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Prologue
 
    
 
   The rusted metal bit into his arm. As the skin tore away from the muscle beneath, the raw burn of exposed sinew flashed back to a sharp jab. The sweat rolled down into his eyes again, a mild sting compared to the agony above him. The torment forced him to gulp in more air while his left arm shivered, threatening to cramp. He looked up at the thick chains. The cuffs around his wrist were snug and the skin bulged out of the thick metal. A dark ring of blood soaked into the orange rust of the metal. 
 
   This post had to be driven several feet into the ground, it would not budge. All hope fled. The idiot, Sarik, lumbered up to the top of the small bald hill with the remainder of his men.
 
   “Where are the stones, Ashur?” Sarik screamed. Flecks of spit flew from his red face. His veins bulged in his neck while his gold cloak flashed behind him in the breeze.
 
   What fools they all were! He could have been one of the greats, one of the heroes the bards sang about. 
 
   “All those ambushes and you survived.” Ashur said. 
 
   “How did things end like this? You sacrificed your honor as well as your family’s name to prove we made a mistake?” Sarik asked, a touch of gentleness in his voice. 
 
   “You must have hidden behind some poor fallen brother. I don’t see Nesith. You always hid in his shadow.” Ashur dug the barb in deep. His arrow killed Nesith.
 
   For millennia the Darharim held the key to peace. Weapons of such power that no nation dared aggression toward another. While not an army their training and numbers were enough to tilt the scales of war against anyone initiating a conflict. If they had the weapons. The six greatest kings of the past established the peace after exhaustive wars grew tiresome. The wars went on for so long they no longer even had a name. They were just called the Great Wars. The Darharim and their weapons were their answer.
 
   Before his betrayal Ashur trained for years for his final testing with these elite guardians, to become one of the Darharim protectors. While others who came after him received the final ordeal he waited. He suffered when the occasional student succeeded, donning the radiant gold cloak of the Darharim. Internally he gloated when one failed while he played the consoling friend. He found new allies. Allies that paid him handsomely to steal what was guarded. Indeed, the sole purpose for the Darharim’s existence could not be accomplished without them.
 
   “Who has them now?” Sarik demanded.
 
   “Does it matter? You don’t have the numbers to take them back.” Ashur laughed. He may be finished but his name would live. The bards would sing about him after all.
 
   “They don’t know the secret of the stones. They’re useless to them!” Sarik said.
 
   “Now, you’re useless too!”
 
   They paid dearly for dismissing Ashur. The Darharim were slaughtered. Their proud numbers reduced from hundreds to a mere dozen. The items they guarded like zealots for these past millennia gone.
 
   His captors led Lightfoot toward him. The stupid horse was half the reason he was in this mess. The beast was no help at all in the last portions of his testing and his failures could be placed right at the feet of his mount. If it were not for the bond the Darharim gave him with Lightfoot he would have been rid of him ages ago. He loved him like a brother but a better mount would have helped him succeed.
 
   “Ashur, your betrayal of our order is unforgivable. We who remain have pondered long about the appropriate punishment. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Sarik asked. His question held heavy in the air. 
 
    Ashur hocked up mouthful of spit and phlegm and launched it at Sarik’s face.
 
   Sarik did not move. The spittle and mucus crawled down his long face. “You think you have defeated us? We will grow again. Instead of the weapons we will protect the Roh.”
 
   “The Roh? You will protect the commoner? You do that and all the money you get from the nobles will dry up.”
 
   Sarik turned his head. Ashur smiled until Sarik faced him again. Tears fell from the eyes of his old tutor.
 
   “We have decided to give you the worst possible fate. You will wander this world forever aware of the deaths you have caused, including your brother’s. When the kingdoms go to war, and they will, you will be alive to witness what you have wrought.”
 
    “No! You can’t kill Lightfoot!” Ashur screamed but it was too late. A shot of fear went through him. He was not sure if the feeling came from him or his brother. Lightfoot reared back. Ashur pulled against his binding, not feeling the metal bite. The blood began to stream down his arms. He could feel the stones hitting Lightfoot, breaking bones. His mind reeled with each successive blow. The horse strained against its bonds and Ashur strained with him. “You butchers!” 
 
   Ashur barely remembered them bandaging his wrists after Lightfoot’s death. The world was gray and his breathing came in shallow gasps. He looked down at the stumps at the end of each of his arms. The agony of experiencing Lightfoot’s pain overshadowed his own during the ordeal. He had pulled his hands through the shackles, ripping most of the skin and muscles from pulverized bones. There was a time when he had envisioned himself becoming one of the greatest warriors of his generation. His only purpose now would be watching others fall into the same misery he felt. Perhaps the stone he kept, the slab of obsidian, would give him the power to make it happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
   Infatuation
 
    
 
   Miranda stared down through her bedroom window, her breath frosting the pane. A man dressed in black approached her father’s smithy. His gray stallion flew across the ground, a disciplined horse with a well-trained rider.  Like a mouse trapped by a snake she could not look away from the threat the man presented. A shiver crawled up her spine while she peeled herself away from the glass. Today held the promise of more pleasant visitors. Gordon should be coming to pick up the sword her father made. 
 
   Desire burned with a need to attract those hazel eyes today, and she shook the feeling of dread the dark man imposed. Two great bounds took her to her wardrobe. She may not have the finery of the ladies at the lord’s court but she did have a few items to set off her face and figure.
 
   Pulling out her green bodice and dress, Miranda held it against her. This would give her a natural tone enhancing her green eyes and curly brown locks. She grabbed her most precious possession, a small hand held mirror. Her father gave it to her on the day he deemed her old enough to be courted. 
 
   Miranda knew how pretty she was. False modesty was just as unappealing as arrogance. She could certainly get her target’s attention she just needed to accentuate her physical attributes. After dressing she ran a brush through her hair looking into the small mirror, and adjusted her curls in just the right way to frame her face. A few pinches at the right time would add color to her cheeks and some spring berries would redden her lips.
 
   Maybe she would hold off on the berries. Appearing too eager to snag the consideration of a man could blemish the overall effect. 
 
   One final pass with the mirror, and she headed downstairs then outside toward her father’s smithy. 
 
   It was a crisp spring morning in the forested hills of Tredale. Halfway to her father’s shop she saw the gray mare picketed outside. She felt awkward interrupting him with clients and she had no desire to meet the dark man. She created an errand to bring her father some water. It was still early in the morning but working next to the hot fire could cause a man to work up a thirst.
 
   She headed into the kitchen seeing her mother plying a wad of dough for the midday and evening meals. Her mother looked up smiling at her. “You’re looking very pretty this morning, Miranda. Trying to catch the eye of a young man?”
 
   “Can’t I want to look my best for no reason?” 
 
   Miranda ducked behind the door of the pantry to shield herself from her mother’s stare.
 
   “Of course! But when a girl puts on her finest outfit heads turn and the girl is usually not oblivious.” 
 
   “I thought I would watch Dad today. Think he could use some water already?” Miranda asked, trying to change the subject while heading across the kitchen to the cups.
 
   “I’m sure your father would enjoy a little refreshment but I don’t want you wearing such a nice outfit in the smithy. It could get burned. Maybe you should change into more suitable clothes.” Her mother punched the middle of the wad sending a cloud of flour into the air. Miranda slid away from the falling puffs to keep her dress from being assaulted.
 
   “Oh, Mother. It’s not like I am going to be the one taking the hammer to the steel or that I still get underfoot. I’ll stay well out of the way.” Miranda grabbed a large steel cup and headed toward the well.
 
   Miranda despised the well. Turning the handle became tedious just for a bucket of water. Filling the cistern was Terrel’s chore and the brat never did his work unless forced. The cistern was empty, of course. Luckily the bucket still held just enough water to fill her cup. She turned toward the smithy with her original mission still in mind. 
 
   The dark man exited as she arrived. He looked at Miranda and smiled. Her nerves itched under his gaze, the shield of her clothing incapable of protecting her naked skin from his prying eyes. His long dark hair lay flat on his back and his sunken eyes probed every inch of her. She moved her arm across her bosom without thinking to protect it from the man’s gaze. His examination finished, he turned to the horse lashed just outside of her father’s shop. He pulled his black leather riding gloves tight, and mounted.
 
   Miranda had never seen a prettier horse. Black spots danced around branding scars in its hindquarters. The stark white main and tail next to the charcoal of the beast’s sleek frame only enhanced how still the horse remained. It looked calm, like a cool gray pond stirred by a gentle breeze.
 
   He gave his black riding gloves an unnecessary flare, and rode slowly away. His lascivious smile stayed on Miranda until he was forced to turn and face the road.
 
   She glanced over her shoulder to catch a final glimpse of the beautiful horse seeing the large scars on its rump clearly now. Odd branding, she thought and cruelly large. Not one used around here. It looks almost like a tree.
 
   “Who was that?” Miranda asked walking inside and offered her father the cup.
 
   “Just a messenger from the baron. His son will be here shortly to pick up his sword. I need to touch up the hilt a little bit. Seems a little bland, y’know. Maybe etching the baron’s coat on the hilt will give it some flair.” he said.
 
   Like most smiths he possessed large arms and a broad chest wrought from countless swings of the hammer. Miranda always felt tiny standing next to him, but the size made he feel safe. He grabbed the cup from her and emptied it in a large gulp.
 
   “Thanks, Mira, that was good,” he said wiping sweat from his brow. He looked at her, eyes wide with pride. “Aren’t you a fetching picture of a waif this morning?”
 
   Miranda blushed. Feeling half her age she spread her skirt and spun about for him.
 
   “All my chores are done. Can I watch you?” Miranda asked, looking up at her father with her most pleading face.
 
   “Y’know I can’t say no to that face.” A large smile spread across his face. “I need to finish up this hearth hook for Miss Graldy, and then I will start the hilt work for the baron’s son. You can watch that if you wish. It’s the most boring part about making a weapon for most people. No real purpose to it really, besides making the weapon look pretty but you know what I say: A jobs not done until…”
 
   “…the small details are complete,” Miranda finished for him. “You better get started with your work before the baron’s son gets here. I would not want it to be said that you can’t keep up with your work because your daughter is too much of a distraction.
 
   “Girl, that’s been said since the day you were born.”
 
   He finished hammering and twisting a large iron rod into an S-spiraled hook, attaching it to a hinged plate for wall mounting. He wrapped it in an oiled leather cloth along with two spikes.
 
   “Fetch the sword off the wall while I go retrieve my tools, sweetie.”
 
   Miranda went to the wall where her father hung his unfinished projects. A shiny steel long sword with a brass hilt and coiled wire grip hung alone from its hand guards. She lifted it off the wall. It did not seem as heavy as she had anticipated. She tried a few rudimentary swings. It seemed light for such a large amount of metal. Unprepared, she ended up swinging the tip into the soft dirt floor.
 
   “How many times have I told you not to dig a blade into the dirt? It’s not good for it,” her father reprimanded her as she came into his work area.
 
   “I don’t recall you ever telling me that father, and it was not my intention to dig it into the dirt. It feels almost alive in my hand. Why does it feel so light?”
 
   “Hmmm…must have been your younger brother I told,” her father said, rubbing at his long dark beard. “Well, anyway, don’t dig a blade into the ground. It’s bad for the edge. There, now I’ve told you.” He reached for the sword. “A well-made sword is balanced for easy swinging and that is a very well made sword, if I do say so myself.”
 
   She sat across from him at his work table watching her father fit a small circle of wood by the hilt. He chiseled small peels of soft wood from the disk. Her father was correct, this was pretty boring. Delicate work like this required metal to be poured into a mold. Any metal carving would only be to remove any flashing the mold may impart. It did not have the action and stirring ring of hammer on steel. It was over an hour before the most rudimentary forms of the familiar Wynnarche stag started to take shape.
 
   If only Gordon would notice her today. The elegant symbol of strength and beauty would be a bonus in becoming a member of this house. When she caught his eye the courting would not be long after. If luck would not place Gordon in her lap she would manipulate the situation to get his attention.
 
   Miranda had never been a large believer in luck. Mrs. Graldy had taught her a few of the finer points of ensnaring a man’s interest.
 
   Snapping out of her daydream she looked at her father’s handy work. The stag was brilliant but an unfamiliar item was beginning to take form in the background.
 
   “What is that?” she asked.
 
   “A new addition to the coat The messenger who came by earlier informed me about it. It’s a tree to protect the house of Wynnarche, the symbol of the newly adopted religion of the house.”
 
   “That’s nice I guess, but what religion is it?” Miranda asked. The tree was beginning to look familiar. It looked like the one branded on the horse.
 
   “Something about a father oak.” Her father scratched at the side of his head with the chisel. “Anyways, it’s no matter. I figured I might as well show that I am as current as the next blacksmith with our lord’s heraldry. Good for business, ya’ know”
 
   “Will we be converting to this new religion?”
 
   Her father gave her a look she had only seen once before, the day he caught her kissing Flint Nilwin by the river before her courting announcement.
 
   “I sure hope that Beshra did not hear such heinous blasphemy from your mouth, child,” he rumbled.
 
   “I am sorry, Father, but if the baron and his family converted why don’t we?”
 
   “Whatever foolery the noblemen do is beyond our control. As long as I am head of this house I will not tolerate blasphemy from my children.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
    She spent the rest of the time quiet, hesitant to speak as her father continued to work. She did not want to push him from irritation to anger. A kind man, slow to anger, but when his ire was up it could take hours for the emotion to pass.
 
   Finishing the carving on the hand guard he poured the molten steel into the mold. The pops and hisses of hot metal hitting cool wood soon was accompanied by numerous hoof beats coming up the path to her father’s shop. Miranda’s heart leapt into her throat. 
 
   “Miranda, would you go and refill this cup, please.” Her father handed her the empty cup she had brought into the shop.
 
   “But father, I—”
 
   “Now!”
 
   “Yes, Father.” she said. He always treated her like a little girl. Why couldn’t she stay and watch the transaction? She would just have to hurry along with her errand. If she came back before the baron left her father could not possibly be angry with her. Being quick with one’s duties should never be punished, it should be praised.
 
   She ran to the well to fill the cup with water. She could hear the hoof beats slowing as they approached her father’s shop. She upended the bucket over the cup and watched as a weak stream of water mocked her. She threw the bucket into the well. The weight of it usually sent the rope spinning along the spool, soon to be followed by a crash of wood on water.
 
   Today the bucket hung in midair. The rope was not tangled but it was not spooled correctly either. It needed coaxing. She grabbed the handle and began to lower the bucket. As soon as the taught line became free she let the handle go. The whirling of the free handle as the bucket fell announced her victory. She let the bucket hit the water, gave a small enough pause for it to fill, and began the long crank to bring it back up. As soon as the bucket came into her reach she grabbed it. In her eagerness half the water found its way into the hungry earth but enough hit the cup to fill it.
 
   She walked to the shop as fast as she could without splashing too much water. Five horses were picketed outside, the gray one with the odd branding among them.
 
   She had not missed them! She would at least be able to see the baron’s son before he left. She dabbed the sweat off her brow, fixed her hair, and hurried into the shop.
 
   The door slammed into someone as she burst inside. The man was knocked off balance, falling partway into her father’s cooling barrel. Miranda raised her hands up to her mouth in embarrassment, forgetting she was still carrying her father’s water. The cup crashed into her face, flew out of her hands, and landed behind her. She had to get out of here. Gordon stood among these men laughing at her idiocy. She turned to flee, her foot rolling on the dropped cup. Her arms flailed wildly. She fell, face first, onto the smithy’s now wet floor.
 
   Mud covered her beautiful green outfit. Her hair, disheveled and wet, pasted long clumps to her face. She no longer had to worry about pinching her cheeks for color since her entire face was flushed red with embarrassment. Miranda began to cry.
 
   “The mountain blooms grow so wild out here in the hills they’re barging into your shop, sir smith,” a gentle voice joked above her.
 
   Miranda sucked in her breath and willed the courage needed to look up. A hand was offered to her; It was Gordon’s. Her already red face flushed with more heat. “Sir, I am sorry about your man. I should not have been in such a hurry…”
 
   “Oh, really. There is no harm done. Jules needed a bath anyway, didn’t you, Jules?” A mischievous smile lightened his face.
 
   And what a face he had. His golden brown curls were a shade lighter than his hazel eyes. With his tanned skin the man looked to be molded out of gold. His bright smile ended in high cheekbones. Long angular features and a strong chin, with perfect dimpling, gave him the air of command needed for a future nobleman of the realm. Miranda’s bosom tingled and she raced to catch her breath.
 
   There were other men in the room. Turning her head she saw the dark man from this morning. He watched her with hungry eyes. Again, the feeling of being naked before him came to her. Miranda moved her arms across her chest again.
 
   Her father cleared his throat.
 
   “It is not my place to interrupt my lord’s business. Please excuse me.” Miranda said.
 
   “A thing is only an interruption if it is unpleasant.” Gordon said. “I can see nothing unpleasant about you, or what has transpired. Please stay. We have just finished the tediousness of formal introductions and paying respects.” Gordon grabbed her hand and helped her up.
 
   Miranda could not think of anything to say so she giggled.
 
   “What is this fair creature’s name, sir smith?” Gordon finally asked.
 
   “My daughter’s name is Miranda, sir. Please, if we could finish our business I am sure my daughter has chores she must attend to.” her father said giving her a serious look. She hated to have to leave the lord’s presence but at least her father had given her an excuse to be away from the gaze of the dark man.
 
   “Well, Miranda, I am Gordon. Please, stay a little longer.” he said. 
 
   The dark man spoke up. “Would my lord like to test the steel’s edge?”
 
   “I can assure my lord, that sword’s keen and will hold its edge.” Her father said.
 
   “Most assuredly.” Gordon responded. “Still, it never hurts to be thorough. Come here, Jules.”
 
   Jules approached with apprehension. Gordon unsheathed the sword and rested his blade on the man’s shoulder. Slowly the blade moved down the man’s chest cutting cloth, a thin streak of red followed. Jules moved back from the pain with a look of shock.
 
   Gordon’s face hardened. Worry flashed across the poor man’s face but he resumed his stance.
 
   Miranda tried to keep in the squeak that escaped her throat but it found its way out. Gordon looked at her. 
 
   “Well smith, I like the feel of your steel. I especially like the way you added our new house banner on the hilt. I will pay you our original bartered price plus five more gold.” He sheathed the blade and pulled a pouch from his belt. Emptying the contents into his hand he clucked to himself. “It appears I am a few gold short of what I have just promised. That will teach me to speak before knowing my current situation. Can I write you a payment note?”
 
   With a curt nod her father acquiesced. A little rummaging in the shop produced a pen and parchment for the man’s use.
 
   Gordon went to a man other than Jules or the dark one and bid him turn to be used as an impromptu desk. With grace and ease Gordon held the parchment and inkwell with one hand, using the other hand to write his note of payment. He took his time but she supposed for cases in which money changed hands time was a commodity which could be wasted.
 
   Gordon finished his note, flipped the parchment, and blotted it on the deskman‘s shirt. He read his work and tore a thin sliver of paper off the bottom, folding it into a tiny packet.
 
   “I’ll keep this as a reminder to myself.” Gordon said, handing her father the rest of the note.
 
   Her father read it and nodded. “Thank you, lord.”
 
   “You owe more to Father Oak than to myself.” Gordon said. “Now Miranda, if you would allow me to thank you with a small token of appreciation.”
 
   She accepted another kiss to her hand. She felt something small and rough enter the long sleeve of her dress near her wrist. A small look of amazement crossed her face. Gordon looked up from her hand, into her eyes, giving her a wink. 
 
   “Good day, m’lord.” Miranda said curtsying with a little flush. She turned to leave, slamming into the now closed shop door. Again, embarrassment swept through her. Could nothing have gone her way? She opened the door and ran to the safe cover of the house.
 
   She sprinted into her room, closing the door behind her. The few corsets she had littered her floor. Brothers were a bother, obnoxious, and destroyed things which were not theirs. She has had to replace no fewer than half a dozen of her corsets. They were stretched to beyond use He used them as hammocks to weigh rocks. She smiled while she cleaned the mess. The boy was only nine years this past winter and the conversion of female undergarment to weighing scale was a simple task. He at least chose her most bedraggled corsets but her father would still be in a rage. 
 
   Miranda straitened her room and sat on her bed looking at her dress. What a fool she had made of herself in front of Gordon.
 
   The man’s action with the sword gave her doubt, but his manner was playful. He certainly was generous, and his men obeyed him. She knew he did not mean to hurt him.
 
   Gordon. What a wonderful name. It flowed off the tongue and warmed her. The way his hazel eyes looked at her with the mysterious twinkle. The way he compared her to the beautiful blooms in the hills, and the way his lips felt when he kissed her hand. The thought made her flush again. The strength in his hands belied the care and delicate manner with which he held hers. The skill in his fingers to slip the item into her sleeve, showing his strength had not lessened his dexterity.
 
   What had he placed in her sleeve? The item was small and she no longer felt it against her skin. She shoved her fingers into the sleeve trying to rake it out. She could not find it. Could it have fallen out when she ran to the house? 
 
   Wait, there it was. It was flat, her fingers passing right over it. It must be a note. Giddy with excitement, she took it out of her sleeve and opened the small folded square of paper, the paper torn from the note of debt given to her father. She devoured the man words.
 
   “My beautiful mountain bloom, I would enjoy meeting your company in a more personal manner. I hunt often in the hills next to your father’s home. Three hills to the south of here I have a hunting lodge. Meet me there tomorrow. ~Gordon”
 
   Miranda closed the letter and held it to her breast. She had done it despite the fool she had made of herself. She stood stricken. What was she going to wear? 
 
   .
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Sorrow
 
    
 
   Three of the most glorious weeks Miranda could remember passed. She met with Gordon in secret on most days and a surging romance blossomed in her heart. Leaving his sight when the afternoon’s rays began to fade into evening pained her. She counted the hours at home so she could sleep and wake to a new day with him.
 
   She finished her chores quickly and headed into the hills with an empty basket looking for berries. Waiting in his lodge for her, Gordon always had a full basket of berries brought from the village market. 
 
   Miranda fretted about what to wear for these meetings, but no longer did. She ran out of her finest clothes. Walking through the hills with her belly corseted was so exhausting that she looked a fright by the time she had reached Gordon. Most days she settled with wearing her ordinary skirts and blouses. Gordon knew she was no court lady. 
 
   Despite how well things had been going something made her nervous. The man became persistent. In the beginning the kisses were innocent. At first her hands were the only place that received any kind of attention. The affection then moved to her cheeks then to her mouth. As the days passed the kisses grew deeper and more passionate. He shocked her when his hands tried to fondle her breast. At first she protested claiming womanly innocence and he acquiesced. A short time later during another bout of passion his hand squeezed against her breast and she did not protest.
 
   Not long after she looked forward to feeling his hands running freely along her blouse. She was the one who undid her top the first time so he could see her breasts free in the sunlight. She also instigated most of the passion between them now but she always stopped short of committing fully. She wanted to retain her decency but it was getting harder to resist his urgings. It seemed every day they delved further into the forbidden. 
 
   Today she ran down the stairs grabbing the empty basket on her way out the door with one thought. That man had not announced his intentions to her father! This skulking about could cease if he formalized their relationship. It was not like asking to court her was tantamount to marriage. Her father’s strength would not intimidate someone who had the power that Gordon would one day have.
 
   Lost in thought Miranda tripped over an exposed root, twisting her ankle and nearly lost her footing. Gordon not declaring his intentions finally brought her to anger. She could stop these forays into the hills every day if he would. 
 
   Upon reaching the clearing in front of the small hunting lodge her anger faded. Its sharp angular roof reached the ground making the structure a large triangle. The door of the lodge swung open and Gordon stepped out into the morning sun. Miranda dropped her basket and ran toward him forgetting the small twinges of pain in her ankle. She stopped short when the dark man followed him out. She had been so eager to see him she had missed the gray mare on the side of the house. They were so engrossed in their conversation they had not noticed her. She grabbed her basket and moved back into the cover of the trees while she waited for the dark man to leave. The dark one dropped a small pouch into Gordon’s hand, smiled, and with some final words walked to the side of the lodge.
 
   He mounted his horse, looked straight in her direction, and galloped off.
 
   She waited before approaching the lodge. Gordon had gone back inside. Now she was nervous. Before when it was just him and her she could sprint distance of the clearing just to see him. What had Gordon told that creep about her? She muscled her courage to the front and walked to the lodge.
 
   Gordon exited the lodge as she cleared the trees again. Who cared about the dark man? She leapt into his arms and kissed him with an ardor that matched her passion. He did not hesitate to return the favor. Wrapping his strong arms around her waist he lifted her off the ground carrying her into the lodge while maintaining their deep kiss. 
 
   She detached herself from his embrace and looked into his eyes. That familiar twinkle sparkled in them. With a sigh she remembered she was angry with the man for not declaring their courtship, for her ankle, and for giving her the willies with that horrible man. “Gordon, before we continue, why you have not declared your intentions to my father? It’s inappropriate that these trysts have continued for so long with him not knowing. If he were to find out from someone other than you… Well, I just couldn’t bear it.” 
 
   Gordon brushed an errant hair away from her face, giving a small laugh. “It’s kind of you to think of me against my own subjects.” 
 
   Miranda continued to look at him with the most serious face she could muster, not wanting to be sidetracked. She needed Gordon to know she was serious. He continued to look at her with a smile that challenged her need. At last, the smile melted and Gordon looked away. 
 
   “It seems you intend to push the issue. Very well, if you must know I brought up our new affection to my father. I told him all about you and he asked if anything had occurred between us.” He said.
 
   Miranda gasped. Did she really want to hear this? Hearing that it was discussed like a weekly crop report sent waves of shame through her. Still, he had told the Baron about the relationship. Why was she so angry?
 
   “What did you tell him?” she asked.
 
   “I told him exactly what has been happening.” Gordon said.
 
   Miranda raised her hand to her mouth. Gaining a reputation as a woman easy with her affection humiliated her. She had gone far beyond the appropriate. Just coming out alone would alter her reputation.
 
   “I told him nothing at all has happened between us.” Gordon finished.
 
   The humiliation swelling inside Miranda quickly turned back to anger.
 
   “How could you say that?” she asked.
 
   “Because it’s the truth.” Gordon said. “These little forays into passion are really just that. We have done nothing to commit us. My father has plans for me. He intends to arrange a union between Wynnarche and a neighboring barony, doubling our land. I can’t risk upsetting negotiations on a woman to which I have no firm commitment, even if that woman is you.” 
 
   Miranda could not believe she heard correctly. Telling her she was not the one whom he intended to marry because some ugly Baron’s daughter had land. She would not give up that easily. If it was commitment he wanted, she was going to give him one. She only had to offer what she prized most. Nothing of value could be gained without sacrifice.
 
   Miranda walked over to Gordon and kissed him tentatively, fighting her nerves. She needed as much confidence as she could muster. There was no turning back. She would no longer be an innocent girl. He had told her he did not see a future in their relationship. The fact she had not run off in tears probably amazed him. Her kissing him put him off balance exactly as she wanted.
 
   Miranda kissed him, took his hands and placed them on her breasts. While he enjoyed her soft flesh, her fingers worked the buttons of his shirt. Finely worked with bronze wire, they caught, snagging at cloth and thread. When the buttons put up too much fight she tore them off. Quickly she exposed his bronzed chest, running her fingers through the small patch of hair that formed in the small triangle between his muscles. Steeling her resolve, she pushed him into the bedroom. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Miranda sat naked in bed, Gordon sleeping comfortably beside her. She did not feel any different except for the lingering sting. She looked at her lover. The small smile on the man’s face made her flush as she remembering how bold she had been.
 
   She had done it. She had given Gordon the thing needed to cement their relationship. He would have to tell his father how serious their relationship had become. Another small flush came, this one of embarrassment. The Baron would know. She could survive whatever was necessary to get what she wanted. 
 
   Gordon began snoring so Miranda got out of bed to retrieve her clothing. Turning around to look at him she noticed the blood. Anyone seeing this would know what transpired. It was one thing for Gordon’s father to know, it was necessary, but for anyone else to know was beyond her. 
 
   She began pulling off the sheets with Gordon waking briefly when she urged him out of bed. She could not get the sheets off with him laying on them. When she had removed them he fell back onto the bare bed and resumed snoring. 
 
   Miranda looked at the red stains again. There was no way these stains were coming out. Miranda went through the lodge to the small hearth and threw the sheets in, standing guard until the fire consumed all evidence. Picking up the basket of berries she went home. 
 
   Over the next year the affair became harder to conceal. Her family began asking questions. At first picking berries was an easy alibi but the season ended. She had to wait for her mother to ask her to run errands with torturous delays. Days could pass between errands and it took longer than acceptable if she tried to see Gordon and accomplish the task. She managed to see him sporadically, each time consummating their love. Each time the passion and need grew. She never knew when she would see him next. Her desire stirred her passion to new heights but she still missed the one thing she wanted most, a betrothal.
 
   The need for excuses diminished as the barony of Wynnarche became entrenched in a squabble with the neighboring barony of Oliane. The skirmishes began around the small border community of Briardam. The community recently converted to the worship of The Father Oak, as the Baron of Wynnarche had, much to the objection of Baron Grunhol. Grunhol of Oliane, a very conservative worshipper of Beshra, sent his military to suppress the conversion. Baron Jordon of Wynnarche sent in troops, under the command of his son Gordon, to protect the new converts. The action was disguised as humanitarian but Briardam was the last river port before the mountains of Tredale and extremely valuable.
 
   In protest, Grunhol took up a grievance with Earl Brian. The Earl, having control over both Baronies, turned a deaf ear to Grunhol. Grunhol had offended the Earl the previous year when the Earl’s messenger proposing marriage between his daughter and Grunhol’s son never returned. As long as the community of Briardam continued to pay tribute he saw no need to interfere. Baron Jordan ensured the Earl got his tribute.
 
   The skirmishes escalated to an outright feud. Small battles between roving patrols waged around the community with bits of land taken by one side, only to be retaken weeks later. The cost in men was high considering the small number each barony had on hand. 
 
   The feud took Gordon away from Miranda for weeks at a time. She did not want to waste time she could spend with him on discussions of what was to be. She wanted to hold him, to caress him, to feel him next to her. The days together were bouts of passionate fury rivaled only by tears from his absence.
 
   The small battles over the land went well for the barony of Wynnarche but, as the months passed, Gordon began to grow cruel. Sometimes he would hold her down hard so she could not move. Hold her until bruises would appear on her arms and her naked body. He struck her when she said things that upset him. The sting of the first slap was nothing compared to the swell of outrage she felt when the blow landed. She yelled at him. The hail of blows following her chastisement stopped her tirade. Her only wish was for the pain would stop. He threw her out of the lodge naked, telling her everyone would know about her if she did not come back the next day, or if she told anyone.
 
   She did return, but the passion did not. She no longer looked forward to their time together. The lovemaking became forced. She would have to work herself up to the task. She balked at the deed once. She did not make that mistake twice. 
 
   When spring neared the situation became serious. Morning sickness came suddenly and violently. For days she went unable to hold down food. She sulked through the queasiness to keep water down. She needed to confront the man about the situation, and get Gordon to confirm the soon to be bastard child. She needed a betrothal. 
 
   “Gordon,” Miranda asked timidly, covering her exposed bosom with the rough wool bed cover. “Are you going to address your father about your intentions toward me?”
 
   Gordon looked at Miranda puzzled, and gave a little laugh. “What do you mean, Mira?”
 
   “What I mean is, why you have not declared our affair to your father so he can approach my father for negotiations?” Miranda said.
 
   Gordon gave her a look of mock pity. “I explained that to you long ago. I can‘t risk my family’s status or honor over any woman. Too much is at stake. Even now my family is in negotiations with the Earl over the current land dispute. If they succeed I will be betrothed to his daughter and Grunhol will be forced to concede his land to us. You want me to throw it all away for a silly common girl.”
 
   “What about me?” Miranda said, not so timidly, the anger rising inside her. She jumped out of bed and began to get dressed. “I gave you all I had. Did you think about that? Does my honor mean less than yours?”
 
   Gordon laughed. “Of course it does, you stupid girl, a great deal less. You couldn’t comprehend the machinations of the nobility. It’s much more important that I increase the family’s wealth and standing. While I may care for you, Miranda, I can’t allow this relationship to be any more than the distraction it is.” 
 
   The man was actually telling her that the sacrifice of her innocence was nothing.
 
   “What if I were to tell your father I had conceived by you?” Miranda asked. That popped out as a defense. This was not the way things were supposed to happen. That was not the way to tell him, and she did not need the man to think she was threatening him.
 
   “It would do you more harm than good, Mira,” Gordon said, laughing. “My father would probably pay you a bit of silver. Not much, but enough to relieve his conscience. You would still not get the marriage you want and the entire barony will look upon you as the trollop you try so hard not to be. Let me save my father the trouble.” 
 
   Gordon went over to the chair where he had thrown his pants. He reached into a belt pouch, fishing around. He pushed the small, hard object into her palm. “I got this from the High Priest of the Father Oak. He’s been giving me personal instruction. Says I have as much potential for greatness as I am willing to take. He also said this would be invaluable to me. It’s obviously worthless but should be enough to cover the services you have provided over the last year.”
 
   It was a sapphire, cracked on one side while it was cut. Miranda threw it back at him. It bounced of his chest and landed on the floor at her feet. Anger flashed over the man’s face. Miranda cowered back in fear raising her hands protectively. It did not help. It never helped. 
 
   Gordon beat her any place exposed. A blow hit low on the back and her kidney screamed. She moved her hands to protect the area. As soon as her hands left, another blow caught her full on the nose. She heard the pop of it breaking and felt the flood of pain blurring her vision. She reeled back but the pain from that hit paled in comparison to the next blow. A heavy fist slammed into her lower abdomen. A tearing sensation burned deep inside and she retched from the agony. Blood from her broken nose caught in her throat. The rising vomit mixed with the blood choking her. She could not breathe but the pain in her womb still surpassed any panic from lack of air. 
 
   She had fallen on her knees at some point. “You worked hard for this strumpet. I suggest you keep it. You threatened my family with that little bastard you’re carrying. I think I will pay yours a visit.” 
 
   The world began to spin and fade in the corners of her vision. Miranda collapsed completely to the ground trying to control the vertigo while the blackness consumed her. 
 
    
 
   Miranda woke with her face pressed against the cool floor of the hunting lodge. She did not want to move. Every time she lifted her head pain slammed into her skull. Everything from the waist down felt wet and sticky. She moved gingerly trying to look at herself. Her skirt, dark crimson with blood, clung to her legs. She did not have to wonder where it all came from. Her child was lost. The blow to her stomach had aborted her pregnancy. Tears filled her eyes fogging out the detail in the room. 
 
   Since she had first realized she was pregnant she thought it was a complication she wished never happened. She realized now the enormity of what she had been carrying. She never knew she could feel so alone.
 
   The crying only made things worse. Her breathing was already labored, now the blood from her broken nose had congealed into an airtight plug in her nostrils. Through her sobs she gasped for air. 
 
   With great effort Miranda stood up. Fighting off waves of dizziness and nausea she moved out of the room. Gordon could still be in the lodge. Her head spun with a rush of blood. She had to get out of here. She did not want to see him again. The terror that she felt gave her currently weak constitution a boost. She gathered herself up and headed out of the lodge toward the safety of home. The confrontation happened right after lunch, now the sun was already setting. 
 
   The need to get away pushed her through the hilled forest for the first quarter mile. It was painful, but bearable. After the initial rush it was torture. Her head spun often, causing her to sway from side to side, forcing her to steady herself on passing trees. She looked back seeing small droplets of blood littering the forest floor, the occasional bloody footprint on an uncovered rock. She had to make it home. Her mother would take care of her and her father would protect her. 
 
   When she was healthy the trek from the lodge to home could wind her. Now, her mouth swallowed air in large gulps as she moved slowly down the familiar path. She wanted so much to blow out the obstruction in her nos, but readying herself for the effort caused a tensing of muscles. That tensing caused her broken nose to scream in pain and the effort to clear the clog ceased. 
 
   When evening came she continued to push on. The cold crept into her, slowly forcing out the heat of her body. Before she realized she was following the path by moonlight, gasping breath billowing behind her in silvery light. Her face was frozen from the wind blowing across her falling tears. She was tired, hungry, and in pain. She had to be almost home. She could not walk much longer but did not dare stop. The scent of fresh blood would certainly attract some sort of predator. 
 
   The horizon began to turn red. She could not have walked through the night. Miranda leaned against a tree to take a quick breather. What had Gordon told her before she fell unconscious? He went to visit her family. A lump caught in her throat. A shot of fear ran up her spine. She began running as best she could to make up the distance. 
 
   Miranda broke through the tree line and into the clearing. The house stood aflame with the frame exposed. Her father’s workshop had the same tongues of flame licking the ribs of its framework. Fire lit the entire clearing. 
 
   “Father!” Miranda screamed. 
 
   There was no answer.
 
   “Father!” She cried out against the roaring of the flames. Still no reply. 
 
   Miranda searched frantically for some sign of her family. The fire provided plenty of light for her search in the familiar clearing. There was no sign of her father, mother, or brother. She stumbled around the clearing in a confused daze. Along the southern edge of the tree line some figures caught her eye. Her father and brother hung from the branches of the large oak tree, their feet at eye level. She had run past them when she entered the clearing. The nooses around their necks bit deep. Dried blood formed a crust around the rope. Nailed to the tree’s trunk, a piece of parchment flittered in the wind.
 
   “By order of the High Priest of the Father Oak, all practitioners of witchcraft will be set to the flame. All people who harbor or give comfort to witches will hang from the nearest oak. All property of such people punished in this fashion will be put in the custody of the High Priest to be distributed as he sees fit. Let it be decreed that the witches put to death are as follows: Julian of Wynnarche and her daughter Miranda of Wynnarche. For the crimes of harboring these women the smith Humphrey of Wynnarche and his son Terrel are hereby hanged. The family’s properties are seized by order of the High Priest Arasmis, Proclaimor of the Father Oak Himself.”
 
   Miranda did not believe she could produce another tear before she read the note. A floodgate opened. She had lost everything of value. Her father and brother hung. Her mother burned alive. She did not fool herself into thinking this new religion had anything to do with her family’s deaths. Gordon had committed these acts against her. He had taken everything from her. With a final gasp Miranda fell to the earth and let the cold take her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   The Flawed Ruby
 
    
 
   The Brimming Mug appeared much like any other tavern in the port city of Armeston. The aroma from adequate food, stale ale, and smoke from patrons’ pipes created a welcoming atmosphere. Unfinished tables drank as heavily as most patrons, with spilled gravy and sloshing mugs shining them with their own unique lacquer. Conversations and music from the night’s entertainment mingled in the air buttressing spirits, while complaints from the day’s work eased themselves out of the body. The serving maids worked hard for their modest living. Often a man too drunk to remember his manners would place his uninvited hands in unwanted spots but the girls tolerated it because of the business.
 
   Erik sat in the corner waiting. At fourteen, he occupied those awkward years in life. He stood taller than most men, but his gangly frame only added to his boyish looks. He crouched over the table to hide his height with his brown eyes half open, resting his high cheekbone into the cradle of his overly large hand. Wrinkling his nose at the food on his plate he balled up a piece of bread and pushed it around the table with his free hand. Eventually bored with his makeshift toy he stood and watched the tavern keeper rumble along.
 
   Malgar, a large barrel-chested man, tended his tavern like every other tavern keeper in Armeston. Erik looked down at the man with frustration and anger on his face. Although Malgar disdained the practice he kept rooms in the back where a patron with the right price could keep a serving maid’s company. Concessions had to be made to stay in business as the neighboring taverns offered such wares. He had the good grace to give all the money earned in this manner to the woman. Less noteworthy tavern owners took a percentage, and not a small one. The serving maids did not have to participate. They also did not have an income high enough to survive in Armeston, especially if they had a child.
 
   The women kept their own rooms. Malgar quartered any maid who could not live on her own, so The Brimming Mug housed Erik for as long as he could remember. He slept in a cramped bed he had outgrown long ago but found comfort in nightly. He always had clothes that fit him, though patched and worn. His mother had tried getting him an apprenticeship anywhere she could but her status as a prostitute and his status as her bastard made him unappealing for training. He worked in the stable of the tavern allowing him to earn his own food. His mother no longer had to feed his monstrous appetite and this gave him a small sense of pride. Malgar gave the occasional odd job and once in a great while the tavern keeper gave him coin for his service.
 
