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Chapter One

Heden made the trip while the Dawn Moon was still visible, marking that brief
period betweenlarkness and daylight in the early morning when the streets were mostly
empty. He didnot | i ke crowds.

Out of habit he knocked his boots agains
oak, ironr ei nf orced door j ust Hxpectimgafevegudidso6nd st epp
duty, and no one elseglgrabbed 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 beinggubby a
small handful of guardd$t was hard to see, as their bodies blocked the candlelight inside.
Thenearesprisoners stopped their protest and turned to look at him and the open door.

The prisoners were all men of differeagesandsizes all woredirty black robes,
and each had a black eye patch over his left ldgelen recognized the cult, though not
these cultists

It took him a moment to process the scene in front of hinthiA paleyoung
man his hands tied i n fsioroandtriedtb mdke abyeakdfoa w He d e
it. Tried to run through the door and past Heden.

Hedends instincts took over. The door wa:
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 intoktbgwho ran into it at speed.

There was a loud grunt and a thud asf#éiied escapee hit the floor inside the jail.

Heden opened the door again and looked at the youngHhiganose 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.

Altés alright, 6 Heden sai d, not without ¢
wasnot | istening; higbloady fmcarchisypoundghandsnidt hwd sdi ng
worth a try.o

AHey! 06 a voice called out. It came from

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

the way he looked. How flie was how clean his outfitHe stood only a few yards from

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

AWhat the fuck do you think youdre doing?0 F
Heden made a show of looking around and thened to the bleeding prisoner

and said, fAl think hebds talking to you.o
ANO, not fHiameyYyehegdbg The guard was press

prisoners toward Heden when one of the cul ti
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keep the fuck away r om me! 0 t h e v thercdltistdbéch iotd tkedoack s h o
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
coverup. ADogodbu fucking touch me again you sl im
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.

ACome on, 0 Hede nwatdhanadiassdarmatihb ¢lbowy Hé & &
not going to put up a fighto

The guard, fully a head taller than Heder
wide-eyedat the smaller man who dared restrain him. He snarled and swung at Heden
with his free hand.

Heen ducked out of the waamldehackedavay go of
and put up his hands.

Al &m not your problem, 0 Heden said, tryir
the guard. Dom would be mad at hemoddedi YOou s h.
at the cultists. ASome of them are dangerous

ADond6ét mye|] bbmgou | hetguardeaidpadwaricingcok dedeno  t

A Wi Thisavas avoice Heden recognized. He and the guard Wil both turned and

looked at the big man looming toward itine

Sergeant Mathe was the generation between Heden and the young guard, Wil.
Heden knew Mathe from his first week on the jeh years ago and even thenvias
hugdy fat. With enough muscle and experience to hold his own in a street fight. He had a
mopof 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.

AW | |, don@dar dwendnewistim hi m, 0 BhadingWil sai d fr
awayfrom Hederwi t h hi s f at th afnodr. ffiuHcekbéss as apkrei.e sYo u 6 |
and we need all the help we can get. 0

Wil straightened and looked at Heden anew. Some people saw it right off, others
thought Heden was a soldier with his old breastplate leagner armqgra heavy cloak on
his ba&. Wil looked at the scabbaedH e d esidé s

A DOdirt &now he was no priest,ta®le 0 Wi |i ssafia¢ce hscrewed uj
s h o u Isaldésemeething, coming in here like that with a sword and all and roughing up
the prisoneessa.i dHes ogned hli ch@ ! O

A WIl all | saw was him stoppgnyou from doing the roughgqup, when you
should know better. o Mathe stood between t h
their prisoners, Heden noticed. He didnot k
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Whereas biere they seemed furtive and eager to act, now they gagedul to ignorehe
three men standing together.

A Wi | this is Heden, 0 Mathe said. AHeb6s a
al | knew which <c¢church he meant . hingHHey! 0 Mat
sl apped Wil on the shoul derTongshior oWi Ir egnawmd e n 0
indication that he did or he didnodot. He see
yell ed at him again. fAThatodéds Hedenb6s. He bou

Wi | di d o é&ntow lww ® meact to that and so touched his forefinger and
thumb to where his forelock would be, i f hi

only fleeting eye contagan, wwit hl He®eénheinis$ ai d
Mathe turned Wilarouh and pushed him through the pi
no help as you well Kknow. Now go and see th
out of their bindings. o
Wil headed off into the crowd, careful not to manhandle any of the cultists in
sight of he SergeaniMathe observed him as he went.

AAhhI, heds youwagngchimMaay h i He aidd n 6t rememb
Hammer , you keep t WMathegurnadcaelooket &t Hédeatdkng d up . O
Wil being a petty tyr.ant once Mathe wasnot |

AWOs a goOo Maassharedhimih Wor ks doubl e shifts. G
and anot her Heden knewhteat Mathe woald call every guard in the jail a
good man, even if the guard in question were anrewided thug, as some of them were.

But Heden aw no point in pressing the issu#e knew Mathe followe A d u n . I n Aduno:
eyes, hard work was the greatest virtue.
Mat he | ooked around ahe bdydhhadl ges nrewauewith e f or e

these evil chanting buggers around. Nice to have a priestbare fa change, 6 he
smiling.

AHe cnael |6édddoged, 60 Heden said running his
Al 6 m nfoatc eddo,g am | Mat he?o0

Mathe smiledandl ook ed down at Heden and shook hi
the men we once were. o

AMmm, 0 nHesdakiédn hier e foorHey ol uoro kbeads sar ound t h
di d n @bmnal &t he noticed most of the cultistands werdied with rope. Some
were i n manacl es. None were gagged. Al thoug
AHeh, yeah, 0 Mhoaof hateatchessibrdught thiglot n@about a turn
ago. o
There was a askeduHe kngw tbe ahbeat.e n

=]
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AYeah, the Castellan put a Werallforgot on t hei
about it. o

AThey dr op prdtdts wehtfoff to tha Gastlan to collect the bounty,
and | eft you to clean it up?0 Heden asked.

were thin, pale shadows of the kinds of zealots he used to deal with. He wanted to
believe things were seer for the younger generatidout treacherously suspected he was
just getting old.

AY eah | t 6s s hi t slow bight anyivdydo Mathes smiked as he
manhandled a cultist.

filt is shit. Thoseratcatchersre shit, andou should get half that boun@tieden

said.

AT hat 6 s f g momyouwMathe said with a wide grin as he kicked the
legs out from under &éanaticwho looked to beHe denbés age, forcing th
bench.in Si t down, you streak of s hi ¢ ¢ulist Mat he |

involuntarily sat on whatever waarby.

fiYeahp Heden saidiwh e r Romrsalo

fiHeds downstairs with Al aric, Sgdeweti ng al
couldndét | eave this lot tied up with rope.

Heden raised his eyebrows, impresgadod marDomnal he thought.

As Mathe and the otheguards forced more prisoners onto benches, Heden
noticed oneguard on the other side of the roole was tall and lean and seemed
disinterestedn everything happening around him. He leaned against one of the big
wooden pillars holding up the stone ceiling To Hedends pr aseeamedc ed eye
to takeeverything in, missing nothing He wasnoét shouting at the
guards. He had a handsome face, and short curly browrHeaivore a slight smile, like
he was observing a secret joRbere was aattitudeHeden recognized.

iWhoo6s t heHedenwskaguy ?

Mathe looked aroundnd realizedvho he meant.fiTeagano Mathe shouted the
nameover the chanting and raving. The man heard his name and looked over. Mathe
pointed to Heden and gawee thumb pointing upwardestureHe 6 s o nMathe f us
was sayingTeaganlooked at Heden and nodded onttee slight smile not leaving his
face Hedemodded back

fiHe a i meéw been hera yeajo Mathe said. As far as Heden was concerned,

thatwasne.iHe 6 s good. Keeps to himself. Seems ha
fight,0 Mathe said with obvious respe&&.You 6d know him i f you ever
hole you got yourself |l ocked up in al/l year
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AYeah d&@ nHes ai d wi t listeny Matheymd shigfigot rieednogag A
these people.

fWe what® Mathe said, turning his bigpundface to look down at HedefiGag
them?d

fiThese men are Eseldiodiedensaid. iThey serve Saint Eseld of the Eye.
Heden reahed out tdhe cultist Mathe had just pushed dovand deftly tore higye patch
off.

The wunshaven, undernouri shed mandés good
wildly, not seeing. He was in an apoplectic ecstasy and no danger to anyone. His left eye,
the e theeye patchcovered, was missings upper and lower eyelids They 6d been
carved offand theeye 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 blinks Thi
is what those who worshiped She of the Maddening Eye, the Eye of Hate did to
themselvesThey thought it gave them power. They were right.

Mathe gaspedb ai n't L | neameeahdl wandeaa iimself by making his right
hand into a fist and then covering itagping it with his left hand.

fiThese men are dangerausieden said. He looked down at theolytewhose
patch hedweltlor nnootf ft.hi s one. Hedés an idiot.
mindswill know some pote#gt .0

One of theEseldics andHeden now knew this man was no acolyte, brought his
handsar ound from behind his back where theyoéd
or cut the ropes, or someone else had cut them for him.

Heden wasa ready.He realized thait was his arrival, Mathdeing distracted
and talking to him, that gave the enemy priest the opportiMdathe 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 sinDemnalwas elsewherehe had totake responsibility. 6 d
regretnot doing sdor a week afterwards.

Before Heden could blind him or suck the air from his lungs so that he could not
speak, theriest of StEseldchanted a quickut potenfprayerto his witchsaint pointing
at the neaest guardWil. In slow motion, Heden watched the scene play out. He knew
Wil was just unlucky. Tepriest had picked the closest watchman to cause confusion and
tip the wholgail over into disarray.

His single ge wide with zeal, head thrown back inwaisted form of ecstasy,
mouth chanting wordao one but Heden could understatite priest stabbed a finger at
Wil and Heden watched thwungguardd s head explode in a burst
and brain showereith every directioras aheadlesdody slunped lifeless to the ground

Matthew Colville Page 6 of 331



All of the guards frozen shock looking down at the blood and human remaiogering
their clothes and faceall but one.

Teaganstepped smartly into viewgrebbed the crosguard of hissword with his
left hand and his scabld with his right Heden recognizeché nonstandard draw and
knew his instincts were right. Heas in the presence of a professional.

As thepriestturned to Mathe to attempiis lethal prayer againTeaganyanked
the sword halfway from its scabbatdyrning the pommelinto a projectile, driving it up
into thep r | elsnt These was a loud crackhe priestwas unconscious, possibly dead,
andTeagammadnot even drawn his sword yet.

The priestds body s thenpacelydes begaightinggthegr ound

guards, some of them chanting minor prayers. Heden grabbed the amuletyofv&in
under his shirt out of habit, and began a prayer of his own. He knew thewaaitte be
over in a momentwas already overfrom his point of view and he thoughit best if
everyone just calmed down.

Teaganyankedhis swordthe rest of the way out dfis scabbard, gripping the
blade withboth ofhis leatherglovedhands and wesithe natural angland momentunof
asword pulledup and out ofts sheattio bash thenearest acolyte over the head as though
the sword was a macknocking the acolyte ouThis was a man used to fighting with
metal gauntletsThat kind of thing will ruin even the best leather if the sword is worth a
damn Heden thoughtAnother acolyte hithe ground.

He allowed the sword to continue its swing down, using its own momentum to
flip it, catch the pommegnd leveled it at theeck of the nearest conscious acalyte

fiHalt,0 he announcedlhe acolyte stopped chanting and stadtednin terror at
the blade at his throat.

Teagarhad taken two men down and had another held at spa@rd in the time
it would have takereven an experienceglard or soldier to draw his blade and swing
once. Heden was impressed.

Meanwhile, Mathe had made his waytbed e ad pr i est .wédend d
was almost done with his prayer.

AYou bastard) Mathe gasped as he stood over the dead phiEsat waswil, you

Ki |l |

fucking bastarddMat he ki cked the dead priestds head,

fiHe was my fuking friend you piece of shid!Mathe was shouting and cryimgdabout
to take his rage out on a living captive

Heden finished his prayer andaking a deep breath, watched a caksswash
outward from himlike the waverom a stone dropped in a parteleryone calmed down.

OnlyTeagams eemed unaffected, but he hadndét even

He was calm as ck
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Mathe seemed to collapse a littldis rage stopped, his tears stopped, and he
turned away from the dead priest. He lookest.| A face Heden had seen before on men
after a battle.
The acolytes had stopped chanting, stopp
into silence or submission, Heden had just returned them to ndvtaay of themhad
been worked into a fanatical ecstdey hours andvould now be wondering why they
were in gail.
Teaganpul | ed his sword away from the acol yt
the point into the scabbard without looking:ould never manage thatleden thought.
always had to look dowand watch what | was doing when | 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 watchme& coming offs hi ft whodd desper at e
drink their memories away. Wives and families would be worried and when husbands

returned home, theydd get no explanation. Al
and confusion out on hi s \iththatlbytitwddld deends pr
hours | ater and there was only so much Hede

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

A stomping was heard and the daor the dungeon belowopened.Domnal
emerged, ld shoulders laden with two dozen heavy manaElemnalwas a big marfat
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 bod¥iladn the floa,
next to the beaten corpse of the priest of St. Eseld.

Helet the manelesslide off his shoulders and wide-eyed angr said;

fWhat the fuck happened heté?
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Chapter Two

PAl r i ght , olDemnélsaid,hhis &oice loutd as he walked to his small
office. He threwhis heavy keying on the table. It hit with a loud clatter, slid, and fell off
the other sideDomnalscowledand sworeas he sat down and then groaned as he leaned
over and picked the ring up off the ground.
Hedenfollowed him in and closd the door behind hinThe room was small,
wam, made of hard wood and lit bgur 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 dutyDomnab s rgd dask was covered in parchment. Heden knew the
man could readnd write, but only théypical phragsfound inofficial documents. Put a
book in front of him, and hedd start to swea
fiYou heard it from Mathé,Heden said and shruggesitting down inthe armless
chair.
Al want to hear it from yow,Domnalsaid, scowling. His face red.
Domnalwas Mathe in @ years. A big man in every sense of the word. Tall, wide,
gone to fat. His pale complexion meant his faent flush any time he was angry or
ashared or ha exerted himself.tiwas currently beet redtis hair grew in short brow
wisps.He was loudbrutish, and effective.
Heden recounted what happened, and voiced his own culpability.
AWell what the fuck did you come here for if not to helppmnalthrew his keys
on his desk, half at Heden, in disgust. They clattered and rang on the wood and slid down
of f the table again, |l anding at Hedendés feet
fAh, fuck it,0 Domnalsaid. Heden, awafleomnab s out bur st was not
him, reached down and piett up the heavy iron kayng. He placed it on the desk, out
of reach oDomnal
AWe dondt see you for a year and then yo

Dom wasnodét really talking to him, Heden kne\
stay the fuckh o me ? 0
Heden didndét say anything. Dom needed to

to defend himself, Dom would just get angrier.

Al dm going to hav ®&Ddnoalsgd histvaeidekw betrayingi s wi f e
weariness.

AiYou want me to do it?PHeden asked.

fiNaho Domnal looked at the floor at nothing The morningo6s eve
unprocessedil t ndygobo

ilknowagood hymn for a fallenoguard. 1to6s Ve
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Domnalgrunted a negativeadjusting his bulkiii t 6 s got t o He me. S
di dndét carcee i f | sent you.

Heden conceded the poifbomnal was probably rightHeden could see his
friend was no longer angry at him. Sometimes it paid to keep your mouth shut.

fWhere do they come fromm®omnalwondered. Heden had not used a prayer to
calmbDomnaland now hedd bl ed all his anger out an

fiThe Kingd Hedensuggested

Domnalstraightened udrowned and made a questioning grunt.

fiThe King burned down the bridge across the Ma#deden said.Domnal
frowning, noddediiLot of trade across that bridge. The towns and farms that relied on it,
now t hpeoy 8truggling,t hey donot k wookwand athrey beammeh e r
desperate. Easy targets for priests of Cyovis.

Domnallistened, then scowled and gruntéd. h a t dptain @.tMy @axwas

poor for 2 years after teuketook his farm Hed i dkilléd-o n e . It dendt expl
Heden knew both of them wererighho , i t ohd gramtech 6t |,
fiH o w Blegan® Heden askedfter a moment
HesawDomnab s flashblankfor an i nstant, and Hedenos

recognized the sign that something was wrong betvimennal and his wife, and that
just saying her name caused him discomfddmnalwas about to lie to him.
AS h e 6 sO hd saidvathout feeling AKeeps sayingve should invite you to
dinnero
AY ou shouldinvite me to dinneg Heden agreed.
Domsighedat hi s friemdcoméow WwWeulsamna@ with sy
find an excuse to stay in that fucking inn vy
Heden didndt s ayawaremhystddsirertogavoid the wovldawasso t
obvious to everyone.
fiShe says you just needwomany Domnalsaid, gaining interest in talking about
something other than the Eseldics amsldead guard
Heden shruggediwhat did you tell her®
Al asked her ifshe was volunteering he said,flashing a quick smileHeden
smiled a Ilittle for show. For some reason h
distasteful.
Domnaltook the question seriously and answei@dpld her it was too late for
you. Triedto explaino
fiWhat 6d sshe say?
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AS h e dlisteahnShed o nbélievethat stuff Not a r omanti c, I i ke
said, drawing the word O6r i@rmhaermdtsi ogéoto uat ntice crea l
woul d play your organ duibklté a fife i f youdd b

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

Domnal chuckleda t Hedends reaction ai8hedarmdts mad
know youp Domnalconcluded.

Heden waited a moment and changed the subject.

fiDid you know Teagan was aratcatchePd Heden asked, guessing at the new
guarddés ol d profession.

AWhat® Domnal said. fiTeaga® aur€e | did) he said frowning fAEveryone
does. You know,novioenforsecréiss | i ke her e

Heden did know what it was like there andelw there were more secrets than
Domnalwould let on.

AHeb6s good, 06 Heden sa&aith Bemeralbswaysai mpt €

AHeds a mareed Domnal | grinn

Heden frowwkdt 28 Heds

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

AFarc men, 0 Domnall said.

Hedendos face went bl ank .fHoir. 6a Hmeo msehmrtu gagse dr
hi msel fed si WeH dt hghe cad doiwhat he wdnts wgith his prigkho was
he withd

fiThe Sword of Silve Domnal said raisinghis eyebravs and pronouncing the
words with exaggerated precision. Most people thought company names were absurd.

fiReallyd Heden saidfiThey were goodThey recovered thBlade ofa Thousand
Year s. Il al wammertalBh adghbt wotiuhe haverthemen a be
after thato

AiThat 6s because you giobennasad.hi t about wha

fiTrue o Heden said.

Domnal remembered something, antirew a sharp glancat Heden for a
moment. Then, seeming embarrassed, cast his eyes down.

fiListen, Heder he said, screwing his face upith reluctance Heden could tell
his friend was embarrassed by something and for some reigstamwas in no mood to
let him off the hook.

AU, listenp Domnalsaid again lowering his voicegeming to shrinks he asked
a fawor. il was wondering if you could, you know after everything that happened this
morning, if you coud désay a blessing for me?

Heden frowned and lookddlomnalup and down as though he were being tricked.
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Domnal seemed anxiouand ashamed Heden shruggediOk,0 he said.Domnal
was immediately relieved:he 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 Samntyen

Both men stood ther 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
w o ma modirsy with amusementdedenfelt his hands grow warm and kmédom was
feeling the same unnaturtaeat

The payer was not @emonial, it was purifying. It was effective proportion
with howjust and fait he subj ect was, as was Cavall s w
Lynwen who had her own agenda which none but Heden understood. The prayer would
strengthenthe bodyand cure small ills. And reveal any physical problems with the
supplicant.

Hedends ey esangfylatahe beerdt Lyovper mad revealed to him even
as she cured.iNow he knew why Dom was ashamed to ask.

fiYou fuckerp Heden said.

fiHedenbDomnals ai d, flinching at his friendébs |j
words.He was breathing a little heavily as a reaction to the curative power of the prayer.
AYou know I 6m going to hawe to pray over

Domnalhalf turned, picked up a pclamation off his deskiwell you can do that
when you come to dinné&rHe avoi ded ldred dpeeter@led togreaz dhe
document

AY ou completepiece of shit, you know she dotes on you. Brags aboubyou.

fiShould 1 tell her, do you thinkDomnalasked his face screwed yis voice
quiet.

AShould youéno you should not 1 ¥ou | her,
should go to thehurch and ask Cavadind Llewellynfor forgivenesk

AAmM | going to be alright®Domnala s ked, stung by his friend

fiNot if you keeppaying forwhoresb

fiListen, Heden, did you come here for a reasdn®mnal struck back, angry
because he knew Heden was rigittv er yone her e does it, y ou
b e &He stopped. Heden cocked his head and raised an eyebrow.

AY ou going to finish that sentena@gdeden asked mildly.

The small office was silent for a few moments. Tl®mnallooked away and
sniffed fiNaho Domnalsaid.

AYoubve got s o néledancssaidi &r gi f obr 0 me ,
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AWhat® Domnalsaid forgetting his eaigr questioniiOhf uc k y o older e r i g h't
said, glad to have something else to think about. He put the papersidloawd f or got t en
about he he reached out and picked up his keychain, his thick fingeasching
through the keys

Heden fingered ansall pauch on his belt aBomnal selected the right key and
moved to the door. Heden stood behind him.

fiBlack gods) Domnalsaid,and Heden saw some weight pulled off him, his body
sagged a little with reliefis he 6s been here for t hogoemear days, r
her/ end up having to bring herNofbaddobkingnd dr i n
though, 060 he mused, then remeabler edewhbodéeyo
her e. I k n e wohesmiegdd Heden@mad wy oyo,u 6 d talelcamevof up t o
it.0

fiYeahp Heden saidDomnalturned to leave.

Domnallooked over his backiThank you for the prayey.

AiYeahp Heden saidfiTell Meganl want hoggeb He pushed his friend forward.
iLet 60s go.

Domnalopened the door anddéleden to the de
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Chapter Three

The jail was only a singlstory squat stone building on the outside. But
underneath it housed one of the oldest and deepest dungeons in Clorwad. many
hundreds of years olahd designed to make it very hard to get in and outvef) ®r the
guards Doubly so for anyone who escaped frarmell.

It was dark the passageways were built to cramp and hinder movement, and
every space was a door, or stais the wall of a cell.The stairs you walked down
formed an arch that held a dod@very 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 wdeelend i d ndét know
how deep it went antherewere special cells with spells and prayers on them to keep
powerful enemies locked uft. had once beeileder® s  dowamg down andenew
some of them.

He andDomnalhad arrived outside a small doonly two or three levels below
the jail Domnalunlocked the door and oped it Heden thought he detected a little fear
from Domnal a man normally not afraid of man or beast. But madness, possession, loss
of identty did scare him, Heden knew.

AiCome get me  w hoeDomnal said,éturreng tw deaveill 6 | | send
someone down to clear her @utle stopped and looked with a mixturegrhtitudeand
pity at his friend, about to discharge a t
again, o0 Dom said.

Heden took his hand, but ecouwiIShmat dhoéok b

moment , 0 he said.

Dom nodded, turned, arftegan the long process of gettibgck up to the jail
Heden, torch in one hand, looked into the cellduttof the corner of his eymonitored
the slow retreat dbomnafts light. The light evetually winked out andHeden was alone.

He stepped into the cell. Wasten feet deep, but only four feet wide. The roof
was lowbut low ceilings had never been a problem for Heddre cell walls and floor
were dark, ruddy clayThere was a cot about actooff 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 prison€here was a bowl of food on the floor, tipped over, and a
bowl of water still intact.

