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Your mother made your father promise not to take any revenge against Eastfell for what happened in that dungeon cell. By having her murdered, Eastfell signed his own death warrant. His life is for the taking by any of the elven folk. If I should chance upon him before the prince does, I will kill him myself but I doubt I will have much of a chance of that. The prince is undoubtedly on his way to Eastfell at this very moment.”




  “What effect would the death of Eastfell have on the balance within the kingdom?” Rory asked.




  “Aside from the immediate disruption created by the death of anyone in power, it would probably reduce the overall tensions within the kingdom. The Heir of Eastfell is a lad of about your age, still too young to rule without a regent. The regent will probably be his mother, the Duchess of Eastfell, formerly the second daughter of one of the various earls in the court. Not known for her brains.”




  A new voice broke into the conversation. “You are remarkably informed for someone who lives in the forest.” The duke followed his voice into the room. “For what it is worth, your analysis of the state of the realm was cogent and accurate. I have long suspected Abigail was manipulated into that scandalous position since she had never exhibited any tendency in that direction before. There is very little that goes on around this keep I am not fully aware of.” The duke looked Rory up and down, then said, “You look nice.”




  “Your Grace, I cannot thank you enough…”




  “Rory, you needn’t be so formal when it is just us like this. I wish you would call me grandfather.” Duke Richard smiled. “After all, you are my grandson and heir. No thanks are necessary. You are all the family I have left.” As he turned his attention back to Swiftstalker, his tone became more serious. “Should you happen to encounter the Duke of Eastfell, you may not kill him. To do so while in my party would be to declare war between the two duchies. As much as I would like to see that bastard boiled in oil very slowly, I must set my personal need for revenge aside for the good of my people.”




  Swiftstalker bowed his head. “I will obey, Your Grace.”




  “Very well. I do believe Mistress Margaret has had ample time to regain her composure and to arrange something for us to eat. Shall we?” the duke asked as he gestured toward the door.




  As they approached the dining hall, they came upon a very large, very muscular man standing outside the door waiting for them. The man automatically sized each of them up, and his hand twitched toward his dagger as he studied Swiftstalker. His hair was a pale shade of grey which blended to white and there was an ugly scar that stretched from just below the corner of his right eye, across his cheek, and reached the tip of his chin; it was made more noticeable by the fact no hair grew along its length and it divided the grizzled beard like a furrow in a field of winter wheat. The man’s leathers were thick and bore evidence of being worn under chain mail in the form of small spots of rust brown and worn impressions of where the mail would bind against them. He wore a sword at his hip with a familiarity that spoke of decades of experience. Here was a man meant for the battlefield.




  “Gustav!” the duke bellowed. “It is good to see you!” Turning to Rory, he said, “Gustav is the head of our army. Gustav, this is my grandson, Rorrick, and his weapons master, Swiftstalker of the Forest.”




  The gravelly voice was in keeping with the man’s appearance. “My Lord Rorrick, welcome to Westfell.” There was no warmth in the voice as he said, “It is not often a Lord of the Forest comes outside the trees, and I cannot help but wonder what you are really doing here.”




  “As His Grace said, I am here to train Lord Rorrick in the use of weapons. While I am at it, I will serve as his personal bodyguard to prevent anyone from harming him. Nothing more, nothing less.” Swiftstalker looked him up and down. “Your legend precedes you, General Gustav. While you may not really be eight feet tall as some say, I can see you have earned your formidable reputation. Perhaps we can find the time to spar with one another, purely for the edification of the young lord, of course.”




  A small smile touched Gustav’s lips. “I would enjoy that.”




  “Good!” Duke Richard said. “It is important both of you are involved in training young Rorrick, for he needs to learn more than just how to handle weapons; he needs to know how to handle men, as well. Join us as we dine, Gustav.”




  Once the four had been seated, Mistress Margaret watched as the serving staff brought in the repast she had prepared. There was roast venison, several roasted ducks, potatoes and greens, baskets of bread, and flagons of wine. She watched carefully as each was served their choices and then sent the serving staff to the kitchens while she remained in the background in case something more was desired.




  The duke tasted the duck, turned to the housekeeper and said, “Delicious as usual, Mistress Margaret, as is the venison. My thanks to the staff.”