   Erik’s mother was entertaining a first time visitor who had come early in the evening. The visitor’s arrogance matched the beauty of his horse. The mount was uniquely marked with a dark gray coat and black spots littering its hindquarters with a white mane and tail. When the stranger arrived in the tavern he sat in the corner drinking, tapping his fingers to the music, and staring without much subtlety at the maids as they walked. His head bobbed not with the tempo of the music but with the movement of his prey’s hips. 
 
   He grabbed Erik’s mother by the wrist, and crossed the room to Malgar with her struggling to keep up. He snapped a few words at the surprised barkeep throwing him a change purse. Gaining his composure Malgar barked a few choice words altering the man’s approach. The stranger let go of his prize, turned and bowed apologetically to her. His attempt at a winning smile fell on the woman with mocking disdain. Malgar poured the contents of the pouch into his meaty palms, eyes bulging at the large pile of coins. Pulling Erik’s mother aside, he pleaded with her against giving the man any time alone. Erik never heard any of the words exchanged but the look on Malgar’s face suggested concern. She nodded many times as Malgar spoke but pointed at the money in his hand, caressed the gruff tavern keeper’s cheek, and escorted the stranger to her room.
 
   “Your mother is probably going to be occupied all night, lad.” Malgar said. “Don’t get worked up over this. You can stay in my room. The problem right now is you have nothing to do with your time. You wouldn’t want to earn yourself a copper penny, would you?” 
 
   Erik nodded with hesitation. The work tended to overshadow the pay but he wanted the money. A copper penny could get his mother a special birthday present and he had seen a set of dark wooden hair combs which would look pretty in his mother’s curly brown locks.
 
   “Hmmm…. Not too interested in the penny, huh? Well, I’ll tell you what. Remember that large pile of horse manure you collected from mucking the stalls? I can give you that instead. Those piles may not smell too nice but I hear they can be awfully comfortable to sleep on.” The threat was not lost behind his large smile.
 
   Erik recoiled in horror but gave the big man a smile and said the only polite thing he could, “The penny sounds great. What do I have to do?”
 
   “We have two very special visitors in here tonight, which are part of a prestigious and well-known organization. You may have heard of them, The King’s Cavaliers.” Malgar paused waiting for acknowledgement of his crude joke. Everyone knew about the King’s Cavaliers. 
 
   “You need to tend to their horses, and give them the good feed. You know where the good feed is, right, boy? When the farmer gets here help him get that large pile of horse crap into his wagon. You do that and I may consider that crap to have been yours all along and the penny he pays for it will rightly belong to you.” Malgar finished, his attention being drawn away by a man beating one of the serving maids.
 
   Malgar’s meaty hand grabbed a metal tankard on his way to the patron. He slammed the sloshing mug into the back of the man’s head. The patron went sprawling onto the floor but Malgar did not end the fight there.
 
   “You’re a big guy, huh?” Malgar screamed. The man made a half-hearted attempt to get up. “You like to pick on people who are weaker than you? Well, unfortunately for you, so do I.”
 
   Malgar picked up the patron by his hair and slammed the man’s mouth into the corner of a heavy table hard enough to shift it the span of two hands. Teeth flew and blood sprayed while the man collapsed onto the ground.
 
   “Erik, be a good boy on your way out and take out the trash,” Malgar yelled as he stepped over the mass on the ground to see to another table.
 
   Erik dragged the moaning, half-conscious body out of the bar and lay the man down on the side of the tavern next to the street. He hoped nobody ran the man over before morning. When night crept over the city Erik tended to avoid going outside. The townsfolk called this area the ‘Skirven’s Ward.’ Erik knew the type of people who tarried at night here. Rumors had this as a place where a man would sooner kill you than look at you, probably because there was more profit in it. He had never witnessed a killing but he felt the after effects of a few. Erik calmed himself with the knowledge of not ever seeing a dead body.
 
   Walking around to the side of the tavern toward the stables he found the farmer already waiting. The tall, skinny man wore brown woolens patched with thick scuffed leather at the knees. He sat on his horse-drawn cart, already full with a pungent pile of refuse, chewing on a long piece of straw. The farmer fidgeted uncomfortably sitting in the dark in this part of the city. When Erik approached the farmer hopped down off the wagon and walked the horse and buggy behind him, extending a hand caked in his day of work.
 
   “Nice evening,” Erik said grasping the man’s outstretched hand.
 
   “It’s okay, I suppose,” the farmer replied. “I wish it would rain at night a bit more.”
 
   “It’s not too fun to shovel in the rain though,” Erik said handing the farmer a shovel on their way to the stable.
 
   “That’s true. Say, I’ve seen you around this place. Are you Malgar’s boy? Funny, I didn’t know Malgar had any children.”
 
   “He doesn’t. My mother works here.”
 
   “Oh,”
 
   They loaded the manure pile in silence. An occasional grunt punched through the stillness to alleviate the tension of the muscles and mood. When they finished, the farmer paid Erik the penny and headed off into the darkness.
 
   Erik went into the stables, put the shovels away, and began flipping the coin into the air. The fresh red copper caught the moonbeams on its edges as it spun in the air. A bad flip caught the edge of the coin on Erik’s thumb and his treasure went rolling into the stall occupied by the stranger’s horse. Erik crept in looking down into the bedding for his lost treasure. A red sliver of the coin’s edge glistened next to the stallion’s left hind hoof. The horse turned its head questioningly toward him. A white streak on the horse’s nose glowed in the moonlight that shone through the stable windows. Erik rested his hand on the horse’s rump with caution. A kick in the face would put him down for the night in the worst way possible. With his hand and manner reassuring the horse Erik stooped down to sweep up his penny. On his way up the horse’s brand caught his eye. The oddity of the marking lingered in his eyes, and he traced it with his fingers. Erik could not identify any of the regular brands of ownership. A crude tree scarred the horse on most of its left flank. At the farthest end he guessed the circular object to be a sun with its rays falling toward the tree and nowhere else. Erik had ever seen a brand so large, cruel for the amount of space it consumed. He moved on toward the back of the stables, his duty to care for the Cavaliers’ horses on his mind.
 
   Two horses quartered together in the largest stall at the back. These horses were bigger than any horses Erik had ever seen. Long, powerful legs rippling with muscles supported the mass of their bodies. Their length seemed shorter than horses of this size seemed to need, causing the horses to appear even taller. One inched closer to Erik, jet black, with the moonlight reflecting silver on all its curves and musculature. A white snip decorated the nose. The other, a little smaller than his massive brother, but his brown coat, sandy mane and tail, and black stockings made him a colorful juxtaposition.
 
   Erik had heard stories of the King’s Cavaliers. The best stories the bards told had Cavaliers involved in them. The Cavaliers fought like giants on horseback and two could ride down whole armies like reapers in the field. The stories always placed them in pairs. If a foe unhorsed a Cavalier he would die trying to defend his vanquished mount making the offending legions weep in blood. Their horses had as many stories told of them in their own right. It seemed like figures from the tales stood in front of him now. Looking at them most of the stories had the ring of truth to them.
 
   His mind still fresh from pondering about the strange brand Erik looked to see what brand the Cavalier’s used. Erik studied the horses for branding in the usual areas. None of the points on the shoulder or rump had a mark resembling a brand. He would probably find something during the rubdowns. The horses nickered and danced as Erik approached. Erik understood. Strangers made him nervous as well.
 
   He had a way with horses. While he did not quite have a groomsman’s skill his capabilities in the stable were adequate. He didn’t mind the smell and he enjoyed the honest work and the company of the horses. He hoped to learn as a master groom, under hire from a lord or a lady. If he worked hard, and met the right people, the prospects existed. The work paid well enough and the labor helped clear his head of random annoying thoughts which sometimes crept up on him.
 
   With patience and care he calmed the horses down enough to put two large feed buckets on the ground under their noses. He went to work on the horses’ watering trough. Green and black sludge clung to its sides. The water filled for the horses when the Cavaliers first arrived had picked up a glistening film. This would not do for such horses. 
 
   Erik turned the trough over, emptying the contents outside the stall, careful not to soak the bedding. Retrieving a dry wire brush from the wall he scrubbed vigorously removing every speck of scum from the sides. He poured his first bucket of fresh water around the sides and drained the trough again to inspect his work. With a feeling of accomplishment he filled the trough, put away the wire brush, and grabbed a grooming brush.
 
   The black horse pulled his head from his refreshing absorption and stared right at Erik. He could have sworn it gave him a humorous, mocking wink. He decided to play along. It would help to have someone to talk to while he worked.
 
   “I may have gone a little overboard with the watering trough but it’s not often we get the courtesy of guests such as you in this tavern.” Erik told the stallion, his brush moving back and forth pushing away the day’s grime and sweat. “Besides, I really have nothing better to do, and it’s not like anyone in there is worth doing anything for anyway.”
 
   The stallion’s hind foot came down on Erik’s. Not the full weight of the horse but enough to pin it to the ground and cause a great amount of pain.
 
   “Except the Cavaliers, of course, but they’re probably not too interested in talking with a stable hand,” Erik amended. Suddenly, the weight and pain left. Erik laughed a good long time. He did not do that often, but being alone he allowed himself the luxury. The conversation continued throughout the grooming. Erik laughed every time it seemed the horses had a response of some kind to any of his statements. Every burr and miniscule twig the horses had picked up on their journeys he removed with great care. He checked the hooves and shoes to make sure the owners would be aware of any preventable dilemmas. Finally he stepped back, examining the product of his efforts. He beamed at the work he had done and thought these horses had received the best care he knew how to give.
 
   He looked out of the stall toward the moon. Three hours had passed since he first headed out of the tavern. His work no longer consumed his mind and body and he yawned. While walking out of the stable he looked at the stall holding the stranger’s gray horse. The owner must have retrieved his horse silently in the middle of Erik’s work. Erik could now tell his mother about these two amazing horses and bid her good night. He also looked forward to sleeping in his own bed.
 
   The instant Erik stepped into the tavern he craned his neck around to see if he could spot the legendary Cavaliers. Two men sat in the corner table with large tankards of ale in their hands. They would have stood out among the throng of the usual customers even if they did not wear the gold cloaks and brilliant red over shirts of the Cavaliers. A large monstrosity of a man with long brown hair and a clean-shaven face held a mug dwarfed by an oversized fist which he held precociously. He talked with a great deal of animation to his companion and each time he appeared to make a point brown fluid would spill as he jabbed it into the empty air. Remarkably, not a single drop fell onto the attire of the two men. The other man listened but kept his eyes on the area around him, soaking in every detail. His black curly hair would swing with each bob of his head but it always appeared each curl wanted to place itself to frame his face in the most appealing way. Grooming his small goatee with a well-manicured hand his eyes came around to look at Erik.
 
   With an inconspicuous nod he nudged his giant friend and exchanged a few words. With this, the full attention of the two men fell on Erik. He did not like this. He felt trapped in this large room. He needed to run. He must have done something wrong to have people such as these pay attention to him. Both men smiled at Erik. The large man gave him a wink, lifted his mug in a toast, and started to laugh. Erik smiled and, with a nervous wave, bolted toward the backrooms.
 
   Gracie blocked the way into the hall. A few years older than Erik she had begun working and living in the tavern last summer. Erik always felt awkward looking down into her face. His eyes never seemed to want to stay where they should and he always seemed to have a good view down her bodice. She noticed and, instead of admonishing his actions, she would put him into situations that would further embarrass him.
 
   Gracie once asked if he would mind holding a chair stable so she could reach the top shelf of the pantry in the kitchen. Not thinking he could reach the top shelf with ease he obliged and steadied her chair. Gracie’s accidents always happened at the most inconvenient times, so of course she lost her balance. Erik moved to catch her but the additional weight jarred him. Grabbing her, they both spun to the floor. Gracie, now below Erik, had her legs wrapped around Erik’s waist and her skirts bunched uncomfortably between them. Erik’s face was planted right in the valley of her breasts. When Erik managed to recover enough to pull his head out of his cozy resting place, he saw his mother looking straight at him with a look of absolute fury. She surprised him when he did not receive the tongue thrashing he expected but Gracie did not say a word to him for the good part of a month.
 
   “Where you off to in such a hurry, big guy?” she asked. Snapping his attention to the present Erik fought to maintain his composure. He could feel the heat trying to crawl up his neck while he cleared his throat.
 
   “I am just going back to see if mother needs anything before I go down for the night.” Erik replied.
 
   “Aw, what a good boy you are. You know she’s a big girl and can take care of herself for a little while longer. Besides I think she is still with her date. I thought you could do some things for me while I take a little break.” She said with a coy smile, thrusting out her bosom.
 
   The heat he had been fighting off from his neck burst through and raced into his face. Looking at the Cavaliers didn’t help. Both men still looked at him and the giant burst out laughing. They could see this game and enjoyed the entertainment.
 
   “Uh, no thanks, Gracie.” Erik said. His mother harped on him about the dangers of living and working in such an atmosphere. While she did what she had to do she did not approve, like, or condone what the establishment did. She tried her best to shield Erik from the more unsavory episodes. What she could not shield from him she made sure he understood such actions were not the life she wanted for him. Erik tried his best to keep his mother’s approval. This situation led to an abundance of knowledge but a complete lack of experience with the more adult aspects of the tavern’s business. Right now, however, Erik had to get away from the two men who gave him an inordinate amount of attention.
 
   Why did he feel so oafish? Erik dealt with customers before but never legendary, deadly and ferocious customers. He ran down the long hallway and came to the room he and his mother shared. He turned the knob at the same time he flung himself into the door. Everything went wrong. Instead of dashing into the safety of the room, his hand slipped on the locked door and he ran full force into it with a resounding thud. All the air rushed out of his lungs as he collapsed to the ground. With great effort Erik got to his feet and fiddled around in his pockets for the key.
 
   “Mom? You in there?” he croaked out as best he could. He did not want to walk in at an awkward moment as had happened before. 
 
   No answer came. He worked the key into the lock making as much noise as possible. He jiggled the loose handle a few times for good measure and slowly opened the door. The lamp’s fire still burned and the window had been opened but the blood paralyzed Erik. The odor filled his nose at the same time his eyes took in the scene. Blood covered everything. The ceiling dripped in places, and little streams of blood ran down the walls into large thick clotting pools on the floor. His mother lay on her bed, swimming in a crimson pond. The gash in her belly allowed her entrails to spread below her waist and onto the floor. A necklace of irregularly spaced, large, purple bruises ran around her neck. Her pale blue face accentuated her large purple lips. Erik would never forget his mother’s eyes. Her lifeless eyes still had terror trapped inside, like a prisoner in a glass box begging for freedom.
 
   Erik screamed. A high-piercing sound escaped his throat and the sound echoed in his ears. After what seemed like eons he could make out Malgar’s large round body rumbling down the hallway, followed by others.
 
   “What’s the matter, boy?” Malgar shouted as he shook Erik trying to bring him out of the chaotic vortex of his mind.
 
   Erik pointed into the room, his hands trembling. The door had closed to a crack. Malgar let Erik go and pushed the door open to reveal the gory scene. With Malgar’s large hands gone Erik turned around and retched all over himself.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The wood supporting his mother’s lifeless body crackled and popped as the fire consumed it. Many people called her names, most of them not good; whore and wench highlighted the milder terms. Erik preferred, Maria and Mom. She had worked hard at being the best mother she thought she could be. He wished he had been able to tell her how happy he made her.
 
   The townsfolk thought the funeral exceeded the lowly woman’s station. Erik knew there should have been much more. She worked her entire life for his benefit alone. She had made much more difficult decisions on a daily basis for him than most of the proper people in town would make in a lifetime. Erik knew his existence put her in danger but she never blamed him for it. She had always told him about the blessing she received when she had him.
 
   Erik stood next to Malgar, watching his mother’s remains turn to ash. Whoever had taken care of her body after Erik had found her had done a remarkable job. She lay as radiant today as the last morning Erik spent with her. Only once, and briefly, did Erik ponder how much this skill must have cost. 
 
   “Do you want to stay until the embers die?” Malgar asked with a sigh.
 
   Time passed without an answer. The knot in his throat would not allow an answer. Erik could no longer look at the fire burning in front of him. His eyes turned toward the blue sky for whatever comfort it would give. The sky opened to nothing, an emptiness which matched his heart. Erik turned away and started walking down the hill toward the city.
 
   “What do you want done with her ashes?” Malgar asked as he hurried to catch up.
 
   “I don’t know. What’s customary?” Erik said, his voice returning to him.
 
   “Well, some people prefer to keep them.”
 
   Erik stopped walking and pondered. “No. That would just keep the hurt with me, not her.”
 
   Malgar nodded. “I think you’re right. I always thought it was kind of a morbid thing to do myself but I guess it helps some people.” Malgar shifted his weight a few times and rubbed his chin. He would start a word only to cut it off mid-syllable with a look of frustration. With a look of surrender he said, “You know, some people go to a place their loved one liked or a place that had a special meaning in their lives together and cast the ashes across them.”
 
   Erik thought of all the places he remembered going to with his mother. He liked the idea better.
 
   “Mom liked the trees.” Erik saw Malgar’s face brighten when he broke the silence. “Every once in a while, when times were not so tough and the sky was blue, like today, she would take me to the woods outside the west gate of the city. I always thought it was an awful long walk. She would take me out there and we would have lunch under a tree right next to a clearing. Sometimes she would sing, even though she knew she wasn’t good at it. I am going to miss that. Her singing always gave me some comfort. You know it is not all that much of a walk, now that I think about it.”
 
   Erik turned around to watch the black smoke rise into the sky. Erik tried to imagine his mother’s spirit lifting upward with the billows. He saw the smoke rise to the empty sky but there was nothing he could use to fool himself into feeling better. The tears came again and he could not stop them. Malgar held out his hands and Erik fell into the cavity of his embrace. His arms wrapped around him strong and tight. 
 
   “I tried to warn her,” Malgar said in a choking voice. “I told her any man who would pay that much for a woman was looking for trouble. They figure anybody who might care would look the other way.” Malgar paused trying to compose himself. “She reassured me, and told me this may be the last time she would have to do this, and everything would be all right. I shouldn’t have listened but the money got to me, too.”
 
   For the first time in Erik’s life he sensed pain in Malgar’s voice. Always a rock in the direst of times, the man looked beaten. Erik realized how much his mother had meant to him, not as a serving maid, but also as a friend. He and Malgar stood there holding each other for a long time crying into each other’s shoulders.
 
   “I have something for you, boy.” Malgar let go of the embrace looking around as if to say ‘This hug never happened.’ He led Erik into town and into the tavern now filled with many horrible memories. Malgar walked into the back to his personal room and came back with two pouches, one in either hand. He gave the larger pouch to Erik first. “This is your money now, Erik. There are eight gold, sixteen silver pieces, and a smattering of copper. The gold came from your mother’s last night of work. There were ten pieces but I had to use two to get the funeral I thought she deserved.”
 
   Erik opened the pouch and stared inside. More money sparkled at him in one bag than Erik had seen in his entire life. He tied the pouch closed and moved it to the side of the table to see the other pouch Malgar still held.
 
   “Your mother received this as payment the first night she…well, you know. She wanted to save it for your wedding day. You could sell it and maybe get out of this hell hole with your beautiful new bride.” He handed Erik the smaller pouch.
 
   Erik worked the small tie strings loose and shook the contents into his hand. A small cloth-wrapped bundle fell into his open palm. He laid the tiny package on the table and began to open it gingerly. In the middle of a fold in the cloth lay a cut, marble-sized ruby. Erik could not believe it. He gently removed the stone from the cloth and peered at it. It would have been priceless except for the one flaw. Starting at the top center of the gem and running down one side a black scraggly line marred the beauty of the stone. The imperfection prevented the light from refracting through, drawing further attention to the corundum’s deformity.
 
   “I tried to tell her it wasn’t worth much. She insisted on keeping it anyway. I only had to wonder why for a few weeks until her tummy started show your impending arrival.” Malgar said looking off into the distance.
 
   Erik stared amazed at his sudden wealth. It had come at too high a cost and the look of it all sickened him.
 
   “I know what you are thinking but this is good money. That is enough to start a life worth living, if used wisely. Your mother would have wanted it this way. It is what her whole life was about. Use it.”
 
   Erik thought about it. He had always imagined a simple life for himself. A place where he could build a future and get his mother away from the life she had. Now he could only think of one thing he wanted and this money would go a long way to achieve his goals. Malgar and his mother had yearned for a quiet life for Erik, away from this miserable place. 
 
   Erik, however, wanted revenge.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   The Man and the Dog He Rode in on
 
    
 
   “It’s just like I told the guy. You want me to show you how to put a smile on a woman’s face, just need to listen to me.” 
 
   The whore just wouldn’t shut up. Uriss already got what he wanted from her, but still she screeched out worthless spill like a cat in heat. The creep on the horse paid him too much for him to put up with this. Who would have thought traveling through a small town like Olumar would drop a deal like this? What was it the guy said? Head up the road, and make a right at the fork. The path lead to the house of the local blacksmith. Anything there was his along with the handsome amount of gold he was already given. All he had to do was take care of any complications, and clean the site up if anything looked askew. Uris didn’t care for the man, but it’s not like he would pass up any opportunity for getting ahead.  
 
   “So anyway, I told the man. Do you know what I told him? I told him he needed to-.” Uriss’s hand smashed into the woman’s throat. He squeezed, feeling her flesh crunch beneath his grip. She squirmed. They all squirmed. Even if he let go now, her windpipe was crushed to the point where she would not survive. He forced his hand to squeeze harder just to make sure. It was a merciful death now. 
 
   He pulled his trousers up and headed out the door of the work shed.  Copper whores weren’t much to look at, but they did not care where they got the job done. He wasn’t much to look at either, so it’s not like he was slumming.
 
   Where was he? In the alley behind some two bit inn, he supposed. It’s not like the local authorities would care about the strumpet, but getting out of town would be best all things considered. 
 
   He walked out into the main street and stopped, the smile couldn’t be contained. “What are you supposed to be?”
 
   The old midget rode the brute of a dog like a horse.  The little clown’s legs dangled down the pooch’s side like sausages in a butcher’s windows. 
 
   “I am simply trying to get to a room to get some sleep, you buffoon.” The dwarf snapped.
 
   “Who you calling a buffoon?” Uriss cocked his hand back getting ready to put the little fella down for the night. A courtesy if you will.
 
   The little man’s hands waved in the air. “Why are you coming out of that alley?”
 
   “I just killed a wench, and need to get out of town without being seen. Good thing I got another job.” Why had he said that? Now the dwarf needed to die as well. A killing spree would get the law on him fast as crisp bacon into a fat boy’s tummy. Odd, Uriss wanted to move, but he stood pat. 
 
   “Well, I guess we can’t help the wench, and I don’t need to perk the ears of any authorities on me. Is there going to be any more killing at the job you’re going to?” The little man said, his dog panting a noxious cloud of breath around him.
 
   “I dunno. There could be. I am supposed to clean an area of anything that could lead curious minds to ask questions.” Again, why is he answering this little munchkin of a creep?
 
   The midget’s hands waved again, this time more intricately. “You don’t want to kill anyone at that site. If anyone there is alive, you will figure out a way to take of the problem without any one dying. Is that clear?”
 
   “Uh….sure.” He didn’t really feel like killing anymore tonight anyways.
 
   Uriss turned and left the curious little man on the big dog. What a strange conversation. He got to his wagon and headed down to the fork in the road, and took it up to the local smithy’s residence. Pulling to the side, he fell asleep. No use getting there in the middle of the night. He needed to be able to see whatever he needed to clean up. 
 
   He pulled into the clearing when the sun broke through the trees. Whoever did this mess was thorough. The embers still burned on the frames of the residence and the smithy. What had that bastard meant by anything here would be his? There was nothing left but ash and ruin. He prodded his horse to make a round of the clearing just in case, his wagon creaking behind. 
 
   What was this? A bonnie little lass, dead on the ground with a paper clutched in her hand. Uriss presumed her father and brother were the two swinging from the tree. He pulled the paper from the girls hand and read the decree. Well, that pretty much took care of everything didn’t it. 
 
   Uriss spiked the parchment onto the trunk of the tree where the poor fools hung, and inspected the little waif. Not dead after all, but whoever did this damn near killed her.
 
    No killing for him today either, besides now he could make even more of a profit with this little poppet. Uriss slung her into the back of his wagon and rode back out to the road.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Friends
 
    
 
   Erik spent a great deal of time in the market district during the morning, expecting this would be his last day in Armeston. The path he followed may return him here, but he suspected only for temporary stops. He thought he outfitted himself well. He even splurged and got himself a pretty, double-edged knife in a dark leather sheath which strapped onto his belt. He felt satisfied considering he spent a few silver for the lot.
 
   He headed out of the market and to The Brimming Mug when something caught his eye. On a table stand outside a merchant shop sat two small hair combs carved out of a rich dark wood. Carved flowers decorated the edge with a crafters art and the center held a small dove, its head bent around and tucked underneath one upturned wing. Today was his mother’s birthday. On a whim he went ahead and paid the merchant the three pieces of silver asked for the set. He bundled his precious treasure and cradled it into his backpack. It somehow made the hole he felt in his heart not as deep. He thought it odd considering his statement to Malgar concerning his mother’s ashes. Why would a memento reminding him of his mother make him feel better when her physical remains would not? 
 
   He was wandering through town pondering his philosophical problem when he heard a scuffle taking place in a back alley. Four teenaged youths about his age were laughing and kicking a large man who was trying to crawl away on all fours. This was not an unusual sight around here but the size of the man was surprising. The gangs usually picked on smaller, more defenseless targets.
 
   The unfairness of the world and his hatred for it swelled inside him. He did not know these boys but he knew their type. It was easy for them to pick on a man who either would not or could not fight back. A little threat of bodily harm would stop them. 
 
   Erik looked at the small knife he had purchased, hanging from his belt. It would give him a little advantage but since he did not know how to use it in a fight it would not be much of one. He looked around the opening of the alley. Against one wall was a pile of debris. Digging through the pile he found a large wooden crate opened at one end. He grabbed a plank on the wooden box and ripped it loose. He looked at his crude weapon to bolster his confidence. The board was three feet long with four rusty twisted nails protruding out of one end. The other end was in splinters where Erik had snapped the board away from its fasteners on the crate. This would do fine. 
 
   Erik stepped into the alley. The boys were still kicking the man with abandon, ignoring his pleas. Erik cleared his throat in preparation.
 
   “I would suggest you guys stop,” Erik said, but as he spoke his words lost confidence and the ending of his threat trailed into the air. 
 
   “Hey, look here, guys. A hero sent to rescue us this morning from our boredom.” the largest of the four said looking Erik up and down. Erik felt his confidence slip as he became the center of attention. 
 
   “You think he has any money for us?” one of the others said.
 
   “Only one way to find out for sure.” replied the leader.
 
   They all stopped kicking the defenseless man and advanced on Erik like wolves. Erik straightened and grabbed the board with more confidence. “You may outnumber me but with this,” Erik said, nodding to his board, “at least one of you will go down with me. These nails look painful. Have you ever had three inches of rusted metal punched into your side or, even better, your head? You may not survive that.” 
 
   The four ruffians stopped. Looking much less confident. The three smaller young men looked at the large one for reassurance. Those questioning glances spoke volumes for Erik. He knew they were wondering which one of them would take the hit from his wicked looking club. The first one into range would take those spikes into whatever part of the body presented itself and it did not look like it would end there. Erik may not be muscular but he was still tall and his lanky frame held the club with a purpose. 
 
   “Aw, you’re not worth it anyways. From the looks of you you probably don’t even have half a copper on you! Come on let’s get out of here, but I wouldn’t walk into any more alleys `round here if I was you!” They turned and ran off whooping and laughing as if nothing at all had happened. 
 
   Erik bent to help the beaten man to his feet. He was large, not as tall as Erik, but twice his width and dressed in rags and furs. Erik wondered again how such a craven group could pick on someone like this. His coarse dark hair was wild on one side and matted with blood on the other. One of the man’s eyes swelled shut and his stunted bloody nose were obvious signs of the recent beating. A large protruding brow was covering his dark eyes in a perpetual shadow and a large under bite with a snaggletooth combined to give him a primitive appearance. A scar ran down his high, chipped and uneven cheekbones, splitting the hair on his left brow,but it left his eye unmarked. Old scars giving proof of the beatings this man had taken in his life.
 
   “Thank you, sir. Lawt is grateful,” he said in a slow deliberate slur, not one hindered by drunkenness but by difficulty in forming words with his pronounced mandible.
 
   “Not a problem. It looked like you could have used a hand.”
 
   The man stood there looking at Erik with a dumb look on his face, apparently not knowing what to say next.
 
   “So, Lawt, that’s your name, right? Why would you allow these guys to do that to you? You seem to be a large man. A few swings with those paws of yours would have taken the fight right out of them.” 
 
   “Lawt could not do that, sir. Lawt might have hurt them. Lawt cannot hurt anyone.” he said with a restrained look of resentment on his face. 
 
   Erik did not know what to think about this man. He obviously did not have the slightest bit of survival instinct and was not too bright, but his demeanor was too much like a lost puppy to keep Erik from not liking him. At an impasse Erik blurted out, “You want some hot food? I can take you to a place that has food where we can sit and talk a bit.”
 
   “Yes, please, sir. That would be nice,” Lawt said walking next to Erik out of the alley with a pronounced limp.
 
   “So, what brings you to the fair city of Armeston. I take it you are not from around here.”
 
   “Lawt got here three days ago, sir. The city is not a nice place to Lawt. No one talks to Lawt but Lawt found a pretty thing and Lawt hoped someone would pay money for it. Will you buy my pretty thing?” Lawt said holding a white crystal. Two pyramids fused together at their bases about the size of the last digit of Erik’s thumb sparkled in the man’s hand.
 
   “Sorry, I don’t know anything about crystals or jewels and don’t really need one anyways. Besides I would not know what would be fair to offer you but I know where a few merchants are who may be interested.”
 
   “Oh no, sir. Lawt has already asked many merchants. They yell and throw things at Lawt. Sometimes they say Lawt steals things and try to take my pretty thing away.” Lawt said.
 
   “Well it can’t hurt to try again. If I go with you they may not try that again,” Erik offered.
 
   “Okay. If you are with Lawt, sir, Lawt will try.”
 
   “Well let’s get out of here then.”
 
   Erik knew of two jewelers in Armeston and he headed for the one farthest away from them first. Whatever the first one said Erik would want corroborated by the other, and by putting the second one into the return trip back to the tavern made it easier to do.
 
   When they arrived it was not the welcome Erik expected. The jeweler’s face turned purple red. “What are you doing here, boy? And you!” He said pointing at Lawt. “I have already thrown this despicable creature out of my establishment once this morning.”
 
   “We just came to get an appraisal is all, good sir. Would you be so kinds as to—” but Erik could not finish what he was saying before he was interrupted.
 
   “I am too busy a man to have my time wasted by you two. I don’t want you in here pawing my wares and stealing my merchandise. Out the both of you.” the merchant’s yell reached a shriek. He went far enough to grab a small hammer and hurled it at Lawt.
 
   They retreated to the safety of the open street. “Well, that was very rude,” Erik grumbled.
 
   “Lawt expects such treatment.” 
 
   The next jeweler was worse than the first. When Erik set foot in the door with Lawt in tow the owner charged at them. “Out! Out! You miserable gorak! I will call for the constables! Help I am being robbed!” the merchant yelled into the street.
 
   Erik panicked. He and Lawt ran a good ways down the street before stopping and looking to make sure they were not being followed. “Well, that didn’t go at all like I had planned. Where did you get that thing at, anyway?” Erik did not want to come right out and ask if his newfound friend had indeed stolen it.
 
   “Lawt found it next to his cave in the wood. Its sparkles caught Lawt’s eyes.” Lawt said.
 
   “Well, I promised you some food. Let’s see about that shall we.”
 
   Erik was now hungry himself. The trek through the city to meet both jewelers had eaten up a good hour in the day and it was way past his usual time for an afternoon lunch. Pushing and shoving one’s way through a crowded street always worked up an appetite for him and a nice bit of soup and warm bread awaited him.
 
   He turned toward the street, which would lead him to The Brimming Mug, when his arm was grabbed from behind and he was spun into an unobtrusive alley. Farther down the alley Erik saw the four ruffians he had encountered earlier in the day. Closing behind him and Lawt were four other young men about the same age and apparent character. Erik’s mind raced, contemplating anyway to get out of the situation while the youths forced them further from view off the main street. The situation did not look good.
 
   “Didn’t I warn you about coming into any of my alleys just this morning?” the large one asked. 
 
   “Yes. Yes, you did, but my friend and I were having an argument on what smelled worse, you or a threeweek dead fish and we had to have a refresher to confirm what we decided. Congratulations, you won!” Erik said with a small trace of a smile. This was definitely not the way to avoid getting a broken nose.
 
   Erik did not have a chance to prepare himself for the hit that sent him to the pavement because it came from behind him. He tried to tense himself for the fury of blows and kicks which followed. After the first few dozen hits he realized it hurt as bad with his muscles tensed as relaxed. He tensed to protect himself just in case. 
 
   “No! Not Lawt’s friend!” Lawt screamed. Erik could not see where Lawt was.
 
   Bodies rolled everywhere through Erik’s peripheral vision and screams of pain and outrage rang through the air. The abuse stopped and Erik rolled over onto his side feeling waves of pain shoot though him. He saw four of the ruffians sprawled on the ground through the alley. Lawt smashed another one’s face into the ground with anger flashing through his eyes. Two men had engaged the other three punks. Erik recognized them. The Cavaliers from the tavern had put themselves into the melee. The large brute of a man had two on either side and the smaller one stalked the last ruffian, a cat playing with a mouse. 
 
   The two hoodlums rushed the big one hoping one of them would land a good blow. With a quickness belying his size he spun on one foot his other kicking backward, heel into the air. His boot caught the one on the left under the chin, while a fist crashed down into the other punk’s nose. While both men fell his spin carried him through, his leg careening over his head. The other fist came around catching the one he kicked in the gut. His downward swing with his leg caught the groin of the other. 
 
   The smaller Cavalier was less showy but just as quick. He circled his prey with grace and his hands wove an intricate pattern in the air. His left hand feinted causing the ruffian to dodge to his right. The Cavalier’s right hand shot out to intercept. The impact of the ruffian’s own momentum into the oncoming fist reverberated off the alley walls. His head hit the pavement with a hard thud.
 
   Lawt was still screaming and slamming his opponent’s head into the pavement. A pool of blood was beginning to form underneath them. A large gentle hand laid itself on Lawt’s shoulder. “It’s tall right, the fight is over. You can rest now, good sir.” 
 
   Lawt looked up, tears running down his face. “Lawt’s sorry. Lawt just didn’t want… He was the first one to treat Lawt like…like a friend. Lawt didn’t want him to be hurt.” 
 
   The smaller Cavalier inspected the one Lawt had pummeled. “We have a problem, Gavin.”
 
   “What’s that, Istan?” the larger one asked.
 
   “This one is dead.” Istan pointed to the one that lay below Lawt. “By ourselves we would be fine, even the boy would be let off with our good word, but the gorak? He will be swinging from the gallows before the sunset. We have to get them out of town.”
 
   “But we haven’t finished yet. How do we know he can do it?” Gavin said.
 
   “Know I can do what?” Erik asked.
 
                 “After what has transpired here today, I think we can trust he will,” Istan replied.
 
   The two men led Erik and Lawt out onto the street where Erik recognized the two magnificent horses he had cared for. Gavin grabbed Lawt by the forearm and led him to the large black charger, leaving Erik with Istan. Erik mounted the brown horse behind Istan and grabbed hold. It seemed Erik was leaving Armeston differently than he had planned.
 
   Outside the city the two warriors set their horses to a quick ground-eating trot. They rode in a moody silence down the road cutting through the hilly woods surrounding the city. By the time they stopped for the evening Armeston was a good ten leagues behind them. The silence had given Erik a chance to ponder the events that transpired earlier. Erik saw their morning engagement in a new light. Lawt had taken a beating not because he lacked a survival instinct, but because he had one. If Lawt had turned his strength against any of the young men and had hurt any of them the town would have killed him because he was different. A new respect for his companion filled Erik but the title of gorak bothered him. Erik had thought the jeweler’s statement was just an insult but Istan calling him a gorak was something different. 
 
   The supper they had was a filling, but bland porridge. Putting bits of dried meat in flour tack was a pathetic attempt for flavor. Erik did not care. He was ravenous. After everyone had eaten their fill Erik broke the silence. “What is a gorak, and why does everyone seem to hate them? I always thought they were a bedtime story used to frighten children into minding their parents but Lawt doesn’t seem horrible at all.”
 
   “He’s not,” Gavin said. “Are you?” He asked Lawt as if he was not sure and wanted reassurance. Lawt looked at him stunned, not knowing what to say. A small smile began to creep into Gavin’s face. Lawt stared at him a brief moment, then understanding the joke himself, guffawed in approval.
 
   “The gorak are somewhat like us but more primitive, Erik,” Istan put in. “Similar in many ways but with many differences. When the great kingdoms were forming the more civil people pushed the gorak out of the borders. Every once in a while a warrior fringe or tribe tries to push back and establish their own territory. Judging from the look of him, our friend Lawt here is a half-breed, probably an outcome of such skirmishes. It is not unknown for a gorak warrior to rape a village woman while they burn the houses or steal livestock. They are very strong, very savage, and a fierce enemy, but they are smaller in number and less advanced in warfare so they can be controlled. In some parts of the world goraks are used as slaves and valued property because they are much stronger than we are. Now that we are talking though, I would like to ask you a question, if that is okay?” Istan said, waiting for Erik’s approval, which was quickly given. “What do you have planned for the rest of your life?” 
 
   Rage flooded into him. The grief was still raw and it fueled the hatred in his words. “You were there the night my mother was killed! I am going to find that man. I am going to find him and make him pay!”
 
   “Hmmm…interesting. You know, when you find him you will need more than a piece of wood with some nails in it for such a grand scheme,” Gavin said, smiling.
 
   “That’s true, Erik,” Istan added. “We did try to find him for you but he evaded us. Anyone that can do that is a little out of your league I am afraid.”
 
   “I don’t care. You know the stories. With justice on my side I can’t fail,” Erik screamed.
 
   “Erik, all the righteousness in the world will not help if you face this man,” Istan said. “Most of the stories you hear are exaggerations of the facts, if there is any fact in them at all. The ones that are mostly fact are about trained men who meet their doom against fierce, despicable foes. Your enemy is the most despicable I know, and you are but a boy with sorrow and grief. But I can show you the way and get you the training you need.”
 
   “You can?” Erik asked calming himself. He sensed an opportunity.
 
   “Take your knife, for example. It is a pretty thing but I am happy you decided not to use it in your earlier confrontations. It could have turned out worse. Do you know how to use it if you have to?”
 
   “No, but isn’t it fairly easy? It’s small and all the cutpurses use them.” Erik said, not remembering his hesitation in using it before. He took his knife out of its sheath and flashed it in the air like a miniature sword.
 
   “It’s not easy. You see, you wield it like a long blade. Swords have length to keep your opponents away from you. The knife is different. Your opponent is close to you. A good fighter will have you disarmed with his first feint.” Istan stood and swept the knife out of Erik’s hand.
 
   “Hey, I wasn’t ready!” Erik yelled.
 
   “The outcome would be no different.” Istan handed the knife to Erik.
 
   Erik thought about a rematch but, remembering the cavalier’s moves in the alley fight and the stories about the King’s Cavaliers, he figured the small Cavalier would be correct about the outcome.
 
   “Then how would you use it?” Erik asked.
 
   “I would not use that one for starters. It has two edges and I’m not in the habit of wearing bracers or gauntlets, but hold the knife point down.”
 
   Erik did as he was told, but he did not understand why having two edges on his blade made any difference.
 
   “Now use the motion of your arms for quick arching swings and jabs.”
 
   Using a knife this way could be easier.
 