In  H e destimatisnthe girl wasmaybe fourteen. She was in the far corner of
the cel l, on the ground, | io ankattempt togpst ast h o u g h
much of her bodws far away from the door as possible.
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She was gibbering. h&hhewdhdwvasbteeding Her dyesr s e | f |
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
deal with than the last one.
Ensconing his torch hewalked over to the cot. The girl had left a streak of vomit
and blood on the ground. Heden sat on the c
belt.
He extracted from the small leather pouch what looked like a ball of green pipe
tobacco.lt glistened in the guttering torchlight. He pulled a small leather strap out from
his waist, and said a short prayer.
As he prepared,enspoke tahe girl. Nothing in particularin soothing tones. He
knew she woul dndét r es p o npartoffercbuidimear hbmuHe he t h
bent down and began his experiméthe. felt like a thief. Like he was stealing something
from someone.
The girl was seizing up, flailing around in spasms. k&g, brown hair was
matted on her face and hiin, ganglyarmsand legs were bruised. She was wearing a
short wool shift, courtesy of thail. Her face was gaunter darkeyes were wide.
Heden grabbed her arm. She didndét resi st
didnét actively fight him.
He pulled her towardiim and, sitting on the floor next to her, tried to get her back
toward him, so he could put her head in his
She waslick with blood sweat, andrrineand in one great spasm she rolled away
from him, hitting him n 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 stragabdéd 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 fn@m closing.Her eyes still danced
wildly, seeing everything and nothing. It looked like mortal terror.
He took out the ball of green herbs, moister@éservedand held together with
honey, pinched it in half and pushed half of it between her upgler cheek and gum,
then quickly did the same with the other half, and the lower right of her jaw.
He quickly removed the strap.a ki ng care to make sure she
her tongue, he closed her mouth and tied the leather strap around her leachenn
chin, keeping it closedder nostrils flared as she sucked aithirough hemnose
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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 las thoug
her weight on his legs was suddenly lighter.

Heden looked around the room, at the mess, the aftermath of struggle, and
thought;l 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 le§8orking 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 stoppeood enoughhe thought.

He closed his eyes arghid another prayer over hérmore potent version of the
one he said fobomnal Her wounds closed, her bruiseltedfrom blueback to a wan
kind of yellow and, for the second timetiwo hours, his eyes snapped open at what the
prayer revealedto hinL he di sease, the precise flavor
tasted less than a turn ago.

He narrowed his eyes and looked out the door, into the dartuiesse Domnal
had retreated

fiThat fuckerp he said, to no one in particular.
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Chapter Four

fiHeden, Isaidl 6 @ Bomnalstopped. All the guards in the main room stopped
to look at him.
Heden was carrying the young girl, asleep, in his armsfeihamost weightless

to him. They sawt he | eat her strap he put around her
signified, but they knew something had not gone according to planDanuhal was
upset.

Domnalscowled fils shealive?0
Half of the Eseldics hthbeen processed and assigeetls. The restwere still
here, manacled and gagged. Someone had cleaned up the bodies. All the guards stood
around tensely looking fro@omnalto Heden. All except Teagan who leaned on one of
the heavy wooden beams holding the roafhip long legs crossed at the akiTeagan
di dndot seem to be | ooking at anything.
Heden just looked d@domnal Domnab s pai ned face betrayed |
of what Heden had discovered.
fiHeden | canét éylmwr kimowaiwh.atYdadlhecandt t ak:e
Al 6 m t akiohhgregiHedensaidu t
Domnalran his thick fingers across his jowm$e was unsure of what to do.
Heden began to walk out, which meant walkatigdpomnal Heden didnot | c
him.
Al dondt c ar echwdh@Hedey said, walking past théhgaardbey
looked toDomnal wondering if he would order them to stop Hed@&rell them you saw

me carry the body out myself. Be as ovague as
Domnal upset but unable to bring himself to do anything about it, steppedf
the way.

Al d care &vhat you tell Megan eithéitleden saih f t er h ®&dmthal passed
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 Hedito o
the new day.
Domnalwiped his hand over hiforeheadand into his hairfiShitd he said. The
other guards just stared at hiomcomprehending
Teaganust smiled and shook his head.
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Chapter Five

She woke up in an expensive feather bed and for aembthought she was back
at the Rose PetdRubbing the sleep from her eyekgegsealized this was not the case.

The room was small and appeared to be a room at an inn. It was longremna,
there was a large chest and a bureau for clothes. An expémsilengthmirror 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 theravas a kind of skylight in it. @yishwhite light filledthe room.It was overast
outside.She sengkit was morning.

There was a noise, and she realizeefé was a man in the room with helis
back was to her. H®ok clothes from a pile on a chair, f@d them, and puhem in the
bureau. They were not her clothes.

T h e ma hseainiadarahe was awakeHe seemed of shorter than average
height but gave the impression of beifiy Well-muscled.His skin was paleHe had
short black hair and seemed to be in his forties.cSheu | d hi®face.s e e

She knew what was expected,wever. Though utterly exhausted, her mind
wa s n 0 tShetsat upeand.adjusted her hair.

iSo, do you waghastopper whethé raan turadand look at her.

He had a dress folded in one hand. His clothes, an unstylish but practical
combination o leather and wool, ill fit him. His face was hard; it looked chiseled out of
granite. There were dpelines in it. While old and weatheredhere was something
handsome about him.

The look he gave her was a kind of appraiShlefound herself unable toead
him, and this bothered hdfle betrayed no purpose or intent, no desstee could tell
neither what he was thinking, nor what he wanted, and this made her shiver.

Thefeelingpassed, but left her vulnerable. She felt like she was twelve &jen.
found herself pulling the sheets up to her chitihout realizing it

He opened his mouth to speak and she
threatened. There was something about him that scared her.

She startled when, without warninglaage and veryreavyblack cat appeared on

cou

the bed. It had jumped up from the floor withouta sodnh.e cat 6 s pr esence |

the man before he could talk.

The cat walked right up to harthout making eye contacstood on her stomach
and when she reached outpitshed its head into her haasl though it had known her all
its life. It was black with bright yellow eyesd seemed made of muscle
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She liked cats. Most inns had them, to keep the mice and rats down. Some used
small dogsBut she was surprised thatghman who had not spokerkept a cat for any
reason.
The man opened the door and, without saying anything, walked out, leaving the
way opento the hall beyond
Petting the cat, she looked around the room, wondering where she was and what,
if anything, sheshould do. Run for it? Her instincts told her this was not necessary.
Shewas in a nightshift, but it was not her own. She pulled back the covers and
|l ooked at i1t. It was expensive. But it meant
The man came back in, carrying a tray with hot food o8he was starving, she
realized. But she wasore angrythan hungry.
fWhere are my clotheéBhetried beingdemandhg.
Heden looked around.
Al € d on & t0heksaidHig yoice soundedark andrough.Hearing him speak,
she feltawkward She was aloneinas ange mands room and he wq
customerHe r emi nded her of something, but she di
il threw out the shift the guards put you
with your clothes
AiThe guards®she a&ked, frowning.
Heden put the food down on a takiiéhis is for youphe saidiYou 6 r e goi ng t
be hungry. Eat as much as you want.
AiDid you dress me in thisshe asked, indicating her nightshift. The cat purred
and tried to position itself to get pett 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 lookd at her and then at the footleh back at her. He sighed, picked up
the clothes heod6d ptldavo.@ gaveoyou atdihe cleankdayour gnd and s
dressed you.
None of this made sense to her. She was confusedettidg scared and this
made her angryshe wanted to get back to the Rose Petal, and the safety of an existence
she knew.
fWho are you®
fiMy n a nseHédero
She shook her head onéé. meanowhat é
fiWhen | found vyou,jalyyounerd habirgeafih. put i n t he
She stared at him, mousiiack Her skin began to crawl and stiederstoodvhat
he meantDi scovering she c ostfew dagst br chesmieegab or t he
tighten up. Her eyes started to turn red and her cheeks flushed.
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fiwWhat 6 s yoheasked a me ?

AWhat

Heden got up, picked up a bowl of soup and a spoon, and approached her. She
flinched away but he just stood there, peoifig the soup.

There was a smell about him. He didnodt we
but he smell edégood. woBdneetal aadloil. It wksean dahg t her a
smell andhough it was not familiar to het,gave her comfort.

She took thdowl of soup and the spoon and began to eat. This seemed to satisfy
the man, and he went back and sat down.

Al dm going t o Olelbéganpushevaemét hirreag,| |y | i st e
was thinking aboutwhat he just said Shedd been ehlastvanesle a f it .
rememberediasted almost a whole day. Shal wondered what Missl&ven would do,
knew shedd haveaeventualyCdld readizatiorestruckshe guinein jail is
what she did.

Al gave you some medicirethe strangersaid. twasa t er m shedd heard
unfamiliar with.fil gave you something to eat. And you slept for a long tisliehrough
yesterdayBut now, I thoink, youdre better.

She continued tevork onthe soup. It was gooand she felt life and normality
returning

Aldondét think youédHekadhave any more fits,

Light dawned.

AiYou 6r e O0she gaid.iSkdsitd,n 6t know exactl y,owhat he
what had happened while she was having her fit, but she got the gist ohibasadl his
behavior made sense

Heden pulled a silver medalliomutf r om under his shirt. She
sigil on it, but recognized itassaai nt 6 sShal mamamwed her eyes.
|l i ke any priest shedd ever seen. N osr act I
attitude toward her that only made sense if

Heknews he hadndét been | istening to him. He
his guess of her age up by a ydde. concluded she wdsteen andwentto work at the
Rose Petal whensiwka s 1 3. 't . wasno6t unusual

fiWhat 6 s y2ohe asked agaire
She looked at him with big, dark eyé@¥iolet,0 she said.
Heden noddediwh at 6 s youa r eal name?
She just stared at him, the neanpty bowl of soup cooling in her hands, and
heard herself safivanorao There were not many people left who knew her real name.
He smilediThat 6 s a pretty name. Bat | can calll
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AWh a t ghe said, antb her ears sheounded small and girlish. She cleared her
throat.fiwhat do | owe for theaom?d

fiNothingp Heden saidfiThis is my inno

AThis is your inn®

Heden nodded.

AYou own a whole inn®@

Heden shrugged.

She nodded, eyes wide, and looked around again. She looked at the cat curled up
at the foot of your bed.

AT hat 6 s ophe asked.c at ?

fiHer nameds oBallisantirax.
Shelowered her head arghve him a look from under her eyebrow®. o u don ot
seem | i ke somem@shesadlvhodd | i ke cats

Heden shruggedil like this cato

She noddedgain Shedd known t htums, byt bis reppmse | e s s
seemed entirely typical.

He stood up.

ATher eds br ealle sadn iddicatiny ehe platdAnd milk. Fresh.
Vegetables and fruit. Try to eat them in equal meadtiou feel sleepy, go back to
sleep. Balli willwatchy o u . T h e r e @osunder youhhkeednbnd a bath down the
hall. Use either at your convenien¢ed | | be back up here in an
awayo

She looked up at him with something like a sense of wonder. He looked back at
her, and she realized he had blue elfssseemed 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 closeddber to Vanoas 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 undbe 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 stedléhwas terrible at it anyway.

As he descended he first caught sight of his guests' shoes. The expeddiyed
suede and silk hose told him who his guest was before he ever saw his face. Gwiddon.
The Bishop's adjutanf’he man responsible for representing the Bishop to the heads of
the city.

He was sitting, striking a pose, in a chair at a table neand@ow, thewan 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 semside and press
their faces, hands cupped near their eyes to block out the light, and |ohken® s
person in therels theplace open? No. No | guess not. Just one man inside, nothing else.

Gwi ddon didndét | ook a with Httedwor,andHoeking u s t
out the window.

fLetmeget you a drink, o Heden said.

Gwiddon gave no introduction and seemed to expect none. IfnHgds being
rude by ganddastaypd Gwgldoh didn't appear to notice.

Al try to tell them Gwiddon sid, waggled his fingerat the people walking by.
fiRoughly once a month someone mentions you and this place and they always ask the
same thing

Al have some wine, imported from Rhaméleden said as he rummaged around
behind the barfiNot even noon yeBrandy, port. Ale willhave todo.0 Hedendusted off
two thick glasses.

AWhy doesn't he open that place? Why did he waste his méney?'

Heden came over witthe ale and sat down. He took a long drink from Hisvas
only a few hours after dawbut it hadalready 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.
fil love the look in their eyes so | make a point to ask themuess how much
you paid for this place. They never guess high enough, they've never been inside of

course, and when | tell them...well, the look alone is worth it. Then | smilexpidin
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that the reason you don't try to recoup your investment isfahatou, it was such an
insultingly small amount of mone&yThis last was said while chuckling.

AYou tell them that® Heden asked.

AYesp Gwiddon said, absentlill looking outside.iWe had the Castellan over
to dinneronce;she choked whendaid it Poorgirl.0

Gwiddon took a drink from his glass and frowned at it. Turning to face Heden
across the oak table, he sdidhis is terribled

Heden shrugged and had some miitevas finewhen | bought ib

Gwi ddonds face was strawhair calingiwithf a nataral b on e d ,

wave. His lips were thin and bright red against a complexion that matched his hair, light
without seeming pale or unhealthy. His eyes transnhititelligence to anyone who
might receive.

Gwiddon tried more ale. It wasn't tasHiking, but he was getting used to itisH
lips turned down in a small frowfiwhat do you do, buy new stock every six monéhs?

fiYesp Heden said.

Gwiddon coughed into his drinkHonestly?

fiHonestlyp Heden said, leaning back in his chéirhave deks with theFool and
the Vine. | sell them mynusedstuff. Stupid to let it go to waste.

Gwiddon looked into his ale as though expecting to make some discovery about
its contentsiiNow | know why | keep away from the Vine, the place serves the stuff
youve had sitting here rottingHe pl aced speci al emphasi s on
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.

fAnother story for you to tell at dherp Heden saidvith a sigh, feeling tired.

AYou jestp Gwiddon saidflashing a wide smildbut | will tell it. If they had any
idea how much you came back with, they'd not turn their nosewlpaatyou didd

AYes they would) Heden said.

Gwiddon wasamong the most cultured, wealtucated, weltead, welwritten
and expensively outfitted men in the city, and he knew it. He made sure other people
knewit. HewasHe d e n 6 s h e iHgden enviedhimtfor leavng the. kind of build
tailors mae all their clothes forThe two of thencould not have been more different.

But they shared one thing in common.

fiWhat does the Bishop waitRleden asked.

fiReally, Heden, why don't you hire someone to run this piace?

Heden took a deep breafty.ou offering®
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Gwiddon chuckled filn two days | could find you a man you could trust, who
knew bartending and innkeeping, and this place would produce 500 crowns a month in
profit.0

Heden shruggedi don't need the money.

Gwiddon's loud smile was somewhat muted by tfildo, | suppose you don't.
You're the only person | 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, evhyou loved, as opposed to this, which
you don'td

AYou've been talking to thebboto Heden said.

fiPlease) Gwiddon seemed affrontedlt is possible for mere mortals to possess
insight into the human condition. Especially cerming someone I've knowiore 6 h e
waved his hand,yeas@ however many

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

AHow was yoijail?2o vi sit to the

Heden shruggedgain Some people found the gesture annoying but Gwiddon

di dndot even see it anymor e.
Al dondot imeadfionre tihted sCatpit ai ndgesdyowthe | v bat h
place smelled. 0 Heden didnodt l i ke it when C

Gwiddon cared that much about class or rank in the first place, and was just doing it for
show, which somehowade it more offensive to Heden.

AThe Bishop i magines you fit in down ther
some romantic idea of what | ife outside the
Al know, 06 Heden said.
AHe thinks youo0adfée.ltgines hiro Somd kine of thrél to kalk a n
to you. | think he forgets you can read and
A | know, 06 Heden repeated with emphasi s.

talking to avoid something.
Gwi ddon dmin@ldich howrabbsurd thadll is. 0 H e notherdrikk. a

AHe | i kes you, so he daoretsmedrt fsrecem tthhag tnrou thh .n
Hedendos face softened a little. Everythir
Gwiddon was tailomade to annoy andpus e t Heden. But then heod

reminded Heden why they were friends.

AHow did things go with the girl ?06 Gwi dc
looking at Heden.
Fine, o Heden || i ed.

A
AThe Bishop didndét think you would, ahébo
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Als thamtwlypyul?P® se

Al volunteer edyoy Fitrhetn I woll umtt eeeerreedd t o t

Heden didndét say anything.

AHe was surprised, 0 Gwiddon said, meani ncg
of f. O

AUnder standabl e. o

ASo now, of cour s d&,orh e otnteit hki sn gy ced ésree or e a d

Heden shook his head. 't wasnodot cl ear wha

Al told him the gir]l was a speci al case.
year . o0

ANo reason for him to, 0 Heden said, dr i

Heden for adng time would hear the implied criticism.

Al didndt think wahse dgiifrfle rmeenatn.tdo anyt hi ng
ABut you didnét tell the Bishop that. o
Al couldndt think of how to explain it toc

Gwiddon smilecagain Al 6 nr eljsedt it ®n. 0

Gwiddon glanced at Heden for a moment, gauging his mood. Afraid to study him
too closely for fear of scaring him off.

AHow | ong has it been since, ah, 0 Gwiddo
over. Heden noticed. A When wasyotuhel elfatstt htei ntei t y ? 0

Heden leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

AWhy?0 he asked. AWhere do you want me to

A sad smil e, pity, flashed across Gwi dd
forever, 0 he said.

Heden shrugged. Altds not so bad. o

Al tobts much of a | if e, Heden, 0 Gwiddon sai

AWel |l , 0 Heden t holeaged forward tgioktat a splinter ofas h e

wood sticking out of the surface of the tabl
Gwiddonignored thisfiHave you left Celkirk inthe laste ar ? 0
Heden took a deep breath.
AThree year s wengaodsawmn ef stah a@r . @ |
Gwi ddon Wbdde g owajeda Hargdencompasag the tavern and
everything itrepresented fir ¢t r eend mber . 0
Heden shrugged against any possible accusation.
Gwiddon placed both his hands on his knees, and sat up straight. Preparing.
A & need someonetogointothed e, 0 A® wiatild. 6t he church,

knew which oftheethaunt ed forests people meant when t
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Heden stared acss the table and waited until herecovered a little from
Gwi ddondés statement .

AAnd you have some r e abl@sentehce camdnautrslow | mi gf
and ragged, like Heden was emerging from a deep sleep.

Now it was Gwiddonds turn to shrug.
AYoenw in with your team eight years ago.

~

AThat 6s debatalkhhe, 6 héleelewesai di x Aof us.
Heden restrained himself and didnoét spit out
AANnd we awearmrbesrett mat and | ost hal f our company.
Heden gestured to the door, A s ifackingward d own ar
people say, like thatthingoe s nét grow ol d on the bones of
have a good reaso. 0

Gwi ddonbdés face pinched mamordnslaught. e i n r espon

Heden shook his head, didndédt give Gwiddo
You didndot come here because | O6ve been up tl
Whi ch dionét even know why you bother. Give me

fiHeden, what is it you want?0 Gwiddon ask
be | eft alone.® You tel] me what you want ,k &
Andthenyoucanhelpm&ou 6ve got this idea of what ever)
but youotrés woheem.t hree years man. | want to

AHor seshit, 0o Heden said, and | eaned bacl
wasnot di sputing what Gwe cdtdiomng wawsi ddayidrsg ,pr
entirely.

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

AiSo |1 6m going to keep coming down here a
can handle until sooner or later you react in some way, any way, ancbcancek t o | i f e . ¢

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 didndét know why Gwiddonbés words made
Hedendi dndét reject what he said and Gwi ddol
He extracted what looked like a small sprig of holly from his vest. Itriad berries on
it. Eighta pale green, one a milky white.
AYou know the procession hall 2?0
Heden nodded.
AMis i s one of the knightly crests that h
Heden frowned and reached out forthe hdllf. wasnét any Kkind of

~

il donot under stand. 0O
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Al &m not sure | do either, 0 Gwiddon conf e
Il t 6 s h umegoortdtioe\vaedierice 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 whvhenwe stafeld ladkibgsntoitt 6 s magia@, obviousl y.

A What Hedesasked, thinking.

AEach bery represents knight. Amember of the Green Order.

fiNever heard of therd.

Al was afraid youdd say that. We hoped th
AWhat 6s that got to do with it?20o
AThat 6s wher e éeirbréerlikes in thé foressll along the bbrider
with Corwell, and protectseéewel |, we donodt Know v
i mportant. O
AThey | ive in the wode?0 Heden said, h a

imagining how any man could do that.
He pralded the sprig of holly.

AWhy is this one white?0 he asked, talkin
Altdos dead, 0 Gwiddon said.
AMeaning one of2othe knights is dead

fiSomething like that 0

AHow did he die?0 Heden asked.

Gwi ddon s attknowphe saididéth sdnoenndport.

AAre they some kind of éo0 Heden thought.
knight dies?o0

ATheydre not i mmort al , whit€herrydywhbolizessheti d. A We
the death of a knight, which must be ameoon occurrence up there, bt ¢ , 0 he
sear ched Thepermanentedustion ofithe order. Nine knights to eight. Eight
forever more. o

Heden n®adeametihi ng bad happened up there

Gwi ddon didndét say anything. He knew his

Whobés their patron?o
|, ahéo Gwitddonm tahonognent . Al forget. Yo
|l d you. I 6m not good with saints. o

You picked a good job,o0 Heden said.
We need someone to go up there and find
ritual, very old. Maybe three thousand years.ahteto absolve the Green Order of an
unrighteous death. o

AThe Green Order specifically?d6 Heden dou

~—+
ot St O St Dt
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AThis i s more than just a dead knight, He
fiBut 3,000 yearsPlow can there be an order of knights older than the council of
Aberdanon?o

Al dondedstanditallThe Bi shop has an idea, heol |l
ANot i1 f | tell you to go fuck a pig, he w
AThere is that, o Gwiddon conceded.

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

ANo. O
Gwiddon looked at his friend, sensing the turmoil Heden was holding bigck.

stayed silentforamomerst,ai d A Ok, 0 and | eaned back in hi s
Al 6m not going back into that meat grinde

Gwiddon nodded and fingered his drifikl u n dée rsd asdai, d .

AFind someone el se, 0 Heden said.

AWho would you r e ¢ o mmleoking?abounds the dntptyn a s k e
tavern

Heden seemed to shrink over the course of the conversation. He was hunched
over now and |l ooking down adntact vitle histfreerd| e . He
He shook his head almastperceptibly Gwiddon turned away.

They both sat there, Heden looking down at nothing. Gwiddon, relaxed, looking
out the window. Neither of them said anything.

fwhy dd you think Imight say yes@Heden inally asked, risking a glance at his
friend.

Gwiddon leaned backi | 61 1 tel |l ahamd The Bieslhdpged as
aware that what he t heafgitdthisOwer & impartano Qut equent |
there in the forest handing down aditaon for 100 generation®ot muchof that kind of
di scipline left in the world. o

Heden nodded.

fWe need someone who can manage a delicate situation. Someone we can trust to
do the right thing, even wheGQwiddormhdchdseilime ans do
words carefully. He knew his audience.

fiYou were the naturaolutiono

fiThe onlysolutiond Heden said, a touch of bitterness.

Gwiddon smiled and spread his harifss you sayo

Heden sat there looking at the holly.

~

Al dondt | i ke temmsgltht s, 6 Heden sai d
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Al know, 6 Gwiddon sai d, pursing his |ips
dondét | i ke them for all|l the right reasons. 0

Heden grunted and twirled the holly arou
prodded.

AWhereds the gaquetly now?0 he asked

AWhat 20 Heden was sharp in response.

AThe girl from the jail, o Gwiddon asked.

Heden was impressed that Domradd told anyone. But Gwiddon was discreet.

Heden didndét answer. Gwi ddonhewew. &t r eall

was just making a point.

AWhat if we gave you helghe asked with sympathy.

AHel p?0 Heden asked, unsure how Gwiddon c

AWith the forest, o his friend said.

Al don't need any help, damnditdieden saidtossing the holly on the tablené
looking out the windowGwi ddon di dné6ét understand, and He
explain. It wasno6t t he entedthegproblem, itwasHeded | e as i

fiWe could give yow coachMake the journey easier for yau.

fiNothingwould make the journeg a sy f or tmeeQrderWbw®r e 6 s

AiThey've deampedat a Prioryin the forest. Mar aplace called Durham Keep

fiNever heard of i@

AWell, the Order doesn't like to make its presence known in towns or cities.
People react badly weeing thena.