  Mistress Margaret curtsied in acceptance of the duke’s compliments.




  General Gustav said, “Well, Lord Rorrick, from the look of you, I would say your previous weapons training has been solely with a bow. We’ll need to build up those shoulders and arms before you can do much sword work.”




  “It is true that I have never held a sword, General. There is not much call for one hunting in the woods. I can, however, hit what I aim at with a bow or a sling,” Rory said, as he picked up his goblet. Finding the wine not to his liking, he asked Mistress Margaret if he could have some water.




  “My grandson has spent his entire life living in the Great Forest, Gustav,” the duke explained. “Since he was around eight, he has been providing the daily food for his mother and himself though his skill with a bow.”




  General Gustav looked troubled. “Your Grace, I have heard it said that Lady Abigail was murdered by Eastfell’s men.”




  “Unfortunately, that is true, although none of the men escaped the Great Forest to tell Eastfell of their success,” Swiftstalker responded. “I am quite sure the Duke of Eastfell will learn of it just before he dies on the sword of Prince Brightblade.”




  “And why would the son of the elf king do such a thing?” Gustav asked.




  “Because he’s my father,” Rory replied quietly, “and he loved Abigail.”




  Swiftstalker said, “It was he who hunted down and killed the four Eastfell soldiers after interrogating them to see who was behind it. He will accept Eastfell’s death at no hand other than his own. In his own way, our prince is quite… determined.”




  Duke Richard said, “We will leave the punishment of Eastfell to Prince Brightblade, for now. It will remain a matter of the honor of Westfell, however, that we extract our revenge in some fashion down the road.”




  “How will we do that, Grandfather?”




  “By that time, it will be up to you, lad. Let us be honest with one another. You have perhaps five years to get ready to take control of this duchy.” The duke held up his hand to forestall any comments. “No, we must face facts. I am over sixty years of age. While I am strong enough at the moment, it is a certainty that will change as the years go by. You can be certain I will do everything I can to delay the inevitable, at least until you reach your majority. I want no regency in Westfell.




  “It is up to you two to teach him how to fight, both alone and as a member of a team. Once he has learned that, you must teach him how to lead men in battle. At the same time, I will instruct him on how to govern. We have much to do to ready Rory to be the next Duke of Westfell. Fortunately, he has no really bad habits we must break.”




  “Rest well tonight, young lord,” Gustav said. “Tomorrow, we start building some muscle on that frame of yours. Wear old sturdy clothes you won’t mind getting dirty.”




  Chapter 4




  Rory was so stiff and sore he was not positive he could move. Never before in his life had he done such hard labor. Before the sun was even up, Swiftstalker had dragged him from his warm bed and had him dress in the worn leathers of a common soldier, complete with a pair of heavy boots on his feet. It was still quite chill outside with a brisk wind that cut right through a man, but Swiftstalker assured the shivering young lord that steady exercise would soon warm him up.




  First, Rory had to split firewood for the kitchen. He had a lot of practice doing that but he soon discovered that the kitchen for the keep used much more wood than he had ever chopped before. Cord after cord, he chopped and split stacks of firewood until his arms were too sore to lift over his head and he began to lose control of the axe. “Not bad. But you will do better tomorrow,” was all Gustav said.




  Next, after a short break for some hot tea and toasted bread with jam, they made him move rocks. All kinds of rocks, from small pebbles to ones the size of a pig. If he tried to move one incorrectly—like when he tried to pick one up the size of a cartwheel—his erstwhile trainers would laugh at him and then show him ways to accomplish his task using levers or ropes or some other tool that happened to be lying about. “The point to this is not just to move the rocks, but to move them smartly.”




  After moving rocks, he helped the groomsmen tend the stables. Actually, he mucked out the stalls and then put in fresh straw. Before he could spread the straw, he had to first move the hay bales from the loft to the stable floor using a small platform and a block and tackle arrangement. He started the task a bit skittish around the animals but by the end of it, he was finally comfortable around horses.