   “But with the knife facing this way, isn’t it easier for me to be forced to stab myself?” Erik puzzled. 
 
   “It’s actually harder.” Gavin put in. “Something about body mechanics, which is way above my head. Besides, an opponent who wants to do that must first grab your forearm. With the knife placed like that, it is a quick step from attacking, to holding the blade against your arm for defense or blocking. It also explains why one does not bring a double edged knife to a fight.”
 
   Erik could see why now. With the knife held against his arm any force against the blade would cause its opposite blade to cut into his own skin, probably disarming himself.
 
   “Anything else?” Erik was hungry for more information.
 
   “Not right now. I do not want any instructor to be mad at me for teaching you my bad habits,” Istan said. “If you decide you want to go ahead with the training.”
 
   “Do you really think I can do it?”
 
   “Yes, but it is a long and arduous journey. The training alone will take years, if you survive it.”
 
   “Survive it?” Erik was not sure he wanted the training. Years of waiting to find his mother’s killer, but he knew nothing about where to begin to look for a trail, or what to do if he found it.
 
   “I won’t lie to you. You can be trained as a Roh’Darharim if you want, but some do die in the training. Death is still a kinder fate then what could await you if you fail in some of the tasks,” Istan said.
 
   “Roh’Darharim?” 
 
   “In essence a Cavalier, but it is more. In the old tongues it means ‘Protector of the People.’ In truth you are a Cavalier for the king, but in actuality you serve all kingdoms.”
 
   “Why me?” Erik asked, giving in to the decision.
 
   “We have been watching you since the night you cared for our horses. You paid good attention to them, more than was needed. After we lost the killer’s trail we went back to Armeston and watched. Why do you think we knew about the piece of wood you pulled off the crate or why we were there to help you when you needed it? It was far from chance we happened upon your fight. Our actions had a little pity in it, yes, but what is more important is now there is nothing to hold you back. You also have a good reason to persevere.”
 
   “If you were there the entire time why did I get the snot kicked out of me?” Erik asked. “You could have helped a little sooner.”
 
   “We wanted to see how you were going to handle the situation. All things considered I think you did very well. There were many times you could have run and left your friend.”
 
   Erik had to laugh holding his sore ribs. “I can feel how well I did.”
 
   “Can Lawt go, too?” Lawt interrupted.
 
   “You?” Istan said shocked. “I wouldn’t…couldn’t send you for this, Lawt. You most certainly would fail.”
 
   “Please, sir, do not leave Lawt without his friend. At least let Lawt go to aid him,” Lawt pleaded.
 
   “Certainly not!” Istan spat. “A Roh’Darharim must accomplish his testing with his class or he isn’t worthy of the title. He can’t rely on you for aid during his testing, and if you aren’t training with him you’ll only add to his burden.”
 
   “Then Lawt will follow and ask for Lawt to be admitted himself” Lawt was clearly getting desperate now.
 
   “That wouldn’t be fruitful, Lawt,” Istan said with a sigh. “You must have the recommendation of a Cavalier, and you don’t have tha”
 
   “At least… At least let Lawt ride along with you until we get there. Let Lawt spend time with his friend!” Lawt begged.
 
   “That, I suppose, I can do.”
 
   The first couple of days were boring after the excitement in Erik’s new life wore thin. The sky was clear the first few days. The forested hills leading to the western coast of the kingdom of Tredale would thin out as the party reached a hills’ apex. At these times Erik could see the beauty and glory of his homeland and be proud. This was farther than he had ever been from home. He climbed each hill to see what was hidden on the other side.
 
   On the fourth day out it began to rain and the journey became miserable. Everything was wet. His cloak was no protection after the first few hours and he became horrible company. Lawt asked him question after question. Stupid questions about things anyone with half a brain could figure out or had no real answer. It was after Lawt had asked, “How far can ships go into the ocean before they run out of water to sail on?” that Erik stopped paying attention to him. After every pause Erik inserted, “I don’t know,” until Lawt stopped pestering him. 
 
   Erik was busy ignoring Lawt’s questions on the fifth day out when Lawt grabbed Erik by the tunic and threw him on his back hard. They were walking a bit behind the Cavaliers and had strayed into a clearing off the side of the road. Erik was in the middle of getting up, a harsh word in his throat when Lawt held his finger to his mouth in a silencing motion. Lawt peered into the tall grass, crouching and motioning with his hand for Erik to stay still. His hand shot out and came back just as fast with the tail of a large brown snake in his hand. Before the snake could react, Lawt whipped the snake hard onto the ground. With a crack the creature’s skull broke. 
 
   “Is it poisonous?” Erik asked.
 
   “Yes,” Lawt said. He smiled. “But we eat good tonight.” 
 
   Erik became lost in thought as they made camp for the night. Lawt was not as stupid as Erik had originally thought. After the incident with the snake Erik studied him. Lawt knew so many things about the wild that most had become instinctive. Lawt would never pass a particular flower with purple thorns without picking a bloom. “For upset stomachs.” Lawt said. Every stream or runoff they passed Lawt filled his water skin anew. Every deer run they passed Lawt would stop talking. Erik was amazed he had not noticed it before but Lawt usually took care of these things without slowing or altering his stride. He also noticed when Lawt was not with him he was talking animatedly with Gavin or Istan. Each responded to Lawt in different ways. Lawt would point to one item or other on the road and with broad sweeping gestures come alive with excitement or inquiry. Gavin would respond with answers, a smile and laughter, while Istan parried with questions of his own. 
 
   On the sixth day out the hills became mountainous with sparser forests. Tall, thin evergreens replaced the hard-knotted oaks and elms the further up the slopes they traveled. Crossing the mountains slowed them down and days stretched into weeks. The road they had been following became a trail and that slowed them further. Erik walked beside Istan’s horse looking down at his feet. The trail they followed cut through a saddle between two hilltops on a ridge. The mist they had woken up to had thickened into a heavy sprinkle. 
 
   When they reached the cut of the saddle to cross over to the other side Erik looked into the valley below. The trail led to a gate embedded into a wall before it skirted out of sight. Istan, still on his horse, led Erik toward the gate. The ominous wooden double doors in the wall imposed its will against intruders. An arch stood off the wall suspending a bell with its pull dangling inches from the ground. Istan looked at Erik and motioned with his head toward the bell. Erik took a deep breath. After he rang the bell, his life would be on a course which would be difficult to change. The training alone would take years, distracting him from the main goal he had in his life. After the training there would be obligations and duties that would pull him even further away. Erik walked slowly toward the wooden arch.
 
   When he stood under the open arch Erik turned around to face his companions. Lawt stood off to the side, his hands balled into fists. The mist in the air had soaked Lawt’s hair and water dripped steadily down his scalp. Erik was sure tears were mixing with the water running down the man’s face. The Cavaliers were majestic mounted on their horses. Their heavy gold cloaks drifted slightly in the breeze weighed down by moisture. His mother would be excited for this new life, the knowledge and the skills offered to him. He wished she could see this moment. This is something she surely would have wanted for Erik. The ability to avenge her death would not have been a sufficient reason to accept this offer but adding a life with more prestige and honor than his mother could have wished made this an opportunity he could not dare pass up. 
 
   Erik turned towards the bell pull and grabbed hold. The damp rope itched his hands. One pull and his life would no longer be in his control. Erik now understood his life never really was. Forces in his life constantly pulled him into decisions he would not have necessarily made. This was something he could control. He could choose to do it or just turn and leave. 
 
   Erik pulled hard.
 
   The deep tone echoed off the hill and through the valley. The ringing faded into silence. Erik looked at the double doors. Nothing stirred. No birds sang. Erik gripped the rope ready to pull again. A window opened in the top of the right hand door. A bald man with a round face and a thick mustache with ends hanging below his chin appeared.
 
   “The bell of the foal has been rung. Who rings the bell of the foal?” he asked.
 
   “I, Istan Tal’Griovahi, ring the bell for the admittance of one,” Istan intoned with the same rote manner. The Cavalier was now mounted on his steed directly behind Erik. Erik had not heard a single hoof fall.
 
   “Let the one present himself for admittance.”
 
   “I, Erik of Armeston, ask for admittance, good sir.” Erik stepped forward, trying to copy the formality of the ritual.
 
   “And who is your sire?” the man asked with more reverence.
 
   “I, Istan Tal’Griovahi, sire Erik of Armeston to be trained here in The Halls of the White Charger.” Istan said.
 
   “Erik of Armeston, before your name will be written in the halls for admittance, I give you this one last chance. You may leave now and no shame will come upon thee. This is the last time such an offer will be given. If you accept and later reject what is being offered, a shame will be on thee which will mark your seed for eternity. No Cavalier will ever aid you or any of your line,” the doorman stated.
 
   “I wish to enter,” Erik stated.
 
   The doors creaked open and the doorman exited the gate arm outstretched. He grasped Erik’s forearm in a firm shake of greeting. “Welcome to the fold, young colt.” 
 
   “Wait!” Lawt yelled. The man came running wildly. “Lawt of Waeldford, asks for admittance, good sir!”
 
   “And who is your sSire, child?” the man asked.
 
   Lawt looked at Erik and turned to the gatekeeper. His head sank and his shoulders began to slouch. “Lawt…Lawt does not have…” Lawt stammered.
 
   “I will sire him,” a deep loud voice boomed.
 
   Erik, Istan and Lawt all turned to see Gavin on his black horse, a large smile across his face. “I, Gavin Tal’Kyrronus , sire Lawt of Waeldford to be trained in the Halls of the White Charger.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Brothers
 
    
 
   Erik dreaded walking outside with the clothes they forced him to wear. He now wore the orange tunic, white breeches, and brown boots which were the standard issue uniform for trainees. The bright orange color could be seen miles away in a dark forest. It was uncomfortable, tight on his shoulders and baggy around his belt. It hung low around his knees, threatening to trip him if he moved too quickly. 
 
   The issuing personnel threw equipment at the recruits as if the items carried plague. The two trainees clumsily tried to find ways to carry the equipment. Erik kept precariously perching each object on his new saddle until the pens and paper were handed to him. He did not know how to read or write and tried to refuse. While he shook his head his extra breeches started falling off one side of the saddle. When he adjusted to catch them his practice sword, his knives, and brushes fell to the floor with an embarrassing crash. Sighing, the lady giving him the writing tools briefly explained trainees were required to study letters and to use them for this purpose. Lawt had already left the room with Gavin and Istan. Erik crammed everything but the saddle into a large leather bag, which he inconveniently received last. Placing the bag on the saddle he staggered under the weight but he would have to manage. He was afraid to lose the group and did not want to be lost on his first day.
 
   There was no need to worry. Lawt stood outside waiting for him. The large man carried the saddle under one arm and carried his equipment in the large bag with the other hand. A distance away from Lawt, Istan was taking the opportunity to make his opinion known about the stunt Gavin pulled back at the gate. It was apparent Istan did not approve of Gavin’s decision to sire. 
 
   “Lawt did not mean to cause such trouble but Lawt is glad to be with his friend.” Lawt looked at Erik with a large smile.
 
   “I’m glad to have you along, too. It’s going to be a bit easier, I think, with you around.” Erik said.
 
   “Well now that you two have your equipment I suggest we get you to your bunks,” Istan said, walking up. “We still have lunch to get to. From what I hear you two are fortunate. You’re the last to fill this class’ register. Some trainees wait months for their class to fill.”
 
   Erik followed the two Cavaliers out. The four primary buildings in the training grounds formed a quadrangle around a statue of a large alabaster stallion. All paths led to this horse. The group walked directly across the yard to the three story billeting house. The sun was finally piercing through the overcast of the last couple days and Erik felt the first warming rays of direct sunlight hit his shoulders. Changing into dry clothes, no matter how ugly, and warmth after days of being wet and miserable lifted his spirits.
 
   The room they entered was adorned with two rows of beds placed directly in front of wardrobes along the sidewalls with a chimney taking the place of one of the sleeping sets on the left. A bed of coals from the morning fire still glowed red in the fireplace. A door opposite the entrance framed stairs leading to the next level. The immaculate precision did not prevent its warm atmosphere.
 
   “Hmmm. It looks to me like a class has decided that it didn’t have enough chores to do.” Gavin said looking disdainfully at the coals. 
 
   Istan led them up the stairwell and into a similar room including a fireplace and chimney on the next floor. This room’s fireplace did not even have an ash pile. “These two bunks are yours,” Istan said, pointing to the nearest two beds. “I don’t care who takes which but you have one hour until your classmates get back from field chores for lunch. Put your equipment away according to the diagram inside your wardrobe and we’ll meet you downstairs in an hour.”
 
   With a little trial and error Erik and Lawt put away their equipment and they still had time before lunch. “What do you think it will be like? The training I mean,” Erik asked his friend.
 
   “Lawt thinks it will be tough, but thinks that you will do very well.”
 
   “I hope so. You seem to be coping very easily.”
 
   “Lawt is worried about the learning. Lawt is not smart. Lawt does not think he will make it through the training if it is required he learns to read.”
 
   “You’ll do great, Lawt.” Erik was not sure about the reading and writing himself, and worried his big friend was right. “We better get going. We wouldn’t want to be late for anything around here. I get the feeling people will be looking for a reason to give us something to do.”
 
   For lunch Erik and Lawt were eating a peculiar looking stew while Gavin and Istan had bits of roast and potatoes. “All I am saying is I can’t see why we couldn’t have had the roast?” Erik looked down at his bowl.
 
   “This is the induction meal of all the new class. It would be wise for you to eat it and not complain so much in the future,” Istan said, putting down his fork and looking Erik in the eye. 
 
   The stew, while delicious, had an odd flavor and seemed to coat the tongue. It was filling and after weeks of trail food Erik devoured every scrap served to him. Lawt ate his fill just as eagerly. Erik drained his water cup in an attempt to remove the uncomfortable film of flavor to no avail. Lawt opened and closed his mouth while his tongue scraped the roof of his mouth. “Does that help?” Erik asked.
 
   “No.” 
 
   Istan smiled at the two of them “Come, you two. It’s time to meet your class and begin your training.”
 
   Erik felt himself finally giving into exhaustion. It took him a couple of steps to get some energy running through his limbs. He eagerly anticipated what lay ahead but following his sire took a major effort of will. He hoped whatever they did would be done soon. He needed a nap.
 
   Behind the quadrangle lay the heart of the complex, the stables. The stabling areas were as clean as they were immense. Three huge white buildings lay side by side with a wooden fence connecting them. This same fence extended out of the side buildings and curved around out of sight. A maze of fence work formed training pens and tracks, occupied sporadically by a horse and mount. A wooded mountain peak rose directly behind the stables with a small white house nestled halfway up the slope.
 
   Six young men in orange tunics mingled around the entrance of the central building. Off to the side leaning against the stable walls was a short, stocky man robed in the gold and crimson of the Cavaliers, chewing on a blade of grass. When the Cavalier noticed Istan and his coterie approach he spat out the blade and moved to intercept. Completely bald, his blonde eyebrows made him appear as if he had no hair at all. He moved with a purpose but his motions seemed rigid.
 
   “Rovan? Rovan Tal’Harralio? You’re the master for this group? When did you become an instructor? Maybe I should take my colt away for a month and wait for the next class to start,” Istan said with a smile, his arms already spread to intercept his friend’s embrace.
 
   “Helro and I were sent to mediate a peasant uprising against an oppressive lord,” Rovan said in a raspy, low voice, fulfilling the embrace. “Everything was going well until the White Charger suddenly called us back. When the peasants found out we were leaving them without making sure they were not hung for insurrection one of them decided to put a crossbow bolt in Helro’s back. His mount Brutal had to be put down, worse than rabid he was. The peasant who shot Helro had his head caved in so badly by Brutal his neck looked like it ended in blood pudding. It’s horrible seeing the union end that way. The horse should be the one to go first.” His voice cracked near the end. “Until they can figure out who to match with Zephyr and me the old man asked me to train.”
 
   “I’m sorry. It’s odd for the Charger to pull a pair back like that,” Istan said. His eyes shifted to the side, looking for an unknown follower.
 
   “Who are we to question the Great Horse. So this is your colt, eh? He sure doesn’t look like much. You sure he can handle it?” Rovan’s face looked as if he had eaten a mealy apple. 
 
   “He’ll do well. What do you think of the class’s outcome?”
 
   “Good lot this one.” Rovan finally smiled. “Three of them can already read. By my figures I think we may get five out of this group.”
 
   “Five! You are impressed with them. Well let’s not keep them waiting on this most important of days my friend.” The men led their small group to the gathering of lounging trainees. 
 
   “Arlif!” Rovan hollered. “He is the current herd master in training for your class,” Rovan said to Istan. Hearing his name, a blond young man jumped up and jogged over to Rovan and his new charges. “I was told during lunch, these would be last two in the class, and I wanted you to meet them, Eric of Armeston and Lawt of Waeldford.”
 
   “Nice meeting with you, Erik. We welcome you into the herd,” Arlif said with a tired smile. The man looked on the brink of exhaustion. Shorter than Erik, he was still tall. His nose hooked into a beak which thankfully drew attention away from his disturbing icy blue eyes. His smile seemed to be an immediate response, which engulfed his face, with cheeks creased in dimples giving him the look of someone who had been up all night preparing mischief. He said nothing else, turned and walked toward his waiting classmates.
 
   Rovan kicked Arlif in the back of the knee bringing the young man to the ground. Before his student could get up Rovan was on his target’s back pinning his neck to the ground with a knee. “You have a problem with one of your herd?” Rovan asked
 
   “Yes, sir! He is too primitive to understand the ways of a civil and polite society and will only hold the class behind. That savage is a monster better put down than to be raised up to the honor of Roh’Darharim,” Arlif said with as much indignation as he could muster and managed to spit. Arlif moved his hands to push himself up.
 
   “His name has been entered into the book,” Rovan shouted while stepping on Arlif’s hand. “Right now his standing bears as much weight as yours. Is that understood? That savage may one day save your worthless hide boy. I hope he remembers what you said here today if that time comes. You better hope that he doesn’t.” 
 
   Rovan stood up and ground his boot into Arlif’s hand before he walked over to the class. “And that goes for the rest of you. From now on you are all a herd. You look after each other. Without each other you will not make it through the obstacles that will be placed in front of you during this training and throughout the rest of your term as a Roh’ Darharim.” 
 
   Arlif stood slowly. He headed toward the group of students with his head down massaging his sore hand. Rovan ignored Arlif’s approach, his mind already moving onto a more important subject.
 
   “Now, today may be the day you will remember for the rest of your lives,” Rovan said positioning himself in a lecturing stance. “Today we will match you up with your mount. Your mount is your brother. As long as your mount is able to serve you will be Roh’ Darharim. If your mount is incapacitated in training you will be expelled. If he is incapacitated while you are Roh’Darharim you will be retired. We will walk into the main yard and I will place you where the free colts can find you. You will be chosen by them. Do not stray from where you are placed until you have been chosen.” 
 
   Rovan turned and walked through the central stable expecting to be followed. Row upon row of stalls filled the large building. Horses of every color and size occupied most. Orange tunics could be seen with shovels and pitchforks mucking stalls, laying bedding, feeding and watering. The smell of fresh hay mingled with the odor of old bedding forming a familiar but stronger aroma, making Erik feel at home. He had to wonder what size dung heap would be created in one day from such a setup.
 
   Rovan exited the other side of the stable into a large cleared pen. The white fence completely enclosed them. More gates than Erik could take in leading to any number of training pens and runs interrupted the fences steady pace. All of them were closed cutting off the area. Rovan paced around the ring in a large circle counting off thirty steps between pupils. When he got to a spot he wanted to place a student he simply looked up pointed at the student, then at the ground. Soon Rovan pointed to Lawt. The large man did not waste time doing as told. He seemed ready to sprint up the mountain if Rovan had pointed in there. 
 
   Erik was anxious as well. The fatigue he felt earlier was replaced with a jittery nervousness crawling in his lungs. Looking around, Erik noticed groups of people forming around the fence line. Cavaliers and trainees mingled with the servants of the school. Everybody came out to witness what was going on. This must be an important event to draw the attention of the entire camp. While his attention was focused elsewhere Erik did not notice Rovan had been pointing at him. By the time he realized it was his turn to be placed Rovan was already heading toward him, his face bright red.
 
   “For your sake I hope you have an excellent reason as to why you were busy looking off into the distance rather than paying attention to what is at hand,” he whispered in a low barely audible voice.
 
   “I’m sorry, sir! I seem to be having a tough time concentrating. I think my journey may have worn me out more than I had realized,” Erik managed to sputter.
 
   “A little spring stroll in the woods is enough to knock you out, huh? Istan was wrong about you, boy.” Rovan grunted.
 
   Erik ran to the spot designated for him, scarlet shame and fury mixed in his skin. Istan was right about him. He would make it through the training. He did not know why he could not keep his head focused on what he was doing. The importance of what was happening was obvious. The entire school had congregated here. Everyone except whoever lived in the small white house on the mountain. Smoke poured from the chimney. Wisps of smoke drew a pale gray line from the earth to the remainder of the clouds still hovering in the sky.
 
   He was doing it again. A drum beat with the rhythmic cadence of a beating heart had begun and he had not noticed when it started. A haze of smoke filled the air and he realized his throat already felt raw from it. Erik looked toward the source of the smoke. Two men were busy placing large branches covered with dry leaves on a bonfire built upwind of the congregation. The smoke smelled sweet and when Erik licked his lips to wet them he tasted sugar instead of salt. His head was spinning now. This was not exhaustion. He needed to be out of here.
 
   “Relax. Take a deep breath,” Istan’s voice whispered in his left ear. The man had silently moved behind him again. While his heart was fluttering from the start Erik wondered, not for the first time, how his sire had acquired such a skill. He was convinced Istan could sneak up on a frightened jackrabbit in an empty meadow. Erik took a deep breath as instructed. The smoke filled his lungs and made his head roll and dip but the overall feeling of anxiety soon passed.
 
   “Good. You may be wondering why you have been feeling odd. The stew you ate for lunch was drugged. The drug by itself simply makes one drowsy, a common sleeping remedy. Mixed with the smoke of leaves from a certain tree though, it helps in the first part of the union of brothers. Your mount will be your brother. He will be your friend and companion. When he has chosen you it will be as if you had been born from the same womb.”
 
   Erik looked around the open pen. Every trainee in his class had a Cavalier standing behind him. Gavin stood behind Lawt stooping down to whisper in his friend’s ear. Behind Arlif stood a man with the same noticeable hooked nose and icy blue eyes. Evidently, some Cavaliers literally sired sons to bring to The Halls of the White Charger.
 
   “Your brother will protect you,” Istan continued. “If your brother is not trained correctly great harm will befall him. It is your responsibility to train him. If you fail him he will die. Your brother will be stoned and beaten until lifeless while you look upon what your negligence wrought. If your brother is trained correctly, when you move beyond these walls, he will bolster and lift you above the feats of normal men. You will be able to draw upon each other’s strengths. You will push each other beyond what you each individually are physically capable. With you, your brother will be smarter than the horses you have come to know. Your minds will be attuned to each other’s senses. You will feel each other’s pain and sorrow. You will bask in each other’s joy and triumphs. The union makes two individuals one…” 
 
   Erik finally lost his ability to concentrate on what was going on around him. Erik’s mind was no longer in the training pen. He felt like he was running. The heartbeat of the drum pounded in his chest. The wind whipped his hair around his neck. He saw all his brothers and sisters running with him. The herd moved as a unit. Wherever the white horse led they ran. They ran with the exhilaration and freedom of those who have no cares. As the exertion caused him to sweat the cold crisp air blew in to chill his muscles. The white horse disappeared over a hill and still they followed. Over the hills they ran faster and farther than Erik ever dreamed. 
 
   Leaping over the next hill Erik was alone. He was falling now. The hill had turned into a cliff. The same accompaniment pounded in his ears. He tried to look down but his muscles would not move. The wind and the earthen wall speeding past him were enough to tell him he had already fallen a long way. He tensed himself, preparing for an impact and still continued to fall. The sensation of the fall disheartened him but caused him no pain. He had already fallen beyond the point of survival. Surprisingly, this thought calmed him but his heart still jumped into his throat. No matter how prepared and calm his mind was his body could still sense its imminent demise and it responded accordingly. The juxtaposition of this calming and excited state thrilled him unlike any experience before. The water crashed into him. It was loader than he expected and his skin rang out in stinging song. 
 
   The fluid enveloped him hungrily. His momentum carried him down well below where any light could reach. Despite the darkness the water was still warm. The heartbeat was no longer inside him, but echoed all around him and he found he could breathe. The combination of the rhythmic beat and the embrace of the warm water soothed and relaxed him. He was safe here. He was home.
 
   The heartbeat picked up its tempo. The fluid constricted around him pushing him upward. He struggled against it, the constriction strengthening around him. The warmth was now uncomfortable and he found it difficult to breathe. Something pulled on his scalp ripping out hair. Erik pushed against his captor toward the source of the pain. Whatever it was pulling on his hair seemed to want to help him. A pinprick of light appeared above him. Erik strained to reach it. With each painful tug at his scalp he pushed against his tormentor.
 
   Everything was hazy when he opened his eyes and the world came back into focus. He was lying in the training pen with Istan standing over him. The proud smile of a father painted on his face. Erik felt a painful tug on his scalp. 
 
   “Ow!” he yelped jerking his hands to his head. Erik’s hands bumped into something warm, soft and furry. Turning while he sat, Erik found himself staring into the eyes of a young, light gray colt, his darker foal coat still covered parts of his body and remained patchy around his muzzle. The colt was trying to use his hair as his own personal pasture.
 
   “Erik, I would like to introduce you to your brother, Ghost,” Istan said.
 
   Erik had never had a brother. What Istan had whispered to him before his hallucinations was correct. The closeness he felt toward the horse was unlike any other tie he had with any other being. Erik reached up and scratched his brother on his nose.
 
   “How’s Lawt doing?”
 
   “Your friend is doing well.” Istan said. “I find it amazing how the colts match themselves so well with their brothers sometimes. The only other person I could imagine his colt belonging to is Gavin.”
 
   Erik looked over at Lawt. A swarm of people surrounded him and Gavin blocking Erik’s view of his friend’s new brother. An opening made itself present briefly. The short glance he got through the crack in the throng gave Erik a view of large colt, which Lawt was busy scratching.
 
   “His colt is so much older than mine.” Erik said astounded.
 
   “These horses are all weanlings Erik. His horse is just large, astonishing because there are no bone or joint deformities. If the colt continues to grow at the pace it’s growing, he will match Gavin’s Koda in a year.”
 
   “You know that’s the first time I have heard his name.” Erik smiled. “You and Gavin have been so busy with me and Lawt that you haven’t even introduced us politely to your brothers.” The bond Erik was feeling with Ghost was giving him a newfound respect for these horses.
 
   “I am sorry. My brother Magnus will be most excited to see Ghost. In a way he is as much his foal as you are mine.” The smile on Istan’s face never left. If someone stepped up and punched him in the ribs he would still have the broad, stupid grin.
 
   After the throng of congratulators moved on the class was left standing in the pen with their sires and Rovan. Erik moved over to Lawt to look upon his friend and his new horse.
 
   “It seems that yours was the most impressive pick of the afternoon,” Erik said, looking down at Lawt’s horse. A dark mane framed a rich brown foal coat. Hints of red highlights peaked its way through from below. Erik still could not believe this horse was a weanling. He looked more than a year old.
 
   “Erik, this is amazing. Lawt has not felt such belonging. Titan is an amazing brother to have.” Lawt beamed. 
 
   “Congratulations to all of you!” Rovan yelled to his class. “The first part of The Union of Brothers is complete. Let us step in to the stable and complete the union.”
 
   All the trainee’s sires began to move the newfound brothers into the stable. Istan and Gavin walked side by side boasting with Ghost and Titan flanking them. Erik and Lawt followed close behind. Inside the stable the group formed a semi-circle around a table. On the table sat a mortar and pestle for each trainee. The sires handed the care of the new mounts to the class and wordlessly moved to the table.
 
   Rovan placed himself behind the table, a pouch in each hand. “You have experienced the union of family with your brothers,” he said in rote, his voice echoing through the rafters. “Now you will undergo the union of the spirit.” Each sire picked up a mortar and pestle.
 
   Rovan reached into the first pouch and pulled out a handful of leaves. “These represent the bond of nature, a fragile piece of a grand encompassing whole.” The sires all knelt and held out their mortars for an offering and Rovan placed a leaf in each. His hand came out of the next pouch covered in writhing, yellow and green caterpillars. “These represent the will of man. Disgusting in its primitiveness but, allowing time to mature and grow, will become a beautiful part of nature.” He placed a squirming caterpillar in each bowl.
 
   The sires stood raising their pestles into the air. As one they smashed the smooth stone hard into their mixing bowls. The crunching of leaves and grubs filled the air. “We must now take essence from those who will be united.”
 
   Each sire turned and faced their foal drawing a blade. Istan’s face held no emotion when he grabbed Erik by the forearm. Before Erik could react Istan’s blade drew a crimson line down Erik’s arm. Erik bit his lip to keep from screaming. Blood poured out of the wound flowing in rivers down his arm and Istan caught the dripping blood with the bowl. The crimson liquid mixed with the paste of leaves and grub. When the small bowl was halfway filled Erik’s sire wrapped a white cloth on Erik’s arm.
 
   The sires all turned on the young horses. “Hold your brothers,” Rovan commanded.
 
   Erik knelt down by Ghost and grabbed his brother about the neck. The slash used to cut into Ghost’s leg was as quick as the one used on Erik. The stable erupted in screaming colts. Erik struggled to hold his brother close and comfort him. Squealing and jumping, Ghost’s hooves landed on Erik’s thigh crushing it. Again the blood flowed easily. Istan, this time, used the lip of the mortar to scrape against the horses leg to collect the blood. He handed Erik another white bandage.
 
   Looking over at Lawt Erik had to suppress a laugh. Gavin was performing the ritual exactly like Istan. When the large Cavalier had sliced Titan, the large horses bucking and screaming ceased with one of its hooves crushing Lawt’s hand. Instead of trying to extract his hand from below the large colt, Lawt was trying to bandage the horse with one hand, a painful expression on his face.
 
   The Cavaliers all gathered around the table again waiting upon Rovan to continue with the ritual. Rovan produced a small pewter flask. “This is the spirit united.” He spoke pouring one drop into the first bowl. Steam rose from the mixture and an acrid smell overran the normal smell of bedding and horse permeating the stable. Over each bowl he spoke those words, “This is the spirit united.” Each time only one drop entered each bowl.
 
   “You must feed Ghost first. The liquid placed into the mixture will fool the horse and make the blood palatable for him. Then you must partake.” Istan handed the bowl to Erik.
 
   Erik looked down into the gray stone bowl. Whatever Rovan had placed into the bowls had caused the mixture to bubble as if boiling. The red blood had turned black and every once in a while Erik could see bits of leaf or caterpillar roll over the top. The smell emanating from the bowl was too strong for Erik to keep under his face for long.
 
   He held the concoction under Ghost’s muzzle. The horse sniffed at the bowl. Gingerly his lips pressed against the inside of the bowl, his tongue probing into the liquid. The horses head shot up. The eyes opened wide and rolled back showing white more than color. The colts bucked and struggled to be free from whatever was holding them. “Let them go!” Rovan shouted.
 
   As one the young horses ran out of the stable into the open pen. Erik stood watching, stunned at what had occurred. “It is your turn,” Istan said to Erik.
 
   Erik looked back into the bowl. A swirling line of spittle was mixing itself into the black fluid. Holding his breath and closing his eyes Erik poured the foul brew into his mouth. The metallic taste of blood he expected hid behind a potent sweet, smoky taste. It burned. His tongue was on fire. The back of his mouth felt like a whole had melted in it. His nose was steaming and his eyes watered.
 
   A jolting sensation slammed into his head. He held his hands up to his temples to keep his brain from exploding. He was on his knees screaming while at the same time he was outside running, scared. His head pounded with pressure from two minds. He could feel how scared Ghost was. He was scared as well. The two minds seemed to be pitting their emotions against each other to see who was stronger, while at the same time feeding upon each other. Fear quickly became terror and still the emotions grew. The emotions were too much for him to contain. Erik stood and ran as hard as he could to escape the torturous struggle inside his head. 
 
   A sharp blow struck him on the head. The union was so complete Erik was unsure which of them had been injured. Even the fact Erik was on his back did not clarify the situation for him. “Fight the union!” Istan yelled at him. “Separate yourself from your brother!”
 
   Erik thought he had been fighting the union. He tried to push his mind away from Ghost’s to no avail. He needed to change tactics. It was tough to think. His heart pounded hard in his chest. The terror consumed him framing his vision in crimson. 
 
   An idea occurred to him. Istan told him to separate himself. Mentally he formed the image of a wall and wedged the image between the two consciences. Pushing the wall through was tedious but the partition snapped into place. The emotions no longer spurred each other. Without its rival emotion to egg on his the fear became manageable. Erik took a deep calming breath. He was in control. His head still hurt. It must have been him that hit his head. His hand felt a sensitive lump forming at his temple. 
 
   With the war of dominance over Erik realized he knew exactly where Ghost was. Erik could point to Ghost with his eyes closed. His young brother was still scared and running in the pen trying to find a way out. “Excellent, Erik!” Istan yelled y. “Now help Ghost. Allow the calmness to flow toward him.”
 
   Erik pictured the feeling radiating from his conscience in waves, oozing through the mental wall toward Ghost. Ghost’s fear reacted immediately. In his mind Erik could feel the horse slow from a fear induced sprint to a calming, rhythmic trot. The excitement abating Erik could hear other Cavaliers yelling directions to their respective foals. A Cavalier with long flowing red hair screamed directions peaking near hysteria.
 
   “You have to fight it, Grover!” the Cavalier screamed. The trainee was lying on the ground, knees curled up to his chin. He slammed his fists rapidly into the sides of his head. Blood flowed freely from his nose. A wild look of terror screamed from his eyes. The young trainee’s eyes clouded over. A spasm whipped through the trainee’s body, his back arcing his feet to his head. A quick shudder and the young man’s body went limp.
 
   “No!” The red haired Cavalier screamed grabbing at the body. Tears rolled down his face as he clutched the limp form in an anguished embrace. An impact hit the wall which separated the stable from the pen the colts ran through. The boards cracked where the collision occurred and the stable rocked with the force of the blow. Erik ran outside to see what hit the stable.
 
   A colt lay motionless against the wall, burying its head awkwardly beneath its body. “Grover’s brother,” Istan said, standing behind Erik again. “The amount of terror it carried and the sudden loss of the union blinded him beyond comprehension. It ran full force into the wall.”
 
   Erik staggered at the shock. It could have been him in the dead man’s place. Istan laid a comforting hand on Erik’s shoulder. “It happens occasionally. A mind too weak or unprepared succumbs to the potion. I warned you about the dangers of the training. I hope he was not one of Rovan’s five.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Hard Lessons
 
    
 
   It was tough to sleep the first night. Erik woke frequently with his heart pounding and an urge to run. He had slept little by morning, and the sleep he did have was haunted by nightmares and images of horses running to their death. 
 
   The morning after the ritual dragged on miserably. Erik’s head felt like a sledgehammer had been taken to it. The lack of sleep made him tear up and his eyes burned whenever he yawned. He was hungry but nothing seemed appetizing. He sat quietly in the dining hall with his stomach gnawing into his back. He would be walking when his legs would decide to give out on him. He managed to catch himself most of the time but Lawt’s eye was blackened when he fell in the dining hall and caught the corner of a table.
 
   After breakfast Gavin and Istan approached followed by a skinny man with dark shaggy hair, wearing a blue tunic and black cloak. “I wanted you to meet Phayden before we left,” Istan said. “He is our surgeon, the last of our party. He has not been with us because he was cleaning up our little mess back in Armeston.”
 
   “It is good to finally meet you face to face. I have watched you so long it seems as if I already know you,” Phayden said with a smile. The man was one of the unfortunate few who looked better when they did not smile. His teeth, while white, ran in every direction but parallel and down.
 
   “You were there? I don‘t remember seeing you.” Erik was still trying to hold down the shock of hearing Gavin and Istan were leaving.
 
   “I would hope not. I don’t usually want to be seen. Of course, all three of us have been watching you since that dreadful night at the tavern.” Phayden said. “I must say Istan and Gavin have been beaming like proud fathers since I came in this morning.”
 
   “Really? About what?” Erik asked.
 
   “You know, I have been trying to figure that out myself. I have always found that new fathers are quite easily impressed with the day to day events that happen to their offspring.”
 
   Erik could see Istan and Gavin becoming uncomfortable with the man’s jokes but Erik still warmed to the skinny man.
 
   “So, you’re a surgeon?” He asked trying to change the subject. 
 
   “Well yes, but a different type of surgeon I imagine than you’re referring to. A Roh’Darharim Surgeon is a Roh’Darharim just like these two, but his specialty is not with the horses and combat. His strength lies in… Well I guess the best way you could put it is fixing things. We work best in the background and the glory tends to be given to the hand that holds the sword, and rightly so!”
 
   “So you’re like a medic?” Erik said.
 
   “Yes, like a medic, but they just try and fix people,” Phayden said. “I can fix anything.”
 
   “Anything?” Erik asked amazed.
 
   “Well most things, and not as good as a specialist I admit but I can fix it well enough for it to pass muster or get it to a specialist for repairs. But I tell you, the mess that you boys left me in Armeston took me a good long while to get sorted out. It took more than a few greased palms for me to get the constabulary to accept it was merely a gang turf war. Yep, from wagons to wagers to wounds, I’m your man.” He finished with a bow.
 
   Erik found the man charming and disarming. He spoke quickly, but would pause to make an inside joke to Gavin or Istan, usually at their expense. Erik never understood the subtle jabs at the two men but had to laugh from the manner at which the jabs were delivered. It was sad and difficult when Istan and Gavin finally told them it was time for them to leave. Erik and Lawt followed them as far as the gates and watched as they rode over the hill out of view. 
 
   Falling into the routine of class during the first month was easy. After waking the sparring classes began. Personal hygiene and breakfast was followed by scholastic studies. Reading, writing, and introductory mathematics would be followed by histories, laws, and tactical reviews. The rest of the day they spent getting familiar with the stables and running their mounts around the beginner’s arena. This time would later be used in mounted training. Rovan’s job was to watch and judge each trainee. He was the only person deciding who was worthy to move on to the next phase of testing. 
 
   Erik was corrected early about terminology. The area the ceremony was held in was correctly called an arena, as were all the training areas fenced off into enclosures. A pen was an enclosed area to contain livestock. 
 
   The main challenge in these sessions was to control the link. A strong link could hinder as well as help. Even well trained mounts felt fear in battle, and that channeled into the Roh’Darharim guaranteed failure. They needed the link to strengthen or decrease depending on the task assigned. The class would spend hours moving their brothers without speaking, trying to sense items through their link using their brother’s senses, and used various games to enhance their skills.
 
   Their instructor for training their horse was named Olarin. Olarin had simply outlived his mount. The top of his head shined with oily baldness while long stringy hair fell from the sides of his head well past his shoulders. His cheeks were deeply sunken and wrinkled. The four hairs he had left in each eyebrow were long wisps of gray silk that fell over his eyes. Despite his obvious age he walked smartly with his Cavalry’s garb of red and gold still giving him a commanding countenance.
 
   The simplest game which helped to decrease the link was also the hardest. Olarin would place everyday items around the arena. Each student let their mounts move around the arena to find an item. The task was to think about the item while decreasing the link. If they were successful their brother would not be able to determine which item the student was thinking about. 
 
   On the first attempt all the mounts walked straight to the object each student had picked. They worked for weeks to dull down what the students had risked so much to receive, and this frustrated each trainee in unique ways. Most could keep the link down enough to keep the mount from finding it half the time. Arlif was never able to keep his brother Verity from finding his goal.
 