AANd why is that®

iTheyod6r e some kiYodlseefwhehyuracetthBdba nat i c s .

Heden absorbed thifor reasons he didnot under st an
about, the idea of facing Vanora again having turned down Gwiddon upseMaybe
because Gwiddonbés request brought him to Va
di dndt want to seem a coward in front o f h
Bishop down.

AWhat are you working oHeden tried some small talk to distrdimself.

AWhat aml working on® Gwiddon asked, surprised.

AComing here and telling me about a bunch of knights who live in the forest is a
diversion for yow

Gwiddon smiled and arched an eyebréivvh at 6 s tr ue.

AWell, we just got word thafeocwas metwith all manner of positive response,
which is good, but when he tried to leave he found his ship had been impounded,
searched for contrabar@lin d he coul dndét gét it released foc
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fil2 days? Who impounded dt?
Gwiddon shruggediThe city watch.id o es n 6t matot er who di d it
ASo now youobdr e tr yaforagn goeernmearkginapedyoarut why
ambassador for 12 dags.
Gwiddon noddediJust s
fiProbably checking to see if he had any other business in Capital. Take his ship,
but d o rhiont Leaaves him Sek to walk the city. They follow and see who he makes
contact with. Those are your spies. o
Gwi ddon raised an eyebrow. ADonot ever t
dismissme . 0
ANo he woul dnodot. o
A door closed at the top of the stalrehind him and Vanarwalked delicately
downstairsclad n a si mpl e blue dress hedd | eft for
fiHeden® she asked.
Gwiddon looked at theeenageirl, then turned his head slowly to Heden, a huge,
wide grin on his face.
Heden looked at his friend anebivned.
Ailt &s t i me foldedengadugetingupl eav e,
Al imagineit is!0 Gwiddon said, smiling riotously. He stood.
As Heden escorted him the short distance to the door, Gwiddon turned back to the
gi r | again, | ook eHRealaatordawnidle dends shoul der .
AWait a momentHede 0
Heden opened the dodOut0 he said. Gwiddon now turned a serious face to his
friend bordering on a scowl.
fiOh Heden, please tell me youé.
Al 6m not telling yoa anything, youbre | ea
AOk,0 Gwiddon said, and he stegd out onto the porcliil hope you know what
y o u 6 r eoHellooked at his friend for a moment.
AYoubre going to accept the assignment,6 0
Heden shrugged.
Al 6l 1 talk to the Bishop, 0 he said.
fiYou shald see le abbot before you leave,Gwiddon offered extending his
hand
Hedent o o k hi s  fiilll see thedbbad whienalgetdack I'll see thedwarf
before | leave
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Chapter Seven

Vanora wandered around the ground floor of the Hammer & Tomps.floor had
been varnished severaings in the last three years and never walked on, so her feet stuck
to the floor a little when she walked, making little lsnag noises when she lifted them.

Heden di cye&@dntactnvaitk Ber. He closed the door, went back to the
table picked up thelgsses from Gwiddans ,\amdsvalked behind the bar. The heavy
sound of his boots seemed very loud to him.

One wall of the Tshaped common room was covered by bookshelves Heden had
installed himself, holding several hundred books collecting dust. Vatarad at them,
sometimeseaching out to touch one.

Heden went into the kitchen and a few moments later emerged with a large plate,
a hunk of mutton, some vegetabdsd some fruitHe put the plate on the bar and began
slicing the mutton.

fiYou read althese books¥Vanora asked.

Heden did not reply. He continued preparimglunch. Vanora gave no indication
that she expected a reply.

AWh e r yowlearn to read?Vanora askedher voice lightcurious

Heden took a deep breatiiMy father was friends ith the abbot the next town
over. When | vas thirteen, he sent me to dbay as my apprenticeship.

Heden threw some of the fruit and vegetables on a plate with the mutton, poured
himself a beer, and carried the whdieng to a table and sat dowde wated a moment
to see if Vanora would probe.

AiDi d oOshe éegan, and then tried a different straté@yd you mind leaving
homed

Heden thought aboutil dondét think so. Both my brot
same age, my sisters were both married bff4a | knew theabbot and liked him. No, |
didndét mind. I missedomy parents but | got o

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

fiThe abbot was verlearnedh e 6d st udi ed at the euniversi
everything he knew. WeliHeden corrected himself as he grabbed an apple and prepared
to bite.fiNot everythingd He took a large bite of the apple and finished chewing before
he spoke agairfiNot most things, now that | think about it. But he taughttoneead and
write, spoke the teachings of Cavall to me. Set me on the path to being @ ptielse
time, itseemed likeeverythingheknew.
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Vanora gave every appearance of not listeningShe di dnodt |l ook at
some effort, she pulled one of tleger books out and opened it. She had to cradle it in
both of her arms. She frowned at the text.

AT hat 6 s a Olgedan daidpandManogancedat hi m. She coul di
hedéd been fatdécshianbgo untera. gi r | who agodhd&s out s
got a lot of pictures. Inlaid with real gold on the pagat this, Vanora appeared to
express interest, trying to hold the book and leaf through the pages at the sarkketime.
brown hair fell over her face. She seemed thin to Heden andtlieegimpression as he
often did with women from the Rose that she needed to eat more.

Al 61 1 t eac hbhHedenwsaidmatterof-gaetly Nat dn offer, a decision.

Vanora stopped struggling with the book, and just stared at the letters, absorbing
what Heden had sai@he shrugged and put the book back on the shelf.

Seeming very much at home in this strange sirecrossed the flogrpulled a
chair out,and satacross from Heden. She watched him &e raised an eyebrow at
what he was eatingande way he ate, but he didndt seem

He seemed entirely unselfconscious. As if having a barefoot teenaged whore
walking around his inmvas normal for him. Something about that bothered her.

fWe get priests at the Rg8eshe said, crossing her arniswas cold in the large
commonroomiThey ére just | i ke ebadpnesto They canlbesae . Good
lot of fun. Some of them act bothered.s.he st opped. She wouldnét |
wasn&Gure what was goi nakalootthgab.ut she di dndt

fiSo what do you want with me?

Heden shrugged while he at é@Uptoyeupheadnot t
said.fill helped you back at thail;, maybe |1 6m just trying to see
you end up where you want to de.

She grunted, skeptical.

AYoud6r e not b ot% se askedsthdyinglrh fartany reactiom or
belief or attitudeAY o u  d i d n 6 tjail b e ma W she |éftthe gquestion hanging.

Heden sighed and stabbed a slice of mutton with hisféeld i dnét | i ke t al
and he was about to do a lot of it.

AA year aga) he said, not looking at hefithe church asked me to go to tfesl
because ther e waeensentericedyo bdrdweed €he ehtrch aid the
boy was possessed by a demam powerful to cast out. No one at ttleurch could cure
him. No prayer workedDrowning is the tradibnal fate forthe possessed.

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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fiHe was like yoyo he said, giving her the merest glanSbae was dwarfed by the
high backed chaiiHe had fits and coul dndét <contr ol hi
and his whole mouth would be torn up, bloolye 6 d b i t t en hwhéenfhe hi s t on
wasyunger He d6d be fine f&fitlLastedhhpwss. and t hen have
Without looking at the young girl, Hedevas awardie had her full attention.
fiEveryone around hifa he took another bite and chewsithought he was
possessed and so when the Church ageeetl sentenced him to death, everyone
wasérelieved. Even hoHechpwed anddwalloweandlaoked nder st 2
at her to gauge her reaction.
Vanora was wideyed, fixated on Heden. She was holding her bresttle. was
mesmerized.
AiThey sent me thre e @Heden pausetetmembering the meeting with the Bishop
fiThey sent me there because the Chuhavingdeclaredhim possessedyas obligated
to make sure the boy wésled. Butdrowning isa terrible way to di@.Heden shook his
head, remembering sorhé@tg.iTher e are good ways to die, be
one of thend
Heden stopped eating, drank some beer, and then sat back and bebied
Vanora at the books in his library.
fiThe Bishopcalled for me and explained the situatiad.e d i d medtb doa s k

anything, lej usetxépl ai ned the situati on. Hedd seen n
reason, and he talked about how awful it was
iSo thatdéds hodomdt wohiksk | said anything.

wantedFr om t he Churchdés point of view the boy
him to suffero

iWher eds t\anoba@skedpherwoicpiiet, timid

Heden looked at heihard, unflinchingwith no expression and saifiVanora,
heds deadno | kil led hi

The breath exploded out of her and she put her hands to her r8batbould not
bring herself to | ook awWedgnlookedawaiddleedardn 6 s i mp «
continued He looked out the window, mimicking Gwiddon.

fiHe was terrified when | gatere. Babbling. He s n 0 t having a fit
j usptiéessing hi mself out of desperate fear th
anything he could do about it and no one would listen to him and everyone and
everything he knew, his parents and the dhugadl approvedlt was a kind of waking
nightmare for hind The wordsgumbled outHeden had never told this story to anyone.

Al was with him foran hour. | &alked to him, | calmed him down.told him

everything was going to be ok. | totaim that his peents loved him¢ hat t hey woul d
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let anything bad happen to hirHe sobbed, relieved’hat was all he wanted to hear
think.
Al let him think everything was going to be fine and he collapsed, asleep,

exhausted. fien | said acertainprayer and that vea i t . He was gone. Ev ¢
myself that even i fohd vaeed &landrvaghbelftimeaCtiunch,t beenté
even if theydd |l et him live, his |ife would
him a mercy. Maybe the Bishop thought the séimeg.0

Neither of them said anything. Vanora f ac

compassiorfor him. After a few moments had passed, Heden took a deep breath and
continued.

AiTwo months lateg Heden saidrubbing his hand over the stubble of beamchis
face fil was falling asleep and thinking about what happened. | was thinking about the
boy, about his fits. I knew he wasnoét posse
how possession worksHe looked at Vanarand said, without expressioit, hat 6 s not
how demons work. | relived the whole thing in my mind, over and &Vveat the Bishop

hadsaid what | had done. | felt very sad for tl
fiThenl remembered something a friend of mine said. He smaart smarter thn

me. He and | and some others were |l ooking ov

hi msel f. He sai d somet hiBut gneverfoegotitiién ad aild ,di d@lin ¢

wonder what kind of catastrophic failure the mind is experiencing, view self
destructioras the only solution 6
Al di dn 6t him htdoaghtsttwasnndooor taste, but that moment came to
me as | was falling asleep Hi s point of vi ewgetlgbdtupamd | t hou
came down here and went to the book@ake said nodding at the books Vanora had
been examining earliefiand | pulled out a book he gave me.
fiHe was a physician. A kind of godless pri@steden smiled at this phrase, and
the memory of his friendiHis people are the best physicians in tleld: | read through
the book took me weeks. Butfbund a description of what was happening to the boy. All
the same things. Like theydd been there wher
he diddowno For a moment, Heden was lost again, remeninly his own wonder at how
the words from a people 1,500 miles away c
never metHe knew thegods had guided him to that momefitinyway, there was a cure
right there in the book. Some plants, herbs. Instructiortsoanto prepare them. Thése
a little magic involved, not much.
fiThe next day, | went about collecting the plamts. d o n 6 t know why.
encounteed anyone like that boy before, no reason to thiwould again.Someof the
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herbs werénard to come ya Anyway | cooked it up, followed the instructgrand then

put it away.Packed it in honey to preseriteUnt i | éye@st er day.
AYesterdayy)Vanor a sai d, it wasnb6t a question.
AYesterdayy Heden repeatediwhen | was sent tdo to you what | did to him,

andfor the samereasanWanor a stared at hi m. Shedd real.

role in it. But him saying it splainlymade it real . Horribl e, but

some power it had over her away.

AY o u ddshkkrsadfiY,ou di dn&att ddreow wh

Heden picked up hisdrinl wasndét going tooheadddd. anot he
fiBishop be damnedHe took a drink.

MAnyway t hat 0 dtworked, bylthe wayp hesshia, pugting the drink
down.He smiled at heivanora smiled a littléor the first time A quirky smile, older and
younger than fifteemiPraise théHazaritep he said.She smiled some more, even though
she didndét know what Heden meant .

fWhat wasy o u r  fnanme® she asked.

fiKhalil,0 he said. She nodded.

Al should go) Vanora said, and seemed apprehensildiss Elowen will be
upseto

Heden shrugged.

Vanora looked at him, waiting for him to say something.

Al donot think she expected to ever see
aliveo

Vanora looked away and evendhu gh Heden wasndét | ooking a
was trying to avoid crying-deden was a little proud of himself that being honest with her
had worked. He made a mental note to tellabi®ot about this.

AYou can stay here if yyoub want. You can g

Still not facing him, she snorted once, and nodd¢hat would | do hera?she
asked. Direct. Heden liked that.

Al d o n 6otHedkennadmittedil 6 | | think about it. Youodl |
matter in any case arnwhysiMissElpweend dondét | i ke it

AWi | loVdndra began.

Al don o6 toHedanisaidl thimloy,oudr e ¢utddnk i tds per ma
itds not , I can show you Baovenwduld bebhappywto t he st
take you back knodaing youdre well again

AYou said there was some magi¥,anora said, ignoring his comment about her
MadamfiYou sai d: o6t hereds a IlobBhetuotedhima@dtly i nvol v
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Heden finished his drink, put the glass down, and gotith a t 6 $riestly u e .

magic. A prayerWhat ever el se you decide to do, I d
future. You may have to depend on me far it.

She coul dnodot tell i f he t hagwHgdenclearddat was
the table off, disappeared behind a door Vammesumed went into the kitchen, and
returned a few moments lat¢d.e di dndét say goodbye, he just

adjusting the fit of his clothes, opened the door and then stood there and looked back.

Al have to go tal k t ongemsasorbwastsg to avbice s ai d,
mentioning the Bilyto&eepoatfolt ke & a Badlisatne ey . i
keep and at the moment you do.oot

Vanora coul dndét t el | eddthinhashededt ber glooekin ng. Sh

the empty tavern
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Chapter Eight

AKnights must die all the time.

It was a smallroomand h e Bi s h o p 6teok uprmiost of mThe ochates k
wood panelingon the wallshad at some poinbeen covered over with expensive
tapestries. They absorbed sound and Hedenikelthle was packed in cotton every time
he came in herdt was dark, lit with the steady golden light of 4 candles in sconces on
the walls.Heden was dressdad his ill-fitting plain wool, but the bishop was wearing
nearly his full regalia. All in blue andilver and black, the ceremonial colors of the
largest church of Cavall.

AAre you sure youé, o the bishop indicated

Heden raised a hand. APl ease, your Grace
watching people eat or drinkl alay.

Thebi shop smil ed. Hi s thin, angul ar face v

iconichi s hop 6s bisteop ef.theciulcle of Adun was, of course, a big man,
healthy, strong. Bhop Comonoc was tall, thingauntwith a hawkish face. His rheumy
eyes betrayed his ageConmonochad ascended to thei e r goositidn &veen Heden
was a boy and thagh he remembered his fathalking about the previodsshop, and he
knew there would be one aft&€€@pnmonocwo ul d a | w aighep tdHeded. {Thee 6
ardhetype. Heden found it difficuto judge the man as a result.

AGwi ddon di dndamet, hbi ntkh ey biBilipsdoudipg atscme d
corner.

AHeb6s known me a | ong ti mewatoldeneghen sai d
guestion.

ABut youor e tp esaick Heéden twiorelered® if didn was going to
congratul ate himself on being right. Al 6ve
three times in the | ast year and in each ins

Heden squirmed a little in his chair.
Al wo saytdanh 0 t
The Bishop made a discreet flourish with one hand, encouraging Heden to

elaborate.

Al just didnét think 1 6d be any use to yo

AThat may GemodoccBincre@®Eepdndfi you think that
to deci de?090

Al f you bel i evedkindgshaaitg hot Haetd ehni nsaeeildty, o ul owoo u
me say no. o
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The Bishopseemed to find that answer amusingi We bot h know t hat 0
What made you change your mid?

Heden shrugged. He hadnét thought about i
his mdndnéifil want to disappointéo he wasnot
end and for some reason didndt want to follo

The Bishopstudiedhim for a moment. Heden was obviously not talking about
disappointing the Bishopf&avall.

He picked up one of the sweet biscuits off the silver &raytook a bite no larger
than a birdds, careful to cup his other hanc
three tiny bites, he threw the rest away, picking a damp clotbf@usmall brass bowl to
clean his fingersgdeden watched this without comment.

fAs you say, kights die all the timé,the bishopflasheda brief, humorless smile
tossing the cloth back into the bowiThe question ishow the knight died, you see.

Normaly a dead knight is replaced by a squire trained uphimpurpose but if the death
isunrighteous wel | then. The osizaofthedosdebp @né.lrtods ra d u c e
form of judgmentThe ordershrinks for every such deatlintil the unrighteousleath is

atoned foro

AThe murderer punished, 06 Heden concluded.

The bishop raised single finger of his right hand.

Altds wuncl ear tThedrdertishs@ reneqteve Baveano neal ided e r
what goes on up ther@he idea that they could operaip there for centuries without
anything like this happening means this is an extraordinary circumstance. Or they are
extraordinary knights.

iSomur der or some kind of suicide.o

A Y oguaspt hes e t hi nhg bishapsaidwitle d digh lde knewHeden

d dndét | i kengratuatedvitiineon hishiresightut hecould never figure ouwhy.
ASo | figure out how he died andédo somet
AYou understand that i1if ités a suicide or
be very hard to attai The wholeor der may bear some burden. o
AYeah, 0 Hterding awayg ta ioak at one of the tapestries fi | under star
that . o
AMy apol ogies, o0 the Bishop said. #fAl donot
Heden to |ike him, Bud hiekesuspembuel alkodi dinld
know why.
Al know, 06 Heden said. AYou candédt help it.
The Bishop flashed a smile again, vaguel

how to respond. An awkward silence settled between them.
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Heden felt bad for hisarly jibe, and filled the silence.

AWhoss their patron@

fiHalcyonp the bishop said, raising an eyebrow.

Heden searched his memory asdnk back in the plush red chaifi 6 m not
familiar with the name, your Grace.

ATher eds no r easlosdneyobahansfhl oflShits whaepredate
the Age of Saints. In her case, by almost a thousand gears.

Heden nodded.

AThat 0s how she has knights ol der than th

The bishop nodded once.

AThere were some br ot her bnoeawben the Hactuant er n a |
was Ssi gned, oThelh ewereegramdd ahareesdnd made knights. The Green
appears to be one of only a handf ul of order

AWhat should | expedciHedenasked.

The bishop spread his hand@We dug upsome 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 younge
was a sign of camaraderiéiThey are, ah, r y good at what t hey
environment, you see. Only the strong survive up there.

AWe know precWearse Itityilreg et mefi nd someon
come down from up there and can tell us mdrey report to the local Barons, they bav
a priory. Apart from that, whatever 0s happ
morally or perhaps s pihaveleauead |oyf. iQt.hder wi se we

AYou could send the White Hart, o Heden sa

A | could, o0 the Bishop ag6Greem®drdehtnied peci al |
down and destroyed. The Hart are not that ki

AWhat are your wishes?0 Heden asked.

AOnly that you do Ywhatr eygwithlgi nlo ihavei gk
judgment on thepot as it wered

Heden shok his head, frustrated.

fiHeden, if | could talk to Halcyon, | could tell you more. Cavall has yet to reveal
to me more than a sense that the Order protects the people on thedbdhageforest,
from the forest. From all the things within the foreshd that they are critical to our

safetyo
AiThat covers a lab,Heden said.
AYou seem skeptical .o
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Hedenwoul dnét | ook fiame twleeat Bii :ih @ hGnodurgihm t he I
both times not Corwell.l d o n 8t n dtr hiaidanyknights protecting their boed.
And the Wode iséitds massive. I donét think
big it is. And the things that live there, a lot of them were made by the Celestials,
remember them. Carry their powdhe place is a nightmare Y e a h, | What skeptic
could 9 knights do?0

fOne of the reasons Gwiddon recommended yfouud ondét t hi nk ei t her
anyone whoos ever Ofeame, if mysinstthas ate ltareciVyod e .
would have been the only choice in any evenhe bishop looked Imeused.

fBecause your ionstincts tell youé.

fiThat resolving this problem is going to require a great deal of personal judgment
on your part. I believe that when maphi s i s o
never be able tnever reveal to me.

il beieve the Order must survive, Heden. The
our country from the I ron Forest for three 1
entire civilization. But everything ends. The Order must end someday. | had never heard
ofthembef ore a week ago, but | dondét want them

as the Castellan would say.

Hedenthought and said nothing

AYou 61 | | ear n maohe l€eepihegeople/tioete, thpelive withothe
threat of the Iron ForesThey know the OrderThey know more about the Order than
they do thechurchor the kingY ou 6 | | be able to speak on my
not on my authority.o

Heden didndét seem i mpressed by this.

fiYou should expecthe townspeopl¢éo be resentful of youarrival,0 the bishop
said after a moment.

Heden noddediAn interlopero

AThe Order wonot dtkerldauptphgyevénoknow eteo thg o u
currentbi shop i s, or that their order falls wund
feature in theiditurgy. | imaginet hey 6r e focused excWadksveely a
seen this before. Saints worshippededso

fiThey sound like &unch ofdruids.o

fil came to the same conclusiothe bishop said smilingiBut Halcyord teaches
a kind of militant nattalism,s o € Cav al |

fiwe 6 | | gthew e t yal . Once youbve meted out ]
transgressed, then the dead knightcanbereaptaced you can come home. 0

Heden looked concernetihe bishop looked at him sympathetically.
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Al c an &t oudolyd. Nag anynwrehye smiled again.
Heden took out the holly at looked atHight pale green berries, never ripening,
and one milky white berry.
iwhat i f the r it wiedencaskedd I mplyimgthaptieerefmamht me d ?
be no absolution for thenrighteous death.
The bishop tilted his head to one sid&henthe order shrinks teightmenbers.
|l f thatoés wheatsgiod, demplkbasi zing 6you. 6
Heden took a deep breath and held the holly up to the bright candlelight in the
bi s hop 6 se twrled thecbeanch. 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 obseiSaying nothingHeden walked toard a
bookcase behindnd to the left of théi s hopodés desk, pull ed on an
book, and the bookcase swung away revealing a lit passageway bé&hensame way
hedd come i n.
Heden exited. As soon as t hel ifakK s thlheo kna
door to the room opened and Gwiddon walked in.fldeed into position before the
Bishop, bowed, pulled his cloak into his right awith a flourishand sat in the same
chair Heden recently occupied.
He braced his hands together and smiéttly at thebishop.
Al was r i ght wibhsdme satisBctientd® wiped fsihands with a
damp white cloth.
Gwiddon bowed his head
AYour instincts \berayed aditberamwesamesmidbchoSemisd d o n
words carefully
The Bishophrew the damp cloth at the younger naama scowled without malice
Gwiddon snatched it out of the air.

A | was |l ucky, 06 the Bi shop diffeeentdalmostl see t
didnét notice it, but our friend has changed

AHeb&6s yeaohangpdd, 06 Gwiddon said, remember.i
inn.

AHeds so humorl ess and dour . 0

AHeds got a sense of humor. Or at | east h

AAh? 6 t h eprofptedh o p
Gwiddon crossed and uncrossed his legs, delayingde di dndét want to
was about to say.
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Al mentioned this last time. Aftddn d réi. @ Gwi ddon | eft it . nyY

knight killed himself. Hedlendandot hlkenownwhy Ol
yes, I 6 m kmowd Andsthen iato theeWode of all things. | have no iddeat it
will do to him. Iwas surprisedeh accept ed. 0O
APer haps his own way of ending it. Going
AHah, o Gwi ddon said. ANo, your Grace. He
he was at a |l oss to explain. AHedd consider
emphasiso t he | asitmportdantiSeHdds t oo stubborn f ¢
The bishop nodded his understandi@gviddon leaned forward and took a biscuit
from the Bishop6s silver plate. A bee had ri
the opportaity to buzz into flight and land on the colorful biscuite brushed it off,
annoyed.
fiShould | beafraid for our friend) the bishopasked frowning. The bee flew
away.

