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Chapter One 

Heden made the trip while the Dawn Moon was still visible, marking that brief 

period between darkness and daylight in the early morning when the streets were mostly 

empty. He didnôt like crowds. 

Out of habit he knocked his boots against the step leading up to the jailôs heavy 

oak, iron-reinforced door just in case heôd stepped in dung. Expecting a few guards on 

duty, and no one else, he grabbed the thick ring on the door and pulled it open. 

From inside came spilling out a riot of noise and heat and the smells of sweat and 

blood and oil. There were maybe twenty or thirty men milling about being policed by a 

small handful of guards. It was hard to see, as their bodies blocked the candlelight inside. 

The nearest prisoners stopped their protest and turned to look at him and the open door. 

The prisoners were all men of different ages and sizes, all wore dirty black robes, 

and each had a black eye patch over his left eye. Heden recognized the cult, though not 

these cultists.  

It took him a moment to process the scene in front of him. A thin, pale young 

man, his hands tied in front of him, saw Hedenôs confusion and tried to make a break for 

it. Tried to run through the door and past Heden. 

Hedenôs instincts took over. The door was heavy and Heden was neither tall nor 

particularly big. But his compact body was almost all muscle and so he was able, without 

thinking about it, to yank the door back, slamming it into the boy who ran into it at speed. 

There was a loud grunt and a thud as the failed escapee hit the floor inside the jail. 

Heden opened the door again and looked at the young man. His nose and mouth 

bleeding. Heden stepped into the jail, the other cultists moved away from him, and he 

reached down and pulled the prone figure up. 

ñItôs alright,ò Heden said, not without sympathy. ñI donôt blame you.ò The cultist 

wasnôt listening; he was crying and holding his bloody face in his bound hands. ñIt was 

worth a try.ò  

ñHey!ò a voice called out. It came from a guard Heden did not know. He was tall 

and well-built with short blonde hair and a small piggish nose. He seemed to take pride in 

the way he looked. How fit he was, how clean his outfit. He stood only a few yards from 

Heden but the prisoners were packed in so tight that the guard had to fight to move. 

ñWhat the fuck do you think youôre doing?ò He pointed to Heden. 

Heden made a show of looking around and then turned to the bleeding prisoner 

and said, ñI think heôs talking to you.ò 

ñNo, not him you dog-facedéhey!ò The guard was pressing his way through the 

prisoners toward Heden when one of the cultists tried to grab the guardôs key ring. ñYou 
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keep the fuck away from me!ò the guard shouted, shoving the cultist back into the pack. 

The little man retreated, frightened, and the guard, seeing his fear, followed up by 

bashing the man across the face with the back of his gloved hand. The cultist tried to 

cover up. ñDonôt you fucking touch me again you slimy piece of piss!ò The guard hit the 

prisoner again, hard in the gut and the man doubled over. 

The guard pulled back to punch the man again, and found his arm restrained by 

Heden. 

ñCome on,ò Heden said, grabbing the watchmanôs raised arm at the elbow. ñHeôs 

not going to put up a fight.ò 

The guard, fully a head taller than Heden, wasnôt listening. He was looking down, 

wide-eyed at the smaller man who dared restrain him. He snarled and swung at Heden 

with his free hand. 

Heden ducked out of the way and let go of the guardôs other arm. He backed away 

and put up his hands. 

ñIôm not your problem,ò Heden said, trying to be pleasant. He didnôt want to hurt 

the guard. Dom would be mad at him. ñYou should be watching these folks,ò he nodded 

at the cultists. ñSome of them are dangerous.ò 

ñDonôt tell me my job you little pigfucker!ò the guard said, advancing on Heden. 

ñWil!ò This was a voice Heden recognized. He and the guard Wil both turned and 

looked at the big man looming toward them. 

Sergeant Mathe was of the generation between Heden and the young guard, Wil. 

Heden knew Mathe from his first week on the job ten years ago and even then he was 

hugely fat. With enough muscle and experience to hold his own in a street fight. He had a 

mop of red hair and the boyish face some fat men kept through their lives. 

As he moved toward them, the cultists got out of the way.  

ñWil, donôt be messing around with him,ò Mathe said frowning and shooing Wil 

away from Heden with his fat hand. ñHeôs a priest for fuckôs sake. Youôll bring bad luck 

and we need all the help we can get.ò 

Wil straightened and looked at Heden anew. Some people saw it right off, others 

thought Heden was a soldier with his old breastplate over leather armor, a heavy cloak on 

his back. Wil looked at the scabbard at Hedenôs side. 

ñDidnôt know he was no priest, Sarge,ò Wil said, his face screwed up. ñHe 

shouldôve said something, coming in here like that with a sword and all and roughing up 

the prisoners. He shouldôve said something!ò 

ñWell all I saw was him stopping you from doing the roughing up, when you 

should know better.ò Mathe stood between the two men. The guards were all taller than 

their prisoners, Heden noticed. He didnôt know why. Most of the cultists were his size. 
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Whereas before they seemed furtive and eager to act, now they were careful to ignore the 

three men standing together. 

ñWil this is Heden,ò Mathe said. ñHeôs a friend. He works for the church.ò They 

all knew which church he meant. ñHey!ò Mathe said, remembering something. He 

slapped Wil on the shoulder. ñYou remember the Hammer and Tongs?ò Wil gave no 

indication that he did or he didnôt. He seemed interested in getting away before Mathe 

yelled at him again. ñThatôs Hedenôs. He bought it. He owns it.ò 

Wil didnôt seem to know how to react to that and so touched his forefinger and 

thumb to where his forelock would be, if his hair wasnôt so short, and bowed, making 

only fleeting eye contact with Heden. ñIôll go help Teagan, will I?ò he said to Mathe. 

Mathe turned Wil around and pushed him through the prisoners. ñHe donôt need 

no help as you well know. Now go and see these little fuckers arenôt getting each other 

out of their bindings.ò 

Wil headed off into the crowd, careful not to manhandle any of the cultists in 

sight of the Sergeant. Mathe observed him as he went. 

ñAhh, heôs young,ò Mathe said, waving him away. ñHe donôt remember the 

Hammer, you keep the place all locked up.ò Mathe turned at looked at Heden watching 

Wil being a petty tyrant once Mathe wasnôt looking.  

ñWilôs a good man,ò Mathe assured him. ñWorks double shifts. Got a young boy 

and another on the way.ò Heden knew that Mathe would call every guard in the jail a 

good man, even if the guard in question were an evil-minded thug, as some of them were. 

But Heden saw no point in pressing the issue. He knew Mathe followed Adun. In Adunôs 

eyes, hard work was the greatest virtue. 

Mathe looked around at the scene before them. ñThe boys all get nervous with 

these evil chanting buggers around. Nice to have a priest here for a change,ò he said 

smiling. 

 ñHe called me ódog-faced,ôò Heden said running his hand over his cheek and jaw. 

ñIôm not dog-faced, am I Mathe?ò 

Mathe smiled and looked down at Heden and shook his head. ñWeôre none of us 

the men we once were.ò  

ñMmm,ò Heden said. ñIôm here for your boss.ò He looked around the room. He 

didnôt see Domnal, but he noticed most of the cultists hands were tied with rope. Some 

were in manacles. None were gagged. ñI thought the place would be empty.ò 

ñHeh, yeah,ò Mathe said. ñA bunch of ratcatchers brought this lot in about a turn 

ago.ò 

ñThere was a bounty?ò Heden asked. He knew the answer. 
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ñYeah, the Castellan put a price on their head back in Bleaker. We all forgot 

about it.ò 

ñThey dropped off thirty cultists, went off to the Castellan to collect the bounty, 

and left you to clean it up?ò Heden asked. To his eye, the prisoners arrayed before him 

were thin, pale shadows of the kinds of zealots he used to deal with.  He wanted to 

believe things were easier for the younger generation, but treacherously suspected he was 

just getting old. 

 ñYeah. Itôs shit, but it was a slow night anyway.ò Mathe smiled as he 

manhandled a cultist. 

ñIt is shit. Those ratcatchers are shit, and you should get half that bounty,ò Heden 

said. 

ñThatôs funny coming from you,ò Mathe said with a wide grin as he kicked the 

legs out from under a fanatic who looked to be Hedenôs age, forcing the man onto a 

bench. ñSit down, you streak of shit!ò Mathe hollered, and more than one cultist 

involuntarily sat on whatever was nearby. 

ñYeah,ò Heden said. ñWhereôs Domnal?ò 

ñHeôs downstairs with Alaric, getting all the manacles he can find. Said we 

couldnôt leave this lot tied up with rope.ò 

Heden raised his eyebrows, impressed. Good man Domnal, he thought. 

As Mathe and the other guards forced more prisoners onto benches, Heden 

noticed one guard on the other side of the room. He was tall and lean and seemed 

disinterested in everything happening around him. He leaned against one of the big 

wooden pillars holding up the stone ceiling. To Hedenôs practiced eye, this guard seemed 

to take everything in, missing nothing. He wasnôt shouting at the cultists like the other 

guards. He had a handsome face, and short curly brown hair. He wore a slight smile, like 

he was observing a secret joke. There was an attitude Heden recognized. 

ñWhoôs the new guy?ò Heden asked. 

Mathe looked around and realized who he meant. ñTeagan!ò Mathe shouted the 

name over the chanting and raving. The man heard his name and looked over. Mathe 

pointed to Heden and gave the thumb pointing upward gesture. Heôs one of us, Mathe 

was saying. Teagan looked at Heden and nodded once, the slight smile not leaving his 

face. Heden nodded back. 

ñHe ainôt new, been here a year,ò Mathe said. As far as Heden was concerned, 

that was new. ñHeôs good. Keeps to himself. Seems happy to have a job. Good man in a 

fight,ò Mathe said with obvious respect. ñYouôd know him if you ever came out of that 

hole you got yourself locked up in all year óround,ò he said reproachfully to Heden.  
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ñYeah,ò Heden said without inflection, ñListen, Mathe,ò he said, ñyou need to gag 

these people.ò 

ñWe what?ò Mathe said, turning his big round face to look down at Heden. ñGag 

them?ò 

ñThese men are Eseldics,ò Heden said. ñThey serve Saint Eseld of the Eye.ò 

Heden reached out to the cultist Mathe had just pushed down and deftly tore his eye patch 

off.  

The unshaven, undernourished manôs good right eye began to search around 

wildly, not seeing. He was in an apoplectic ecstasy and no danger to anyone. His left eye, 

the one the eye patch covered, was missing its upper and lower eyelids. Theyôd been 

carved off and the eye underneath had grown putrid and decayed. There was a smell. It 

was terrible to look at, the flesh around it wincing and writhing with no lid to blink. This 

is what those who worshiped She of the Maddening Eye, the Eye of Hate did to 

themselves. They thought it gave them power. They were right. 

Mathe gasped Saint Llewellynôs name and warded himself by making his right 

hand into a fist and then covering it, grasping it with his left hand.  

ñThese men are dangerous,ò Heden said. He looked down at the acolyte whose 

patch heôd torn off. ñWell, not this one. Heôs an idiot. But the ones who havenôt lost their 

minds will know some potenté.ò 

One of the Eseldics, and Heden now knew this man was no acolyte, brought his 

hands around from behind his back where theyôd been tied. Somehow heôd untied them, 

or cut the ropes, or someone else had cut them for him.  

Heden wasnôt ready. He realized that it was his arrival, Mathe being distracted 

and talking to him, that gave the enemy priest the opportunity. Mathe had no idea what an 

Eseldic was, or that some of them could be truly dangerous. Heden should have seen that. 

Should have seen that since Domnal was elsewhere, he had to take responsibility. Heôd 

regret not doing so for a week afterwards.  

Before Heden could blind him or suck the air from his lungs so that he could not 

speak, the priest of St. Eseld chanted a quick but potent prayer to his witch-saint, pointing 

at the nearest guard. Wil. In slow motion, Heden watched the scene play out. He knew 

Wil was just unlucky. The priest had picked the closest watchman to cause confusion and 

tip the whole jail over into disarray.  

His single eye wide with zeal, head thrown back in a twisted form of ecstasy, 

mouth chanting words no one but Heden could understand, the priest stabbed a finger at 

Wil  and Heden watched the young guardôs head explode in a burst of pink. Bone, hair 

and brain showered in every direction as a headless body slumped lifeless to the ground. 
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All of the guards froze in shock, looking down at the blood and human remains covering 

their clothes and faces. All but one. 

Teagan stepped smartly into view, grabbed the cross-guard of his sword with his 

left hand and his scabbard with his right. Heden recognized the non-standard draw and 

knew his instincts were right. He was in the presence of a professional.  

As the priest turned to Mathe to attempt his lethal prayer again, Teagan yanked 

the sword halfway from its scabbard, turning the pommel into a projectile, driving it up 

into the priestôs chin. There was a loud crack. The priest was unconscious, possibly dead, 

and Teagan hadnôt even drawn his sword yet.  

The priestôs body slumped to the ground while other acolytes began fighting the 

guards, some of them chanting minor prayers. Heden grabbed the amulet of St. Lynwen 

under his shirt out of habit, and began a prayer of his own. He knew the battle would be 

over in a moment, was already over from his point of view, and he thought it best if 

everyone just calmed down. 

Teagan yanked his sword the rest of the way out of his scabbard, gripping the 

blade with both of his leather-gloved hands and used the natural angle and momentum of 

a sword pulled up and out of its sheath to bash the nearest acolyte over the head as though 

the sword was a mace, knocking the acolyte out. This was a man used to fighting with 

metal gauntlets. That kind of thing will ruin even the best leather if the sword is worth a 

damn, Heden thought. Another acolyte hit the ground. 

He allowed the sword to continue its swing down, using its own momentum to 

flip  it, catch the pommel, and leveled it at the neck of the nearest conscious acolyte. 

ñHalt,ò he announced. The acolyte stopped chanting and stared down in terror at 

the blade at his throat. 

Teagan had taken two men down and had another held at sword-point in the time 

it would have taken even an experienced guard or soldier to draw his blade and swing 

once. Heden was impressed. 

Meanwhile, Mathe had made his way to the dead priest whoôd killed Wil. Heden 

was almost done with his prayer. 

ñYou bastard,ò Mathe gasped as he stood over the dead priest. ñThat was Wil , you 

fucking bastard!ò Mathe kicked the dead priestôs head, causing blood and teeth to fly out. 

ñHe was my fucking friend you piece of shit!ò Mathe was shouting and crying and about 

to take his rage out on a living captive.  

Heden finished his prayer and, taking a deep breath, watched a calmness wash 

outward from him like the wave from a stone dropped in a pond. Everyone calmed down. 

Only Teagan seemed unaffected, but he hadnôt even broken a sweat or been out of breath. 

He was calm as a rock. 
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Mathe seemed to collapse a little. His rage stopped, his tears stopped, and he 

turned away from the dead priest. He looked lost. A face Heden had seen before on men 

after a battle. 

The acolytes had stopped chanting, stopped struggling. They werenôt compelled 

into silence or submission, Heden had just returned them to normal. Many of them had 

been worked into a fanatical ecstasy for hours and would now be wondering why they 

were in a jail. 

Teagan pulled his sword away from the acolyteôs throat and sheathed it, guiding 

the point into the scabbard without looking. I could never manage that, Heden thought. I 

always had to look down and watch what I was doing when I sheathed a sword. 

One of the guards asked Mathe what he should do, and Heden watched Mathe 

pull himself together. These men would be home much later than normal. The Vine 

would have to open early for 5 watchmen coming off shift whoôd desperately need to 

drink their memories away. Wives and families would be worried and when husbands 

returned home, theyôd get no explanation. And more than one man would take his anger 

and confusion out on his family. Hedenôs prayer would help with that, but it would be 

hours later and there was only so much Heden could do without taking the menôs will 

away from them. Which he was loathe to do in any circumstance. 

A stomping was heard and the door to the dungeon below opened. Domnal 

emerged, his shoulders laden with two dozen heavy manacles. Domnal was a big man, fat 

but strong. He stood looking at the scene before him, at the acolytes all staring silently at 

the floor. At the explosion of red on the wall and the headless body of Wil  on the floor, 

next to the beaten corpse of the priest of St. Eseld.  

He let the manacles slide off his shoulders and in wide-eyed anger said; 

ñWhat the fuck happened here?!ò 
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Chapter Two 

ñAlright, letôs hear it,ò Domnal said, his voice loud as he walked to his small 

office. He threw his heavy key ring on the table. It hit with a loud clatter, slid, and fell off 

the other side. Domnal scowled and swore as he sat down and then groaned as he leaned 

over and picked the ring up off the ground. 

Heden followed him in and closed the door behind him. The room was small, 

warm, made of hard wood and lit by four candles in sconces on the wall. The floor was 

covered in a layer of sawdust the guards used to absorb any blood that spilled during the 

execution of their duty. Domnalôs large desk was covered in parchment. Heden knew the 

man could read and write, but only the typical phrases found in official documents. Put a 

book in front of him, and heôd start to sweat.  

ñYou heard it from Mathe,ò Heden said and shrugged, sitting down in the armless 

chair. 

ñI want to hear it from you,ò Domnal said, scowling. His face red.  

Domnal was Mathe in 10 years. A big man in every sense of the word. Tall, wide, 

gone to fat. His pale complexion meant his face went flush any time he was angry or 

ashamed or had exerted himself. It was currently beet red. His hair grew in short brown 

wisps. He was loud, brutish, and effective. 

Heden recounted what happened, and voiced his own culpability. 

ñWell what the fuck did you come here for if not to help,ò Domnal threw his keys 

on his desk, half at Heden, in disgust. They clattered and rang on the wood and slid down 

off the table again, landing at Hedenôs feet. 

ñAh, fuck it,ò Domnal said. Heden, aware Domnalôs outburst was not directed at 

him, reached down and picked up the heavy iron key ring. He placed it on the desk, out 

of reach of Domnal. 

ñWe donôt see you for a year and then you show up and one of my men dies,ò 

Dom wasnôt really talking to him, Heden knew. He was just angry. ñWhy didnôt you just 

stay the fuck home?ò 

Heden didnôt say anything. Dom needed to let it out. Heden knew that if he tried 

to defend himself, Dom would just get angrier. 

ñIôm going to have to go talk to his wife,ò Domnal said, his voice now betraying 

weariness.  

ñYou want me to do it?ò Heden asked. 

ñNah,ò Domnal looked at the floor, at nothing. The morningôs events still 

unprocessed. ñItôs my job.ò 

ñI know a good hymn for a fallen guard. Itôs very moving. Poetic.ò 
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Domnal grunted a negative, adjusting his bulk. ñItôs got to be me. Sheôd think I 

didnôt care if I sent you.ò 

Heden conceded the point. Domnal was probably right. Heden could see his 

friend was no longer angry at him. Sometimes it paid to keep your mouth shut. 

ñWhere do they come from?ò Domnal wondered. Heden had not used a prayer to 

calm Domnal and now heôd bled all his anger out and had time to be resentful. 

ñThe Kingò Heden suggested. 

Domnal straightened up, frowned and made a questioning grunt. 

ñThe King burned down the bridge across the Mal,ò Heden said. Domnal, 

frowning, nodded. ñLot of trade across that bridge. The towns and farms that relied on it, 

now theyôre poor, struggling, they donôt know any other work and they become 

desperate. Easy targets for priests of Cyrvis.ò 

Domnal listened, then scowled and grunted. ñThat donôt explain it. My da was 

poor for 2 years after the Duke took his farm. He didnôt kill no-one. It donôt explain it.ò 

Heden knew both of them were right. ñNo, it doesnôt,ò he granted. 

ñHowôs Megan?ò Heden asked after a moment. 

He saw Domnalôs face flash blank for an instant, and Hedenôs stomach turned. He 

recognized the sign that something was wrong between Domnal and his wife, and that 

just saying her name caused him discomfort. Domnal was about to lie to him. 

ñSheôs fine,ò he said without feeling. ñKeeps saying we should invite you to 

dinner.ò 

ñYou should invite me to dinner,ò Heden agreed. 

Dom sighed at his friend. ñYou wouldnôt come,ò he said with sympathy. ñYouôd 

find an excuse to stay in that fucking inn you never open.ò 

Heden didnôt say anything. He wasnôt aware his desire to avoid the world was so 

obvious to everyone. 

ñShe says you just need a woman,ò Domnal said, gaining interest in talking about 

something other than the Eseldics and his dead guard. 

Heden shrugged. ñWhat did you tell her?ò 

ñI asked her if she was volunteering,ò he said, flashing a quick smile. Heden 

smiled a little for show. For some reason he couldnôt explain, he found that kind of talk 

distasteful. 

Domnal took the question seriously and answered; ñI told her it was too late for 

you. Tried to explain.ò 

ñWhatôd she say?ò 
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ñShe didnôt listen. She donôt believe that stuff. Not a romantic, like you,ò Dom 

said, drawing the word óromanticô out to make fun of Heden. ñSheôs got a niece she says 

would play your organ like a fife if youôd but loosen your belt.ò 

Heden looked at the ceiling and blinked as though asking Cavall for strength. 

Domnal chuckled at Hedenôs reaction and this made Heden happy. ñShe donôt 

know you,ò Domnal concluded. 

Heden waited a moment and changed the subject. 

ñDid you know Teagan was a ratcatcher?ò Heden asked, guessing at the new 

guardôs old profession. 

ñWhat?ò Domnal said. ñTeagan? óCourse I did,ò he said, frowning. ñEveryone 

does. You know what itôs like here, no room for secrets.ò 

Heden did know what it was like there and knew there were more secrets than 

Domnal would let on.  

ñHeôs good,ò Heden said. Domnal was impressed with Hedenôs evaluation.  

ñHeôs a mare,ò Domnall grinned. 

Heden frowned. ñHeôs a what?ò 

Domnall sat back in his chair, his grin turning into a smile. 

ñFancies men,ò Domnall said. 

Hedenôs face went blank for a moment as he absorbed this. ñHm.ò He shrugged to 

himself. ñWell heôs that good in a fight, he can do what he wants with his prick. Who was 

he with?ò 

ñThe Sword of Silver,ò Domnal said raising his eyebrows and pronouncing the 

words with exaggerated precision. Most people thought company names were absurd. 

ñReally?ò Heden said. ñThey were good. They recovered the Blade of a Thousand 

Years. I always thought óThe Immortal Bladeô would have been a better name for them 

after that.ò  

ñThatôs because you give a shit about whatôs poetic,ò Domnal said. 

ñTrue,ò Heden said.  

Domnal remembered something, and threw a sharp glance at Heden for a 

moment. Then, seeming embarrassed, cast his eyes down.  

ñListen, Heden,ò he said, screwing his face up with reluctance. Heden could tell 

his friend was embarrassed by something and for some reason Heden was in no mood to 

let him off the hook.  

ñUh, listen,ò Domnal said again lowering his voice, seeming to shrink as he asked 

a favor. ñI was wondering if you could, you know after everything that happened this 

morning, if you couldésay a blessing for me?ò 

Heden frowned and looked Domnal up and down as though he were being tricked.  
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Domnal seemed anxious and ashamed. Heden shrugged. ñOk,ò he said. Domnal 

was immediately relieved. The two men got up and approached each other. 

Domnal straightened up, eyes closed. Heden grabbed his amulet with his left 

hand, held up his right, palm out, and prayed to his Saint, Lynwen. 

Both men stood there eyes closed as Heden spoke his prayer in the First 

Language. As he did so, Heden caught a fleeting glimpse in his mind of two eyes, a 

womanôs, rolling with amusement. Heden felt his hands grow warm and knew Dom was 

feeling the same unnatural heat.  

The prayer was not ceremonial, it was purifying. It was effective in proportion 

with how just and fair the subject was, as was Cavallôs will, but Heden prayed to Saint 

Lynwen, who had her own agenda which none but Heden understood. The prayer would 

strengthen the body and cure small ills. And reveal any physical problems with the 

supplicant. 

Hedenôs eyes flashed open, angry at the secret Lynwen had revealed to him even 

as she cured it. Now he knew why Dom was ashamed to ask. 

ñYou fucker,ò Heden said. 

ñHeden!ò Domnal said, flinching at his friendôs judgment rather than his choice of 

words. He was breathing a little heavily as a reaction to the curative power of the prayer. 

ñYou know Iôm going to have to pray over Megan now, too.ò 

Domnal half turned, picked up a proclamation off his desk. ñWell you can do that 

when you come to dinner.ò He avoided Hedenôs gaze and pretended to read the 

document. 

ñYou complete piece of shit, you know she dotes on you. Brags about you.ò 

ñShould I tell her, do you think?ò Domnal asked, his face screwed up, his voice 

quiet.  

ñShould youéno you should not tell her, you should be faithful to her! You 

should go to the church and ask Cavall and Llewellyn for forgiveness!ò 

ñAm I going to be alright?ò Domnal asked, stung by his friendôs anger. 

ñNot if you keep paying for whores!ò 

ñListen, Heden, did you come here for a reason?ò Domnal struck back, angry 

because he knew Heden was right. ñEveryone here does it, you know. Maybe youôd 

beé.ò He stopped. Heden cocked his head and raised an eyebrow. 

ñYou going to finish that sentence?ò Heden asked mildly.  

The small office was silent for a few moments. Then Domnal looked away and 

sniffed. ñNah,ò Domnal said. 

ñYouôve got someone here for me,ò Heden said. ñA girl.ò 
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ñWhat?ò Domnal said, forgetting his earlier question. ñOh fuck youôre right,ò he 

said, glad to have something else to think about. He put the papers down. ñIôd forgotten 

about her,ò he reached out and picked up his keychain, his thick fingers searching 

through the keys. 

Heden fingered a small pouch on his belt as Domnal selected the right key and 

moved to the door. Heden stood behind him. 

ñBlack gods,ò Domnal said, and Heden saw some weight pulled off him, his body 

sagged a little with relief, ñsheôs been here for three days, most of my men wonôt go near 

her. I end up having to bring her food and drink. Sheôs in a terrible state. Not bad looking 

though,ò he mused, then remembered who he was talking to. ñThank the gods youôre 

here. I knew theyôd send you,ò he smiled at Heden. ñKnew youôd show up to take care of 

it.ò 

ñYeah,ò Heden said. Domnal turned to leave. 

Domnal looked over his back. ñThank you for the prayer.ò 

ñYeah,ò Heden said. ñTell Megan I want hogget.ò He pushed his friend forward. 

ñLetôs go.ò 

Domnal opened the door and led Heden to the cell.   
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Chapter Three 

The jail was only a single-story squat stone building on the outside. But 

underneath it housed one of the oldest and deepest dungeons in Corwell. It was many 

hundreds of years old and designed to make it very hard to get in and out of, even for the 

guards. Doubly so for anyone who escaped from a cell. 

It was dark, the passageways were built to cramp and hinder movement, and 

every space was a door, or stairs, or the wall of a cell. The stairs you walked down 

formed an arch that held a door. Every wall you placed your hand on had a cell on the 

other side, the floor you stepped on was the roof of another cell. It seemed haphazard, 

with no discreet levels and no way of telling how far down you were. Heden didnôt know 

how deep it went and there were special cells with spells and prayers on them to keep 

powerful enemies locked up. It had once been Hedenôs duty to come down and renew 

some of them. 

He and Domnal had arrived outside a small door only two or three levels below 

the jail. Domnal unlocked the door and opened it. Heden thought he detected a little fear 

from Domnal, a man normally not afraid of man or beast. But madness, possession, loss 

of identity did scare him, Heden knew. 

ñCome get me when youôre done,ò Domnal said, turning to leave. ñIôll send 

someone down to clear her out.ò He stopped and looked with a mixture of gratitude and 

pity at his friend, about to discharge a terrible duty, and held out his hand. ñThanks 

again,ò Dom said. 

Heden took his hand, but couldnôt look Domnal in the eye. ñShouldnôt be a 

moment,ò he said. 

Dom nodded, turned, and began the long process of getting back up to the jail. 

Heden, torch in one hand, looked into the cell but out of the corner of his eye monitored 

the slow retreat of Domnalôs light. The light eventually winked out and Heden was alone. 

He stepped into the cell. It was ten feet deep, but only four feet wide. The roof 

was low but low ceilings had never been a problem for Heden. The cell walls and floor 

were dark, ruddy clay. There was a cot about a foot off the floor. The door behind him 

had a small metal plate that could be opened and closed only from the outside, allowing 

the guards to feed the prisoner. There was a bowl of food on the floor, tipped over, and a 

bowl of water still intact. 

In Hedenôs estimation the girl was maybe fourteen. She was in the far corner of 

the cell, on the ground, looking as though sheôd crawled there in an attempt to put as 

much of her body as far away from the door as possible. 
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She was gibbering. Sheôd soiled herself, and her mouth was bleeding. Her eyes 

were rolling around in her head. For a moment, Heden saw the mad eye of the Eseldic 

from upstairs. 

Heden was relieved. She was in the middle of a fit, which meant sheôd be easier to 

deal with than the last one. 

Ensconcing his torch, he walked over to the cot. The girl had left a streak of vomit 

and blood on the ground. Heden sat on the cot, and unlaced the pouch heôd tied to his 

belt.  

He extracted from the small leather pouch what looked like a ball of green pipe 

tobacco. It glistened in the guttering torchlight. He pulled a small leather strap out from 

his waist, and said a short prayer. 

As he prepared, he spoke to the girl. Nothing in particular, in soothing tones. He 

knew she wouldnôt respond to him, but he thought maybe part of her could hear him. He 

bent down and began his experiment. He felt like a thief. Like he was stealing something 

from someone. 

The girl was seizing up, flailing around in spasms. Her long, brown hair was 

matted on her face and her thin, gangly arms and legs were bruised. She was wearing a 

short wool shift, courtesy of the jail. Her face was gaunt. Her dark eyes were wide. 

Heden grabbed her arm. She didnôt resist. She didnôt stop her thrashing, but she 

didnôt actively fight him. 

He pulled her toward him and, sitting on the floor next to her, tried to get her back 

toward him, so he could put her head in his arms and feed her the herbs heôd brought. 

She was slick with blood, sweat, and urine and in one great spasm she rolled away 

from him, hitting him in the nose with her elbow. Heden grunted, and scrabbled after her. 

Talking to her, or himself, the entire time.  

He eventually got her head in his lap, her arms and legs not close enough to the 

walls to get much leverage. He brought the leather strap out, folded it once, and forced it 

into her mouth. She tried to bite around it and seemed at one point as though she might 

gag on it, but Heden was careful. He wedged the leather in between her upper and lower 

teeth on the left side of her mouth, preventing her from closing. Her eyes still danced 

wildly, seeing everything and nothing. It looked like mortal terror. 

He took out the ball of green herbs, moistened, preserved, and held together with 

honey, pinched it in half and pushed half of it between her upper right cheek and gum, 

then quickly did the same with the other half, and the lower right of her jaw.  

He quickly removed the strap. Taking care to make sure she didnôt bite down on 

her tongue, he closed her mouth and tied the leather strap around her head, under her 

chin, keeping it closed. Her nostrils flared as she sucked air in through her nose.  
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Before she could choke, or swallow her tongue, Heden said a quick prayer and 

she was asleep. Her whole body relaxed, her eyes closed, and it felt to Heden as though 

her weight on his legs was suddenly lighter. 