   “The first thing all of you need to understand from the beginning,” the old Roh’Darharim said, “is that your mounts may be your brothers, but they are still only animals. You can feel their emotions, yes? You have been linked with them all night and have sensed their wants and fears, but those are all guided by instinct and reactions. That is what makes your brothers different from you, and it is a big difference. Slugs too have instincts and reactions. But you…You have complex reasoning and logic. A horse’s thought processes are linear. Even a tame, highly trained horse still has the same thought processes as a wild savannah stallion. We have used the horse’s instinctive and reactive nature to mold him into a tool. The union is a tool as well. You must be able to control these tools. The tools must not be the ones controlling you. I only have to go back as far as last month to illustrate my point. It was not the drugs or the rituals that killed young Grover that night. The union and his mount killed him. The young man succumbed to the will of the horse. Once the horse had control his mind reacted the only way it could, violently.” 
 
   With the old Roh’Darharim’s warning clearly painted into his students’ heads he began instructing them again on forming and maintaining a clear and distinct barrier between their mounts and themselves. For the rest of the afternoon, and into the evening, the trainees worked at maintaining this clear and distinct separation. The memory of Grover was enough to keep their minds on their work and the class made significant progress for the day. All except Arlif. He still was unable to keep his horse from finding his object.
 
   “Excellent work today!” Olarin said at the end of the session. “Tomorrow, bring the wool blankets you have slept under these past few days. These blankets carry your scent. We will use them to get the horse used to something that smells like you on its back.”
 
   Erik had been around horses. “Sir, aren’t these horses far too young to start to break?”
 
   Olarin smiled. “Who said anything about breaking? It will be years before you are even ready to think about riding but we want the scent of you on the horse as soon as possible. If the horse has your scent on his back after a while your scent mixed with his becomes second nature to him. Arlif, you will stay here 
 
   The next morning was nippy for spring, as a late cold snap came blowing out of the mountains. Erik got up early shivering and built a fire to warm the room. By the time the others woke the room was toasty and comfortable.
 
   Lawt finished cleaning and organizing his personal area and began sweeping the common aisle between the beds. Arlif and Geoff approached him from behind. Geoff was the smallest of the class and he followed Arlif like a lamb before weaning, with his long black hair bouncing up and down. 
 
   “Take a good look, Geoff,” Arlif said. “You may not get another chance to watch garbage sweep up trash.”
 
   Geoff gave a laugh only a sycophant would produce. “Good one, Arlif,” Geoff said, “Garbage sweeping up trash.”
 
   Lawt looked at the two considering what recourse to take. He turned around, ignoring the two young men. Not getting the reaction he wanted from the large man Arlif resorted to more brutal measures. He kicked the backside of Lawt’s knee, obviously learning the trick from his encounter with Rovan. The leg was supporting all of Lawt’s weight and the large man fell hard. “You still want to ignore me?” Arlif sneered looking down at his victim. Erik moved to protect his friend but Geoff had placed himself between Erik and the confrontation.
 
   Lawt stood, resuming the chore he had tasked for himself. Arlif pushed Lawt back onto the ground. Moving over to Lawt’s bed he grabbed Lawt’s wool blanket. 
 
   “You need this big guy?” Arlif said waving the folded blanket in the air. 
 
   Erik was trying to get at Arlif when Geoff punched Erik in the gut. Not ready for the impact Erik doubled over. 
 
   “Please give Lawt his blanket,” Lawt asked getting to his feet again.
 
   “Please give Lawt his blanket,” Arlif said pushing his nose up with his finger giving himself a pig snout as he mocked Lawt.
 
   Lawt lunged for the bundle hoping to snatch it from his tormentor’s grasp. Arlif was ready and dodged out of the way. Arlif kicked Lawt in the small of the back using Lawt’s momentum to drop him onto the ground a third time. Arlif moved to pin Lawt to the ground with his boot but Lawt spun on the floor. Catching the back of Arlif’s ankle, Lawt pulled the supporting leg out from under the standing man. Arlif fell, his head whipping back and crashing into the wooden floor. Geoff and the rest of the class looked at Lawt in horror. 
 
   “Lawt-Lawt is sorry Lawt did not mean…”
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry about!” Erik told him. 
 
   “Oh, he is going to be sorry,” Arlif said shaking his head while he stood. Still holding Lawt’s blanket, he moved across the room and threw it into the fire. 
 
   “No!” Lawt screamed running toward the hearth. The large man looked into the fireplace. The wool blanket had temporarily doused the flames but smoke had begun to rise through the temporary blockade. Lawt stretched out his arm timidly. When his hand entered the fireplace he yanked it back as if scalded before he could reach the blanket. Lawt looked around the room for help and tried again to reach into the fireplace. Again his hand retreated before reaching its target.
 
   “For Beshra’s sake, Lawt, just pull it out!” Erik yelled moving across the room. Arlif moved to intercept him. Erik could see his large friend trying and failing to pull his blanket from the fireplace. The flames, which had been suppressed, had finally broken through the blanket and began to consume it hungrily, trying to make up for the lost time. Erik shoved Arlif out of the way and ran toward the fireplace leaving Arlif laughing behind him. 
 
   Erik reached in and pulled out the burning blanket, throwing it onto the floorboard. He stamped out the flames with his boots then looked at it critically. Over half the blanket was gone from the middle and the remaining ring of material had burnt holes in several places.
 
   “Why didn’t you just pull it out before it started to burn?” Erik asked.
 
   “Lawt wanted to but…” Lawt said, tears welling up into his eyes. “The fires. The fires tried to hurt Lawt.”
 
   “That’s enough of that,” Erik said only loud enough for Lawt to hear. “We don’t want to give these guys anything else to torment you with. Stop your eyes from watering and shut up about the fire.” 
 
   Lawt stifled his tears. Erik folded the blanket as best he could and gave the bundle to him. “Hopefully nobody notices this until after tomorrow when you can get another blanket.” Erik said.
 
   Lawt looked down ashamed rubbing both eyes with the back of one massive hand. “Lawt is sorry, Erik. Lawt is not meant for greatness.”
 
   “Bull! You can make it through this just as well as any of us. You just have a few more obstacles to overcome. I don’t think the man I befriended would let anything so petty keep him from my company.” Erik said with a half-smile. Lawt looked up, the shame being broadcast to Erik like a lighthouse beacon through the fog. 
 
   “Lawt will let nothing stop his friend from succeeding.” 
 
   “Good, but I don’t want you to do this for me. You need to have reasons for yourself. I want you to succeed just as much as I. So, can we agree not to give up on each other at least?” 
 
   Lawt smiled and nodded his head.
 
   The class went to breakfast after their morning chores were done, finished their academics and went to the training arena. Rovan and Olarin were already there with the class’ mounts running playfully around them. Ghost and Titan played tag, running back and forth at full speed through the arena. Ghost ran hard successfully tagging Titan and Erik could feel the thrill of his success. Then he felt the small disappointment as the large horse’s nose tapped him back with ease. Erik’s emotions echoed his brother’s. 
 
   “Welcome back,” Olarin started. “If you will gather your mounts we will continue with yesterday’s lesson on the union and separation. For the first year your work with your mount will be on the union and training your mount to handle commands though the link. You will find that the union will make the horse a little smarter than a normal mount. Not the parlor tricks you see at the local tavern, where the horse has been trained to tap his feet so many times at a specified phrase, but true counting. Admittedly, only the smartest horses can even count to ten, but even counting to three will help you and the horse immensely so we will work on that first.”
 
   It was a chore getting Ghost and Titan to finally stop playing but Erik and Lawt managed to get their young brothers’ attention and bring them by their sides.
 
   “I see you all brought your blankets like I asked,” Olarin continued. “Go ahead and fold the blanket into thirds and place the blanket high up on your mounts back close to the withers.”
 
   The class did as instructed while Lawt tried to keep his damaged blanket from his teacher’s eyes. “Good. Good.” Olarin said while walking around the class. “Now, since this is the first time your mounts have had anything on their backs, use the link to reassure them. Think comfort and safety. What’s this?” Olarin moved at Lawt and Titan. “Lawt, what have you done to your blanket?” 
 
   “It was burned this morning, sir!”
 
   “I can see that is was burned!” Olarin’s voice started to rise into a scream. “How was it burned?”
 
   Lawt did not answer the question. He just stood in place looking around the class. “I ask again,” Olarin screamed at Lawt, “how was it burned?”
 
   “Lawt dropped his blanket in the fireplace when he was stoking the fire for warmth this morning, sir.” Lawt answered.
 
   “Dropped your blanket into the fire, eh?” Olarin said, calming down and comprehending. “It appears that the lesson this afternoon could not be any timelier.”
 
   “Go see the taskmaster about remedial training for the rest of class Lawt. Your blanket is useless unless you want Titan to get used to the smell of roasted gorak and sheep’s wool on his back.” 
 
   After training Erik spotted Lawt moving toward the arena. “What did the taskmaster make you do for punishment?” Erik asked when Lawt finally arrived.
 
   “The taskmaster sent Lawt to the kitchens to scrub pans,” Lawt said.
 
   “Yuck! I hate scrubbing pans” 
 
   “It’s not too bad. Lawt could have been out here trimming the grass.” 
 
   “What do you think this lesson is we are going to see?”
 
   “Lawt doesn’t know. Lawt thinks that if one is being punished as a spectacle around here, it must not be good.” 
 
   “I think you’re right.” A small shudder went up Erik’s spine.
 
   The class was beginning to form when Olarin entered the arena. “You all will follow me and keep quiet throughout the ordeal. What is going to happen is shocking and disturbing, especially to those who witness it for the first time. You may ask questions of me when we return here. Until then, keep your mouth shut.”
 
   Olarin led the class out of the beginner’s arena and toward a group of people gathering across the training grounds. Two large posts and a large pile of white polished rocks seemed to be the center of attention. The class stayed together and stood to one side as the gathering grew, forming itself into a ring around the posts.
 
   A ruckus began behind the group. A young man screamed as he was pulled through the crowd by two large men. One of the brutes guided the young man by gripping tufts of hair and using it to pull the young man in the direction he chose. The young man’s hands were bound behind his body with rags which matched what passed for his clothes. 
 
   “Please, just kill me! Leave Patrician alone. It wasn’t his fault!” the young man screamed.
 
   The thugs tied the young man to one of the posts, securing his head in place forcing him to look at the opposite pole. A great white horse with gray points was being led into the center ring screaming. Its eyes rolled, the whites making the horse’s surrounding features appear dingy. The horse reared, hooves churning in the air. Erik already had a disconcerting feeling in his stomach. With great effort the horse was tethered to the opposite post.
 
   A man standing between the wild-eyed horse and the young man in rags began to read from a scroll. “The undertaking of the Roh’Darharim is tedious. The survival of the Roh’Darharim in the world is first and foremost important to us, not because of our strength but because of our honor. A student who has undertaken training is therefore confined to the training grounds until the student has been sworn a full member of the Herd. Ulaf, having fled two fortnights anon, has proven himself a coward and a traitor against our cause. Ulaf has condemned his brother to death.”
 
   “No!” Ulaf screamed writhing against his bonds. Two men approached the horse with sledgehammers in their hands. Another group of men gathered around the pile of rocks somberly. All the men’s faces were wet with tears. The horse looked wild eyed between the two men. 
 
   The man reading the scroll lifted it into the air, tears rolling down his face as well. The instant the scroll was raised the men around the pile of rocks pulled a rock from the pile and prepared to throw. The men with the sledgehammers also prepared their weapons to swing. The man with the scroll let his head drop and slowly, reluctantly released the scroll from his raised hand.
 
   The scroll hit the ground and the two men with the hammers swung, striking the horse on the front legs. The sound of bones cracking surpassed the sound of the impact of the hammers to the flesh. The horse screamed and collapsed to the ground, bones protruding. Ulaf gasped, his eyes bulging, and shook on his post. His veins protruded from his neck and sweat rolled down his face. The men with the hammers moved quickly out of the way as the men with rocks began throwing the large white spheres at the downed horse. 
 
   Arlif screamed and ran from the class toward the men with the hammers. With a flying leap the trainee tackled one of the men, and they both went rolling uncomfortably close to the thrashing horse. The men who had been throwing the rocks stopped hurling for fear of hitting the two men. Arlif ripped the hammer violently away from the man’s grip and stood, towering over him. “How can you do such a thing?” he screamed at the gathering.
 
   “Stop it, boy!” Olarin yelled. “You are only making it worse!” 
 
   “Worse! What’s worse than this?” Arlif screamed at his teacher while moving away from the man trying to retrieve his hammer.
 
   “You are now prolonging the horses suffering!” Olarin approached the young man. “Put that hammer down! You have already extended the suffering too long with your interference.”
 
   Ulaf slacked on his taught restraints a whimpering plea escaped from his throat. “Help him. It wasn’t his fault.” 
 
   The grip on the hammer slackened in Arlif’s hand, its head almost touching the ground. Slowly he turned around and watched as the horse writhed on the ground in pain. Horror and anger warred on the young man’s face. 
 
   “Move so they can finish the job!” Olarin screamed. 
 
    Quietly Arlif moved toward the class. The original hammer wielder caught Arlif and pulled the hammer from Arlif’s slack grip. With both men out of the way the stoning proceeded. The stones fell like large hail. Over and over the men grabbed stones and hurled them at the horse. Dark purple and red bruises appeared on the horse’s frame. It seemed with every other throw the sound of a bone snapping could be heard, and blood began to pool beneath the creature. The horse, raising its head trying to pull itself up on its broken legs caught a rock square in the back of the head. It fell limp onto the ground. The men throwing the rocks immediately stopped. The men with the hammers came back to the horse. Erik could stand no more of this and looked away. He could hear the men beat the horse one final time, ending the pain. Erik turned and looked at what lay in front of him.
 
   Lifeless on the ground the horse’s white coat was stained a dark red. Ulaf sagged on his post with his body no longer straining against the bonds and his eyes not focusing on anything. The young man simply stared into the distance. Tears began to fall from Ulaf’s eyes but the blank stare never left. 
 
   “It is now recorded in The Book of Roh’Darharim that Ulaf of Simone’ is the murderer of his brother Patrician. Let no one aid him or his family upon penalty of death,” The man who read the scroll announced to the crowd.
 
   The men with the hammers dropped their crimson covered weapons on the ground and untied Ulaf. Olarin gathered the class around him and began to lead them to the training arena. Erik saw Ulaf crawling toward his dead brother. A scream echoed around the stable yards once the class moved out of sight. Ulaf’s screams of torment died off in the breeze as the class finally reached their training arena.
 
   “Now, I am sure there are questions running through your heads about what just transpired,” Olarin said. No one spoke. The feeling of foreboding and anxiety hung thick in the air after witnessing such an inhuman episode.
 
   “Come, come, I know there at least has to be some outrage about what just transpired.” Olarin looked around the class, and stopped at Arlif.
 
   John, who seemed as old as Istan or Gavin, was by far the oldest in the class. Timidly the old student’s hand rose, his brown hair fluttered in the breeze. “Why?” 
 
   “A simple plea.” Olarin said. “Yet profound and disturbingly wanting an answer. What did I tell you yesterday at the beginning of class?”
 
   “The horse is a tool, not a person,” Erik said. He felt dirty. Arlif at least had the guts to do something instead of just watching the horror that unfolded.
 
   “Exactly! The horse is a tool.”
 
   “Lawt thought that the horse was considered a brother. Lawt feels an attachment to Titan that is unlike any Lawt has had in his life.” Lawt said. “Why would you treat our brothers so maliciously? Like a piece of lifeless meat.” 
 
   “Why was the horse put to death?” Olarin asked, his tone still calm.
 
   Babin, a short pudgy young man with curly red locks and freckles lining his face spoke. “Because Ulaf fled the training grounds and fled his responsibilities.”
 
   “But that is not the horse’s fault!” Arlif screamed at Babin.
 
   “Peace, Arlif. It is truth Babin speaks the truth,” Olarin said. His eyes, usually darting about as if in search of something missing, became quiet and looked into the distance. Not the unfocused stare Ulaf had, but a sharp stare used to cut through the haze of a fog. “The horse was not the one responsible for Ulaf‘s cowardice. The fault lies completely with Ulaf, so if I ask ‘Why such a horrible death for the horse?’ you must ask yourself ‘Why must the horse die in the first place?”
 
   Erik remembered the first time meeting Rovan. The Roh’Darharim had said something to Istan. Something bad happens to horses when their brother dies. Something worse than what happens to a Roh’Darharim. “It is a punishment of death for Ulaf,” Erik said.
 
   A look of proud astonishment flew across Olarin’s face. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Ulaf’s offense was great enough in the eyes of the Roh’Darharim that it demanded a death sentence, but if his brother is still alive the Roh’Darharim cannot kill Ulaf. But why can’t they just kill the offending Roh’Darharim without hurting the horse?” Erik asked. 
 
   “I told you yesterday,” Olarin stated.
 
   “A horse’s mind only has instincts and reactions,” Arlif said, his tears abating. The understanding from the discussion seeming to come over him. 
 
   “Yes. Something happens when a link that has been established is suddenly cut off by the death of one in the union. The more abrupt the severing the more acute the reaction is,” Olarin paused as if trying to find a way to explain. “The punishment on the horse has many reasons behind it. The primary reason being that Ulaf being a man can eventually overcome the loss of his brother. Patrician, his mount, would have gone insane and killed anything in his path until he was brought down. Two lives would have been lost instead of only the required one. The beating itself has three reasons. Ulaf could feel every blow, every bone break in Patrician’s body, the pain being sent through the link was, and always will be, a reminder of how he let his brother down. Also, as I said before, the more abrupt the loss of the link the more acute the reaction is to the loss. Ulaf’s mind was already preparing itself for the loss of the union the instant those hammers fell on Patrician’s legs. If we had simply gone up behind Patrician and severed his head the shock would probably have killed Ulaf.” Olarin stopped, taking in a deep breath.
 
   The class was silent, taking in all Olarin had explained. Finally Olarin asked, “So the moral question we must ask ourselves is, Is the pain we wrought on Patrician worth the life of Ulaf? I do not expect an answer. This question has been debated since the beginning of the discovery of the union.”
 
   “Why does it require a death sentence when someone flees from training?” Jador, the last of the class asked. Jador stood close to Babin with large blue eyes taking in his surroundings.
 
   “The answer to that lies far back in our history,” Olarin began. “As was taught to me something precious had to be kept and the Roh’Darharim were tasked to guard it. For centuries we guarded this precious thing and peace swept across all the kingdoms. But what occurs in all long periods of peace is training becomes lax, and the thing that was supposed to be guarded was stolen. The Roh’Darharims almost regained the object but a lapsed student, Ashur was his name I believe, fled and joined the thieving group. With the aid of the student the Roh’Darharim were captured. The robbers killed all but twelve of our brethren. From then on, It was then determined anyone who fled was either a traitor or a coward. The Roh’Darharim determined that in either case, death was merited.”
 
   The class looked at Olarin in silence, soaking in what the old Roh’Darharim had told them.
 
   “What’s the third reason?” Lawt finally asked.
 
   Olarin looked amazed, not at the question, but by who had asked it. “The third reason is for you. I hope after seeing what happened here today that each of you will do your best to help each other. While training is your sole responsibility it is much easier when everyone in the herd lends a hand. The discipline that was handed out here today is a rare occurrence, maybe every few decades or so. We do our best to prevent such an event from happening. When Ulaf first arrived he was arrogant and refused help of any kind. He was strong in many of the beginning classes and therefore thought himself better than the others. Not only did he mock his classmate’s efforts to better themselves but he snubbed them when they asked for help. Eventually, as is always the case, there came a class that he could not grasp. Mounted Wilderness Movement and Tracking I believe it was. At first his pride prevented him from asking his classmates for aid. Later, it was too late. His classmates refused to help him. The fact that Ulaf had asked for help and been snubbed was too much for the rash and prideful man. He fled. Please, use this. Learn from it. Let Patrician’s death mean something to the Roh’Darharim.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Payments
 
    
 
   A harsh bump woke Miranda from her deep slumber. With a start she sat halfway up which was a mistake due to the pain. Her muscles ached but she could breathe easier than before. She went to scratch an itch on her nose. Pain reminded her it was broken but it did not hurt nearly as bad as it did yesterday. Despite her body’s protests she moved to look around. She was sitting in an open bed wagon moving through the country side surrounded by large hemp bags. Wool blankets had been placed underneath her as a crude mattress. Not the most comfortable of resting places but warmer than what she could have been sleeping on. 
 
   Miranda twisted around to look at the driver of the cart. She could not tell much about him from behind. His greasy hair hung in a crude ponytail with a dirty cloak shrouding the rest of him, but by the way he crouched he looked a little bigger than her.
 
   “Don’t worry `bout the goods,” the man said without turning. “They’re durable and can handle a little bit of shoving `bout. Make yourself comfortable. Not that you need my permission. You‘ve been out for most of these past few days. You were so out of it that I almost regretted picking you up. Thought I had wasted my time, y’know?” The man looked back and smiled, a few black holes showed between his yellow teeth. His face was dirty and dark wisps of scraggily beard flew in all directions. Miranda called it a beard. In some places it looked like the man had just not bothered to shave. In others the hair was down to his chest. His pale eyes stared at her as he assessed his passenger anew.
 
   “Days?” Miranda asked puzzled. “Have I been asleep that long?”
 
   “Sleep? I would say more near death. No need to thank me though, missy. I reckon I do this kind of thing for just about anyone, and for wisps much less bonnie than you. Name’s Uriss by the way. And yours is?”
 
   “Uh, Fiona,” Miranda said with only the slightest pause. She was not certain whether the man had seen the notice on the tree but there was no need to push her luck. 
 
   “Fiona huh? Pretty name. Pretty name for a pretty lass. No need to worry too much `bout the nose either. I set that thing soon’s I saw it. Had plenty of them myself, broken noses that is. There will be a little bit of a crook in it now, but not too much, this being its first time broke and all.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Like I said before, no need to thank me. Just being a fair citizen and its more worthwhile if it’s for a pretty lady.”
 
   Miranda could not help but blush. Despite the man’s crude appearance she was beginning to like him. “Well, if you don’t mind extending more kindness, sir, I am feeling a little hungry.”
 
   Miranda was embarrassed about how rude she was being. The man had already done more for her than he had too, and now she was asking him for his food. She was very hungry though. That was about as mildly as she could put it. She was famished. Looking herself over she cringed for a different reason. Her skirt was covered in dried blood. In some places the blood had congealed in deep folds, sticking the material together. Something glittered in one of the creases, but before she could get a better look Uriss answered her.
 
   “Well, I might be able to rustle up an early lunch. I hope you don’t mind hard cheese and bread. It’s about all I can afford for these long treks through the caravan roads, and I’m no hunter so there ain’t no meat,” he said with a hint of agitation.
 
   “That would be splendid,” Miranda said, but maybe she had misjudged the man’s nature. 
 
   Miranda did not know how weak she had become until she tried to eat. The bread and cheese were good and filling but chewing was a chore. She wished it were a paste she could poor down her gullet. The entire time she ate Uriss watched her. He ate as well but it did not distract him too much from the main focus of his attention.
 
   “So, Fiona, how is it that I found you in such a state. You one of the people that church is after?” Uriss finally asked.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Miranda lied. “I was walking through the woods when I fell on some slick moss. I hurt myself badly and was looking for help. That’s when I came across the burning house with those poor people. I guess seeing them hanging made me faint.” 
 
   Thinking about the loss of her family made Miranda start to cry again. Her story would allow her to shed some tears, but not too many. She regained her composure and continued the chore of chewing on the cheese. 
 
   “Poor people? Well I suppose. They seemed well off to me,” Uriss said pulling again on another tuft of whiskers, this time to keep the wisps away from his mouth while he chewed. “Some people give and some take. Some people want things more than others, or have the power to get the things they want from others. I guess those people just had something that someone else wanted.”
 
   Miranda wanted to change the subject. Talking so candidly upset her and Uriss’ was certainly pushing a tender spot. She needed to change the topic before she said something she might regret. “Where are we heading, sir?”
 
   “We?” Uriss said standing. “I am heading to the city of Padin Tier.” 
 
   “Please, may I go with you, sir?”
 
   “You don’t have a family to worry about or worry over?” Uriss asked, an odd gleam in his eye.
 
   “No, sir. I lost them. I was trying to reach a destination where I could start my life anew. I see no reason why Padin Tier could not be that place.”
 
   “Well,” Uriss said looking into the sky, “I don’t see why not either. Very well, you can ride with me as far as the city.”
 
   “I have no money to pay for passage, sir,” Miranda interjected. She did not want to get to the city and have Uriss feel she had swindled him.
 
   “For now, your company will be payment.”
 
   When Miranda had the opportunity she took herself down to the river they were following and found a secluded spot. The river wound its way through the hill country roughly to the north occasionally meandering east. It managed to stay sequestered between the hills encountering few villages until it finally emptied into the North Sea miles away from the great port city Padin Tier. 
 
   She felt like a walking corpse and she needed to do something about it. Her clothes needed washing as large dried clots of blood still remained in the stiff folds of her skirt. As she began to disrobe the glimmer caught her eye again. She pulled her skirt off completely to get a better look. Something was embedded in the dried blood. She took a hold of both ends of her skirt and ripped the fold open. The blood gave way with the clot sticking only to one side of the skirt now. In the middle of the clot was the large sapphire Gordon had given to her.
 
   Grabbing hold of the stone she tore it from her skirt. The vile piece of corundum made her sick up and she prepared to hurl the offensive stone into the river. She hesitated, and that was enough. The emotion died and reason took its place. She had no money. What did she expect to do when she got to Padin Tier? Find another person to take care of her? She knew no one there, so why would anyone take her in. The fact that she wanted people to take care of her was part of the reason she was here. That wanting had clouded her to the possibility of anything bad happening to her.
 
   Carefully she set the sapphire aside, keeping it in her eyesight until she washed the dried blood out of her skirt. Finishing that, she carefully placed the stone in the skirt’s pocket and began washing her blouse. When her clothes were fully cleaned she took off her undergarments and submerged her naked body. 
 
   The river was cold but that only helped her feel alive. The waters surrounded her, washing the caked on dirt and blood off of her smooth skin. She had not felt this good in days.
 
   After bathing she sat on the riverbank waiting for her clothes to dry, letting the silence fill her heart with a peace she relished and needed. The gurgling of the river as it passed was a whisper of calm, reassuring her that as long as she was strong everything would be all right. The day passed into the evening and she eventually pulled herself from her solitary meditation, getting up to check on her clothes. They were almost dry.
 
   A twig snapped.
 
   She whipped her head around to look. One of the bushes not far away swayed back and forth. Someone was there, or had been there until now. Quickly, she got dressed and headed back to Uriss. 
 
   He lay bundled in his blankets snoring next to the fire. Should she wake him? Surely he would want to know they were being watched. Maybe she imagined it, taking the actions of the local wildlife as the act of spies. Miranda settled into her bed in the wagon and lay herself down. She steeled herself against sleep. She knew the sleep would be frightful and unfulfilling but she needed it. She took three deep breaths to calm herself and relaxed into the horrors. 
 
   The kingdom of Tredale had two main ports. The city of Armeston was the closer, being on the eastern shore. Padin Tier was the major port on the northern sea. The Great Merchant’s Road cut through Tredale connecting these two main cities. To Miranda’s surprise Uriss did not follow the road. He preferred the back ways that could barely be called hunting trails. 
 
   Conversation was sparse and was really only when Uriss wanted her to perform some task. Miranda did them willingly since she had no other way to pay for the cost of the journey, but she found the routes he chose tedious and unnecessary. When Miranda suggested a better traveled road Uriss gave her a look that held very little kindness and a lot of threat. 
 
   “The way I travel is my business, girl.” Uriss spat. “You make me think I made a mistake taking you with me.” 
 
   After that they spoke even less. Uriss would grunt and point with his chin whenever he wanted her to cook or clean after a meal. The kind man that she had spoken to on the first day seemed to have completely disappeared. 
 
   The hills of Tredale spanned north to south before they rose into the mountains through the entire country. The days spread into a week and the tension grew between the two travelers. Miranda now only spoke to keep herself company. The grief she felt was still raw but it no longer occupied every moment of her day. It was only when she closed her eyes that the grief was overwhelming.
 
   In the middle of the second week of travel Uriss looked at her with the odd gleam in his eye again. He had not looked at her like that since the first day she met him. Miranda stepped off the slow moving wagon to get away.
 
   “We aren’t far from Padin Tier, child. I’d say we are not more than a few hours’ travel. What say you to setting up camp tonight and getting there in the morning?” Uriss asked tugging at his beard, that odd gleam never wavering. 
 
   “I suppose,” Miranda said, not wanting to anger him. 
 
   The nightmare began after dinner. Uriss had started drinking when they stopped. He threw down his plate and began barking orders to Miranda. 
 
   “Get those cleaned up and refill the water barrel on the wagon. I want fresh water tomorrow.” he yelled, pointing at the plates. “That dinner was not worth the maggots that will be chewing on it two weeks from now.” 
 
   Miranda gathered the plates and went to the wagon to claim the empty water buckets. She didn’t bother looking at the man. The lascivious gleam in his eyes had not left his face despite his angry tone.
 
   “Get over here, girl!”
 
   Miranda put down the buckets and ran!
 
   Stupid! Of course the vile man had intentions from the beginning. She bolted through the forest, unprepared for how dense the underbrush would be. The branches and vines pulled at her clothes and scratched at her face. 
 
   “Come back, girl!” Uriss bellowed.
 
   The foliage provided no mercy. It slowed her considerably. She pushed through, uncaring of how deep the branches dug into her skin. She fell into a dry wash. The pain of the awkward landing evaporated as she saw the clear path in front of her. She didn’t know how long she ran. Her chest burned and still she ran. She needed to hide. She climbed up the dry creek bed and into some cover, panting. She tried not to cry but the tears would not stop. 
 
   The scream came out of her mouth as soon as the hand grabbed her ankle. 
 
   “It’s time I took payment for your passage with me,” Uriss said, pulling her down in to the gulch. 
 
   “You told me my company was enough.” Miranda tried to pull free.
 
   “Exactly,” the man slurred, “and now I want company!”
 
   With one hand Uriss squeezed her arm painfully while the other was working his leggings down his waist. Miranda screamed, yanking her arm trying to get free, but his hand held her like a vice. She kicked at him continuing her screams. The man squeezed harder, laughing as he pushed her down.
 
   She felt his weight on top of her. His free hand, gnarled and dirty, groped at her skirts trying to get them up. She screamed again. She caught him in the face, and pushed against it trying to get the man off. The laughter continued and as he worked at her skirt. She felt the awful hunger of his manhood pushing against her stomach. She needed him off her now. Her hand crept across his face feeling the hairs of his beard, the bulge of his nose, the indentions of his eyes. She pushed her thumb into the socket. 
 
   Uriss screamed and she pushed harder. She felt a pop and warm gel covered her thumb. He jerked away, the upper half of his body pulling from her. For a brief instant he let her go, both of his hands going to his damaged eye.
 
   “You bitch!” the man screamed, looking down at her with his remaining eye.
 
   Miranda tried desperately to get away but he still sat on her, his weight pinning her. He hit her. Hard. Her throat on fire, she screamed yet again. It felt like she screamed for hours as he hit her again, and again, and again. 
 
    
 
   Miranda sat chained in the corner of the wagon crying when the morning sun’s beams finally caressed her face. Uriss slept next to the campfire, snoring loudly, oblivious of her pain. He slept without the slightest trace of guilt.
 
   To Miranda last night reoccurred every time she dozed off. She did not need the chains to remember the man had violated her. Every time she felt things could not get any worse she found out what horrors the world truly could bestow. 
 
   She pulled against the chain again. The bolt had to give. The wagon looked like a good bump would shake it to pieces. She pulled hard but the rusted steel ring stood fast in the wood.
 
   “Wouldn’t want you to scuff up your wrists lassie.” Uriss said over her shoulder.
 
   Miranda jumped trying to get as far into the corner as she could. “Stay away!” 
 
   Uriss had stuffed a dirty rag into the hole that once held his right eye, blood still caked on his cheek. “Don’t worry, girlie. By tonight you will be warming someone else’s bed. I have a friend or two in Padin Tier and you will put some gold in my pocket before the day is through.”
 
   Uriss fastened an oil cloth over the exposed wagon bed. Miranda had no idea the wagon could be covered in this way. It would have been useful to know during the journey. On the nights it had rained she had slept underneath the wagon next to Uriss. She retched at the memory of it. 
 
   The journey in to the city took tedious hours. The darkness enclosing her now pressed against her. Eventually the wagon stopped and she could hear voices mumbling in the distance. She hated the thought of what other misery Uriss had concocted for her but she needed fresh air.
 
   The top was pulled back from the wagon. She was in a stabling area, away from public view. Uriss stared down at her with a smile and a small silver stream of drool glistened on his beard. Another man stood next to him.
 
   He had a dark round face under a balding head. He looked at her critically like a soldier would look at her father’s inventory. His fat thumb and forefinger framed his chin while his finger tapped his cheek. He took a deep breath that expanded his already large belly, and rubbed his other hand on his dirty red shirt. “Twenty gold is too much, Uriss. She is untrained and it will take me at least two weeks to get just five silver from her work.”
 
   “Oh come off it, Rollo,” Uriss countered. “You can get twenty silver tonight by offering her as untainted wares.”
 
   “No one will believe that, look at the bruises on her! Really, you should be more careful.” Rollo said, a look of disgust crossing his face.
 
   “Please, help me, sir.” Miranda reached for her last chance.
 
   “Quiet girl!” Rollo snapped. “Sorry Uriss, I can’t do twenty. Five gold is all I am willing to pay.” 
 
   “I need fifteen just to recoup the food she ate! She took my eye! I brought her all the way from Wynnarche.”
 
   Miranda could not believe this. She was being bartered over like cattle.
 
   “Your eye is not my problem, and are you telling me you actually fed this girl? She could not have eaten much. Tell you what, I’ll give you ten and free food, drink, and bedding for tonight.”
 
   “What about some company?” Uriss asked.
 
   “You want that, you pay for it just like any other man,” Rollo said, a smile crossing his face. He knew he was close to landing the deal.
 
   “All right, you always run a hard bargain.” Uriss spit into his hand. Rollo performed the same ritual and their palms met in a handshake.
 
   Rollo yelled into the building, “Unchain her and put her in my room.” 
 
   The large room had fine tapestries hanging on the walls with a brown fur laying underneath the mountainous bed. Pillows completely covered the mattress and thick soft blankets made the bed look even more inviting. 
 
   “You need a bath.” The voice behind her was Rollo’s. 
 
   “What do you want with me?” Miranda cried, tears starting to flow again. It seemed she would never have a day without them anymore. 
 
   “I want you to help my business girl. I paid good money for you.” 
 
   “How can I help your business?” 
 
   “Girl, don’t be so naïve! Men will pay good money to sleep with a girl as pretty as you.” Rollo said. 
 
   “I’ll never!” Miranda screamed.
 
   “Oh you will,” Rollo said with a smile. “You remember what Uriss did to you last night?”
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “He does it to every girl he sends to me. Men also will pay me for the opportunity to do that as well. I will keep you chained in the basement until you die. Every hour a new man will come down and perform the same service as Uriss.” The smile almost cut his face in half.
 
   Miranda’s chest heaved anew as the tears doubled. It seemed that she was about to become exactly what Gordon had accused her of being. 
 
   “It’s not all doom and gloom,” Rollo said, a look of pity crossing his face. “You can earn your freedom from me. Each man you sleep with pockets me five silver. Of that one is yours. When you have earned twenty-thousand silver you can buy your freedom.”
 
   Miranda looked into the next room. Steam rose from a large steel tub. She swallowed hard. She would have to find a way out later.
 
    
 
   The next few months took some adjustment. When the flow of patrons died down for the night Miranda would cry herself to sleep. Some of the women that worked in the brothel seemed eager to fulfill the jobs given to them. Miranda knew she never would. They may use her body but she would make it obvious that it was only her body. 
 
   “What’s the problem today, Fiona?” Portia asked her.
 
   “Why do you do it?” Miranda asked. Here, she was Fiona. She had not bothered to correct Rollo when he called her that name the first time. 
 
   “Do what?” Portia asked. The woman was older than most of the other girls. Her blues eyes had sunken in and wrinkles began to mar the once smooth skin, but Miranda could still see why the men found her attractive. The red hair only helped add to the woman’s charms.
 
   “Act the way you do around these men. Aren’t you in the same position I am in?” Miranda asked.
 
   “I am, but haven’t you ever heard of a tip?” Portia asked her eyebrows arching.
 
   “A tip? I can’t say I have,” Miranda said.
 
   “Rollo credits you the silver for each John you have right? Well a John will give you more if he really enjoys the time he spent with you. You can buy your freedom years sooner if you’re good enough.”
 
   “How close are you?”
 
   “Close, but I don’t think much will change afterwards. I can’t do much else and I am getting older,” Portia said with a little smile. “You would be surprised what a little smile can do honey, or a little moan.” A bigger smile followed.
 
   Miranda tried to think about what Portia had told her but a fight broke out amongst the patrons. This happened regularly and this one happened to occur between one of the brothel’s regulars, a real bruiser, and a small man.
 
   Miranda called him small. Most would call him petite. She was short for a woman and he was shorter than her. If he were built like a wall he could still be impressive but he was the opposite. Skin stretched over thin arms and legs gave the man’s gaunt frame a skeletal appearance. He was not going to feel well tomorrow morning.
 
   “Come on, Yori! Give Shortstack what’s coming to him!” someone in the crowd cheered.
 
   “Yeah, Yori. Show this little guy what you got,” the little man said with a slow smile. 
 
   Yori swung, his large fist flying at the small man’s head. With a flash Shortstack darted out of the way and grabbed Yori’s arm. Before Yori could pull it back he had braced one bony arm against Yori’s elbow and pulled. Miranda could hear the pop from across the room and Yori bellowed in pain. 
 
   Yori swung at his tormenter with his good arm. Again the small man moved out of the way. Yori held his broken right arm across his body but fought on. Drunkenness and fear of humiliation kept him in the fight. He swung again with his good hand. The little man darted under the swing, again grabbing Yori’s arm. With a heave the little man had Yori off the ground and flying through the air. Yori hit the ground hard, his unconscious frame still gingerly holding his broken arm.
 
   The brothel was silent. 
 
   Miranda took this opportunity to make her move. She sauntered across the room toward the small man. He was sitting down looking over his shoulders making sure no one wanted to avenge their friend’s demise. 
 
   “That was breathtaking,” Miranda said in the tone of voice she had heard Portia use.
 
   “Not much really. Name’s Michael,” the small man said.
 
   “Fiona. Are you just here to fight or would you like some company?” Miranda could not believe she was the one making the offer.
 
   “Always like some company,” Michael said, his smile getting wider.
 
   Miranda slipped her hand into his and led him to her room, closing the door. When they were alone she turned on Michael, the excitement of what she was asking evident on her face. “How did you learn to do that?”
 
   “Oh, it’s not that hard, really. Picked some stuff up here and there. When you’re a small guy like me on the streets you need to learn to protect yourself.” Michael drew closer. The man closed his eyes, puckering his lips ready for a kiss.
 
   Miranda held her finger to his lips. “I would like to offer you a proposition.”
 
   Michael’s eyes popped open. 
 
   “Whaf kibe of bobzishun?” he said, his lips pressed against her finger. 
 
   “My services for your training. You teach me to do what you do and the five silver you pay Rollo will become four. I will pay you the other silver when we are alone from my tips.”
 
   Michael looked at her warily. “No deal. I will be spending all my time teaching you to fight. I won’t get anything in return. It will cost me ten silver because I will need another session with you to get what I want.”
 
   “There are perks for you, sir.” Miranda leaned into him letting her lips brush against his ears as she whispered. “You know how much I want to learn so you know I will make time for you whenever you are here. You will never have to wait long for me. Also, as I will no doubt be the only lady you will be seeing, I will learn exactly how to make your time worth it.”
 
   Miranda’s lips nibbled at his ear before she pulled away. She knew she needed to make him feel like something he wanted was being taken away. She turned her back to him and started to head toward the door.
 
   “Lady, you have yourself a deal,” Michael said spitting into his palm. For the first time Miranda could remember a smile spread across her lips. She slowly turned to face Michael. If she found enough men like Michael willing to teach her she would not need to pay her way out from Rollo. Eventually she would walk out over his dead body. Miranda would also make Uriss pay for what he had done to her and see Gordon swinging from a tree. Miranda spit into her hand with all the grace of a longshoreman. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Resolve
 
    
 
   Months of mental agony passed for Lawt. He was not a half-wit, but his mannerisms kept people from treating him like an idiot. Arlif did not go out of his way to help Lawt in his studies and training but the student Herdmaster no longer attempted to make life any harder, after Patrician.
 