AAfraid? For Heden® Gwiddon shook his headl know of no one irCelkirk less
desering of concern. Rather, be afraid for the Order.

fiHe 6 1 | be f athebisopaobsetvddd ndi hg, doesnbdét know
Green Order can db.

AWell, as to thaf Gwiddon tilted his heath deferencefiNone of us do. A week
ago web6d nthemdr heard of

AMmm,0 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 smisimprtly after nooralready weary
from a long day getting longethough it was grey and overcagtwias hot and humid
and he wasnot dressed for It He was wear.i|l
realized it was the mail that was causing h
put it on. He coul dndt r e meamphbreofhinddecidedgt s o. OF
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 originalgeen Dawnforge, but very few peopleeknthat.

Unlike the vastly more advanced city of Capital, where slopsstreetsvere named and

the names printed on signs, shops in Vasloria used symbols to communicate what kinds
of services you could find insidé& was only by intuition and common consensus that
places acquired names. Having béerthe distant city of CapitaHeden was surprised

signs without wordsvorked so well.

The dawning sun was one of a handful of symbols, the moon and stars being other
common examples, whichmeant magic coull be found within, for a price. Heden
couldnét remember when he | earned this, but
came and went didnot know it. There was no r

The Sun & Anvil was more than ldacksmithshop;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 shofhe throng of people on the streggive theplacea wide
berthto avoid the thick heat in the already humid day.

Heden stepped insidét was busy. In the center of the large, wareheised
building was the main forge where metals were fired. It was$ibto a column of stone
thatwent from fl oor to ceiling. The octagonal
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 then2ssivewarbred urg who worked in the
place.The wizards who created theshecades agbred no special love for craftsmanship
into them, but they were strong and, cast adrift from the war they madk for,
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searched for jobs that brought honor and kept them away frempublic. Living among
men went without saying; there was no question of them making a life amomgjthe

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 ot of people standing off to his rightleden 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 caamgdht stHepgpead ss miylei ng. The r
reaction and turned to look at Heden. The patitexses were blankThe craftsmerall
suddenly went grim.

The mancraned his neck, looking farther into the shop at something Heden
coul dnét see. ddy tmeforgei Hegcalledbostdousormeone, 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 fountiat 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, currentlysing the anvil tdhammer orwhat 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
HedenHe wasndt t he onl yasmal@roup of paopieeof accertaig , but
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 antdidughshort, seemed massive. Heden knew he
weigheda quarterton,t hough he .dButdheré tvas something Hedden could
only describe as 6density,d a word he | ear ne
world around the dwarf bent and bowedan attempt to make itself smaller.

His dusky brown skirappeared to b#esh Heden knew tis not to be the case.

He was one of thetone dwad. Known to academics as the Granite Elementais/

town that had one counted itself luckijhey were masterraftsmenin every material
andstone 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,
deflectedas though bouncing offrmor.
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The dwarf sared 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 metfaike, and took it to another, smaller anvil to be finished.

Heden stepped forwarahd looked down at the dwarf. Many people throughout
the shop were watching. The dwarfds body wa
leather pants. His broad face bore a thick scowl and his small eyes fired red. They gave a
baleful look, but his eyeswahys did thatThe dwarf radiatethack theneath e 6d absor bed
from the forge

Al needone of theswords,0 Heden said.

The dwarf just sneered at him, and waited. Heden realized why.

ilt doesndt mattero which one. You choose.

The dwarf spat on the ground anained his back on Heden. He sééeta long
metal rod from amongst thecrap 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 stam, the Anvil slowlyrose out ofthe ground and slid aside,
revealing a large hole in the dirt floor. It was wélland walled, and there were steep
stairs going down. The dwarf trudged down them soundleBskryonein the building
was watchin@ny hal their mouths open.

Heden had served the gods for as |l ong as
learned; they influenced the world in direct and indirect ways. There were several
traditions in his culture that deliberately subtracted conscious will &odecision, in
order to grant gods or saints the opportunity to step in and influence tHewsn 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 hado interest in influencing their lives. Heden was not so lucky.

The dwarf emerged with a long thin object wrapped in plain, dirty ckd¢hheld
it out abruptly, unceremoniously. Heden tookd@m him carefully

He unwrapped the handle revealing the, pddmmel, 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 pestrokes carved from gold.

There was a black gemstone in the pomnaatly a little of the blade was
showing, but it was a dull purplgrey metal. Unlike any in the citfhe metal threw off a
light few humans had seen. It was a kind of glowing violet aldats t Hedenbds fea
into sharp relief.

fAiStarkillerp Heden saidregarding the weapon wrylgiFigureso
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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 asidéh a loud clangas the anvislid back into place,
and an assistant brought forth another item
Heden stared at t he d asahefwbote folga sclrried or a |
back to workHe di dndt IHdealookeaat the draunibga momentThen 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 oekslanding

open.e 6d | eft the doors wunl ocked andfromtas happ)y
him about whatever hacdmovinforthereppk.en 1 n and cost
He didnot hesitate. He didnot bother unw

the boards of his inn, and walked through the doors.

Inside, taking a moment for his eyes to atjjudeden saw ahick, heavily
muscled man standing by the bar on his right, gnedcat Ballisantirax, sitting on the
bottom step of the stairs to the rooms above. Balli was lickipgw, and then washing
herself.

T he ma nwasscrdtched @nd bleedingje was someoneds muscl
had an idea whose, and per oba bl y di d n dttlookedelikel his nogecand pai n.
cheekbones had been professionally broken a
razorthin cuts.Blood streamed dowhis cheeksnd onto his neck and shiit looked
bad but it was just a cat scratch

Heden took note of wherthe cat was sitting, and felt, though he could not see,
someone watching from the top of the stairs.

The man turned as soon adowdddisthatayurd Heden
fucking cat®

Heden smiled and looked at Balli. Ballisantirax went into what Heden thought of
as herficat statué pose, sitting on her hind quarters, paws placed together in front of her.
Her eyes were squinted halbsed prideful ard happy

Al nd gonna kill that fucking cad!

Heden looked from the cat to theuscleand saidiNo youdr e not .

AYou get up ther@,the martried ordering Hederiand get me that fuckintgull.0

Balli, assured that her Master had things well in hand, tuanedtrotted up the

steps.

fiwh at 6 s y @Heden woadared?looking askance at the big man. Trying to
place him.

iMy name donét olesdider, get the girl,

AYou work for MissEloweno Heden saidHe leaned thevrappedsword against a
chair.

AT h a tight,6 themansaid on firmer ground, the cat apparently forgotténd
she says OMorden, you go f i nAhdherabanmghbi t ch an
said proudlyfiFound you myseld

ASure you donodét wa iHeddan askedasing an syebroyour name
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fiFuck youb Morden saidHeden was quite a bit shorter and smaller than the big

man Mor den sensed something was wrong. Smal/|l
Heden shruggediVvanora® he called outiT her e 6 s a ntsigoontolgoer e wa
withhimYoudére free @ao go, i f you I|ike.

Al t ap tohed Mordensaid, 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, hesaidd dondét think shoe wants to go wit
AiShebds a f wdhk tougl said Hetiberatelfl t donot matter wl
wants. She belongs to Migsoweno
As he spoke, he walked toward Heden until he was standing hi n an ar mo

length.
il hatetosayiti s, but | dondét t hiomMédengaau 6| | | ast
AWhat 20 Morden asked, confused.
A | mean i f Bann finds out you came over h

say O01 6m goi natpidgfuckehavause Kheodemisesvermtt upi d 1t
abrothel 6 o
fiFuck youb Morden saidagain and swunga 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
Mord e n 6 s r i g h t-trippirg,ohaltthdoing, the heaVyfman into the table on
which he andGwiddon had drinkgarlier.
There was a crash and a grunt. Morden was making a lot of noise.
fiDid you come up with thisidea? Heden asked, | ooking at t
his floor surrounded bthe remains of the tabl@Take the initiative? Or did you talk to
Bann first?d
Mordenturned over. He was trying fiilgure out what had happenede looked
up at Heden, a little stunned.
fiYout ook t he ini ©iative, didndét you?
Morden pulled out a daggdtieden sighed.
fiReally® he asked.
Morden lumbered to his feet and came at Heden in a kind of crouch.
Heden quickly lashed out with his right paltarning his whole body andriving
theheelof hispalmi nt o Mor dends face assalbuelcritnehn r an a
and Morden dropped the dagger. But Mordends
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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. Therdhwas a
huur sound as he tried to breathe.

Heden straightened ufAlright,0 he saidHuur, huur.

AYou broke my fucking noseMorden yelledHuur.

Al t &&Hedaenreassured himHuur. He waited. He went behind the bar and got
a small glass and some port.

fiCome omHeden said hel ping Morden to his fe
arm and stoodswaying a littlefiHere, drink thig) Heden said.

Morden took the small glass and drank t hi
taste good and dghepanMor dends mind off

fiNow,0 Heden saidslowly.iYou 6 r e goi ng t o go back to Mi
you couldnét get the girl. Tel!l her | was, a
Doesndét matter . ,@Bhespokdikele whs ekplaining sgething tdae r
child, fiand | beat the shit out of yau.

iShebébs going too fucking kill mel
fiNooop Heden saidiShe di dndét know it was me. You
Hammer and Tongs, and shedll know itods me.

kill you. | promiseo

AWhat® 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.

ifell her | promi sed she wouldndt kill vyo

AWhy am | uhhe 60Mor den Dbegacontiuebut di dnot

AOk,0 Heden saidfiTime for you to ga 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 doorwafi-ind someone to take care obft nosea) 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.

AWhat® Morden said, holding his nose.

Heden closed theoor.
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Chapter Eleven

Hedenlookedat the mess, the broken table. He waited a moment.

fiHeds gone. 0O

Vanoradanceddown the stairs, still in her blue dress, and stopped once her bare
fed hit the common room floor. She stared at Heden. There was a hungrinlber
eyes. She was scared, but she also needed something from Heden, and was resisting
whatever it was.

fiHe 6 | | d=slee sdidaoccusing Heden of something

Hedenshook hisheadiNo h e ohesad t |,

fiISomeone will be back!she demanded.

Heden mdded.iYeaho he said. Shevas having trouble keeping her breathing
from turning into sobbing

AiShe wonét t againttomgddo t ake you

AiYou don 6toslesadyalmoshyelinfiShe wondét pust | et me
Heden sat in a chair next to the dersioéid table.
AThe Pet al i's aidicé RpbTie eas,kelcddauded,n s a
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. EveriesnfifVanora
may only have had a dozen clients. And theybo
|t wasnot i | | e g a&sl had nmetscture aghinsttithBut Hedem r ¢ h
coul dndét shake the feeling that, in a betterl

strange men for oney.
ADi d you | i ke i tasiftthisavasea hadmaHhtend ® say.a s k e d
She looked at the table next to her and shrugged. Almost imitating Heden.
ADo you want to staiere?o he asked.
She noddedil want to stay) she saigdshe seemed desperadbe was desperate.
Hedenaccepted this
Al don 6twantifeardto read Heden knew what shead been aboub
say.
AOk,0 Heden said.

AiYous ai d y o u 60che canplaned nes, t hough hedd alrea

the deal. Literacy was not valuednang the people Heden knew growing, ljut 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 fiem. The nobility, of course, considered it a
necessityFor someone like Vanora, it could be a doorway to better things.
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Al wil,o Heden saidiAnd i f you doné6t want to | eave,
t0.0

Al t 6s n ot oshesaiddarklyi mp |l e,

Hedentook adeep breatiil f | donét want somebprpeebtbe t al
maybe five people in the whole city who could do anything about it. And Miss Eliswen
not one of theno

She droppednto a chair and crossed her arm, eyes downébst 6 s no't t ha-
simplep she repeated, with less conviction this time. But with a level of resignation that
Heden notedThey were sitting on opposite sides of the common room.

AYoudr e pr obabloHedencsaidiHg stoodoup anachoss .the room.
She wasn®otl igloe nghits part. She didnodt |l ook wu
fOkayp he said, settling on directnegs.6 ve got t o0 | eave the city.

Now she looked ugiwhat!d she asked, panicking.

AY o u 6 | lohesaid. o k

fiwhat are you talkimg about? How can youé

fiVanorap he said lowering his voicgshe stopped panicking and stared at him.
albf 1 teldl you youbdbre going to be OKs youdre
calmness seemed to stun her. She just nodded.

fiWhenéwhen ar edshegasiked! eavi ng?

fiSoon Todayo
ALet me go with youd she said, jumping to her feet.
Heden just shook hishea ou dond6t know where | 06m goin

She waited a moment and when thess nothing else, she asked what seemed
the obvious question.
AWhere are you going??o
A | haovego into thérsaid, umalbdento kEep the drama out of his
voice.
It did not have the intended effect.
AWhere the fairies |ive?! 0 Vanora asked,
This girl, he reminded himselhas slept with more people in reowaysin 3
years than you have your entire lifi. seemed important to him to maintain some

context.

AYes, 0 he admitted. AThere are fairies in
AWhy do you say it I|Iike that?0 she asked,
ATheydre nomaghae. pou

AThey dondét fly around on |l ittle butterf]l

her.
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AWel | |, ok, oThéyeakwma ts ay@u ifimagi ne. But t he
They ensorcel |l people, 0 he said.

A Wh at does that me a n ? ory dodston. Wa answdredf | at i ng
looking at the flooravoi di ng her pleading eyes. She wan
give it to her.

AThey trap peopl e. Forever. They were ma

they left, the Fairies had no one to serve. Theyt mad without their masters to tell
them what to do. So any people stupid enough to go into the wogeyodethey want

to serve them. Forever. Theyol | magi c your
t heyol | feed you riocuhr feocaords aanndd spirnegt tsSyo nsgoso ni |
weeks and youbre starving to death because
way ours can, and youdbre shitting and pi ssi
privy but you do oniytsee wattheyg veant boeau @aowsseeOnly loear
what they want you to hear. And then you di
them. But only for a few minutes. Then theyo
He looked up at her. Her mouth was open.
AYeahe 0sai d. Altds worse when youobre wat
know. 0
Al 611 stay here, 0 she said in a small voli
Heden noddTehde.r efidGo ofdoood enough in the pant

the time 1 édm gone. J u sad getisanoldyt justbpek theonold pi c k y .
off.0 He remembered his father telling him exactly the same thing when he was a boy.
fil donét wa aghe shid, quietty. Tadn appeared to have a thought.
AWho was that man | saw down here before you wentout?
fiHis namé GwiddonpHeden saidiHe 6 s pr obabl § my best fric¢
iMay be he c o s$hdbegan,aral sttpgeél when she saw Heden shake
his head.
fiHe 6 s c o mplddénsadile dc,andt ask himto do thing
AYou said he was your friermyanora said.
Heden shruggedi 6 d t r ust hoihemsaigfiydurs toonBut He inds ais
own things to take care of.
fiHow long will you be gone, she asked, looking out the window. She was
thinking about something.
Al d o n 6CGoulkbe alang tim. Could be a month, but | really hope.oot
Sheshrank more into herself
Al 61l I talk to some friends before | |l eav
youdre ok while I é&dm gone. |l know ités going
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AA month?What am | going to da¥she askd, mostly to herself

Good questionHeden thought. He lé@d at the shelves of books.

fiHang ong he said.fill have an ide@.He stood up and walked toward a door set
against the stairsShe padded behind him in her bare feBHave to go down here
anywayo he said.

fiwh a t 6 18the® Wanora asked

He swung aroundnd looked down at hefiYou have to promise me somethiag,
he pointed at herit just having occurred to him

She looked up at him with eyes wide and nodded.

Heden peered at her. She smilediat.h

He sighed and leaned back against the door.

AiYou remember when | said that if |1 donot
one could take you from her@?

She nodded.

fiDo you believe ma?

Al €0. she said and her face screwed up with doubt. Then esnembered
somethingHer face changed into a look of determinati®veso

HedennoddediFor t he same reasons | ca&an say tha

fWhat® she asked, confused.

ilt s danger ous.

fiHow dangerous¥she asked, trying to look behind him.

fiYou can stay here as long as you wahteden saidiYou 6 r el 6ddf eh.av e
someone come by and check on yAand Balli will keep you company. But if you go
downstairséyou 0w dail. Ha kept hid wicesnautrad. ,Like he was
describingasimpe f act . He didndét want her to feel I

Al get to play with the catixhe asked.

Heden waggled his head back and forth, weighing the queg¥on. can tryo he
said, half to himselflBut i f you br eak y o anythiqgtoaaniitls e, s he
you.o

Vanora put her hands behind her back, stood up straight, and nodded. She was
soéyoung and shapeless and nor mal , Heden of
Probablybecaus¢ hat 6 s what she wanted.

AYou promise®d he asked.

Al promise) she said.

Heden looked at her hard for a second. She seemed to blanch.

fOkohesaidivoubér e teldling the truth.

She relaxediYou can tell that®
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AYep,0 Heden said. He pulled a small keyring out from a pouch on his belt and
flipped through it 6r the key to the basement door.

iThe doords | ocked?

Heden nodded.

fiWel |l , tlen whyée

Al 61 | have t oohtsidiweenligioc unl ocked,

AWhy?0 she asked.

Al t 6 s ®bledgnisadx He found the key and looked at her afiihiyou see
anything weid whilel égnoneédonét worry.

fiWhat 6soweird?

MM | ot of things. Yoadl |l know it when you

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 orie gues

AJust watch Ballg he said.filf she gets angry or afraid, then there may be a
problemo

At that moment, the cat came downstairs and sat on the bottom step, resumed
cleaning itself. Vanora looked at her and smiled.

AOk,0 she said.

Heden turned and unlked 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 senteovoaéswh8heheowkhadnétymalk,
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 whil@ntil Vanora got tird of standing up. She slid down and
tucked her legs under her, resting her head on the door. ShexFeltisted after
everything with Heden and Morden

She dozed of f, she didnét know for how |
conversation. It had beeroigg on for some timeA conversation with someone she
couldndét hear. He was a priestémaybe he was

She looked up at thdoor latch. Quietlyshe stoodpressed the latch down, and
opened the door a crack.

ALet 60 xaformgt 0 she hear d Heclhomg fioen dowon betow
fiCould be longea he said.Then, with the door open, she colidar the response. The
voice wasésmal |l . Hi gh pitched. Rapi d. Qui et
out words, just a patter of re@s. What was down thefe?

fJust 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 aight.

More chittering.

AY ou already eat whatever you want.

A squeak. Objection.

fil d 0 n.6 Heden &xplainedil t ploi | anyway. But it S e €
already taken payment in food for services not yet rendered. Now you can render them.

More chittering.

fiLike what®

There was a sound like a piece of metal rattling.

fiNo,0 Heden saidiiWhatabout this®

Another sound, like a pile of pans and dishes moving. Then more squeaking.

AYou wear it and it protects you from being poisoned.

Chitter, squeak.

fiMost of themo

Chitter, chitter.
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fiNo, sorryo

Squeak, chitter.

fOk,0 Heden saidfiDeal 0
Squek, squeak.

fiReallyd Heden saidiiwe | | as |l ong as she doesndt c
broken any promises.
Vanorads eyes went wide, and she quickly

certain he couldnot have haig satlanchwaitedor She wal
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 beyon#ile was wearing a large backpack with many pockets. It
appeared fully packed.

Hegave Vanora a | ook that i ndicated he

weakly back at him

Heden didnoét feel l i ke explaining what

instinct that overrode heuriosity,told her asking would make things more complidate
fOk,0 Heden saidHe walked to one of the many tables in the common room,

unslung the backpack and dropped it on the tdivieo u 6 | | be safoe whil e

She | ooked at the door , which hedd | eft

Heden opened the backpackached into it, and pulled out a domed glass case
with a brass base. It was about six inches tall,iaside was what looked like a detailed
carving of aman in some kind of dance pose.

Vanora was immediately drawn to it.

AiThis will help you pass thanie,0 Heden said as hpulled thedelicateglass
dome off the baseareful not to damage it

AWhat is it® Vanora whispered, gettindown on one knee and resting her arms
and head on the table at eye level with the statue.

il t 6 s aHeden baa.m,

kT

0
u

Shelooked up at him quizzicallji t hought gol emsdo were huge

Heden shruggedilt means aything made to look and moveok like a man.

Some arbigst one guardians that canét speak o
a r @ ke gestured to thdtle man.

It was made, she saw now, of metal and ceramic. She could see hundreds of little
joints and seams. lIts face was a kind of ceramic mask. It was painted to look like it was
wearing a skirtight outfit made of diamond shaped patches of clothighbrolors. Red,
yellow, blue, and white.

fiThis kind is called a Harlequii.

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.

fiDoes it éd ooshe asketbut ofi mstirect?

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 afewor ds i n a | anguage
understand.
Nothing happened.
AShito he said, and coughed. Then he spoke again, something different.
Nothing happened.
ilt s been year s oeimatterediWa iuts, e dio tkhnioswét hi ng,
Another short, spoken phraseshe d n6t wunder stand, and she
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. Butthetlt | e f i gureds motion sped u|
speed.
It looked onceat Heden andhen atVanora. Its mask was also jointed, she saw,
and moved to show expression.
fiGood afternoon, mies$o the small automaton said, bowing deepfAnd
masterp it took off its cap to Hedenits voicesounded tinny and bright.
Al t 6 s adHedensaidiTdeay were created to instruct the sons and daughters
of nobility in things |ik®él dondét know, r ea
fiReading and writing and singing and danainipe small man said, twirling his
body about while standing on one toe. It bowed agiiMays and opera, science and

mathematicsHistory and religion,d pl omacy and war , I am wel | v
ride a horsg ibsaid placing a hand over itsehrt, the little holes faits eyesclosing as it
guoied someonefid b u t I craft mi g ht ¢t dpemeddte eyess arfdr om | i

peered up, smilinggt Vanora.fiAnd little girls 0 it added.

AY ou used this?Vanora asked in wonder.

Al did for abouthreemonths. My friends and | had 8it in one place and wait for
somethingand | used it to pass the tirae.

iNo s eason wspento héharkequibsaid. t e r

AEventually | got bored. The harlequinlooked affrontedfActually | got boed
prettyga ckl y, but t helsetedowasndt anything

AWhere did you get it*Vanora asked in awe as she reached out for it.

The little man danced away.

iDondt oHedeo said quickly. Vanora pulled her hand back.

Al t 6s oMedenisaidiBut it orse nmeell sy deeXti cat e. l'tds g
little gears and pulleys in there and if you touch it the oils on your skin will muck
everything um She nodded her understanding and now appeared even more fascinated.

Al t 61 | work for a fewtbogbpsbacklayn thenca
know when it needs toestd The little man was moving in circles around the table,
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alternatively doing complex balletic dance moves, and clownish cartwheels. Vanora
giggled.

fiGo ahead Heden saidiiAsk it somethingd

Vanora looked shyly at the little machiritlar é har | i k.

fiHarlequiro Heden pronounced.

fiHarlequino sherepeatedThe little man did a backflip, landed, and saluf@ckll
me a bdaxshetloéked sidewayaTell me about Hedeashe said smiling slyly.

Al as mil ady, his story ioshelitlevoicepgpped on pag
up.

Vanora harrumphed and screwed her face up.

fitdoesndt knowoOHedecdaidiabowt Yas!|l orians. It
what Corwell is or wher€elkirk is. It wasmade a long time ago by a people who live
west, across the Bale Sea.

But it can teach you to read and write a
i n t her e Ppbahlythetter tollet ikteach ydefore you start asking questions.
You can askt anything but a | ot of common sense stuf f,
to i magine youbre a | ong o¥anpaaliped thamsowmda f r om

this.
filt must be worth a fortunéshe whispered.
Al t 6 s pHedenesdide s s ,
Vanora lo&ked at him sharply.
fiMeans its value is beyond monéyleden explained. Vanora accepted this,
though it seemed to challenge her.
fiHarlequin, begin with reading and writing, ple@ddedenordered
AYour daughter will be the finest student | have ever tdoghihe Harlequin
exclaimed.
Heden raised his eyebrows and wé&immmpo and noticed that Vanora had
looked away to hide some expression. He thought she might be blushing.
Hedenpicked up the base and put it in front of the harlequin. It dutifully stepped
onto it, and when Heden replaced tlass dome, it resumed its earlier pose and stopped
moving.
AT her e. lto6ll automatically revive once Yy
to its base when it needs to, and then put the glass backitvaduoeso
Vanora nodded. She put her hands on the glass and looked down at the frozen
man. She took a deep breath and turned toUpak Heden.
AA month?0 she asked, pl eading for any ot
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ALess, 0 Heden said. He wanted 4Gto ewenme ba
l eft. AMight be as |l ittle as a week. 0 This ¢

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 de&he had an instinct for people and how to deal with them he
found very neat. Precise. The product of her experience at the Rose.

fiHow are yougoing to get there? @you have a horsé¥anora asked.