Heden looked around the room, at the mess, the aftermath of struggle, and 

thought; I should have said the prayer first.  

Laboriously, taking care not to injure her, he got up and put the girl on the cot and 

fetched the bowl of water. Dipping his cloak in the water, he spent several minutes 

cleaning off her face, arms and legs. Working not to aggravate the cuts and scratches 

covering her body. He used his fingers to brush her matted hair out of her eyes, then 

shrugged and stopped. Good enough, he thought. 

He closed his eyes and said another prayer over her. A more potent version of the 

one he said for Domnal. Her wounds closed, her bruises melted from blue-back to a wan 

kind of yellow and, for the second time in two hours, his eyes snapped open at what the 

prayer revealed to him. The disease, the precise flavor it left in his mind. A flavor heôd 

tasted less than a turn ago. 

He narrowed his eyes and looked out the door, into the darkness where Domnal 

had retreated. 

ñThat fucker,ò he said, to no one in particular. 
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Chapter Four 

ñHeden, I said Iôdéò Domnal stopped. All the guards in the main room stopped 

to look at him. 

Heden was carrying the young girl, asleep, in his arms. She felt almost weightless 

to him. They saw the leather strap he put around her head. They didnôt know what it 

signified, but they knew something had not gone according to plan, and Domnal was 

upset. 

Domnal scowled. ñIs she alive?ò 

Half of the Eseldics had been processed and assigned cells. The rest were still 

here, manacled and gagged. Someone had cleaned up the bodies. All the guards stood 

around tensely looking from Domnal to Heden. All except Teagan who leaned on one of 

the heavy wooden beams holding the roof up, his long legs crossed at the ankles. Teagan 

didnôt seem to be looking at anything. 

Heden just looked at Domnal. Domnalôs pained face betrayed his understanding 

of what Heden had discovered. 

ñHeden I canôtéyou know what the church said. You canôt take her out of here!ò 

ñIôm taking her out of here,ò Heden said. 

Domnal ran his thick fingers across his jowls. He was unsure of what to do. 

Heden began to walk out, which meant walking at Domnal. Heden didnôt look at 

him. 

ñI donôt care what you tell the church,ò Heden said, walking past the guards. They 

looked to Domnal, wondering if he would order them to stop Heden. ñTell them you saw 

me carry the body out myself. Be as vague as you want. I donôt care what you tell them.ò 

Domnal, upset but unable to bring himself to do anything about it, stepped out of 

the way.  

ñI donôt care what you tell Megan either,ò Heden said after heôd passed Domnal. 

He stopped at the door and threw a look at the guard next to it. The older man 

realized what Heden wanted, and rushed to open the door for him, letting Heden out into 

the new day. 

Domnal wiped his hand over his forehead and into his hair. ñShit,ò he said. The 

other guards just stared at him, uncomprehending. 

Teagan just smiled and shook his head. 
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Chapter Five 

She woke up in an expensive feather bed and for a moment thought she was back 

at the Rose Petal. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she realized this was not the case. 

The room was small and appeared to be a room at an inn. It was long and narrow; 

there was a large chest and a bureau for clothes. An expensive full -length mirror told her 

much about the quality of the inn. Most had no mirrors.  

She was upstairs. She could tell because the roof slanted down directly over her, 

and there was a kind of skylight in it. Grayish-white light filled the room. It was overcast 

outside. She sensed it was morning. 

There was a noise, and she realized there was a man in the room with her. His 

back was to her. He took clothes from a pile on a chair, folded them, and put them in the 

bureau. They were not her clothes. 

The man didnôt seem aware she was awake. He seemed of shorter than average 

height, but gave the impression of being fit. Well-muscled. His skin was pale. He had 

short black hair and seemed to be in his forties. She couldnôt see his face.  

She knew what was expected, however. Though utterly exhausted, her mind 

wasnôt tired. She sat up and adjusted her hair. 

ñSo, do you want me toéuhéò she stopped when the man turned and look at her.  

He had a dress folded in one hand. His clothes, an unstylish but practical 

combination of leather and wool, ill fit him. His face was hard; it looked chiseled out of 

granite. There were deep lines in it. While old and weathered, there was something 

handsome about him.  

The look he gave her was a kind of appraisal. She found herself unable to read 

him, and this bothered her. He betrayed no purpose or intent, no desire. She could tell 

neither what he was thinking, nor what he wanted, and this made her shiver. 

The feeling passed, but left her vulnerable. She felt like she was twelve again. She 

found herself pulling the sheets up to her chin without realizing it. 

He opened his mouth to speak and she couldnôt shake a strange sense of being 

threatened. There was something about him that scared her. 

She startled when, without warning, a large and very heavy black cat appeared on 

the bed. It had jumped up from the floor without a sound. The catôs presence interrupted 

the man before he could talk. 

The cat walked right up to her without making eye contact, stood on her stomach 

and when she reached out, it pushed its head into her hand as though it had known her all 

its life. It was black with bright yellow eyes and seemed made of muscle. 



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 19 of 331 

She liked cats. Most inns had them, to keep the mice and rats down. Some used 

small dogs. But she was surprised that this man, who had not spoken, kept a cat for any 

reason. 

The man opened the door and, without saying anything, walked out, leaving the 

way open to the hall beyond. 

Petting the cat, she looked around the room, wondering where she was and what, 

if anything, she should do. Run for it? Her instincts told her this was not necessary. 

She was in a nightshift, but it was not her own. She pulled back the covers and 

looked at it. It was expensive. But it meanté 

The man came back in, carrying a tray with hot food on it. She was starving, she 

realized. But she was more angry than hungry. 

ñWhere are my clothes?ò She tried being demanding. 

Heden looked around. 

ñIédonôt know,ò he said. His voice sounded dark and rough. Hearing him speak, 

she felt awkward. She was alone in a strange manôs room and he was not a potential 

customer. He reminded her of something, but she didnôt know what. She felt very small. 

ñI threw out the shift the guards put you in. I didnôt think to ask what theyôd done 

with your clothes.ò 

ñThe guards?ò she asked, frowning. 

Heden put the food down on a table. ñThis is for you,ò he said. ñYouôre going to 

be hungry. Eat as much as you want.ò  

ñDid you dress me in this?ò she asked, indicating her nightshift. The cat purred 

and tried to position itself to get petted again. She pushed the cat off the bed, but it 

jumped back on making a little trill, walked to the end of the bed, and curled up. 

Heden looked at her and then at the food, then back at her. He sighed, picked up 

the clothes heôd placed on the chair, and sat down. ñI gave you a bath, cleaned you, and 

dressed you.ò 

None of this made sense to her. She was confused and getting scared and this 

made her angry. She wanted to get back to the Rose Petal, and the safety of an existence 

she knew. 

ñWho are you?ò  

ñMy nameôs Heden.ò 

She shook her head once. ñI mean whatéò 

ñWhen I found you, youôd been put in the jail. You were having a fit.ò 

She stared at him, mouth slack. Her skin began to crawl and she understood what 

he meant. Discovering she couldnôt remember the past few days, her chest began to 

tighten up. Her eyes started to turn red and her cheeks flushed. 
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ñWhatôs your name?ò he asked. 

ñWhat?ò  

Heden got up, picked up a bowl of soup and a spoon, and approached her. She 

flinched away but he just stood there, proffering the soup. 

There was a smell about him. He didnôt wear perfume as many men she knew did, 

but he smelledégood. Smelled like leather and wood, metal and oil. It was an earthy 

smell and though it was not familiar to her, it gave her comfort. 

She took the bowl of soup and the spoon and began to eat. This seemed to satisfy 

the man, and he went back and sat down. 

ñIôm going to tell you something,ò he began, but she wasnôt really listening. She 

was thinking about what he just said. Sheôd been having a fit. The last one she 

remembered lasted almost a whole day. She had wondered what Miss Elowen would do, 

knew sheôd have to do something eventually. Cold realization struck. She put me in jail  is 

what she did. 

ñI gave you some medicine,ò the stranger said. It was a term sheôd heard but was 

unfamiliar with. ñI gave you something to eat. And you slept for a long time. All through 

yesterday. But now, I think, youôre better.ò 

She continued to work on the soup. It was good, and she felt life and normality 

returning. 

ñI donôt think youôll have any more fits,ò he said. 

Light dawned. 

ñYouôre a priest,ò she said. She didnôt know exactly what he was talking about, or 

what had happened while she was having her fit, but she got the gist of it and now all his 

behavior made sense. 

Heden pulled a silver medallion out from under his shirt. She couldnôt see the 

sigil on it, but recognized it as a saintôs talisman. She narrowed her eyes. He didnôt look 

like any priest sheôd ever seen. Nor act like one. But there was something about his 

attitude toward her that only made sense if she thought ópriest.ô 

He knew she hadnôt been listening to him. He already knew her story. He adjusted 

his guess of her age up by a year. He concluded she was fifteen and went to work at the 

Rose Petal when she was 13. It wasnôt unusual. 

ñWhatôs your name?ò he asked again. 

She looked at him with big, dark eyes. ñViolet,ò she said. 

Heden nodded. ñWhatôs your real name?ò 

She just stared at him, the near-empty bowl of soup cooling in her hands, and 

heard herself say ñVanora.ò There were not many people left who knew her real name. 

He smiled. ñThatôs a pretty name. But I can call you Violet if it helps.ò  
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ñWhatéò she said, and to her ears she sounded small and girlish. She cleared her 

throat. ñWhat do I owe for the room?ò 

ñNothing,ò Heden said. ñThis is my inn.ò 

ñThis is your inn?ò 

Heden nodded. 

ñYou own a whole inn?ò 

Heden shrugged. 

She nodded, eyes wide, and looked around again. She looked at the cat curled up 

at the foot of your bed. 

ñThatôs your cat?ò she asked. 

ñHer nameôs Ballisantirax.ò 

She lowered her head and gave him a look from under her eyebrows.  ñYou donôt 

seem like someone whoôd like cats,ò she said. 

Heden shrugged. ñI like this cat.ò 

She nodded again. Sheôd known this person less than a turn, but his response 

seemed entirely typical. 

He stood up.  

ñThereôs bread and cheese,ò he said, indicating the plate. ñAnd milk. Fresh. 

Vegetables and fruit. Try to eat them in equal measure. If you feel sleepy, go back to 

sleep. Balli will watch you. Thereôs a chamber pot under your bed, and a bath down the 

hall. Use either at your convenience. Iôll be back up here in an hour to clear everything 

away.ò 

She looked up at him with something like a sense of wonder. He looked back at 

her, and she realized he had blue eyes. He seemed to make some sort of judgment about 

her, took a quick inventory of the room, pursed his lips and nodded to himself, turned and 

walked out of the room, closing the door. She did not hear him lock it. 
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Chapter Six 

Heden knew as soon as he closed the door to Vanora's room that someone was 

downstairs. The air changed. Something was downstairs absorbing small sounds that 

were usually present and making small sounds that were usually absent. These were the 

instincts you built up in the forest or under the ground that never left you. 

Pausing only for the moment it took to take stock of the situation, he proceeded 

downstairs. He made no attempt at stealth; he was terrible at it anyway. 

As he descended he first caught sight of his guests' shoes. The expensive red-dyed 

suede and silk hose told him who his guest was before he ever saw his face. Gwiddon. 

The Bishop's adjutant. The man responsible for representing the Bishop to the heads of 

the city. 

He was sitting, striking a pose, in a chair at a table near a window, the wan grey 

light from outside spilling into the room. Doing little to chase the shadows away. 

Gwiddon rested his prominent cheekbone on a thin finger and smiled through the window 

at the people walking by outside. Occasionally someone would see him inside and press 

their faces, hands cupped near their eyes to block out the light, and look in. Thereôs a 

person in there! Is the place open? No. No I guess not. Just one man inside, nothing else. 

Gwiddon didnôt look at Heden, he just kept smiling with little humor and looking 

out the window. 

ñLet me get you a drink,ò Heden said.  

Gwiddon gave no introduction and seemed to expect none. If Heden was being 

rude by not saying ñgood day to you,ò Gwiddon didn't appear to notice. 

ñI try to tell them,ò Gwiddon said, waggled his fingers at the people walking by. 

ñRoughly once a month someone mentions you and this place and they always ask the 

same thing.ò 

ñI have some wine, imported from Rhone,ò Heden said as he rummaged around 

behind the bar. ñNot even noon yet. Brandy, port. Ale will have to do.ò Heden dusted off 

two thick glasses. 

ñ'Why doesn't he open that place? Why did he waste his money?'ñ 

Heden came over with the ale and sat down. He took a long drink from his. It was 

only a few hours after dawn, but it had already been a long day. 

Gwiddon picked up his glass without looking at it and toasted the passersby. He 

spoke in a slow, measured cadence, each phrase following the next like a steady machine.  

ñI love the look in their eyes so I make a point to ask them to guess how much 

you paid for this place. They never guess high enough, they've never been inside of 

course, and when I tell them...well, the look alone is worth it. Then I smile and explain 
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that the reason you don't try to recoup your investment is that for you, it was such an 

insultingly small amount of money.ò This last was said while chuckling.  

ñYou tell them that?ò Heden asked. 

ñYes,ò Gwiddon said, absently, still looking outside. ñWe had the Castellan over 

to dinner once; she choked when I said it. Poor girl.ò 

Gwiddon took a drink from his glass and frowned at it. Turning to face Heden 

across the oak table, he said; ñThis is terrible.ò 

Heden shrugged and had some more. ñIt was fine when I bought it.ò 

Gwiddonôs face was thin and fine boned, his straw hair curling with a natural 

wave. His lips were thin and bright red against a complexion that matched his hair, light 

without seeming pale or unhealthy. His eyes transmitted intelligence to anyone who 

might receive.  

Gwiddon tried more ale. It wasn't to his liking, but he was getting used to it. His 

lips turned down in a small frown. ñWhat do you do, buy new stock every six months?ò 

ñYes,ò Heden said. 

Gwiddon coughed into his drink. ñHonestly?ò 

ñHonestly,ò Heden said, leaning back in his chair. ñI have deals with the Fool and 

the Vine. I sell them my unused stuff. Stupid to let it go to waste.ò 

Gwiddon looked into his ale as though expecting to make some discovery about 

its contents. ñNow I know why I keep away from the Vine, the place serves the stuff 

you've had sitting here rotting.ò He placed special emphasis on órotting,ô letting the word 

roll off his tongue. His sentences always came out like a performance. He was a natural. 

Heden always felt like a thug next to him. 

ñAnother story for you to tell at dinner,ò Heden said with a sigh, feeling tired. 

ñYou jest,ò Gwiddon said, flashing a wide smile, ñbut I will  tell it. If they had any 

idea how much you came back with, they'd not turn their nose up at what you did.ò 

ñYes they would,ò Heden said. 

Gwiddon was among the most cultured, well-educated, well-read, well-written 

and expensively outfitted men in the city, and he knew it. He made sure other people 

knew it. He was Hedenôs height, but slim. Heden  envied him for having the kind of build 

tailors made all their clothes for. The two of them could not have been more different. 

But they shared one thing in common. 

ñWhat does the Bishop want?ò Heden asked. 

ñReally, Heden, why don't you hire someone to run this place?ò 

Heden took a deep breath. ñYou offering?ò 
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Gwiddon chuckled. ñIn two days I could find you a man you could trust, who 

knew bartending and innkeeping, and this place would produce 500 crowns a month in 

profit.ò 

Heden shrugged. ñI don't need the money.ò 

Gwiddon's loud smile was somewhat muted by this. ñNo, I suppose you don't. 

You're the only person I know who had nostalgia for a future instead of a past. And when 

you built it, you found you didn't want it. Now you think: better not to have built it, eh? 

At least then you'd still have the nostalgia, which you loved, as opposed to this, which 

you don't.ò 

ñYou've been talking to the abbot,ò Heden said. 

ñPlease,ò Gwiddon seemed affronted. ñIt is possible for mere mortals to possess 

insight into the human condition. Especially concerning someone I've known foréò he 

waved his hand, ñéhowever many years.ò 

Heden didn't say anything. What was there to say? 

ñHow was your visit to the jail?ò 

Heden shrugged again. Some people found the gesture annoying but Gwiddon 

didnôt even see it anymore. 

ñI donôt imagine itôs time for the Captainôs yearly bath yet, so I can guess how the 

place smelled.ò Heden didnôt like it when Gwiddon talked like this. He didnôt believe 

Gwiddon cared that much about class or rank in the first place, and was just doing it for 

show, which somehow made it more offensive to Heden. 

ñThe Bishop imagines you fit in down there, imagines everyone loves you. He has 

some romantic idea of what life outside the church is like. Itôs why he likes you.ò 

ñI know,ò Heden said. 

ñHe thinks youôre one of the rank and file. It gives him some kind of thrill to talk 

to you. I think he forgets you can read and write,ò this amused Gwiddon. 

ñI know,ò Heden repeated with emphasis. Gwiddon didnôt have a point, he was 

talking to avoid something.  

Gwiddon smiled. ñI donôt tell him how absurd that all is.ò He took another drink. 

ñHe likes you, so he doesnôt see that nothing could be further from the truth.ò  

Hedenôs face softened a little. Everything visible, everything on the surface about 

Gwiddon was tailor-made to annoy and upset Heden. But then heôd say something that 

reminded Heden why they were friends. 

ñHow did things go with the girl?ò Gwiddon asked, no smile on his face, not 

looking at Heden. 

ñFine,ò Heden lied. 

ñThe Bishop didnôt think you would, ahéò 
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ñIs that why he sent you?ò 

ñI volunteered. First I volunteered you, then I volunteered to tell you.ò 

Heden didnôt say anything. 

ñHe was surprised,ò Gwiddon said, meaning the Bishop. ñI think heôd written you 

off.ò 

ñUnderstandable.ò 

ñSo now, of course, he thinks youôre ready for something else.ò 

Heden shook his head. It wasnôt clear what he was rejecting. 

ñI told him the girl was a special case. I donôt think he remembered the boy last 

year.ò 

ñNo reason for him to,ò Heden said, drinking. Only someone whoôd known 

Heden for a long time would hear the implied criticism. 

ñI didnôt think the girl meant anything was different.ò 

ñBut you didnôt tell the Bishop that.ò 

ñI couldnôt think of how to explain it to him. Besides, I donôt mind coming here.ò 

Gwiddon smiled again. ñIôm used to rejection.ò  

Gwiddon glanced at Heden for a moment, gauging his mood. Afraid to study him 

too closely for fear of scaring him off. 

ñHow long has it been since, ah,ò Gwiddon began, and then paused and started 

over. Heden noticed it. ñWhen was the last time you left the city?ò 

Heden leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.  

ñWhy?ò he asked. ñWhere do you want me to go?ò 

A sad smile, pity, flashed across Gwiddonôs face. ñYou canôt stay in here 

forever,ò he said. 

Heden shrugged. ñItôs not so bad.ò 

ñItôs not much of a life, Heden,ò Gwiddon said. 

ñWell,ò Heden thought about this as he leaned forward to pick at a splinter of 

wood sticking out of the surface of the table, ñmaybe lifeôs overrated.ò 

Gwiddon ignored this. ñHave you left Celkirk in the last year?ò 

Heden took a deep breath. 

ñThree years ago,ò he said. ñI went and saw my father.ò 

Gwiddon nodded. ñWhen you,ò he waved a hand, encompassing the tavern and 

everything it represented, ñretired. I remember.ò 

Heden shrugged against any possible accusation.  

Gwiddon placed both his hands on his knees, and sat up straight. Preparing. 

ñWe need someone to go into the wode,ò he said. As with óthe church,ô everyone 

knew which of the elf-haunted forests people meant when they referred to óthe wode.ô 
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Heden stared across the table, and waited until he recovered a little from 

Gwiddonôs statement.  

ñAnd you have some reason to think I might say yes.ò He sentence came out slow 

and ragged, like Heden was emerging from a deep sleep. 

Now it was Gwiddonôs turn to shrug. 

ñYou went in with your team eight years ago. You came out unscathed.ò 

ñThatôs debatable,ò Heden said. ñAnd there were six of us. Iôm alone now.ò 

Heden restrained himself and didnôt spit out the word óalone.ô But he was getting angrier. 

ñAnd we went in a year before that and lost half our company, so you coming in here,ò 

Heden gestured to the door, ñsitting down and saying ówodeô like itôs just a fucking word 

people say, like that thing doesnôt grow old on the bones of people like me, you need to 

have a good reason.ò 

Gwiddonôs face pinched a little in response to Hedenôs minor onslaught. 

Heden shook his head, didnôt give Gwiddon a chance to respond. ñThatôs not it. 

You didnôt come here because Iôve been up there before. Youôre just trying to flatter me. 

Which iséI donôt even know why you bother. Give me the real reason.ò 

ñHeden, what is it you want?ò Gwiddon asked, ignoring him. ñAnd donôt say óto 

be left alone.ô You tell me what you want, and Iôll help you. Lots of people will help you. 

And then you can help me. Youôve got this idea of what everyone out there thinks of you, 

but youôre wrong. Itôs been three years man. I want to help you.ò 

 ñHorseshit,ò Heden said, and leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms. He 

wasnôt disputing what Gwiddon was saying, he was rejecting Gwiddonôs presence 

entirely. 

Gwiddon leaned back and the two of them stared at each other. Impasse. 

ñSo Iôm going to keep coming down here and giving you whatever I think you 

can handle until sooner or later you react in some way, any way, and come back to life.ò 

Heden thought about the girl upstairs. Sleeping. Not a whore in that moment, not 

in jail, not having a seizure. Just a little girl asleep. The way the world was supposed to 

be. He didnôt know why Gwiddonôs words made him think of her. 

Heden didnôt reject what he said and Gwiddon took it as permission to continue. 

He extracted what looked like a small sprig of holly from his vest. It had nine berries on 

it. Eight a pale green, one a milky white. 

ñYou know the procession hall?ò 

Heden nodded. 

ñThis is one of the knightly crests that hang on the walls.ò 

Heden frowned and reached out for the holly. It wasnôt any kind of crest.  

ñI donôt understand.ò 
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ñIôm not sure I do either,ò Gwiddon confessed. ñYouôll have to talk to the Bishop. 

Itôs hung above the door to the audience hall since the church was built. We all thought it 

was a decoration. An acolyte brought it to us when he noticed that one of the berries had 

turned white. Thatôs when we started looking into it. Itôs magic, obviously.ò 

ñWhat else?ò Heden asked, thinking. 

ñEach berry represents a knight. A member of the Green Order.ò 

ñNever heard of them.ò 

ñI was afraid youôd say that. We hoped that you having been in the Iron Forestéò 

ñWhatôs that got to do with it?ò 

ñThatôs where the knights are. Their order lives in the forest, all along the border 

with Corwell, and protectséwell, we donôt know what they protect. Something 

important.ò 

ñThey live in the wode?ò Heden said, half to himself. He had a hard time 

imagining how any man could do that. 

He prodded the sprig of holly. 

ñWhy is this one white?ò he asked, talking about the discolored berry. 

ñItôs dead,ò Gwiddon said. 

ñMeaning one of the knights is dead?ò 

ñSomething like that.ò 

ñHow did he die?ò Heden asked. 

Gwiddon sat up. ñWe donôt know,ò he said with some import. 

ñAre they some kind oféò Heden thought. ñAre they immortal? So what if a 

knight dies?ò 

ñTheyôre not immortal,ò Gwiddon said. ñWe think the white berry symbolizes not 

the death of a knight, which must be a common occurrence up there, but the,ò he 

searched for words. ñThe permanent reduction of the order. Nine knights to eight. Eight 

forever more.ò 

Heden nodded. ñSo something bad happened up there.ò 

Gwiddon didnôt say anything. He knew his friend. 

ñWhoôs their patron?ò 

ñI, ahéò Gwiddon thought for a moment. ñI forget. Youôd recognize the name if 

I told you. Iôm not good with saints.ò 

ñYou picked a good job,ò Heden said. 

ñWe need someone to go up there and find out what happened. We found an old 

ritual, very old. Maybe three thousand years. Meant to absolve the Green Order of an 

unrighteous death.ò 

ñThe Green Order specifically?ò Heden doubted that. 
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ñThis is more than just a dead knight, Heden.ò 

ñBut 3,000 years? How can there be an order of knights older than the council of 

Aberdanon?ò 

ñI donôt understand it all.  The Bishop has an idea, heôll tell you about it.ò 

ñNot if I tell you to go fuck a pig, he wonôt.ò 

ñThere is that,ò Gwiddon conceded. 

Thinking of the wode, Heden found his heart was racing. He was having trouble 

breathing. Finally he spoke. 

ñNo.ò 

Gwiddon looked at his friend, sensing the turmoil Heden was holding back. He 

stayed silent for a moment, said ñOk,ò and leaned back in his chair. 

ñIôm not going back into that meat grinder.ò 

Gwiddon nodded and fingered his drink. ñI understand,ò he said. 

ñFind someone else,ò Heden said. 

ñWho would you recommend?ò Gwiddon asked, looking around the empty 

tavern. 

Heden seemed to shrink over the course of the conversation. He was hunched 

over now and looking down at the table. He wouldnôt make eye contact with his friend. 

He shook his head almost imperceptibly. Gwiddon turned away. 

They both sat there, Heden looking down at nothing. Gwiddon, relaxed, looking 

out the window.  Neither of them said anything. 

 ñWhy did you think I might say yes?ò Heden finally asked, risking a glance at his 

friend. 

Gwiddon leaned back. ñIôll tell you. The Bishop, ah, and I,ò he added as an aside, 

aware that what he thought was inconsequential, ñare afraid this Order is important. Out 

there in the forest handing down a tradition for 100 generations. Not much of that kind of 

discipline left in the world.ò 

Heden nodded. 

ñWe need someone who can manage a delicate situation. Someone we can trust to 

do the right thing, even when that means doing something awful.ò Gwiddon chose his 

words carefully. He knew his audience. 

ñYou were the natural solution.ò 

ñThe only solution,ò Heden said, a touch of bitterness. 

Gwiddon smiled and spread his hands. ñAs you say.ò 

Heden sat there looking at the holly. 

ñI donôt like knights,ò Heden said to himself. 
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ñI know,ò Gwiddon said, pursing his lips in a thin, affectionate smile. ñBut you 

donôt like them for all the right reasons.ò 

Heden grunted and twirled the holly around. After a momentôs silence, Gwiddon 

prodded. 

ñWhereôs the girl now?ò he asked quietly. 

ñWhat?ò Heden was sharp in response. 

ñThe girl from the jail,ò Gwiddon asked. ñI heard from the Captain.ò 

Heden was impressed that Domnall had told anyone. But Gwiddon was discreet. 

Heden didnôt answer. Gwiddon wasnôt really looking for an answer, he knew. He 

was just making a point. 

ñWhat if we gave you help?ò he asked, with sympathy. 

ñHelp?ò Heden asked, unsure how Gwiddon could help. 

ñWith the forest,ò his friend said. 

ñI don't need any help, dammit.ò Heden said, tossing the holly on the table and 

looking out the window. Gwiddon didnôt understand, and Heden didnôt feel obligated to 

explain. It wasnôt the forest, terrible as it was, that presented the problem, it was Heden. 

 ñWe could give you a coach. Make the journey easier for you.ò 

ñNothing would make the journey easy for me. Whereôs the Order now?ò 

ñThey've decamped at a Priory in the forest. Near a place called Durham Keep.ò 

ñNever heard of it.ò 

ñWell, the Order doesn't like to make its presence known in towns or cities. 

People react badly to seeing them.ò 

ñAnd why is that?ò 

ñTheyôre some kind of feral fanatics. You'll see when you meet them.ò 

Heden absorbed this. For reasons he didnôt understand and didnôt want to think 

about, the idea of facing Vanora again having turned down Gwiddon upset him. Maybe 

because Gwiddonôs request brought him to Vanora in the first place. Maybe because he 

didnôt want to seem a coward in front of her. Even if she ever knew heôd turned the 

Bishop down. 

ñWhat are you working on?ò Heden tried some small talk to distract himself. 

ñWhat am I working on?ò Gwiddon asked, surprised. 

ñComing here and telling me about a bunch of knights who live in the forest is a 

diversion for you.ò 

Gwiddon smiled and arched an eyebrow. ñThatôs true. 

ñWell, we just got word that Feoc was met with all manner of positive response, 

which is good, but when he tried to leave he found his ship had been impounded, 

searched for contraband, and he couldnôt get it released for 12 days.ò 
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ñ12 days? Who impounded it?ò 

Gwiddon shrugged. ñThe city watch. It doesnôt matter who did it.ò 

ñSo now youôre trying to figure out why a foreign government kidnapped your 

ambassador for 12 days.ò 

Gwiddon nodded. ñJust so.ò 

ñProbably checking to see if he had any other business in Capital. Take his ship, 

but donôt arrest him. Leaves him free to walk the city. They follow and see who he makes 

contact with. Those are your spies.ò 

Gwiddon raised an eyebrow. ñDonôt ever talk like that to the Bishop, he might 

dismiss me.ò 

ñNo he wouldnôt.ò 

A door closed at the top of the stairs behind him and Vanora walked delicately 

downstairs clad in a simple blue dress heôd left for her. 

ñHeden?ò she asked. 

Gwiddon looked at the teenage girl, then turned his head slowly to Heden, a huge, 

wide grin on his face. 

Heden looked at his friend and frowned. 

ñItôs time for you to leave,ò Heden said, getting up. 

ñI imagine it is!ò Gwiddon said, smiling riotously. He stood. 

As Heden escorted him the short distance to the door, Gwiddon turned back to the 

girl again, looked over Hedenôs shoulder. Realization dawned. 

ñWait a moment. Hedenéò 

Heden opened the door. ñOut,ò he said. Gwiddon now turned a serious face to his 

friend bordering on a scowl. 

ñOh Heden, please tell me youé.ò 

ñIôm not telling you anything, youôre leaving.ò 

ñOk,ò Gwiddon said, and he stepped out onto the porch. ñI hope you know what 

youôre doing.ò He looked at his friend for a moment. 

ñYouôre going to accept the assignment,ò Gwiddon predicted. 

Heden shrugged. 

ñIôll talk to the Bishop,ò he said. 

ñYou should see the abbot before you leave,ò Gwiddon offered, extending his 

hand. 

Heden took his friendôs hand. ñI'll see the abbot when I get back. I'll see the dwarf 

before I leave.ò 
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Chapter Seven 

Vanora wandered around the ground floor of the Hammer & Tongs. The floor had 

been varnished several times in the last three years and never walked on, so her feet stuck 

to the floor a little when she walked, making little sucking noises when she lifted them. 

Heden didnôt make eye contact with her. He closed the door, went back to the 

table, picked up the glasses from Gwiddonôs visit, and walked behind the bar. The heavy 

sound of his boots seemed very loud to him. 

One wall of the T-shaped common room was covered by bookshelves Heden had 

installed himself, holding several hundred books collecting dust. Vanora stared at them, 

sometimes reaching out to touch one. 

Heden went into the kitchen and a few moments later emerged with a large plate, 

a hunk of mutton, some vegetables and some fruit. He put the plate on the bar and began 

slicing the mutton. 