   His language instructor was not very understanding. The teacher insisted that Lawt’s tendency to speak as a separate person would hamper him in classes which required a finer degree of distinction. The occasional slip up cost him time, but could not be helped. The instructor continued to teach him but he was weeks behind.
 
   The class progressed through the first year with Lawt finishing his writing and reading, although he never considered himself a master of the subject. Lawt began to surpass most of the class in Heraldry and Courtly Customs, which was not difficult as most of the students thought these classes were pointless. They felt they were being trained to be warriors, not courtesans. Swordplay and Weapons came easy to Erik while Lawt seemed hesitant to learn anything that would be used to harm anyone. All the while Rovan stood in the background, quietly observing his group.
 
                 The training with their brothers taxed them more than the other classes. Training done with mental commands and impulses where followed with standard courses of riding and with physical direction and guidance. The horses were taught to come when beckoned, to move where directed in different cadences, to freeze and remain motionless on command. The overwhelming pride in a task done well, or the great disappointment when a task failed, moved along the link between men and horse having a profound effect on the performance of both. The hardest thing to teach was silence. A student was never sure if a horse was being quiet because it was told or if it just did not want to react. 
 
   Rovan was right about the strength of the class and the training went faster than normal. 
 
   In the beginning of what would normally be considered their second year the students moved to more difficult classes. Heraldry and Courtly Customs became The Religious Role in Political Affairs. Lawt, who had excelled in the previous year, came crashing down to the rest of the class. John however, helped the entire class study in the off hours. John had spent some time apprenticing for the priesthood of Beshra before changing his desired calling and coming to train as a Cavalier. 
 
                 Swordplay and Weapons moved to more advanced techniques. Erik pulled away from his peers in this class. While the others were still struggling to master the standard long sword Erik had moved on to the mace, and then beyond the mace to the war axe.
 
                 The work with the horses became more advanced as well. A suitable horse had to learn directions and distance. Counting was the first and easiest of the lessons during this time. The horses were ignorant of distance and direction. Days were spent marching the horses over measured courses, ingraining into their minds a continuous simple concept containing the significance of both distance and direction. Ghost had no problem assimilating the concept of direction but the distances seemed beyond his comprehension. Lawt had the opposite problem with Titan.
 
                 The second year also introduced Wilderness Movement and Tracking. Lawt was in his element. From the first day Lawt went beyond the expectations of his instructors. Soon the class developed a training game. Lawt would be sent out ahead of them and if anyone successfully approached him Lawt would perform their common chores in the morning. Likewise, should Lawt be able to approach any of the others, they would clean Lawt’s area. Lawt suddenly had much more free time in the morning to study his Religious Role in Politics lessons.
 
   The sun rose brilliantly on a clear spring morning. The breeze would have been uncomfortably cool were it not for the intensity of the sun’s warmth. Lawt sat in the high boughs of a great larch looking down at his pursuers. The class was searching for him and, as usual, their efforts had been in vain. He still chuckled thinking about the time he had hidden himself under a deadfall behind the rotting carcass of a deer.
 
                 Watching Erik, Lawt could see the pale color in his face. Ghost had not been feeling well this morning when Erik had come to visit. The horse did not eat or drink and his normal playful disposition was not apparent. Ghost’s illness was definitely affecting his brother. He would recommend Erik get a student surgeon to check his brother upon their return. This seemed to be a little more serious than indigestion.
 
   Lawt studied the small group in front of him. The class had decided to break into two groups for this hunting expedition and Erik had been unlucky enough to get matched with Geoff and Arlif. Arlif set a mean silent pace but the noise Geoff created in his wake allowed every animal in a three-mile radius to know the group was coming. 
 
                 Having become proficient with the sword, Erik was allowed to carry his. He had become used to the weight but was still not used to walking with it, especially through the underbrush. Lawt guessed Erik would rather leave it in his wardrobe, but the class gave him more standing as he was the only one who had earned the right. He watched Erik push an impeding branch out of the way and ran as fast as he could to close the gap. 
 
   Lawt enjoyed these training games. It was nice to be on his own away from people always staring at him as if he were a freak. The time alone in the forest gave him a chance to breathe and calm himself. Here he was the master, the monsters were the ones thrashing around in the underbrush trying to find him. 
 
   Geoff needed serious help. There was no way that man was going to make it through this section in his training. Lawt smiled. He had, after all, offered to help the small man. Lawt was not a bitter or vengeful man, but he always enjoyed watching people get what they deserved. Geoff would not be a Cavalier. He would be tasked maybe as a quartermaster or custodian, both honorable professions in the Roh‘Darharim, but not Roh’Darharim. His horse Dervish could pull the quartermaster’s tackle.
 
   Arlif was good. If the man was not in such a hurry, or being followed by a walking noise maker, he would pass. Lawt wondered to himself if he should tell his student Herdmaster how to improve his stalking.
 
   Erik had the opposite problem. He moved too slow and timidly. In his effort to place each foot so as not to interrupt the dry brush on the ground he actually created noise. The key was to find your body’s pace. Some people could move quickly while making a whisper through a pile of fallen leaves. With practice these people could sprint without making any extra noise.
 
   A shifting in the underbrush ahead of them drew Lawt’s focus. Whatever caused that movement was big, and the small party had gotten its attention. Too bulky and moving with too little care to be a mountain lion only meant it had to be a bear. A mother bear protecting her cubs, perhaps. Erik’s group did not see the brown mass of fur charging toward them, and Geoff’s flailing effort through surely prevented them from hearing its charge. The aggression of the bear spoke more than the white cake around its muzzle. This was no momma bear, the bear was rabid. He had to move. They needed help fast.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The bear’s charge took the training Cavaliers by surprise. Erik was rounding a large boulder when the bear burst through a thick briar bush next to Geoff. It was small for a bear, about the size of two men. The bear’s eyes were bloodshot and the thick dripping saliva around the beast’s mouth moved the situation from dangerous to catastrophic.
 
   A massive paw crashed down on Geoff’s head before the man could move. Blood sprayed the surroundings as the arteries on Geoff’s neck were opened. The man crashed into the ground, stunned from the power of the blow. Arlif bolted behind Erik running into a large pine, and stumbled. The panic prevented Arlif from getting his footing and the fool scrambled on all fours trying to get away. 
 
   Fear shook Erik and his sword would not pull from its scabbard. The bear’s mouth opened wide, then crunched down on Geoff’s head. The man did not even raise his hands to defend himself. He was probably already dead before the bear opened its mouth.
 
   The bear stood on its hind legs looking for anything else to maim. Erik managed to get his sword free and moved between the rabid beast and Arlif. Out from behind the bushes in front of them came Lawt, sprinting. He threw himself at the animal’s back, arms outstretched. He landed on the bear, wrapping his arms around, pinning the bear’s arms to its torso. The impact hurled man and beast to the ground. The bear’s rabid teeth snapped at the air and ground with its head whipping back and forth trying to get at its attacker. Erik stood stunned at the spectacle before him. He knew Lawt was strong but to see him pin a bear was inhuman. 
 
   The bear flailed on the ground and Lawt was losing his grip. Erik needed to act or the bear would soon be free. Erik ran toward the struggling pair when a blinding pain wracked his skull. Something had attacked Ghost. 
 
   Erik dropped his sword, panic engulfing him. What should he do? His brother was in trouble and needed help. Lawt was in desperate need a mere ten feet away and wrestling for his life, but Ghost’s pain beckoned. 
 
   Despite the chaos surrounding him Erik took a deep calming breath, and dampened Ghost’s link. He could help Lawt now but he could not help his brother, no matter how much it broke his heart. Erik picked up his sword and advanced again on Lawt and the bear. While Erik had been occupied with his own internal struggle the bear had managed to twist its body around to face Lawt. Lawt jammed his hand against the underside of the bears muzzle pushing the bear’s head back and used his body to pin one of the bear’s limbs. His other arm still held the bears remaining paw, pinning it to its chest. The bears back legs writhed and scratched against him and Lawt’s blood began to mix into the dirt. 
 
   Erik raised the sword calmly and jabbed the point sharply down into the bears exposed throat. Warm blood shot up into Erik’s face coating him with the sticky red fluid. As the bear’s life essence quickly emptied, the thrashing mass on the forest floor began to calm. After the bear stopped moving Lawt slowly released his grip on the bear’s muzzle.
 
   “`Bout time you helped.” Lawt panted, a large smile crept along his pale face. Erik began to move, to run to the stables to help Ghost. Then he saw the blood, and froze.
 
   Arlif slowly approached the two. “That was amazing!” 
 
   Lawt eased himself up. A look of pain flashed across his face causing him to look at his legs. Large tears of flesh hung from his thighs and blood flowed in rivers down his legs. 
 
   “Lawt is hurt…. I mean, that could be a problem,” Lawt said, then fell unconscious.
 
   Erik removed his cloak and tied it tightly around the worst of Lawt’s injured legs while Arlif did the same to the other. A horse came galloping toward them. A mounted man with a blue tunic and black cloak was coming to help. Their trainers hurried behind to bring them all back to the barracks.
 
   The incident on the mountain was bad enough with Lawt in the infirmary unconscious and possibly dying. The day turned into a nightmare with the news Erik received when he returned to the training grounds. After Geoff had been killed Dervish had gone berserk. The colt broke from his stall and ended up in Ghost’s. The pain Erik had felt was Ghost being kicked in the head. Luckily, a Roh’Darharim had been in the stables and had been able to bring Dervish down quickly or it could have been worse. Because of Dervish’s sudden reaction the Roh’Darharim had known something had happened on the mountainside, sending every available Cavalier and Surgeon out to help. In one afternoon Erik’s brother and best friend both were on the brink of death.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Ramona sat in the infirmary watching over the gorak. The camp knew the gorak had saved the lives of two of the Cavalier trainees by wrestling a rabid bear, or depending on who you believed, the gorak went wild and attacked two of the other Cavalier trainees. Ramona knew the truth by inspecting the wounds on the man’s legs. The wounds were obviously caused by the flesh rending claws of a wild animal. The rumors of the gorak attacking two innocent trainees were the fascinations of idiots. Some people hated to see nobility come from something they feared or, in their ignorance, hated what was different from them.
 
   Ramona did not understand that kind of attitude. She felt the same kind of resentment directed at her. She was a woman trying to do a man’s job. She had completed her surgeon’s training three years ago but was still considered a student because she had not been paired with Cavaliers yet. Her efforts and training seemed like they had been a complete waste of time because now she sat useless to anyone. It wasn’t fair.
 
   This could not have been what her father had meant about great things. Ramona still recalled the day he had finally left her. He had raised her alone on the pig farm after her mother had passed in labor with her stillborn brother. The consumption disease he had been fighting over the summer had taken a death grip on his lungs the following winter. She recalled the last words spoken to her by the gentlest of men. “Sell the farm…by yourself you will only…be…be needlessly molested.” He had said, racked with a coughing fit. “Not that I do…do not think…you can’t handle it, but…you are meant…for a greater purpose. You are too…too smart to be…a pig farmer…or the wife…of a pig farmer. On the mantle…is a…a father’s final gift…to his daughter.” His body seized with one final agonizingly long coughing spell, then finally the consumption took him. 
 
   Ramona now gambled her entire future on the life of one person, one most would not even consider human. She had volunteered to be left with the dying gorak because she sensed an opportunity. Her father also would not have thought she would use another man’s misfortune to better her position but she had been waiting too long for her chance. If she could get this man to recover, perhaps if he became a Cavalier, he would urge his partner to choose her. She was tired of waiting in the matching line like a sow at auction.
 
   It was not her fault no pairs had deemed her an adequate match. She was as good as any of the surgeons chosen before her, better than most. She excelled at all her lessons except for Diplomacy and the Art of Tactful Negotiations, but she had passed. Diplomacy was the art of saying what other people thought they wanted to hear. You could never come out and say what was obvious to everyone. She did not believe in such foolish nonsense. She believed in telling the facts of a situation, regardless of what others thought. Most of the Cavaliers did not even ask her any questions. They saw she was a woman and proceeded down the line asking questions to the inept surgeons after her.
 
   Maybe if she were pretty. She looked down at her bright yellow trainee’s tunic. Sure she was busty, but her ample bosom came with the price of an ample waist and posterior. Her sandy blonde curls fell about her with about as much life as swamp moss and her round eyes and fat cheeks gave her face a boyish appearance. 
 
   If she were pretty they would choose her with lecherous looks and desires they dreamed fulfilled. Oh, how much easier the lives must be for such bonnie lasses. But unlike some of the more aesthetic of her gender she also had morals. Even if she were pretty the Cavalier’s motives for choosing her would go unfulfilled. She did not want to be chosen by that means anyway. If being qualified did not get her the job then she would have to be more than qualified, and if that did not get her where she wanted she would find other means.
 
   The gorak had not moved since the field surgeon brought him in from the mending. The flow of blood had mostly abated but one vein did not seem to want to close even after suturing and cauterizing. They had left him to die, slowly bleeding to death in the infirmary. Ramona had waited for the people in the infirmary to leave before she made her move. She had been toying with an idea for some time and this was her opportunity to experiment. He was expected to die anyway, but if her idea worked she would have possibly made an ally in helping to reach her goal.
 
                 She placed water on the fire to boil while she prepared her surgical tools. She inspected each blade and needle quickly ensuring that since their last use no rust or barbs had appeared. Grabbing a mortar and pestle from the table she set about mixing the ingredients necessary to make the compound. She had done it once before on accident. She had grabbed the opulacanth’s root oil instead of the knotted bark tree oil by mistake while learning about analgesics during Herbilogical Medicine. The mixture had hardened quickly when she had added the water forming cement and it affixed her mortar and pestle together for a week before the cement suddenly crumbled to dust. None of the ingredients were toxic individually, she only hoped that together they did not form a poison. Some of the more insidious toxins were made out of items found around a tavern kitchen.
 
                 The water began to boil as she removed the Surgeon’s sutures to clearly see the weeping vein. When the massive leg opened pools of purple black blood flowed out soaking through the canvas cot. The miniscule stitching attempting to hold the vein closed had failed. The vein gaped open, its inner lining fighting to hold onto the light. Ramona reworked the stitching, closing the wound on the vein wall with horse hair. So little of the vein remained intact she wondered if it was worth the effort. Amputation and cauterizing could save his life but it was a remote possibility. The vein was a major one. A lesser man would have succumbed to the loss of blood hours ago. Perhaps it was the gorak in him keeping him alive.
 
                 As soon as she was satisfied with her sewing she added water to her experimental mixture. The boiling water worked easily into the mixture until it had reached the consistency of a thick batter. If she used the amalgam now it would burn the man’s delicate flesh. It could not be helped, and who knew, the heat may be an added bonus in further closing the wound. The mixture was beginning to thicken beyond where it would be manageable. The decision made for her she poured a dollop of the paste into the man’s leg and worked it around trying to seal every hole through which the scarlet fluid oozed. A congealed mess of blood and glue lay in the man’s exposed wound but no blood exited. Ramona sighed. The blood flow could be so hampered the man would lose the leg anyway or her efforts may kill him, but he would not bleed to death. His heart may not be able to take the glue patch, and that also worried her. So many things could go wrong. She sewed the wound shut and looked at her work. There would be nasty scarring. The man should be happy if he lived though, his manliness had been saved. A few inches higher and he would have been qualified to guard the king’s wife.
 
                 The first few days after her experimental surgery exhausted her. Her patient was unconscious so giving the gorak fluids was tedious but she ladled small amounts of broth into his mouth with aggravating constancy. Infection set in and a fever caused him to sweat. This required that the prescribed amount of broth to be doubled. The wounds on his legs turned bright red and soft to the touch with pus oozing out, tingeing the brown blood stains on his cot green. Ramona collected three bowls full of the foul fluid. She finally thought the wounds had healed enough to be lanced and pressed to extract the pus. Her efforts and cleaning paid off. In a week the fever had abated. The following week the white color in the man’s face began to grow more into the pale gray. Ramona’s soul could sing. After so many years of hopelessly watching she finally had a chance. 
 
                 “How is he today?” a voice asked behind her.
 
                 It was Erik. Ramona could hardly believe her luck when the gorak was injured, but what had occurred afterward was a blessing only Beshra could bestow. She pushed out the surge of guilt from her selfish thinking and stared at Erik while he entered. The man coming to visit the gorak everyday was gorgeous. He had eyes like a raven. While a little on the thin side, his serious demeanor gave his leanness an edge like a knife.
 
                 She stood adjusting her skirt, then checked Lawt’s sheets and sat down again, only to feel she really should clean the area. She stood again and began to clear away bandages and canisters which had collected during her watchful eye since the last time Erik had visited. 
 
                 “He has not stirred since he was brought in but I am confident he will recover,” Ramona said. The man smelled like he had been working and she wrinkled her nose. He should at least have the manners to bathe before coming to visit. She recalled his horse had been injured the same afternoon the gorak had been brought in for care. “How is your horse doing?”
 
                 “Not well,” Erik said “Ghost was already ill before the injury, now it seems the injuries weakened him and the illness is wreaking havoc.”
 
                 Erik looked at Ramona with anguish. Well, the horse was not under her care so there was not much she could do. “You are worrying like a farm hen. Our surgeons are the best for treating the illness of the horses. Ghost is it? I do not think Ghost would think highly of a brother who had given up so easily.” That should put his mind at ease. “I know that not all Cavaliers were raised in the courtly ways but I would ask you before you come visit the next time, if you would be so kind as to bathe. Your odor distracts me from my business.” Maybe that was not the best thing to say. The smell was not all that bad. She did after all grow up on a pig farm.
 
                 “The longer this goes on the further behind in the training I get. And as for the smell, a little hard work never killed anyone.” He stood and left Ramona alone with the slumbering beast man. Not even a goodbye! Well rudeness could be forgiven she supposed. The gorak and his horse both lay in the infirmary. 
 
                 Ramona placed her hand in her skirt pocket. She carried the gift her father had given her so long ago and the stone was always there comforting her. Her hand encircled it and gently removed her treasure. She always looked at it when her spirit grew weak. The pearl was large and a cool gray. Tiny brown swirls reminiscent of vapors permanently caressed the sides giving the gem the appearance of a mixture that had not quite been blended to completion. Even these blemishes gave the pearl a unique beauty placing its value above gold but the brown pimple on one side made the stone worthless. She might as well be holding a piece of flint in her hand. 
 
                 She had almost sold it once. She was lost and hungry when the peddler had offered to take it off her hands for a hot meal. He had found her on a trail that lay along a mountainside. It was hardly suitable for travel and she had decided to give up. She had leaned pitifully against a tree determined to waste away in the snow. The moment the exchange was about to take place she had remembered her father’s words. “You are meant for greater things.” Those words had given her strength, and every time she gazed upon the pearl she heard those words ring in her head. Over the next hill was a gated wall with a large bell in an archway.
 
                 The gorak suddenly sat up. Ramona could tell with a glance that the man did not show any of the signs associated with rabies. It had been weeks since the man’s injuries, plenty of time for the convulsions and muscle coordination to deteriorate. Quickly, Ramona placed the pearl in her skirt pocket. He was awake! He was cognizant and in full control. She had done it! 
 
    
 
                 Erik stepped out of the infirmary enraged at the woman. Give up! How would she know what he was up against? The chips stacked against him were so high he could see no hope of success. He had not told anyone the truth. He could feel that Ghost was recovering from his injuries and bouts of fever. Truthfully, Ghost could probably go into his own stable. With the union Erik could feel Ghost’s pains and fevers and tell the surgeons where the problems lay. Erik repeatedly lied to the surgeons. He told about fevers, malaise, and other false symptoms hoping to hide the truth of what was really happening
 
   Since Ghost’s injuries the horse had lost sight in one eye and was slowly losing it in the other. In a month Ghost would be completely blind and Erik would no longer be a Cavalier in training. They would deem Ghost incapable and Erik would be relegated as a school hand until Ghost’s death.
 
                 He knew he could not hide the truth much longer. The fact Ghost could still see with one eye helped. The muscles in Ghost’s blind eye still moved the useless orb in the direction the horse wanted to look because it mirrored whatever his good eye wanted to track. Erik was sure the surgeons thought him overprotective but their patience would eventually wear thin
 
                 Erik had only one choice in keeping his hopes alive. Erik had to train Ghost despite his brother’s handicap. Ghost had to be so proficient at his skills no one could tell he was blind. Erik headed toward the veterinary infirmary to get his horse into his own stable. The training needed to begin in earnest. On his way he bent his head below his armpit and took in a hefty whiff. He did not smell that bad. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Testing
 
    
 
   Ramona watched Erik and Lawt training as often as she could. She told herself it was to check if her patient had fully recovered but she found herself staring at the tall, lanky man who was Lawt’s partner. He was silly to believe the surgeons did not know about his horse. The fact that the horse was blind was evident but it was agreed Ghost would still be considered a viable mount if he could still pass. She thought it cruel not telling him of the decision, but saw it necessary. The man’s supposed secret spurred him and he trained with the horse into the night most days.
 
   Erik was always serious, always training or sparring or studying. He moved like a willow in a hurricane during his sparring sessions. None of the other classmates could compete with Erik’s outright violence. Skill contained his aggressiveness but there was no question the man had demons he exorcised through his sword. 
 
   Ghost remained blind. The horse could now only differentiate brightness from darkness. Erik had been performing so well in his other studies that Ramona had hoped to see him progress toward advancement quickly but Ghost stalled Erik’s progress. The horse could not seem to get distances or directions correct. That was understandable considering the circumstances. Until the horse mastered that Erik would not be allowed to start training the horse on mounted techniques. The rest of Erik’s class had been riding for half a year already. 
 
   Where Erik excelled at weapons Lawt seemed to excel with the mounted work. He seemed to, but he also was not being adequately challenged. The combination of Titan’s size and Lawt’s strength made them an intimidating pair. The man had wrestled a rabid bear while unarmed. Each retelling seemed to make the bear larger, with Lawt casually throwing the bear aside. People seemed to forget his being near death and his extended stay in the infirmary. All that mattered was that the man had fought with the bear. The combination of the two brothers united and the exaggerated story made people shy away during mounted sparring and charges. Titan and Lawt would not get the workout they needed until a true Cavalier noticed. It was only a matter of time but the longer it waited the harder it would be to break any habits picked up during these training sessions. Ramona went to look for Rovan.
 
                 
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “What is up with her?” Erik asked Lawt during breakfast. 
 
   “Who?” Lawt asked not looking up from the mountain of food on his tray. The man ate as much as three people and in half the time. 
 
   “That student surgeon. What’s her name? Ramona!” Erik said.
 
   “What do you mean?” Lawt asked shoving three entire strips of bacon into his mouth and chasing it with three gulps of water, emptying one of the six glasses that lay before him. 
 
   “She is always looking at…us.” Erik said. He changed ‘me’ to ‘us,’ realizing that he sounded paranoid.
 
   “I dunno,” Lawt said, syrup dripping from his chin. “I kinda like her. Don’t you?”
 
   “Well of course you like her. She saved your sorry ass!” Erik smiled.
 
   He was amazed this was the same man he had rescued over three years ago. The man he rescued was timid and could barely speak. He would have taken Erik’s words seriously and been chagrined. Lawt was now well versed and educated better than Erik, without a trace of meekness in him. His appearance had even changed. His hair was once wild and matted with dirt, blood, tangles and who knew what else. Now it was clean and trimmed with the length pulled back neatly into a leather strap. His face, once a war zone of dirt, scars, and hair, was now clean with two fine braids of hair representative of his beard on either side of his chin. Lawt even carried himself differently, not with the slouch of one trying to escape notice, but with the confidence and air of a man who demanded respect. Despite these drastic changes you could still tell his parentage was less than pure. The large brow, stunted nose, and massive under bite were obvious signs of his lineage. It looked as if the one snaggletooth on his lower lip had developed into two, one on either side, almost like tusks.
 
   “She helps me sometimes.” Lawt grunted. The rough timber in his voice was still there. The tone and bearing along with the man’s pronounced features made him a walking contradiction. He interrupted what he was saying by finishing up another glass of water. “I had an idea on how to help Ghost. Well that is, Ramona had an idea,” Lawt finished. The man at least had the decency to look sheepish. 
 
   “You told her!” He had told Lawt in confidence about Ghost because he knew he would not be able to train him alone. An ally against the trainers was nice to have around on occasion.
 
   “Don’t worry, she’s safe,” Lawt said “I go to her with all kinds of problems. She’s really smart. Besides, they already know about Ghost.”
 
   “They know? You told them, too!” Erik accused. His ire built into a thundercloud.
 
   “Take it easy. Lawt… I mean, I didn’t tell anyone.” Lawt looked down ashamed of the slip up. “These people are trained to take care of sick horses remember! You know better. They knew the possibility the instant they looked at the injuries. The way the horse was acting only confirmed it.”  
 
   “Yeah,” Erik conceded his friend’s point. “I guess I should have known better. Still, if they have always known hope isn’t lost. I can…. Hey, wait a minute! What kinds of problems? Why haven’t you told me you’ve been having problems?” Erik asked, getting angry again. He could not believe that Lawt had tried to slip that passed him and he almost let him.
 
   “That’s not important right now,” Lawt said, looking down at his empty plate trying to find one more morsel to eat. “What’s important is what she thought of for Ghost. We need to measure his pace at each cadence- walk, trot, cantor, and gallop. We also need him to learn to count as high as he can. If we can do that it is just a matter of math. We take the measurement of the cadence and figure out how many times Ghost’s front left hoof will hit the ground before it reaches that distance. Ramona said she would help us.” 
 
   Erik barehanded the last pancake on his plate and gave it to Lawt pondering the solution his friend had given him. It was feasible, better than the one he had been using. He had been trying to keep track of when he thought Ghost should be at the distance required, then he would use the link to tell him to stop. It seemed to work. Well, it had worked once. One time in three months was not what Erik thought was a winning strategy.
 
   “Okay,” Erik said, “but in the future you should consult me about things that regard my mount, especially if you are going to be talking about it with her.”
 
   Erik could see real progress for the first time over the next few months. Ghost had learned to count to three early, and even went beyond most going up to five. The horse picked up the counting slowly until he reached six, but even this took months. Six was the highest the horse could comprehend. Erik himself thought of the solution to this problem. Every time Ghost would reach six he would send Erik a signal. Erik would keep track of these and when Ghost had reached the destination he would send a signal back. Technically it was cheating. The horse had to be able to estimate distances on his own. But if nobody knew how Ghost did it they could not say he hadn’t done it alone.
 
   Directions were easier for the horse to comprehend. Implanting the sun into Ghost’s mind was the key. As soon as Ghost was able to maintain that Erik would start Ghost off pointing north. With each quarter turn to the right or left the horse made, Erik would move the sun. After a while Ghost soon learned on his own that each quarter turn he made corresponded with where the placement of the sun would be. 
 
   After Ghost had learned the two skills it was simply a matter of combining them. Grasping the idea was easy, actually performing the tasks was another matter. Four months went by before Erik thought Ghost was ready for the qualifying test. 
 
   “So, you finally think your precious little Ghosty is capable of testing,” Rovan said with a smile on his face. “It’s about time. The rest of your class has been running full speed charges for the past month. Even if your horse passes today it will be months before you catch up.”
 
   Every time Erik wanted something that had to do with his mount, Rovan had a way of making him feel small. “I believe that Ghost is capable of passing, sir,” Erik said with what he hoped was a respectful tone.
 
   “Very well. As you know the testing is simple. The first part is The Statue. At your command Ghost will maintain his position and remain quiet without flinching…regardless of what I do to him. The second is The Follower. I will give you a list of commands that you will transmit to your mount via the link. Your mount’s performance is graded for alacrity and, for some ceremonial commands, performance. The third and final test is The Messenger. I will send out two men with precise distances in two separate directions. I will tell you where I sent them. You will tell your mount via the link where to go. Your mount will find one man then the other. When a man sees your mount stop for ten counts it means the mount believes it is where it should be. He will blow his horn to signal that he has seen your mount. The mount must then come back here and go in the direction of the second man. Both men have to signal that they have seen the horse stop for ten counts for the horse to pass. Any questions?”
 
   “No, sir.”
 
   “Very well. Let’s begin.”
 
   Erik trotted Ghost out to the testing arena and turned his head to look for Rovan’s instructions. The instant his head turned Erik could feel the familiar teeth working at his hair. Ghost had never gotten to the point of pulling a large clump out but he had come very close. Erik always dealt with the pain. The teeth were hard and not too gentle but the act was so familiar it was almost a comfort. At Rovan’ signal Erik took a deep breath. “Still” he whispered to his horse while reinforcing his meaning with the link. 
 
   Horses always had small little movements and twitches of muscle that gave life to their elegant forms. The swishing of a tail, steady chewing, or prodding of the ground helped to make them more than matter even when they were not moving. With that simple word everything froze, not even the contraction of muscles anticipating a move. The only movement coming from the animal was the expansion of the chest and the wind catching the flowing hair on Ghost’s mane and tail.
 
   Rovan walked up to Ghost, the first move was abrupt. Rovan’s fist came around and smashed Ghost squarely in the face. The burst of pain in Erik’s head was intense and inwardly Ghost seethed. The impact seemed to have come from nowhere. Outwardly, the horse’s head took the shock of the blow, when the momentum had been expended the head ceased its movement. Ghost did not even move his head back to face forward. Rovan then tried to push Ghost. The horse was not moving. 
 
   A smile flashed across Rovan’s face. The Herdmaster walked to the fence enclosing the arena and picked a small blade of grass. He crept back to the horse having news of the horse’s handicap and was trying to take advantage of it. Rovan let the blade of grass tickle the sensitive flesh lining the Ghost’s ear canal. Annoyance was slowly building in the horse. 
 
   Rovan was pulling hair out one strand at a time from Ghost’s beautiful gray tail. When that failed he slapped the horse hard on the flank to cue it to run freely. Still the horse did not move. Erik tried to comfort Ghost through the link but the concept of testing was above his comprehension. All Ghost knew was some person was trying to get him to move and all his training told him not too. 
 
   “I must say, you have done an excellent job with this portion of the testing, Erik. I think that was some of the hardest testing I have done for that stage.”
 
   Erik was handed a parchment with a list of commands on it. Ghost loved to show off so teaching him the ceremonial commands had been simple. Quickly Erik went through halt, left cantor, right cantor, then moved Ghost into passage, slowing him all the way down to piaff and finally ending with pirouette. Ghost responded quickly, although the showier aspects were a little sloppy. A little more training in his Passage was needed.
 
   “Fair enough,” Rovan said. “It looks like we are two thirds of the way done. If Ghost passes this next test you are well on your way to being a Roh’Darharim.” 
 
   For the first time it seemed as if Rovan was cheering for him to succeed. “While you were distracted giving commands I sent my two scouts out. I didn’t want to give you a hint of where to send your horse before it was time. The first point for your horse is due north and half a league.”
 
   Erik could not believe his luck. North! Erik transmitted the directions to Ghost. Slowly, Ghost worked his way out of the arena. As soon as the horse found the opening he turned north and cantered away. The horsed moved his front hooves slowly moving his head back and forth looking for any obstruction that could hinder forward progress. With the excitement, the first ping coming across the link startled Erik. He needed to keep track of those. Two, three, four he was going to make it. The counts came steadily. Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, all the hard work was going to pay off! The late nights…
 
   “…would suggest you pay more attention to your superiors!” Erik turned his attention back to Rovan. His Herdmaster was red in the face with large beads of sweat glistening on his bald head. “You always have been a flaky one.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir!” Erik said by rote, Forty-four, forty-five, forty-six. Stop!
 
   “I was complimenting you on the progress you have been making since your miserable hide came here to be trained. Now, I think I have to rethink myself and give…” Rovan stopped as a single note blasted from a horn in the north. “Humph! Well I guess that makes one lucky break. We all know that your precious Ghost couldn’t see danger if it stabbed him in the chest.”
 
   Erik could not think of anything to say to his Herdmaster that would not be construed as insubordinate. The one day that it seemed that Rovan was going to cut him a little slack the man goes back to his old form when Erik stopped paying attention to his surroundings. Erik always seemed to find the one thing that would change Rovan’s outlook from bad to miserable. 
 
   The time Ghost took to get back passed slowly. Ghost came trotting carefully over the rise and navigated himself around impeding trees and boulders. Each of Ghost’s steps were cautious as holes could hamper his movement. On the outside Erik calmly surveyed Ghost’s performance, but inside he anxiously wanted to get this testing completed. Ghost seemed to sense this and quickened his pace a bit. When the horse reached the open arena he came running up to his brother. “That was wonderful, boy,” Erik said while stroking Ghost’s neck.
 
   “Let’s stop this touching moment of self-congratulation and finish this,” Rovan said.
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   “Two leagues, south-southwest.” 
 
   As Rovan rattled off the direction Erik proceeded to instruct Ghost on what direction he needed to go and gave Ghost the distance. The horse really did not need the distance, not with the method that he and Lawt had worked out. It was a habit carried over when the horse could still see. Ghost walked out of the arena again and meandered through the trees. Before Ghost left Erik’s sight he had signaled him three times. 
 
   “I must say it is impressive that you managed to train the horse how to cross country like that,” Rovan said. The man was trying to be hospitable again. Erik tried to pay more attention to what was happening so as not to evoke the ire of his Herdmaster again. 
 
   Four.
 
   Five.
 
   “It wasn’t all that difficult,” Erik said with a little smile, “Ghost is really an intelligent horse. He uses his other senses very well. The toughest part was keeping him moving in a straight line. We spent months getting him into the habit of continuously lining up the facing of his front and back hooves, as long as he does that he should be able to keep himself seven…I mean even.” 
 
   Rovan’s eyes widened with that and a knowing smile crept across his face.
 
   Damn it! That pulse came at the same time Erik was forming the words in his mouth. 
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to be keeping a pace count would you?” Rovan asked.
 
   “No.” 
 
   “You know as the Herdmaster I can’t let there be a doubt in my mind that someone is cheating and unqualified to be Roh’Darharim. I have almost unlimited authority and power to banish such doubts, especially in the middle of testing.”
 
   Erik knew Rovan could do anything short of endangering the life of a trainee. The threat had shaken him to the point that he was not sure if Ghost had sent him another signal. He would just add one to his count. One miscounted pace should not put Ghost far off the mark.
 
   “You need to push on the earth until I figure out how to correct this,” Rovan yelled while simultaneously hitting Erik in the stomach.
 
   Erik buckled over and gasped for air. He gathered his will and went prone, beginning the rhythmic count off his performed push-ups. Another ping, how many was that now, thirteen? Fourteen? Better to assume thirteen this time. After twenty or thirty repetitions Erik began to get a pace going with Ghost’s pings. Five push-ups for Erik came around the same time as Ghost’s pacing alert but Erik was beginning to get tired. What was it that Olarin had said at the beginning of class so long ago? A Roh’Darharim could draw strength from his brother. Twenty, twenty-one.
 
   Erik probed into Ghost’s mind. He could feel Ghost’s mind separated into the sensory and coordinating functions. The strength would be in the latter portion. Erik concentrated, feeling the energy pulsing in the muscles of the young horse. Erik tried to pull some of it into his body. It was like pulling against a taught rope. The more he pulled on it the more it resisted. The struggle with the horse was beginning to fatigue him more than the push-ups. 
 
   Thirty-Seven. The pace of his push-ups had been lost with Ghost’s signals long ago but he knew how many signals Ghost had sent him. They were halfway there. He was now struggling to push himself off the ground. If he could not get the energy from the horse maybe the horse could take some of this fatigue. He imagined all the fatigue he was feeling in his arms draining into the horse. There was backlash and Erik gasped at the shock. His muscles burned as the energy flowed into him. The fatigue began to be drawn from his arms and pulled into Ghost through a suction, being replaced by the unbridled energy of his brother. 
 
   Rovan stood with either foot on Erik’s hands and pain shot through him. This was going to be too much. There was no way Erik was going to be able to continue to push, ignore the pain and keep Ghost’s pace count. “Got a second wind?” Rovan asked.
 
   “Not going to let you beat me,” Erik gasped between push-ups.
 
   Rovan began rocking back and forth on Erik’s hands. “Do you really think I am that petty?”
 
   “You…don’t hinder…anyone else.” Erik grunted.
 
   “Keep pushing and let me teach you a few things. I am doing a job, simply weaning out anyone who can’t handle the physical and mental demands of the training of being Roh’Darharim,” Rovan said adding a small grinding twist with his boots at the end of each rock. “If I could have I would have thrown Geoff out of training after the first week but we are so few in number they would not let me. Had I, he would still be alive today aiding us in other ways. Make it easier for you and me. Give up.We both know Ghost is not going to find the second point by himself.”
 
   The realization came to Erik that he had indeed lost Ghost’s pace count. Rovan was right, Ghost would not find the spot by himself. It would be another half year before Rovan would allow him to retest. By that time his classmates would be a full year ahead of him.
 
   “Think about Ghost,” Rovan continued. “Are you doing your brother any favors? A blind horse asked to do everything the fully capable mounts are doing. You’re dooming your brother to a short life. I was against allowing you to continue in the first place, but again the council thought only of our numbers.”
 
   Erik was struggling again, the energy he had taken from Ghost had drained away. Was he doing the right thing? Did he have a right to do this to Ghost? Erik’s arms began to tremble. The reason he was here began to pale compared to what he faced. Erik could be here for years trying to get Ghost capable of passing this test. His commitment with the Cavalier’s cemented with Ghost, why did he have to be a Roh’Darharim? He could become a hostler or farm hand and accomplish a goal from earlier in his life. He had gotten out of the stigma set on him in Armeston as a bastard.
 
   Ghost would be taken care of, and the life of a draft horse was not a bad one. His arms trembled and his breaths came in short sporadic gasps. Erik tried not to think about the agonizing weight grinding the palms of his hands into the ground. The tops of his hands were bleeding where Rovan’s boots had begun to tear the skin. It would be easier on all accounts to just give up. The day was nice. Erik was sure that the Roh’Darharim would give him rest. Perhaps he would just sit out in the sun under a tree. 
 
   Erik’s arms were no longer trembling. A brand blazed across his vision, a circle with lines radiating from it above a crude tree. The image burned red and painful from his memory. That was the one thing he had, the one clue that would lead him to his eventual goal. He would track the brand, but in order to do that he needed to get out of here as quickly as possible. Fleeing was not an option. The only option was success. 
 
   Then there was Lawt. He had given him his word not to give up. Lawt would understand but the thought of telling him he would no longer be training was nauseating.
 
   “How many times are you going to buck against me?” Rovan asked Erik, sensing the change in demeanor.
 
   “As long as it takes to be Roh’Darharim,” Erik said through gritted teeth.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Rovan said with a grim face. “You see, I have enough evidence to convince myself that you have been cheating during the last portion of this test by giving your mount a pace count. The honor of a Roh’Darharim must be unquestionable. The fact that your precious Ghost has not found the second point after I distracted your mind is enough to warrant a board of inquiry. I doubt that…”
 
   A horn blast rang through the arena. The stern, reprimanding look on Rovan’s face melted into a look of shock. “Congratulations, Erik. You begin mounted training tomorrow.” The bald man placed a calloused hand on Erik’s shoulder. A broad smile spread across his face as he shook his head in dismay. Then he turned and walked away.
 
   The full comprehension of what Rovan had said had not registered in Erik until he was out of sight. Mounted training starting tomorrow! Ghost had done it. How? He did not really care how. He looked down at his bleeding hands. He had been so close to giving up, giving up on himself, on Ghost. Erik strengthened his resolve. He would succeed, regardless the obstacle. 
 
   Ghost came trotting out of the forest towards the arena. To the end of his days he would wonder if Ghost had indeed found the point or if the horse had stopped to rest long enough for the spotter to blow the horn. 
 
   “Come on boy, let’s get you some oats. You definitely deserve it,” Erik said turning towards the massive stables.
 
   The feeling of exhilaration raced through Erik from Ghost. The horse knew he had passed, that much was obvious, but one thing lingered in Erik’s mind. Was it fair to Ghost that Erik keep pushing him? Was he condemning Ghost?
 