Al did,0 Heden saidiiBut | sold himo

AOh,0 Vanora sal, disappointed.

fiBesides it would take me three weeks to get there by borse.

AThen how ar e oNoawnmégai ndg dtnodé want to fini
felt |i ke maybe it wasndédt ok to ask.

Al have atapestry that flies through the @Heden said.

Vanor abs eyes went wide and her mouth drop

AiYou have sedasive you

Heden smiled in spite of himself, and Vanora smiled back. He shenlgackpack
over his shoulder, walked to the front demd opened.

Al never liep Heden saidstanding irthe doorwayLight and the noise of a crowd

of people passing by spilled iHe pointed at Vanora suddenfyl. e | | me youbre go
be arighttoHeden wasndét sure why he said this.
Vanora looked at him and smiled. 6 | | b cesheaséhid. It gohnidelike a

promise. Like she was reassuring him.

Heden nodded. He looked around his fiiee yousoono

Heden left and Vanora laughed gaily to herself. She ran to the window to look
out, but pulled back.

Hedenstrode back insnatched ug h e s wo r dundied Gpdand learing b
against a chair, and turned to leave again.

fiFor real this time& he saidwvinking, 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 tocatch a glimpse of his mode of travel. Probably, she thought, he
leaves the city before he uses it. She imagined him standing nobly on #asséled
tapestry as it sped through the air and something about it thrilled her.

She turned and looked at treede common room in the Hammer & Tongs which
she already thought of as Ohome, 6 Shead wal ke
removed the glass dome.
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The little mancame to life more quickly this time. Heaped off the brass base
onto the table. He lveed deeply and flourished his conical cap.

fiWe shall erect a mighty cityf the intellecth e r e , Mi 61 ady. Let wus
brick.0

Vanora dropped herself into a chair, and regarded the figure with a mixture of
curiosity and skepticism.

AOk,0she saidii 6 m @ a me .
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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 offigures, all cloakeddragged a body through the door. They were
drenched. The figurthey carried was unnaturally pale.

The dozen townspeople in the inn moved as one to the group and lifted the
unconsciousody from their hands. Tw@eople, a man and a wamat two different
tables, did not join the others. The innkeeper watched intiatty behind the bar, mouth
open, eyes wide.

They carriedthe body to a nearby table. They placed him oliké the table was
an altar and he was a sacrifi@nd starting pulling strips of clothing off him. His pale
skin wasrent in several places expogired flesh and white bone. There was almost no
blood.

AWe f ound Datieeoned the rescuers, said. They all took off their
soddercloaks,mist boiling off them in the warm room. They were all young. The oldest
only seventeen. The youngest bgrdlirteen.

Those who had been waiting or resting initiie were all adults.

The young rescuers had swords, bows, maces. Backpacks. They had left ready to
fight something, but returned unscathed.

AWe found hi mbavdietdhs Ibirsotcheerrt Jeer emy sai d.
Alt was on fire!o Wenna, one of the two
AOn fire?0 one of the townspeople said.
ALamp oil, 0 Meliora, t h e -eged éralrshalgng.r |

Meliora was quiet and grim.

g
f

sai f

A middle-aged woman in a plaibrown dresput lrerear t o t he carter

cheek touching one of the wouwndnd after a moment of silence, looked up and said,
AHeds alive. O

All the townspeople in the inn breathed a sigh of relief and started talking
amongst themselves as threestessbegan to pray over the carter.

The rescuers all | ooked at Credan, t hei
words. il di dnét know what toéo

Altds ok, 0 Dade, the el dest of them,
fine. o

AWi | | rhieghbte? calJer emy asked.

The priestssnodded.She movedherhands over the carter gse spoke softly in
words none of them could undersdand the wounds began to close.
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One of the guestslad 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 hitoak melted away in the hedt.could not be frost,
however, it being the first month of spring.
After a few more momentsthey could all seethe carterbegin 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.
AWedbre going back out, 0 Dade announced.

AWhat 2! 0 A woman cried. AYou candt! Why?ao

Her  husband, the boyso father, put his ha
grasped them.

ABoys, 0 the father sai d. ADonot upset y C
carter and heol | l i ve. Everyoneds ptheoud of
Lord ofé. o

ACanot |l eave it otil |l mor ni ng, da, 0 Jer ¢

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 afraidstay. Meliora just looked out the door into the
darkness.

ACarterds wife and son were dragged of f,
be alive. o

ATr ai | big enough for a blind man to foll
was slightly taller, bumuch broader. Jeremy was lean and moved like a cat.

ALord Mayne would just send to Durham Kee

days. Mi ght be alive now, 06 she turned back t
her head, obscurtihrey 6H doytbfeeeraltedarde s, HAbut
One man, Mel i orads father, stared at hi :

welled with tears. He realized now he no longer knew his daughter, and blamed himself
for her motherds death.
ACredan, 0 a | ar ge whsnfeolshness andoma beeedd. ASt or
Cr e d wholé bodytightened at this sound. At those words in that tone of vdiee
hated it, and the hatred shocked higid. He looked with fear at his mother.

Dade and Jeremy | ooked at h himdowDadeds c
Nothing was said.

fiThis is madness, t he stbmbhlkeer sai d, stepping forwa
her boy, therebsthamodbhi ng you can do for

Dade |l ooked at his father. Both seemed ca
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His father knew thed®oy was ri ght . AnThere could be
dangerous at night. Remember Beal . 0
AJer emy kethat ok sD aidtes s ai d. Jeremy nodded. f
kethat o
The word caused a susurration. Thethatwere 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 adulibe adults were wondering how far they
should go to protect their families.
A barrier had arisen between them without anyaeng anything, had already
opened as soon as they burst in with the carter. At no papheither side mde 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 bent with age. He laboriously
stretched his joints out and turned to face the gathered townspeople.
Though only in his early fortiesehwas older than most of the parents. He wore a
plate chestpiece over leather armor. He had a plain sword at hisrsidstood beside a
heavy packwith many pocketsHis face was grey and gaunt, his hair short, blai&.
eyes, blue and wide. The only part of him that seemed open and expressive.
He looked at the young rescuers.
AY@wue going to stay here, 0 his voice rouc
They looked back and forth at each other, some looked to their parents. The
parents looked confused as well.

ALi sten, 0 one of them said, stepping forw

AYoudbre going to stay here, with your par
Andyoucdbondt | eave the inn until morning.o

AThis is our probl em. We can take care o

close behind him he was pressing his shoul ¢
subconsciously did to support his older brother.
Heen | ooked at the 5 boys and girl s. Al k
do it. You can find then, rescue the wife and son. Kill a lotls#th Kill and keep killing.
Al know you can do it, o0 he reiterated.
going to do it. So you dondét have to.o
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 foreveSome were eager for it, someaad. And this man was trying to

stop them.

St
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ilt could be a whole tribe, o one of t he
t hem. 0O

Heden | ooked at the man, expressionl ess.
AYou dondét know where the cartero6séo
A | know whearied.i tiili ss,aow hiete scomi ng i n. o Thi

but they coul dnot know h e hadlated himself fornotm a t h o
stopping and investigating the blazing fire in the r&i@ezing at that high altitude
Al ol | be kRacldaavnl ot thlee safitd to the room i
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 equippeduister any opposition. Their
experiences in life dd not prepared them for someone like Heden coming in and doing
something terrible so they didndét have to.
AYou need awomanandlack sajda@asually.eThe waye said it, it
wasnot clear i f 1t was a question or a state
Heden looked ater. AYou know how to use that thing
woods manos ssewald dse theTunstring bow leaning against the baadrof h
chair went without saying.
ASevered witihn Ctoluent F iBfaskddatd r maguohang, dleder
reerve
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.
AGood enough for me, 0 he said. ACome on. o
The woodsmarstood and gathered her gear. Sbkowed Hedkn 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.
AAny of you follow me, tglentasmyt haesalsi,n |of
hemade a point to look eachttfemintheeye A Try me i f you dondét be
He opened the door into the black spitting rain, and left. The woodsman closed
the door behind her.
Wennaos mot her and father rushed forth
around their daughter. The speths broken, and Wenna grabbed thenklzaw 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, reuratl with daughters and soMdo one had left.

Heden walked in unceremoniously with thedy of thec ar t er 6 s wi fe sl u
his shoulder and went straight to ttlesest tablen the inn. He carefully unloaded her
and put heon it. The woodsman came in ket 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 staissaked his armor and covered his face

ATheydr e mdaidve, 0 Hede

At this pronouncement, the townspeople came and relieved the woodsman of her
burdenansurrounded the table with the carterados
each other at once.

As thefolk came and gently took the unconscious boy from tbhedsman, she
|l ooked at them, peopl e she di dn dinfitskhaiow. She
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 smidtkedn abattoir.

iHe6s got aéo t ddas theptoak thenzoyfrom hesveatingn
spite ofthecold fiHe6s got a flying carpet, 0 she sai

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 i

As he scurried behind the bar, Heden said

The innkeep went thrglh a door that led down into the cellar.

Heden leaned on the bar. Dade and Jeremy, their father behind them, stood and
| ooked at Hedenods back.

fiWe coel da@aken care of it, o Dade said. Hi s
him, but hist heart wasnodét in i

Heden gave noesponse, nndication he heardnything

AThis wasndt your problem, 06 DlRedangconti nu
man was demanding now.

The innkeep came up with a large platter covered in unprepared food. He began
cutting and slicingNo one had eaten while Heden and the woodsman were gone

ADoes itéo Jeremy skathad. Dl youshaeeaubemdd
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Heden realized that while theydd been go
why a man would assume this burden, thisriskk, r escue people he didr
other people heidd n 6 t k now wo waybd hebdreally ihatethe keth they M
reasoned.

I n Hedends experience, people didnodt und
hi mself. And hedd akexeady explained himself

Heden grabbed a large chunk of ddck om t he | ysonleehe=gsd andpl at e
turned to face the three men.

He took a bite of the duck, and talked while he chewed.

ADesnot matter why, 0 he said. ARTheyore
safe. Andnone of you had to kill anyone. You want to go out tomorrow with your
friends, 0 he said, indicating young Wenna wh

Ago out and have d4anwahwvweéntber erdp t o you.

ABesi des, 0 he s&iidhgswaalbiotwei n@gf atnlde tahees
kethat o

ATroll s, o6 the woman in bl ack, the woodsn
tasted the air in the inn, she breathed heavily, eyes raised to the ceiling.

ATrot he?baybér said. ?ATMhaltlds atnltyEked mi ne

Al't doesndt matheshbdbniglettbea smadl amount o
pushing himself away from the bar

AWho are you to say?!bouncing eff the avallhaf the s ai d,
inn. AThis i s our It owe 0 Aml wigabhbppansnehen thieyt conse a |
looking to avenge their deadiVhat happens to ugatcatche?!o

The confrontation, the attitude, didnot |
when confused and ignorant. It was natural.

Al't doesHhHétdemastaed, 0dReraaduste t heyore

Hedends wor dghthe waighttofifiralityf dharlong themownsfolk

AYou kil l ed t hwhspeed lboRiry Hedeneup d&nd dotvre and
then looking at the woodsman.

AUnl ess s ome og the meirte,amoteéethatwdl rcdmie.nThey like

mi nes. Caves. ltdéds natur al for them. The tro
A Wi | | there be, 0 anot her man i n the 1inn
troll s?o0
Heden didnét smil e, he noddawholeapgassdbade an

of heroes her e, Pahamalitle bitterness creptiint hidvioite.abthe
end.
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The town$olk argued amongst themselves. One man slowly extricated himself
from the knot ofbickering farmers carpenters and tanners,daapproached. 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.

AThat 6s my wife and son you rescued, O

Heden nodded and took the manés hand.

~

Heden released his grip and shook his

t

Al donwhy kywow did what you di d, but we

h

€

oW

hea

AThe boys and their friends there rescued

The carter looked at him, gratitude and compassiadconfusion working their
way around his face.
Al 6 m | o opkacercalled Daurlram KegpHedensaid

fEveryone here knows,itd0 t he clatr@srt beai gddleati of t he

the road northo he said.
AHeden, 6 the woodsman sai d.
Heden tuned to see her looking only barely recovered from their ordeal.

Al 6 m ppsttimgg Keep, 0 she said, pushing her

you. But not on that thing. 0

Heden might have smiled a I|Iittle. AOk, O

She nodded, looking at the floor.

AYour nameThesinnkbepdaskad? 0

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.

AYou werenbwirt mgtelhe ?8u

Heden didnét say anything. He diwaan 6t
staring at him The rain outside had slowed to a tricldeey light was starting to come
through the window

AMy sist@nmdribmetdei hnndslpep said |ifele

Heden snatched up his backpadihe 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.

AGet out, o the innkeep s ahokkdt o no one

Heden was already leaving.
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Chapter Sixteen

Durham Keep stoodn a hill like alighthouse, warning travelers of the maelstrom
that was the Iron Forest beyotadthe north Small copses of trees dotted the rolling hills,
the normal everyday trees len had grown up with. Forests
thinking and malevolent. The kinds of forests a man could walk through without fear of
beingkilled in an instant by something that considered you an enemy combatant in an
endl ess war yobudd never heard

Even though the Wode started a mile beyond the keep, the trees dominated the
small walled city. Each rose three hundred feet or e stark line of them looking
more like a cliff, or a giant wall of water about to wash the keep and its peoplhénto
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 an@w dozen wooden buildings.

Together, the keep, the buildings, the watida a town. A small one. But the keep was,

to Hedenbés practiced eye, easily defensibl e
underground warrens that could hold thousands of people and were incredibly difficult to

siege. Though it was 3 thousand ngeald 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. Fami@se houses
and fields dotted the landscape for milesusd They formed a rough and winding line
their livestock milling around then®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 peoplenfrof | oodi ng i n, but t hey d
turning anyone away. Just noting everyone who passed thrBugbably checking to
make sure they knew them.

AThey work normally during the day, 0 The
AThen gat herndtspgedithe nightamihelKeeposne @ome earlylt hey 6 r e
expecting a siege. o

AYeah, 06 Heden said, l ooking into the fore
was a Hddenytudied the land around the kdép.and the woodsman stood at the
edge of a coge of trees, Heden surveying the Keep and its surroundings. His companion
dressed all in loose black leather, leaning on her bow.

ASi eged by who?0o

The woodsman shifted her weight. ADondt |
Could be. Could be thyrs. Patb | y ur men. 0O

AwWhat would urmen want with the place?o0
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She didndét answer. It was a rhetorical g u

They were silent for many moments. A hawk cried in the clear air.

Al 6ve got to go in there, 0 Hedewmandsai d. T
did not Ik away

AAre youhgpolskhg@do sl inging her bow over
are all going to die and you know it.o

Heden shrugged. fdThHeaskedhi || the keepds on?

She grunted assent.

Alt s a madenPdobablywaanrens under thevmoand stretching out
under the forest. Maybe even under us, her e.
wellsé , oe left the statement hanging.

She frowned and looked at the keep.

Alf itds a siege, they could use someone

She crgsed her arms and thought, not taking her eyes of the keep. Then shook her
head. ANo, 0 s3top being sodentim@rdt.canpbe thore help out here
anyway. Pick off theurg commanders. Slip away whenevewant If they had good
scout shetdheiymg t he same, 0 she said, nodding

Heden agreed. She could make a difference out here and leverage her greatest
strength; her mobility.

AUrmen, yousaiddHav e Yy ou g o n e heiaskedoln & sknse, they wezes t ? 0
surrounded by forest But the keep marked the boundary between normal human forests,
and the Wode.

AThat meat grindeked $be dat derstupihen you
guestions. 0

Heden was silent. Then he picked up his pack, turned and extended his hand to
her.She took it. They looked at each other.

Al dondt know your name, 0 Heden said.
Her pale cheeks turned slowly pink while
look away.

AProbably for hdére beisce 0r slhhgh.sa$Se di dnodt
Allbdke to forget the |l ast sixteen hours, if
Heden pulled his hand away and nodded. He turned and headed toward the keep.

Al know what you mean, 0 he said, without
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Chapter Seventeen

AWhoo6s this then?obodklikd aawalgue shell amdeass ofwi t h a
thick coppercurls atop her head €dHeden up.
Heden | ooked around, as though he didnot
fiHush Gwen n o g, dondét b eThis wad @ man and byhthee lookaoh . 0
him, not her husband. Mbg a brotherA big man with brown hair.Heden realized this
is whathis fathermust havdooked like when Heden was lad When his da was still
young and vitalEach ofthese folk reminded Heden of someone he knew as a boy.
ADondt wmeANndh wmothdésbei ng rude to ask a strar
It was odd for Heden to feel both at home here armbmplete stranger. Like
being in two places at onckk.was a feeling he knewxisted and which he stayed in the
inn to avoid. The way his career had chanigieadl 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 Gwamhdtige quiet
tree stump of a man Heden concluded washusband Their sons kept them herded
together. The <c¢hi ckefheycbuld bdloagdtmadyondhattpeur ed o u't
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 wdwerl, or whatever they were called, of geese
earlier. Heden presumed they were geese. He got birds confused.
AMy nameb6sé, 0 deffoblegaearemat itmteerested in
i H & @ratcatcher, look at hiacnthe man behind the man behihieh said. Heden
di dno6treactiomhne 6idn heard the wiry goatherd talKki
face. Heden presumed he was a goatherd. The goats seemed to like him.
iFi gures, 06 Gwennog said, crossing her art
fiThieving | i ttl e wor ms. Wh a tComeeo sgeomhat abio yona@an her e,
make off our misery?o
WonderfulHeden thoughtMaking a great impression right off.
A Wh at makes you say heds a r ahlecvaitecher ?0
high. Longth n hair. fAHeds nice |l ooking. o
AAnd what would you k rSioona? Arfd yoon marreedtb ook i ng
that pot roast Eidyd!
The people laughed, but Sirona was not going to be cowed by the matronly
Gwennog.
Al got eyes, Hoakng iodkt alt ? hHend s Seieens honest
forward pasttwo men and touched Heden on the shoulder from his rightutded and
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tried to smile at her in what he hoped was not a rictus @firat would Gwiddon doffe
wondered. Probably pay them all to go away.

AWat 6 s y ourh enaaSitel?amsked. a r

AMYy nameds Heden, 6c ohnes cs aviudcks,. arnmb fdealyts sagylo
told the Bishop to go stick his head up a
surrounded by a bunch afclder  Noftdgnorglees d. il 6 m

thought.
AHI s name i s Heden and heds a |I|iar, mor e
teeth looking out over the crowd at nothing in particular
ADyfan, will you tell your wife there to
Al 61 | t el | ,lshercanspk#a sawsc ks htehtHentrge gdtampdan s ai d
with a voice like a saw missing many teeth i And shoul d t oo, I donot
any more strangers here. Got enough as it i
AGot that | ittle birdie at the turnip, 0 a

There was &ind of collected sigh fronthe youngemwomen and a speculative
silence from the others. Sirona was a sig&wennog wa®ne of the silent wonderers.
Another stranger in town though.

AWhodés this minstrel then?0 Heden asked.
ANever you mind! PACHeeisham ggi $haei dvas a mi nsti
There was an el ement o f comedy her e, but

woman was now defending one stranger against another. ldederstood. There were
the strangers you knew, and then the strangers youmjest a n dyet laked thed t
measure of.

A know what a I|little birdy is,0 and He:«
voice was a traitor. He didnot want these
wasnot ent husi asti c ab osunode ofespeeciTheimorg heback t o
t hought about not talking |like his brothers
tweett weet all the day | ong. o

The folk around him |l ooked at him with s

got a fancycrouth 0 s hinea vaica that was perhaps more ssumg than her husband

woul d havenutbrowne i nhawdt h oily black hair. o
The men who were paying attentiba growing number as interrogating Heden

was more interesting than standing arowmde chickens sét on your shoés sneered at

t hi s, but t he wo ma markskindandéoily hasr evass,nm thisanstanbei n k  t h g

a bad thing.
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Altéds a lute, 0 Heden said, and knew from
His hair would, in fact, be cleaned wipecial perfumed soaps every day, and it thas
bright sheerthe soaps gauhat thesdolk took for oily.
AAye, thatdés what he called it, o0 one of t
Someone pushed Hedends shoulder from behi
AAnd what would you b%®0 wamdti megr wmarh salird .n
Heden turned but there were several men around him, none of them so far
enamored with Hedends char m. I't could have b

AHe doesndt want nothing! o Sirona objecte

AQui et gel , 0 Gwennog sai de menrhhllengedt c hed |
Heden.

AHe done something wrong?0 a man with a
asked.

AAh, not as far as |1 é. 0 Heden began.

AYou come | ooking for him, ratcatcher ?0an

Heden wondered if these people would be as protectiverofflsomeone came
asking.Probably nothe concluded. candét sing.

AHe never said what he was here for, 0o Gwe

Al'tés folk such as you bring the,urqg dow
ready for violence Heden di dredt tédiwen dean striipdebemands a
mi spl aced. He was ready to believe these pe
they were, were the result of someone like Hédlke Heden used to i@estirring up a
hornetds nest.

AWhat kind of nameai mahedshednyw8gp@nds s
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 nati
Everything was southern from here.

AWere none of us | n onGsvendog safd, standiag slluc h as
while the men crowded forward. Li ke a commar
coin in your purse while good men die. o0

The people were closing in. They felt not the least béatened 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 outowint 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.

fiWhat of t he uednihat®lse hatlé&sdenmog lzeenkeferring to?

AThereds a thousand of t hem, I heard tel
seemed to Heden, trying to change the subject on his behalf.

ATtaer onds call ed t he orTheorderbledsn naticech next t
AWe dondét need no ratcatchers coming up her
beastie at us. o
|l &m not a ratcatcher, 0 Heden said.

Oh heds not then, with that pack and t h:
said. It looked bad, Hedeknew. If there was a uniform of the itinerant campaigner,
Heden was wearing it.
Al 6ve heard about the order, 0 Heden said.
AYou better hope tdhheay rmarn emedh ihrbdg alwidm 64 a iyd

) - 1]

be having any truck withathie\mg magpi e of your 1 ike. o
ASee through his lies right off, 0 Gwennog
Al &m not a | iar, 0 Heden said, letting a |
ALet him talk!o Sirona said.
A Wh at i s thé man witheSirgna) presumabiher husband Eidyn who

looked, in truth, a little like a pot roast, said.
Al was sent by the Hierarch, 0o Heden said.
AWhat a terrible big |ie you just told!o

consensus of the people.
AYou aindt no kind of pri emushed@@agamnot her ma

ACome on, godbot herer, 0 Eidyn said, s mi |
AGive us a prayer, the 0

Alf heds a godbotherer I 6m Queen Agharat,

A | donot bl ame you, 0 Heden said, Al 6d be
urmenbar i ng down on me, and no one to defend
provoking them, he knew, but he suspected that in defending themselves and their lord
hedd | earn more about what was going on.

AWe ainot scared of them, aThs oneevads aman s ai
brawler, Heden could tell, and some women were peering over the shoulders of the men
to see what hedd do. AAnd we ainét scared of
ANo, 0 Heden said, | ooki ng around, regi st
t he thug. I|AdBubte.ybou shou

Matthew Colville Page 74 of 331



AWhy donot you go home ratcatcher, o the
hurt. o

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 hauéta 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.

Ashadow covered Hedends face, his eyes bu
and recoiled

AGowan! 0 He d e nstalsbiag odt,like b crassbdwi bidigyaeda man.
A |little man whoéd been watching his friend

His face was bright red and he was shaking and neither were his doing. He was frozen in
pl ace by Hedends 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 thehyans thick
woolen jerkin.