ñYou read all these books?ò Vanora asked. 

Heden did not reply. He continued preparing his lunch. Vanora gave no indication 

that she expected a reply.  

ñWhereôd you learn to read?ò Vanora asked, her voice light, curious. 

Heden took a deep breath. ñMy father was friends with the abbot the next town 

over. When I was thirteen, he sent me to an abbey as my apprenticeship.ò 

Heden threw some of the fruit and vegetables on a plate with the mutton, poured 

himself a beer, and carried the whole thing to a table and sat down. He waited a moment 

to see if Vanora would probe. 

ñDid itéò she began, and then tried a different strategy. ñDid you mind leaving 

home?ò  

Heden thought about it. ñI donôt think so. Both my brothers had gone away at the 

same age, my sisters were both married off at 14. I knew the abbot and liked him. No, I 

didnôt mind. I missed my parents but I got over that.ò 

Heden waited to see if she was going to ask anything else, and then continued.  

ñThe abbot was very learned; heôd studied at the university here. He taught me 

everything he knew. Well,ò Heden corrected himself as he grabbed an apple and prepared 

to bite. ñNot everything.ò He took a large bite of the apple and finished chewing before 

he spoke again. ñNot most things, now that I think about it. But he taught me to read and 

write, spoke the teachings of Cavall to me. Set me on the path to being a priest.ò At the 

time, it seemed like everything he knew. 
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Vanora gave every appearance of not listening. She didnôt look at Heden. With 

some effort, she pulled one of the larger books out and opened it. She had to cradle it in 

both of her arms. She frowned at the text. 

ñThatôs a good book,ò Heden said, and Vanora glanced at him. She couldnôt tell 

heôd been watching her. ñItôs about a girl who finds out sheôs the daughter of a god. Itôs 

got a lot of pictures. Inlaid with real gold on the page.ò At this, Vanora appeared to 

express interest, trying to hold the book and leaf through the pages at the same time. Her 

brown hair fell over her face. She seemed thin to Heden and he got the impression as he 

often did with women from the Rose that she needed to eat more. 

ñIôll teach you to read it,ò Heden said, matter-of-factly. Not an offer, a decision. 

Vanora stopped struggling with the book, and just stared at the letters, absorbing 

what Heden had said. She shrugged and put the book back on the shelf. 

Seeming very much at home in this strange inn, she crossed the floor, pulled a 

chair out, and sat across from Heden. She watched him eat. She raised an eyebrow at 

what he was eating and the way he ate, but he didnôt seem to notice. 

He seemed entirely unselfconscious. As if having a barefoot teenaged whore 

walking around his inn was normal for him. Something about that bothered her.  

ñWe get priests at the Rose,ò she said, crossing her arms. It was cold in the large 

common room. ñTheyôre just like everyone else. Good priests, bad priests. They can be a 

lot of fun. Some of them act bothered....ò she stopped. She wouldnôt look at Heden. She 

wasnôt sure what was going on, but she didnôt want to talk about the jail. 

ñSo what do you want with me?ò  

Heden shrugged while he ate. He hadnôt thought that far ahead. ñUp to you,ò he 

said. ñI helped you back at the jail; maybe Iôm just trying to see it through. Make sure 

you end up where you want to be.ò  

She grunted, skeptical.  

ñYouôre not bothered by what I do?ò she asked, studying him for any reaction or 

belief or attitude. ñYou didnôt come to the jail becauseéò she left the question hanging. 

Heden sighed and stabbed a slice of mutton with his fork. He didnôt like talking 

and he was about to do a lot of it. 

ñA year ago,ò he said, not looking at her, ñthe church asked me to go to the jail 

because there was a boy there whoôd been sentenced to be drowned. The church said the 

boy was possessed by a demon too powerful to cast out. No one at the church could cure 

him. No prayer worked. Drowning is the traditional fate for the possessed.ò 

Heden ate some mutton and talked while he ate, his voice casual like he was 

describing the act of buying new clothes. 
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ñHe was like you,ò he said, giving her the merest glance. She was dwarfed by the 

high backed chair. ñHe had fits and couldnôt control his body. Heôd spit and soil himself 

and his whole mouth would be torn up, bloody. Heôd bitten half his tongue off when he 

was younger. Heôd be fine for days and then have a fit. Lasted hours.ò 

Without looking at the young girl, Heden was aware he had her full attention. 

ñEveryone around him,ò he took another bite and chewed, ñthought he was 

possessed and so when the Church agreed and sentenced him to death, everyone 

wasérelieved. Even his parents, you understand.ò He chewed and swallowed and looked 

at her to gauge her reaction. 

Vanora was wide-eyed, fixated on Heden. She was holding her breath. She was 

mesmerized. 

ñThey sent me thereéò Heden paused remembering the meeting with the Bishop. 

ñThey sent me there because the Church, having declared him possessed, was obligated 

to make sure the boy was killed. But drowning is a terrible way to die.ò Heden shook his 

head, remembering something. ñThere are good ways to die, believe me. Drowning isnôt 

one of them.ò 

Heden stopped eating, drank some beer, and then sat back and looked behind 

Vanora at the books in his library. 

ñThe Bishop called for me and explained the situation. He didnôt ask me to do 

anything, he justéexplained the situation. Heôd seen men drowned before, for this same 

reason, and he talked about how awful it was. He didnôt need to tell me. 

ñSo thatôs how it works. I donôt think I said anything. I knew what the Bishop 

wanted. From the Churchôs point of view the boy had to die, but the Bishop didnôt want 

him to suffer.ò 

ñWhereôs the boy now?ò Vanora asked, her voice quiet, timid. 

Heden looked at her, hard, unflinching, with no expression and said. ñVanora, 

heôs dead. I killed him.ò 

The breath exploded out of her and she put her hands to her mouth. She could not 

bring herself to look away from Hedenôs impassive face. Heden looked away for her and 

continued. He looked out the window, mimicking Gwiddon. 

ñHe was terrified when I got there. Babbling. He wasnôt having a fit, he was 

justépissing himself out of desperate fear that he was about to die and there wasnôt 

anything he could do about it and no one would listen to him and everyone and 

everything he knew, his parents and the church, all approved. It was a kind of waking 

nightmare for him.ò The words tumbled out. Heden had never told this story to anyone. 

ñI was with him for an hour. I talked to him, I calmed him down. I told him 

everything was going to be ok. I told him that his parents loved him; that they wouldnôt 
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let anything bad happen to him. He sobbed, relieved. That was all he wanted to hear, I 

think. 

ñI let him think everything was going to be fine and he collapsed, asleep, 

exhausted. Then I said a certain prayer and that was it. He was gone. Even iféI told 

myself that even if the Church hadnôt beenéò he waved a hand vaguely, ñthe Church, 

even if theyôd let him live, his life would have been short and full of pain and I was doing 

him a mercy. Maybe the Bishop thought the same thing.ò 

Neither of them said anything. Vanora faceôs was a conflict of fear of Heden and 

compassion for him. After a few moments had passed, Heden took a deep breath and 

continued. 

ñTwo months later,ò Heden said, rubbing his hand over the stubble of beard on his 

face, ñI was falling asleep and thinking about what happened. I was thinking about the 

boy, about his fits. I knew he wasnôt possessed. I think the Bishop did too. Thatôs not 

how possession works.ò He looked at Vanora and said, without expression, ñthatôs not 

how demons work. I relived the whole thing in my mind, over and over. What the Bishop 

had said, what I had done. I felt very sad for the boy, butéwhat was there to do? 

ñThen I remembered something a friend of mine said. He was smart, smarter than 

me. He and I and some others were looking over the body of a friend of ours whoôd killed 

himself. He said something then that I didnôt understand. But I never forgot it. He said, óI 

wonder what kind of catastrophic failure the mind is experiencing, to view self-

destruction as the only solution.ô 

ñI didnôt understand him. I thought it was in poor taste, but that moment came to 

me as I was falling asleep. His point of view. Which I thought Iôd never get. I got up and 

came down here and went to the bookcase,ò he said nodding at the books Vanora had 

been examining earlier, ñand I pulled out a book he gave me.ò 

ñHe was a physician. A kind of godless priest,ò Heden smiled at this phrase, and 

the memory of his friend. ñHis people are the best physicians in the world. I read through 

the book, took me weeks. But I found a description of what was happening to the boy. All 

the same things. Like theyôd been there when that boy had a fit and just wrote everything 

he did down.ò For a moment, Heden was lost again, remembering his own wonder at how 

the words from a people 1,500 miles away could so accurately describe a boy theyôd 

never met. He knew the gods had guided him to that moment. ñAnyway, there was a cure 

right there in the book. Some plants, herbs. Instructions on how to prepare them. Thereôs 

a little magic involved, not much. 

ñThe next day, I went about collecting the plants. I donôt know why. Iôd never 

encountered anyone like that boy before, no reason to think I would again. Some of the 
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herbs were hard to come by. Anyway I cooked it up, followed the instructions, and then 

put it away. Packed it in honey to preserve it. Untiléyesterday.ò 

ñYesterday,ò Vanora said, it wasnôt a question.  

ñYesterday,ò Heden repeated. ñWhen I was sent to do to you what I did to him, 

and for the same reason.ò Vanora stared at him. Sheôd realized what his story meant, her 

role in it. But him saying it so plainly made it real. Horrible, but at the same timeétook 

some power it had over her away.  

ñYou didnôt,ò she said. ñYou didnôt know what Iéò 

Heden picked up his drink. ñI wasnôt going to kill another boy. Or girl,ò he added. 

ñBishop be damned.ò He took a drink. 

ñAnyway thatôs it. Long story. It worked, by the way,ò he said, putting the drink 

down. He smiled at her. Vanora smiled a little for the first time. A quirky smile, older and 

younger than fifteen. ñPraise the Hazarite,ò he said. She smiled some more, even though 

she didnôt know what Heden meant. 

ñWhat was your friendôs name?ò she asked. 

ñKhalil,ò he said. She nodded. 

ñI should go,ò Vanora said, and seemed apprehensive. ñMiss Elowen will be 

upset.ò 

Heden shrugged.  

Vanora looked at him, waiting for him to say something.  

ñI donôt think she expected to ever see you again. I doubt she knows youôre 

alive.ò 

Vanora looked away and even though Heden wasnôt looking at her, he knew she 

was trying to avoid crying. Heden was a little proud of himself that being honest with her 

had worked. He made a mental note to tell the abbot about this. 

ñYou can stay here if you want. You can go. Itôs up to you.ò 

Still not facing him, she snorted once, and nodded. ñWhat would I do here?ò she 

asked. Direct. Heden liked that.  

ñI donôt know,ò Heden admitted. ñIôll think about it. Youôll have some say in the 

matter in any case and if you donôt like it, thereôs always Miss Elowen.ò 

ñWill Iéò Vanora began. 

ñI donôt think so,ò Heden said. ñI think youôre cured. I think itôs permanent. But if 

itôs not, I can show you how to brew the stuff yourself. Miss Elowen would be happy to 

take you back knowing youôre well again.ò 

ñYou said there was some magic,ò Vanora said, ignoring his comment about her 

Madam. ñYou said: óthereôs a little magic involved, not much.ôò She quoted him exactly. 
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Heden finished his drink, put the glass down, and got up. ñThatôs true. Priestly 

magic. A prayer. Whatever else you decide to do, I donôt think the clergy is in your 

future. You may have to depend on me for it.ò 

She couldnôt tell if he thought that was a good thing or a bad thing. Heden cleared 

the table off, disappeared behind a door Vanora presumed went into the kitchen, and 

returned a few moments later. He didnôt say goodbye, he just walked toward the door, 

adjusting the fit of his clothes, opened the door and then stood there and looked back.  

ñI have to go talk toémy boss,ò he said, for some reason wanting to avoid 

mentioning the Bishop after his story. ñTry to keep out of the catôs way. Balli earns her 

keep and at the moment you do not.ò 

Vanora couldnôt tell if he was joking. She just looked at him as he left her alone in 

the empty tavern. 
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Chapter Eight 

ñKnights must die all the time.ò 

It was a small room and the Bishopôs writing desk took up most of it. The ornate 

wood paneling on the walls had at some point been covered over with expensive 

tapestries. They absorbed sound and Heden felt like he was packed in cotton every time 

he came in here. It was dark, lit with the steady golden light of 4 candles in sconces on 

the walls. Heden was dressed in his ill-fitting plain wool, but the bishop was wearing 

nearly his full regalia. All in blue and silver and black, the ceremonial colors of the 

largest church of Cavall. 

ñAre you sure youé,ò the bishop indicated an untouched tray of biscuits. 

Heden raised a hand. ñPlease, your Grace, no. Iôve been eating or drinking or 

watching people eat or drink all day. 

The bishop smiled. His thin, angular face was, to Hedenôs way of thinking, the 

iconic bishopôs face. The bishop of the church of Adun was, of course, a big man, 

healthy, strong. Bishop Conmonoc was tall, thin, gaunt with a hawkish face. His rheumy 

eyes betrayed his age. Conmonoc had ascended to the hierarchôs position when Heden 

was a boy and though he remembered his father talking about the previous bishop, and he 

knew there would be one after, Conmonoc would always be ótheô bishop to Heden. The 

archetype. Heden found it difficult to judge the man as a result. 

ñGwiddon didnôt think youôd come,ò the Bishop said, his lips curling at one 

corner . 

ñHeôs known me a long time,ò Heden said. Giving a non-answer to a non-

question. 

ñBut youôre here,ò the Bishop said. Heden wondered if he was going to 

congratulate himself on being right. ñIôve asked Gwiddon for your serviceéperhaps 

three times in the last year and in each instance you refused.ò 

Heden squirmed a little in his chair. 

ñI wouldnôt say that.ò 

The Bishop made a discreet flourish with one hand, encouraging Heden to 

elaborate. 

ñI just didnôt think Iôd be any use to you.ò 

ñThat may be,ò Bishop Conmonoc conceded. ñBut donôt you think thatôs for me 

to decide?ò 

ñIf you believed that,ò Heden said, looking straight at him, ñyou wouldnôt have let 

me say no.ò 
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The Bishop seemed to find that answer amusing. ñWe both know thatôs not true. 

What made you change your mind?ò 

Heden shrugged. He hadnôt thought about it. He said the first thing that came into 

his mind. ñI didnôt want to disappointéò he wasnôt sure how that sentence was going to 

end and for some reason didnôt want to follow the thought.  ñAnyone,ò he said.  

The Bishop studied him for a moment. Heden was obviously not talking about 

disappointing the Bishop, or Cavall.  

 He picked up one of the sweet biscuits off the silver tray and took a bite no larger 

than a birdôs, careful to cup his other hand under it to catch any crumbs. After heôd eaten 

three tiny bites, he threw the rest away, picking a damp cloth out of a small brass bowl to 

clean his fingers. Heden watched this without comment. 

ñAs you say, knights die all the time,ò the bishop flashed a brief, humorless smile, 

tossing the cloth back into the bowl. ñThe question is how the knight died, you see. 

Normally a dead knight is replaced by a squire trained up for the purpose but if the death 

is unrighteous, well then. The orderôs patron reduces the size of the order by one. Itôs a 

form of judgment. The order shrinks for every such death. Until the unrighteous death is 

atoned for.ò 

ñThe murderer punished,ò Heden concluded. 

The bishop raised a single finger of his right hand. 

ñItôs unclear that there is a murder. The order is so remote, we have no real idea 

what goes on up there. The idea that they could operate up there for centuries without 

anything like this happening means this is an extraordinary circumstance. Or they are 

extraordinary knights.ò 

ñSo murder or some kind of suicide.ò 

ñYou grasp these things so well,ò the bishop said with a sigh. He knew Heden 

didnôt like it when he congratulated him on his insight, but he could never figure out why.  

ñSo I figure out how he died andédo something about it.ò 

ñYou understand that if itôs a suicide or a sacrifice in an unjust cause, justice may 

be very hard to attain. The whole order may bear some burden.ò 

ñYeah,ò Heden said, turning away to look at one of the tapestries. ñI understand 

that.ò 

ñMy apologies,ò the Bishop said. ñI donôt mean to sound patronizing.ò He wanted 

Heden to like him, and he suspected he didnôt. But like so much about this man, he didnôt 

know why. 

ñI know,ò Heden said. ñYou canôt help it.ò 

The Bishop flashed a smile again, vaguely aware heôd been insulted, but unsure 

how to respond. An awkward silence settled between them. 
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Heden felt bad for his early jibe, and filled the silence. 

 ñWhoôs their patron?ò  

ñHalcyon,ò the bishop said, raising an eyebrow. 

Heden searched his memory and sunk back in the plush red chair. ñIôm not 

familiar with the name, your Grace.ò 

ñThereôs no reason you should be. Sheôs one of a handful of Saints who predate 

the Age of Saints. In her case, by almost a thousand years.ò  

Heden nodded. 

ñThatôs how she has knights older than the Council.ò 

The bishop nodded once. 

ñThere were some brotherhoods, fraternal traditions in existence when the Pactum 

was signed,ò he explained. They were granted charters and made knights. The Green 

appears to be one of only a handful of orders to have survived since then.ò  

ñWhat should I expect,ò Heden asked.  

The bishop spread his hands. ñWe dug up some books about them, not very 

helpful. They live in the forest, they fight all manner of creature, specializing in the kind 

of thing you used to do when you were younger,ò he smiled in what he must have thought 

was a sign of camaraderie. ñThey are, ah, very good at what they do. Itôs the 

environment, you see. Only the strong survive up there. 

ñWe know precious little else. Weôre trying to find someone in the city whoôs 

come down from up there and can tell us more. They report to the local Barons, they have 

a priory. Apart from that, whateverôs happened must beéunusual. Deeply wrong, 

morally or perhaps spiritually. Otherwise weôd never have learned of it.ò 

ñYou could send the White Hart,ò Heden said. 

ñI could,ò the Bishop agreed. ñEspecially if I wanted the Green Order hunted 

down and destroyed. The Hart are not that kind of tool, as well you know.ò  

ñWhat are your wishes?ò Heden asked. 

ñOnly that you do what you think is right. Youôre going to have to, ah, make a 

judgment on the spot, as it were.ò 

Heden shook his head, frustrated. 

ñHeden, if I could talk to Halcyon, I could tell you more. Cavall has yet to reveal 

to me more than a sense that the Order protects the people on the border of the forest, 

from the forest. From all the things within the forest. And that they are critical to our 

safety.ò 

ñThat covers a lot,ò Heden said. 

ñYou seem skeptical.ò 
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Heden wouldnôt look at the Bishop. ñWe went in through the border with Ȗndrim 

both times, not Corwell. I donôt think Ȗndrim had any knights protecting their border. 

And the Wode iséitôs massive. I donôt think people have any real understanding of how 

big it is. And the things that live there, a lot of them were made by the Celestials, 

remember them. Carry their power. The place is a nightmare. Yeah, Iôm skeptical. What 

could 9 knights do?ò  

ñOne of the reasons Gwiddon recommended you. I donôt think either of us know 

anyone whoôs ever been inside the Wode. Of course, if my instincts are correct, you 

would have been the only choice in any event.ò The bishop looked bemused. 

ñBecause your instincts tell youé.ò 

ñThat resolving this problem is going to require a great deal of personal judgment 

on your part. I believe that when this is done youôll have had to do éthings you may 

never be able to never reveal to me.  

ñI believe the Order must survive, Heden. Theyôve been guarding the people of 

our country from the Iron Forest for three thousand years. Theyôre older than almost our 

entire civilization. But everything ends. The Order must end someday. I had never heard 

of them before a week ago, but I donôt want them to fail their mission, ahéon my watch, 

as the Castellan would say.ò 

Heden thought, and said nothing. 

ñYouôll learn more when you get to the Keep. The people there, they live with the 

threat of the Iron Forest. They know the Order. They know more about the Order than 

they do the church or the king. Youôll be able to speak on my behalf though obviously, 

not on my authority.ò 

Heden didnôt seem impressed by this. 

ñYou should expect the townspeople to be resentful of your arrival,ò the bishop 

said after a moment. 

Heden nodded. ñAn interloper.ò 

ñThe Order wonôt be happy to see you either. I doubt they even know who the 

current bishop is, or that their order falls under my influence. Cavall probably doesnôt 

feature in their liturgy. I imagine theyôre focused exclusively around Halcyon. Weôve 

seen this before. Saints worshipped as gods.ò 

ñThey sound like a bunch of druids.ò 

ñI came to the same conclusion,ò the bishop said smiling. ñBut Halcyonôs teaches 

a kind of militant naturalism, soéCavall. 

ñWeôll give you the ritual. Once youôve meted out justice to those who have 

transgressed, then the dead knight can be replaced and you can come home.ò 

Heden looked concerned. The bishop looked at him sympathetically.  
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ñI canôt obligate you to go. Not anymore,ò he smiled again. 

Heden took out the holly at looked at it. Eight pale green berries, never ripening, 

and one milky white berry. 

ñWhat if the ritual canôt be performed?ò Heden asked. Implying that there might 

be no absolution for the unrighteous death. 

The bishop tilted his head to one side. ñThen the order shrinks to eight members. 

If thatôs what you decide,ò he said, emphasizing óyou.ô 

Heden took a deep breath and held the holly up to the bright candlelight in the 

bishopôs office. He twirled the branch. He let his breath out slowly and when he was 

done, he put the holly back in his vest. 

He got up and offered his hand to the Bishop. The two men shook hands. A 

special ceremony only Heden could observe. Saying nothing, Heden walked toward a 

bookcase behind and to the left of the bishopôs desk, pulled on an otherwise nondescript 

book, and the bookcase swung away revealing a lit passageway beyond. The same way 

heôd come in. 

Heden exited. As soon as the false bookcase swung closed with a óclick,ô the main 

door to the room opened and Gwiddon walked in. He flowed into position before the 

Bishop, bowed, pulled his cloak into his right arm with a flourish and sat in the same 

chair Heden recently occupied. 

He braced his hands together and smiled widely at the bishop. 

ñI was right,ò the Bishop said with some satisfaction as he wiped his hands with a 

damp white cloth. 

Gwiddon bowed his head. 

ñYour instincts were correct,ò Gwiddon betrayed a little amusement and chose his 

words carefully. 

The Bishop threw the damp cloth at the younger man and scowled without malice. 

Gwiddon snatched it out of the air. 

ñI was lucky,ò the Bishop said. ñI see that now. Somethingôs different. I almost 

didnôt notice it, but our friend has changed somewhat.ò 

ñHeôs certainly changed,ò Gwiddon said, remembering the girl back at Hedenôs 

inn. 

ñHeôs so humorless and dour.ò 

ñHeôs got a sense of humor. Or at least he did.ò  

ñAh?ò the Bishop prompted. 

Gwiddon crossed and uncrossed his legs, delaying. He didnôt want to say what he 

was about to say. 
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ñI mentioned this last time. After Ȗndrimé.ò Gwiddon left it. ñYou know their 

knight killed himself. Heden at the inn itôséitôs the same thing. I donôt know why he said 

yes, Iôm not sure he knows. And then into the Wode of all things. I have no idea what it 

will do to him. I was surprised he accepted.ò 

ñPerhaps his own way of ending it. Going into the Wode to die.ò 

ñHah,ò Gwiddon said. ñNo, your Grace. Heden would never do that. Heôs too....ò 

he was at a loss to explain. ñHeôd consider that dramatic,ò Gwiddon said, putting special 

emphasis on the last word. ñSelf-important. Heôs too stubborn for that, your Grace.ò  

The bishop nodded his understanding. Gwiddon leaned forward and took a biscuit 

from the Bishopôs silver plate. A bee had ridden in on the back of his cloak and now took 

the opportunity to buzz into flight and land on the colorful biscuit. He brushed it off, 

annoyed. 

ñShould I be afraid for our friend,ò the bishop asked, frowning. The bee flew 

away. 

ñAfraid? For Heden?ò Gwiddon shook his head. ñI know of no one in Celkirk less 

deserving of concern. Rather, be afraid for the Order.ò 

ñHeôll be far from the city,ò the bishop observed. ñAnd he doesnôt know what the 

Green Order can do.ò 

ñWell, as to that,ò Gwiddon tilted his head in deference. ñNone of us do. A week 

ago weôd never heard of them.ò 

ñMmm,ò the bishop said, turning to look at the bookshelf Heden had disappeared 

behind. 
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Chapter Nine 

Heden arrived at the large metalworking smithy shortly after noon already weary 

from a long day getting longer. Though it was grey and overcast, it was hot and humid 

and he wasnôt dressed for it. He was wearing a mail shirt under his jerkin. When he 

realized it was the mail that was causing him discomfort, he was surprised to learn heôd 

put it on. He couldnôt remember doing so. Obviously, he thought, a part of him decided it 

was appropriate for some reason. 

The smithy was known as the Sun and Anvil because the signs over the two 

entrances, each opening out to a different street, had a stylized dawning sun rising over 

an anvil. The name had originally been Dawnforge, but very few people knew that. 

Unlike the vastly more advanced city of Capital, where shops and streets were named and 

the names printed on signs, shops in Vasloria used symbols to communicate what kinds 

of services you could find inside. It was only by intuition and common consensus that 

places acquired names. Having been to the distant city of Capital, Heden was surprised 

signs without words worked so well. 

The dawning sun was one of a handful of symbols, the moon and stars being other 

common examples, which meant magic could be found within, for a price. Heden 

couldnôt remember when he learned this, but he was certain the majority of people who 

came and went didnôt know it. There was no reason they should.  

The Sun & Anvil was more than a blacksmith shop; it handled metalworking of 

all types and employed over two dozen workmen, including specialists in fine metalwork 

and jewelry. 

As soon as he was standing outside the wide stone archway, he felt the powerful 

heat radiating out from the shop. The throng of people on the street gave the place a wide 

berth to avoid the thick heat in the already humid day. 

Heden stepped inside. It was busy. In the center of the large, warehouse-sized 

building was the main forge where metals were fired. It was built into a column of stone 

that went from floor to ceiling. The octagonal shaped buildingôs ceiling also tilted upward 

at the center, turning the whole building into a flue. 

There were customers from across the strata of the city talking with workmen. 

Almost all men, but Heden could see a handful of polder as well, their short, diminutive 

frames looking a bit like children, but the way they held themselves and moved was 

subtly alien to the human experience. 

There was nothing subtle about the 2 massive warbred urq who worked in the 

place. The wizards who created them decades ago bred no special love for craftsmanship 

into them, but they were strong and, cast adrift from the war they were made for, 
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searched for jobs that brought honor and kept them away from the public. Living among 

men went without saying; there was no question of them making a life among the urq. 

The forge was loud, the ring of hammers was loud, everyone in the place had to 

shout to be heard. Heden stood just inside the doorway. 

There was a knot of people standing off to his right. Heden looked at them. It 

looked like two patrons and three craftsmen discussing a project. They were all smiling 

as they talked. It was generally a good place to work and do business. 

One of them caught Hedenôs eye and stopped smiling. The rest saw the manôs 

reaction and turned to look at Heden. The patronsô faces were blank. The craftsmen all 

suddenly went grim. 

The man craned his neck, looking farther into the shop at something Heden 

couldnôt see. Something obscured by the forge. He called out to someone, and then 

turned to Heden and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. 

Heden nodded and made his way through the shop. As he passed by the 

craftsmen, they said nothing, just watched him. 

As he rounded the forge, he found what he was looking for. 

There were anvils of all sizes and function in the shop, but this was by far the 

largest. It was sunk into the ground in a neat bit of engineering that betrayed the influence 

of its creator, currently using the anvil to hammer on what looked to Heden like a long 

metal pike.  

The dwarf, owner of the Sun and Anvil, looked up from his work. His squat, 

square face illuminated by the fierce orange glow of the heated metal, and stared at 

Heden. He wasnôt the only one in the city, but for a small group of people of a certain 

generation that included Heden and Gwiddon and many of the people who now ran the 

city, he was The Dwarf. Just as there were many elvish wodes, but only the Iron Forest 

was The Wode. 

He was roughly four feet tall and though short, seemed massive. Heden knew he 

weighed a quarter ton, though he didnôt look it. But there was something Heden could 

only describe as ódensity,ô a word he learned long ago. It seemed to Heden as though the 

world around the dwarf bent and bowed in an attempt to make itself smaller. 

His dusky brown skin appeared to be flesh. Heden knew this not to be the case. 

He was one of the stone dwarfs. Known to academics as the Granite Elementals. Any 

town that had one counted itself lucky. They were master craftsmen in every material, 

and stone was their preferred medium. His skin was a strange combination of flesh and 

rock. It was supple, it moved and flexed like skin, but a normal sword would spark off it, 

deflected as though bouncing off armor. 
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The dwarf stared at Heden for a moment, threw his hammer to the ground in 

disgust. A watching assistant scurried up to the anvil, used a pair of locking tongs to 

grasp the heated metal pike, and took it to another, smaller anvil to be finished. 

Heden stepped forward and looked down at the dwarf. Many people throughout 

the shop were watching. The dwarfôs body was hairless. He wore a leather apron and 

leather pants. His broad face bore a thick scowl and his small eyes fired red. They gave a 

baleful look, but his eyes always did that. The dwarf radiated back the heat heôd absorbed 

from the forge. 

ñI need one of the swords,ò Heden said. 

The dwarf just sneered at him, and waited. Heden realized why. 

ñIt doesnôt matter which one. You choose.ò 

The dwarf spat on the ground and turned his back on Heden. He selected a long 

metal rod from amongst the scrap on the floor, picked it up and inserted it into a small 

metal collar set into the bottom of the anvil. He pushed it in, then pulled on it with one 

strong arm. 

With a burst of steam, the Anvil slowly rose out of the ground and slid aside, 

revealing a large hole in the dirt floor. It was well-lit and walled, and there were steep 

stairs going down. The dwarf trudged down them soundlessly. Everyone in the building 

was watching.any had their mouths open. 

Heden had served the gods for as long as he could remember and one thing heôd 

learned; they influenced the world in direct and indirect ways. There were several 

traditions in his culture that deliberately subtracted conscious will from a decision, in 

order to grant gods or saints the opportunity to step in and influence things. Heden had no 

way of knowing what the dwarf would choose. Let fate decide. 

Heden had met people who laughed at such things, and for them, probably the 

saints had no interest in influencing their lives. Heden was not so lucky.  

The dwarf emerged with a long thin object wrapped in plain, dirty cloth. He held 

it out abruptly, unceremoniously. Heden took it from him carefully. 

He unwrapped the handle revealing the hilt, pommel, and guard of a sword. It was 

beautiful but full of angles, as though it were built out of complex, geometric shapes. A 

contrast to the flamboyantly crafted sword guards that were the fashion, such as Gwiddon 

carried. That looked like flowing pen-strokes carved from gold. 

There was a black gemstone in the pommel. Only a little of the blade was 

showing, but it was a dull purple-grey metal. Unlike any in the city. The metal threw off a 

light few humans had seen. It was a kind of glowing violet and it cast Hedenôs features 

into sharp relief.   

ñStarkiller,ò Heden said, regarding the weapon wryly. ñFigures.ò 
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The dwarf said nothing. He turned his back to Heden and pushed up on the metal 

rod. He removed it, and threw it aside with a loud clang as the anvil slid back into place, 

and an assistant brought forth another item for the masterôs attention.  