   He had lost his mother through no real fault of his own, and the pain of that wound was still raw after years of suffering. What would the pain be like with Ghost if he lost his brother because of his actions? A cold wind came blowing off the mountain chilling Erik to the bone.              
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   The Usual Reaction
 
    
 
   Waiting outside the brothel tired Oswald. He had seen the girl go in yesterday but she never came out. He could not believe that the possessor of the stone was a whore, but who was he to say what the stone’s exact nature was. The possessors usually climbed to higher stations.  Oswald was the lone exception that he knew. 
 
   He fidgeted on his barrel again. The splinters were digging into his calloused posterior. He must have been sitting on this wood for a long time to make his rear sore. A man who spent his entire life on his ass got used to sitting on anything. 
 
   He looked down at the shriveled nubs that passed as legs. Being bitter was an endeavor which had grown tiring. He was an old man, and having a pair of working legs would not have made him any better looking or any taller. A proportional pair of legs would allow him to reach the towering height of four feet. 
 
   Scratching at his salt and pepper beard he peered at the small green stone in his hand. The emerald had a white gash that ran through the front facet. He could not recall when he came to possess it. He had always had it. The gypsies that raised him said it was in the basket they found him in. Odd they never claimed it as their own. They were a strange people. A strange and magnificent people. 
 
   The green stone glowed only for him. That was not entirely true, anyone could see the glow if they knew the proper incantations. Oswald was sure he was the only one who could see it on this street, it was his spell after all. The stone pulsed with a frail green light in his small, thick hand. The blue light in the brothel pulsed again in answer. The woman was still there. 
 
   He had been looking for answers about his stone for the past forty years. Looking was maybe too strong a word. A better description would be he had taken an extended tour of the many taverns of Tredale and waited for the stones to show themselves. Oswald was not afraid to admit he may have interpreted a sign wrong but everything pointed to one thing. Over the past millennia the stones had been separated, now all the stones were in Tredale. They had been for the past fifty years. The prophecies had the stones separated until… Oswald was used to looking at the glass as half empty. With a cold realization, Oswald’s came to the only inevitable conclusion. The glass was not half empty. It was completely bare. 
 
   Oswald should not have been able to get this close to another holder unless all the kingdoms were about to meet their end. He should have found some reason to skip Padin Tier. Instead he made excuses to come here. Quite a shame really, the wines of the west valleys of Tredale were famous for their robust flavor. 
 
   His own curiosity had gotten the better of him. When he saw the beacon charm on his stone activate, common sense told him to head a different way. His search for answers had been going on for so long he just had to see what was causing the charm to activate. 
 
   Oswald smiled remembering Master Renshaw. He had made him put the charm on the stone. He hated that man, or had hated him. The old man always demanded perfection. Oswald did not know at the time why he needed to cast the stupid beacon charm in the first place but learning a new spell was preferable than pulling splinters out from under bloody fingernails. Master Renshaw had more insight than Oswald had given him credit; either that or the prophecies had manipulated that old codger as well. He gave Renshaw the credit this time. He needed to give his old mentor the benefit of the doubt occasionally. 
 
   A commotion in the brothel brought him back to reality. There was yelling over there. With a start he realized the blue glow was moving down the street, and it was moving fast. Oswald gave a shrill whistle. 
 
   A heap of trash moved at the back of the alley. A large beast of brown and red fur came barreling down the small lane, its shoulders coming to an average man’s naval. Oswald did not mind that his friend liked to rummage and sleep in refuse, he just hated the smell. He had not let Sampson play in the trash pile when they first decided to stake out the whorehouse and Sampson’s whining had been getting unbearable. Oswald let the dog go just so he could keep his nerves.
 
   The dog licked Oswald vigorously, nearly knocking him off the barrel as he propped up his front paws. Chunks of trash and droplets of rancid juice coated Oswald with the sickly sweet stench of rot.
 
   “Stop that, you stupid dog! You’re getting trash all over!” He did not mind the affection but boundaries had to be set. The order startled Sampson and the dog gave a little whimper. He meant well, he was just excited.
 
   “Well you deserve it. Look at me.” Oswald held his arms away from his body to give Sampson a good look. A rotten lump of tomato fell off his sleeve. “I hope you’re satisfied. It’s hard enough to get people to respect me as it is.”
 
   Oswald looked back down at the stone. It was still glowing. The little man looked down the street to locate the blue glow. He could still see it easily. It was further away but it seemed the fates would not let his curiosity go unpunished. He could find that blue glow with his eyes closed after giving it a two day head start.
 
   Speaking of curiosity, what had started all the commotion? Oswald looked Sampson over. “Come here, boy.”
 
   The dog moved over to Oswald’s side. Oswald reached into his patch worn cloak and pulled out his riggings. This was always tedious work but years of moving about without legs had giving him strong arms, and with care and patience anything could be done. Sampson stood next to his master while Oswald buckled and tightened each leather strap in place. Before long a web of leather covered the dog and a rudimentary saddle took form. Oswald grabbed hold of a strap with one arm and swung himself onto his companions back. Still, the dog did not move. Oswald began working the straps again, this time on himself. The odd buckle or strap that had hung loose now secured him.
 
   “Good boy, Sampson. Let’s go”
 
    Oswald gave Sampson signals where to go, subtle pressure of his legs on the dog’s side told the dog exactly where. His legs were not completely useless, just mostly useless. The dog began walking at a modest pace toward the brothel. Like the emerald Sampson had always been there. Maybe not that long but it seemed that way.
 
   As soon as they left the alley the stares started. They still hurt. After all these decades he still hated it. Oswald had come to terms with himself about what his deformity meant but the stares always cut him. One lady he made eye contact with had a look of such revulsion on her face that Oswald hoped it was Sampson’s smell that made her react that way but the wind was wrong. The worst were the people that intentionally did not look at him, as if he did not exist. Their pathetic attempt to be polite only made them even crueler. 
 
   Oswald urged Sampson across the street. The dog’s pace quickened and soon the two of them were in the brothel, away from the street, and into the smaller crowd in the brothel. He could handle small groups easier, especially ones that were preoccupied.
 
   Everyone in the building huddled together looking at the same thing. Two men lay unconscious on the floor but no one looked their way. One of the men lay crumpled on the floor underneath a body sized crater in the wall. The other lay on top of a splintered pile of wood that used to be a table. The blood on the floor and walls did not come from them. It belonged to whoever was in the middle of the crowd. He urged Sampson through the throng. With his dog’s height Oswald came up to most of these people’s shoulders. The dog pushed and muscled his way through the crowd until Oswald could see what had caused the commotion. 
 
   A stout bald man lay on the floor, his eyes looking at the ceiling. The man’s throat was cut and his forearm was bent unnaturally across his chest. Blood no longer spurted out of the man’s neck but the large pool of blood underneath the man continued to expand. The man was killed a few minutes ago. The chatter around him accused a small girl of this crime.
 
   He needed to see the truth for himself. He began to chant, a slow rhythm beginning to form with the beat of the syllables meticulously uttered from his lips. His arms moved from position to position quickly but Oswald made sure he had formed the symbol exactly as he was taught. The people around him stared at him now for a different reason, and some began to back away. He did not care. They probably thought he was having a seizure. It may be the only time these people would see a true wielder of sorcery and they would not even be able to see the outcome of the spell. As it progressed the mob began to move. They moved in unnatural but fluid motions. People began to back away from the crowd in an erratic manner. The words they uttered were of no known language and the emphasis placed on the syllables was awkward to hear.
 
   Oswald closed his eyes. This transformation was only apparent to him. To everyone in the crowd time flowed as normal but he was tracing the timeline backwards. He could watch everything that happened in this area if he followed the line far enough back. He did not like to watch the timeline spell in reverse, it caused motion sickness. The spell tended to speed up or slow down depending on what the spell caster concentrated on.
 
   Oswald let the last quarter hour pass before he opened his eyes. A large bald man with the round face stood in front of him with a striking woman in front of him, tears rolling down her cheeks. Around the woman a nimbus of blue light glowed. This was the argument that started the entire mess. Oswald let the play begin.
 
   “She’s dying, Rollo!” the woman cried. “They won’t come unless they are guaranteed payment upfront.”
 
   “The woman is fine. She’ll be as good as new by next week.” Rollo said his voice holding a small trace of disdain.
 
   “What is the problem?” The woman protested. “She has been here for years. Surely, you know she won’t say anything. You’ll be insuring her service for even more years.”
 
   “The woman is past her prime. It will take years to recoup the losses.” With that Rollo started to turn. The glowing woman grabbed Rollo by the arm, keeping his attention. Rollo raised his arms as if to strike then looked around the room noticing all the patrons.
 
   “Then take it from me.” The woman looked Rollo in the eyes and stood as tall as she could. Rollo shook his arm free and towered over her, trying to intimidate her with his size. The woman did not budge. Her eyes stared straight into Rollo’s.
 
   “It does not work like that. Now stop bothering me and get back to work, whore.”
 
   “You’re right!” the woman accused. “You would just pocket everything!”
 
   “So what if I did!” Rollo retorted, his face red. “I paid good money for all of you. I intend to get everything that’s coming to me. When it costs more to feed you and house you than what you earn for me that’s when I tell you your account gets paid.” 
 
   The woman grabbed Rollo’s arm again. One of the tavern’s strong arms walked up behind her and grabbed her on the shoulder. The instant the large man touched her she spun, grabbing the man’s arm and whirled behind him, pinning his arm behind his back. The man moved forward trying to use his strength to wrestle himself free, the woman pushed the man with all her might adding to his own force. He went head first into the wall with a crash. By the time the tough had reached the floor another strong arm was moving in on her.
 
   This one was swinging. He saw the way the she had handled the previous man. He intended to beat her into submission. The woman weaved and dodged around the man’s massive blows. Even though Oswald already knew the result of the fight he still winced when one of the blows clipped the woman glancing off her cheek. The woman staggered and the man pressed his attack. He grinned, pulling his fist back for a nose breaking swing. As the swing came down the woman swerved, moving herself inside the swing. Her back now facing her opponent’s chest, she grabbed the arm, bent her knees, and tossed. The man sailed. He came down hard his back hitting the corner of a table. When his legs caught up, the table and its supports buckled. Oswald hoped the cracking sound was from the table giving way and not a broken bone. By the way his leg was laying the table did not take the worst of the damage from the collision.
 
   The woman turned on Rollo. The man’s face had paled considerably since the recent argument.
 
   “Here!” the man cried as he tossed a small pouch at the woman.
 
   “I don’t think so, Rollo. Today I am going to give you everything you have coming to you.” The woman walked slowly toward the fat man. By this time the patron’s had formed a circle watching the entertainment.
 
   “Stay back!” Rollo screamed. The fat man reached into his boot and pulled out a small dagger. He pointed it tentatively at the woman.
 
   That was all she needed. The woman was fast. With Rollo’s small jab, she grabbed the man’s arm and twisted it. There was an audible pop and the man’s hand went limp. Rollo screamed, clutching his hand to his chest while the knife fell to the ground. In one fluid motion she swept down, picked up the dagger, and carried her swing around slicing Rollo’s throat open. Blood sprayed and the man reached with his good hand to his throat, trying to stop the flow of his life essence. With a gurgle Rollo collapsed to the ground. The woman pushed her way through the crowd and was gone.
 
   That was enough. Oswald let the spell die. Everyone in the brothel who had not left when he started casting gaped at him. It was a better reaction than he was used to. 
 
   “Get out of my way,” Oswald urged Sampson through the crowd not caring about who he knocked over.
 
   Everyone backed as close to a wall as they could. Oswald took his time letting Sampson walk slowly toward the door. He knew the local law enforcement was coming. He did not want to get caught up in their tomfoolery but he could not help himself. He turned back around to the brothel patrons and began wiggling his fingers menacingly in the air. “Behuligheaubid!”
 
   He pointed to one patron that was already particularly shaken. The man sank to his knees blubbering, tears streaming down his face. Oswald cackled evilly and urged Sampson out the door.
 
   The best course of action would be to let well enough alone. He knew who had the stone. He could just go the other direction and not worry about it. At this point ignoring what they were facing would only manipulate them into worse situations in order to get them together. Oswald turned Sampson around until he could see the blue glow. Sure enough, it was further away, but he could still clearly see it. He urged Sampson into a run. 
 
   They were out of the city before Oswald could make out the small figure of a woman down the road. Oswald slowed Sampson a little. The dog was old after all, and they would eventually catch her. He needed to approach with caution. There was no telling how she would react to him. He knew however he approached her she would be suspicious. The last thing she needed was to run away from someone who wanted to help.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Commencement
 
    
 
   The butterflies in Erik’s stomach were not making the day go by any quicker. The more his stomach rolled, the harder his heart pounded and the more Erik concentrated on the heartbeat in his ears the slower the day progressed. The White Charger had called both Erik and Lawt to go through the final trial of Roh’Darharim today. Five years, and the day finally arrived. Erik was to go first, and he wanted to make sure his uniform was as perfect as possible. He had already run the hot iron over his orange tunic three times but another pass would not hurt.
 
   Erik looked at his boots at the foot of the bed. Their steel capped toes gleamed, his face reflecting back in the convex mirrors. There were tiny nicks and scratches on the toe line blemishing the otherwise glass like appearance. The boots were used daily so an occasional mar occurred that no amount of buffing would undo.
 
   He heard the familiar footsteps of his friend on the hardwood floor behind him. “You feeling any better?” Erik asked, without turning around. 
 
   “A little, just not knowing what to do is the worst part. Everyone who succeeds comes back with a bandaged hand. Why is that?” Lawt asked.
 
   Lawt went over to his bed and began to work on his boots again. They had a lot of room in the bay these days, being the oldest class of Roh’Darharim trainees in the compound. After Geoff’s death the other people in the class had failed one trial or another. Only himself, Lawt, Arlif, and John were left.
 
   John was just barely hanging on. Compared to an ordinary man his talents would be exceptional but the Roh’Darharim’s standards were much higher. He excelled in the more scholarly aspects. He could recite heraldic symbols and court etiquette while writing treatises for the priests of Beshra. He proved again and again that he was the smartest of the four but that was where his expertise ended. He could survive in the wilderness but had a tough time following tracks that were only a few days old. John worked every day at sparring but seemed to take the first hour to grasp concepts he had mastered the day before. His failures began to take their toll on his spirits and his temper was on a short leash. 
 
   Arlif struggled in more personal ways. He had gotten over the stigma he had against Lawt and went out of his way to correct new trainees about the finer points of Lawt’s qualities, most of the time in a violent fashion. When Rovan had informed them that the White Charger was calling on Erik and Lawt, Arlif took it as a personal insult. He had spent most of the day away from the barracks.
 
   In honor of the occasion they had all been given the day off. So much for John relaxing. He had not been seen since daybreak and his weapons were missing. He would not be cut for lack of effort.
 
   Erik smiled as Lawt made another mad dash out of the barracks. The man had been running outside since breakfast. It was time for Erik to get prepared for his final trial.
 
   Rovan walked into the room just as Erik clasped his belt around his waist. His stately, quiet pace told Erik he was not here for a routine inspection. Could he make this more torturous?
 
   “Erik of Armeston, foal of Istan Tal’Griovahi, your sire has arrived to escort you to the White Charger.”
 
   “Thank you, Herdmaster. I am ready to be presented,” Erik replied, following ceremony. 
 
   Erik followed Rovan out of the barracks. In the middle of the quad Istan stood waiting for him with an entire congregation of watchers lining the large square. Erik had joined in on these congregations before. There was not much too it from an observer’s perspective, a trainee walking out of the barracks towards their sire, then out of the quad. It was more the acknowledgment than the anticipation and watching a recruit fulfilling his journey was their show of respect.
 
   “Erik of Armeston, regardless of what transpires this afternoon, you should know that I am proud of you,” Istan said. “You take the final trial of your journey into the Roh’Darharim. I will walk with you to show you the way but you must talk with the White Charger alone. Understand, you must do all that he asks of you.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Erik followed Istan out of the square. They walked up the path that led past the giant stables and across the main training arenas. The small trail led them to the base of the mountain that overlooked most of the training grounds. Erik could see the stream of smoke drifting into the sky from the small secluded house on the mountain side. 
 
   “That is the Hall of the White Charger,” Istan said with a smile.
 
   “That?” Erik did not mean for the shock he felt to come tumbling out of his mouth. “I thought the old man who lived there was a servant of the school. I have seen him walking around during wilderness training. He does not carry himself the way a great man like the White Charger should carry himself. Is this part of the test? See if I am still such a bumpkin that I will believe anything?”
 
   “No.” Istan took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair before looking Erik in the eyes. “That is the Hall. The Charger is usually a very humble man. In all your chores, were you ever told to clean a massive hall with a giant throne? “
 
   Istan made a good point there. Erik and Lawt had cleaned every room on the compound hundreds of times. “So what do I do now?”
 
   “Follow the trail up to his house. When you get there, knocking on the door would probably let him know that you have arrived. Remember to do everything asked of you.”
 
   Erik entered the tree line at the base of the mountain and walked up alone with his thoughts. The journey took longer than anticipated but the walking helped calm his nerves. When he reached the tiny house he looked around. A large pile of wood was the source of the constant stream of smoke visible down in the training grounds.  Erik turned around to look back the way he came. The valley lay below him with the buildings of the training grounds displayed like a constellation, a beautiful sight in its simplicity. A self-contained village snuggled softly by this hidden valley. 
 
   Erik approached the door slowly as his stomach took a lurching heave to the left. His jitters came back with a vengeance. He wiped his forehead and knocked with purpose. Nobody answered. Did the old man forget his appointment? Erik jumped excitedly on his toes a few times to work out his increasing anxiety and knocked again. 
 
   The door opened a crack. “What is it that you want?” an old voice demanded in the shadows of the small hut.
 
   “Please, sir, I have been sent to present myself this day before the White Charger for admittance into the brotherhood of Roh’Darharim.”
 
   The door opened fully and the old man Erik had seen so many times in the woods and in the compound stood in front of him. This was the first time Erik had seen him this close. The man’s face was mapped with careworn wrinkles, all of which seemed to connect to each other and met at his bright eyes. His thinning white hair on top matched his long white beard, neatly ending near the middle of his chest. His presence belied his small stature. He came up to Erik’s chest but he stood like a man who knew the power he held. When Erik had seen him before he had worn a plain tan tunic and pants, occasionally adding a cloak in the colder seasons. Today he gleamed in a long white robe trimmed in gold with a red belt catching the middle. 
 
   “You look nervous, boy,” The old man said.
 
   “I am, sir.”
 
   “Very formal of you, very formal. Do you think all this formality befits men like us?”
 
   “Sir, it would be a dishonor to you if I did not defer to your standing in regards to the Roh’Darharim. You are to be held to the highest esteem.”
 
   “Eh… Very well. I suppose if we must, we must. I am no different than any man. We all have strengths. We all have flaws.”
 
   “No other man is the White Charger, sir,” Erik replied.
 
   “You are very polite and I have forgotten my manners. Come in and enjoy my fire.” 
 
   Erik was still a little warm from his hike up the mountain but stepped in without hesitation. The small fireplace in the hearth made the room uncomfortably warm. On the opposite wall of the fire a wool blanket was strewn over a small bed. Except for the corner hidden from Erik’s view by a purple curtain every other inch of wall was lined with shelves. These shelves were crammed with books and scrolls and random bits of paper. The ceiling was covered with different sized maps of various cities, baronies, earldoms, dukedoms, and countries. Scroll cases were piled in corners and small stacks of paper could be found in random places on the floor. In the middle of the room was a table with clean tea cups and framed with two chairs. That curtain kept Erik’s attention. It was meant to hide something and he wanted to know what it was.
 
   “Welcome to my home, Erik,” The old man said closing the door.
 
   “You certainly have a lot of books, sir. Have you read them all?”
 
   “Most of them. There are a few that were gifts from people who thought they were important. Their memoirs, I guess. Those I usually keep on upper shelves I can’t reach, a convenient excuse not to read them. We should have some tea while we talk. Would you mind making some? Everything you need is next to the fire.”
 
   Erik walked over to the fire place and scrounged up the materials. A coal popped as he placed the kettle on to boil. It would take a while for the water to heat up so Erik prepared the cups and tea strainers with the aromatic herbs set aside for him. When the water was ready he placed the strainers in the cups and poured the steaming water over the metal baskets. The smell of that first hint of steam beckoned his mouth to enjoy the coming treat. Erik carried the tea over The White Charger for his consideration.
 
   “Now I am supposed to ask you all kinds of questions to ensure you’re ready for the duties of a Roh’Darharim. This is a very tedious part. I only really have one. Are you ready to give up everything to complete the Roh’Darharim’s first priority?” the White Charger asked taking a sip. The wrinkles in the old man’s face betrayed the enjoyment of the beverage while his countenance remained solemn.
 
   “A Roh’Darharim’s first priority is to protect all people. No one is worth more or less protection because of their standing. We must guard against arrogance in determining what is best for anyone. While there is a hierarchy of nobility which practice laws to protect belongings and organize people for the betterment of civilization, we must remain neutral in political skirmishes, unless it is determined beyond doubt that tyranny is the rule of law. All people must choose what is best for themselves,” Erik recited.
 
   “You memorized that nicely, but what does it mean to you?”
 
   Erik never had truly thought about the words. He had them drilled into his head since the first few days being here. He had spoken them almost every day at every lesson. “It means I have to understand that my own biases and opinions are nothing. I do not use my abilities for what I deem is right. My biases and opinions may blind me to what is best in the long run. I have to be aware that it is not my job to be judge and executioner. My job is to act only when I am certain my actions are right.”
 
   “That is correct, Erik, but it is a double edged sword. No one is above their actions, not even us. However, the more followers a person has the more carefully we must tread. If we act rashly innocents might suffer. If we act too slowly innocents will definitely suffer. Case in point, there is an incident in the woods of Tredale. You find a man stabbed in the back with a dagger. You know the man who owns the dagger and the man has confessed to the crime. You do not know if the man is a good or evil person. You do know that he cares for an elderly woman and three little children. Justice demands the man’s life be forfeit but if you kill him those four other innocents will suffer or die.” 
 
   This was a ridiculous question. In what kind of circumstance would Erik find himself presiding over a confessed murderer that was so needed? The light flickered in Erik’s mind. This was a leading question. “If I find the man who killed my mother I may harm innocents if I avenge her. That is, if I am Roh’Darharim. If others could be injured for my personal quest for vengeance I am also wrong.”
 
   Compassion melted onto the old man’s face. “You asked to be trained to fulfill this one goal. Would you give up the one item that drives you in order to be Roh’Darharim?”
 
   Erik did not answer the question immediately. “You want me to give up my life in service to others, and give in to this as well.” 
 
   “You do not have to be Roh’Darharim,” The old man said. “You have finished all your training. You will be trusted to leave the training grounds. You could have any life you want out there. Ghost would have to stay of course, but we would take care of him until he dies of old age, and you will know when it is about to happen. You can make the proper emotional and mental preparations when that time comes.”
 
   Erik sighed. The last five years had dulled the pain and Erik had grown since the day he rang the bell for admittance. “I will be Roh’Darharim, White Charger.”
 
   The old man’s smile cracked, showing teeth as he raised his teacup from his saucer. “Oh bother, my tea has gone cold.” The man put down his cup looking at Erik. The pools of his eyes engulfed Erik and he heard the next words boom into his mind. “Get me a coal from the fire, Roh’Darharim.”
 
   The title jolted Erik from his seat. He needed that coal. He walked to the fire and reached for the tongs.
 
   “Not with those, with your hand.” 
 
   Erik swept up a coal into his hand. The pain shocked him and the muscles in his hands quivered trying to drop the coal. Erik forced himself to cross the room and deposited the coal onto the old man’s saucer.
 
   The White Charger stood up. “Erik of Armeston, from this day forward you will be recorded in the records of the Roh’Darharim as Erik Tal’Sorvae, The Protector of Sorrows.”
 
   “May I ask something, sir?”
 
   “You may ask anything you want at the moment.”
 
   “Why make me do that? Why force me to grab that coal?”
 
   “The voice I use only compels, it cannot force. That is not what the Roh’Darharim stands for. Every man has choices they must make on their own. And asking you to do things is my job.”
 
   “I meant is it really necessary, everybody who passes leaves injured.”
 
   “I know what you meant, Erik.” The old man took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The final test is the most important of all. I send out orders every day to all my Roh’Darharim. There is rarely an order I give that does not put you directly in harm’s way. I have to know that my orders will be followed without question. In the heat of battle there is rarely time for questions.”
 
   “And had I questioned the order at the time, sir?” Erik was not sure he wanted the answer to the question. The butterflies that had quieted down in his stomach flew into a deep hole. Lawt was deathly afraid of fire. He would have to say goodbye to his friend.
 
   “Had you questioned the order I would have told you my tea was not really that cold. We all have our own personal challenges, Erik.” The man apparently knew a lot about his trainees. The White Charger knew about Lawt as well.
 
   The old man walked across the room and exposed the corner behind the curtain. A uniform of red and a gold cloak lay on a small table in the corner.
 
   Erik walked down the mountain in his red and gold, his heart bursting from his chest each time the cloak snapped in the wind. At the base of the mountain sat Istan. “Congratulations, brother. What name is to be recorded in the books of the Roh’Darharim?”
 
   “Erik Tal’Sorvae, Protector of Sorrows,” Erik said. “I know all of us have the same type of name but I did not know they were like titles. I don’t understand what mine means? Sorrows? How does one protect such a thing, and who would want it protected?”
 
   “You may never find out. It may help to let you know that I don’t know why I have my title. Tal’Griovahi means Protector of the Naïve. Kind of silly if you ask me. Sorrows is a little dark though, but they all have to mean something, right?”
 
   The rest of the afternoon was a blur. Erik remembered being congratulated by Lawt, Gavin, and Phayden. The skinny surgeon stood out among the throng of people. He was close to Gavin and Istan so, in a way, he was kind of like family. 
 
   Time passed and he watched Gavin in the center of the quad, waiting for Lawt to present himself. There was no formal announcement that anything was happening. Everyone who passed would see Gavin waiting for his foal, and they in turn would wait curiously at the edges of the square for the ceremony to begin. Finally Lawt came out of the barracks. The green color in his face was gone, replaced with a look of pain.
 
   When Lawt and Gavin finished their ceremonial introductions and left toward the mountain path, Erik followed far behind. He did not want to interrupt the ritual or the bond that was shared between sire and foal. He just wanted to be at the bottom of the path to greet Lawt when he finished his ordeal. 
 
   Erik waited away from Gavin. Gavin needed to be the first that met with Lawt. For the first hour Erik paced. He did not recall being in there this long. Of course, Erik had forgotten about the travel time. It was just passed noon when Erik had left for his meeting. It was early evening now. Erik fidgeted another hour away. His friend had to be doing well. There was no reason to be taking so long otherwise. Erik began to walk toward Gavin when a monstrous scream echoed down the mountain. It was Lawt and he was in agony.
 
   In a blur four blue cloaks galloped up the mountain. Before Lawt’s screams had died off the blue cloaks disappeared in the darkness toward the White Charger’s house. Erik waited impatiently as the minutes dragged on. The urge to help, and the knowledge of him getting in the way, played tug of war with his mind. 
 
   Gavin, still sitting on a rock, reached into his tunic and pulled out a pipe. He began rummaging around his belt pouches for the fill. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Erik asked.
 
   “I’m waiting.” His tone was quiet. The man used his flint and steel to ignite a frayed end of hemp rope and began to apply the flame to his pipe bowl.
 
   “You don’t even care?”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Gavin asked letting out a large puff of smoke. “Run around agitated and annoy everyone in the vicinity with worry. By the way, that happens to be you. There is not much we can do but wait.”
 
   Gavin was right of course. Erik took a few deep breaths to calm himself. The pipe smoke filled the air with a sweet and reassuring aroma. “You wouldn’t happen to have a spare pipe on you?”
 
   Gavin smiled. “I always keep a spare. Never know when a friend would like to sit and relax with you.” Gavin fumbled around in his tunic again pulling out another pipe. He filled the bowl before handing it to Erik. 
 
   The two men sat there at the bottom of the mountain waiting for word of their friend. The time helped to calm Erik down but his concern for his friend did not diminish. Finally the four surgeons appeared on foot carrying a stretcher. The surgeons were sweating and grunting under Lawt’s large frame. Erik ran toward his friend, the smell of burning flesh grew stronger as he approached.
 
   “What happened?” Erik asked.
 
   “He passed the final test.” One of the surgeons told him. “I hope it was worth it to him.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Gavin said, walking up behind Erik.
 
   “It seemed that when the White Charger asked for the piece of coal the man panicked. He did not pick up one coal, he reached into the fire and grabbed a whole handful and would not let go. He still has them in his hand, or what is left of his hand. Had the charger not acted quickly it could have been a lot worse. Still it is going to have to be amputated.”
 
   The surge of joy Erik felt in hearing that his friend has passed the final test vanished. He wanted to be sick. 
 
   “Why is he unconscious?” Erik asked.
 
   “We had to uh…sedate him in order to get him down. He was throwing my men around like ragdolls up there. You can see him in the morning, right now we need to take him to see the Chief Surgeon.”
 
   The lump on the side of Lawt’s head spoke volumes about the force of the sedation.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Ready on Hand
 
    
 
   Erik did not leave Ramona’s side while she worked on Lawt. They had given her this opportunity because of her previous experience with him. The Chief Surgeon thought the whole hand did not need to come off. It could be possible to save his thumb on his left hand but everything above that would need to be removed. It would not be as functional as a normal hand, but more functional than no hand at all. The man was fortunate it was his left, non-dominant hand. A specially made shield would allow him to continue as Roh’Darharim with very little re-training. 
 
   “Those imbeciles are always so conservative. Yes, his pinky and his ring finger must go, but the rest can be saved. They thought he was going to die after the bear attack. I proved them wrong then, and they are wrong now,” Ramona whispered under her breath as she worked. “Talking to me like I am a novice, like I don’t know how special a deep burn is.”
 
   Erik had heard Ramona and the surgeons’ arguments. The Chief Surgeon had put it bluntly. She can do as she wants but if he died she was out.
 
   With that decree Ramona went straight to work on Lawt while keeping him heavily sedated. Lawt’s pinky broke clean off when Ramona attempted to unclench his fist. With the charcoal removed she cleaned the hand as best she could, then took her surgeons kit and removed a small handsaw. The sound of metal on bone shivered in Erik’s skull and down his spine. With each stroke of the saw there was more blood and more tissue grated loose, more bone ground to dust. Bits of flesh clung hungrily to the saw teeth. Erik ground his own teeth until the woman was finished. With a cauterizing iron she seared the wound she had just made with a fresh burn to stop the bleeding. 
 
   He noticed the care with which he wrapped his hand. The alcohol soaked bandages were loose. When she was finished she sat next to Lawt, looking at him. Erik did not know if she had forgotten that he was still in the room with her. She sat looking at Lawt’s face and slowly she raised her hand to the man’s head and gently brushed errant hairs out of the way. The way Erik’s mother used to do to him whenever he was sick.
 
   “He talks a lot about you,” Ramona said quietly not looking at Erik. “Underneath this big man’s rough exterior is a frightened little boy. He feels all alone in this world. The only thing he has is you. He is afraid of others hurting him but most of all he is afraid of you. He is afraid of disappointing you, of losing you, or getting you hurt because of your relationship with him.”
 
   “Is he going to be okay?”
 
   “Of course, you idiot. We just need to wait and see what else we have to do. Go get some sleep Roh’Darharim. If we want the best we will have to work together. I will watch over him tonight. In the morning, don’t do anything stupid like get him riled up.”
 
   Ramona was true to her word. When Erik arrived the next morning she was rewrapping his dried bandages and replacing them with fresh alcohol soaked pads. Erik stayed with the slumbering man during the day while Ramona slept. Ramona cautioned Erik frequently about trying to do too much with the wound since too much tampering could cause infection.
 
   The tears came again when Lawt awoke, and he received the news about his hand. The White Charger came down personally to give Lawt his uniform and his title, Tal’Onala. He was the Protector of Innocence. More tears flowed but this time for a different reason. 
 
   One morning, when Erik arrived to relieve Ramona, his friend’s sleeping countenance stunned him. “What is that?” he whispered.
 
   “What is the matter with you, worrying me for nothing? The man is asleep. There is nothing wrong that I can see, and if there is something wrong I can fix it.”
 
   “His mouth, look at his teeth.” With each word Erik was getting louder.
 
   “Follow me, you damn buffoon, and keep your mouth shut.”
 
   Ramona led Erik to the well outside the infirmary then drew in a deep breath. “How dare you do that to him? Draw attention like that, from no fault of his own. He could wake up at any moment. Do you think the first thing he would want to see is you with that look of disgust?”
 
   “What have you been doing to him?” Erik accused.
 
   “What have I…? I have only been trying to save that man’s hand.”
 
   “His teeth have nothing to do with his hand.”
 
   “You moron, you don’t know anything about him. The man is not human.”
 
   “He is more human than you!” Erik could feel his anger raging up his neck into his face. Erik expected another smart retort from the woman but her face softened and she looked Erik in the eyes.
 
   “I did not mean it in that way, Erik. Half of Lawt is physically not human. His body responds to trauma differently than we do. On top of being stronger, faster, and tougher, he heals differently, too. If he is wounded his body reacts offensively. If he is wounded badly, and he recovers, his body tries to make it easier to defend itself the next time. Since his last injury I have made a study with any available resource I could. When he was mauled by that bear his body responded by giving him tusks.”
 
   “That was years ago. Why did they only show up now?”
 
   “They showed up a month after the incident. Lawt has asked me to file them down each week as soon as he noticed them. He did not want people to react the same way you just did, and you’re his best friend.”
 
   Erik bit back the embarrassment he was feeling. “He could have told me.”
 
   “He probably could have.” The woman had a hint of sympathy in her voice. “You know now, and that is what is important. It is not your secret to tell. Lawt will decide when he does not have to hide being who he is. Now we have more important things to worry about.”
 
   “Don’t worry, you know you’re our surgeon when we leave.”
 
   “If it ever comes to that, but that is not what I am talking about. Lawt is gaining strength every day, which is good. I am afraid his hand is festering though. I drained a half cup of pus from it yesterday. I am doing everything I know but it is not helping.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “That’s just it, we can’t do anything with his hand as it is. I am sorry, I…” Ramona turned away crying, “made a mistake. Why was I so pig-headed? I had to prove to them all that I was better than them! Had I done what the Surgeons suggested he would probably be able to keep his thumb!”
 
   “And now?” Erik asked. 
 
   Ramona paused. “Now I am afraid his entire hand must come off.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “As soon as I can get a hot blade.” 
 
   Erik started back into the infirmary. He was angry about his impotence in the situation more than anything else. Ramona was doing the best she could, and he knew despite her rough edges that she would always do what she could to protect Lawt.
 
   As Erik walked in Lawt awoke. “You look worse than I feel,” Lawt said.
 
   “Are you okay?” Erik asked worried.
 
   “I am fine. It was a joke.”
 
   Erik and Ramona stood in silence, neither of them could think of a way to tell Lawt the bad news.
 
   “Something is wrong, isn’t it?” Lawt finally said.
 
   “Ramona has told me some bad news, old friend. It seems your wounds were worse than she estimated. You are going to lose your entire hand, I am afraid.” Erik’s words were calm, they never wavered.
 
   “Well it was not much of a hand anymore, was it?” The tears in Lawt’s eyes showed that the news hurt worse than his words indicated. “Can I ask a favor of you, Ramona?”
 
   “I hope I can grant it,” Ramona said.
 
   “I want Erik to do it. I want it done with his blade.” 
 
   “I can’t do that!” Erik cried.
 
   “You do it or it does not come off.” Lawt’s demeanor told them that he was serious. 
 
   “How can you ask me to do this?” 
 
   “There are only two people in this world I trust, Erik. One of them told me what has to happen. I would hope the other would help me go through with it.”
 
   Erik paced around the small room.
 
   “There has to be another way. We have gone through so much together. Now that we are at the end, and proven everyone wrong, how can we end like this?” Erik looked his friend in the eyes, not sure if he wanted an answer.
 
   “This is just another thing we will get past. This is not the end, Erik. This is the beginning of the three of us doing the incredible, to continue proving everyone wrong.” 
 
   Erik pulled his sword from his scabbard. He walked over to the iron stove in the corner of the room. With the tip of his blade he opened the small door then sunk the blade in as far as it would go.
 
   “Let me prepare him. By the time he is ready your sword will be hot enough,” Ramona said.
 
   She moved without hesitation, filling a small cup with powdered herbs and steaming water. A thin iron rod and a wooden stick were placed next to Erik’s sword in the coals. Another cup appeared this time with less water and more herbs and these she formed into a paste. The woman moved all over the room but never seemed to leave Lawt’s side. She offered Lawt the first cup she had prepared. “Drink it all.”
 
   Lawt looked at her hesitantly, then took the brew and downed it. The man’s face almost broke the grim atmosphere. That concoction must have been vile.
 
   Ramona now went to work on the man proper. She placed a bed high table next to him and removed all the dressings from his arm. With the care of a mother laying down her newborn baby, she placed his hand on the table and used bandages to secure the hand to it. She tied one last strap around the middle of Lawt’s forearm, and with a stick twisted the tourniquet cutting off the blood flow to his hand. She went back to the stove, removed the stick, and blew out the small flame that burned at the end. She dipped the tip in water, and used the charcoal to draw a line across Lawt’s wrist. “That should do it.”
 
   “And another thing,” Lawt said, his words slurring together. “No one can call me nubby.”
 
   Erik went over to grab his sword. 
 
   “You need to do it in one stroke. if you only cut half way through you will need to do it again only higher.” Ramona said. “After you make the blow I need you to discard your blade and hold him down. I have to cauterize any vessels that were not seared by your blade.”
 
   “The man wrestles bears. What do you think I can do with him?”
 
   “Not bearsh,” Lawt chimed in. “One bearsh! And I won!”
 
   “I think the hemeth I gave him may help you with that,” Ramona said.
 
   “Won’t this burn him more?” Erik asked.
 
   “Yes, but they will be smaller burns, and will have the advantage of immediate treatment.”
 
   Erik removed the blade from the stove, its end glowed orange. He raised his sword, looking at Ramona for reassurance. She gave a small nod. The sword came down embedding itself into the table. The ringing sound of metal made a sad counterpoint to the scream Lawt let out.
 
   Lawt pulled his arm back instinctively. Erik jumped on top of his friend, trying to pin his arm back into a position were Ramona could work. Erik felt himself in the air as Lawt’s right arm tossed him into the wall. 
 
   “Stop fooling around and get over here,” Ramona screamed.
 
   Erik pinned Lawt, this time using leverage on his right arm to pin it back. In this position the man could not use all his strength. With the rest of his weight he held Lawt’s severed arm still. With precision Ramona went to work. Small wisps of smoke rose into the air as she moved the small iron rod from point to point, cutting off the egress of crimson fluid. Ramona packed the stump with the paste of herbs she had made and wrapped the entire wound in alcohol soaked bandages. 
 
   “You can get off me now, Erik,” Lawt gasped.
 
   Erik slowly got off his friend and ran his fingers through his hair. “It was not too bad, I hope.”
 
   “No. Not too bad,” Lawt replied. “Never had anything worse mind you. I am just glad this ordeal didn’t cost me a leg as well.”
 
   A small chuckle escaped Erik. “I am sorry. I shouldn’t be laughing.”
 
   “Why not? I thought it was a pretty good joke, all things considered,” Lawt said, then he passed out.
 
   Over the next few weeks Lawt slowly recovered. The man’s vigor returned within days and was soon walking around the infirmary. After that, keeping him inside the infirmary began to be a chore. It was the morning of the tenth day that Ramona noticed the point of bone. She had though Erik had made a clean cut. The skin could stretch painfully around that and the man would be in pain for the rest of his life.
 
   “I am going to have to take care of that when you have the strength,” she said pointing to the small spur emerging from the scab.
 