AYou stol e it , @ulliRgethkenan up and offdis featvérgone
was sil ent but the pigs and chickens. The |
around furtivelyHeden could smell the thick odor of sweat @igiii Y o u Mateoll oen 6 s
silver, 0 he said.
AWhat ?! 0 a man cried out behind them.
AThe blacksmith woul dnoét ybake ookéditt 0o mHet
c

voice came ¢taept fANto his hothsshoolathednan ook it
holding him up with one hand. Al't knows you, it
it barks and you donét know what to do, t he

little thief you are. So you Killed it. You stole their silver and killed their dogtop it
barking and hid the body. o

APl ease! 06 the man Gowan cried. Hedd pi sse

ABl ack gods! o0 someone said.

ABut you couldndét spend it could you?0 H
how | ow it went the f ol k aergonenvduldtknomarmo ul d h e
where did you get that kind of cash? You who never had a streak of luck in your life. So
ités to the tavern then, and women. 22 silve

Five? Did you spread it out? An hour a day for a week?
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AGowan! 0 a young woman stood behind the
five feet away but she didndét dare reach ou!
in fear at Heden and what he was doing.

AGods, pl ease. Pl e a s®of gpivsailing duttof NG meauthn cr i e o
the tendons on his neck like cerd

ACavall sees you, Gowan, 0 Heden said, his

AAhh, gods! o the man cried. Hedends words

Al am his eyesl!ltompteden voice was a

Al did it!o Gowan shouted. As the words
fell to his knees, sobbing. But Heden wasnot

He drew his sword, the old, notched bl ade
holding it up and behind his heddis face was a thundercloud.

AKnow then that I am an agent of Cavall,

pronouncement was a lightning strike and with it, a score of townspeople surged forward,
their hands grabbing Hede nubirggomhismpack. iheys swor d
shouted, they pleaded.

Heden relented. He rel axed, and the fugu
power, granted him to do justice in his god
man, with normal sight. He no longer saw the&h, 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 criknal, of
country folkpicked Gowan up bthe arms and carried him ayais thin wisp of awife
followed, crying and reaching out to hinAll the women, Sirona, Gwennog and many
others, followed.The men stayed behind arstared at Heden in awe and wonder and
fear.

A B the bald pate oNi kr o s, man, 0 o nhe spellfwastbfolkemy s ai d,
They all looked away. fle one with the rough voic®y f a n, Gwenadwag 6 s hushb
accusing Heden afoingsomething indecent.

fiSironas ai d a t housand urg, 06 Heden said | ooki

Dyfan, nor anyone else contradictechhi
Hedensheathed his swordurned and looked at these famekéen with skin

wrinkled by the sun, days6é worth of dirt cak
AYoubre going to need all the help you ca
AAye, 0 Dyfan said, | ooki ng wauldbokat gr ound

Heden and none for more than a moment.
fGowan ainot a bad man, 0o one of them sai d
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il kiin owHeden sai d, and when he ¢kai d it m
he was a normal person.
iYou fol ks came to his d e himis &an,indtantHe d e n s

That s why Cavall i's your god. o
It was among the highest compliments a priest could give any man, especially a
man from the farms in the north. Heden di dno

AThe guards at trdéledgnasawethedwo Bignfindbreastplatesd |, a
and helmets, now staring at the crowd of men surrounding Heden, all the other townsfolk
having entered the walls now. ATheyol | l et
name is all .o

AAnd | wiol It hgimye® Heden said, nas | gave
reproach and it worked. The men showed a little shame in having been so distrustful.

Heden took it easy on them.

iSo, 0 he asked, hi s hleirpe 6csurtlhiinsg liintttol ea bs
young girls sigh?o

Dyf andos fmade hldowleydends 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 coppemd silver.H e dedrned over the years to pick it out, even from
amongst the noise of a large crowd such as the one packed iSi@amaing Turnip

He looked at the man standiagjthe edge of the small stag/ide, honest eyes
set in a chiseled, ageeahered face and a compact body.

APl ease, 0 Renal do said, his accent heavy
ARemove your <coin and then that shipwreck o
away. 0

Heden looked down into the pot and thesck at the bardf | j usgbld put a
cowni n there. o

Al will lose two just by talking to you and my stomach just by looking at you.

Now be a good little priestagdo away . 0O

Al €0 Heden stopped and | ooked around. Th
none of them seeed to p& either he or the minstrel any mind. They jostled him.
AHang on, 0 Heden said. ALet 6s, ah, |l et 6s

then Renalddeganto play againnoddingat the pot.

Hedentook a deep breathert down andfished his coin out. Hetared att in his
hand, and then looked back up at Renaldo.
Al was just hoping toé. o

Renal dedioaderp| ay

Hedenclenched his fist around thgold crownand surveyed the innt was
smaller than his. There were maybe 60 people packed in the comamonmtachcould
not comfortably seaimore than 30None of these folk <cared. M
paying Heden any mind, but some were. Some were. Heden thought he recognized some
of the men from the gate. They were spreadegwordand in a small town i as this,
the word didndét have far to go.

Heden didndét think he coul dfollgeandtheveh at he |
was a kind ofunspoken agreement, a traditidhe den coul dnot put wor d:
took it for grantedandRenaldo was breaking He knew Riojans liked drama.

The windows were wide open, letting the springaaid bright sunlight in. The
sun and air fought thieig of farmers greasing their joints with alédhe minstrel probably
worked hard to get these people to trust him, based Hedends experience
Hedéd know that being seen with Heden, anott
paying audience, and so wanted to avoid it. Another time and Heden would have
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respected this. But h e 6 d oneoamfal thing td getrhgre, wa vy , a
and now he needed information.
Heden turned back to the minstr&tiepped up on thiny stagepicking up the pot
as he did soHe turned andn one smooth motion heulled his arm back, preparing to
fling the cooking pot, hegwith coin, out the window.
He felt the cold bite of steel at this throat and tensed in a okionless his
arm still flung backwardhe heard the sound of the chair tipping over and hitting the
stage along with the clash of strings from the lutéihg the floorBl ac k gfasdis heds
Heden was irreal danger and there was c@rtain thrill to it. He wanted to test the
minstrel, but dared not. Men in the inn would die in the bafitere was a time when
h e 6 dhavegiven these people a second tight.

ANow laskmwsit 0 Renal do sai d, and etweryone
trust me. o0 His voice was casual, I i ght . Un c e
and it biti nt o Hedends neck. AFor you ®Kéwda the bl
trifle.06 Think you can make some move, push

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 greahamders | ould dance
along the blade of before a man swung it once around. Far deadlier in fact. So please do
not makethe mistake so many of your countrymeave made. You will naturally want to
fight backéo

ANOt agai nst wd a éa nHlead esnt enetirhogimdgraumnusdcle, d ,
trying to ignore the audience watching.

A Y @ ah. Whatd Renaldostammeredbacking 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.

ANot agaganhsoubad®Roor , I woul dnét. o

Renaldo assumed a dueling pose, his rapier ipgirgtraight down, tigouching
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.

A An d gairstta playwright of the Leafhe said, smiling.

Renaldo cleped his free hand to the top of his head, a reflex from one used to
wearing a hat.

Al €0 he said, and frowned, | ooking aroun
his own name.

He noticed the fid staring.He took a deep, resigned breath, and let it out slowly.
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The Riojanwaved 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 disperdeir pigs.
The inn went back to its collective business, the show was over. Renaldo plopped
down on the stool, still frowning, still confused.
fiDangerous way to st amutmuredwithautilaokind sthi p, 0 R
HedeGi.vei me tHeeuthebameky , 0
Heden gave him the gold.
Renaldo waggled higngers.
Heden fished ounothergold crownand handed it over.

Al wi || make no more coin this afternoon,
ashestoodupi These people do nam ai&eatbmamgdrami n
Two of ustalkingtoeachother and now | am a stranger again

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 hime et
reached it. These people held him in high regard.
A ratcat c hgdgurnngtofilewd en sai d
Eh?0 Re nHelsal downsaad admaid pushed through the crowd to bring
him a gl ass f or ddihes amay ame plunkbdutihe wineeRasstieo o 6
middle of the table, cradled his lute in his lap.
AThecall c amp a i @ébeden wok the chairogpositeh e r s ,
AAh, yes. That mak es s cimiarity.sHlthysjgbs, t o me.
someti mes necessary. o
AAnNd best fordotten, o Heden sai
A We |l | it is a dangerous business, 0 Renalc
and drinking directly from itHe wiped his mouth on his slegvpeering at Heden
AiThough you seem wedluited to it 0
AWas, 0 Heden sai d, | oocekvasrdigssdtléennwhat Heden up and
knew a Riojan troubadour would consider a discreet outfit. The-lidemed green hat
on the floor held only one brightly colored peacock flavanund his neck, a single blue
scarf, no pattern. The collar of his doublet opeiy @ few inches revealing a tan chest
and some wisps of curly black hair. Theublet had gold sewn into it, but no jewels and
his red hose ran with tasteful pinstripes rather than the brightly colored checkers favored
in Capitalwhen Heden left.
The peofe here would think he was a jester.
Al work for the church now, 06 Heden said.
AYes, | knowA priestVer y valuable in any company. 0

A
A
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Something occurred to Renaldo andlirehed as he locedat Heden
fiThe church. Soqu are not fromt h e J a ¢ k &yes flashds hisbeyebraws
long, thin, and flourished like the stroke of a pen
| dondt Kk soHedemwdaidt t hat i
It is a who. o
Oh, 0 He de pahésnaoi. do. i Wel I
You have not come to extract some kind o
Nope, 0 Heden said.
Thseemed to defl ate the man even more. f#AA
AmMat di sappoints you?o
AMany things di s ap ptakingha wearyebreath RieTrhael dwoo r d ai
seldom lives up to its reputatian. He s MHYou gregherd for some mundane reason

1 S ) S ! S | S 1]

thenand Iw | | have forgotten you in the time it t
AYoubd prefer it i f | wanted to kill you?
A Wed | Re n al etwith g kasdtasithough making an obvious pointfi.of e s
A @&e mealittlewhilep He defh 6snawady mi ng up to the ide
Rend do smiled a very Ilittle at this and r 8

ASo whoob6s the Jack?0o0

Renaldo shrugged. Heden liked him.

A Y o oow khe Leaf, you know my stedlthought perhaps you knew my work,
weresent by a man | recently maligned inapopplaroducti on. 0

AReceMhl g?2was not i rsknawedgeofdjeographyh He d e n 6

AOh, a year, 0 Renaldo admitted. il conf e
pursuing me for a year. No epic tragedy ever featured a man who was pursued for a day,
or,32weeks 0 he said, picHRlitngmuas tr abned oam yneuantb,e ry.o u

Al understand, 0 Heden said.

AThe Jack is a very power ful master assa.
for Hedenbés approval , obyvisanesstegmimhisgyeig it wo

Hedennoddedi| was fthiee Wl s ewiot h

Renal do scoffed. AThe Wi re has no friends

Al was, 0 Heden rephrased, fisomeone it amu

AYes, he has many amusements. Soyouf or one
hax e been to Rioja.o

Al l' ived i n Capital for six years. o

APagh! 0 Renal do said, and mimed spitting
to rule my ancestors. Al l true Riojans despi

ASur e, 0 I &kdhtane yos doinglhere, Renaldo?
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AAho, 0 the troubadour said, taking anothe
a disadvantage. We are not Wi zards you and |

Heden nodded and told Renaldo his naRenaldo doffed his hat.

Al am Renaldo de Merisa temporary exile brother Hedeérhe master of the Leaf
thought it best if | spend some time abroad &tetch as CatchCaopened . 0

AYour play, 0 Heden said.

AA play? No I do not write plays. I wr ot
carefully aimedandhighly entertainingattacks on the enemies of the Leaf. In this case,
the master of the Fulcrum. o

ANot wise to upset the men who hold the n

A Ireasonedhey were a small guild, only newly come to power. They would
retaliate certainly, buthowbaded d it be?0

AThey could try and have you killed. o

Renal do defl at ed atWhertleey assassiAabed myeleadingt hi s i
man, | knew it was timetotake atrbnd s o her e edtotmkainthedntre gest ur
i nn. AThe St e ahml notgprofgetlyrdecodpg theVgign out front, took to
mean the Steaming Turd. o

Heden snorted at this. The woodcarving sign outside did, indeed, look like a
steaming turd.

AYou i magine my disappointment, 0 Renal do
thought perhaps | could steal the sign, take it home. Lie about the name. | feel the
Steaming Turd so perfectly captures theéyou
hardly be my fault if the innkeep chose tight sign but thevrong named

AHow di d wyamaws knopw ilest 20 Heden aeslkbdesd, rer
earlier words to him.

Renaldo deflated a little and gestured to the room.

AThey told you?o

Al doobadouyr 0 Renal do reminded hi m.

AJust seems fast is all, 0 Hedespesaplde. t i
came straight here. o

AA mile for a man is a yard for a tale, o

AThat 6s g o o,dapprkeciabhg theequates a i d

AThatds mine, 0 Renaldo said.

AYoubre good, 06 Heden said.

AOccasional flashes ofll egenéd. ami dst a te

AOk, 0 Heden said. No point I n getting ca
gol d get me?0o0
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AHow much do you need?590

Al just got here, 0 Heden said. AYou tel!]

AFair, o Renaldo said. ALess than two gol d

AEver yone ashaiad myh erfe sy men mar ching. o

AThat 1 s what everyone says, 0 Renaldo sa
was true, they both knewi | t hink it i kel y. These ©peop
phenomenon before, they know the signs. o

fiThey d on &t S e eom Hwearerni edai d. The townsf ol Kk

laughing and eating. Enjoying the circumstances that had them all pressed together in the
towmnAiWy is that?o

Renaldoplucked a chord on hisluteandthemi nt ed t o hi s head. A
brilliance. 0

Aleess 0 Heden said, giving up.

Renaldo sighed.

AThey awai tanbrbeeof knightshesGaelenwhd defend these lands

from all manner of incursion. They believettred er wi I | save them. o
AOh, 6 Heden said, deflating a little.
AA-hah, 06 Re.nafl floou skanodw somet hing of their
ANot yet, o Heden said. ABut | think | wil
Al think | understand. Well good |l uck fir

little tune.

AWhy?0 Heden asked, frowning.

ARBecawsdotrest will not permit it.o

Renal do played softly, | ooking down at hi
for a few moments, he just stared at a point on the wall a few feet behind Renaldo.

AWonder ful, 0o Heden said.

Renaldo stopped playing arldughed AYou have a wunique se
brother Hedem.

AA thousand people waiting to be crushed
funny. o

AAh well , 06 RenalThkse pasople hdve bekrasaved by the dndert .
before. That they cannot contact théseghts is strange, but it does not worry them
overmucho

A Wh did you mean byt he forest ®&i lHedrerot ap&remi t Kino
the wode, he anticipated a gruesome answer.

AThe Baron sends men into the feoangest t o
pl ace. o
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Al know what a priory is. o
AOf course you do. My pardon. They return
AWell , 0 Heden said and reached out to t

Acoul d bTee wwne was fantastic, better than anything he haldeaHammer. He
looked at the bottle and noted it bore a faded Riojan label. He decided niohtmathis
mantraveled thousands of miles with his own bottle of wine.

AHow | ong wuntil the urmen?o
Renal do shrugged. fAHow to tell? Days it s
i Day sderbsaiti e

AA few days. 0

AYoubre not worried about a thousand urqg

Renal dodés head |lifted from concentrating
of f into the distance as he dmnsi dered Heden

ANo, 0O he said.
AWhy not ?o0

AOh, 6 Renal do said, fAbecause | will run a

Heden nodded as i f confirming a suspici
townsfolk.

Then he | ooked out the corner of his eye,

ASoymwdht run now?0 Heden asked, and turned

Renaldo appeared to be ignoring him.

AHow much money are you going to make 1in
AAnd do you need it? Why are you stil] her e,

Renaldo gjhed and lay his lute in his lap, cocking his head as he looked back at
Heden.

AVery well, you have me. | hope to convin
Heden sat back, smiling smugly.
ASeems somewhat out of character, donodt vy

Renal do frowmed.i nfjl agmji mpt type, 0 he sai
knights will not come, in which case the only hope these poor idiots have is flight. | sing

them songs to highlight the wisdom of savin
realize my intent, or myneaning.l find being direct so artless. He smi |l ed wi de
bearing perfect white teeth. AThey know only
Heden nodded, humoring hi m. ABrilliant, o
Renaldo looked at him, studied his face.
AYou wil |l h esalabking fot tlss Orden@&eed 0 r KRenal do predi

his brow furrowed as he played out the event
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Do you think it likely your immediate future holds tales of adventure, heroism, and
mi racul ous deeds?0
Heden staré at the Riojan.

Al dondt know, 06 he said, l ooking at the ¢k
at him with misery. fAProbably. o

Renaldo smiled slowly until his grin turned into a hungry, feral thing.

A T h emustattend youYour death will, | surmisd, uel an excel l ent t &

AMy death, 06 Heden said.

Al am an optimist, o0 Renaldo said, shruggi
my homel and right now. 0

He adjusted his instrumeatn d began to pl ay. APl ease cC.
Baron is done with you! o

AWhat 20 Heden asked. Renaldo | ooked meani

There were two guards behind him, one at each elbow.

AHall o sunshine, 0 one of the guards said
stop bothering our |little sparrow here and c

Heden turned slowly and looked at the two men, each taller than Heden. One
round and old, the other whtpin and young. He pointed at the fat one.
Al know you, 06 Heden said. fAYou were at th
AThat 6s right. And | d o nmiete t K moewv ypcew.p | Bh &
thick man said, smiling.

inoOh. Good. o
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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 whicthakt, a&lderly
monkwho scrachedink onto vellum. It was likely, Heden thought, that the Baron could
not read. Literacy had neveaught onhere 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
mi xture of nostalgia and respect. Things her
di dndt need to.

He waitedeyes cast down, and lassh¢teokdvide t o t he
from her privy council. One ol d man with whi
age who wore a breastplate and a mace at his sitidisAanaround his neck. A wizard
and a priest. Heden frowned, wondering what Renaldo would think.

The Baronlooked ten years older than Heden andileva | | the nobl emen
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 #y were made of. They fit her well, which Heden wondered at because
he suspected the armor was very old. She seemed fit and capabitraiddthair was
cutjust below her earm the classical Golish style. She had that breskiened, black
haired lookof 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 shantigipating the
next week or twobés events and preparing docu

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
ontoaonceornatefadedrug.

He listened to several proclamations, all very pragmatic, and then she finished.
Shelooked at the guard3hey shovedHeden forward.

Heden remembered his etiquette, bowed, a
mi |l ady. o

The Baron itted her head to one side and examined Heden for a few moments,
then looked at one of the guards.

AHe was talking to that Tumiptd e birdie the

The Baron turned to the old man.
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AThe Riojan, milady. Read!| do, 0 the presun
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 armoeraenkh
more ancient castle, she had to Hedenbs eye
Are you a friesdasked. t he minstrel 6s?0
No milady, 06 Heden responded.
Justéplying him for information?o
Heden shrugged.
The Baron shot a look at the head guard, ihged forward andbashed the back

2

) - 1]

of Hedends neck with his mailed el bow, causi
AWhen the Baron asks you a question, y O
answer, 0 the guard said, his voice thick and

The Baron frowned at him, am stepped back a pace.

Heden, hand to his neck, slowly straightened up and turned to stiaeegatard.

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.

AYouagplpee are under a | ot of lightcamegis , 0 Hede
thewi ndow. ATherebs a siege coming, oeHer yonebd
looked at the BaroriiBut you tell your warthog there that if he touches me again he
w o n O e to wary about the siege because | will put him on his ass and he will not get
up. o

The guard stepped forwardady for violencéut the Baron made a gesture and
cut him off.

The almostcertainly priest walked to the side of the table and looked at Heden
with scorn.

ASomeone call ed you with disdairnirevehat seemetd lbe man
Heden a affected noble accent.

Heden gave the man a painedlodke di dndét say anything.

A Wel | man, speak up. You have no chasubl
did you claim to be?o0

i | s made a Prelate five years agdeden saidTrue.

The Baroness looked at him with something approaching hufideer.man with
the mace stepped back a pace unconsciously.
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A My advisor, o0 the Bar on pleasude, fromathep e ar i ng
confrontation. ADeacon Owlsley. o Wi th her n
owool sl ey. 6

AA Prelatefive yearsagp 0 rephateed Aid now?o0

fi dn secondedto Bishop Conmonagc Hierarch of the Church of Cavall the
Righteous. 0 Al so t

She | ooked at her Deacon f ompenlesaehadr mat i on
to be having trouble breathing. He saw his
Composed himself. He concentrated.

Heden could tell Owilsley believed hieven before herpyed 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 thoughdaestatue made of
gold andshe planedon melting him downd spending him.

AWhat saint dheaskgdou f ol |l ow?o0

Heden took a weyawey 0breath. ASaint

The Baron shook her head and looked at her priesthblek his head once.

ASheds obs explained Tiue. Heodthitted the fact that he was her only
follower.

AWhat i s your name?0o0

He told her.

i H e dyeuncome to us in a time of dire need

| bet,Heden thought.

AEver yone bel i evwnenotnh eerheed sr ava ya rhneyr eo, fo He

TheBaronnodded.

AHave you seen them?50

AMy scouts hawas. sklyywdz a he m,theolderhrman sai d, i
behindher.

AHow many do you estimate?0 Heden asked,
hundredsThe number he headiitside the gatea thousand, was an exaggeration.

AFi ve thousand. 0

Heden diachry@thi s1gy Hi s expr eissenseofeaded dnodt ¢
and his relaxed attitude faded. Only someone who knew him would notice it.

He frowned, remembering something.

AYou normally rely on the Green Order to

The Baron nodded.

ABut tebnnireofa t hem. o
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AThey are the greatest knights on | ife, o
Order could hold off hundreds of | esser bein

Lesser beings.

Training to be a knight took years, it included at least a year questing as a Knight

erant. The same urman that threatened a f al
well-trained knight. But nine against five thousand? He conceded it was possible. The
Mirror Circle could do it. The Whitad Hart C

guard. How could anordeubh er e i n t he mi $drmet ifn g odwihcen Geté ?f
AWhere are they now?bo0
AThere has been afnAedat i mce¢ hehdBmayr omotshkii ng
She knows about the deaHeden thought, and remembered the one milky white

holly berry.
AThinstrelsai d you havendédt been able to cont

the forest not permitting it.o
The Baron ignored the question. She sighedd t ur ned t obeenhe scr o
dictating and, al most alkmwabbuthgume@®k ed; HAhow

Heden looked around for a place to sit, and noted the guard behind him scowling
at him.
Al know they were created by the dragons
in the room looked at him, surprised.
I s t hat t naske@ ber alVisers. Bhey imdicated this was the first
0d heard of it.
Possibly an anciwzatdsadegend, milady, 06 the
They | ivese0 s Haendtidued] ignoring the wizard who, at least, was
not affecting an accent above his stati@0 years. And they war constanti§our sonor
daughtemight takea year to learn to walkdn urgcan walk and talk within a week of

birth. The only thing they understand is strength. The strong lead, the weak are killed.

1]

t he

<

o 1 B 1]

Theydébre smart. hYobhemabutreads wrare. They h
reall yétheydébve never understood what makes |
strong. And they donot l'ive |l ong enough to

trying. o

The Baron was obviously impresse&heooked at hewizarddisparagingly

AYou speak of negot iteinhgtocontral the chneersilfiore ar d i n
and make up what he hadWhast im hwaveuldmasper ©
t hey want in return for sparing us?o

The Baonturned back to Hedemoping for an answeA solution.
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Heden shrugged. AThe dragons created the

Anindividualmightd e ci de di f f erde nHe doeunt pausr sae dr ahciesé | i ps
head di smhegaorvieviegh tfoT attack whatever human:
casually, #fAit gives them something to do. o
ALIi ke building castles, 0 the Baron said,
ABetter to be fighting you than each ot he
around, uni t eesd etnh es ttorpipbeeds, é .toheH concl usi on wa
it doesndét happen more often up here. o
AThe Order, 0 the Baron said. Heden was s

from the equationNine men and woman holding back everything that called thesFore
home?