Heden stared at the dwarfôs back for a little while as the whole forge scurried 

back to work. He didnôt say anything. He looked at the ground for a moment. Then he 

wrapped up the sword, tucked the whole package under his arm, turned, and left. 
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Chapter Ten 

Heden came back to the Hammer and Tongs to find the heavy oak doors standing 

open. Heôd left the doors unlocked and was happy to see that whoeverôd come to confront 

him about whatever hadnôt broken in and cost him a crown for the repair.  

He didnôt hesitate. He didnôt bother unwrapping the sword. He stepped up onto 

the boards of his inn, and walked through the doors. 

Inside, taking a moment for his eyes to adjust, Heden saw a thick, heavily 

muscled man standing by the bar on his right, and the cat Ballisantirax, sitting on the 

bottom step of the stairs to the rooms above. Balli was licking a paw, and then washing 

herself. 

The manôs face was scratched and bleeding. He was someoneôs muscle, Heden 

had an idea whose, and he probably didnôt feel much pain. It looked like his nose and 

cheekbones had been professionally broken a few times, so he probably couldnôt feel the 

razor-thin cuts. Blood streamed down his cheeks and onto his neck and shirt. It looked 

bad but it was just a cat scratch. 

Heden took note of where the cat was sitting, and felt, though he could not see, 

someone watching from the top of the stairs. 

The man turned as soon as he heard Hedenôs boots, and bellowed; ñIs that your 

fucking cat?ò 

Heden smiled and looked at Balli. Ballisantirax went into what Heden thought of 

as her ñcat statueò pose, sitting on her hind quarters, paws placed together in front of her. 

Her eyes were squinted half-closed, prideful and happy. 

ñIôm gonna kill that fucking cat!ò 

Heden looked from the cat to the muscle and said, ñNo youôre not.ò 

ñYou get up there,ò the man tried ordering Heden, ñand get me that fucking trull.ò 

Balli, assured that her Master had things well in hand, turned and trotted up the 

steps. 

ñWhatôs your name?ò Heden wondered, looking askance at the big man. Trying to 

place him. 

ñMy name donôt matter, get the girl,ò he said. 

ñYou work for Miss Elowen,ò Heden said. He leaned the wrapped sword against a 

chair. 

ñThatôs right,ò the man said, on firmer ground, the cat apparently forgotten. ñAnd 

she says óMorden, you go find that bitch and bring her back here.ô And here I am,ò he 

said proudly. ñFound you myself.ò  

ñSure you donôt want to tell me your name?ò Heden asked, raising an eyebrow. 
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ñFuck you!ò Morden said. Heden was quite a bit shorter and smaller than the big 

man. Morden sensed something was wrong. Small men didnôt usually give him any lip. 

Heden shrugged. ñVanora?ò he called out. ñThereôs a man here wants you to go 

with him. Youôre free to go, if you like.ò 

ñIt ainôt up to her!ò Morden said, angry and getting confused. This was not how 

things were supposed to go. 

Heden stared at him and waited in the silence for a moment. When no response 

was forthcoming, he said, ñI donôt think she wants to go with you.ò 

ñSheôs a fucking whore,ò the tough said deliberately. ñIt donôt matter what she 

wants. She belongs to Miss Elowen.ò 

As he spoke, he walked toward Heden until he was standing within an armôs 

length.  

ñI hate to say this, but I donôt think youôll last long at the Petal,ò Heden said. 

ñWhat?ò Morden asked, confused. 

ñI mean if Bann finds out you came over here and tried to act tough with me, heôll 

say óIôm going to have to fire that pigfucker because heôs too stupid to be muscle even at 

a brothel.ôò 

ñFuck you!ò Morden said again, and swung a thick fist at Heden. A great 

roundhouse swing with his right. 

Heden easily and efficiently ducked out of the way, put his foot out, and pulled on 

Mordenôs right shoulder, half-tripping, half-throwing the heavy man into the table on 

which he and Gwiddon had drinks earlier. 

There was a crash and a grunt. Morden was making a lot of noise. 

ñDid you come up with this idea?ò Heden asked, looking at the man sprawled on 

his floor surrounded by the remains of the table. ñTake the initiative? Or did you talk to 

Bann first?ò  

Morden turned over. He was trying to figure out what had happened. He looked 

up at Heden, a little stunned. 

ñYou took the initiative, didnôt you?ò 

Morden pulled out a dagger. Heden sighed.  

ñReally?ò he asked. 

Morden lumbered to his feet and came at Heden in a kind of crouch.  

Heden quickly lashed out with his right palm, turning his whole body and driving 

the heel of his palm into Mordenôs face as the man ran at him. There was a loud crunch 

and Morden dropped the dagger. But Mordenôs body kept coming, smashing into Heden. 
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Heden stumbled back against the bar, but Morden had collapsed on the ground. 

He was on his hands and knees, blood and spit pooling on the floor. There was a huur, 

huur sound as he tried to breathe. 

Heden straightened up. ñAlright,ò he said. Huur, huur. 

ñYou broke my fucking nose!ò Morden yelled. Huur. 

ñItôs ok,ò Heden reassured him. Huur. He waited. He went behind the bar and got 

a small glass and some port. 

ñCome on,ò Heden said helping Morden to his feet. Morden shook off Hedenôs 

arm and stood, swaying a little. ñHere, drink this,ò Heden said. 

Morden took the small glass and drank the rich port. It wouldnôt do much except 

taste good and get Mordenôs mind off the pain. 

ñNow,ò Heden said, slowly. ñYouôre going to go back to Miss Elowen and tell her 

you couldnôt get the girl. Tell her I was, ah, you know, waiting for you. Ready. Whatever. 

Doesnôt matter. But you didnôt get her,ò he spoke like he was explaining something to a 

child, ñand I beat the shit out of you.ò 

ñSheôs going to fucking kill me!ò 

ñNooo,ò Heden said. ñShe didnôt know it was me. You tell her the girl is at the 

Hammer and Tongs, and sheôll know itôs me. Probably feel bad she sent you. She wonôt 

kil l you. I promise.ò 

ñWhat?ò Morden said. It was getting hard to understand him as his face swelled 

up. When he talked, Heden could see his white teeth stained red. 

ñTell her I promised she wouldnôt kill you.ò 

ñWhy am I, uhhéò Morden began, but didnôt continue. 

ñOk,ò Heden said. ñTime for you to go.ò He took the now empty glass from the 

stunned muscle, and guided him to the door. He opened it, and the man stepped outside 

and looked around, confused.  

Heden stood in the doorway. ñFind someone to take care of that nose,ò he said, 

raising his voice to be heard over the crowd walking by. People were studiously avoiding 

looking directly at Morden, while just as studiously glancing covertly at his ruined face. 

ñWhat?ò Morden said, holding his nose. 

Heden closed the door.  
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Chapter Eleven 

Heden looked at the mess, the broken table. He waited a moment. 

ñHeôs gone.ò 

Vanora danced down the stairs, still in her blue dress, and stopped once her bare 

feet hit the common room floor. She stared at Heden. There was a hungry look in her 

eyes. She was scared, but she also needed something from Heden, and was resisting 

whatever it was. 

ñHeôll be back,ò she said, accusing Heden of something.  

Heden shook his head. ñNo he wonôt,ò he said. 

ñSomeone will be back!ò she demanded. 

Heden nodded. ñYeah,ò he said. She was having trouble keeping her breathing 

from turning into sobbing.  

ñShe wonôt try and take you again though.ò 

ñYou donôt know that!ò she said, almost yelling. ñShe wonôt just let me go!ò 

Heden sat in a chair next to the demolished table. 

ñThe Petal is a nice place,ò Heden said. ñRespectable.ò This was, he concluded, 

why Vanora still seemed like a fifteen year old girl. Elowen took pride in getting them 

young, and training them. Treated it like a real apprenticeship. Even at fifteen, Vanora 

may only have had a dozen clients. And theyôd be rich. 

It wasnôt illegal, most of the churches had no stricture against it. But Heden 

couldnôt shake the feeling that, in a better world, girls like Vanora wouldnôt have to fuck 

strange men for money. 

ñDid you like it there?ò Heden asked, as if this was a normal thing to say. 

She looked at the table next to her and shrugged. Almost imitating Heden. 

ñDo you want to stay here?ò he asked. 

She nodded. ñI want to stay,ò she said, she seemed desperate. She was desperate. 

Heden accepted this. 

ñI donôt wantéI want to learn to read.ò Heden knew what she had been about to 

say.  

ñOk,ò Heden said. 

ñYou said youôd teach me,ò she complained, as though heôd already reneged on 

the deal. Literacy was not valued among the people Heden knew growing up, but was 

valued in the city. Almost everyone in the city could read well enough to make out the 

common words and phrases used in legal documents, but even people with money paid 

others to do their reading and writing for them. The nobility, of course, considered it a 

necessity. For someone like Vanora, it could be a doorway to better things. 
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ñI will,ò Heden said. ñAnd if you donôt want to leave, I promise you wonôt have 

to.ò 

ñItôs not that simple,ò she said darkly. 

Heden took a deep breath. ñIf I donôt want someone to take you from here, thereôs 

maybe five people in the whole city who could do anything about it. And Miss Elowen is 

not one of them.ò 

She dropped into a chair and crossed her arm, eyes downcast. ñItôs not that 

simple,ò she repeated, with less conviction this time. But with a level of resignation that 

Heden noted. They were sitting on opposite sides of the common room. 

ñYouôre probably going to, ahé.ò Heden said. He stood up an cross the room. 

She wasnôt going to like this part. She didnôt look up at him. He took a deep breath. 

ñOkay,ò he said, settling on directness. ñIôve got to leave the city.ò 

Now she looked up. ñWhat!?ò she asked, panicking. 

ñYouôll be ok,ò he said. 

ñWhat are you talking about? How can youé.ò 

ñVanora,ò he said, lowering his voice, she stopped panicking and stared at him. 

ñIf I tell you youôre going to be ok, youôre going to be ok. Do you understand me?ò His 

calmness seemed to stun her. She just nodded. 

ñWhenéwhen are you leaving?ò she asked. 

ñSoon. Today.ò 

ñLet me go with you!ò she said, jumping to her feet. 

Heden just shook his head. ñYou donôt know where Iôm going.ò 

She waited a moment and when there was nothing else, she asked what seemed 

the obvious question. 

ñWhere are you going?ò 

ñI have to go into the Iron Forest,ò he said, unable to keep the drama out of his 

voice. 

It did not have the intended effect. 

ñWhere the fairies live?!ò Vanora asked, and clapped her hands together. 

This girl, he reminded himself, has slept with more people in more ways in 3 

years than you have your entire life. It seemed important to him to maintain some 

context. 

ñYes,ò he admitted. ñThere are fairies in the forest.ò 

ñWhy do you say it like that?ò she asked, not happy with his tone of voice. 

ñTheyôre notéwhat you imagine.ò 

ñThey donôt fly around on little butterfly wings?ò This was obviously important to 

her. 
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ñWell, ok,ò Heden said. ñThey are what you imagine. But theyôre dangerous. 

They ensorcell people,ò he said. 

ñWhat does that mean?ò She was deflating with every question. He answered, 

looking at the floor, avoiding her pleading eyes. She wanted the fantasy, but he couldnôt 

give it to her. 

ñThey trap people. Forever. They were made to serve the Celestials and when 

they left, the Fairies had no one to serve. They went mad without their masters to tell 

them what to do. So any people stupid enough to go into the wode, any wode, they want 

to serve them. Forever. Theyôll magic your mind and youôll never want to leave, and 

theyôll feed you rich food and sing songs in your ears and pretty soon youôve been there 

weeks and youôre starving to death because their food doesnôtéit canôt be digested the 

way ours can, and youôre shitting and pissing yourself because you forget to go to the 

privy but you donôt notice because you only see what they want to you to see. Only hear 

what they want you to hear. And then you die, and they donôt know why. It confuses 

them. But only for a few minutes. Then theyôve forgotten you ever existed.ò 

He looked up at her. Her mouth was open. 

ñYeah,ò he said. ñItôs worse when youôre watching it happen to someone you 

know.ò 

ñIôll stay here,ò she said in a small voice. 

Heden nodded. ñGood. Thereôs food enough in the pantry in the kitchen to last all 

the time Iôm gone. Just donôt be too picky. If the bread gets moldy, just pick the mold 

off.ò He remembered his father telling him exactly the same thing when he was a boy. 

 ñI donôt want to be aloneò she said, quietly. Then appeared to have a thought. 

ñWho was that man I saw down here before you went out?ò 

ñHis nameôs Gwiddon,ò Heden said. ñHeôs probably my best friend.ò 

ñMaybe he could come byéò she began, and stopped when she saw Heden shake 

his head. 

ñHeôs complicated,ò Heden said. ñI canôt ask him to do things like that.ò 

ñYou said he was your friend,ò Vanora said.  

Heden shrugged. ñIôd trust him with my life,ò he said. ñYours too. But he has his 

own things to take care of.ò 

 ñHow long will you be gone,ò she asked, looking out the window. She was 

thinking about something. 

ñI donôt know. Could be a long time. Could be a month, but I really hope not.ò 

She shrank more into herself.  

ñIôll talk to some friends before I leave. Iôll have them come by and make sure 

youôre ok while Iôm gone. I know itôs going to be tough.ò 
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ñA month? What am I going to do?ò she asked, mostly to herself. 

Good question, Heden thought. He looked at the shelves of books. 

ñHang on,ò he said. ñI have an idea.ò He stood up and walked toward a door set 

against the stairs. She padded behind him in her bare feet. ñHave to go down here 

anyway,ò he said. 

ñWhatôs down there?ò Vanora asked. 

He swung around and looked down at her. ñYou have to promise me something,ò 

he pointed at her, it just having occurred to him. 

She looked up at him with eyes wide and nodded. 

Heden peered at her. She smiled at him.  

He sighed and leaned back against the door.  

ñYou remember when I said that if I donôt want anyone to take you from here, no 

one could take you from here?ò  

She nodded. 

ñDo you believe me?ò 

ñIé.ò she said and her face screwed up with doubt. Then she remembered 

something. Her face changed into a look of determination. ñYes.ò 

Heden nodded. ñFor the same reasons I can say that, you canôt go downstairs.ò 

ñWhat?ò she asked, confused. 

ñItôs dangerous.ò 

ñHow dangerous?ò she asked, trying to look behind him. 

ñYou can stay here as long as you want,ò Heden said. ñYouôre safe. Iôll have 

someone come by and check on you. And Balli will keep you company. But if you go 

downstairséyou will not be safe,ò he said. He kept his voice neutral. Like he was 

describing a simple fact. He didnôt want her to feel like he was threatening her. 

ñI get to play with the cat?ò she asked. 

Heden waggled his head back and forth, weighing the question. ñYou can try,ò he 

said, half to himself. ñBut if you break your promise, she wonôt have anything to do with 

you.ò 

Vanora put her hands behind her back, stood up straight, and nodded. She was 

soéyoung and shapeless and normal, Heden often forgot what sheôd done for a living. 

Probably because thatôs what she wanted. 

ñYou promise?ò he asked. 

ñI promise,ò she said. 

Heden looked at her hard for a second. She seemed to blanch. 

ñOk,ò he said. ñYouôre telling the truth.ò 

She relaxed. ñYou can tell that?ò 
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ñYep,ò Heden said. He pulled a small keyring out from a pouch on his belt and 

flipped through it for the key to the basement door.  

ñThe doorôs locked?ò 

Heden nodded. 

ñWell, then whyéò 

ñIôll have to leave it unlocked,ò he said, ñwhen I go.ò 

ñWhy?ò she asked. 

ñItôs complex,ò Heden said. He found the key and looked at her again. ñIf you see 

anything weird while Iôm goneédonôt worry.ò 

ñWhatôs weird?ò 

ñA lot of things. Youôll know it when you see it.ò 

She shook her head slowly and looked scared. Heden sighed. Gwiddon wanted 

him to open the inn and his life was already unacceptably complex with only one guest. 

ñJust watch Balli,ò he said. ñIf she gets angry or afraid, then there may be a 

problem.ò 

At that moment, the cat came downstairs and sat on the bottom step, resumed 

cleaning itself. Vanora looked at her and smiled. 

ñOk,ò she said. 

Heden turned and unlocked the door. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Once the door was closed behind him, Vanora pressed her ear to it and listened to 

Heden tromp downstairs. 

She heard him speak. Once, a single word, low, and then after a pause a longer 

phraseéseveral sentences. She couldnôt make out what he was saying, but it didnôt sound 

like Vaslorian. 

She waited, breathless. After a few moments, she heard the sound of heavy 

objects being moved around. Heden was looking for something. Some things. 

This went on for a while until Vanora got tired of standing up. She slid down and 

tucked her legs under her, resting her head on the door. She felt exhausted after 

everything with Heden and Morden. 

She dozed off, she didnôt know for how long, and was awoken by the sounds of 

conversation. It had been going on for some time. A conversation with someone she 

couldnôt hear. He was a priestémaybe he was talking to his god? His saint? 

She looked up at the door latch. Quietly she stood, pressed the latch down, and 

opened the door a crack.  

ñLetôs say a fortnight,ò she heard Hedenôs voice, echoing from down below. 

ñCould be longer,ò he said. Then, with the door open, she could hear the response. The 

voice wasésmall. High pitched. Rapid. Quieter than Hedenôs. She couldnôt even make 

out words, just a patter of noises. What was down there?? 

ñJust someone to watch and make sure no one comes in. Deal with them if they 

do. Have to be in shifts, something could happen day or night.ò 

More chittering. 

ñYou already eat whatever you want.ò 

A squeak. Objection. 

ñI donôt care.ò Heden explained. ñItôd spoil anyway. But it seems like youôve 

already taken payment in food for services not yet rendered. Now you can render them.ò 

More chittering. 

ñLike what?ò 

There was a sound like a piece of metal rattling.  

ñNo,ò Heden said. ñWhat about this?ò 

Another sound, like a pile of pans and dishes moving. Then more squeaking.  

ñYou wear it and it protects you from being poisoned.ò 

Chitter, squeak. 

ñMost of them.ò 

Chitter, chitter. 
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ñNo, sorry.ò 

Squeak, chitter. 

ñOk,ò Heden said. ñDeal.ò 

Squeak, squeak. 

ñReally?ò Heden said. ñWell, as long as she doesnôt come down here, she hasnôt 

broken any promises.ò 

Vanoraôs eyes went wide, and she quickly, but quietly, closed the door. She was 

certain he couldnôt have heard her. She walked to the nearby chair, sat and waited for 

Heden to come back up the stairs.  
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Chapter Thirteen 

Eventually, after much heavy tromping, Heden opened the door and emerged 

from the blackness beyond. He was wearing a large backpack with many pockets. It 

appeared fully packed. 

He gave Vanora a look that indicated he knew sheôd been listening. She smiled 

weakly back at him. 

Heden didnôt feel like explaining what sheôd heard, and she followed some 

instinct that overrode her curiosity, told her asking would make things more complicated. 

ñOk,ò Heden said. He walked to one of the many tables in the common room, 

unslung the backpack and dropped it on the table. ñYouôll be safe while Iôm gone.ò 

She looked at the door, which heôd left unlocked. As he said he would. 

Heden opened the backpack, reached into it, and pulled out a domed glass case 

with a brass base. It was about six inches tall, and inside was what looked like a detailed 

carving of a man in some kind of dance pose. 

Vanora was immediately drawn to it. 

ñThis will help you pass the time,ò Heden said as he pulled the delicate glass 

dome off the base, careful not to damage it.  

ñWhat is it?ò Vanora whispered, getting down on one knee and resting her arms 

and head on the table at eye level with the statue. 

ñItôs a golem,ò Heden said. 

She looked up at him quizzically. ñI thought golems were huge stone oréò 

Heden shrugged. ñIt means anything made to look and move look like a man. 

Some are big stone guardians that canôt speak or do much except try and kill you. Some 

areéò he gestured to the little man. 

It was made, she saw now, of metal and ceramic. She could see hundreds of little 

joints and seams. Its face was a kind of ceramic mask. It was painted to look like it was 

wearing a skin-tight outfit made of diamond shaped patches of cloth in bright colors. Red, 

yellow, blue, and white. 

ñThis kind is called a Harlequin.ò 

Vanora had never seen anything like it, and would not have known what a 

harlequin looked like. It looked, to her eyes, like some kind of alien jester.  

ñDoes itédoes it move?ò she asked out of instinct. 

Heden looked at her with a raised eyebrow. She got the feeling he knew some 

delightful secret and enjoyed her curiosity, but the raised eyebrow was its only hint. He 

was otherwise stoic. 
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He looked at the little man and spoke a few words in a language she didnôt 

understand. 

Nothing happened. 

ñShit,ò he said, and coughed. Then he spoke again, something different. 

Nothing happened. 

ñItôs been years since I used this thing,ò he muttered. ñWait, I knowéò 

Another short, spoken phrase she didnôt understand, and she heard in response the 

sound of a chime coming from the little man. There was a ticking noise as of a clock, and 

the little figure slowly began to move. Like someone walking through water, their 

movements slow and heavy. But the little figureôs motion sped up until it seemed normal 

speed. 

It looked once at Heden and then at Vanora. Its mask was also jointed, she saw, 

and moved to show expression. 

ñGood afternoon, mistress!ò the small automaton said, bowing deeply. ñAnd 

master,ò it took off its cap to Heden. Its voice sounded tinny and bright. 

ñItôs a teacher,ò Heden said. ñThey were created to instruct the sons and daughters 

of nobility in things likeéI donôt know, reading and writingéò 

ñReading and writing and singing and dancing!ò the small man said, twirling his 

body about while standing on one toe. It bowed again. ñPlays and opera, science and 

mathematics. History and religion, diplomacy and war, I am well versed in all. óI cannot 

ride a horse,ô it said, placing a hand over its heart, the little holes for its eyes closing as it 

quoted someone. ñôbut I craft mighty leaders from little boys.ôò It opened its eyes and 

peered up, smiling, at Vanora. ñAnd little girls,ò it added. 

ñYou used this?ò Vanora asked in wonder. 

ñI did for about three months. My friends and I had to sit in one place and wait for 

something and I used it to pass the time.ò 

ñNo season was eôre better spent!ò The harlequin said. 

ñEventually I got bored.ò The harlequin looked affronted. ñActually I got bored 

pretty quickly, but there wasnôt anything else to do.ò 

ñWhere did you get it?ò Vanora asked in awe as she reached out for it. 

The little man danced away. 

ñDonôt touch it,ò Heden said quickly. Vanora pulled her hand back. 

ñItôs magic,ò Heden said. ñBut itôs also extremelyédelicate. Itôs got hundreds of 

little gears and pulleys in there and if you touch it the oils on your skin will muck 

everything up.ò She nodded her understanding and now appeared even more fascinated.  

ñItôll work for a few hours a day, then it needs to go back in its case. Itôll let you 

know when it needs to rest.ò The little man was moving in circles around the table, 



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 59 of 331 

alternatively doing complex balletic dance moves, and clownish cartwheels. Vanora 

giggled. 

ñGo ahead,ò Heden said. ñAsk it something.ò 

Vanora looked shyly at the little machine. ñHaréharlik.ò 

ñHarlequinò Heden pronounced. 

ñHarlequin,ò she repeated. The little man did a backflip, landed, and saluted. ñTell 

me aboutéò she looked sideways. ñTell me about Heden,ò she said smiling slyly.  

ñAlas milady, his story is written on pages Iôve yet to read,ò the little voice piped 

up. 

Vanora harrumphed and screwed her face up. 

ñIt doesnôt know much about us,ò Heden said. ñAbout Vaslorians. It doesnôt know 

what Corwell is or where Celkirk is. It was made a long time ago by a people who live 

west, across the Bale Sea. 

ñBut it can teach you to read and write and thereôs a lot of good plays and music 

in there youôll like. Probably better to let it teach you before you start asking questions. 

You can ask it anything, but a lot of common sense stuff, it doesnôt understand. You have 

to imagine youôre a long ago princess from a far away land.ò Vanora liked the sound of 

this. 

ñIt must be worth a fortune!ò she whispered. 

ñItôs priceless,ò Heden said. 

Vanora looked at him sharply. 

ñMeans its value is beyond money,ò Heden explained. Vanora accepted this, 

though it seemed to challenge her. 

ñHarlequin, begin with reading and writing, please,ò Heden ordered 

ñYour daughter will be the finest student I have ever taught!ò The Harlequin 

exclaimed.  

Heden raised his eyebrows and went ñHmmm,ò and noticed that Vanora had 

looked away to hide some expression. He thought she might be blushing.  

Heden picked up the base and put it in front of the harlequin. It dutifully stepped 

onto it, and when Heden replaced the glass dome, it resumed its earlier pose and stopped 

moving. 

ñThere. Itôll automatically revive once you take the dome off. Make sure it can get 

to its base when it needs to, and then put the glass back when it does.ò 

Vanora nodded. She put her hands on the glass and looked down at the frozen 

man. She took a deep breath and turned to look up at Heden. 

ñA month?ò she asked, pleading for any other answer. 
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ñLess,ò Heden said. He wanted to come back to her already and he hadnôt even 

left. ñMight be as little as a week.ò This gave her some hope. 

Vanora desperately wanted to ask more, Heden could tell. But there was 

something that told her now was not the time to burden him with questions. Heden found 

he liked Vanora a great deal. She had an instinct for people and how to deal with them he 

found very neat. Precise. The product of her experience at the Rose. 

ñHow are you going to get there? Do you have a horse?ò Vanora asked. 

ñI did,ò Heden said. ñBut I sold him.ò 

ñOh,ò Vanora said, disappointed.  

ñBesides it would take me three weeks to get there by horse.ò 

ñThen how are youégoing toéò Vanora didnôt want to finish the question. She 

felt like maybe it wasnôt ok to ask. 

ñI have a tapestry that flies through the air,ò Heden said. 

Vanoraôs eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open. 

ñYou have aéare you serious?ò 

Heden smiled in spite of himself, and Vanora smiled back. He slung the backpack 

over his shoulder, walked to the front door and opened it. 

ñI never lie,ò Heden said, standing in the doorway. Light and the noise of a crowd 

of people passing by spilled in. He pointed at Vanora suddenly. ñTell me youôre going to 

be alright.ò Heden wasnôt sure why he said this. 

Vanora looked at him and smiled. ñIôll be alright,ò she said. It sounded like a 

promise. Like she was reassuring him. 

Heden nodded. He looked around his inn. ñSee you soon.ò 

Heden left and Vanora laughed gaily to herself. She ran to the window to look 

out, but pulled back. 

Heden strode back in, snatched up the sword heôd left bundled up and leaning 

against a chair, and turned to leave again. 

ñFor real this time,ò he said winking, making Vanora smile more widely.  

And he was gone. 

Vanora watched him leave, but he was quickly swallowed by the crowd. She was 

disappointed, hoping to catch a glimpse of his mode of travel. Probably, she thought, he 

leaves the city before he uses it. She imagined him standing nobly on a rich, tasseled 

tapestry as it sped through the air and something about it thrilled her. 

She turned and looked at the large common room in the Hammer & Tongs which 

she already thought of as óhome,ô and walked up to the table with the harlequin. She 

removed the glass dome. 
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The little man came to life more quickly this time. He leaped off the brass base 

onto the table. He bowed deeply and flourished his conical cap. 

ñWe shall erect a mighty city of the intellect here, Miôlady. Let us place the first 

brick.ò 

Vanora dropped herself into a chair, and regarded the figure with a mixture of 

curiosity and skepticism. 

ñOk,ò she said. ñIôm game.ò  
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Chapter Fourteen 

The door to the small inn burst open, wind and rain howling in from the night 

outside. The candles guttered. The fire roared.  

A cluster of figures, all cloaked, dragged a body through the door. They were 

drenched. The figure they carried was unnaturally pale. 

The dozen townspeople in the inn moved as one to the group and lifted the 

unconscious body from their hands. Two people, a man and a woman at two different 

tables, did not join the others. The innkeeper watched intently from behind the bar, mouth 

open, eyes wide. 

They carried the body to a nearby table. They placed him on it like the table was 

an altar and he was a sacrifice, and starting pulling strips of clothing off him. His pale 

skin was rent in several places exposing red flesh and white bone. There was almost no 

blood. 

ñWe found the carter,ò Dade, one of the rescuers, said. They all took off their 

sodden cloaks, mist boiling off them in the warm room. They were all young. The oldest 

only seventeen. The youngest barely thirteen. 

Those who had been waiting or resting in the inn were all adults. 

The young rescuers had swords, bows, maces. Backpacks. They had left ready to 

fight something, but returned unscathed. 

ñWe found him with his cart,ò Dadeôs brother Jeremy said.  

ñIt was on fire!ò Wenna, one of the two girls, the youngest, said. 

ñOn fire?ò one of the townspeople said. ñIn this rain?ò 

ñLamp oil,ò Meliora, the older girl said. Wenna was wide-eyed and shaking. 

Meliora was quiet and grim. 

A middle-aged woman in a plain brown dress put her ear to the carterôs chest, 

cheek touching one of the wounds and after a moment of silence, looked up and said, 

ñHeôs alive.ò 

All the townspeople in the inn breathed a sigh of relief and started talking 

amongst themselves as the priestess began to pray over the carter.  

The rescuers all looked at Credan, their round friend. ñI didnôt,ò he said, lost for 

words. ñI didnôt know what toéò 

ñItôs ok,ò Dade, the eldest of them, said. He put his shoulder on Credan. ñYou did 

fine.ò 

ñWill he be alright?ò Jeremy asked. 

The priestess nodded. She moved her hands over the carter as she spoke softly in 

words none of them could understand and the wounds began to close. 
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One of the guests, clad all in black, looked on dispassionate and disinterested 

from her table. The other warmed his hands by the fire, back to the townsfolk. A small 

patch of what looked like frost on his cloak melted away in the heat. It could not be frost, 

however, it being the first month of spring. 

After a few more moments, they could all see the carter begin to breathe 

normally. Though his eyes remained closed, he ceased to look like a lifeless body. 

Dade and Jeremy looked at each other. Jeremy nodded. 

ñWeôre going back out,ò Dade announced. 

ñWhat?!ò A woman cried. ñYou canôt! Why?ò 

Her husband, the boysô father, put his hands on her shoulders. She instinctively 

grasped them. 

ñBoys,ò the father said. ñDonôt upset your mother. You done fine, you found 

carter and heôll live. Everyoneôs proud of you. Leave this be ótill morning. Weôll get the 

Lord ofé.ò 

ñCanôt leave it ótill morning, da,ò Jeremy explained, picking up his cloak and 

making a futile attempt to wring it out.  

Credan and Wenna looked back and forth from their parents to Dade and Jeremy. 

They were afraid to go, but more afraid to stay. Meliora just looked out the door into the 

darkness. 

ñCarterôs wife and son were dragged off, Jeremy reckons,ò Dade said. ñMight still 

be alive.ò 

ñTrail big enough for a blind man to follow,ò Jeremy said. Of the two boys, Dade 

was slightly taller, but much broader. Jeremy was lean and moved like a cat. 