  After a brief lunch, they took him to the training arena. At one side of the arena, there was a thick log, standing a good six feet high, imbedded upright in the ground. Lines were painted on the pole, one at five feet above the ground, another at three feet. Gustav said, “Okay, lad, this is about the same height as a man. This top part here is his head, and underneath that is his chest. I want you to practice hitting him in the chest, alternating sides, with every fourth hit to his head on the opposite side. I want you to start out slowly until you get the feel for it and then pick up speed. Watch me.” Gustav picked up a blunted sword and stepped away from the pole until he stood slightly more than an arm’s length away. “Remember, if you can touch an enemy with your hand, you are in knife range rather than that of the sword. Step back and let the sword reach out to him. Smack him on the side.” The sword swung in from the left, hitting the pole with a backhand swing. “Then on the other side.” This time it struck the right side. “Back to the first side.” Another backhand blow to the pole. “Then up to the head.” The sword came in from the right, striking midway through the space for the head. “Now you do it all over again on the opposite sides.” Gustav began slowly but soon moved to almost a blur, the clang of the blunt sword on the wood sounding one after the other, faster then faster again. Suddenly he stopped and flipped the sword to Rory.




  The first surprise to Rory was how heavy the sword was. The way Gustav had whipped it around made Rory believe it was lighter than a normal sword. If anything, this one was heavier and out of balance, with more weight toward the tip. It required much more strength in the forearm to keep the tip up. His first swing at the chest area was almost acceptable but his backhand swipe at the other side came in very low, just above the waist line. “Keep swinging, lad. You’ll get the hang of it after you have had some practice,” Gustav said as he watched. Swiftstalker then walked over to one of the racks and picked out a pair of balanced practice swords. He flipped one end over end to Gustav as if it were a throwing knife. Gustav snatched it from the air and swung it down in time to parry a strike from Swiftstalker. The speed and ferocity of their parries may have distracted Rory, but it didn’t disturb them for they each shouted at him to practice even as they traded blows.




  By the time they had taken each other’s measure with a sword, Rory could barely move his arms. Every muscle he had was screaming in agony and he could no longer keep the sword tip up. “That’s enough for today, lad,” Gustav said as he pried the sword out of Rory’s clenched fist. “Go along with Swiftstalker and soak those muscles loose again.”




  So that was where Rory now lay, soaking in the large copper tub in very hot water with some kind of oil that smelled like evergreen trees. It was as close to bliss as he’d been and he drifted off to sleep since he was more exhausted than he had ever been before. He awoke to a slap on the back of his head. The water in the tub was now chilled.




  “Get out of the tub and lie face down on the floor,” commanded Swiftstalker.




  Still too tired and sore to object, Rory stretched out on his towel. Swiftstalker knelt beside him and began to massage an aromatic oil into the stiff and sore muscles of Rory’s back, shoulders, and arms. The release of tension under Swiftstalker’s kneading fingers was incredible and Rory drifted back to sleep. He awoke hours later and staggered to his bed.




  * * * *




  This was his routine every day for the next several days. Firewood, rocks, stables, and smacking a pole with a dull sword. After the first week, a slight variation was introduced. Instead of moving the rocks, he now had to sort those he’d already moved according to size: large rocks in one pile, medium rocks in another, and small rocks in yet a different one.




  Once he had them all sorted, he was joined by a stonemason and together, they began using the rocks to build an extension to one of the storage buildings. This was a labor he could appreciate for he could see a positive result forming from his work. The walls took shape slowly as the mason showed his new young lord how they fit together, placing medium and small rocks in the gaps between the larger ones. A mortar made of limestone and rock chips was used to fill in all the gaps and to seat the stones. Day by day, the height of the walls grew until it became an effort to move the larger rocks into place. The final rows were set using several other men to assist; no one would take the chance that a slip might injure the heir.




  Once the walls had reached the desired height, Rory joined a group of men sent to fell trees to make the timbers for the rafters and joists. They would ride out on empty wagons in the morning and then work until noon cutting down tall trees. The limbs were lopped off, the trunks cut to the desired lengths, and then it was all loaded into the wagons. Once again, Rory enjoyed the task. The rhythm of the axes, the crash of the trees as they fell to the ground, all struck a chord within him. He was always the first to start cutting and the last to stop. He was always there to help load the tree trunks or to gather and load the branches. The people of Westfell soon knew their new heir was not afraid of hard work and that he enjoyed the simple pleasures found in getting dirty while making things better for his people.
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