ACoul d you hedskeh t hem?0o s

Heden stared at her.

ACould | stamedve thousand
AYes. O
Hedends eyes darted around t hEveryoreo m, | oo

was looking at him expectantli. N o . 0

AHeoul d d ®acontsnaped Helseemedl to Heden afraid.
AYoubre mad, 06 Heden said, as though ident
AA Prelate of Cavall could summon a Domin

c o ul d édéacon bt@pped talking to the room and spoke directlyeideH. Any fear
of Heden, any embarrassment at being made to look the fool was gone. This was a man
begging for his |ife. ALIi sten man, you coul
each was worth 10rmen 0
Heden stared at h i mang as tholglo begwas balbling gone
nonsense that might be contagious.
Alt doesnét work that way, 06 Heden said.
AHe s ho étter kinsow hi s what youdve got ?o0
She ignored him.
You would haveoshésaid use of my men
Your men?o,skegticekkn asked
Yes. O
How many men do you have?0 Hswowngaasked,
little anger at the irresponsibility in evidence.
R200 regulars and maybe 400 peasant | evie
AYoudd need at | e a sati dTen ufiits outairred dnd 0 Heder
experienced solders, forget farmers with pitchforksinside a Gol keep, with

I S ) S | - 1
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foreknowledge of the army, a thousand soldiers could defend five thousard Until
you ran out of food, buheurgd on 6t | i ke | ong sieges. 0

Ahave six hundred. o
Then you need to get your people out of
That s been suggested. o
Good. o
|t 6s, bobhkaBar We comdc¢ldmde d move fast enolt
Why di d youdewanded ?Y dHedleen sentenced these
what didyou think was going to happkh o

AOne does not addr ess wihasdsall.aHedemignored t hat n
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.

1 S ) S ! S | S 1]

AThe GreenHeOdarrs&hd Hodnéderobject. She
decency to appear regretful. Shameaddenthought for a moment.
AAl right, herebs what you do. You teldl y

any town in any dir e p.tSendyour mé&hansguads With thent, he m g
give them orders sotheya k e s ur e t heed upremmipgl tethedsame dplace.
Confuse the enemy. Make them split their forcHse urmenwo n 6 t know what t
when they | eave the fToheydl | tgreob adbolnyd ts tliilkle
even i f itds empty. Theyodre stupid that way.
The wizard and thedeacon both looked expectantly at the Baron. They were
hoping shedd take the advice.
TheBaron gnored them and fmhWd &dr eHedleinm®g 0tga zvea i t

AWhat ?0

AThe Green is out there, they have to con
AT heath H erepeated

She nodded.

AAnd youdre willing to bet the |ives of a

She said, quietlhfive al ways have bef or e,adthoBghe bl i nk
she didnét dare take the time to evaluate th

AThis is madness, 0 Heden said. ARYoudr e
deserve to get roasted alive by an armyiof but those people out t|
shouting, stabbing hisifn g e r at the window, Ahavenot do

depend oryoud 0
ALIi sten you piece of shit!o
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Heden had forgotten about the guards behind Time. bigger guard clanegl his
mai |l ed hand on Hedends shoul der .

It sounded to everyone in the room likleden swore under his breath an
inhuman tongueseveral 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 liftehim 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 rougiewn statue thathriekedwhen the rump of the former guard
skidded against the flagpnes

The younger guard swore and fell down, scrabbling to get away from Heden. The
priest and the wizardhced tgput up wardswvhile the Baron looked at the&tatue that used
to beher guard captain.

By Cyrvi sothéewi aramyd pirisglkldy odWhdanehaman?o
|l told him,0 Heden said, fulpsted| dathihm.ms el
Ar r e s the Deacom!sa@id and, as realization dawned that the only man who

could arrest Heden was now a large piece of art, he looked wildly arounabtheat no

one. fASomeone arresteéeo He trailed off.

A needed him, 0 The Baron #aderdedlikenor e to
Hedends action had col | apsedhodback @despain suppo
shenow seemed | i ke s oifin& tamly had beendirdsergide toenme u p .
for five generations. | was at his wedding. 0

Altél 1l ,wedredeihf sai d, |l ooking at the floor
excuse for that, milady. o He was anrgtry at h
place.

ot 3Ot DN

1]

Ho w Willdhe lae like tha? che Baron asked, her voice flat.
AThree days, 0 Heden said.
TheBaron ooked at Heden. Al dondt have enoug
Heden was upset at himself, but refused to show itweldon t he att ack. f
di dmawt elmough guards to begin with, o0 he said
finger at her.iYou never had enough. Against five thousamdcher? You never had
enough. o

AThe Order will come. 0
Heden remembered his instructions. The ritual that would cléheseder was in
his pack.
APray they do, 0 Heden said, and meant it.
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The Baron appeared to reach a conclus®ime composed herself and rebuil
whatever defenses against despair Heden had momentarily desfroyesl.u aefate a p
of Cavall. Even were yoto simply heal the wounded your services would be invaluable.

And you just cost me my guard capt aann. | 6 m |
my land and under the contract between your lord and master you owe sprelate or
no. Considerthip ay ment on all such debts. 0

Al &m sorr vy, shakikbehsehead sfaeWed bot h know t hat v
Anywayalrealyd mf r e e man. | 6m going to do everyth
here. o

The Baron | ooked confused. fAHow then?o

Al 6m goi ngGrtece nf | Gudeveliete @ the previous conversation,
Heden discovered t hat Thesepoa slioty, jbst like thteposm 6 s o n |l
idiots he grew up with, the poor idiots his parents were. The poor idiot h&\hasever
he thought before navihe was committed.

Ails that why youdre here?d0 she asked.

AYeah, cadhétbeconviction

AThe Bishop sent you here to |iberate th
reachihlge uB®#roon was skeptical. She obviously

ASemhing | i ke that, o Heden replied. He di

He | ooked at the Baron and they shared a

doing what he was doing, she no longer knew why she was doing what she was doing.

Both of them were goinghrough the motions, hoping some greater meaning would

present itself. Al either of them knew was
APr ai se Ceasordaild, puiting his &st imto his haamad pulling both up

to his mouthHe missed whateverag passing between Heden and the Baron.

TheBaros hook her head. dAlt wondt work. o

Heden picked up his pack. #Altoéll work, 0 h

AThe forest wondét | et anyone through. Th
again withottany memory of turning aroural.

Heden nodded. Al need a horse. o0

AA horse?o0

AJust a regular horse. 1 6m sorry about th

The Baron | ooked at him. fiMe too, 0 she sa

AStation peopl e i n theemewsometies asgethatHe den s
sappers. The warrensol |l confuse theoshit out
people in them. oo

The Baron nodded.
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A T hkaight wh o was sheislali eéld, oil t vcamgnanteh &ir Kni g ht
KavalenHe was dstehebktered. fAThe head of the order
Heden nodded. Fiwab esefldisfomatiohe sai d.
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.

Al f y oem give thighathelhady | sobel . 0O

Al sobel . 0O

AShebs the el dest of the Order. o

Heden took the scradliive. Bl wi || . I f sheods
ASheds alive, 0 the Baron said.

AYou candto kiheshdnt Daeyr the course of t he
come to the conclusion the Order had been wiped out. If they had a pact with the forest,
that would explain the mazemegmieventing anyonedm entering and looking for them

The forest was saying 6there is no Order. 6
Al woul d Kk n o w.oBdforesheeontimeed, ¢ledenesensed what she

was going to say next. It explained her blind faith in the Order.
ALady | sobel i's my sister.o

Matthew Colville Page 94 of 331



Chapter Twenty

At first the horse was confuseMor e confused than was tyyg
experienceHe di dno6t mount up at the stables, he
main gate.

Once outside of town Heden walked around the brown beast, inspectigit. T
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 haramée little
jittery. Heden didndot know if i1t sensed s ome
suspected the horse just wasnodét wused to goi
towns lay. Probably it spent most of its time carrying peaop 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 sensibigrn 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 | ess a prayer and mor e
rubbed ités thielkp dheratt hhainds || ettodkhearaedi ns
neck.

The horse sniffed the air and champed his teeth, pulling the bit forward. It shook
its head back and forth once, testing to s
murmured a horsey whinny asdt amped the ground once. Heden
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.

Hedends trick was working. itslilvenwayrinict ed t o
the forest, and toward whatever destiny awaited him there.

Thewodec | osed in on al/l sides, completely d
bearings. The sun was difficult to find in the sky, there was no sense of distance. And
whatever natutaconnection man had to the cycles of day and night became disjointed.

The trees were taller than any human str
a house. Adding to his disorientation was the fact that the huge trees of the Iron Forest
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were not packd 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, holdingagreensky made ofeaves above. He felt
like an ant crawling across the floor of a cathedral.

The horse found a trail. Heden didnot n
daydreaming and then he looked down and they were on a thin trail, probably a foot trail.
The underbrush around them, the brac&ed ferns and vines was thick, but the trail was
cl ear. He twisted around, | ooked behind for
anything. The horse obviously knew somet hi n;q
Heden di dndt . eiRgsatbnaaldayentitled g to aneoginioh.

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 somethingche ul dnét turn of f . Occas
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 horpodding 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 likaglat 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 vséemt, were they unnaturally
silent? Were they silent because of hostile humanoids laying in wait? There were birds,

smal | noi seséwere they normal? Heden found I
anything.

It was madness, he tried to tell himself.itd nét wor k. Hi s nightm
seemed al l too plausi bl e. Hedéd been in a dc

treeshad concealedurmenor worse. No one knew he was here. There was no way, no
reason, for ambush. Boutt htahpapte nd i dHed tc onuel adn biet
some inhuman creatureds territorthysHeEhat tre
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.erhas 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. Happenedraedng teft
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, Wa@seno priest to aid
him, no one to go and get a priest. The fact that he lived alone and had done for years

di dndét mean anything. I n Cel kirk, he felt sa
He was suddenly gripped with fear that he had turned arouasl heading back
to Durham Keep. He twisted in the saddl e, st

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 goinack to Celkirk, going south almost a hundred
miles, a whole dayés travel, and asking for
to return to the known, to get away from this place of danger, was almost overwhelming.

He found the saddle constraigimPAs 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 overand dropped clumsily to the forest floor. He staggered,
then grabbed the leather of the saddle with one hand and steadied himselfimmktbé
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 episodenHemembered
being a young man, with no sense of fear or mortality, and a wave of sadness passed over
hi m, not for the first time, at what hedéd b
had done to him. It was this that Gwiddon knew made this amsiginso difficult.

Eventually the episodes would get longer and more frequent.

He didndét want to get back on the horse,
hit the horse with the flat of his hand, signaling the beast to lead the way again.

Thehorsengghed and woul dndét 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.

AWhat 20 Heden asked.

Thehorse 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.

AFine, 0 Heden said. He dr o ptheldocctfihde r ei ns
you. They |l ove horse. o
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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

|l ook back the way t heyodnddtha hoese and ¢theckedihe st r o
every direction.

The trail was gone. The trail they were following had disappeared. It had been

here when hedéd stopped, and he hadndét moved,
AShit, 0 Heden said to no one and everyone
The horse neighed.
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Chapter Twenty One

It took a long time to clear even a small path and he despaired asfalviram
his face. His muscles, not used to such wadked He paused for a moment and tried to
find the sun again. Wondered at wha father would think of him getig tired after
only afew hour®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 mpnk now seemed inadequate to the task at
hand, but Heden knew the power of persisteAcel he never had much of a sense of
time. Hours would pass and he wouldndét notice.
only solution was hard work, and hoursof . He was his fatherods sor
T he hor appeatd middthé passage of time with little progreisseemed
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 pamentire bush. Sometimes it would
gently mouth a leaf from a bush and leave it. Probably poisohtaw.does it know?
Heden wonderedvysterious horsey sensegendid not wot of, probably.
He set back to workPart of him knew it was unrealistic to expe t ha't hedd |
able to chop his way wherever he was going Heutvas stubborn. There had been a path,
it was now gone, and Hedendés toiling was hi:
away that they coul d g¢go Hdrameinbrea Regnaldg. Thisef or e h
was Hedends performance.
He exposed a large root curling above and below the ground, on which had been
anchored a great deal of vegetatibimable to get a good angle of attack via any other
method, heclimbedatopthetwisting rootandstood there looking dowrAs he prepared
to hack atit, 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 amusem8&utpid horse he thought.
He pulled his cloak from off his face afidze. There was man standing before
him. Just at his feeHe held dongswordp o i nt e d thrbat, ibdldde catcling the
sunlight that streamed through the leaves hundreds tfateve. The hor se wasn¢
commenting on Hedends at hl etbthepresance ofithe was t
stranger.
He was a knighwithout a helm He woreplate, but it was plate for the working
day. None of the frippery Heden saw the White Haortspack in Celkirk, all ornament
for shav. This was smoothWorn smooth by many blows and repairs. Not gleaming
silver, but dull greyThere seemed to kepattern etched into it, but it was spotgd
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Heden coul dnTohte mmaakned si ts sbasrwveHusedHedere tdoughtihe
sensed some sorcery on the Dbl ade, byu t di dn¢
knight alone in the Wode who could get the ¢
to be a threat to him. Not at this distance. Ndhwieden on his ass.
Without movingt he sword at Hweitdoat malsng & roise) the and
knight looked aroundChecking to see if there was anyone else around.
Al &m al one, 0 Heden volunteered.
The knight took one more survey of the area, and th&te@mback. 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.
AYeah, 0o the knight sai d. Al can see that
something, and then back to Heden.
AYOwue al one alright. o There was sarcasm i
Al have a horse, 0o Heden said in his own d
The knight looked at the horse, happily ignoring both of théefipresting the
wode thinking horsey thoughts.
AThat 6 s theknightsaab lde, A-He hadndét put the swor ¢
A moment passedNeither man spoke.
AWe just going to sit here |ike this?0 He
AYoudokeng to sit there |like that, o the kn
AOk, 0o Heden said, giving up.
The knight made his way to the harg¢ée moved like avolf. When he reached
the horse, he rifled through Hedends gear.
pushed his arm in. Heden watchtech e  k Byesggb wideshe pulled back and looked
at the pack, and then thrust his arm in uph® ghoulder. Themall pack swallowed his
arm
He pulled his arm outlosed the flapand took thepack He rounded the horse,
continuing his inspection. Then he made his way back to Heden.
Heden relaxed anthid his head against the root, looked up e tanopyof
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.
ACome on, 0 he said. Heden took his hand
help.
fiWhatar e y o u dtoeikmghtasked.r e ? 0
Alhitnk 1 édm | o élédensaiyd brfushing the dit and dead leaves off
his ass
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AMe?0 the knight t dink daubtfel dpprpisalbHedh&d aand g a
round head, his copper hair cut so short Hedendered what the point was. He was a
little bigger than Heden, but seemed thinkézden considered his own judgment of men
to be keen, and he saw in this knigtkiredred spirit.

Al 6m | ooking for the Green Order, 0 Heden

The stranger shook hished@dNot me, 0 he sai d. Al can tak
He jerked his thumb to his left. ATheyodre in

Aln the wode?0 Heden asked. AThis 1 snot t

Awel |, | suppose to some, 0 the knight sai
|seeit, thewde proper dormeaght het drocendi |l you

Heden nodded, he understood. The closer, the more intimate your relationship

with the forest, the nicgrour idea ofwhere the wode started and stopped.
AWho are you?0 he asked. AWhat do you do
The knight shrugged arektended hisianda little bit behind himResponding to

no obvious commandjedends horse wandered over until 1

horsebs reins. ATherebds a | i vIiAC® meo ome Omade

Hest arted off, |l eading Hedendés horse, and
back.

AWheredd t 0 she oanek d@d.om

AEh?O0

AThis path. We followed it in, 0 he said,
it disappeared. o

The knight smihleed.aifdl.t AilPaghpernsh,i®d small ,
a moment, suddenly you cano6ét see it for all
said, Ayou |l earn where they are. o

Maybe this wasnét a knight, Heden though

Spokelike any man from Durham Keep.
AYou know Durham Keep?0 Heden asked.

The man scowled | iked Heden had insulted
Keep and Gravesford. VillandaneandSe al t on Heat h. &éCourse | k n
of question is that? Whee ar e you from?0o

The knight, or whatever he was, | ed Hed:
with.

ASout h, 0 Heden said. Al 6ve come a | ong wa

AWell , 0 the knight said. ATheydére not goi

Heden sighed as¢htwo 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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AfHow come?0 he asked, and realized heod

O0How come6 instead of O&ébwhy?5o6
AThey dondét | i ke people, 0 the man sai d.
AThat s aéo Heden <cleared his throat anc
speech. AThat covers a |l ot. o
The knight shrugged. Altds how they are. 0

Heden let a moment pass in silence.

AHow are they?o

APr et thgrd ehd ,gch t he kni ght said wearily. He
dealt with the Green often, and they did not come off favorably in his estm@tRra r e | vy
|l eave the forest, so they donodt spend much
themsel vest oDgerdét asteem much with each other
and stretched his arm across half the fores
Al one for mont hs. |l think maybe theydre a |

ACovers the forestddoing what?0 Heden ask

The knight shrugged. NKeep the Dheasties
elgenwightsSo p t hem from raiding the towns. o

AYou get el genwightaskedt hi s far south?0 Hed

AOh sure, 0 the knight said throwjng a gl

always at it. The brocc are mostly on our si
AThe f ae, too,0 the knight said. AKiIi ds f
dar e, and the fae snatch them up. Dondét mea
But still, o the knight said.
ABut still, o Heden echoed, knowing the f
asked.

AFew miles, 0 They khagbat asahapeh they al/l
presumed he meant t heBpt i 0 tthe bdttér paet Bfeday.op s p ol
Wedbl Il skirt the brocc territory. Theyobére dev
ti me dealing with them al one. I try and bri
matter what. o

Heden realized why he found the §ht so easy totalktdde 6 s a c,ampai gne
Hedenthought

AWhereds your company?0 Heden took a chan

AMy company?06 the knight said, his |1 p cu

iMan | i ke you, 0 Heden said, | o dakde.ng down
Passi ng Allllene apihenee You Know the order, you know the br@co.e s n 6 t
figure. | 6m guessilLikglwgsoudr e a campaignher . 0
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AN o t me, 0 he said. wad o atheskmjghtissaidewdtld sorhee r .
wistful bitterness A Rreanttio a kni ght. But heéhebds dead.

Heden and the knight and the horse wal ke
anything.

AWell , these knights sound |li ke complete
The knight with amdsmibedwhdtAylerionpe you
Heden sighed. Al dondédt know, 0 he said.

AYoubve come a |l ong way for 61 donét know
AYeah, 0 Heden agreed. i Tslorder and someoreerate ki n d

the high city, o0 he saiddecodetheht ishhoiuh g ftcloaer
l ook into it.o

He was being vague, but only because the details confused him. Death, possibly
murder, of a man he hadndét met, by somet hi ng
conspiring to keep people out. A coitapy he seemed to have thwarted.

AWhy you?0 the knight asked.

AShit, o Heden said. Al have no idea. o
ASeems strange, 0 the knight said.

AWhat ?0

AJust seems strange to send a man all the

why. You some kind of expertdnni ght s ?0
Heden barked a | augh. Al hate knights. o

AReal | y?o
AiTheydr e i ns ufrfeesreentt| ec opmrpiacnkys .ex cl uded. 0O
Thelni ght hung his head. Al never earned m

before the «cer esqaraiya gerpetubl dophold, buf usualty armther
knight in the order would finish his training. Probably the other knights all had squires.

AYou up here all al one, dealing with the
say you were a knight, 0 Hieed, ¢he opsians df thosBwar e t
outside the order were meaningless.

The knight | ooked at him and smiled. ATha

AWhat order are you with?06 Heden asked.

Alt donot seem strange to you, 0 the Kkni.

someone up herewo hates knights? They dondét teldl h
on?o

Al hadndédt really thought about it. o

AYou come all the way up from the high «ci
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Al €, 0 Heden started. He shook hia head. |
with the knights on special terms, 0 he dic
relationship with the bishop. AProbably the)
get people in trouble. They wanted someone to solve the problem, not makeeit. wors

AHow you goi ng 00 tshod vseq uihree parsokbe de.m
A dondt know, 0 Heden admitted. Al 6m not
the inn. His heart clenched at the idea that he might suffer another attack here in the
wode, and he wantedtogohoriel. j ust want to do my job and

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.

AYour job?0 the knight asked,weighingl t i ng h
Hedends statement.

Heden was c¢onf us @dalwithitheg eribis add gbhteut of hered . f
Thatds my job. o

AHow workmanli ke you make it sound, 0 the
Hi s accent was diffeoesaet alLbkamaodcarpenter

Heden shrugged, no defense. ASorry, 06 he
mercenary. He wondered what the knightos i nt

Then he noticed the path had disappeared again.

AWebre off the path, o he said.

AYou winldl trheet Orider , 6 the knight said.
AWhat ?0

Alf was a mistake for them to send you. o
Heden | ooked around. Was this the exact

walking for a full turn?
He looked at the knight anewoiRted at him rudely.

AYou never told me your name. 0

ADolt, 0 the knight shot back. fAEverything
you. A hundred children in a dozen towns cou

Heden got goosebumps. i Wdd adain, semeneeringa r e  y o U
now that the knight had not answered again.

Al't matters not, o the knight said. AYou w

A | wi || not €0 Heden repeated. AWho are
your s?0o

The knight grew visibly wrothand r ew hi s swor d. AnWhat busi

businessclod. Thou dunce. Thou oafish ass. What businegswf? 0
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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 ima Al 6m just here t
knight stepped forward, closing the gap, interrupting him.

A6Just?060 he quoted back. AJust i ndeed.
Barely here, barely a man. Thou shalt not ga
AWel | , 0 Hrgingeatto lethingdget away from him. AThe
i mpasse, because itds the only Malygmn | 6m he
AYou are here, o the knight sneered, #fAfor
Heden took this as@ob6i Ok , 0 , hnd tureie toaontinue in the direction he
remembered the knight indicated.
The knight | eaped forward effortlessly, u
ATurn around, 06 the knight said, and point
Al wondt, 0 He diagto have to deal withYne beder oe let ghe pass,

one or the other. o He took another step forw
The knight took a step forward as well, until the two men were only two paces

apart. He pointed his sword at Heden.
AQui t the field, 0 ande i kniHehtenp s o reo/ersc elde

physically since theyoéd met. He seemed | arg
now recognizable as a vine whedadlo winl. @omi ng f I o
AWhat are you doing, man?o

i baythee 0 t heokrei ghtows$p, he pressed the tip
br eas tTprh adured, andfiget thee hence from this place, or | shall run ye through
and no mistake. 0

Heden locked eyes with the knight and covertly dug one booted foot into the dead

leaves andidr t . AYou think | &m going to turn arour
little into the sword point, hibreastplate and leather underneatbre than enough to
prevent harm. This forced the knight to pre:
yourpri ck in a pigbés ass. o0

The knight bared his teeth. fAThen it be b
But at the word o6battle,d Heden was alre
leaves into the face of the knight as he twisted away from the sword. The knigtadshou
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 swordila li
clumsily as hswordvfgktinghhdw, hutsire éhoughotime to clear the

scabbard and then hammer the knight in the back of the neck with the pommel as he
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stumbl ed past. He could have struck with t he
the knight would take this.

AKnave! 0 the knight shouted, and wheel ed,
expert. Better than Heden, even in Hedenods
and scrabbling through the fallen leaves and branches on treofidhe forestHeden
retreating all the while.

Heden spoke a prayer and warded himsel f.
surprise, but he smiled as well, relishing the power of his foe and pressed the attack. As
t hough Hedends pr aigsomteletlbpasd. gi ven him perm

It was difficult, maybe impasble, 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 krnight got through his guard, slashed his once across his right arm and when
Heden winced, he struck again, stabbing into

The pain brought clarity.rByerw a s nedessary. Angevould suffice.

And Heden was very angry.

He fought backwith 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 lefany wide openings
and though the knight was forced back by He
then struck through Hedenods flailing, thugg
sliced at Hedends neck, cedtting a thin Iine

The knight seemed pleased with himself and dropped his guard, smiling, as
though offering Heden a chance to yield.