ñLord Mayne would just send to Durham Keep anyway,ò Meliora observed. ñTwo 

days. Might be alive now,ò she turned back to the group and pulled her cloak on and over 

her head, obscuring her features, ñbut theyôll be dead by then.ò 

One man, Melioraôs father, stared at his daughter and said nothing. His eyes 

welled with tears. He realized now he no longer knew his daughter, and blamed himself 

for her motherôs death. 

ñCredan,ò a large woman announced. ñStop this foolishness and come here.ò 

Credenôs whole body tightened at this sound. At those words in that tone of voice. He 

hated it, and the hatred shocked him rigid. He looked with fear at his mother. 

Dade and Jeremy looked at him. Dadeôs confident gaze calmed him down. 

Nothing was said. 

ñThis is madness,ò the brothersô father said, stepping forward. ñThat woman and 

her boy, thereôs nothing you can do for them.ò 

Dade looked at his father. Both seemed calm. ñYou donôt know that,ò Dade said. 
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His father knew the boy was right. ñThere could be anything out there. Itôs 

dangerous at night. Remember Beal.ò 

ñJeremy thinks its kethat,ò Dade said. Jeremy nodded. ñI think we can handle 

kethat.ò 

The word caused a susurration. The kethat were known scavengers, but rarely 

attacked the town. Nothing was stopping the five children from leaving. They seemed to 

be waiting for some approval from the adults. The adults were wondering how far they 

should go to protect their families. 

A barrier had arisen between them without anyone saying anything, had already 

opened as soon as they burst in with the carter. At no point had either side made any 

attempt to cross the room and make contact with the others. 

Father stared at son. No one spoke. 

The man at the fire stood up, appearing old and bent with age. He laboriously 

stretched his joints out and turned to face the gathered townspeople. 

Though only in his early forties, he was older than most of the parents. He wore a 

plate chestpiece over leather armor. He had a plain sword at his side, and stood beside a 

heavy pack with many pockets. His face was grey and gaunt, his hair short, black. His 

eyes, blue and wide. The only part of him that seemed open and expressive. 

He looked at the young rescuers. 

ñYouôre going to stay here,ò his voice rough. 

They looked back and forth at each other, some looked to their parents. The 

parents looked confused as well. 

ñListen,ò one of them said, stepping forward. ñWe donôtéò 

ñYouôre going to stay here, with your parents,ò the man said. ñWith your families. 

And you donôt leave the inn until morning.ò 

ñThis is our problem. We can take care of this,ò Dade said, Jeremy standing so 

close behind him he was pressing his shoulder into his brotherôs back, something he 

subconsciously did to support his older brother. 

Heden looked at the 5 boys and girls. ñI know,ò he said darkly. ñI know you can 

do it. You can find them, rescue the wife and son. Kill a lot of keth. Kill and keep killing.  

ñI know you can do it,ò he reiterated. ñItôs easy, and youôre ready. Thatôs why Iôm 

going to do it. So you donôt have to.ò 

None of the rescuers understood, but each felt the palpable sensation that they 

stood at the edge of a gaping chasm, prepared to leap off into a darkness that would 

change them forever. Some were eager for it, some afraid. And this man was trying to 

stop them.  
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ñIt could be a whole tribe,ò one of the men said. ñThere could be a hundred of 

them.ò 

Heden looked at the man, expressionless. ñNot when Iôm done.ò 

ñYou donôt know where the carterôséò 

ñI know where it is,ò he said. ñI saw it coming in.ò This made no sense to them, 

but they couldnôt know he saw it from a thousand feet high, had hated himself for not 

stopping and investigating the blazing fire in the rain, freezing at that high altitude. 

ñIôll be back a little after dawn,ò he said to the room in general, shifting the pack 

onto his back.  

The room had changed. Heden had placed everyone in the room against him, 

reuniting them in a way. None of them seemed equipped to muster any opposition. Their 

experiences in life had not prepared them for someone like Heden coming in and doing 

something terrible so they didnôt have to. 

ñYou need a tracker,ò the woman in black said casually. The way she said it, it 

wasnôt clear if it was a question or a statement. 

Heden looked at her. ñYou know how to use that thing?ò he asked, nodding at the 

woodsmanôs sword. That she could use the unstrung bow leaning against the back of her 

chair went without saying. 

ñSevered with Count Baede in the Fifth Irregulars,ò she said, matching Hedenôs 

reserve. 

The name shocked Heden for a moment and his eyes unfocused as he 

remembered something. He took a deep breath and brought himself back to the present. 

ñGood enough for me,ò he said. ñCome on.ò 

The woodsman stood and gathered her gear. She followed Heden to the door. 

Everyone in the inn watched silently. 

Reaching the door, he stopped and turned to face the men and women, sons and 

daughters. 

ñAny of you follow me, get any ideas, I will personally thrash the skin off you,ò 

he made a point to look each of them in the eye. ñTry me if you donôt believe me.ò 

He opened the door into the black spitting rain, and left. The woodsman closed 

the door behind her. 

Wennaôs mother and father rushed forth and wrapped themselves gratefully 

around their daughter. The spell was broken, and Wenna grabbed them back and began to 

cry with relief. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

Heden was wrong. They got back to the inn half an hour before dawn. 

When the door opened, everyone in the inn stood. Fathers and mothers had, with 

one exception, reunited with daughters and sons. No one had left. 

Heden walked in unceremoniously with the body of the carterôs wife slung over 

his shoulder and went straight to the closest table in the inn. He carefully unloaded her 

and put her on it. The woodsman came in behind with the son carried in her arms and 

stood in the doorway, not sure what to do. 

Heden stood next to the table, looking down. No one moved. Heden was covered 

in blood and black ichorous stains soaked his armor and covered his face. 

ñTheyôre alive,ò Heden said. 

At this pronouncement, the townspeople came and relieved the woodsman of her 

burden and surrounded the table with the carterôs wife on it. They all began talking to 

each other at once. 

As the folk came and gently took the unconscious boy from the woodsman, she 

looked at them, people she didnôt know. She looked dazed. She was breathing in fits, hair 

matted with rain and blood. Her black leather armor was wet and slick, but it was 

impossible to tell whether with water or blood or both. But she smelled like an abattoir. 

ñHeôs got aéò the woodsman gasped as they took the boy from her, sweating in 

spite of the cold. ñHeôs got a flying carpet,ò she said.  

The townspeople appeared not to be listening. Relieved of her burden, she 

collapsed into a chair.  

Heden found the innkeeper and gently pulled him away from the concerned 

crowd. He pointed silently to the bar. The innkeep looked in Hedenôs eyes, and nodded.  

As he scurried behind the bar, Heden said ñand meat. And bread. And cheese.ò 

The innkeep went through a door that led down into the cellar. 

Heden leaned on the bar. Dade and Jeremy, their father behind them, stood and 

looked at Hedenôs back. 

ñWe couldôve taken care of it,ò Dade said. His father frowned and tried to silence 

him, but his heart wasnôt in it. 

Heden gave no response, no indication he heard anything. 

ñThis wasnôt your problem,ò Dade continued. ñWhy did you do it?ò The young 

man was demanding now.  

The innkeep came up with a large platter covered in unprepared food. He began 

cutting and slicing. No one had eaten while Heden and the woodsman were gone 

ñDoes itéò Jeremy said. ñIt is because of the kethat? Do you hate them?ò 
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Heden realized that while theyôd been gone, the townsfolk had been guessing at 

why a man would assume this burden, this risk, to rescue people he didnôt know so that 

other people he didnôt know wouldnôt have to. Maybe he really hates the keth, they 

reasoned.  

In Hedenôs experience, people didnôt understand him even when he explained 

himself. And heôd already explained himself once. 

Heden grabbed a large chunk of duck from the innkeepôs plate, some cheese, and 

turned to face the three men. 

He took a bite of the duck, and talked while he chewed. 

ñDoesnôt matter why,ò he said. ñTheyôre alive, youôre alive. Everyoneôs here, 

safe. And none of you had to kill anyone. You want to go out tomorrow with your 

friends,ò he said, indicating young Wenna who was trying to listen without being noticed, 

ñgo out and have an adventure. Up to you. I wonôt be here. 

ñBesides,ò he said swallowing and taking a bite of the cheese. ñIt wasnôt just 

kethat.ò 

ñTrolls,ò the woman in black, the woodsman, said. She opened her mouth and 

tasted the air in the inn, she breathed heavily, eyes raised to the ceiling. 

ñTrolls?ò the boysô father said. ñTrolls at the mine? Thatôs onlyéò 

ñIt doesnôt matter,ò Heden said, finishing the small amount of food heôd taken and 

pushing himself away from the bar. 

ñWho are you to say?!ò The father said, his voice bouncing off the walls of the 

inn. ñThis is our town, our farms. Itôs all weôve got. And what happens when they come 

looking to avenge their dead? What happens to us, ratcatcher?!ò 

The confrontation, the attitude, didnôt bother Heden. People acted in all manners 

when confused and ignorant. It was natural. 

ñIt doesnôt matter,ò Heden said. ñBecause theyôre all dead.ò 

Hedenôs words hit the floor with the weight of finality, shocking the townsfolk. 

ñYou killed them all?ò the father whispered, looking Heden up and down, and 

then looking at the woodsman. 

ñUnless someone starts working the mine, more kethat will come. They like 

mines. Caves. Itôs natural for them. The trolls I canôt explain.ò 

ñWill there be,ò another man in the inn began. ñWhat happens if there are more 

trolls?ò 

Heden didnôt smile, he nodded at Dade and Jeremy. ñYouôve got a whole passel 

of heroes here, champing at the bit.ò Perhaps a little bitterness crept into his voice at the 

end. 
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The townsfolk argued amongst themselves. One man slowly extricated himself 

from the knot of bickering farmers, carpenters and tanners, and approached. He was 

shivering and thin and wan and covered in a thick heavy blanket. Heden knew who it 

was. 

He came forward and extended his hand. 

ñThatôs my wife and son you rescued,ò the carter said.  

Heden nodded and took the manôs hand. 

ñI donôt know why you did what you did, but we owe you our lives.ò  

Heden released his grip and shook his head. ñI just got your family back,ò he said. 

ñThe boys and their friends there rescued you. Didnôt need my help.ò 

The carter looked at him, gratitude and compassion and confusion working their 

way around his face.  

ñIôm looking for a place called Durham Keep,ò Heden said. 

ñEveryone here knows it,ò the carter said. ñItôs the seat of the Barony. Just take 

the road northò he said.  

ñHeden,ò the woodsman said.  

Heden turned to see her looking only barely recovered from their ordeal. 

ñIôm going past the Keep,ò she said, pushing her hair out of her face. ñIôll take 

you. But not on that thing.ò 

Heden might have smiled a little. ñOk,ò he said. ñBut we leave now, no rest.ò 

She nodded, looking at the floor. 

ñYour nameôs Heden?ò The innkeep asked. 

Heden suddenly went numb. The innkeep had stopped moving, like the Harlequin 

after its magic had run out. He was just staring ahead at nothing. 

Heden nodded once. 

ñYou were with the Sunbringers?ò 

Heden didnôt say anything. He didnôt look at the innkeep. Everyone in the inn was 

staring at him. The rain outside had slowed to a trickle, grey light was starting to come 

through the window. 

ñMy sister lived in Ȗndrim,ò the innkeep said lifelessly. 

Heden snatched up his backpack. The woodsman stood and looked between 

Heden and the innkeep, confused. 

The innkeep looked from Heden to the woman and boy who were clinging to the 

carter. 

ñGet out,ò the innkeep said to no one in particular, his voice choked.  

Heden was already leaving. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Durham Keep stood on a hill  like a lighthouse, warning travelers of the maelstrom 

that was the Iron Forest beyond to the north. Small copses of trees dotted the rolling hills, 

the normal everyday trees Heden had grown up with. Forests that werenôt alive and 

thinking and malevolent. The kinds of forests a man could walk through without fear of 

being killed in an instant by something that considered you an enemy combatant in an 

endless war youôd never heard of.  

Even though the Wode started a mile beyond the keep, the trees dominated the 

small walled city. Each rose three hundred feet or more, the stark line of them looking 

more like a cliff, or a giant wall of water about to wash the keep and its people into the 

green sea that was the smooth hills.  

The keep itself was a motte and bailey built on a large hill. A stone wall in the old 

Golish style with no mortar surrounded the keep and a few dozen wooden buildings. 

Together, the keep, the buildings, the wall made a town. A small one. But the keep was, 

to Hedenôs practiced eye, easily defensible. The Gol built small fortresses with massive 

underground warrens that could hold thousands of people and were incredibly difficult to 

siege. Though it was 3 thousand years old and looked like it could fall apart at any minute 

it would probably stand another thousand years and outlast this Age of Men. 

There was a crowd of people waiting to get into the keep. Farmers whose houses 

and fields dotted the landscape for miles around. They formed a rough and winding line, 

their livestock milling around them. Packing them all into the town would make life there 

uncomfortable. They were anxious but controlled. No one was shouting. A squad of 

guards posted at the gate kept people from flooding in, but they didnôt appear to be 

turning anyone away. Just noting everyone who passed through. Probably checking to 

make sure they knew them. 

ñThey work normally during the day,ò The woman in black next to him said. 

ñThen gather their families and spend the night in the Keep. Some come early. Theyôre 

expecting a siege.ò 

ñYeah,ò Heden said, looking into the forest. ñWe had to do the same thing when I 

was a boy.ò Heden studied the land around the keep. He and the woodsman stood at the 

edge of a copse of trees, Heden surveying the Keep and its surroundings. His companion 

dressed all in loose black leather, leaning on her bow. 

ñSieged by who?ò 

The woodsman shifted her weight. ñDonôt know,ò she said. ñHeard tell of urmen. 

Could be. Could be thyrs. Probably urmen.ò 

ñWhat would urmen want with the place?ò 
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She didnôt answer. It was a rhetorical question. 

They were silent for many moments. A hawk cried in the clear air. 

ñIôve got to go in there,ò Heden said. The woman nodded. He looked at her and 

did not look away. 

ñAre you joking?ò she asked, slinging her bow over her back. ñNo. Those people 

are all going to die and you know it.ò 

Heden shrugged. ñThat hill the keepôs on?ò he asked.  

She grunted assent.  

ñItôs a mound. Man-made. Probably warrens under the town and stretching out 

under the forest. Maybe even under us, here. If theyôve stored food and have a couple of 

wellsé,ò he left the statement hanging.  

She frowned and looked at the keep. 

ñIf itôs a siege, they could use someone like you,ò he said. 

She crossed her arms and thought, not taking her eyes of the keep. Then shook her 

head. ñNo,ò she said. ñStupid. Stop being so sentimental. I can be more help out here 

anyway. Pick off the urq commanders. Slip away whenever I want. If they had good 

scouts, theyôd be doing the same,ò she said, nodding to the Keep.  

Heden agreed. She could make a difference out here and leverage her greatest 

strength; her mobility. 

ñUrmen, you said. Have you gone into the forest?ò he asked. In a sense, they were 

surrounded by forests. But the keep marked the boundary between normal human forests, 

and the Wode. 

ñThat meat grinder?ò She said. ñI liked you better when you werenôt asking stupid 

questions.ò 

Heden was silent. Then he picked up his pack, turned and extended his hand to 

her. She took it. They looked at each other. 

ñI donôt know your name,ò Heden said. 

Her pale cheeks turned slowly pink while Heden held her hand, but she didnôt 

look away.  

ñProbably for the best,ò she said, her voice rough. She didnôt let go of his hand. 

ñIôd like to forget the last sixteen hours, if you donôt mind.ò 

Heden pulled his hand away and nodded. He turned and headed toward the keep.  

ñI know what you mean,ò he said, without turning around. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

ñWhoôs this then?ò A large woman with a body like a walnut shell and mass of 

thick copper curls atop her head sized Heden up. 

Heden looked around, as though he didnôt know who she was talking about. 

ñHush Gwennog, donôt be rude to the man.ò This was a man and by the look of 

him, not her husband. Maybe a brother. A big man with brown hair.  Heden realized this 

is what his father must have looked like when Heden was a lad. When his da was still 

young and vital. Each of these folk reminded Heden of someone he knew as a boy. 

ñDonôt you hush me! And itôs not being rude to ask a stranger who he is.ò 

It was odd for Heden to feel both at home here and a complete stranger. Like 

being in two places at once. It was a feeling he knew existed, and which he stayed in the 

inn to avoid. The way his career had changed him. Made him an outsider to these people. 

The sun was low in the sky, the day was late and Heden was surrounded by folk, 

pigs, and chickens. The pigs, as far as he could tell, belonged to Gwennog and the quiet 

tree stump of a man Heden concluded was her husband. Their sons kept them herded 

together. The chickens he hadnôt figured out yet. They could belong to anyone. What the 

town would be like with all these people and all these animals crammed into it, he had no 

idea, but was curious to see. There was a herd, or whatever they were called, of geese 

earlier. Heden presumed they were geese. He got birds confused.  

ñMy nameôsé,ò he began, but these folk werenôt interested in what he had to say. 

ñHeôs a ratcatcher, look at him,ò the man behind the man behind him said. Heden 

didnôt turn in reaction; heôd heard the wiry goatherd talking before and remembered his 

face. Heden presumed he was a goatherd. The goats seemed to like him.  

ñFigures,ò Gwennog said, crossing her arms and looking Heden up and down. 

ñThieving little worms. Whatôre you doing here, little rat? Come to see what coin you can 

make off our misery?ò 

Wonderful Heden thought. Making a great impression right off. 

ñWhat makes you say heôs a ratcatcher?ò a woman behind him asked, her voice 

high. Long thin hair. ñHeôs nice looking.ò 

ñAnd what would you know of nice looking, young Sirona? And you married to 

that pot roast Eidyn!ò 

The people laughed, but Sirona was not going to be cowed by the matronly 

Gwennog. 

ñI got eyes, havenôt I? Heôs nice-looking, look at him. Seems honest.ò She leaned 

forward past two men and touched Heden on the shoulder from his right. He turned and 
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tried to smile at her in what he hoped was not a rictus grin. What would Gwiddon do? he 

wondered. Probably pay them all to go away. 

ñWhatôs your name, dear-heart?ò Sirona asked. 

ñMy nameôs Heden,ò he said, and felt self-conscious. Two days ago heôd almost 

told the Bishop to go stick his head up a cowôs ass, and now he felt defenseless 

surrounded by a bunch of dirt farmers. ñIôm not a ratcatcher,ò he said. Not anymore, he 

thought. 

ñHis name is Heden and heôs a liar, more like,ò Gwennog said, sucking on her 

teeth, looking out over the crowd at nothing in particular. 

ñDyfan, will you tell your wife there to mind?ò 

ñIôll tell her no such thing, she can speak as she finds,ò said the tree stump man 

with a voice like a saw missing many teeth. ñAnd should too, I donôt see how we need 

any more strangers here. Got enough as it is.ò 

ñGot that little birdie at the turnip,ò another man said. 

There was a kind of collected sigh from the younger women and a speculative 

silence from the others. Sirona was a sigher; Gwennog was one of the silent wonderers. 

Another stranger in town though. 

ñWhoôs this minstrel then?ò Heden asked. 

ñNever you mind!ò Gwennog said. ñAnd who was it said he was a minstrel?ò 

There was an element of comedy here, but Heden didnôt dare laugh. The wide 

woman was now defending one stranger against another. Heden understood. There were 

the strangers you knew, and then the strangers you just met and hadnôt yet taken the 

measure of. 

ñI know what a little birdy is,ò and Heden found his accent coming back. His 

voice was a traitor. He didnôt want these people to think he was mocking them and 

wasnôt enthusiastic about reverting back to his familyôs mode of speech. The more he 

thought about not talking like his brothers, the more he talked like them. ñGoes tweet-

tweet-tweet all the day long.ò 

The folk around him looked at him with suspicion. Sirona seemed pleased. ñHeôs 

got a fancy crouth,ò she said in a voice that was perhaps more sing-song than her husband 

would have liked, ñand nut-brown skin! With oily black hair.ò 

The men who were paying attentionða growing number as interrogating Heden 

was more interesting than standing around while chickens shat on your shoesðsneered at 

this, but the woman didnôt seem to think that dark skin and oily hair was, in this instance, 

a bad thing. 
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ñItôs a lute,ò Heden said, and knew from the description where the man was from. 

His hair would, in fact, be cleaned with special perfumed soaps every day, and it was the 

bright sheen the soaps gave that these folk took for oily. 

ñAye, thatôs what he called it,ò one of the men asked. 

Someone pushed Hedenôs shoulder from behind. 

ñAnd what would you be wanting with our minstrel?ò another man said.  

Heden turned but there were several men around him, none of them so far 

enamored with Hedenôs charm. It could have been any of them. 

ñHe doesnôt want nothing!ò Sirona objected. 

ñQuiet gel,ò Gwennog said, and watched like a queen as the men challenged 

Heden. 

ñHe done something wrong?ò a man with a thick mustache and a gaunt face 

asked. 

ñAh, not as far as Ié.ò Heden began. 

ñYou come looking for him, ratcatcher?òanother man asked. 

Heden wondered if these people would be as protective of him if someone came 

asking. Probably not, he concluded. I canôt sing.  

 ñHe never said what he was here for,ò Gwennog stirred the pot. 

ñItôs folk such as you bring the urq down on us,ò one man said and was angry, 

ready for violence. Heden didnôt even consider the idea the manôs anger might be 

misplaced. He was ready to believe these peopleôs problems with the urmen, whatever 

they were, were the result of someone like Hedenðlike Heden used to beðstirring up a 

hornetôs nest. 

ñWhat kind of name is Heden anyway?ò a man asked. ñSounds southern.ò There 

was a murmur. 

Of course it sounded southern. Heden was born not fifty leagues from here in the 

northern third of one of the northern nations of Vasloria and that was ñsouthern.ò 

Everything was southern from here. 

ñWeôre none of us in need of one such as you,ò Gwennog said, standing still 

while the men crowded forward. Like a commanding general. ñWeôre not a chance to put 

coin in your purse while good men die.ò 

The people were closing in. They felt not the least bit threatened by Heden. It was 

a common attitude outside the big cities. Campaigners brought trouble and even though 

they were skilled with sword and spell, the local farmers and carters, wheelwights and 

tanners had no truck with them. Would drive them out of town fearlessly, armed with 

spades and rocks. And the campaigners would go. What point staying in a town where 
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everyone hated you? When the sky made a decent blanket and there were ways to stay 

warm and dry, even in the rain.  

ñWhat of the urmen?ò Heden asked. What else had Gwennog been referring to? 

ñThereôs a thousand of them, I heard tell,ò Sirona said, eyes wide. She was, it 

seemed to Heden, trying to change the subject on his behalf. 

ñThe baronôs called the order,ò a man next to her said. The order, Heden noticed. 

ñWe donôt need no ratcatchers coming up here to make the forest spit out all manner of 

beastie at us.ò 

ñIôm not a ratcatcher,ò Heden said. 

ñOh heôs not then, with that pack and that plate and that broad sword,ò Gwennog 

said. It looked bad, Heden knew. If there was a uniform of the itinerant campaigner, 

Heden was wearing it.  

ñIôve heard about the order,ò Heden said. ñThe Green Order.ò 

ñYou better hope they havenôt heard of you,ò a man behind him said. ñThey wonôt 

be having any truck with a thieving magpie of your like.ò 

ñSee through his lies right off,ò Gwennog said. 

ñIôm not a liar,ò Heden said, letting a little defensiveness show through. 

ñLet him talk!ò Sirona said. 

ñWhat is he then,ò the man with Sirona, presumably her husband Eidyn who 

looked, in truth, a little like a pot roast, said. 

ñI was sent by the Hierarch,ò Heden said. 

ñWhat a terrible big lie you just told!ò Gwennog said, and this seemed to be the 

consensus of the people. 

ñYou ainôt no kind of priest,ò another man said, and Heden was pushed again. 

ñCome on, godbotherer,ò Eidyn said, smiling with newfound joy in menace. 

ñGive us a prayer, then.ò 

ñIf heôs a godbotherer Iôm Queen Agharat,ò Gwennog said. 

ñI donôt blame you,ò Heden said, ñIôd be scared too if there were a thousand 

urmen bearing down on me, and no one to defend me and nowhere to run.ò He was 

provoking them, he knew, but he suspected that in defending themselves and their lord 

heôd learn more about what was going on. 

ñWe ainôt scared of them,ò a new man said, stepping forward. This one was a 

brawler, Heden could tell, and some women were peering over the shoulders of the men 

to see what heôd do. ñAnd we ainôt scared of you.ò 

ñNo,ò Heden said, looking around, registering the faces. Then he looked back at 

the thug. ñBut you should be.ò 
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ñWhy donôt you go home ratcatcher,ò the man growled at him, ñbefore you get 

hurt.ò 

Heden accepted this, as though the man had given him a proper response in a 

formal exchange. 

Heden took a breath and the folk leaned in a little, sensing they were about to get 

a show. 

He spoke a prayer in the first language, just two sentences, but the act of speaking 

the words impressed these folk. A man babbling in a language none of them knew? That 

was real godbothering. They were going to get a show, alright. 

A shadow covered Hedenôs face, his eyes burning out of it, and the folk gasped 

and recoiled. 

ñGowan!ò Heden said, his finger stabbing out like a crossbow bolt toward a man. 

A little man whoôd been watching his friend bait Heden shrank back as though struck. 

His face was bright red and he was shaking and neither were his doing. He was frozen in 

place by Hedenôs prayer.  

The folk around looked at the man like he had the plague, pulling away from him. 

Heden advanced in two quick, long strides. He grabbed the man by his thick 

woolen jerkin. 

ñYou stole it,ò Heden pronounced, pulling the man up and off his feet. Everyone 

was silent but the pigs and chickens. The manôs eyes went wider still and he looked 

around furtively. Heden could smell the thick odor of sweat and pig. ñYou stole Maelonôs 

silver,ò he said. 

ñWhat?!ò a man cried out behind them. 

ñThe blacksmith wouldnôt take credit or trade from you, so you took it,ò Hedenôs 

voice came fast. ñYou crept into his house and took it. And the dog,ò he shook the man, 

holding him up with one hand. ñIt knows you, it knows you donôt belong in that house so 

it barks and you donôt know what to do, theyôll find you. Theyôll find out what a filthy 

little thief you are. So you killed it. You stole their silver and killed their dog to stop it 

barking and hid the body.ò 

ñPlease!ò the man Gowan cried. Heôd pissed himself. 

ñBlack gods!ò someone said. 

ñBut you couldnôt spend it could you?ò Hedenôs voice went low, but no matter 

how low it went the folk around him could hear every word. ñEveryone would know, and 

where did you get that kind of cash? You who never had a streak of luck in your life. So 

itôs to the tavern then, and women. 22 silver on women, what did it get you? Three hours? 

Five? Did you spread it out? An hour a day for a week?ò 



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 76 of 331 

ñGowan!ò a young woman stood behind the man and cried for him. She was only 

five feet away but she didnôt dare reach out to help. All the townsfolk looked on in fear, 

in fear at Heden and what he was doing. 

ñGods, please. Please donôt!ò Gowan cried, flakes of spit sailing out of his mouth, 

the tendons on his neck like cords. 

ñCavall sees you, Gowan,ò Heden said, his eyes were fire burning into the man. 

ñAhh, gods!ò the man cried. Hedenôs words, a brand searing his skin. 

ñI am his eyes!ò Heden voice was a trumpet. 

ñI did it!ò Gowan shouted. As the words left his mouth, Heden dropped him. He 

fell to his knees, sobbing. But Heden wasnôt done. 

He drew his sword, the old, notched blade of his fatherôs father and swung it back, 

holding it up and behind his head. His face was a thundercloud. 

ñKnow then that I am an agent of Cavall, come to do judgment upon you!ò His 

pronouncement was a lightning strike and with it, a score of townspeople surged forward, 

their hands grabbing Hedenôs arm, his sword, his shoulders, pulling on his pack. They 

shouted, they pleaded. 

Heden relented. He relaxed, and the fugue was gone, that raindrop of Cavallôs 

power, granted him to do justice in his godôs name, drained away leaving him a normal 

man, with normal sight. He no longer saw the truth, the awful fetid truth of every man 

around him. He no longer heard a dozen voices wondering and fearing.  

With care, as though tending a sick man instead of a confessed criminal, a knot of 

country folk picked Gowan up by the arms and carried him away. His thin wisp of a wife 

followed, crying and reaching out to him. All the women, Sirona, Gwennog and many 

others, followed. The men stayed behind and stared at Heden in awe and wonder and 

fear.  

ñBy the bald pate of Nikros, man,ò one of them said, and the spell was broken. 

They all looked away. The one with the rough voice, Dyfan, Gwennogôs husband was 

accusing Heden of doing something indecent. 

ñSirona said a thousand urq,ò Heden said looking into the far distance. 

Dyfan, nor anyone else contradicted him. 

Heden sheathed his sword, turned and looked at these famers. Men with skin 

wrinkled by the sun, daysô worth of dirt caked casually into them.  

ñYouôre going to need all the help you can get.ò 

ñAye,ò Dyfan said, looking at the ground. The men nodded. Few would look at 

Heden and none for more than a moment. 

ñGowan ainôt a bad man,ò one of them said. 
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ñI know it,ò Heden said, and when he said it many of the men looked at him like 

he was a normal person. 

ñYou folks came to his defense,ò Heden said. ñYou forgave him in an instant. 

Thatôs why Cavall is your god.ò 

It was among the highest compliments a priest could give any man, especially a 

man from the farms in the north. Heden didnôt feel any shame in saying it to them.  

ñThe guards at the gate,ò Dyfan said, and Heden saw the two men in breastplates 

and helmets, now staring at the crowd of men surrounding Heden, all the other townsfolk 

having entered the walls now. ñTheyôll let you in with us,ò he said. ñTheyôll just ask your 

name is all.ò 

ñAnd I will give it to them,ò Heden said, ñas I gave it to you.ò This was a mild 

reproach and it worked. The men showed a little shame in having been so distrustful. 

Heden took it easy on them. 

ñSo,ò he asked, his lip curling into a smile ñwhereôs this little birdy makes the 

young girls sigh?ò 

Dyfanôs face slowly matched Hedenôs grin. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

Renaldo stopped playing and looked down into the large cooking pot the innkeep 

let him use to collect payment. Gold crowns made a distinct sound when dropped 

amongst the copper and silver. Heôd learned over the years to pick it out, even from 

amongst the noise of a large crowd such as the one packed into the Steaming Turnip. 

He looked at the man standing at the edge of the small stage. Wide, honest eyes 

set in a chiseled, age-weathered face and a compact body. 

ñPlease,ò Renaldo said, his accent heavy, no attempt made to hide his disgust. 

ñRemove your coin and then that shipwreck of a face before you scare my customers 

away.ò 

Heden looked down into the pot and then back at the bard. ñI just put a gold 

crown in there.ò 

ñI will lose two just by talking to you and my stomach just by looking at you. 

Now be a good little priest and go away.ò 

ñIéò Heden stopped and looked around. The tavern was packed with people, 

none of them seemed to pay either he or the minstrel any mind. They jostled him. 