   “Not much point to it. Look at my other hand.” Lawt raised his hand in a fist to show Ramona his knuckles. Four small pimples had risen in the middle of each knuckle. On close inspection Ramona realized they were not pimples at all. What she thought were the white heads, were in fact bone spurs from the man’s knuckle. The surrounding red flesh was inflamed due to the tireless crawl of the bone to break the skin.
 
   “I pity the man who gets in a fist fight with you,” Erik said.
 
   “I hope that never gets realized,” Lawt said looking at his knuckles.
 
   “Can I ask you to do something for me, Lawt?” Erik asked.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Keep the teeth. Do you think I would be ashamed to be seen with you?” Erik paused, unsure if he could keep down his emotion. “You are the best man I know, and I proudly call you my brother. I will never be embarrassed about you. You shouldn’t feel guilty for being you.”
 
   They were summoned shortly after Lawt’s recovery back to the Hall of the White Charger. The anticipation in receiving their first assignment was paled by the fear of failure. Erik could not help but worry whether or not they were prepared to be out on their own. 
 
   Lawt looked resplendent in his uniform. With the shield that Ramona had prescribed from the smith his missing hand was hidden behind an ever ready wall of protection. The bone spike ending on his left arm extended past the wall of the shield but was encased in a metal spike of its own, forged to the back of the shield riggings.
 
   The trio rode fast up the mountain to the Hall and saw the White Charger chopping wood to add to his already large pile. 
 
   “Get over there and get that ax from him,” Ramona ordered Erik. 
 
   Erik dismounted Ghost and approached the old man first. “Sir, I would be more than happy to chop any wood that you need to last until the end of this upcoming winter.” 
 
   “Of course you would.” The White Charger grunted, splitting another log. “I am not doing it for need. I think that pile over there will last me until the end of next winter. I am doing it because I like to work while I think.”
 
   “Lawt, Ramona and I are here as requested, sir.”
 
   “I would like for your three to go to the Earldom of Wynarche. I have heard some grumblings about something unearthly. Mind you I don’t know anything firsthand and that Earldom has been extremely quiet after some recent agitations a few years back. Rumors are spreading and I would like to know where the root of this conjecture is.”
 
   “Wynarche?” Lawt asked. “Isn’t that the new Earldom that came about because of the land dispute between two Baronies and a cult?”
 
   “Your studies in recent history serve you well, Roh’Darharim,” the White Charger said. “I also need you to look into something a little more sensitive.” He motioned the trio to step into the house. The darkness in the small house added to the ominous silence as they all entered. “No other person may know of this matter. It seems someone has made a forgery of my insignia. The only people who know what my signet looks like are the Roh’Darharim, which implies a traitor. I need you three to ferret them out. I ask you because you’re the newest and least likely to be involved. Roh’Darharim are being given false missives leading to catastrophic circumstances. We have lost a few over the past five or six years before I was able to put the pieces together and I can’t stomach the thought of losing another.”
 
   “Sir, we are not trained for counter espionage,” Erik said.
 
   “I am asking you to keep your eyes open, Roh’Darharim. We need not scare this cur off before we can bring him to justice. Just let me know what other correspondence you receive from me.”
 
   “How are we to know which missions are factual and which are not?” Lawt asked.
 
   The White Charger held open his hand uncovering a blue stick of wax and red flanged seed. “Your correspondence from me will be sealed with this blue wax. Embedded in the left with my signet will be this red pine seed. The first sentence will always be addressing purity or anguish. I must know what orders you receive from anyone else and when you receive them. This is your true first assignment. The mission in Wynarche is legitimate but rumors happen all the time. I need you three in the field so that I can find this traitor. I have one final gift for you, your signets. I like to design my new Roh’Darharim’s seals, it lets me feel clever, and because I designed them it’s easier for me to remember who sent me what.”
 
   He handed each a ring. Erik’s was simple. Instead of a round signet his was bent into a droplet with a barbed hook in the center. When pressed into wax it appeared as a drop of blood with a thorn inside. Lawt’s presented as a star with a candle in the center, and Ramona’s was a bear in profile. 
 
   “I do not know when your first mission will start but I will ask that you follow those misguided orders. I want the perpetrator to feel comfortable. When the time comes we will set the trap.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Strangers
 
    
 
   Miranda shivered in the cold dawn air. What had she been thinking running away? She did not regret killing Rollo, it was long overdue, but she could have at least taken more money. Portia had the Wastings. There was no cure and it was not contagious, people just wasted away and died. It had forced Rollo into showing he didn’t keep a tab on what the women paid to earn their freedom. The man was a slaver and a liar. There were also personal reasons for her vengeance.
 
   She was eager to get away from that part of her life. No longer having to sell her body to men, each with more depraved fetishes than the last, gave her solace. She had not wasted those long years. After she found Michael she recruited more regulars. She was very selective about her tutors. They could neither be big nor muscular allowing her to learn skills her frame and strength could use. That fight was the first real proof her plan had worked.
 
   She could hold her head high later. The personal hell of the past five years pushed her legs with new energy. Right now she needed food and shelter. Miranda had no idea where she was. She had been walking for days from Padin Tier but she had lost track of how many. Passing a few nameless villages she moved through them quickly spending the little money she had on food. 
 
   Perhaps the sun would peak its way through the gray clouds of the morning. The days were unseasonably warm this late in the Autumn of Tredale. A small blessing for her but the nights were still bitterly cold. Occasionally the bushes next to the road presented her with small berries which she pounced on. But berries were poor sustenance and she hoped for the fortune of a farm not being harvested yet.
 
   Miranda heard the familiar but terrifying sound of a traveler behind her. She may still be in range of Padin Tier bounty hunters. The travelers passing her were all farmers and merchants, but she would not let her guard down. She stepped off the road into the trees. An inconvenient curve behind her prevented her from seeing who followed. The trees hid them as well as they hid her. She crouched in the underbrush to minimize any outlines a passing eye might catch. 
 
   Minutes passed and nobody came into view. Her legs burned and her knees ached from crouching in the foliage but she dared not move. A simple shift in her weight would cause the dead leaves to rustle. 
 
   A large dog moved down the road in front of her. She had been scared of this poor mongrel? Miranda stood and sighed, letting the blood rush back into her legs. When she stepped back into the road the large dog looked at her, his tongue lolling out of his mouth while he panted. The wave of stench hit her. This dog was a rancid beast. 
 
   “What are you staring at?” she asked the mangy creature.
 
                 The dog strolled up to her happily and sat in front waiting, as if asking to be petted. Miranda reached out her hand giving in to the unspoken request in spite of the smell. 
 
   “I would not do that if I were you. Sampson gets attached easily and I would hate to have to find a new dog.” 
 
   The voice was old and coming from behind her. Miranda turned to look at the man who had mastered this subterfuge. He sat relaxing against a tree on the side of the road. How had she not heard him before now? He was small, obviously a dwarf of a man with thick knotted arms. 
 
   “Who are you to tell me what I can and cannot do? Was the dog just to bait me out onto the road?” Miranda accused.
 
   “I figured you wouldn’t show yourself if you saw me first. My name is Oswald. I would like to help you if I can,” the old man said.
 
   “I don’t care who you are. You leave me alone before I make you leave me alone.”
 
   A look of sadness came over Oswald’s face. Not pity, though. The look was too sincere for pity. “I am sorry for what the world has done to you, my lady.”
 
   Miranda laughed. “I am far from a lady. I don’t need your help and I don’t want your sympathy. I want to be left alone.”
 
   “I am afraid it may be too late for that. I fear we are drawn toward each other, and if that is the case I won’t be the only one.”
 
   “You’ve been sent to bring me back!” 
 
   “No. Like I said before, I just want to help you. I understand your paranoia, young lady, and it may be justified. But we won’t get anywhere if you question every motive of mine.”
 
   “We won’t get anywhere at all. You are going to leave me alone while I continue walking. If you follow me I will kill you,” Miranda said.
 
   She regretted the words the moment they came out. Sampson understood her tone and growled. A growl from a dog this large would scare a hardened soldier. She quelled the shiver of fear shooting up her spine and backed away from the old man and the dog.
 
   “I won’t follow you. I pray you stay safe, and I sincerely hope not to see you for a long while,” Oswald said. “It would be better for everyone but I doubt that will happen.”
 
   Miranda picked up her pace as she followed the road. She knew where she wanted to go. She wanted to reach Wynarche, she was just not sure how much further she had to go. She had taken the wrong road out of Padin Tier. She was heading south but did not recognize any of the countryside. There could be miles of distance between slightly southeast and slightly southwest. The old man was good to his word. She didn’t see him following her.
 
   As the evening wound down she saw a farmhouse silhouetted in the sunset. The fields were harvested but the barn looked sound. A lowering sun in autumn meant quickly lowering temperatures. The barn would be good shelter and if it housed animals. It meant warmth without fire.
 
   It was dark before she reached her planned shelter. She opened the door and the welcoming smell of fresh bedding greeted her. A cow mooed in greeting and she scurried in before anyone would notice an open door. She found a loft with fresh hay and fell asleep ignoring her hunger pains.
 
   She was awoken the next morning by a boot nudging her shoulder. Miranda opened her eyes preparing to leap at whoever it was. She halted before her head moved an inch. She stared down the length of a pitchfork, a middle aged woman attached to the other end. Her face would have been kind if it were not for the stern expression. Miranda could see the crow’s feet left by years of smiles. 
 
   “Wouldn’t move if I were you,” the lady said.
 
   “Thank you for the use of your barn, ma’am,” Miranda said, trying to act innocent. “I did not want to disturb your household and needed some warm shelter.”
 
   “Grisby has gone to fetch the warden. You can explain your trespassing to him. You one of those tree folk making a mess in the town?”
 
   “Tree folk? No, ma’am. I am just traveling to Wynarche.”
 
   “You’re from Wynarche?” the lady said, the stern expression never leaving her face.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “You expect me to believe you’re from Wynarche and not one of them tree folk scouts? You be quiet until the warden comes. You won’t learn nothing from me to accuse me of witchcraft.”
 
   “Ma’am, I am not here to…”
 
   The pitchfork inched closer to Miranda and she quieted herself. Time went by and soon a man passed his prime with graying hair and a mustache arrived. He wore the livery of nobility but did not carry the airs of someone who thought himself above anyone. Soon after a man of hardy stock with a sun-browned face walked in. 
 
   “I hear you caught one of them spies, Mabel,” The warden said.
 
   “It has to be, doesn’t it?” Mabel said, still pointing the pitchfork at Miranda. She gave a stern eye to the other man. “Took you long enough to get back here, Grisby.”
 
   “Let’s get her back to town and into the stockade. At the very least she is a trespasser,” the warden said.
 
   Miranda allowed her hands to be tied and she was led out of the barn. The warden took the other end of the rope and mounted his horse. “I’ll let you know how this turns, Mabel. You have yourself a good day now.”
 
   The warden moved his horse to a slow walk and Miranda felt the rope tighten around her wrists. She either moved with the horse or she would be dragged. She walked behind the Warden until the farm was out of sight then moved beside the horse to look at the warden. He was old but not the oldest man she had been familiar with. He had a pronounced mustache and humble eyes. He rode like a man who knew his duty and wore the crest of the house he represented proudly.
 
   “I am sure you and I can come to some arrangement,” Miranda said with the sultry voice Portia had helped her master. “Maybe I can ease some of the tediousness of your day?”
 
   “Darling,” The warden said, “As pretty as you are, the missus is prettier, if a little wiser. I guarantee she is a sight scarier than you as well. If she even caught me entertaining an idea her wrath wouldn’t stop with me.”
 
   What were the odds she would be arrested by an honorable man? Miranda could not fault this man for his actions. She was the one stupid enough to get caught. They arrived at a small town and stopped at the warden’s plain building. The stockade’s bars framed every window and entrance. 
 
   “I reckon if you’re desperate for your day to get more exciting you can keep company with the cripple,” the warden said. He didn’t say it as a joke, just as a statement. He pushed Miranda into her cell and closed the door behind her. 
 
   “What cripple?” Miranda called out to the Warden as he left the building. It did no good. He did not acknowledge the question. 
 
   “He would be talking about me.” There was that voice again.
 
   “Why are you following me, old man?”
 
   “This is your fault you know, and my name is Oswald,” the old man said. Out of the shadows of the cell Oswald came lumbering out on his arms. No wonder his arms were huge. The man did not move on his legs, his arms moved him about. He dragged his legs behind, their usefulness questionable.
 
   “My fault? How can this be my fault?”              
 
   “I told you that it would not do any good to try and avoid me. You had to go and be all strong and lonery!”
 
   “Lonery?” Miranda said with a smile.
 
   “It’s a word!” Oswald said. “Now, Sampson is in the back. We could get out of here but I kind of need your help.”
 
   “What makes you think I need your help, old man?”
 
   “Girl, I told you my name is Oswlad, not old man. What is yours?” Oswald asked the question while moving one hand in an odd manner.
 
   “Miranda” She did not mean to say that. Her name came out of her mouth as if it were pulled.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Miranda. We have to get out of here. This town is in trouble and we are going to be the ones that pay for it. The people are being infiltrated and their minds are being turned.”
 
   “What does that have to do with us?”
 
   “Nothing, but whoever is doing this wants fear and mistrust. I was arrested while I sat in the bar minding my own business. They pointed at my legs and accused me of witchcraft,” Oswald said. “I know a thing or two about that business and my legs have nothing to do with it!”
 
   “So you are a witch!” Miranda, the picture of the little man sitting on a stool stirring a cauldron made her smirk.
 
   “Do I look like a woman? I am a sorcerer…of sorts.” 
 
   “They pegged you right! So, why would I help you?”
 
   “They don’t care whether they are right or not. And you being in this cell with me means they will eventually accuse you of witchcraft. You’re an outsider and they have nothing to lose if they kill you.”
 
   “They?”
 
   “The Father Oak. They infiltrate, then begin sowing discord. They prey on people’s misery and accuse those that are well off of withholding from the unfortunate. They also slander against the unknown with bigotry. Outsiders and anyone who stand in their way are accused and it is near impossible to prove innocence.”
 
   “We have to get out of here!” Miranda said shaking the cell door trying to jar it loose.
 
   “I will take care of that. I need you to find my riggings. I can’t leave without them and then we need to get Sampson. I think he is in a cage behind this building.” Oswald waved his left hand and the cell door swung open.
 
   “You could have done this anytime?” Miranda asked.
 
   “Yes, but the warden took my riggings. I can’t move fast enough or see high enough to look in everyplace. I have to see what I want to move. I was out here when he went to collect you, and my riggings are nowhere I can reach. They have to be someplace high like in those boxes. But if I pulled them down and he came back then I would have more explaining to do than I would like.”
 
   Miranda could see three shelves with boxes on them out of Oswald’s reach. She rummaged through the boxes as fast as she could.
 
   “Are these them?” She asked holding a handful of leather straps.
 
   “That’s it! Let’s go.” Oswald waved his left hand again and the door opened.
 
   Miranda crept out into the morning sun. She expected to draw some attention but no one was paying any credence to anyone at the warden’s building. Oswald followed her closely. He moved well despite his impediment, and they made their way around towards the back. Sampson was crammed into a small cage inside a covered stabling area. As soon as he saw Oswald he jumped up, hitting his head. The poor dog let out a yelp of pain but his tail was still wagging, beating against the bars of his prison. 
 
   “Come on, buddy,” Oswald said, motioning with his hand. The cage door swung open and Sampson bounded out knocking Oswald over in his attempt to lick him. Miranda stood guard while Oswald fiddled with the leather straps. It was one thing moving out of the building and behind it. It would be another moving out of town without being seen.
 
   “Now that both my hands will be free, I can make it easier on us,” Oswald said, still rigging himself to the large dog. “I will tell you when to move. I can’t make you invisible but I can make you seem to be somebody and someplace you’re not. Just keep moving forward and they won’t catch you.”
 
   Miranda had to restrain the urge to laugh when she saw Oswald fully strapped in. He looked almost cuddly. The hideousness of his deformity and the intimidation of the dog’s size combined to be something more benevolent than their parts. It was obvious Oswald felt more comfortable with his friend beneath him as well. Anytime Miranda had seen him before the natural expressions on his face had a background of discomfort.
 
   Oswald’s hands moved together, then separated while he began his incantations. Miranda fidgeted eager to get out of this town. She was about to leave him behind when he spoke in something other than that odd tongue.
 
   “I think that should suffice.”
 
   “I don’t feel any different,” Miranda said.
 
   “Of course you don’t. I didn’t change you. I prefer subtler methods. To everyone else you will appear to be a young boy and walking about five paces behind our actual selves.”
 
   “So we can go now?”
 
   “Just waiting on you.” Oswald said while Sampson walked out into the open.
 
   It took all of Miranda’s will not to run. She had to trust that Oswald knew what he was doing. Why had she waited? She could probably have walked out of town on her own. The only person who knew she was detained was the warden. Oswald however, was a conspicuous beacon of ‘look over here.’ How had someone as physically incapable as him survive on his own? He was obviously intelligent but in this world strength ruled. Perhaps there was hope for her after all.
 
   The two made it out of town without incident. Miranda could only assume that Oswald’s little trick worked. Wouldn’t that be the great joke of the ages, her trusting an insane man who thought he could perform magic. 
 
   “As I asked before, young lady, where are we heading?”
 
   Miranda assumed they had made it far enough away from the town to reply safely. “I was heading to Wynarche,” she finally conceded. She guessed that her impromptu blabbing earlier with her name was another of Oswald’s little tricks. There probably was not much point in lying to him.
 
   “There is a purpose to this I presume?”
 
   “Not a noble one,” Miranda said.
 
   “That’s not for me to judge, I am just here to assist. While it may or may not be your fault for my capture you helped me and Sampson escape. I am indebted and wish to help in your endeavors.”
 
   “Awfully wordy for, ‘Can I tag along',’” Miranda said. “You don’t even know what I am planning.”
 
   “So what are you going to do?”  
 
   “I am going to kill the baron’s son.”
 
   “I know just enough about you to know you’re not a contract killer so this must be revenge?”
 
   Miranda did not respond. She continued to walk down the road. Oswald sighed. “I already know I can’t talk you out of this. Wynarche is less than a week away. We can think of how on the way.”
 
   Traveling with Oswald was more comfortable than traveling alone. He always had food and, after she was able to convince Sampson to bathe, the dog was a warm delight to snuggle up with at night. She still felt uneasy and the sleep was never restful but that was not the company’s fault. 
 
   They were walking in the early morning after a delightful porridge breakfast Oswald had prepared with fresh berries. The little gnome was turning out to be a regular gentleman. Miranda wondered not for the first time what other bags of tricks he had up his sleeve.
 
   “You made me tell you my name the first day we met didn’t you,” she accused in a friendly manner.
 
   “No, I did not make you. I gave you an impulse. If you’re prepared you can resist it.” 
 
   “And you can make me appear someplace else and look like somebody else?”
 
   “Yes, but never too far away, and the illusion works best if you look similar to what I am trying to convey. I can do more complex things but I have to sacrifice filters with the more complex spells. If I wanted to make you look like a giant to everyone else I could, but I would not be able to filter the spell from you and you could see it. This can distract you and make you act less natural.”
 
   “So I look like a little boy to you?”
 
   “I said similar. You’re a fetching little waif. A good size lad of thirteen years matches your size.” 
 
   “And you conjure food, I like that.”
 
   “Some, but most is just proper packing. It’s always easier to do things without magic. I have offensive weapons but it wears on me. I concentrated more on the gathering and manipulation of information.”
 
   “That’s not much help.”
 
   “It can be conditionally useless yes, but I have gotten by. It teaches preparation. With information and preparation there is not much you can’t do. Wait... Do you hear something?” Oswald stopped Sampson in the middle of the road looking cautiously to the left.
 
   A man stepped out of the foliage walking in front of them. “Isn’t this a pretty little poppet? Didn’t the poppet see the signs? This here is a toll road.”
 
   “I saw no such sign, sir. If you would please allow my grandfather and I to pass we can continue our pilgrimage,” Miranda said. Five men moved onto the road behind them cutting them off from escape.
 
   “I tell you what, old man. You give us the girl, and we let you through,” the man in front of them said. Someone from behind grabbed Miranda on the shoulder, Miranda spun and reached for the knife that she had pocketed from Rollo. The blade sank deep into the man’s ear and he fell to the ground without even a scream.
 
   More men came from the bushes beside the road. Miranda ran to Oswald to protect him as one of the thugs had gotten close to him. Sampson’s teeth were in the man’s forearm rending tendon from bone. The screaming man tried in vain to wrestle his limb from the dog’s bite while fishing for his knife. Oswald’s hands were moving and he began to mutter. Miranda grabbed the thug’s knife from his belt as Sampson had him occupied and slit his neck, ending his pain. She felt her world spin as a fist’s impact sent her flying into Oswald. 
 
   “No Miranda, don’t!” The old man screamed, halting his spell.
 
   Her ears crackled and the feeling of air being forced into her lungs pushed against her insides, trying to force them through her skin. There was an explosion but her ears, still ringing from the pressure, muffled it to a soft boom. 
 
   Miranda pushed herself off the ground, staggering with vertigo. She could make out the bandits doing the same. Oswald and Sampson were both on the ground unconscious. She readied the knife to defend them. 
 
   “It looks like you were an expensive heist,” the man who had blocked them said. “We better make this worth our while.”
 
   He moved and Miranda stabbed. His arm was not where she expected and the back of his hand slapped her. She fell but one of the men caught her from behind in a pair of crushing arms. He pinned her arms against her body preventing her from moving.
 
   The lead man grabbed the front of her dress and yanked down exposing her breasts. “Pretty thing. I bet we can get days of payment from you.” 
 
   Not again. Not ever again. She would not be violated against her will. She kicked her leg up, violently kneeing the lead thugs chin. She felt the bite of his teeth punch through his tongue and heard the teeth crack. 
 
   The man’s head whipped back, then it was gone. His body ended with a truncated neck. She was thrown head first into a rock and the darkness came. 
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Chapter 15
 
   Together
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am. Are you hurt?” the handsome stranger asked. 
 
   “Umm… No, but I must look an absolute fright,” Miranda said. She stood and gathered herself, tying her dress up where there had been tears and hiding any flesh that dared peek out inappropriately.
 
   The two men who had saved her were stark contrasts. A tall handsome dark haired man who would fit in any court in the kingdom and the other a beastly looking fiend dressed in finery fit for a noble. They both carried themselves well, with the beast man hefting a great deal more mass to make up for his companion’s long frame.
 
   “Erik, Ramona will be coming along soon. She can tend to the woman. We should scan the area for any of this rabble’s companions. They may be running to some base camp close by to report what has happened.”
 
   “Of course, Lawt. Ma’am, if you would wait here our surgeon will be along to tend to any wounds.”
 
   The two mounted their horses and went into the wood line, one on either side of the road.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Miranda said starting down the road.
 
   “It would be prudent to wait, Miranda.”
 
   “I am not waiting here to be taken into custody and escorted back to Paden Tier for murder.” 
 
   “Miranda, do you know what those men were? Those were Cavaliers. You won’t be able to lose them.”
 
   “I can damn well try.” With that, she quickened her pace leaving the small man behind to remount Sampson. He would catch up. Even with Oswald on his back Sampson could easily outpace her. 
 
   The pace Miranda kept was brisk. She estimated she had covered half a day’s walk in two hours. She was winded and her legs were tired. “What was that you said about not being able to lose them, my wise counselor?”
 
   “I would not be boasting too soon, lass. Look just ahead.”
 
   Miranda looked up the path. In the center of the road was her handsome hero, mounted on his horse waiting. To turn now would make her look even guiltier and a mounted man would catch her before she could get anywhere.
 
   With an inward sigh she slowed her pace to a more comfortable gait, squared her shoulders, and walked to her captor. He did not move. He patiently waited for her. A chagrin approach might give her some leniency but she did not bother. She was tired of running and tired of being unjustly treated.
 
   “Is there a reason you’re following us?” she demanded.
 
   “Ma’am, I do not understand why you would imperil yourself further without at least seeing my surgeon. She is the best I know,” the Cavalier said.
 
   “Do I look hurt to you?” Miranda asked.
 
   “Miranda, this fine young man is just concerned with your welfare. Good day to you, sir. I am Oswald.” The little man made the same peculiar gesture with his left hand that Miranda had seen when he first met her. “May I ask your name and your business on this road?”
 
   “My name is Erik, and I am on official business to investigate events in the Earldom of Wynarche,” Erik said.
 
   “He is lying. I know Wynarche. It’s a Barony, not an Earldom.” Miranda spat.
 
   “He is telling the truth as he knows it Miranda,” Oswald said.
 
   “I do speak the truth. It is no longer a Barony. The young Earl has control of lands vaster than a Barony. This is a recent event which I myself have only been made aware. There is, however, something amiss about you two. I am not prone to blurt out my business. So tell me, what is a young waif, and an old…man doing traveling together on this road.”
 
   Before Miranda could speak Oswald said. “We are traveling to Wynarche ourselves on business of a much more personal nature.”
 
   “It’s okay, Lawt, these two just need escorts,” Erik called to the wood line.
 
   The beastly fellow she had seen earlier stepped quietly out of the woods, leading his mammoth of a horse.
 
   “Good afternoon, ma’am. As you probably have guessed, I am called Lawt. Please, do not be afraid of my companion’s appearance. Though he looks intimidating, I promise he wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Lawt said, with a small wrinkle of what Miranda could only guess was a smile. 
 
   Erik chuckled. “And here comes the third in our party. Miranda and Oswald this is Ramona, our surgeon.” 
 
   Coming down the road was a young lady in a black tunic, a blue cloak, and riding upon a sandy mare. Her moon face and dull blonde hair only helped to enhance the drabness of her brown eyes. “So you’re the two who decided to mess up my day by getting caught by the most obvious brigands on this side of the Great Jarkon River.”
 
   “Charming to the last, Ramona,” Erik said.
 
   “She does have a point.” Oswald said with a smile.
 
   “And for goodness sake girl, have some decency and wear something appropriate for traveling. Walking about with your breasts falling out like a common whore does not help things.” Ramona said with a look of disgust. 
 
   “Look, you greasy haired cow,” Miranda shot back. “Just because the only way you could be presentable is to dress like a man doesn’t give you the right to act like a holy priest of Beshra.”
 
   “Well this is going splendidly,” Erik said with a chuckle.
 
   “Put a muzzle on that bitch you just brought up or I will muzzle her myself,” Miranda said.
 
   “That pretty face must be used to getting her way. I am sure my belt across her bony ass will set her straight!” Ramona threatened.
 
   “Ladies, please,” Oswald interjected. “Ramona, it is a pleasure to meet you, although I fear you will regret some of your words. Anyways, I am Oswald and this is Miranda. Now that we are all acquainted and we will be traveling together it might be wise to at least try to get along. Would you all like something to eat? I may be able to whip something up.”
 
   “That is most gracious, Oswald,” Lawt said. “I will start a fire. Then I think it would be best to go ahead and rest here for the day and get familiar with each other.”
 
   “Interesting. Make us feel comfortable, put us at ease, let down our guard, maybe get a little dirt on us?” Miranda accused.
 
   “Um…Why don’t you two ladies go down to the river and see if you can get Miranda more presentable,” Oswald said.
 
   Miranda shot him a withering stare that would rival the mythical gorgon but smiled to Ramona. “After you, my lady.” 
 
   Ramona snorted and headed down a deer run toward the sounds of running water. They walked in silence until they reached the river. Miranda undressed and began to bath in a small clear calm bend. Ramona jumped with a start, “Has that old man beaten you?”
 
   Miranda looked at herself. “These are bruises from this morning.”
 
   “No, those are bruises from this morning.” Ramona said pointing. “Those bruises there on your back are much older. An untrained eye would have missed them as they are almost faded but they are within the last two weeks. And those faint scars …you have been whipped!”
 
   Miranda could not muster any more pride, sitting in a river completely nude and apparently more exposed than she realized. She could not let the most benevolent man she had met these last few years take any blame, no matter her peril. “Oswald did not do this.” 
 
   “You’re a criminal,” Ramona accused.
 
   “No!” 
 
   “Only criminals get whipped in Tredale!”
 
   “I was not a criminal when I was whipped. The man that bought me from my kidnapper did this.”
 
   “Now you expect me to believe there is slavery in Tredale? A practice outlawed for two centuries?”
 
   “I expect nothing from you.”
 
   “If your story is true Lawt and Erik can bring them to justice,” Ramona said.
 
   “I think my knife slitting his throat was enough justice. That is how your party found me on this road, unfortunately.”
 
   Miranda sank as far down into the river as she could. She could not read what Ramona was thinking. This hag of a woman needed to leave her alone.
 
   “It is convenient that there is no one to bring to justice but I still think my friends would like to know about what you have told me,” Ramona said.
 
   “That would please you wouldn’t it. Letting your friends know my body is tainted. That I finally gave in, because it was easier than the stinging burn of the whips. That I eventually sold my body with an eagerness of a new bride as barter for the skills I needed. Did your pretty Erik not tell you how many brigands had been killed before he found us? They were slain by my hand.” Ramona stood up, a mix of shame, fear, and anger ran across her face. Miranda was done feeling like the victim. It was time to see what this woman was truly made of. “Do you not know what kind of danger you are in now, being alone with me? Do you think that the mighty Lawt could save you from me if I wished you gone from this world?”
 
   Ramona stared at her, and then laughed. Not a fake laugh, a long and heartfelt laugh. She laughed so hard she fell to her knees. “I am so sorry, Miranda,” Ramona finally said. “I don’t doubt you are formidable but that was a little melodramatic. Oswald was right. I regret the words I said earlier. You must have been truly hidden away from this world and your scars put truth in your words. You have made me aware of my own weaknesses. I am sorry about whatever you have been through.”
 
   The surge of embarrassment from the woman’s laughter shamed her more. She had been trying too hard. “I am sorry for threatening you. I felt like you had me in a corner.”
 
   “I had it coming. I can be such a bitch sometimes. Now let me see about making you presentable.”
 
   By the time the women had made it to the camp the men already had game caught, cleaned, and cooking on an open fire. 
 
   “I see you didn’t waste any time?” Ramona said. “And where did you get mead?”
 
   Erik gave his best innocent face and pointed his cup at Oswald.
 
   “You never said you had mead!” Miranda said.
 
   “Well this is a unique occasion, I thought it would help.” 
 
   “Then what are you waiting for, old man, get some over here,” Ramona said.
 
   “Certainly, my lady, you two seem to be in better moods. I was half afraid only one of you would come back.”
 
   Miranda laughed. She could not help it. All the nervousness and fear she had felt dissolved away. She had confessed her sins to Ramona and the woman laughed in her face. These men were not here for her. It seemed they were telling the truth. 
 
   The new acquaintances sat and talked into the evening, and the campfire gave off a warm comforting glow. Miranda felt like she belonged, like she was at home. She caught on early that Ramona was possessive of Lawt, whose appearance became less beastly throughout the night. But whatever possessiveness of Lawt she had was nothing to the jealousy she felt about Erik. The pretty man may not have noticed but the woman waited on him hand and foot. She disguised it poorly by making rude remarks about his mannerisms but there was not a moment in the evening when she could not be seen looking at him. Still, Miranda felt safe, and she had not felt that way in a long time. She always had to prepare herself to go to sleep, the nightmares always waiting for her. Tonight she did know when she fell asleep, and nothing was there to menace her dreams. 
 
   When she awoke the camp was cleaned and a plate of food was resting next to her. She could hear Lawt, Erik, and Oswald discussing the Earldom of Wynarche. She had to get to Wyne, the biggest city in the area and the home of the earl. She could only assume Gordon was the young earl which they were talking about. They would have to pass through several small villages but Erik and Lawt estimated they could reach it by tomorrow afternoon at a comfortable pace on horseback. 
 
   Oswald assured them Sampson could keep up with the horses and it was decided Miranda would ride double with Ramona. Despite the breakthrough yesterday it was not a thought she was enthusiastic about. She would sooner ride with the beast man and the spike he called a hand. As long as it got her to Gordon she would tolerate it. Miranda did not fool herself into thinking she would live much longer than reaching the earl. 
 
   As they moved into the Earldom Miranda realized she was moving past areas she knew. They looked much older now and much worse for wear. Fields lay fallow which should not. Even the planted fields were overrun with weeds vying for soil that was not tilled. 
 
   As they passed a curve in the road Erik motioned for the group to stop. Ahead was a large oak tree, bodies hanging from its boughs like overripe fruit.
 
   “This doesn’t look good,” Oswald said.
 
   “You do like to understate things, don’t you,” Erik answered. “No help for them now. Let’s push on.”
 
   Within the next mile they came to a small town. They could smell the place before they entered. The main roads were muddy and the few people the party could see were caked in filth. There were children but there was no playing. The mood was somber and grim. Four men stood out in stark contrast to the atmosphere, their clean green and white jerkins separated them from their surroundings. They stood off to the side of the road watching the new travelers ride into the town. 
 
   “I do not remember it being like this before I left,” Miranda said.
 
   “Hush, you stupid girl. Do not draw any more attention to us,” Ramona said quietly.
 
   A small girl covered in dirt and clothed in rags approached Erik holding her hand up for an offering. The Cavalier reached toward the purse on his belt but before he could pull out any coin a man limped into the street and pulled the girl back. He hid the girl behind him as best he could while he backed away. “I am sorry, m’lord. She don’t need nothing. Sorry to have been a bother.”
 
   They continued through the small town and out towards the road which carved its way through the hills. “Do you think this has anything to do with why we are here?” Erik asked Lawt.
 
   “Lack of maintaining drainage and malnourished people are alarming but I think this is just the beginning of what we are going to see. Remember, we can’t get bogged down with the small items no matter how tragic or we won’t solve the real problem.” 
 
   “You’re here to investigate something?” Miranda asked.
 
   “We have heard reports of trouble,” Lawt said.
 
   “That is trouble. I grew up two towns from here. Olumar was never a wealthy village but it never looked like that. And then there is that tree as we entered the town.” 
 
   “You’re right. We need to get to the next town and see what is going on there. It could be localized. If the next town looks better we can come back,” Erik said.
 
   They traveled on and a few hours before sunset they came across telltale farms signifying another village was drawing near. The farms looked as disheveled as the ones they had seen before. The houses again were run down and the fields poorly maintained. “It is as if they don’t know how to take care of themselves,” Ramona said.
 
   When they made it to the town things were not any better than the last village. The roads were not as muddy but it was apparent the town had not been maintained. There were more people in the town, and more of those men in the green and white tunics.
 
   “Erik, I think I know why things look the way they are, at least partly,” Ramona said. “Except for the men in green I have not seen any man between the age of twelve and fifty in these towns. The workforce is gone. It is as if they left the women and children at home and just disappeared. They are trying to keep up but with double the work and probably half the knowledge it’s overwhelming them.”
 
   “What about the man with the girl in the last village?” Erik asked.
 
   “Did you notice his limp? He got to that girl as fast as he could but he could not run,” Ramona said. “So I should say, every able-bodied man is gone.”
 
   “It’s getting late, Erik. Should we look for an inn?” Lawt asked.
 
   “Yes, we better do that. Keep your heads up though, we don’t want any accidents. Look for anything else you think is out of place.”
 
   The Swinging Lantern gave them a cold welcome. The lady of the establishment moved gingerly behind the counter as they entered but barely looked up to recognize their entrance. The party moved to the empty main room and sat themselves to await service.
 
   It was a while before an old man approached them. One eye was milked over and blind but the other was sharp and cautious. “The Father Oak grants us patrons. It has been too long. Thank you for coming, how may I help thee?” The old man asked.
 
   “We would like some food and lodging for the night please. What are your rates?” Erik stated.
 
   “We will be happy to give what we have, as is the teachings of the Father Oak. All receive what they need to survive. May he overlook our past transgressions and deem us worthy.”
 
   As the old man left three men in the green and white tunics opened the door. They walked into the common room and took a far table. They looked at the party and spoke quietly amongst themselves. 
 
   “I am guessing they are the local version of authority,” Oswald said.
 
   “So it would appear,” Lawt said without looking away from the new additions to the room.
 
   Suddenly one of the men stood up and walked to where the old man had gone. 
 
   “And it appears they are used to prompt service.” Erik said.
 
   “Erik, these people are afraid of the green tunics,” Miranda added.
 
   “Why do you say that?” Ramona asked.
 
   “You can see it in the way the men walk. The way they are always alone. No one approaches them, they do the approaching. When they look at people the people cower away like beaten dogs. They are trying to hide it but it is there.”
 
   “He is coming back. That did not take long,” Lawt said.
 
   The entire table turned to see the man in green. His look was angry and his gaze was on them as they turned to look. “This looks like trouble,” Lawt whispered.
 
   The old man with the milky eye walked up to the table and cleared his throat meekly to get some attention. “Sir?”
 
   Erik turned to the old man. “Yes, my good man.”
 
   “I am afraid that I misspoke. We can offer your party gruel and a room, at the cost of…” he looked over at the man in green briefly, then at Erik, “Five gold.”
 
   “Outrageous!” Ramona said standing up.
 
   Erik laid his hand on Ramona’s arm and coaxed her to her seat. 
 
   “We thank you for your hospitality. We would welcome what you have to offer.”
 
   The old man left as fast as he appeared but Miranda had kept her gaze on the three men in green. They had all stood up when Ramona stood. Their hands went straight for the hilts on their belts.
 
   “I think we need to leave,” Lawt said.
 
   “Yes I think you’re right,” Erik said. “We are better off camping on the road than sleeping here tonight.”
 
   Erik stood up and left the five gold on the table. The party walked out of the inn but Miranda looked back at where they had been sitting. The one man in green had walked to the table and scraped the gold coins into his hands with a smile.
 
   They mounted and rode out of town. “At least there wasn’t another oak tree,” Ramona said as soon as the town was out of sight.
 
   “I think you spoke too soon,” Oswald said.
 
   On the right side of the road, in the middle of a large clearing, was a mountainous oak. In its branches the dead swung in the evening breeze. “This can account for some of the missing men, but only a small percentage of them,” Oswald said. “I suggest we sleep with one eye open tonight.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Specter
 
    
 
   They had ridden as far as the large dog Sampson could run. The poor dog, no matter how big and sturdy, was no match for a galloping horse. They were still able to put miles between them and the last village Miranda had named Briarbard. 
 
   The puzzles of the day occupied Ramona’s head. One, there were no men of working age except the men in authority, and fear ran rampant through the villages. Two, no signs of wealth or any signs of maintenance at all, while dead men hung in bunches on old oak trees. Three, the man in the Swinging Lantern had mentioned a Father Oak. Who, or what, was Father Oak? Their mission was for the supernatural. None of this fit a supernatural cause. It was horrible but mundane. 
 
   Ramona hated guard duty, but then she doubted anyone liked being forced awake from a cozy bedroll to shiver in the dark. Ramona whipped her head around hearing a sound carried on the wind. She waited. The darkness could play games and tug at her fears but it had sounded like a moan. She listened, peering into the darkness. The cloudy night drove away any help the moon might offer. There it was again. It was a moan! The moan of a man, but he was trying to say something. It echoed off into the distance and there was no telling how far away the cry came from. 
 
   Erring on the side of caution Ramona walked over to Lawt and shook him awake. “Is it my turn?” He mumbled with his eyes still closed.
 
   “I heard something.”
 
   Lawt sat up, his hairy chest seemed to glow in the darkness. The scars he had accrued marred the skin in dark, random streaks. He ran his hand through his hair, the spike at the end of his other arm automatically going to his shield. The shield’s hollow spike was fitted to allow his appendage to slip in snuggly. The tube was padded with leather so his boney skewer didn’t slip after his arm was fastened. With his good hand he cinched the remaining straps tight on his arm. He preferred to wear the shield most of the time. 
 
   “I’ll go look. While I am out, pack up the camp. Then we can head out after a light breakfast.”
 
   “It’s still a few hours before dawn, probably three or four.” 
 
   “You’re right, but I am up now. Besides, I can hear what you were worried about and you were right to wake me. We might as well be prepared in case we need to get out of here.”
 