But Heden coul dnét see the knightos attit
not consider yielding.

Heden slashed out, the blaold hi s f at her 6s f at her, not n
sharp, swung around and sliced through the k
He intended to trade sharp cut for sharp cut, and was therefore amazed when his

bl ade cut clean through t h easclkand gifew.0Tese neck,
knightsod eyes went wide with alarm and his n
his shoulders.

Heden stood gawpin@reathing like a horse having run a league. He was amazed
that his blow, not intended to Kkill, only to scrattlad 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 knight¢ head | ay in the brush, eyes wi de,
head seemed to be talking to the body.

The body wandered over clumsily, bent down, and picked up the head. The
kni ghtdos hands placed the head uighbsetahi s sho
stone atop a wall, balance it to prevent it from falling off. When he took his hands away,
he was whole again.

AAl right, you made your poi ntHisépeecthe Kkni g
returned to normal. Or its mode when they firstrhiee den di dndét know what
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 readb@d to pick

up his sword. He | ooked at Heden anew. Rai s
was wrong. Maybe pipeaded bloodyni ndedness counts for someth
He sheathed his sword. AMi ght be | ust w |

mostly, it seemed, to himself. He looked past Heden and clucked his tongue twice.
Hedends horse wal ked forward.

Heden, unbelieving, wat ched,toakHetdleen 6k ni gh
unyielding left handand wrapped the reins around it

AGood |l udk, anke wadked away, around a tre
eyes followed him but he otherwise didndt m

t he kni ghtstnduth still lraagohg slack
Then he took a great gulp of air, and burst after the manyikgavhat he would
find.
The knight had disappeared. There wasonlyHedd s hor se. And t he e
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Chapter Twenty Two

He stoodbehind a treat the edge of the clearing for a full turn, sigrat the
priory. The building the headless knight with flowanscribed on his armor called a
chapel. Heden wasnodot sure what hedd meant by

He watched the priory. No one went in, no one camgrmtnovement withinlt
looked desertedHis horse steppedp and put its massive headovwwe dends shoul der
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 ragelaed absently scratched
its ear.

It stood, a narrow stone building with a single large tower, on the far side of
large clearing, maybe 4 acres across. The trees marking the edge of the clearing were all
very close to one another, in contrast to thé oéshe wodelt 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, whos
strange things imis years as a professional, certainly much stranger than a man putting
his own head back obut 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 beetesting 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 knigtbmmander. Renaldo said anyone who came in, just
came out again. Turned aral without realizing. Tat 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 inventiofébrication
designed to find out more about Heden? He went through a dozen possibilities and then
shook his head. No point. I f there was anyt/
do it. He missed Elzpeth.

He reached up t o liwvaundrordiskatrm akbens dhoutdera | e d t
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 thair, 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
rai nwater . Didnét matter. The horse needed w
Heden and the horse walked into the clearing.
The sky was brighblue, the day brilliant. Large white cloudsifted by. It was
beauty Heden was not immune to. He missed scenes like this in ti¢eimhecked the
ground. It looked as though it had been churned and then matted down. If by horses, there
was no obviousign. 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 sui@led the
horse to one of the troughi.slurped up the clear water while Heden looked around
again, taking in the whole clearinghe di dn ot Kknow what he had e
some horses. Knights rode horses, didnodt the
The stone wagranite, bublack in many place . Most ©pl aces. Hedeno
into the soft dirt all around. Rich soil, he thought.
He walked slowly around to the baak the priory looking closely at the
blackened stone. It looked as though the priory had burned, but whether recently or in the
d stant past, Heden coul dnét say. Wouldnoét r
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 k. 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 athe stained glass window, still intact. This was a puzzle. What
kind of fire would leave this much soot and notitntlee glass? Who would try and burn a
granite buildingSomeone trying to kill the people inside.
He walked back around to the front and looked ifoyer lead to a long, narrow
nave and several small rooms branching Affthe end of the nave, past seal prayer
benches, was a small altar on a raised &dfere were the knights?
Feeling like an interloper, he walked into the priory.
The stained glass window domirag the north wall was large. It seemed odd to
Heden, t hen he r e alchuxchedatientedHre thisl way &he eemtransee e n
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 sificant? 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 LIl ewell ynds cathedre
artwork depicted a scene he recogniz&bdwin 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
into it. Behindit, nested into a cubby hole at the back wdkden sava font abotifour
feet highin a recessed hale

Somet hing about the font triggered Hedeno¢
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 hiddaway 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 altandlooked at tle font. There was little water in it.

This meant someone had tended it recetitlipoked 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, thetdtaes, the
wall. Everything else was granite. Hard to work, requiring master masons to ensure the
building didndét coll apse under its own wei gl
realized, much older than the rest of the buildimngvas weatheredheavily 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. Thisrprhad 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 tbynwen Not much of one. Thankfully no responaad continued his
survey of the priory.

Along both wallsfive on one sidefour on the other, were severmalests painted
on woodabout seven feet up each walhch was very simple, and all followed the same
theme. Each had a white field with a soliégn circle in the middle. Each was adorned
very discreetly with one additional element, no two alike. This crest has crossed swords.

This one stylized shield&ach had a different number of elements, no two the same. Two
shields, seven crossed swords.piirsg of holly with six branches. Three horses rampant.
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Heden noticed two thing8eneath each crest was a hdokhang a shieldand
below that a wooden brace, as though to hold a spear or a lance. They \weteoak
empty.

The one held a large metalisie | d . A knightdés shield. Wi t
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 it&.h®be
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 ¢
in shape. The leather straps were nBut the shield was now useless. The reshaping was
for show. Its owner, he knew, was dead. And the shield hung as a memoriam.

ARepl ace that shield wupon its hook, 0 a
causing him to jum@imost out of his skin. He turned, alarmed, and saw a figure framed
in silhouette in the entryway. AOr my | ance
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Chapter Twenty Three

Heden held the shield with one hamtlaised the other tblock the sun streaming
in from outside The shadowed fornin the archwayresolved, and hesaw awoman
pointing a | ong spear at hi m. It wasnot a |
tale dullness and weathbeaten quality that Heden had learned to associate with
constantuseandaashh pness that didndét need enchant men
The woman wasslim 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 scabbardShe seemeth her late twentiesshe wasnét c¢crouching, but
ready to strike. She had lomgd 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 waseted 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, stmoked like part of the forest had come alive. She
was a strange clash of civilization aferal wildness. Heden remembered Gwiddon

saying most people didndédt react well to the
Al, ahé, o Heden began. Al 6m not here to,
The girl frowned at himandcitoot ed f orward i nto strikin
move.

fiReplace tht shieldb er e an ot h ethy lips,oor Wy the wales leshall
striketheed own, 6 she said, her voice al most a whi.
He noticed she swore an oath on the forest itself. Not, for instance, Halcyon, the
patron saint of the ordere took a deep breagthware that this woman could make a bad
decision forcing Heden to hurt hewen in her own defensand carefully turned and
replaced the shield on its hook.
When he turned back to face her, he found her spear tip at his tHeoatood
rigidly still, remembering the knight in the wode who found him on his ass.
AWhat iis it with you people?0 he managed,
He wondered if he was fast enough to grab it and kick her away, but the length of the
spear made this unlikely. An he wasn6ét a young man anymor e.

AEhRh?0 the woman asked, peering at hi m. F
noticed she had blue eyes, her skin golden from the sun. She was peering at his neck.

AThis is the, ah, 0 Heden s bhghtlgintopsausi ng &
neck, fisecond time one of you acted | ike 10n
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She ran the spear tip down his neck toward his collar. He instinctively twisted his

head up and away, but didnét otherwise move.
AWhy i s everyone aroundshoecelew. af rai d of me
ASi |l ence, | out, 0 she said, and used the |
breastplate. AO0Or you wil/l bl eed your | ife ou

Delicately, she used the tip of the spear to fish a metal necklace outifircien
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 teratigy halfway up its shatft,
and leaned in to get a closer look.

AYou bear a saintds talisman, 0 she said.
uncomfortably close nonetheless.

He didndét say anything. She t htarcdimto hi m a ¢
his neck.

Al saidé, 0 she began.
AAl right, alright, 6 Heden said, rai sing |
that s my talisman. Youdre right.o

She pulled the spear away and let thertadis fall to his chest.
AA priest themlTghsleeai agkeaedg, $ie was gl ad

which saint. AA priest sent hither from Dur
ASort of, 06 Heden said, frowning.heHe rubb
sai d. Hedéd hoped a Ilittle to shafnmdewdser i nto

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.
AYoubre a knight, 0 Heden guessed.
fiThatlamnott 6 t he woman said angrily.
Hedends eyed darted arou
AYoubr ehe askeda30 t hough perhaps hedd somehovy
place

St

| s obviougP®o ts h e, aral shoak tier head, letting her hair fall behind her
face in a manner she seemed to think was meaningful
Heden chose to shut up. He coutit remember ever regretting silence.

A Mynistressshall be heranon 6 she sai d, u n dooher anch g . A We
she shall find me guardintpee 0
AYoubre a squire, o0 Heden realized.
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|l am that, 0 she said. AWhy how now, do vy
AHowdoare you?0 Heden asked.
She leaned on her spear and cocked her head aThare was a naked element
of challenge about her.
AEi ght and twenty year s, | have. o
Heden blinked.
AYoulOr eeitgMetnt yYouodre a s-gqughe?ahdlemmoudhaeat
|l ate to get started?o

i Mynistressccepted me when | was thirteen, 0 s
Heden was silent for a moment.

AYoubve beenéhang on, youbve been a squir
AUpon thissolsticel wouldst have beea kni ght , 6 s Hitle. Ben i d, rel

face betrayed melanchal fiEarnng my spurs, Iwould havebeen the youngest to take
the Greersincethe Lady Isobel 0
AWhy are you talking |Iike that?0 Heden as
A Wh sayest tho®d
AYeah i ke that. o
She grimaced at him amdlaxed a little
AThe Green i s an aoacefuly.mMtT her kenri,gtht §b e cai
traditional . 0o
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. Expelashey.[8ood
boots he thought.
AFurthermore, 0 she said walking up to on
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 squireshpir spears while at the
priory. She placed hers under the crest of the second knight.
AWhy are you c¢ omeroe ddeidne nmoasssk eadnd She i gno
fiThou art no man from Durham Keep, thoughmay have come by there. | can
tell from your speeh and manneHHa st t hou come f r oShmeldoked sout he
up at the crest above her spear.
It seemed as though she had not completely mastez&ditihtés cant. Her words
sounded forced, not elegant. It was the speech of someone from fivechyedre ago
and Heden wondered how stmuld have learned iBrobablyfrom the other knights.
ADo vyoutakl&ketteat?tneari s it required?o
She turned from admiring t he knight o6s C
appraisal.
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A Di d copnefrom tke southern plairs Ghe spoke deliberately.

Heden tried to smile winsomely in gratitude. Heoped it di dnot | oc
grimace

Al 6m not éah, 0 he shook his head. Trying t

AVasl ori a, man . Did you come ewase from

i mpat i e n tthe mat¥utith you?iltss clear the answes yes, why can you not
speak the truth 0
Al &dm sorry, 06 Heden tr i e duttemrmiesiimogtheagai n.
forest, 0 she obviously di dnmijost sedms ktrangehto s me an
refer to Corwell as O0the southern plains. 80
A Cor wsné dsked
Heden stared at her.
AYes, 0 he said slowly, peeringodht her. f
obviously didnét know what he was tal king ab
i Were were you bar ? Heden asked.
She | aughed derisively. AThis is of no ma
fiwel | , t hat 60s Hoerdoebna bal dymittrtueed,. A But | 6d sti
She seemed a little disarmed by his honesty, and there was something else.
Somet hi ng he dandlHefobk advantageefthisn d er st
AYou havendét told me your name, 0 he remin
Al am named Squire AderTwasbornistheehandeadf d, a |
Brode some thirty leaguésnced
AThere, 6 Heden said, smbaliong genui nel y. i
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 BaZonyell
was less than 300 years old and some places still resented the system of King @aad Coun
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 mentiondtknight he met earlier. Explaining to someone
el se how he chopped someoneds head off and t
way to make a first impression.
AWhat are you doing here alone?06 Heden as
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A | have come t o pr ephaut thinkihgh €én she spume b ega
around and bemrcadmeta dseve rashy o s!add d . il am a sq.l
Green, this is our priorpyou arethei nt er | oper ! 0 o8 the hiltppher her h a
swor d. tthdvand whygcomeththouh e r €h@ @nt was back.

Al 6 m bleecraause somet,hd nlgés shiappéaemel vy. Not
phrase itShe reacted by looking at the floor.

AThe Bar on ssemtkedpwenng eevoiee? i To ask for our

ANoO. No, not exacskewnse] ;e s a, $bhe knowwne
wants me to succeed. But the Hierarch of th
He used the formal terfior thebishopout of instinct.

fiWe have halhh o messenger from Durham Keep, 0 s

agains one of the prayer benches. AO0Ti s passin
Heden was careful not to respond right away. His instincts told him that just
comingoutand el I i ng her the forest wouldnoét all ow

fiDo you know anything 6 h e g,aot duresflths was a good question to
a s kabout &n army afirmenmarshalling to the nortid?

Her face |l ost its expression. She became
as a o6yes. 0

AThe Hierarch sent me, 0 he arsapdrodchimgal ki ng f

wild ani mal. Abecause a knight has died. o
She | ooked down and said AThou must Spe:
anon. 0

ATaet han, Isohe theeconsmander of thé order rfow

She shook her head in disbelafthe foolishness dfis questia, more to herself
than anything else, and did not answer.

Instead still leaningagainst the end of one of the prayer benchleegave him a
very knowing | ook. AYou are a handsome man,
eyebrows. bfeldaavewiydiu many women?0 Her eyes f
entrance to the priory.

AWhat 20 he asked flatly.

AWomen, 06 she reiterated. She pull ed her ¢
and inflated herself slightly. She then indicated with a flouosher hands the inward
and outward curves relevantherpoint A You ar e f amil i?8pearwi t h t h
and distaff?dustingpon t he fi el ds of | ove?o0

Al &m sorry?0 Heden asked, andspeethtesind hi mse

suddenly felt wan in the Priory.
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She laughed. It sounded like birdsomter eyes dancedshe walked up to him
and stoodoo close looking up at him witlblueeyes and sculpte@dlips.
AYou ar e, |l can tell. You have won many &
you ae still young enough to know to be flattered and flustered when the time comes for
i t, wel Sheflpuineeg avdy. 0
She had caught Heden off guard and now he knew what was strange about her.
She was proud, strong, améhawvrfdi derkte Bwtmetoma
spent very little time among peoplhe said whatever came to mikdfteen years as a
squire in the wode, and she had almost no experience with anyone who was not a knight.
AWhen was the | ast ti mswDwmuhamnKeédapme t o
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 askechdogspected tSh e di dndt
answer when she thought the questtellong wasnodt
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 wouldics h her . She didn
seem to notice the weight.

AMy mistress wil |l dseahe wakedepasahino towadd ttehe s ali
archway leading outside @A You wi | | heravand sle shhath take tyaumr full

measure. o0

She left the priory, and Heden at He waited a few moments, looked at the
stained glass depicting the | ast battle of
under his plate and leather. He wished he could remember more about Godwin.

He shrugged, and walked outside to see what Adegs doing.
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Chapter Twenty Four

AWat ar e you doleaniggagaindtthedarcmvayaobtike @ribry
Aderyn ignored him. gain. She was driving large stakes into the ground thih
maul. Spread out around her were hugeghtly coloredsheetspinions,ropes and flags
with many crestsall taken from the chesThere 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 Pridvy.filesh air on
his face felt invigoratingAnotherhorsestood next to higjrinking lazily from one of the
troughs on either side of the entrance to the priory. The horse wagsmallt han Hedeno
and lightly armored. It had not been there when Hedemard and so must be A
AWhat i s al |l tlobking& the cblaat éabricsas tkeegass
ACanst thou not see?0 Aderyn asked, mil dl
AWedre back t owthdasigh ?0 Heden said
AHast thou not eyes?0 She .Tougmsheewhs | oudl vy
hal f Hedendés weight, she was strong. It too
ground.
Heden sighed and walked around the woman as she worked. It would take her all
day at this rate, but she seemedignedto the taskHeden snied. He recognized the
attitude.
A No, [ can see itdéos a pavilion, | 6m askin
AiThe stakes mark the center of the joust.:|
| arge circle where no gr adqestengwheravtherefivllbest ak e ¢
food and drinkWhenever the knights gather together,
another stake into the turf, Athere is a tou
AReal |l y?0 Heden asked, a I|ittle surprised
Aderyn didndét answer.
A Ev er y hetaskede ? 0
Every time, 0 she said, and stopped to w
copper and flaxair back in an impromptu pony tail to keep it out of her face.
AYoubre going to erect aourvelmm? @ Hedemame
asked.
ANever oemoaemgr in the forest, except to
sense she was quoting someone. fiWe are never
Heden took in the idylliscenery in and tried to imagine an armygf swarming
out of the forest. Even with his experienttevas hard to imagine. The green trees and

3t
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yellow grass, the blue sky and beautiful white clouds. There were birds and butterflies
and bees all around. Occasionally, Thss gr ass h
was how the world must have lookkd,thoughtwhen it was just the Elves.
AHow dbtgeau al |l hegasked. t oget her ?20
AOnce a year, 0 she said, with a shrug. S
Heden watched and though
AYoudbre saying the Order only gathers tog
She i gnor eareattyiamwere8 tne and he was just trying to catch up.
ABut they mustéthey must see each other D
Shehammered another stake into the ground.ds \woing to be a large pavilion
with several tents.
AEach knight, 0 sédiceverm@pertdapsdmzdnias a gqu & € me s
AA what 20 Heden asked.
A Addozenl eagues, 0 she replied dryly.
ANyou said something else before that.o
She stopped hammering and thought.

ADemedned®®unded taoarHéden | i ke 06deh

AThat 6s it. o

Al ot i s ¢ tereitoryk Alli tiehfare®t knows the demesne is under the
protection of the knight, and more: Kknows wh

Heden tilted his head. @l éam#éednever heard

Alt i s a | iduetcoht empi audenaadAderyn said,
AA knight may go months without meeting anot

AQui et contemplation, 0 Heden said, watchi
herbodyShe coul d have used tskulihonalBlawmer t o cr ush

Al't is a noble calling, 06 she said.

AQui et cont ethymséttackss ®@n unti |l a

She smiled without | ooking at him. AThen

AOr an uaranyhe fsai d, ignoring her for once

She stopped smiling and stopped hamnae

AThat rarely happens, 0 she intoned. Then

ALet me help you, o0 Heden said.

ALeave, 0 Ader ynhamsneiing anothemstle in® the draynd

AWhat ?0

She turned to look at him and leaned on her nfall.f you wi stlhent o be a
|l eave us. Leave now, |l eave the forest, retur

Al candt do that. o
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You coul d, 0 A dtakenthe fullsneasure of yol andh lasurmise
you have quit the field before. o

AYoubre wrong, 0 He ik He kaeaviit das urthardaaenstic ng hi 1
of him, but he was offended that she thought she knew him already.

ABesides, 0 he conto nfuied. whidat evasr € nwr dirg €

Aderyn just shook her head. AThere 1is no
AYoanconly make it worse.o0o She had dropped
believed her.

ADo you know what happened to Kavalen?0 F

AnAl I the forest knows, 0 she said, taunt i n

ABut you wonoét teldl me, 0 he said.

AYou must Sspedlkewihtam. o

nlf I ask, o0 Heden said, trying a trick,
what wil | he tell me ? 0

She | aughed at hi m. AYou are so crude, Yy

expect that to work?2?o
Heden shruggedne shouldesheepishly.
AWortyhoahe said.
AWell , Sir Taethan will be here soon, you
She stopped talking abruptly, and her wh
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 ltese.
running footsteps the only sound in the suddenly silent forest.

Heden realized hedd | eft his backpack in
wasnodét yet sure whaté
The ground shook, |l i ke a distant tower t

He became disoriented, and imagined the threat could be behind ang tfeds
surrounding himNot now!He thought, and fought to master himself.
Aderyn had gained her hs®e and from it quickly donned hkelm, a shield, and
pulled a sword from a scabbard.
The ground shook again. And again. And then several times in rapidssion,
the dull roar of impact getting mpossi bly | oud in Hedends ea
violently, the water in the troughs spilled
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 mian andurg. It wielded asmalltreetrunk and its
teeth were rotting. It had a thicket of chestnut brown hair on top of its head, andets h
eyes burned with hatredt. was a thyrsMen 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.

Al 6VE COMBALTQ\ KVA thyrshelldwhdelt seemed massivdyut

Hedends instincts took over TherrdesWweee muahmpar ed

taller. This was a minogiantof the hills. Not one of the really big ones you got in the
mountainslt had beeryears since Heden had dealt with anything like this, and even then
he had a wholeompanywi t h  hi m. But h e Hisvweatstilad. HowaB r e |
unarmed, but 13 years of this sort of thing came back to him.

Aderyn stood in the center of theealting, 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 dtgooud next to her, neighed a challenge and
stamped its front hooves.

Al willhavetod o! 6 Ader yn c al Iwdldettloyotrfead withtSa |l | enge.

7

Nudd and end your | ife Oere you take another

to your home! 0

Black Gods Heden thoughtWould | have done that at twerdyi g h thave | 6 d
probably shit my pants.

Thethyrslooked around, seeming to ignore Heden. He peered down at Aderyn.

at e

ALI TTLE KNI GHT, 0 he pr onou hedendthougitr awi ng

Aderyn grew in statureil 6 LL CRUSH YOUR BONES AND SUCK

BRAI NS! 0o

This alarmed Heen and his face betrayed shock and ssephd er y nevdni d n 6
walit for thethyrsto finish his sentence

As soon as it was obvious thieyrwightwa s nét going to turn
she ran forward, closing the distance betwésm With several paceleft to go, she
hurled herselhigh into the air her speed and strength supernatural sword poised to
stab downward into the naked right thigihthe huge matike creature

Hedenweighed several optioa carefully, and all in an instant. Calling ap
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.

WatchingAderyn summoning strength beyond mortal ken and leaping something

ar

|l i ke 20 feet i nto the air, theswdsasefastasliee was n

was big. Heden remembered their speed.
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He said a quick praygepointing at Aderyn. Warding herhfee words. There was
no visible sign of the npdoabyteerp@yerwerkelect i venes

Thethyrwightt ook advantage of Aderyndés advanci
like one mightswatataflAder yndés attack seedcetdofabe, gbahn
reaction.

His treetrunk 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, i nt o anddeup dnd oversand bdxle y on d .
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

Ader yn 06 s edarmdrodecoff intol th forest after her.

The giant grunted to himself and smiled. He took two steps forward, crushing
some of the a v i Istekeshuddehnis thicksoled feetHe looked around the clearig
t hough hedd just c seelgngother elthllengersThamhe lookeds n o w
down at Hedempparentlynoticing him for the first time.

AWHO ARE Y OHugedigurédsked, sniffing.The wordscame out like

6odauu?d6 He was aware of Heden, but didnot
other.

Heden realized soething was expected of him.

AUh, 0 he said, and c | e aoudlydHelkepsslookingr oat . i

over his shoulder, wondering if he should go help Aderyn.nBuelt as though standing

his ground was safer.
Thethyrssneeredathimi L1 TTAE, M he said. ANOT EVEN A
It seemed as though the gidigure was considering crushing Heden outright.

Heden sighed angpulled the talisman of Lynwen from under his breastplate and leather.

Heden didnot know t he ssneanaheihadmo ideat h t he
what kind of prayer would be effective. He
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 ould finish prayng, and therefore technically before his request was
compl ete, something behind Heden caught the

AWHUT?! 0 the giant grunted, confused. @AAL

Hedenhad to turn to see what the thing was talking about, even thouginbeds
it. He had to see it.

Aderyn was windedbruised, bleedingand shedéd | ost her hel mi
grinning like a madvomanbracing herself against a tree at the edge of the cledeng
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