ñHang on,ò Heden said. ñLetôs, ah, letôs try this again.ò He started to speak but 

then Renaldo began to play again, nodding at the pot. 

Heden took a deep breath, bent down and fished his coin out. He stared at it in his 

hand, and then looked back up at Renaldo. 

ñI was just hoping toé.ò 

Renaldoôs played louder.  

Heden clenched his fist around the gold crown and surveyed the inn. It was 

smaller than his. There were maybe 60 people packed in the common room which could 

not comfortably seat more than 30. None of these folk cared. Most of them werenôt 

paying Heden any mind, but some were. Some were. Heden thought he recognized some 

of the men from the gate. They were spreading the word and in a small town such as this, 

the word didnôt have far to go. 

Heden didnôt think he could get what he needed from any of these folk and there 

was a kind of unspoken agreement, a tradition. Heden couldnôt put words to it, but he 

took it for granted, and Renaldo was breaking it. He knew Riojans liked drama. 

The windows were wide open, letting the spring air and bright sunlight in. The 

sun and air fought the fug of farmers greasing their joints with ale. The minstrel probably 

worked hard to get these people to trust him, based on Hedenôs experience at the gate. 

Heôd know that being seen with Heden, another stranger, would alienate some of his 

paying audience, and so wanted to avoid it. Another time and Heden would have 
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respected this. But heôd come a long way, and done at least one awful thing to get here, 

and now he needed information. 

Heden turned back to the minstrel, stepped up on the tiny stage picking up the pot 

as he did so. He turned and in one smooth motion he pulled his arm back, preparing to 

fling the cooking pot, heavy with coin, out the window. 

He felt the cold bite of steel at this throat and tensed in a blink. Motionless, his 

arm still flung backward, he heard the sound of the chair tipping over and hitting the 

stage, along with the clash of strings from the lute hitting the floor. Black gods heôs fast. 

Heden was in real danger and there was a certain thrill to it. He wanted to test the 

minstrel, but dared not. Men in the inn would die in the battle. There was a time when 

heôd not have given these people a second thought.  

ñNow I must ask you,ò Renaldo said, and everyone in the inn was watching, ñto 

trust me.ò His voice was casual, light. Uncaring. At the word ótrustô he pressed the blade 

and it bit into Hedenôs neck. ñFor you feel the blade is thin and you think óôtis but a 

trifle.ô Think you can make some move, push the blade away. Please believe me when I 

say; you would be on the ground bleeding your life out before you moved an inch. This is 

no broad sword like you have there, not one of those great two-handers I could dance 

along the blade of before a man swung it once around. Far deadlier in fact. So please do 

not make the mistake so many of your countrymen have made. You will naturally want to 

fight backéò 

ñNot against Jacanda steel, I wonôt,ò Heden interrupted, not moving a muscle, 

trying to ignore the audience watching. 

ñYouéah. What?ò Renaldo stammered, backing out of the dancing pose he held. 

He pulled the blade away and looked at Heden anew. Heden moved only his eyes and 

raised one eyebrow. 

ñNot against a Riojan troubadour, I wouldnôt.ò 

Renaldo assumed a dueling pose, his rapier pointing straight down, tip touching 

the stage. One hand on his hip. His mouth was open.  

Heden saw the man had assumed a deferent position, and he allowed himself to 

move.  

ñAnd not against a playwright of the Leaf,ò he said, smiling. 

Renaldo clasped his free hand to the top of his head, a reflex from one used to 

wearing a hat. 

ñIéò he said, and frowned, looking around the stage as though heôd misplaced 

his own name. 

He noticed the folk staring. He took a deep, resigned breath, and let it out slowly. 
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The Riojan waved a hand while he sheathed his rapier with a flourish and 

whistled a sharp three tone scale, a perfect imitation of the call any of these farmers 

might have used to disperse their pigs. 

The inn went back to its collective business, the show was over. Renaldo plopped 

down on the stool, still frowning, still confused. 

ñDangerous way to start a friendship,ò Renaldo murmured without looking at 

Heden. ñGive me the money,ò he out his hand. 

Heden gave him the gold. 

Renaldo waggled his fingers. 

Heden fished out another gold crown and handed it over. 

ñI will make no more coin this afternoon,ò Renaldo said, and pocketed the money 

as he stood up. ñThese people do not like being reminded I am a óratman,ô as they put it. 

Two of us talking to each other, and now I am a stranger again.ò 

Renaldo put on his hat, picked up his flask of wine and his lute, and walked past 

Heden. He stepped lightly off the small stage and a table cleared for him before he 

reached it. These people held him in high regard. 

ñA ratcatcher,ò Heden said, turning to follow. 

ñEh?ò Renaldo said. He sat down and a maid pushed through the crowd to bring 

him a glass for his wine, but he shooôed her away and plunked the wine flask in the 

middle of the table, cradled his lute in his lap. 

ñThey call campaigners óratcatchers,ôò Heden took the chair opposite. 

ñAh, yes. That makes some sense to me. I see the similarity. Filthy jobs, 

sometimes necessary.ò 

ñAnd best forgotten,ò Heden said. 

ñWell it is a dangerous business,ò Renaldo said, picking up a fluted bottle of wine 

and drinking directly from it. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve, peering at Heden. 

ñThough you seem well-suited to it.ò 

ñWas,ò Heden said, looking Renaldo up and down. He was dressed in what Heden 

knew a Riojan troubadour would consider a discreet outfit. The wide-brimmed green hat 

on the floor held only one brightly colored peacock flavor. Around his neck, a single blue 

scarf, no pattern. The collar of his doublet open only a few inches revealing a tan chest 

and some wisps of curly black hair. The doublet had gold sewn into it, but no jewels and 

his red hose ran with tasteful pinstripes rather than the brightly colored checkers favored 

in Capital when Heden left. 

The people here would think he was a jester. 

ñI work for the church now,ò Heden said. 

ñYes, I know. A priest. Very valuable in any company.ò 
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Something occurred to Renaldo and he flinched as he looked at Heden. 

ñThe church. So you are not from the Jack?ò his black eyes flashed, his eyebrows 

long, thin, and flourished like the stroke of a pen. 

ñI donôt know what that is,ò Heden said.  

ñIt is a who.ò 

ñOh,ò Heden said. ñWell, ahéno.ò 

ñYou have not come to extract some kind of vengeance then?ò 

ñNope,ò Heden said. 

This seemed to deflate the man even more. ñAh well,ò he said. 

ñThat disappoints you?ò 

ñMany things disappoint me,ò Renaldo said, taking a weary breath. ñThe world 

seldom lives up to its reputation.ò He shrugged. ñYou are here for some mundane reason 

then and I will have forgotten you in the time it takes to drag a nail.ò  

ñYouôd prefer it if I wanted to kill you?ò 

ñWell,ò Renaldo gestured with a hand as though making an obvious point. ñYes.ò 

ñGive me a little while,ò Heden said, ñIôm warming up to the idea.ò 

Renaldo smiled a very little at this and raised his eyebrows. ñBravely said.ò 

ñSo whoôs the Jack?ò 

Renaldo shrugged. Heden liked him. 

ñYou know the Leaf, you know my steel. I thought perhaps you knew my work, 

were sent by a man I recently maligned in a popular production.ò 

ñRecently?ò This was not in accord with Hedenôs knowledge of geography.  

ñOh, a year,ò Renaldo admitted. ñI confess I rather appreciate the idea of a man 

pursuing me for a year. No epic tragedy ever featured a man who was pursued for a day, 

or, 32 weeks,ò he said, picking a random number. ñIt must be a year, you understand.ò 

ñI understand,ò Heden said. 

ñThe Jack is a very powerful master assassin,ò Renaldo said, submitting this fact 

for Hedenôs approval, obviously hoping it would earn Renaldo some esteem in his eyes. 

Heden nodded. ñI was friends with the Wire.ò 

Renaldo scoffed. ñThe Wire has no friends.ò 

ñI was,ò Heden rephrased, ñsomeone it amused him not to kill.ò 

ñYes, he has many amusements. I, for one, remain content to bore him. So you 

have been to Rioja.ò 

ñI lived in Capital for six years.ò 

ñPagh!ò Renaldo said, and mimed spitting on the ground. ñBuilt by your ancestors 

to rule my ancestors. All true Riojans despise that city.ò 

ñSure,ò Heden said. ñWhat are you doing here, Renaldo?ò 
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ñAh no,ò the troubadour said, taking another pull from his wine. ñYou have me at 

a disadvantage. We are not Wizards you and I, but names first, nonetheless. It is polite.ò 

Heden nodded and told Renaldo his name. Renaldo doffed his hat. 

ñI am Renaldo de Merisi, a temporary exile brother Heden. The master of the Leaf 

thought it best if I spend some time abroad after Catch as Catch Can opened.ò 

ñYour play,ò Heden said. 

ñA play? No I do not write plays. I wrote plays when I was a lad, now I craft 

carefully aimed and highly entertaining attacks on the enemies of the Leaf. In this case, 

the master of the Fulcrum.ò 

ñNot wise to upset the men who hold the money.ò 

ñI reasoned they were a small guild, only newly come to power. They would 

retaliate certainly, but how bad could it be?ò 

ñThey could try and have you killed.ò 

Renaldo deflated at that. ñAh yes, this is true. When they assassinated my leading 

man, I knew it was time to take a trip. And so here I am!ò he gestured to take in the entire 

inn. ñThe Steaming Turnip. Which I, not properly decoding the sign out front, took to 

mean the Steaming Turd.ò 

Heden snorted at this. The woodcarving sign outside did, indeed, look like a 

steaming turd. 

ñYou imagine my disappointment,ò Renaldo said. ñI so preferred the Turd. I 

thought perhaps I could steal the sign, take it home. Lie about the name. I feel the 

Steaming Turd so perfectly captures theéyou know. Wouldnôt be much of a lie. It can 

hardly be my fault if the innkeep chose the right sign but the wrong name.ò 

ñHow did you know I was a priest?ò Heden asked, remembering the minstrelôs 

earlier words to him.  

Renaldo deflated a little and gestured to the room. 

ñThey told you?ò 

ñI am a troubadour,ò Renaldo reminded him. 

ñJust seems fast is all,ò Heden said, turning and looking at the townspeople. ñI 

came straight here.ò 

ñA mile for a man is a yard for a tale,ò the minstrel said. 

ñThatôs good,ò Heden said, appreciating the quote. 

ñThatôs mine,ò Renaldo said. 

ñYouôre good,ò Heden said. 

ñOccasional flashes of legend amidst a tempest of brilliance.ò 

ñOk,ò Heden said. No point in getting carried away. ñHow much does the two 

gold get me?ò 
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ñHow much do you need?ò 

ñI just got here,ò Heden said. ñYou tell me.ò 

ñFair,ò Renaldo said. ñLess than two goldôs worth, certainly.ò 

ñEveryone said thereôs an army of urmen marching.ò 

ñThat is what everyone says,ò Renaldo said. No way for the minstrel to tell if it 

was true, they both knew. ñI think it likely. These people have experienced this 

phenomenon before, they know the signs.ò 

ñThey donôt seem worried,ò Heden said. The townsfolk were smiling and 

laughing and eating. Enjoying the circumstances that had them all pressed together in the 

town. ñWhy is that?ò 

Renaldo plucked a chord on his lute and then pointed to his head. ñThe tempest of 

brilliance.ò 

ñI see,ò Heden said, giving up. 

Renaldo sighed. 

ñThey await the arrival of an order of knights, the Green, who defend these lands 

from all manner of incursion. They believe the order will save them.ò 

ñOh,ò Heden said, deflating a little. 

ñAh-hah,ò Renaldo said. ñYou know something of their conspicuous absence.ò 

ñNot yet,ò Heden said. ñBut I think I will soon. Itôs why Iôm here.ò 

ñI think I understand. Well good luck finding them, my friend,ò Renaldo played a 

little tune. 

ñWhy?ò Heden asked, frowning. 

ñBecause the forest will not permit it.ò 

Renaldo played softly, looking down at his instrument. Heden didnôt say anything 

for a few moments, he just stared at a point on the wall a few feet behind Renaldo. 

ñWonderful,ò Heden said. 

Renaldo stopped playing and laughed. ñYou have a unique sense of humor 

brother Heden.ò 

ñA thousand people waiting to be crushed by an army of urmenôs not my idea of 

funny.ò 

ñAh well,ò Renaldo said, ñas to that. These people have been saved by the order 

before. That they cannot contact these knights is strange, but it does not worry them 

overmuch.ò  

ñWhat did you mean by óthe forest will not permit it?ôò Heden asked. Knowing 

the wode, he anticipated a gruesome answer. 

ñThe Baron sends men into the forest to find the Orderôs priory. Their gathering 

place.ò 
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ñI know what a priory is.ò 

ñOf course you do. My pardon. They return unscathed but unfulfilled.ò 

ñWell,ò Heden said and reached out to take a swallow from Renaldoôs wine, 

ñcould be worse.ò The wine was fantastic, better than anything he had at the Hammer. He 

looked at the bottle and noted it bore a faded Riojan label. He decided not to ask how this 

man traveled thousands of miles with his own bottle of wine. 

ñHow long until the urmen?ò 

Renaldo shrugged. ñHow to tell? Days it seems.ò 

ñDays,ò Heden said. 

ñA few days.ò 

ñYouôre not worried about a thousand urq days away from crushing this place?ò 

Renaldoôs head lifted from concentrating on the strings of his lute, and he looked 

off into the distance as he considered Hedenôs question. He pursed his lips. 

ñNo,ò he said. 

ñWhy not?ò 

ñOh,ò Renaldo said, ñbecause I will run away.ò 

Heden nodded as if confirming a suspicion. ñSmart,ò he said, looking at the 

townsfolk. 

Then he looked out the corner of his eye, suspicious of the minstrelôs motivations. 

ñSo why not run now?ò Heden asked, and turned back to confront the minstrel. 

Renaldo appeared to be ignoring him. 

ñHow much money are you going to make in the next few days?ò Heden asked. 

ñAnd do you need it? Why are you still here, Renaldo de Merisi?ò 

Renaldo sighed and lay his lute in his lap, cocking his head as he looked back at 

Heden. 

ñVery well, you have me. I hope to convince these people to flee.ò 

Heden sat back, smiling smugly. 

ñSeems somewhat out of character, donôt you think?ò 

Renaldo frowned. ñI enjoy casting against type,ò he said. ñLike you, I fear the 

knights will not come, in which case the only hope these poor idiots have is flight. I sing 

them songs to highlight the wisdom of saving oneôs own skin. They, of course, do not 

realize my intent, or my meaning. I find being direct so artless.ò He smiled widely 

bearing perfect white teeth. ñThey know only that the songs are brilliant.ò 

Heden nodded, humoring him. ñBrilliant,ò he said.  

Renaldo looked at him, studied his face. 

ñYou will head into the forest looking for this Order Green,ò Renaldo predicted, 

his brow furrowed as he played out the events of the next few days. ñTell me, my friend. 
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Do you think it likely your immediate future holds tales of adventure, heroism, and 

miraculous deeds?ò 

Heden stared at the Riojan. 

ñI donôt know,ò he said, looking at the bar. He turned back to Renaldo and looked 

at him with misery. ñProbably.ò 

Renaldo smiled slowly until his grin turned into a hungry, feral thing. 

ñThen I must attend you. Your death will, I surmise, fuel an excellent tale.ò 

ñMy death,ò Heden said. 

ñI am an optimist,ò Renaldo said, shrugging. ñHeroic tragedies are very popular in 

my homeland right now.ò 

He adjusted his instrument and began to play. ñPlease come find me once the 

Baron is done with you!ò 

ñWhat?ò Heden asked. Renaldo looked meaningfully behind Heden. 

There were two guards behind him, one at each elbow. 

ñHallo sunshine,ò one of the guards said with a mean smile. ñNow why donôt you 

stop bothering our little sparrow here and come with us?ò 

Heden turned slowly and looked at the two men, each taller than Heden. One 

round and old, the other whip-thin and young. He pointed at the fat one. 

ñI know you,ò Heden said. ñYou were at the town gate.ò 

ñThatôs right. And I donôt know you. The Baron likes to meet new people,ò the 

thick man said, smiling. 

ñOh. Good.ò 
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Chapter Nineteen 

The Baron was a Baroness. Heden wondered why no one seemed to use the 

gendered term. 

She and two advisors stood behind a large oak desk at which sat a bald, elderly 

monk who scratched ink onto vellum. It was likely, Heden thought, that the Baron could 

not read. Literacy had never caught on here at the fringes of civilization. The writings 

would be posted, but first a crier would read them to a gathered throng. There was a time 

when this would have seemed hopelessly backward to Heden. Now he experienced a 

mixture of nostalgia and respect. Things here hadnôt changed in a long time, because they 

didnôt need to. 

He waited, eyes cast down, and listened to the Baronôs voice as she took advice 

from her privy council. One old man with white hair and a long robe, and a man Hedenôs 

age who wore a breastplate and a mace at his side. A talisman around his neck. A wizard 

and a priest. Heden frowned, wondering what Renaldo would think. 

The Baron looked ten years older than Heden and, while all the noblemen heôd 

ever met wore plated armor over chain and leather, she was sporting scale armor, which 

Heden had only ever seen in paintings and tapestries. The scales were white and Heden 

wondered what they were made of. They fit her well, which Heden wondered at because 

he suspected the armor was very old. She seemed fit and capable. Her straight hair was 

cut just below her ears in the classical Golish style. She had that bronze-skinned, black-

haired look of the ancient Gol that bred true every few generations. Heden thought she 

was probably proud of her heritage.  

She was talking about drunkenness and curfew during the siege. There was a 

stack of already finished proclamations and Heden recognized she was anticipating the 

next week or twoôs events and preparing documents now while she could. 

The two guards stood behind Heden in the large stone room, the ceiling an 

impressive thirty feet high. Shafts of pale light stabbing through tall, narrow windows 

onto a once ornate faded rug. 

He listened to several proclamations, all very pragmatic, and then she finished. 

She looked at the guards. They shoved Heden forward. 

Heden remembered his etiquette, bowed, and said ñThank you for receiving me, 

milady.ò 

The Baron tilted her head to one side and examined Heden for a few moments, 

then looked at one of the guards. 

ñHe was talking to that little birdie theyôve got down at the Turnip.ò 

The Baron turned to the old man. 
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ñThe Riojan, milady. Renaldo,ò the presumably wizard said. 

The Baron nodded. She walked around the front of the large oak table the scribe 

sat scribbling at, and leaned back against its edge, bracing herself with her hands, legs 

crossed at the ankles. In spite of her Golish heritage, her ancient armor, and her even 

more ancient castle, she had to Hedenôs eye a very modern attitude. 

ñAre you a friend of the minstrelôs?ò she asked.  

ñNo milady,ò Heden responded. 

ñJustéplying him for information?ò 

Heden shrugged. 

The Baron shot a look at the head guard, who lunged forward and bashed the back 

of Hedenôs neck with his mailed elbow, causing Heden to stumble forward. 

ñWhen the Baron asks you a question, you better come up with a fucking 

answer,ò the guard said, his voice thick and meaty. 

The Baron frowned at him, and he stepped back a pace. 

Heden, hand to his neck, slowly straightened up and turned to stare at the guard.  

The guard tried to stare back, but after a moment seemed to doubt himself and 

looked at the Baron for help. 

Heden turned back to the Baron. 

ñYour people are under a lot of stress,ò Heden said, looking at the light coming in 

the window. ñThereôs a siege coming, everyoneôs talking about it. People may die.ò He 

looked at the Baron. ñBut you tell your warthog there that if he touches me again he 

wonôt have to worry about the siege because I will put him on his ass and he will not get 

up.ò 

The guard stepped forward ready for violence but the Baron made a gesture and 

cut him off. 

The almost-certainly priest walked to the side of the table and looked at Heden 

with scorn. 

ñSomeone called you a priest,ò the man said with disdain in what seemed to 

Heden an affected noble accent.  

Heden gave the man a pained look. He didnôt say anything. 

ñWell man, speak up. You have no chasuble, no raiment. What manner of priest 

did you claim to be?ò 

 ñI was made a Prelate five years ago,ò Heden said. True. 

The Baroness looked at him with something approaching hunger. The man with 

the mace stepped back a pace unconsciously. 
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ñMy advisor,ò the Baron said, appearing to take a little pleasure from the 

confrontation. ñDeacon Owlsley.ò With her northern accent, it sounded to Heden like 

ówoolsley.ô 

ñA Prelate five years ago,ò she repeated. ñAnd now?ò 

ñIôm seconded to Bishop Conmonoc, Hierarch of the Church of Cavall the 

Righteous.ò Also true. 

She looked at her Deacon for confirmation. Owlseyôs mouth was open; he seemed 

to be having trouble breathing. He saw his Baronôs expression and closed his mouth. 

Composed himself. He concentrated. 

Heden could tell Owlsley believed him even before he prayed. When you sense 

truth for a living, you developed a quick instinct for it. A whispered prayer and the 

Deacon nodded to the Baron. 

The Baron was impressed and looked at Heden as though he was a statue made of 

gold and she planned on melting him down and spending him. 

ñWhat saint do you follow?ò she asked. 

Heden took a weary breath. ñSaint Lynwen.ò 

The Baron shook her head and looked at her priest. He shook his head once.  

ñSheôs obscure,ò Heden explained. True. He omitted the fact that he was her only 

follower. 

ñWhat is your name?ò 

He told her. 

ñHeden, you come to us in a time of dire need.ò 

I bet, Heden thought. 

ñEveryone believes thereôs an army of urmen on their way here,ò Heden said. 

The Baron nodded. 

ñHave you seen them?ò 

ñMy scouts have. My Wizard has scryed them,ò she said, indicating the older man 

behind her. 

ñHow many do you estimate?ò Heden asked, expecting the answer to be in the 

hundreds. The number he heard outside the gate, a thousand, was an exaggeration. 

ñFive thousand.ò 

Heden didnôt say anything. His expression didnôt change. But his sense of ease 

and his relaxed attitude faded. Only someone who knew him would notice it. 

He frowned, remembering something. 

ñYou normally rely on the Green Order to defend you.ò 

The Baron nodded. 

ñBut there are only nine of them.ò 
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ñThey are the greatest knights on life,ò she said simply. ñA single member of the 

Order could hold off hundreds of lesser beings.ò 

Lesser beings.  

Training to be a knight took years, it included at least a year questing as a Knight 

errant. The same urman that threatened a famerôs life, his family, was a nuisance to a 

well-trained knight. But nine against five thousand? He conceded it was possible. The 

Mirror Circle could do it. The White Hart certainly. But they were the Kingôs personal 

guard. How could an order out here in the middle of nowhereé? Something didnôt fit. 

ñWhere are they now?ò 

ñThere has been a death,ò the Baron said. ñAnd since then, nothing.ò 

She knows about the death, Heden thought, and remembered the one milky white 

holly berry. 

ñThe minstrel said you havenôt been able to contact them. Said something about 

the forest not permitting it.ò 

The Baron ignored the question. She sighed and turned to the scrolls sheôd been 

dictating and, almost absently, asked; ñhow much do you know about the urmen?ò  

Heden looked around for a place to sit, and noted the guard behind him scowling 

at him.  

ñI know they were created by the dragons in mockery of men,ò he said. Everyone 

in the room looked at him, surprised. 

ñIs that true?ò The Baron asked her advisors. They indicated this was the first 

theyôd heard of it. 

ñPossibly an ancient legend, milady,ò the wizard said.  

ñThey live short lives,ò Heden continued, ignoring the wizard who, at least, was 

not affecting an accent above his station. ñ30 years. And they war constantly. Your son or 

daughter might take a year to learn to walk. An urq can walk and talk within a week of 

birth. The only thing they understand is strength. The strong lead, the weak are killed. 

Theyôre smart. You can treat with them but itôs rare. They hate humans and donôt 

reallyétheyôve never understood what makes humans strong. Or believe humans can be 

strong. And they donôt live long enough to learn. They take what they want, or die 

trying.ò 

The Baron was obviously impressed. She looked at her wizard disparagingly. 

ñYou speak of negotiation,ò the Wizard intoned, trying to control the conversation 

and make up what he had lost in his masterôs eye. ñWhat, in your expert opinion, would 

they want in return for sparing us?ò 

The Baron turned back to Heden hoping for an answer. A solution. 
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Heden shrugged. ñThe dragons created them to hate humans. Itôs in their blood. 

An individual might decide different but as a raceéò Heden pursed his lips and shook his 

head dismissively. ñTheyôre driven to attack whatever humans hold. And,ò he added 

casually, ñit gives them something to do.ò 

ñLike building castles,ò the Baron said, wryly. 

ñBetter to be fighting you than each other. Every few years a strong leader comes 

around, unites the tribesé.ò Heden stopped, the conclusion was obvious. ñIôm surprised 

it doesnôt happen more often up here.ò 

ñThe Order,ò the Baron said. Heden was still skeptical. Something was missing 

from the equation. Nine men and woman holding back everything that called the Forest 

home? 

ñCould you stop them?ò she asked. 

Heden stared at her. 

ñCould I stop five thousand urmen?ò 

ñYes.ò 

Hedenôs eyes darted around the room, looking for any sign of sanity. Everyone 

was looking at him expectantly. ñNo.ò  

ñHe could do it,ò the deacon snapped. He seemed to Heden afraid. 

ñYouôre mad,ò Heden said, as though identifying the manôs country of origin. 

ñA Prelate of Cavall could summon a Dominion. A whole army of Dominions. He 

couldéò the deacon stopped talking to the room and spoke directly to Heden. Any fear 

of Heden, any embarrassment at being made to look the fool was gone. This was a man 

begging for his life. ñListen man, you could take our men and pray and bless them until 

each was worth 10 urmen.ò 

Heden stared at him as though heôd gone insane, as though he was babbling 

nonsense that might be contagious. 

ñIt doesnôt work that way,ò Heden said. ñYou shouldéò he looked at the Baron. 

ñHe should know better. Is this what youôve got?ò 

She ignored him. 

ñYou would have the use of my men,ò she said. 

ñYour men?ò Heden asked, skeptical. 

ñYes.ò 

ñHow many men do you have?ò Heden asked, keen to hear the answer, showing a 

little anger at the irresponsibility in evidence. 

ñ200 regulars and maybe 400 peasant levies.ò 

ñYouôd need at least a thousand,ò Heden said. ñTen units of trained and 

experienced solders, forget farmers with pitchforks. Inside a Gol keep, with 
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foreknowledge of the army, a thousand soldiers could defend five thousand urmen. Until 

you ran out of food, but the urq donôt like long sieges.ò 

ñI have six hundred.ò 

ñThen you need to get your people out of here.ò 

ñThatôs been suggested.ò 

ñGood.ò 

ñItôs too late,ò the Baron concluded. ñWe couldnôt move fast enough.ò 

ñWhy did you wait?ò Heden demanded. ñYouôve sentenced these people to death, 

what did you think was going to happen!?ò 

ñOne does not address the Baron in that manner!ò The wizard said. Heden ignored 

him and locked eyes with the Baron. 

She just looked at him, her jaw set, her mouth a thin pursed line, but her eyes 

pleading. 

ñThe Green Order,ò Heden said for her. She didnôt object. She at least had the 

decency to appear regretful. Shamed. Heden thought for a moment. 

ñAlright, hereôs what you do. You tell your people to scatter. Run like mad for 

any town in any direction. Donôt let them group up. Send your men in squads with them, 

give them orders so they make sure the people donôt end up running to the same place. 

Confuse the enemy. Make them split their forces. The urmen wonôt know what to do 

when they leave the forest, they donôt like plains. Theyôll probably still take the keep 

even if itôs empty. Theyôre stupid that way.ò  

The wizard and the deacon both looked expectantly at the Baron. They were 

hoping sheôd take the advice. 

The Baron ignored them and held Hedenôs gaze. ñWeôre going to wait here.ò 

ñWhat?ò 

ñThe Green is out there, they have to come. Itôs their oath.ò 

ñTheir oath?ò Heden repeated. 

She nodded. 

ñAnd youôre willing to bet the lives of all your subjects on that?ò 

She said, quietly; ñWe always have before.ò She blinked as she said it, as though 

she didnôt dare take the time to evaluate that decision. 

ñThis is madness,ò Heden said. ñYouôre all mad, you know that right? You 

deserve to get roasted alive by an army of urq, but those people out there,ò Heden said, 

shouting, stabbing his finger at the window, ñhavenôt donôt anything wrong except 

depend on you!ò   

ñListen you piece of shit!ò  



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 92 of 331 

Heden had forgotten about the guards behind him. The bigger guard clamped his 

mailed hand on Hedenôs shoulder. 

It sounded to everyone in the room like Heden swore under his breath in an 

inhuman tongue, several words as he spun and hit the guard square in the chest with the 

flat of his hand. 

The guard, tall, big, stupid, had the wind driven out of him and his eyes went wide 

with surprise as the blow lifted him impossibly off his feet and sent him sailing. As he 

flew backward, his skin, his clothes, his whole body flashed to stone and what hit the 

ground was a kind of rough-hewn statue that shrieked when the rump of the former guard 

skidded against the flagstones. 

The younger guard swore and fell down, scrabbling to get away from Heden. The 

priest and the wizard raced to put up wards while the Baron looked at the statue that used 

to be her guard captain. 

ñBy Cyrvisô thorny prick!ò the wizard hissed. ñWhat have you done, man?ò 

ñI told him,ò Heden said, upset at himself for losing his temper. ñI told him.ò 

ñArrest him!ò the Deacon said and, as realization dawned that the only man who 

could arrest Heden was now a large piece of art, he looked wildly around the room at no 

one. ñSomeone arrestéò He trailed off. 

ñI needed him,ò The Baron said, more to herself than anyone. It seemed like 

Hedenôs action had collapsed whatever support sheôd been using to hold back despair; 

she now seemed like someone whoôd given up. ñHis family had been in service to mine 

for five generations. I was at his wedding.ò  

ñItôll wear off,ò Heden said, looking at the floor. ñI lost my temper, there was no 

excuse for that, milady.ò He was angry at himself for getting involved in this in the first 

place.  

ñHow long will he be like that?ò the Baron asked, her voice flat. 

ñThree days,ò Heden said. 

The Baron looked at Heden. ñI donôt have enough guards left.ò 

Heden was upset at himself, but refused to show it. He went on the attack. ñYou 

didnôt have enough guards to begin with,ò he said, looking her in the eyes. He stabbed a 

finger at her. ñYou never had enough. Against five thousand urmen? You never had 

enough.ò 

ñThe Order will come.ò 

Heden remembered his instructions. The ritual that would cleanse the order was in 

his pack. 

ñPray they do,ò Heden said, and meant it. 
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The Baron appeared to reach a conclusion. She composed herself and rebuilt 

whatever defenses against despair Heden had momentarily destroyed. ñYou are a prelate 

of Cavall. Even were you to simply heal the wounded your services would be invaluable. 

And you just cost me my guard captain. Iôm pressing you into service. You are a serf on 

my land, and under the contract between your lord and master you owe service, prelate or 

no. Consider this payment on all such debts.ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò Heden said, shaking his head. ñWe both know that wonôt work. 