   Lawt saddled and bridled Titan then headed out into the woods. The moan had gotten louder. It was now more than a moan. Every time it came groaning through the trees it sent a chill up Ramona’s spine and she had to stop what she had been doing until it left. What was it trying to say? It sounded like ‘slaughter,’
 
   Ramona finished with Lawt’s gear and started on Oswald’s equipment. What an odd little man he was. She had to admit he was smarter than her, which was a feat in itself, but the way he got answers from people was uncanny. Ramona could not remember ever lying to him, even when she was trying. Somehow the truth always ran out of her mouth like water running down a steep hill. She smiled to herself. She had forgotten about his legs. They met just yesterday and already something as important as that had slipped her mind. Of course she had not forgotten them, she’d just overlooked them. Was that his doing as well? No, she would overlook Lawt’s spike on occasion too. 
 
   The moan came back, it was louder and froze Ramona in place. It screamed in agony. “Myyy daaauuughterrr!”
 
   Oswald jerked awake and sat up, looking around. 
 
   “That is trouble,” he said.
 
   “What is it?” Ramona asked.
 
   Now the whole camp was waking up. 
 
   “I don’t know. But I know magic when I feel it, and that is dark magic,” Oswald said. 
 
   “Magic is for superstitious villagers and old wives,” Ramona said.
 
   “Tell that to the thing coming for us. We need to pack up now!” Oswald ordered.
 
   The entire camp rushed to their feet and started gathering their gear without concern of order. They wadded items into balls and crammed them into bags. Erik concerned himself with frantically saddling and bridling the horses, while the others continued the panicked gathering.
 
   “Where is Lawt?” Erik asked.
 
   “I sent him to investigate,” Ramona said.
 
   The thunderous gallop of Titan could be heard approaching fast. Erik mounted and drew his sword. 
 
   “Here he comes, and it sounds like trouble,” Erik said.
 
   “Run!” Lawt screamed from within the forest.
 
   The group mounted quickly but waited for Lawt. He burst from the woods on Titan at a full gallop, his bare chest flexing as he wheeled Titan around to cut off an arrow. The arrow slammed into Lawt’s shield knocking both rider and horse onto the ground. Titan recovered quickly getting back to his feet lifting his rider with him. The impact on the shield could be felt by Ramona. Three arrows stuck out of his shield with wisps of white smoke trailing off one. Lawt turned Titan again and fled into the forest away from the oncoming menace.
 
   The group bolted after him. Lawt was not following the road. He went through the forest. It was not dense but it was still dangerous. With Miranda clinging tightly to her waist Ramona spurned her horse, Jessop. Lawt wheeled around again.
 
   “Keep going!” he screamed. “Erik, keep a pace Ghost and Sampson can manage without hurting themselves! I will try and stall it.”
 
   Ramona heard the whiz of the arrows spin by her and the tree trunks in front of her splintered with the impact. The horses veered and dodged falling trees while the riders watched for more incoming missiles. She looked around for Oswald and was relieved to find that Sampson was keeping up. Jessop would follow Erik and Ghost so she turned to look for Lawt. Ramona nearly fell off her horse in terror. Chasing them was a man on a horse with a chilling halo of gray white light surrounding him. His eyes burned red and his flesh fell from his skin, exposing large swaths of bone. He was armored with the traditional heraldry of the Wynarche stag.
 
   “My daughter!” the specter screamed. “Her visage!”
 
   Lawt was behind them protecting their flank. Titan’s breath billowed from his mouth and nostrils but the steam from his lungs was dark against the specter’s halo. Four more arrows stuck out of his Lawt’s shield, one arrow stuck out of his left shoulder. The arrow had gone almost completely through. Ramona resisted the urge to turn and help. Lawt had his job to do, her job would come later. 
 
   “Through that gate!” Erik screamed from ahead. 
 
   Ramona whipped her head forward. They were fast approaching a wall. A dark area in the wall was the gate Erik spoke of. The party raced through and Erik jumped off Ghost to wait by the opening. As soon as Titan and his rider galloped through, Erik slammed the gate closed. The specter’s rage took the form of a curdling scream. 
 
   Ramona felt Miranda let go of her and jump off Jessup. Ramona tried to turn and see where Miranda went but she could not open her eyes. If she opened them or even moved that creature would kill her.
 
   “Miranda!” Ramona screamed. “Miranda we have to stay together! I’m scared too, but we can get through this.
 
   Something touched her leg. Ramona screamed and kicked trying to get it off her. 
 
   “Ramona! Calm down, it’s just me,” Miranda comforted her. “I’m sorry. That initial fright made me do something stupid. You calling out like that gave me the ability to gather myself. I’m back.”
 
   The terror inside of her faded. Warmth radiated up her leg where Miranda touched her.
 
   Ramona looked at where they were. The pathway had been overrun with weeds and the trees framing the path were slightly wild but still elegant. The wall was well made and the wooden gate was strong. Down the path beyond the trees Ramona could see an impressive house.
 
   “If that thing could destroy trees with just its arrows why is it not bringing down the gate?” Miranda asked. 
 
   “It screamed like we had beaten it,” Oswald said. “Perhaps this area is forbidden to it, but let’s be ready for anything…just in case.”
 
   “Where are we?” Ramona asked.
 
   “Looks like an abandoned noble’s estate,” Oswald said.
 
   “How do you know it’s abandoned? With the condition of the villages we passed through this could be the normal level of maintenance.” Miranda said looking back.
 
   “No torches and no guards,” Erik chimed in. “We might as well look at the house. Either that or just sit here. That thing seems to have been blocked by the gate but I don’t want to be here if it decides it does want to get in.”
 
   “First things first,” Ramona said. She dismounted, grabbed her aid pouch, and walked over to Lawt. He would pretend not to notice the arrow in his shoulder until she made an issue of it. She made a point to look impatient while waiting for him to dismount. She pulled the shaft out sharply and made sure the arrow hadn’t severed any main arteries, applied a poultice, and then bandaged him up quickly. The impact had damaged a lot of the muscles around his shoulder. His impressive healing would take care of most of it but it would still hamper him considerably for a while.
 
   The party walked slowly up the rundown path that led up to the house, looking over their shoulder constantly at the closed gate in the wall. They reached the house without event and Erik let the horses free, allowing them to run in the courtyard. Titan and Ghost would stay nearby and Jessup would naturally follow. Lawt knocked on the door. 
 
   “Why did you do that?” Miranda asked.
 
   “Manners. If somebody does live here we can’t go walking in uninvited. Making assumptions gets you into trouble,” Lawt said. 
 
   They waited outside, the cold stagnant air weighed heavily down on their shoulders. Lawt pushed the door open without resistance and walked in. He reached for an unlit torch on the wall and set his flint and steel to it while the rest of the party entered the house. As the torch light flickered alive it revealed the marble floors and flying staircase of a magnificent entry way. The lower main room could be seen below the stairs. A cold hearth that would be welcoming if a fire graced it was the centerpiece of the house. 
 
   Erik grabbed another torch and lit it. “I suppose a thorough search of the residency is necessary. Too bad we did not find this place earlier. Even if the place is empty with soft beds, I doubt I could sleep after that fright.”
 
   They moved to the main room of the house. It was full of dust and cobwebs, covering finely crafted furniture. The furniture placement focused attention to the stone hearth. It was adorned with a carved wooden mantle and a large picture hanging majestically above it.
 
   “That armor looks familiar,” Ramona said pointing to the picture.
 
   “Is he what was chasing us out there?” Miranda asked.
 
   “It looks exactly like the thing that chased us. They both have the Wynarche crest, the rank of chief warden, and the same armor,” Erik said. “I can guess we are close to the lord’s manor if this was his chief warden’s private estate. We found the supernatural, but why is it happening?”
 
   “I don’t think this house has finished giving up all its secrets,” Oswald said.
 
   They finished exploring the lower level and only found usable food stores in the kitchen. The food was not exceptional but there were some unique spices.
 
   The chill that crept on them as they walked up the stairs was not subtle, nor could it be described as a gust. It crept over them like a cold fog. The first room was large and obviously belonged to the master of the household. The furniture had been destroyed. Splinters of wood littered the floor from the remains of the four poster bed. One wardrobe door hung halfway to the floor, hanging on by one bolt. A large charred area marred the beautiful hardwood floor. 
 
   “The room reeks of demonic residues,” Oswald said. “This must be where it was created. The chief warden must have sold his soul to some demon in return for…something. He turned himself into a Fynes!”
 
   “What’s a Fynes?” Ramona asked, trying to keep her voice from quivering.
 
   “Everyone praises Beshra, but like to forget about her brother Loris, the Miscreant. He created the demon lords. Poor fools gets it into their heads that making a deal with one of them is a good idea. Most are gullible and simply sell themselves for small things. Money and nobility being the most common. This time though…” Oswald whistled.
 
   “This time what?” Lawt said
 
   “When a good man, I mean a purely good man makes a deal with one of these lords it means something to them.” Oswald hesitated scratching at the charred floor with his foot. “It usually occurs when the good man wants the strength to fix an injustice. The lords will give the man the power to do it, but at a heavier price than just selling their souls. These good men become the lieutenants of hell’s army, the Fynes. As soon as the Fynes get the justice they desire, they are enslaved by the lords.”
 
   “Hell’s army?” Ramona said laughing. “We aren’t school children needing to be frightened to behave.”
 
   “Just because the demon lords use their armies to fight amongst themselves doesn’t mean they don’t exist woman.” Oswald said with a sigh. “When the Daughter of Fools brings war against the kingdoms, those armies will unite.”
 
   “And you’re telling me all those old tales the priesthood uses to keep people supporting them actually mean something?” Ramona laughed.
 
   “I understand your misgivings. Most churches today make up whatever they want in order to keep their believers in their seats. But look at the root of their story. That truth has to come from somewhere. Beshra, Loris, the Father of Blood, the Daughter of Fools, they all exist.”
 
                 Ramona tried to hide her goosebumps and the shiver that ran down her spine. It was not the sudden confirmation of demonic power in existence. Lawt’s wound was not created by a side street magician’s trick. What gave her the chills was Oswald’s words. The little man’s knowledge of magic, he probably practiced the art himself. He spoke of the end of times with the surety of a zealot. What scared her was now she started to believe.
 
   They looked into the last room and saw a young woman sitting at her vanity, brushing her hair. She ran her hands through her blonde locks, oblivious to the disarray and negligence in the rest of the house. She held a small hand mirror, preferring to groom and gaze into that small little reflection as opposed to the more expensive glass piece on the vanity. The girl was cute rather than beautiful and her obvious naivety enhanced her cuter aspects.
 
   Erik cleared his throat. “Ma’am, can you tell us what happened here?”
 
   The young lady turned, but not in response to Erik. Ramona could see a man climbing silently through the girl’s bedroom window through the reflection of the vanity. He was a handsome man, but in the cracks of his face there was a coldness. She heard Miranda gasp as the young man came into view. The young lady stood and spoke, placing her mirror on the vanity. No sound accompanied the movement of her mouth, nor did any sound escape the young stranger’s lips when he responded. The conversation between the two continued with no notice of the group, a silent play with the actors unaware they were being watched. 
 
   The man pleaded and the woman demurred. The man grew angry and grabbed the girl’s arm and she opened her mouth in scream. He drew a knife and bared it threateningly at her neck. The girl stopped struggling as her eyes filled with tears. He ripped her dressing gown at the top exposing her bare breasts. Now the tears rolled down her cheeks, her eyes and nose reddening. He shoved her on to her bed and began untying his trousers. He advanced on the woman and the room went completely dark. A scream pierced the air so loudly Ramona had to hold her ears to prevent the noise from damaging them. 
 
   The torch light slowly penetrated the darkness, faintly at first, then stronger. Blood painted the room. The young lady now lay on her back legs exposed. She had bruising around her neck and her stomach was cut open, her entrails pulled out and strewn about her bed. The caked blood on the walls and ceiling did not prevent small pools of blood to form on the floor. 
 
   “Noooooo!” Erik screamed. He threw his torch at the bed and rushed from the room.
 
   “Erik! Wait for us!” Ramona shouted at Erik. “We cannot stay in this house,” she said to Lawt.
 
   They quickly moved out of the room and headed down the stairs as the fire engulfed the room. “Where’s Miranda?” Oswald asked, suddenly noticing she was not with them.
 
   “I’m coming!” Miranda called finally leaving the room, tears streaming down her face. In that instant she looked like a brown haired image of the slaughtered girl. 
 
   They escaped the house into the front courtyard. The fire appearing at one end of the house as the sun began to rise. 
 
   “We are in no shape right now to do anything. The courtyard here seems safe enough from whatever that thing out there is and we can move far enough away from the house so as not to be in any danger from the fire,” Erik said.
 
   “We can’t just let it burn,” Lawt said.
 
                 “My temper got the better of me. I’m sorry, but we can’t fight it on our own,” Erik said.
 
                 Oswald began speaking but his words were arcane and his movements unnatural. Ramona realized her mouth was gaping open and audibly shut it. Finally his movement ceased and he looked closely at the house.
 
                 “It will consume the house and burn itself out. I can’t do any more than that.”
 
                 “You…there is such a thing as magic?” Ramona asked.
 
                 “After what you have seen tonight do you have to ask? Or do you mean you can’t believe someone like me would know?”
 
                 “I just…I thought…it was just…uh, I don’t know.”
 
                 “We all have something to offer this world Ramona, if we are free to find it,” Oswald said.
 
                 The horses walked back up to them looking for comfort due to the fire in front of them and the Fynes beyond the gate. The group pulled out their bed rolls and collapsed on the ground. With Ghost and Titan soothed, the horses stood watch as exhaustion took them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Confrontation
 
    
 
    
 
   They woke way past noon then rode into town as the sun marked that is was late afternoon. The daylight gave them a temporary reprieve from the hell spawn that chased them last night. The squalor in this town was not as noticeable. The towns closest to the seats of power were usually maintained better as the nobles would not want anything inconveniencing their daily travels. The only young men they saw again were patrols that paced up and down the main street as an obvious show of force. Nobody dared to look at soldiers or their new visitors for fear of drawing suspicion. 
 
   Even when the brothel thugs came down on the women Miranda had never felt an atmosphere of such despair and oppression. Few people were doing business in the market and the mongers were not even trying to pull people in to see their wares. The main fortress gates were swung open wide for passage as they rode through. It was not much of a palace but it was fortified and larger than the house they burned down last night.
 
   They rode to the main door and dismounted. Miranda tried very hard not to hide her face and present herself with the same confidence Erik and Lawt naturally held. The guards all leaned against the walls on either side of the door. Finally one stood up and walked over as if annoyed at their presence and asked, “What do you need?”
 
   “Would you please notify your master that Lawt Tal’Onala and Erik Tal’Sorvae of the Roh’Darharim are here to investigate the supernatural disturbances in this Earldom as requested,” Erik said.
 
   The guard looked the group up and down spending a particularly long time on Lawt and sneering at Oswald. He looked back at the rest of his men and shrugged while stepping inside the manor. They waited silently for the guard to return. As time went by it seemed as if they would not be allowed admittance. Finally, as the sun was setting, the guard returned and directed one of his men to take their mounts to the stables. “My master sends his apologies. He is not feeling well and it has taken him some time to make himself presentable for such noblemen as you.”
 
   Erik led the group into the darkened hall. It was a very small anteroom made so that people had an opportunity to be announced as they entered the main hall. They waited alone in the chamber as the time dragged. “This is getting absurd,” Lawt said.
 
   “Indeed, things seem to be taking a bit longer than necessary. I feel like we are walking into something ominous,” Erik replied.
 
   “Well what are we going to do about it now?” Ramona asked. “Wouldn’t you know I spend years waiting to be selected and I get the two buffoons who walk into the most obvious trap on their first mission?”
 
   “Might I suggest that you stand six paces further back than you are accustomed to. I may be able to do something,” Oswald said moving his hands in rote.
 
   “What are you up to cripple? More frippery?” Ramona asked.
 
   Miranda got into Ramona’s face. “It’s obvious you’re afraid but don’t take it out on us. We need to stay together if we want to get through this.”
 
   “Miranda is right, Ramona. Erik and I will lead us in, you three stay behind us.”
 
   “Imurous Aprijium!” Oswald exclaimed.
 
   The four others watched as five new people appeared in the small chamber, crowding the small room. These new people were doubles of each of them that appeared and moved exactly the same as each of them. 
 
   “Neat trick.” Ramona said. “But don’t you think the ten of us will be a little obvious?”
 
   “Everyone else will only see these five and they will always appear six paces ahead of where you stand after we get out of this cramped place,” Oswald said, his face straining.
 
   “The Lord of the Manor will now see the Roh’Darharim!” a voice in the next room bellowed.
 
   The doors to the main hall opened and revealed the large room. Across the great room a young man sat in the chair obviously meant to represent a throne. Behind him a middle aged, well-built soldier kept watch over the room. This soldier wore the captain of the guard’s crest that Miranda and the others had seen in the manor they had burned down. The room was two stories tall but large ornate tapestries hid the walls. Patrons and valued servants along with interspersed guardsmen stood along the walls in front of the tapestries. Without hesitating, Erik and Lawt started marching in setting a confident pace. These men moved with more confidence in his trick than she did. 
 
   Her leg quivered as she moved and she could not take a full breath. As she moved forward she realized she was marching toward Gordon. The bile in her throat began to rise. 
 
   She kept her gaze at the back of Erik’s cloak to distract her from the disgust that crawled through her gut and across her skin. It was good that she did because the men stopped sooner than she anticipated.
 
   The view of her small group following the decoys was strange. She was following them but they were mimicking every step, every nuance of the group behind them. She kept her face emotionless giving nothing away to the onlookers. 
 
   “I thought the Cavaliers were trained in etiquette. Do you not know to kneel before your noblemen?” Gordon asked. He didn’t look at Lawt while the question escaped his mouth. He looked straight at Miranda.
 
   “It is custom for us to kneel before no one. We are Roh’Darharim above none and subservient to no man,” Erik stated coolly, ignoring the obvious insult but instead speaking as a teacher to his pupil.
 
   “You may not be one of my subjects but the one behind you is a subject of mine. Isn’t that right, Miranda?” Gordon said.
 
   “I am sorry, Gordon, but the Miranda you spoke of was burned as a witch. You murdered her and her family! Just like you raped and murdered the daughter of your chief warden, the same chief warden who haunts your lands!” That was bolder than she intended. She could not tell if the gasps she heard around the room were uttered because of her boldness or her accusations.
 
   “You will bow before your lord, woman!” the soldier behind Gordon yelled.
 
   “This woman stands with us and currently her status is unknown. She will follow our protocols,” Lawt said.
 
   “You question me? An Earl of King Coren, heir of my father Earl Jordan Wynarche over this lowly woman?” Gideon asked indignantly.
 
   “I question no one. We make no judgment against anything until we ascertain for ourselves what the answer is. As such, she will make no action until we can determine with whom she gives her allegiance,” Lawt answered.
 
   The murmur in the crowd grew louder. Gordon appeared taken aback and looked over his shoulder towards the soldier behind him. The soldier looked down at him with disgust and motioned his chin back towards Erik and Lawt. 
 
   “Ordinarily,” Gordon stammered, “I would tell you something flowery to alleviate any concerns you have in my Earldom, but this is tiresome. I also cannot have my subjects feel they are in anyway allowed to ignore protocols or my dictates. This meeting is over.”
 
   “We would be glad to take your leave Earl but we have not yet discussed the matter of the beast outside your city.” Erik said.
 
   “It’s not just outside the city!” a voice cried out.
 
   “Is this true?” Lawt asked.
 
   “It’s not your concern,” Gordon responded, peering into the crowd. “I would be more worried about them.” 
 
   Gordon pointed toward the tapestries. They collapsed to the ground revealing crossbowmen on balconies surrounding the hall. Miranda sighed. They had walked into a trap, just like Lawt said. The guards in the crowds congregated behind them blocking the exit. 
 
   Erik laughed. “These are your best men? I see old men and boys not old enough for their first whiskers. You have squandered your land and your people.”
 
   “Your cloak swallows your youth, Cavalier. You are not much older than my guardsmen!” the captain of the guard said.
 
   “Where are your men?” Erik asked.
 
   “The king has ordered all able-bodied men to the east front. We as obedient vassals are happy to oblige,” Gordon said. “Not that this information will help you any but I don’t think our reinforcements will get there in time.”
 
   The captain hit Gordon with the back of his hand. “You fool! The Father Oak will kill you for such ignorance! Kill these men!”
 
   “Hold your fire!” a voice from the balcony bellowed.
 
   “Obey me, Sergeant!” the captain screamed looking at the man who countermanded him. He was in the balcony on Miranda’s left. A young man, tall but shaking.
 
   “No, sir! These are the King’s men. Here to help us. I will not allow my men to slaughter them.” 
 
   “You have forfeited your rank and your family will be punished for your insolence!”
 
   Erik and Lawt had moved to either side of their small group trying to protect them from as many threats as possible. Miranda had kept her eyes on Gordon. The man sat cowed in his chair like a beaten dog. 
 
   “This is not a discussion! Kill these people!” the captain screamed.
 
   “Fire!” the Sergeant ordered.
 
   The crossbow bolts on the right rained down, but the ones on the left streamed across the hall to the other side. Screams erupted in the hall. The bolts that had been aimed down towards them clattered and shattered on the floor as the marksmen had aimed towards Oswald’s decoys. The decoys exploded into fog obscuring the room with a thick haze. Miranda sucked in air not realizing she had been holding her breath.
 
   Lawt roared and charged the captain. Erik moved Ramona, Oswald, and her behind him while the guards at the door behind them advanced. 
 
   “Reload! One…two…three…”
 
   Miranda could not tell who gave the command but, looking up, she could see men on both sides reloading crossbows. She had to assume the sergeant was giving the command as his men were reloading almost in unison to the cadence given.
 
   The well trained captain was holding his own against the injured Lawt but the guardsmen that were facing Erik were not fairing nearly as well. Three were down and the six that remained standing advanced with less zeal than at the beginning of their march. Miranda looked back towards Gordon. He had fled from his chair. Behind the chair a door swung shut.
 
   Miranda bolted for the door. The murderer of her family would face her wrath tonight. Moving through the door she ran up the stairs immediately behind it, torchlight now illuminating the halls. Darkness crawled over her and she heard the distant moan of the previous night’s phantom echoing in her ears. She clutched at her courage to keep it from fleeing and appeared in an intersecting hallway. 
 
   She chose the left and sprinted down the hall. If she chose wrong she had lost. The man would flee and her quest for vengeance would be over, probably for good. She ran past doors on either side and followed the hallway to the right. A large door barred her way. It was finely made with large iron hinges holding it in place. Pushing gingerly against it the door swung gently open. 
 
   A large four poster bed adorned the room, wispy gossamer curtains tumbling down to the floor. Moonlight peered through the open window casting ghostly shadows about the room. The largest bear skin she had seen covered the floor. Gilding ran down and around every piece of wood furniture in the room. This had to be Gordon’s room. While he lived in opulence his people wallowed in filth and despair. 
 
   She stepped into the room but did not see her prey. He quartered here. She would turn from stalker to ambusher. If he had not fled the grounds he had to come to bed sometime. If he had fled she would take her search to his hunting lodge. It’s not as if she were unfamiliar with that place.
 
   “My pet has returned, after all these years. Here to exact revenge I suppose for her precious family,” Gordon said behind her.
 
   She was a fool. He had been hiding behind the door. Miranda turned to face him resisting the urge to remove her knife from her bodice. “You should have made sure I was dead.”
 
   “I will make sure of it tonight,” Gordon said. “But not before we relive some of those good old days. What do you say, whore?”
 
   Gordon charged at her. Instinctively, Miranda rolled away, grabbed his arm and threw him at the corner post of his bed. She heard the satisfying crunch of his nose breaking as it slammed into the bed. 
 
   “It looks like the old bitch has learned some new tricks,” Gordon said turning around, wiping away the blood that was now trickling out of his nose.
 
   “You have learned a few moves yourself. I saw your performance with your old captain’s daughter.”
 
   “Oh, that was a good wench. She screamed for hours for me. You wouldn’t believe how much a woman can squirm with her entrails released.”
 
   The man charged again. She rolled the opposite way but his move was a feint. She had rolled right into his arms. His large hands grabbed her wrist, the other pinning her arm against his body. Gordon picked her up and slammed her into the wall, knocking the wind out of her.
 
   “Where are your fancy moves now? I was hoping for some more foreplay before the festivities truly began.” The man pressed his lips to the curve of her neck and bit hard. He let go of her arm and squeezed her breast. She curled her fist into a ball and tried to swing but his positioning blocked any leverage. Her fist came down hollowly on his back without any force.
 
   Miranda squirmed trying to get free and screamed. The man lifted his head and laughed, a wild passion in his eyes. Miranda managed to squeeze her arm behind herself and the wall. She reached her hand inside her bodice and grabbed the only lifeline she had. 
 
   “Going for a knife? Isn’t it a little late to be guarding your maidenhood?” the monster asked crushing her harder against the wall.
 
   Gordon grabbed the front of her bodice and tried to tear it down. The strategically placed dagger point stopped him, but not before the blade bit deep. He screamed as the blood dribbled freely from the large gash in his hand.
 
   “Can’t you men figure out a different move than that?”  
 
   The surprise and pain caused Gordon to step back. She pulled the mirror free from be her back. The small hand held mirror of the Warden’s daughter, a gift from a doting father. The moan that pierced the air shot through Miranda’s spine. Gordon’s face drained of blood and distorted in terror. He backed away from Miranda, trembling. 
 
   “That anguish is yours! He is hunting for you!” Miranda said. She waited behind in that horrible room to take something from the murdered girl. She recognized the girl’s murderer, the same man who started all her pain. She ran to the window and screamed, “He is up here! Your daughter’s killer! Her mirror! It’s all up here!”
 
   “No!” Gordon screamed charging at her in blind rage and fear.
 
   Miranda waited for the charge of the man, she held the small mirror like a dagger. His arms outstretched grabbed for her neck. He slammed into her, almost shoving her out the window. She felt the glass in the mirror break at the same time the handle of the mirror snap. The sudden give of Gordon’s abdomen and the sickening feeling of him sliding down the remainder of the handle trembled through her hands. The man grimaced in pain and pulled up. Miranda followed his eyes down to his stomach, the mirror protruding oddly out of his body. 
 
   Black tendrils began to creep out of the shadows, running into each other like inky water. Quickly the shadows coalesced, growing darker and gaining substance. Climbing higher and higher forming the skeletal figure of the ghastly former captain. 
 
   Gordon turned around in time to see the ghoul take complete form. The black shadows giving way to the unholy lit fog that accompanied the spirit of vengeance. Gordon pulled the mirror out of his gut, holding his bloody trophy in his hand. 
 
   “Please, show mercy,” Gordon begged, tears streaming down his face.
 
   The undead captain pealed a scream of furious anguish that forced Miranda to her knees quaking in fear. “I’m sorry, Gordon!” Miranda screamed. The vengeance the Fynes would bestow upon Gordon would be beyond Miranda’s imagining. 
 
   Gordon never moved, but the puddle of urine beneath him grew. The fog curled like tentacles around him, crawling up his legs, arms, and finally around his body and neck. Slowly they grabbed him, not with the softness expected from the intangible, but with the strength of a giant’s fist. The fog slid Gordon towards the ghoul. Tears and snot ran down Gordon’s face as he blubbered incoherently. As the young earl reached his captor the floor grew dark. The shadows appeared, this time as tentacles reaching like a great sea monster from the bedroom floor. They pulled both ghoul and man down through the floor. Miranda was not sure if the cracking sounds were from the floor or bones shattering.
 
   The room exploded from where they disappeared and Miranda felt her legs leave the ground. She saw the window fly past her and the ground far below her. She twisted to catch hold of the window ledge before she plummeted to her death. It was just out of reach. After her long quest her life would end by a fall.               
 
   She felt arms reaching around her wrist and she screamed. Its hunger was not subsided, it wanted her, too! She closed her eyes and prepared for the end but the arms that held her never moved. “It’s okay, dear,” a woman’s voice said. “It’s gone. You’re safe. He can’t get you anymore.”
 
   Miranda looked up and saw Ramona looking down at her. The woman’s face was white, a sickly alabaster. She pulled Miranda back through the window.
 
   “I followed you as best I could. I heard you scream. I saw the Fynes. I am so sorry,” Ramona said, holding Miranda to her. Miranda cried. She cried from relief, from joy, from fear and its final release. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Aftermath
 
    
 
   Erik was tired of answering questions. It seemed no one could make a decision for themselves without ulterior motives. Two weeks of constant questions. He could not even eat without people asking his permission for anything. Perhaps he had set down the precedent too strongly. People grasped at whatever power they could get but did he really have to confirm the remaining guards who had sided with them whether the hands could continue to feed livestock? 
 
   Everyone had a question and it had not ceased since the fighting had stopped. Oswald was invaluable. The man seemed to see what the true purpose was for each query. Oswald never recommended a course of action, he just told Erik what the motives were behind what appeared to be simple questions. The only person it appeared he could trust was Sergeant Nephram, the guardsman who’d evened the odds in the palace great room.
 
   He still could not believe the tale that Ramona had told him. It appeared that Miranda had disposed of both Gordon and the supernatural being that had plagued these people. The cursed captain of the guard had not reappeared since that night and the air did not seem as dim at night. 
 
   Erik hated being inside the main household. Besides, for what probably was going to need to be done, being out in the courtyard was the best place. The pleasant sun and warmth belied the ominous feeling that surrounded him.
 
   Lawt had been busy training the guards on methods of better enforcement without bullying the people. They met several times a day to compare notes and talk about any new situations that needed to be resolved. It seemed once one problem was fixed four others took its place. There was proof that someone was interfering, and yesterday Sergeant Nephram brought proof as to who. The man was being fetched now.
 
   Ramona also busied herself with the wounded of the confrontation. Many men died that night, many more were injured. Erik wished Ramona was available more for counsel. She may be argumentative and rude but she was smart, and the few times she was available she had come up with ingenious solutions.
 
   “We have him, sir,” Sergeant Nephram said, approaching Erik from behind. 
 
   “You sure this is the man?” Erik asked.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Nephram said. “My soldier, one I highly trust, received the unique dagger for your assassination. My man also confirms this is the man one who gave it to him with the orders to kill you.”
 
   “Is this truth, Oswald?” Erik asked the little man. Erik had gotten so used to dog the man’s mount was part of his new trusted aid.
 
   “As far as Nephram knows,” Oswald said cautiously.
 
   “I need to know beyond any shadow of doubt this is the conspirator, Oswald,” Erik stated Why couldn’t anyone see the obvious? If he was going to choose a course of action which ended a life, he needed to make sure the person posed a threat justifying it.  The tediousness of the constant barrage of troubles frayed his nerves. 
 
   “You can get him to talk. I’ll do the rest.” Oswald said. 
 
   “What’s your name, man?” Erik asked his suspect.
 
   “I am Krim. I am just a clergyman. I only wish to serve.”
 
   Erik looked at Oswald, expecting an answer. Oswald said nothing but looked at Erik as if he expected more. 
 
   “Did you conspire to have a guardsman close to me attempt to kill me with this?” Erik threw the dagger into the ground in front of the man, the blade sticking cleanly into the dirt. The etched silver oak tree on the hilt and handle of the blade clearly visible.
 
   “I do not know what you mean,” the man said, standing taller.
 
   “You planned to murder me. Impose terror on these people with this symbol of your control,” Erik said.
 
   “I would not do that. I am just a man of the people, meant to serve,” Krim stuttered.
 
   “Oh, he did it all right,” Oswald said behind Erik. 
 
   “I need him to confess it! The words have to come from him, not from you.” Erik said.
 
   Oswald’s hands moved in the familiar but awkward archaic symbols Erik had seen the little man make so often lately. Somehow the man could get people to speak the truth no matter how reluctant. If they spoke, they told the truth intentionally or not. Erik was hesitant to believe in magic, but he knew he had been on the receiving end at least once from Oswald’s bag of tricks.
 
   “Did you conspire to kill me?” Erik asked again.
 
   “Yes, you should be dead by now. I will suffer for this,” Krim said. Shock and disgust flashed across his face unable to fathom how his tongue would betray him.
 
   Erik had taken lives in battle. He did not relish doing it then, but this was a calculated maneuver. These people would not rest easy until they were certain there was no chance of the province being taken back from their oppressors. Erik pulled his sword from the scabbard. “Are there others conspiring with you?”
 
   “There are always others, but I do not know who they are. We each have separate missions,” Krim said, again with the stunned face.
 
   Erik’s sword flew, severing Krim’s head as cleanly and quickly as he could. The body fell to its knees, then slowly fell forward. 
 
   “Hang his head in the square. Write a proclamation. Anyone conspiring to interfere with appointed personnel of my business will face punishment.”
 
   Sergeant Nephram and his men dragged the body out of the yard. Miranda walked past them, not even giving notice to the headless corpse being pulled past her. Erik snatched the parchment from Miranda. He did not mean to be rude. He was agitated and felt sick at the same time. He never thought of himself as an executioner.
 
   “Lawt wanted me to give you that. He says you need to know as soon as possible. I can see the mantle of the noble folk fits you.” Miranda said. Erik could tell it was not meant as a compliment.
 
   “Miranda, it’s not like that.”
 
   “I know. I am being overly sensitive.” Miranda looked at the trail of blood. “I have lived under the yolk of people who think they know better than me. I have determined only I know where my place is. I think it’s time I were off. I don’t have anything left here for me. Thank you for helping me avenge my family. I have something more personal to do.”
 
   “You are an amazing person, Miranda. I hope the best for you.” Erik meant it. The resilience of this woman humbled him.
 
   Miranda walked off leaving Erik to look at the message Lawt had deemed so urgent.
 
   It could not be right. He reread the message to confirm the news. He would have to speak with Lawt about this after dinner. Erik finished his duties for the day but still each item seemed to drag into the next. He had to make sure every little detail was addressed. One thread left open could unwind all his work. He ate dinner alone. The meat was cold and the bread was stale but it filled him. He went to Lawt’s room to address the orders Miranda delivered to him.
 
   Lawt was already preparing his travel gear. 
 
   “We can’t just leave,” Erik said.
 
   “You don’t think I know that? Those may not be official orders in your hand, but we have been told to follow whatever fake orders we receive as if they were real. We need to draw out the traitor.” 
 
   “This province can be swayed at any time. We can’t risk letting these people fall back into that terror.”
 
   “I think the example you left of Krim should buy these people a little bit of time, and we can’t stay here indefinitely.”
 
   “All right we go, but we don’t leave until we select our replacements.”
 
   “We leave tomorrow,” Lawt said.
 
   “I think Sergeant Nephram would be suitable until the nobility decides who the next land holder is here. I will write a message to the king explaining the situation and my best recommendation for the area,” Erik said.
 
   “Agreed. Should we allow Miranda and Oswald to stay in the castle until the new lord of the manor takes over?” Lawt asked.
 
   “I don’t see why not. It will at least give them time to figure out what they want to do.”
 
   Ramona stomped into the room her face red. Oswald came trailing behind her with Sampson, as always, acting as his legs. How the dog managed to look angry at him without growling threw Erik off guard.
 
   “Why is Miranda leaving?” Ramona asked. 
 
   “She told me she had a mission of personal importance to take care of,” Erik said.
 
   “What could be more personal than avenging her family’s murder?” Ramona asked.
 
   “We need to get her back,” Oswald broke in. “Things will get worse for all of us if we don’t stay together.”
 
   “Look, little man,” Ramona said. “Just because you tagged along with us to Wyne, doesn’t mean you’re Roh’Darharim. You’re don’t need to be where we are going.”
 
   “Yes, I do. We were drawn together for a reason bigger than us. Miranda was as well.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Erik asked.
 
   “Everybody take out your stones,” Oswald said reaching into his pocket and pulling out a large emerald.
 
   Lawt pulled out his diamond with a puzzled look. “I just thought it was a pretty stone. What does this have to do with anything, and how did you know I had one?”
 
   “We all have one.” Oswald said. “You have the diamond. Erik has the ruby. Ramona here, has the pearl, and Miranda has a sapphire. They are the weapons the Roh’Darharim guarded long ago.”
 
   Erik felt the ruby in his pocket, hesitant to expose such a personal object. “We have recovered and collected what the ancient guardians couldn’t protect?”
 
   “I would more likely say they collected us Erik,” Oswald said.
 
   “You need to stop being cryptic and explain, old man,” Ramona said, with her hand fiddling in her skirt pocket.
 
   “The great kings of the past duped everyone,” Oswald began with a sigh setting in for a long explanation. “They created the Roh’Darharim to stop the great wars, but needed a ruse to prevent their heirs from restarting any wars they tried so hard to stop. They put these worthless gems in a box and told their kingdoms about these weapons of great power.”
 
   “If they are just pieces of rock, why did you just tell us they collected us?” Erik asked.
 
   “Beshra’s spirit flows through everything in existence, except the minions of hell. It unites all of us and everything. That is how I can manipulate energies and do the things I can do. The entire world believed these stones were weapons far exceeding what they were. This worldwide belief over centuries, almost a millennia flowed through these stones as well. They are more than what they started as, and capable of more than I can tell you.” 
 
   “Can you tell us something of what they can do?” Lawt asked.
 
   “They manipulate events so they can determine who holds them. These gems chose all of us. Every scholar who has written about them were wielders of the stones. I am certain the stones chose them just so we would get a better understanding of them. Two or three of the greater magic users whose works I have read were able to communicate with the stones they held. Well, communicate in a fashion.”
 
   “That’s not very powerful.” Ramona said. “They decide who carries them, and can talk to great wielders of magic.”
 
   “Their purpose was to keep the kingdoms from going to war, Ramona.” Oswald said. “That’s still their goal. It’s not a coincidence that the holders of these gems usually rise to considerable authority. One cannot affect great change without great power.”
 
   “None of us fit that description, Oswald.” Erik said with a laugh.
 
   “The stones aren’t done with us. I would wager you all are much more respected than you were before you came to possess them.”
 
   “I was just a young man when I got my stone from my mother, of course I am.” Erik said. His anger started to grow. “My mother had the stone before me, and she was not a person of great respect or power.” He did not need to hear any fairy tales about magic stones.
 
   “It’s not exact Erik, the stone may have only moved through your mother to get to you.”
 
   “So the stones give us opportunities we would not normally receive without them?” Lawt asked.
 
   “No, that would involve manipulating others, and the stones don’t like to do that. They manipulate their holders.” Oswald clarified.
 
   “So how do people become these figures of great importance?” Ramona asked, arching her eyebrow.
 
   “It’s going to sound silly.” Oswald adjusted his collar. “It gives the holder the insight to see what opportunities are out there, and strengthens their will to follow through.”
 
   “Even if all of this is true, this doesn’t explain why we have to get Miranda.” Erik said.
 
   “The stones don’t like to be together, unless they feel they can bring peace to all the kingdoms. At that point they will manipulate events for better or worse to get all the holders together. We should not be this close together unless it were time.”
 
   “This is great,” Erik said. “Issuing in an era of peace isn’t a bad thing.”
 
   “Peace can be attained by killing every person in the world, Erik.” Oswald said.
 
   “We aren’t going to do that,” Lawt said.
 
   “There are six great kingdoms, young Cavalier. There are only five of us. The sixth stone is the problem. It appears to be against the five others. It has the same goal of peace, but differs on how best to accomplish it.”
 
   “So if we don’t go get Miranda to come back we will face other complications.” Erik said finally grasping the situation.
 
   “Exactly.” Oswald said. 
 
   “People are after our heads and she leaves now!” Lawt said.
 
                 “This is your fault, Erik!” Ramona said.
 
                 “How is it my fault? She’s the one who walked off. Fine! I will go bring her back!”
 
                 “No, you need to follow our orders, Erik,” Lawt said softly. “I do not present as a person any one will listen to where our orders are calling us, despite my garb. I’m no fool about that. People only give me lee at first because you are with me.”
 
                 “I’ll go with you, Lawt,” Oswald said.
 
                 “No. If you want to make sure the girl is safe you ride with Ramona and Erik. I can move much faster on my own. It should not take me long to track her and I can meet you at the east camp. She can’t have gotten far.”
 
                 Lawt heaved his gear onto his pack and headed for the stables. How did one girl complicate things so much? Erik put his hand in his pocket and felt the small bag that held his ruby. He went to his room to prepare for the trip to the east camp. The front lines of a war had to be easier than his last few days had been.
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