Anyway, Iôm already a freeman. Iôm going to do everything I can to help you, but not 

here.ò 

The Baron looked confused. ñHow then?ò 

ñIôm going to find the Green Order.ò Somewhere in the previous conversation, 

Heden discovered that he was this townôs only hope. These poor idiots, just like the poor 

idiots he grew up with, the poor idiots his parents were. The poor idiot he was. Whatever 

he thought before now, he was committed. 

ñIs that why youôre here?ò she asked. 

ñYeah,ò Heden said without conviction. 

ñThe Bishop sent you here to liberate the Order from whatever prevents it from 

reaching us?ò The Baron was skeptical. She obviously didnôt believe Heden.  

ñSomething like that,ò Heden replied. He didnôt know what he believed anymore. 

He looked at the Baron and they shared a moment. He didnôt know why he was 

doing what he was doing, she no longer knew why she was doing what she was doing. 

Both of them were going through the motions, hoping some greater meaning would 

present itself. All either of them knew was they didnôt want these people to die. 

ñPraise Cavall,ò the deacon said, putting his fist into his hand and pulling both up 

to his mouth. He missed whatever was passing between Heden and the Baron. 

The Baron shook her head. ñIt wonôt work.ò 

Heden picked up his pack. ñItôll work,ò he said. 

ñThe forest wonôt let anyone through. They go in, follow the trail, and come out 

again without any memory of turning around.ò 

Heden nodded. ñI need a horse.ò 

ñA horse?ò 

ñJust a regular horse. Iôm sorry about the guard,ò Heden said, not changing tone. 

The Baron looked at him. ñMe too,ò she said. ñIôll have a horse saddled for you.ò 

ñStation people in the warrens,ò Heden said. ñThe urmen sometimes use kethat 

sappers. The warrensôll confuse the shit out of them. They wonôt expect to find tunnels or 

people in them.ò 

The Baron nodded. 
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ñThe knight who was killed,ò she said. ñIt was the Knight-commander. Sir 

Kavalen. He was theé.ò she faltered. ñThe head of the order.ò 

Heden nodded. ñThanks,ò he said. It was useful information. 

The Baron walked around to the other side of the desk and from a drawer pulled a 

small vellum scroll tied with ribbon and affixed with a wax imprint of her seal.  

She walked around the desk again and presented it to Heden. He thought she was 

trying to knight him or something. 

ñIf you find them, give this to the Lady Isobel.ò 

ñIsobel.ò 

ñSheôs the eldest of the Order.ò 

Heden took the scroll. ñI will. If sheôs still alive.ò 

ñSheôs alive,ò the Baron said. 

ñYou canôt know that,ò Heden said. Over the course of the conversation, heôd 

come to the conclusion the Order had been wiped out. If they had a pact with the forest, 

that would explain the mazement preventing anyone from entering and looking for them. 

The forest was saying óthere is no Order.ô 

ñI would know if she were dead.ò Before she continued, Heden sensed what she 

was going to say next. It explained her blind faith in the Order. 

ñLady Isobel is my sister.ò  
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Chapter Twenty 

At first the horse was confused. More confused than was typical in Hedenôs 

experience. He didnôt mount up at the stables, he walked the horse out and down to the 

main gate. 

Once outside of town Heden walked around the brown beast, inspecting it. The 

horse whinnied once, unsure what was expected. The little cauldron of boiling neurosis 

that served as a horse brain was simmering slightly. Heden brought out an apple and fed 

it to the beast. Once the horse seemed at ease with Heden, he mounted up. 

The horse trotted and Heden guided it north from the keep to the forest, a little 

more than a mile. The trees loomed, so high they tricked the mind. They looked like they 

were toppling over.  

The tree line was distinct, sharp. Once they reached it the horse became a little 

jittery. Heden didnôt know if it sensed something inside the forest or the forest itself, but 

suspected the horse just wasnôt used to going north instead of south where all the other 

towns lay. Probably it spent most of its time carrying people to and from the Keep, not 

the forest.  

Remembering the stories his father told him about Sir Ollwen and his knights, 

Heden turned the horse so it faced due east. The forest on his left, the keep down on his 

right. The horse should, if it were sensible, turn right and head back home to Durham 

Keep. Probably after standing still for a quarter hour too stupid to realize anything was 

amiss. 

Saying something less a prayer and more a wish, Heden patted the horseôs neck, 

rubbed itôs thick, short hairs, took a deep breath and let the reins go slack on the horseôs 

neck. 

The horse sniffed the air and champed his teeth, pulling the bit forward. It shook 

its head back and forth once, testing to see that Heden wasnôt holding the reins. It 

murmured a horsey whinny and stamped the ground once. Heden relaxed, didnôt move. 

Tried to think of nothing. After a few moments, maybe half a turn, the horse gently 

turned left and began to head into the forest.  

Hedenôs trick was working. He trusted to fate, let the horse pick its own way. Into 

the forest, and toward whatever destiny awaited him there. 

The wode closed in on all sides, completely denying any opportunity to get oneôs 

bearings. The sun was difficult to find in the sky, there was no sense of distance. And 

whatever natural connection man had to the cycles of day and night became disjointed.  

The trees were taller than any human structure heôd ever seen, wider around than 

a house. Adding to his disorientation was the fact that the huge trees of the Iron Forest 
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were not packed closely together. Only the tips of their leaves touched. The distance 

between the trees, and their sheer size, created a sense of space that overwhelmed him. 

Each tree was like a massive pillar, holding up a green sky made of leaves above. He felt 

like an ant crawling across the floor of a cathedral. 

The horse found a trail. Heden didnôt notice when they started on it. He was 

daydreaming and then he looked down and they were on a thin trail, probably a foot trail. 

The underbrush around them, the bracken and ferns and vines was thick, but the trail was 

clear. He twisted around, looked behind for the spot the trail started, but couldnôt see 

anything. The horse obviously knew something he didnôt. Probably knew a lot of things 

Heden didnôt. Probably figured being sat on all day entitled it to an opinion. 

He used the meditative time to think, go over events in his mind: Gwiddon, the 

Carter, Vanora. The Baron. He replayed the scenes over and over again. Not for any 

reason, just out of habit. It was something he couldnôt turn off. Occasionally he would 

think of something he should have said, or upon remembering something someone else 

said, gain some insight into their motivation. Their real meaning. Also, sometimes, his 

own.  

After a turn in the forest, the horse plodding along at a steady rate, he was startled 

by something out of the corner of his eye. Motion as though something had run off 

behind a nearby tree. And then the bottom began to fall out from his world. 

It was possible, he reminded himself, even likely, that a rabbit or some other 

small game was startled by his passing and took flight. But as soon as the sensation 

passed, it was replaced by a growing suspicion. As he rode, every tree became a place 

behind which something could be hiding. The woods were silent, were they unnaturally 

silent? Were they silent because of hostile humanoids laying in wait? There were birds, 

small noiseséwere they normal? Heden found he couldnôt remember. He could imagine 

anything. 

It was madness, he tried to tell himself. It didnôt work. His nightmare scenarios 

seemed all too plausible. Heôd been in a dozen situations, exactly like this, where the 

trees had concealed urmen or worse. No one knew he was here. There was no way, no 

reason, for ambush. But that didnôt mean it couldnôt happen. He could be trespassing on 

some inhuman creatureôs territory. That tree there was big enough to hide a thyrs. He 

stared for what might have been a full minute thinking he was seeing the hilt of a spear 

sticking out from behind a distant tree. Then as the horse moved and he saw it was only a 

branch from another tree, farther in the distance. 

He wished he could blame the tightening, the senseless fear, on the forest and its 

power to confuse, but Heden knew this was going to happen. Happened every time he left 

the city. 
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His heart was hammering in his chest and for the thousandth time he feared it 

would burst. He realized he was completely, utterly alone. There was no one to help him 

if something happened to him. If his heart burst in his chest, there was no priest to aid 

him, no one to go and get a priest. The fact that he lived alone and had done for years 

didnôt mean anything. In Celkirk, he felt safe, and so didnôt think about such things. 

He was suddenly gripped with fear that he had turned around, was heading back 

to Durham Keep. He twisted in the saddle, staring back the way heôd come, wondering if 

it was the way he should be going. 

He remembered Gwiddon offering to give him help and for a little while, 

seriously entertained the notion of going back to Celkirk, going south almost a hundred 

miles, a whole dayôs travel, and asking for help getting the last few miles. The temptation 

to return to the known, to get away from this place of danger, was almost overwhelming. 

He found the saddle constraining. As much as he had to get out of the forest, back 

to the inn, he had to get out of the saddle. 

He swung his leg over, and dropped clumsily to the forest floor. He staggered, 

then grabbed the leather of the saddle with one hand and steadied himself on the flank of 

the horse with the other. He felt normal again. Felt the madness, the fear, evaporate.  

He sniffed once. Breathed heavily. Straightened up and looked around, wiping 

sweat from his brow. 

 The horse seemed to have taken no notice of the episode. Heden remembered 

being a young man, with no sense of fear or mortality, and a wave of sadness passed over 

him, not for the first time, at what heôd been reduced to. What campaigning for 12 years 

had done to him. It was this that Gwiddon knew made this assignment so difficult. 

Eventually the episodes would get longer and more frequent. 

He didnôt want to get back on the horse, and didnôt want to think about why. He 

hit the horse with the flat of his hand, signaling the beast to lead the way again. 

The horse neighed and wouldnôt budge. 

Heden grunted a question and walked up to look the horse in the eye. 

The horse shook its head. No. 

Heden grabbed the reins and tugged, but the horse had the bit between the teeth 

and was having none of it. 

ñWhat?ò Heden asked. 

The horse waggled its lips at Heden, showing its big horse teeth. 

Heden felt incredibly tired. He was too far from home and too much at odds with 

himself and his mission to fight with the horse. 

ñFine,ò Heden said. He dropped the reins. ñYou stay here and let the brocc find 

you. They love horse.ò 
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Heden turned to show the horse he was leaving, and noticed what the horse had 

seen. 

He turned back around and looked behind the horse. Walked around the horse and 

look back the way theyôd came. Then he strode back around the horse and checked in 

every direction. 

The trail was gone. The trail they were following had disappeared. It had been 

here when heôd stopped, and he hadnôt moved, but it was gone. 

ñShit,ò Heden said to no one and everyone. 

The horse neighed. 

 

 



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 99 of 331 

Chapter Twenty One 

It took a long time to clear even a small path and he despaired as sweat fell from 

his face. His muscles, not used to such work, ached. He paused for a moment and tried to 

find the sun again. Wondered at what his father would think of him getting tired after 

only a few hoursô hard work. 

He looked at the axe in his hand. How many years it had been since he used it. 

Twenty? It had once been a trusted tool used almost every day in a variety of situations. 

Back when a single crown was a lot of money. It now seemed inadequate to the task at 

hand, but Heden knew the power of persistence. And he never had much of a sense of 

time. Hours would pass and he wouldnôt notice. He enjoyed tasks like this. For which the 

only solution was hard work, and hours of it. He was his fatherôs son.  

The horse didnôt appear to mind the passage of time with little progress. It seemed 

perfectly happy to stand there, no one on its back, and nibble at the leaves on the vines 

and ferns. Sometimes it would take a turn and prune an entire bush. Sometimes it would 

gently mouth a leaf from a bush and leave it. Probably poisonous. How does it know? 

Heden wondered. Mysterious horsey senses men did not wot of, probably.  

He set back to work. Part of him knew it was unrealistic to expect that heôd be 

able to chop his way wherever he was going, but he was stubborn. There had been a path, 

it was now gone, and Hedenôs toiling was his way of telling whatever powers whisked it 

away that they could go fuck a pig before heôd give up. He remembered Renaldo. This 

was Hedenôs performance. 

He exposed a large root curling above and below the ground, on which had been 

anchored a great deal of vegetation. Unable to get a good angle of attack via any other 

method, he climbed atop the twisting root and stood there looking down. As he prepared 

to hack at it, it snapped under his weight and though he tried to catch himself, all he 

managed to do was flip head over heels and land on his back, his cloak over his head. 

He heard the horse whinny in amusement. Stupid horse, he thought. 

He pulled his cloak from off his face and froze. There was a man standing before 

him. Just at his feet. He held a longsword pointed at Hedenôs throat, its blade catching the 

sunlight that streamed through the leaves hundreds of feet above. The horse wasnôt 

commenting on Hedenôs athleticism, it was trying to alert Heden to the presence of the 

stranger. 

He was a knight without a helm. He wore plate, but it was plate for the working 

day. None of the frippery Heden saw the White Hart sport back in Celkirk, all ornament 

for show. This was smooth. Worn smooth by many blows and repairs. Not gleaming 

silver, but dull grey. There seemed to be a pattern etched into it, but it was spotty and 
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Heden couldnôt make it out. The manôs sword looked just as well-used. Heden thought he 

sensed some sorcery on the blade, but didnôt think it mattered. He was guessing any 

knight alone in the Wode who could get the drop on him wouldnôt need a sorcerous blade 

to be a threat to him. Not at this distance. Not with Heden on his ass. 

Without moving the sword at Hedenôs throat, and without making a noise, the 

knight looked around. Checking to see if there was anyone else around. 

ñIôm alone,ò Heden volunteered.  

The knight took one more survey of the area, and then a step back. But did not 

lower the sword or in any other way change his posture. Heden sat up a little, but made 

no other attempt to rise. 

ñYeah,ò the knight said. ñI can see that.ò He turned full around, checking for 

something, and then back to Heden. 

ñYouôre alone alright.ò There was sarcasm in his voice, some kind of judgment. 

ñI have a horse,ò Heden said in his own defense.  

The knight looked at the horse, happily ignoring both of them, deforesting the 

wode, thinking horsey thoughts. 

ñThatôs debatable,ò the knight said. He hadnôt put the sword down. 

A moment passed. Neither man spoke. 

ñWe just going to sit here like this?ò Heden asked. 

ñYouôre going to sit there like that,ò the knight said. 

ñOk,ò Heden said, giving up. 

The knight made his way to the horse. He moved like a wolf. When he reached 

the horse, he rifled through Hedenôs gear. Threw open the flap of Hedenôs pack and 

pushed his arm in. Heden watched the knightôs eyes go wide, he pulled back and looked 

at the pack, and then thrust his arm in up to the shoulder. The small pack swallowed his 

arm. 

He pulled his arm out, closed the flap, and took the pack. He rounded the horse, 

continuing his inspection. Then he made his way back to Heden.  

Heden relaxed and laid his head against the root, looked up at the canopy of 

leaves, and ignored the knight. 

The knight stood over Heden for a few moments more, and then sheathed his 

sword. He leaned down and extended his hand. 

ñCome on,ò he said. Heden took his hand and pulled himself up, grateful for the 

help. 

ñWhat are you doing here?ò the knight asked. 

ñI think Iôm looking for you,ò Heden said, brushing the dirt and dead leaves off 

his ass. 



 

Matthew Colville                                                                                                  Page 101 of 331 

ñMe?ò the knight took a step back and gave him a doubtful appraisal. He had a 

round head, his copper hair cut so short Heden wondered what the point was. He was a 

little bigger than Heden, but seemed thinner. Heden considered his own judgment of men 

to be keen, and he saw in this knight a kindred spirit. 

ñIôm looking for the Green Order,ò Heden said.  

The stranger shook his head. ñNot me,ò he said. ñI can take you to them, though.ò 

He jerked his thumb to his left. ñTheyôre in the wode.ò 

ñIn the wode?ò Heden asked. ñThis isnôt the wode?ò 

ñWell, I suppose to some,ò the knight said. ñNot by my reckoning, though. Far as 

I see it, the wode proper donôt start until you reach the brocc.ò 

Heden nodded, he understood. The closer, the more intimate your relationship 

with the forest, the nicer your idea of where the wode started and stopped. 

ñWho are you?ò he asked. ñWhat do you do up here?ò 

The knight shrugged and extended his hand a little bit behind him. Responding to 

no obvious command, Hedenôs horse wandered over until the knight was able to grab the 

horseôs reins. ñThereôs a living to be made here, like any other,ò he said. ñCome on.ò 

He started off, leading Hedenôs horse, and Heden noticed the footpath had come 

back. 

ñWhereôd this come from?ò he asked. 

ñEh?ò 

ñThis path. We followed it in,ò he said, promoting his horse to a companion, ñbut 

it disappeared.ò 

The knight smiled. ñIt happens,ò he said. ñPath this small, you wander off for only 

a moment, suddenly you canôt see it for all the brush. You spend enough time in here,ò he 

said, ñyou learn where they are.ò 

Maybe this wasnôt a knight, Heden thought. He seemed more like a woodsman. 

Spoke like any man from Durham Keep. 

ñYou know Durham Keep?ò Heden asked. 

The man scowled liked Heden had insulted him, ñôCourse I do,ò he said. ñDurham 

Keep and Gravesford. Villane. Tane and Sealton Heath. óCourse I know them, what kind 

of question is that? Where are you from?ò 

The knight, or whatever he was, led Hedenôs horse, and Heden walked along 

with. 

ñSouth,ò Heden said. ñIôve come a long way to talk to these knights.ò 

ñWell,ò the knight said. ñTheyôre not going to want to talk to you.ò  

Heden sighed as the two men and the horse walked at a leisurely pace through the 

woods. With company, the place seemed far less threatening. Mundane. Even beautiful. 
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ñHow come?ò he asked, and realized heôd slipped back into the northern dialect. 

óHow comeô instead of ówhy?ô 

ñThey donôt like people,ò the man said. 

ñThatôs aéò Heden cleared his throat and tried to master his own manner of 

speech. ñThat covers a lot.ò 

The knight shrugged. ñItôs how they are.ò 

Heden let a moment pass in silence.  

ñHow are they?ò 

ñPretty high-handed,ò the knight said wearily. Heden concluded this man had 

dealt with the Green often, and they did not come off favorably in his estimation. ñRarely 

leave the forest, so they donôt spend much time around men. Theyôre rude. Full of 

themselves. Donôt seem to get along much with each other, neither. Each one,ò he said, 

and stretched his arm across half the forest around them, ñcovers leagues on his own. 

Alone for months. I think maybe theyôre a little mad,ò he said. 

ñCovers the forest doing what?ò Heden asked. 

The knight shrugged. ñKeep the beasties in line. The urq, the thyrs mostly. The 

elgenwights. Stop them from raiding the towns.ò 

ñYou get elgenwights this far south?ò Heden asked. 

ñOh sure,ò the knight said throwing a glance at Heden. ñThem and the brocc, 

always at it. The brocc are mostly on our side,ò he said. Heden nodded, he knew that. 

ñThe fae, too,ò the knight said. ñKids from the towns come into the forest on a 

dare, and the fae snatch them up. Donôt mean nothing by it, they donôt know any better. 

But still,ò the knight said. 

ñBut still,ò Heden echoed, knowing the fae as he did. ñHow far are they?ò he 

asked. 

ñFew miles,ò the knight said. ñThey have a chapel they all gather at,ò Heden 

presumed he meant the priory the bishop spoke of. ñBut itôll take the better part of a day. 

Weôll skirt the brocc territory. Theyôre devils when theyôre riled up. I have a hard enough 

time dealing with them alone. I try and bring a stranger through, thereôll be trouble no 

matter what.ò 

Heden realized why he found the knight so easy to talk to. Heôs a campaigner, 

Heden thought. 

ñWhereôs your company?ò Heden took a chance. 

ñMy company?ò the knight said, his lip curling at the strangeness of the question. 

ñMan like you,ò Heden said, looking down at his feet eating up the distance. 

Passing the time. ñAll alone up here. You know the order, you know the brocc. Doesnôt 

figure. Iôm guessing youôre a campaigner.ò Like I was. 
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ñNot me,ò he said. ñNot a ratcatcher. I was a squire,ò the knight said with some 

wistful bitterness. ñPrenticed to a knight. But heéheôs dead. Just me now.ò  

Heden and the knight and the horse walked through the forest. Heden didnôt say 

anything. 

ñWell, these knights sound like complete shits,ò he said, changing the subject. 

The knight with him smiled. ñAye,ò he said. ñSo what brings you to meet them?ò 

Heden sighed. ñI donôt know,ò he said. 

ñYouôve come a long way for óI donôt know.ôò 

ñYeah,ò Heden agreed. ñThereôs some kind of crisis in this order and someone at 

the high city,ò he said, not mentioning the bishop, ñdecided I should come up here and 

look into it.ò 

He was being vague, but only because the details confused him. Death, possibly 

murder, of a man he hadnôt met, by something or someone he didnôt know, and the forest 

conspiring to keep people out. A conspiracy he seemed to have thwarted. 

ñWhy you?ò the knight asked. 

ñShit,ò Heden said. ñI have no idea.ò 

ñSeems strange,ò the knight said. 

ñWhat?ò 

ñJust seems strange to send a man all the way up here without telling him much of 

why. You some kind of expert on knights?ò 

Heden barked a laugh. ñI hate knights.ò 

ñReally?ò 

ñTheyôre insufferable pricks. Present company excluded.ò 

The knight hung his head. ñI never earned my spurs,ò he said. ñMy master died 

before the ceremony.ò That left the squire in a perpetual loophole, but usually another 

knight in the order would finish his training. Probably the other knights all had squires. 

ñYou up here all alone, dealing with the elgenwights, the thyrs. Any man would 

say you were a knight,ò Heden said. Aware that for most squires, the opinions of those 

outside the order were meaningless. 

The knight looked at him and smiled. ñThanks,ò he said.  

ñWhat order are you with?ò Heden asked. 

ñIt donôt seem strange to you,ò the knight asked, ignoring Heden, ñthey send 

someone up here who hates knights? They donôt tell him anything about whatôs going 

on?ò 

ñI hadnôt really thought about it.ò 

ñYou come all the way up from the high city and you didnôt think about it?ò 
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ñIé,ò Heden started. He shook his head. ñThey wanted someone who could deal 

with the knights on special terms,ò he didnôt tell the knight his real station. His 

relationship with the bishop. ñProbably they thought sending their own knights up might 

get people in trouble. They wanted someone to solve the problem, not make it worse.ò 

ñHow you going to solve the problem?ò the squire asked. 

ñI donôt know,ò Heden admitted. ñIôm not sure I care anymore,ò he remembered 

the inn. His heart clenched at the idea that he might suffer another attack here in the 

wode, and he wanted to go home. ñI just want to do my job and go home.ò 

The knight stopped, the horse stopped. Heden took another few steps and then 

realized the knight was no longer leading them, and he turned around. 

ñYour job?ò the knight asked, tilting his head a little to one side, weighing 

Hedenôs statement. 

Heden was confused. ñYeah,ò he said. ñDeal with their crisis and get out of here. 

Thatôs my job.ò 

ñHow workmanlike you make it sound,ò the knightôs voice had changed a little. 

His accent was different. ñLike a carpenter hired to set a beam.ò 

Heden shrugged, no defense. ñSorry,ò he said. He realized he sounded like a 

mercenary. He wondered what the knightôs interest in all of this was. 

Then he noticed the path had disappeared again. 

ñWeôre off the path,ò he said. 

ñYou will not find the Order,ò the knight said. 

ñWhat?ò 

ñIf was a mistake for them to send you.ò The knight seemed bitter, almost angry. 

Heden looked around. Was this the exact same spot theyôd started off in, after 

walking for a full turn? 

He looked at the knight anew. Pointed at him rudely. 

ñYou never told me your name.ò 

ñDolt,ò the knight shot back. ñEverything thatôs happened and of course they send 

you. A hundred children in a dozen towns could tell you who I am.ò 

Heden got goosebumps. ñWhat order are you with?ò he asked again, remembering 

now that the knight had not answered again. 

ñIt matters not,ò the knight said. ñYou will not gain the green chapel.ò 

ñI will notéò Heden repeated. ñWho are you to say? What business is it of 

yours?ò 

The knight grew visibly wroth and drew his sword. ñWhat business of mine?! No 

business, clod. Thou dunce. Thou oafish ass. What business of yours?ò 
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Heden stepped back at the drawn sword. Was this a knight of the green order? 

Was he being tested? 

He held his hands up, showing he meant no harm. ñIôm just here toé.ò The 

knight stepped forward, closing the gap, interrupting him. 

ñôJust?ôò he quoted back. ñJust indeed. Just and merely. Merely and barely. 

Barely here, barely a man. Thou shalt not gain the green chapel, dolt.ò 

ñWell,ò Heden said, trying not to let things get away from him. ñThen weôre at an 

impasse, because itôs the only reason Iôm here. You said youôd lead me there. Will you?ò 

ñYou are here,ò the knight sneered, ñfor no reason of your own.ò 

Heden took this as a óno.ô ñOk,ò he said, and turned to continue in the direction he 

remembered the knight indicated. 

The knight leaped forward effortlessly, until he was blocking Hedenôs way again. 

ñTurn around,ò the knight said, and pointed his sword at Heden. 

ñI wonôt,ò Heden said. ñYouôre going to have to deal with me here, or let me pass, 

one or the other.ò He took another step forward. 

The knight took a step forward as well, until the two men were only two paces 

apart. He pointed his sword at Heden. 

ñQuit the field,ò the knight pronounced, and in Hedenôs eyes heôd changed 

physically since theyôd met. He seemed larger, his armor brighter. The fine detail in it 

now recognizable as a vine with blooming flowers. ñOr I will strike thee down.ò 

ñWhat are you doing, man?ò 

ñI say thee,ò the knight spoke slowly, he pressed the tip of his sword into Hedenôs 

breastplate. ñTurn around, and get thee hence from this place, or I shall run ye through 

and no mistake.ò 

Heden locked eyes with the knight and covertly dug one booted foot into the dead 

leaves and dirt. ñYou think Iôm going to turn around now? Because of you?ò He leaned a 

little into the sword point, his breastplate and leather underneath more than enough to 

prevent harm. This forced the knight to press back to hold his ground. ñYou can go stick 

your prick in a pigôs ass.ò 

The knight bared his teeth. ñThen it be battle between us,ò he said. 

But at the word óbattle,ô Heden was already in action. He kicked the dirt and 

leaves into the face of the knight as he twisted away from the sword. The knight shouted 

with disorientation as he simultaneously tried to clear his eyes, and stumbled forward as 

Heden pulled away from the pressing sword point, causing the knight to lose his balance. 

In the time it took the knight to recover, Heden drew his own sword, a little 

clumsily as he wasnôt used to sword fighting now, but in enough time to clear the 

scabbard and then hammer the knight in the back of the neck with the pommel as he 
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stumbled past. He could have struck with the edge of the blade, but didnôt know how far 

the knight would take this. 

ñKnave!ò the knight shouted, and wheeled, swinging his sword around. He was an 

expert. Better than Heden, even in Hedenôs youth, and soon the two men were dancing 

and scrabbling through the fallen leaves and branches on the floor of the forest. Heden 

retreating all the while. 

Heden spoke a prayer and warded himself. The knightôs eyes went wide with 

surprise, but he smiled as well, relishing the power of his foe and pressed the attack. As 

though Hedenôs prayers had given him permission to let loose. 

It was difficult, maybe impossible, for Heden to fight back while losing ground 

and think of another prayer at the same time. Too many options. Too many prayers 

learned and forgotten, and three years in the inn, shut in, alone.  

The knight got through his guard, slashed his once across his right arm and when 

Heden winced, he struck again, stabbing into Hedenôs left shoulder. 

The pain brought clarity. Prayer wasnôt necessary. Anger would suffice. 

And Heden was very angry.  

He fought back with new ferocity, and now was pushing the knight back. The 

more Heden fought, the more ground he gained, the more the knight seemed to enjoy it. 

The more he smiled. This only angered Heden more. 

Sloppy, fighting more with fury than any skill, Heden left many wide openings 

and though the knight was forced back by Hedenôs wild attacks, he countered once, and 

then struck through Hedenôs flailing, thuggish offense and the tip of the knightôs sword 

sliced at Hedenôs neck, cutting a thin line that quickly oozed red. 

The knight seemed pleased with himself and dropped his guard, smiling, as 

though offering Heden a chance to yield. 

But Heden couldnôt see the knightôs attitude, his eyes saw only see red, and he did 

not consider yielding. 

Heden slashed out, the blade of his fatherôs father, not magical, merely very, very 

sharp, swung around and sliced through the knightôs neck.  

He intended to trade sharp cut for sharp cut, and was therefore amazed when his 

blade cut clean through the knightôs neck, through bone and muscle and sinew. The 

knightsô eyes went wide with alarm and his mouth opened in surprise as his head flew off 

his shoulders. 

Heden stood gawping. Breathing like a horse having run a league. He was amazed 

that his blow, not intended to kill, only to scratch, had decapitated his opponent. 
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But he was more amazed that the knight was not dead. His body did not fall to the 

ground. Instead it dropped its sword, and raised its hands to where its head once was. Felt 

the air where once was flesh and bone. 

The knightsô head lay in the brush, eyes wide, mouth forming silent words. The 

head seemed to be talking to the body. 

The body wandered over clumsily, bent down, and picked up the head. The 

knightôs hands placed the head upon his shoulders. He fitted it on like one might set a 

stone atop a wall, balance it to prevent it from falling off. When he took his hands away, 

he was whole again. 

ñAlright, you made your point,ò the knight said, scratching his neck. His speech 

returned to normal. Or its mode when they first met. Heden didnôt know what normal was 

anymore. He was lost at sea. His mind whirring, immobilizing him, as he tried to find 

some context, some meaning, behind the headless knight made whole again.  

The knight walked forward, approaching Heden, but only reached down to pick 

up his sword. He looked at Heden anew. Raised his eyebrows, pursed his lips. ñMaybe I 

was wrong. Maybe pig-headed bloody-mindedness counts for something.ò 

He sheathed his sword. ñMight be just what you need with that lot,ò he said 

mostly, it seemed, to himself. He looked past Heden and clucked his tongue twice. 

Hedenôs horse walked forward.  

Heden, unbelieving, watched as the knight took the horseôs reins, took Hedenôs 

unyielding left hand, and wrapped the reins around it.  

ñGood luck,ò he said, and walked away, around a tree and out of site. Hedenôs 

eyes followed him but he otherwise didnôt move from the spot from which heôd cut off 

the knightôs head, his mouth still hanging slack. 

Then he took a great gulp of air, and burst after the man, knowing what he would 

find. 

The knight had disappeared. There was only Hedenôs horse. And the empty wode. 
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Chapter Twenty Two 

He stood behind a tree at the edge of the clearing for a full turn, staring at the 

priory. The building the headless knight with flowers inscribed on his armor called a 

chapel. Heden wasnôt sure what heôd meant by that. It was an obscure term. 

He watched the priory. No one went in, no one came out, no movement within. It 

looked deserted. His horse stepped up and put its massive head over Hedenôs shoulder, as 

though it were looking at the priory too. Wondering if they were going to approach, or 

just stand there. Then it made a horse noise, and Heden reached into his pack and gave 

the beast another apple. As the horse chewed, Heden reached up and absently scratched 

its ear. 

It stood, a narrow stone building with a single large tower, on the far side of a 

large clearing, maybe 4 acres across. The trees marking the edge of the clearing were all 

very close to one another, in contrast to the rest of the wode. It was a dark building, and 

the dirt around it looked black.  

Heden was watching the priory, and not watching it. He was thinking about the 

knight, or whoever or whatever it was, whose head heôd chopped off. Heôd seen many 

strange things in his years as a professional, certainly much stranger than a man putting 

his own head back on, but something about this knight was personal. Directed at Heden. 

It unnerved him in a way dragons and celestials and floating cities had not. 

The knight had been testing him. Had intended to test him from the beginning, 

and Heden had passed. Why the test? No one else had gained the priory since the death, 

the probable murder, of the knight-commander. Renaldo said anyone who came in, just 

came out again. Turned around without realizing. That was a kind of magic Heden 

understood. The knight mystified him.  

There was a dreamlike quality about the man he fought. But nothing could be 

more real than the man who found him on his ass and helped him up. The man he talked 

to. Heden had replayed that conversation a dozen times as he followed the path that led 

here. It revealed nothing.  

He related to the man. Understood him. Was he meant to? Was the knight he 

fought the real thing, and the man he conversed with the invention? A fabrication 

designed to find out more about Heden? He went through a dozen possibilities and then 

shook his head. No point. If there was anything to be gleaned, he wasnôt smart enough to 

do it. He missed Elzpeth.  

He reached up to his neck. Heôd healed the wound on his arm and his shoulder, 

but left this one. He wanted to remember the encounter was real. He pulled his hand 
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away. The blood was dried, the thin cut already healing, but some dried blood came off 

on his hand. Real alright. 

The horse sniffed the air, and Heden noticed there were two troughs of water in 

front of the priory. Looked like there was water in them. He saw no well. Could be 

rainwater. Didnôt matter. The horse needed water. 

Heden and the horse walked into the clearing. 

The sky was bright blue, the day brilliant. Large white clouds drifted by. It was 

beauty Heden was not immune to. He missed scenes like this in the inn. He checked the 

ground. It looked as though it had been churned and then matted down. If by horses, there 

was no obvious sign. But he knew he was terrible at reading the ground.  

As they approached, Heden saw there was a large stained glass window set on the 

north facing wall. It would be on his right if he entered, and let the sun in.  He led the 

horse to one of the troughs. It slurped up the clear water while Heden looked around 

again, taking in the whole clearing. He didnôt know what he had expected, but at least 

some horses. Knights rode horses, didnôt they? Maybe a pavilion.  

The stone was granite, but black in many places. Most places. Hedenôs boots sunk 

into the soft dirt all around. Rich soil, he thought.  

He walked slowly around to the back of the priory, looking closely at the 

blackened stone. It looked as though the priory had burned, but whether recently or in the 

distant past, Heden couldnôt say. Wouldnôt rain wash away soot? Maybe not without soap 

or quicklime. The dirt within a few inches of the priory was also black.  

Heden ran his hand over the granite and soot came off. He put his hand against 

the rough hewn rock. It was still warm. But no warmer, Heden thought, than it would 

have been just from absorbing the heat of the sun all day. 

He looked up at the stained glass window, still intact. This was a puzzle. What 

kind of fire would leave this much soot and not melt the glass? Who would try and burn a 

granite building? Someone trying to kill the people inside. 

He walked back around to the front and looked in. A foyer lead to a long, narrow 

nave and several small rooms branching off. At the end of the nave, past several prayer 

benches, was a small altar on a raised dais. Where were the knights? 

Feeling like an interloper, he walked into the priory. 

The stained glass window dominating the north wall was large. It seemed odd to 

Heden, then he realized. Heôd never seen a church oriented in this way. The entrance 

west, the nave leading east to the dais. Usually the entrance was north or south, so the 

stained glass window would be above either those entering, or the priest at the altar. Why 

the difference here? Was it significant? No way for him to know. 
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He stood in the middle of the priory, even empty it felt intimate compared to the 

cavernous enclosure of Llewellynôs cathedral. He looked at the window. The glass 

artwork depicted a scene he recognized: Godwin the Vigilant, Saint of Cavall fighting 

Saint Pallad the Black, Saint of Nikros. He knew the story. Godwin lost. The glass 

depicted their final battle. It was, Heden thought, a strange moment to commemorate, but 

then he often felt that way about the stories of Saints.  

He turned and continued up the nave, his boots loud on the flagstones. The altar 

was typical. Raised. A stone rectangle with pictures of knights in Cavallôs service carved 

into it. Behind it, nested into a cubby hole at the back wall, Heden saw a font about four 

feet high in a recessed hole. 

Something about the font triggered Hedenôs instincts. He walked around the altar 

and examined it. 

He resisted the urge to try and move it or inspect it to see if it hid anything 

significant. Sometimes even writing hidden away from view was useful, but this was a 

priory and he reminded himself it held nothing secret. No dwarf would arrive and use a 

metal pole to make the altar slide away revealing a complex underground chamber. 

He leaned against the altar and looked at the font. There was a little water in it. 

This meant someone had tended it recently. It looked exactly like a bathing pedestal for 

birds such as noblemen had in their castle grounds.  

Then he saw it. The font was of a different stone from the altar, the flagstones, the 

wall. Everything else was granite. Hard to work, requiring master masons to ensure the 

building didnôt collapse under its own weight. But the font was limestone. It was, Heden 

realized, much older than the rest of the building. It was weathered, heavily so. Heden 

suspected the priory was built around it. He imagined the small stone pedestal, its bowl 

filled with water, alone in the forest with no building around it. Sunlight reflecting off its 

water. Something that could not happen now. This priory had started off as a simple 

shrine, a font hidden away miles in the forest. How old was this place? 

He touched the font. Ran his hand around its edge and put his fingers in the water. 

He said a prayer to Lynwen. Not much of one. Thankfully no response, and continued his 

survey of the priory. 

Along both walls, five on one side, four on the other, were several crests painted 

on wood about seven feet up each wall. Each was very simple, and all followed the same 

theme. Each had a white field with a solid green circle in the middle. Each was adorned 

very discreetly with one additional element, no two alike. This crest has crossed swords. 

This one stylized shields. Each had a different number of elements, no two the same. Two 

shields, seven crossed swords. A spring of holly with six branches. Three horses rampant. 
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Heden noticed two things. Beneath each crest was a hook to hang a shield and 

below that a wooden brace, as though to hold a spear or a lance. They were all but one 

empty. 

The one held a large metal shield. A knightôs shield. With the green circle on a 

white field, the sign of the Green Order, Heden surmised, and in the middle of that green 

circle, one yellow star. The sun. 

Kavalen. 

Without thinking, he reached up and lifted the heavy shield off its hook. The 

shield had been heavily damaged and some attempt at repair had been made. 

Heden turned it around. Not repair, just reshaping. From behind, he could see the 

shield had been pierced twice. By what, he couldnôt tell, and the metal then pounded back 

in shape. The leather straps were new. But the shield was now useless. The reshaping was 

for show. Its owner, he knew, was dead. And the shield hung as a memoriam. 

 ñReplace that shield upon its hook,ò a soft voice came from behind Heden, 

causing him to jump almost out of his skin. He turned, alarmed, and saw a figure framed 

in silhouette in the entryway.  ñOr my lance will find your heart.ò 
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Chapter Twenty Three 

Heden held the shield with one hand and used the other to block the sun streaming 

in from outside. The shadowed form in the archway resolved, and he saw a woman 

pointing a long spear at him. It wasnôt a lance, as Heden understood it. It showed a tell-

tale dullness and weather-beaten quality that Heden had learned to associate with 

constant use and a sharpness that didnôt need enchantment to kill.  

The woman was slim and lithe, but clad in chainmail with hard leather 

underneath. She had a shield strapped across her back, a dagger on her belt, and a sword 

in a scabbard. She seemed in her late twenties. She wasnôt crouching, but was coiled and 

ready to strike. She had long red hair streaked with blonde. Bleached from hours and 

days in the sun. 

In addition to her arms and armor, which gave every impression of being well-

used and expertly repaired, she was covered in what looked like moss and vines. The 

moss grew from every crevice and the vines twined around her arms and legs, some 

sprouted small leaves. All in all, she looked like part of the forest had come alive. She 

was a strange clash of civilization and feral wildness. Heden remembered Gwiddon 

saying most people didnôt react well to the Green Order.  

ñI, ahé,ò Heden began. ñIôm not here to, ah,ò he bumbled. 

The girl frowned at him and cat-footed forward into striking range. Heden didnôt 

move. 

ñReplace that shield óere another word passes thy lips, or by the wode I shall 

strike thee down,ò she said, her voice almost a whisper. 

He noticed she swore an oath on the forest itself. Not, for instance, Halcyon, the 

patron saint of the order. He took a deep breath, aware that this woman could make a bad 

decision forcing Heden to hurt her even in her own defense, and carefully turned and 

replaced the shield on its hook.  

When he turned back to face her, he found her spear tip at his throat. He stood 

rigidly still, remembering the knight in the wode who found him on his ass. 

ñWhat is it with you people?ò he managed, looking down at the shaft of the spear. 

He wondered if he was fast enough to grab it and kick her away, but the length of the 

spear made this unlikely. And he wasnôt a young man anymore. 

ñEh?ò the woman asked, peering at him. He looked away from the spear, and 

noticed she had blue eyes, her skin golden from the sun. She was peering at his neck. 

ñThis is the, ah,ò Heden said, pausing as her spear tip pressed lightly into his 

neck, ñsecond time one of you acted like Iôm a threat.ò 
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She ran the spear tip down his neck toward his collar. He instinctively twisted his 

head up and away, but didnôt otherwise move. 

ñWhy is everyone around here afraid of me?ò he asked, his voice low. 

ñSilence, lout,ò she said, and used the spear tip to push down on the collar of his 

breastplate. ñOr you will bleed your life out here on the priory floor.ò 

Delicately, she used the tip of the spear to fish a metal necklace out from under 

his collar. How had she seen it there? 

She slid the spear point under the necklace and pulled, and the whole necklace 

came out from under his breastplate and leather. There was a talisman hanging from it. 

She stepped forward, grabbed the spear under her right arm, halfway up its shaft, 

and leaned in to get a closer look. 

ñYou bear a saintôs talisman,ò she said. The spear was no longer at his throat, but 

uncomfortably close nonetheless.  

He didnôt say anything. She threw him a dark look and pressed the spear hard into 

his neck. 

ñI saidé,ò she began. 

ñAlright, alright,ò Heden said, raising his hands and backing away a little. ñYes, 

thatôs my talisman. Youôre right.ò 

She pulled the spear away and let the talisman fall to his chest. 

ñA priest then?ò she asked, straightening up. He was glad she didnôt ask him 

which saint.  ñA priest sent hither from Durham Keep?ò 

ñSort of,ò Heden said, frowning. He rubbed his neck. ñMy nameôs Heden,ò he 

said. Heôd hoped a little to shame her into being polite and introducing herself. He was 

disappointed.  

They now stood at a respectful distance and though she was still tense, it no 

longer seemed as though she was going to attack him. 

 ñYouôre a knight,ò Heden guessed. 

ñThat I am not,ò the woman said angrily. 

Hedenôs eyes darted around. 

ñYouôre not?ò he asked as though perhaps heôd somehow come to the wrong 

place.  

ñIs it not obvious?ò she asked, and shook her head, letting her hair fall behind her 

face in a manner she seemed to think was meaningful. 

Heden chose to shut up. He could not remember ever regretting silence. 

ñMy mistress shall be here anon,ò she said, uncoiling. ñWe shall wait for her, and 

she shall find me guarding thee.ò 

ñYouôre a squire,ò Heden realized. 
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ñI am that,ò she said. ñWhy how now, do you look so amazed?ò 

ñHow old are you?ò Heden asked. 

She leaned on her spear and cocked her head at him. There was a naked element 

of challenge about her. 

ñEight and twenty years, I have.ò 

Heden blinked. 

ñYouôre twenty-eight? Youôre a squire and youôre twenty-eight? Isnôt that a little 

late to get started?ò 

ñMy mistress accepted me when I was thirteen,ò she said proudly. 

Heden was silent for a moment. 

ñYouôve beenéhang on, youôve been a squire for fifteen years?ò 

ñUpon this solstice I wouldst have been a knight,ò she said, relaxing a little. Her 

face betrayed melancholia. ñEarning my spurs, I would have been the youngest to take 

the Green since the Lady Isobel.ò 

ñWhy are you talking like that?ò Heden asked, frowning. 

ñWhat sayest thou?ò  

ñYeah, like that.ò 

She grimaced at him and relaxed a little. 

ñThe Green is an ancient order,ò she said carefully. ñThe knightôs cant is 

traditional.ò 

Having decided Heden was no threat, she walked around him to one of the long 

walls of the nave. He noticed she was wearing high, hard boots. Expensive leather. Good 

boots, he thought. 

ñFurthermore,ò she said walking up to one of the crests, ñit is historical.ò She 

placed her spear on a small wooden stand. There was one before each crest. Each knight 

was permitted one squire, and this is where the squires put their spears while at the 

priory. She placed hers under the crest of the second knight. 

ñWhy are you covered in moss and vines?ò Heden asked. She ignored him. 

ñThou art no man from Durham Keep, though ye may have come by there. I can 

tell from your speech and manner. Hast thou come from the southern plains?ò She looked 

up at the crest above her spear. 

It seemed as though she had not completely mastered the knightôs cant. Her words 

sounded forced, not elegant. It was the speech of someone from five hundred years ago 

and Heden wondered how she could have learned it. Probably from the other knights. 

ñDo you have to talk like that? I mean, is it required?ò 

She turned from admiring the knightôs crest and gave him a very cynical 

appraisal. 
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ñDid you come from the southern plains?ò she spoke deliberately. 

Heden tried to smile winsomely in gratitude. He hoped it didnôt look like a 

grimace. 

ñIôm notéah,ò he shook his head. Trying to dislodge a thought. 

ñVasloria, man. Did you come here from the southern nations?ò She was 

impatient. ñWhat is the matter with you? It is clear the answer is yes, why can you not 

speak the truth?ò 

ñIôm sorry,ò Heden tried smiling again. ñWeôre only about ten miles into the 

forest,ò she obviously didnôt take his meaning. He shrugged. ñIt just seems strange to 

refer to Corwell as óthe southern plains.ôò 

ñCorwell?ò she asked. 

Heden stared at her. 

ñYes,ò he said slowly, peering at her. ñThe country directly to the south.ò She 

obviously didnôt know what he was talking about.  

ñWhere were you born?ò Heden asked. 

She laughed derisively. ñThis is of no matter to you.ò 

ñWell, thatôs probably true,ò Heden admitted. ñBut Iôd still like to know.ò 

She seemed a little disarmed by his honesty, and there was something else. 

Something he didnôt quite understand. He took advantage of this. 

ñYou havenôt told me your name,ò he reminded her. 

ñI am named Squire Aderyn,ò she said, a little shyly. ñôTwas born in the hamlet of 

Brode some thirty leagues hence.ò 

ñThere,ò Heden said, smiling genuinely. ñThat wasnôt so bad.ò  

He knew Brode. It was a little larger than Durham Keep. Heden threw out his 

suspicion that time was playing tricks on him here in the wode, that this squire might be 

from before the Age of Nations, before Corwell was a country. Far simpler was the 

explanation that she was 13 when she joined the Order and few peasants ever had an 

interest in or a real knowledge of the wider world beyond their town and Barony. Corwell 

was less than 300 years old and some places still resented the system of King and Counts 

that supplanted the Dukes and Barons of the Gol. 

Heden remembered his assignment. Kavalen, the dead knight. But this woman 

was a more immediate puzzle and Heden instinctively believed solving her now would be 

fruitful later. He decided not to mention the knight he met earlier. Explaining to someone 

else how he chopped someoneôs head off and they put it back on didnôt seem like the best 

way to make a first impression. 

ñWhat are you doing here alone?ò Heden asked. 
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ñI have come to prepare theé,ò she began without thinking. Then she spun 

around and became defiant. ñI need not answer you!ò she said. ñI am a squire of the 

Green, this is our priory, you are the interloper!ò She put her hand on the hilt of her 

sword. ñWho art thou and why cometh thou here?ò The cant was back. 

 ñIôm here because somethingôs happened,ò he said lamely. Not sure how to 

phrase it. She reacted by looking at the floor. 

ñThe Baron sent you here?ò she asked, lowering her voice. ñTo ask for our aid?ò 

ñNo. No, not exactly. I mean, yes in one sense, sure. She knows Iôm here. She 

wants me to succeed. But the Hierarch of the Church of Cavall the Righteous sent me.ò 

He used the formal term for the bishop out of instinct. 

ñWe have had no messenger from Durham Keep,ò she observed, and leaned 

against one of the prayer benches. ñòTis passing strange.ò 

Heden was careful not to respond right away. His instincts told him that just 

coming out and telling her the forest wouldnôt allow anyone up here would be a mistake. 

ñDo you know anything,ò he said slowly, not sure if this was a good question to 

ask, ñabout an army of urmen marshalling to the north?ò 

Her face lost its expression. She became still and didnôt answer. Heden took that 

as a óyes.ô 

ñThe Hierarch sent me,ò he said walking forward slowly like a man approaching a 

wild animal. ñbecause a knight has died.ò 

She looked down and said ñThou must speak to Sir Taethan, he will be here 

anon.ò  

ñTaethan,ò he said. ñIs he the commander of the order now?ò  

She shook her head in disbelief at the foolishness of his question, more to herself 

than anything else, and did not answer.  

Instead, still leaning against the end of one of the prayer benches, she gave him a 

very knowing look. ñYou are a handsome man, though passing old.ò Heden raised his 

eyebrows. ñHave you been with many women?ò Her eyes flitted to the archway, the 

entrance to the priory. 

ñWhat?ò he asked flatly. 

ñWomen,ò she reiterated. She pulled her chain shirt down over her leather armor, 

and inflated herself slightly. She then indicated with a flourish of her hands the inward 

and outward curves relevant to her point. ñYou are familiar with the phenomenon? Spear 

and distaff? Jousting on the fields of love?ò 

ñIôm sorry?ò Heden asked, and found himself absurdly blushing and speechless. It 

suddenly felt warm in the Priory. 
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She laughed. It sounded like birdsong. Her eyes danced. She walked up to him 

and stood too close, looking up at him with blue eyes and sculpted red lips. 

ñYou are, I can tell. You have won many a tournament, I judge. And though aged, 

you are still young enough to know to be flattered and flustered when the time comes for 

it, well played.ò She flounced away. 

She had caught Heden off guard and now he knew what was strange about her. 

She was proud, strong, and confident but that wasnôt it. She behaved like someone whoôd 

spent very little time among people. She said whatever came to mind. Fifteen years as a 

squire in the wode, and she had almost no experience with anyone who was not a knight. 

ñWhen was the last time you went home to Brode? Or saw Durham Keep?ò 

She ignored him again. He thought he knew the answer. Part of him was annoyed 

by the fact that she ignored so much of what he asked, but he respected it. She didnôt 

answer when she thought the question wasnôt important. And she was avoiding telling 

Heden a lot. 

She went into one of the small rooms to the left and right of the altar, and came 

out a few moment later with a huge chest on her right shoulder, and a huge wooden maul 

in her left hand. The chest was so big, it looked like it would crush her. She didnôt even 

seem to notice the weight. 

ñMy mistress will be here anon,ò she said as she walked past him, toward the 

archway leading outside. ñYou will wait for her here and she shall take your full 

measure.ò 

She left the priory, and Heden alone. He waited a few moments, looked at the 

stained glass depicting the last battle of Saint Godwin, and put Lynwenôs talisman back 

under his plate and leather. He wished he could remember more about Godwin. 

He shrugged, and walked outside to see what Aderyn was doing. 
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Chapter Twenty Four 

ñWhat are you doing?ò Heden asked, leaning against the archway of the priory.  

Aderyn ignored him. Again. She was driving large stakes into the ground with the 

maul. Spread out around her were huge, brightly colored sheets, pinions, ropes and flags 

with many crests, all taken from the chest. There was a riot of color in the scattered 

sheets, but the dominant color was green. 

They were the makings of a pavilion. 

Heden looked around the beautiful glen surrounding the Priory. The fresh air on 

his face felt invigorating. Another horse stood next to his, drinking lazily from one of the 

troughs on either side of the entrance to the priory. The horse was smaller than Hedenôs 

and lightly armored. It had not been there when Heden arrived and so must be Aderynôs. 

ñWhat is all this?ò Heden asked, looking at the colored fabrics on the grass. 

ñCanst thou not see?ò Aderyn asked, mildly. 

ñWeôre back to that?ò Heden said with a sigh. 

ñHast thou not eyes?ò She grunted loudly as she swung again. Though she was 

half Hedenôs weight, she was strong. It took only two attempts to drive a stake into the 

ground. 

Heden sighed and walked around the woman as she worked. It would take her all 

day at this rate, but she seemed resigned to the task. Heden smiled. He recognized the 

attitude. 

ñNo, I can see itôs a pavilion, Iôm asking why youôre bothering to set it up.ò 

ñThe stakes mark the center of the jousting field. Then,ò she said nodding to a 

large circle where no grass grew, ñI stake off the melee. Then the tent where there will be 

food and drink. Whenever the knights gather together,ò she said, grunting as she drove 

another stake into the turf, ñthere is a tournament.ò 

ñReally?ò Heden asked, a little surprised. 

Aderyn didnôt answer. 

ñEvery time?ò he asked. 

ñEvery time,ò she said, and stopped to wipe sweat from her brow. She drew her 

copper and flax hair back in an impromptu pony tail to keep it out of her face. 

ñYouôre going to erect a whole tournament pavilion in your armor?ò Heden 

asked.  

ñNever remove your armor in the forest, except to bathe,ò she said. Heden got the 

sense she was quoting someone. ñWe are never safe, even here.ò 

Heden took in the idyllic scenery in and tried to imagine an army of urq swarming 

out of the forest. Even with his experience, it was hard to imagine. The green trees and 
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yellow grass, the blue sky and beautiful white clouds. There were birds and butterflies 

and bees all around. Occasionally, a grasshopper would leap from Hedenôs footfall. This 

was how the world must have looked, he thought, when it was just the Elves. 

ñHow often do you all get together?ò he asked. 

ñOnce a year,ò she said, with a shrug. ñSometimes more.ò 

Heden watched and thought. 

ñYouôre saying the Order only gathers together once a year?ò 

She ignored him. Sheôd already answered him and he was just trying to catch up. 

ñBut they mustéthey must see each other between tournaments.ò 

She hammered another stake into the ground. It was going to be a large pavilion 

with several tents. 

ñEach knight,ò she said, ñhas a demesne covering perhaps a dozen leagues.ò 

ñA what?ò Heden asked. 

ñA dozen leagues,ò she replied dryly. 

ñNo, you said something else before that.ò 

She stopped hammering and thought. 

ñDemesne?ò It sounded to Heden like ódeh-main.ô 

ñThatôs it.ò 

ñIt is the knightôs territory. All the forest knows the demesne is under the 

protection of the knight, and more: knows which knight any part of the forest belongs to.ò 

Heden tilted his head. ñIôve never heard that word before,ò he admitted. 

ñIt is a life of solitude and quiet contemplation,ò Aderyn said, going back to work. 

ñA knight may go months without meeting another soul to speak to.ò 

ñQuiet contemplation,ò Heden said, watching her work. Watching the strength of 

her body. She could have used that hammer to crush a manôs skull in one blow. 

ñIt is a noble calling,ò she said. 

ñQuiet contemplation until a thyrs attacks.ò 

She smiled without looking at him. ñThen it is a test of mettle.ò 

ñOr an army of urq,ò he said, ignoring her for once. 

She stopped smiling and stopped hammering. 

ñThat rarely happens,ò she intoned. Then went back to work. 

ñLet me help you,ò Heden said. 

ñLeave,ò Aderyn said immediately, hammering another stake into the ground. 

ñWhat?ò 

She turned to look at him and leaned on her maul. ñIf you wish to be a help, then 

leave us. Leave now, leave the forest, return to your world and leave us be.ò 

ñI canôt do that.ò 
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ñYou could,ò Aderyn said. ñI have taken the full measure of you and I surmise 

you have quit the field before.ò 

ñYouôre wrong,ò Heden said, defending himself. He knew it was uncharacteristic 

of him, but he was offended that she thought she knew him already. 

ñBesides,ò he continued. ñI was sent here to fix whateverôs wrong.ò 

Aderyn just shook her head. ñThere is no way to fix what is wrong,ò she said. 

ñYou can only make it worse.ò She had dropped the cant. And for some reason, Heden 

believed her. 

ñDo you know what happened to Kavalen?ò Heden asked. 

ñAll the forest knows,ò she said, taunting him a little. 

ñBut you wonôt tell me,ò he said. 

ñYou must speak with Sir Taethan.ò 

 ñIf I ask,ò Heden said, trying a trick, ñSir Taethan what happened to Kavalen, 

what will he tell me?ò 

She laughed at him. ñYou are so crude, you stumble about so comically. Do you 

expect that to work?ò 

Heden shrugged one shoulder sheepishly. 

ñWorth a try,ò he said. 

ñWell, Sir Taethan will be here soon, you can ask him youréò 

She stopped talking abruptly, and her whole body tensed, though she didnôt take 

her eyes off Heden. Heden straightened up. It looked like she was about to attack him. 

He looked behind him to see if maybe she saw something past him, but as he did 

so he heard her maul hit the ground. 

He turned back and saw her sprinting in two layers of armor to her horse. Her 

running footsteps the only sound in the suddenly silent forest. 

Heden realized heôd left his backpack in the priory. His heart was racing and he 

wasnôt yet sure whaté 

The ground shook, like a distant tower toppling. Hedenôs legs went a little weak. 

He became disoriented, and imagined the threat could be behind any of the trees 

surrounding him. Not now! He thought, and fought to master himself. 

Aderyn had gained her horse and from it quickly donned her helm, a shield, and 

pulled a sword from a scabbard. 

The ground shook again. And again. And then several times in rapid succession, 

the dull roar of impact getting impossibly loud in Hedenôs ear. The ground shook 

violently, the water in the troughs spilled out, but the granite priory didnôt budge. 

Bursting from the trees into the clearing was something shaped like a man. A 

huge man with skin tanned dark brown, wearing animal skins and improvised armor 
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pulled, it seemed, from all manner of man and urq. It wielded a small tree trunk and its 

teeth were rotting. It had a thicket of chestnut brown hair on top of its head, and its huge 

eyes burned with hatred. It was a thyrs. Men for whom they were mythical called them 

giants, and why not? But any folk of the north, the folk of Durham Keep, would call them 

thyrs, or thyrwights. Which was their own name for themselves. 

ñIôVE COME TO KILL A MAN!ò the thyrs bellowed. It seemed massive, but 

Hedenôs instincts took over and he compared the giant to the trees. The trees were much 

taller. This was a minor giant of the hills. Not one of the really big ones you got in the 

mountains. It had been years since Heden had dealt with anything like this, and even then 

he had a whole company with him. But he wasnôt a Prelate then. His heart stilled. He was 

unarmed, but 13 years of this sort of thing came back to him.  

Aderyn stood in the center of the clearing, the stakes of the future pavilion 

surrounding her. Heden noted it gave her a small advantage, the stakes acting like pikes 

set to receive a charge. Her horse stood proud next to her, neighed a challenge and 

stamped its front hooves. 

ñI will have to do!ò Aderyn called out a challenge. ñI will settle your feud with Sir 

Nudd and end your life óere you take another step if you do not leave this place and return 

to your home!ò 

Black Gods, Heden thought. Would I have done that at twenty-eight? Iôd have 

probably shit my pants. 

The thyrs looked around, seeming to ignore Heden. He peered down at Aderyn. 

ñLITTLE KNIGHT,ò he pronounced, drawing the words out. Heden thought 

Aderyn grew in stature. ñIôLL CRUSH YOUR BONES AND SUCK OUT YOUR 

BRAINS!ò 

This alarmed Heden and his face betrayed shock and surprise. Aderyn didnôt even 

wait for the thyrs to finish his sentence. 

As soon as it was obvious the thyrwight wasnôt going to turn around and leave, 

she ran forward, closing the distance between them. With several paces left to go, she 

hurled herself high into the air, her speed and strength supernatural, her sword poised to 

stab downward into the naked right thigh of the huge man-like creature.  

Heden weighed several options carefully, and all in an instant. Calling upon 

powers beyond the need could have dire consequences for him. Summoning a Dominion 

or assuming the mantle of Cavall could result in Heden being a slave to his god for years 

and questing through who knows what foreign lands or underground worlds. 

Watching Aderyn summoning strength beyond mortal ken and leaping something 

like 20 feet into the air, he knew she wasnôt going to make it. The thyrs was as fast as he 

was big. Heden remembered their speed. 
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He said a quick prayer, pointing at Aderyn. Warding her. Three words. There was 

no visible sign of the prayerôs effectiveness. Heden had no doubt the prayer worked. 

The thyrwight took advantage of Aderynôs advancing leap, and swung his club 

like one might swat at a fly. Aderynôs attack seemed fast, but not compared to the giantôs 

reaction. 

His tree-trunk club hit Aderyn square in the chest, at the apex of her leap. There 

was a crunching sound, as of metal on wood, and a loud grunt. Aderyn was hurled up and 

over the clearing, into the forest beyond. Hedenôs head craned up and over and back, 

watching her sail through the air until the forest behind him swallowed her. The sound of 

breaking tree limbs continued for several moments, getting quieter and settling down 

over time.  

Aderynôs horse turned and rode off into the forest after her. 

The giant grunted to himself and smiled. He took two steps forward, crushing 

some of the pavilionôs stakes under his thick-soled feet. He looked around the clearing as 

though heôd just conquered it and was now seeking other challengers. Then he looked 

down at Heden apparently noticing him for the first time. 

ñWHO ARE YOU?ò The huge figure asked, sniffing. The words came out like 

óoooeruuu?ô He was aware of Heden, but didnôt seem to care about him one way or the 

other.   

Heden realized something was expected of him. 

ñUh,ò he said, and cleared his throat. ñHello,ò he said loudly. He kept looking 

over his shoulder, wondering if he should go help Aderyn. But he felt as though standing 

his ground was safer.  

The thyrs sneered at him. ñLITTLE MAN,ò he said. ñNOT EVEN A KNIGHT!ò 

It seemed as though the giant figure was considering crushing Heden outright. 

Heden sighed and pulled the talisman of Lynwen from under his breastplate and leather.  

Heden didnôt know the situation with the thyrs, and this meant he had no idea 

what kind of prayer would be effective. He didnôt think it was evil. It might be safe to 

blind the thing, or turn its legs to stone, but these were minor orisons and might not work 

on so strong a creature as a hill thyrs. 

Before he could finish praying, and therefore technically before his request was 

complete, something behind Heden caught the giantôs attention. 

ñWHUT?!ò the giant grunted, confused. ñALIVE?!ò 

Heden had to turn to see what the thing was talking about, even though he sensed 

it. He had to see it. 

Aderyn was winded, bruised, bleeding, and sheôd lost her helmet, but she was 

grinning like a madwoman bracing herself against a tree at the edge of the clearing, her 




