




Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Все книги автора
Эта же книга в других форматах

Приятного чтения!








A. J. Searle



The King's Sword





One


As Ronan lifted the finished sword, light from the small window in his workshop bounced along the smooth white blade. Made entirely of rare Hadenla metal that was only mined from the peaks of the Genelle Mountains, the weapon was a masterpiece of fluent lines and simple elegance. Ronan smiled with satisfaction as he turned the blade against his calloused hands in appreciation of his hard work. He’d done well.
He’d been chosen to make the King’s Sword months ago for the newly named king. The assignment had come as a surprise to him. While he was confident in his skill level as a blacksmith, he’d not realized that word of his work had travelled as far as Merisgale. The guard that had delivered the unique metal and the summons of work told him that the young king had requested Ronan by name. It had filled him with pride of having his work acknowledged by a wizard king.
“Master Culley?” Young Arien’s cracking voice caused Ronan to wince from his thoughts. Wishing desperately that the plague of puberty would have pity on his ears, Ronan turned to face the boy he’d hired on only a few months prior.
The boy had been half starved under a filthy mop of blond hair when Ronan had found him sleeping in the hay of his stable. When the boy awoke, he’d been afraid and Ronan couldn’t blame him. All the Culley men were large. Ronan was no different. He stood average height but his broad shoulders and deep chest made many take a step back. Those that didn’t were of the few that saw Ronan’s true non violent nature.
He’d given Arien food and had found out easily enough that he’d been orphaned for several years. No home. No family. And Ronan hadn’t the heart to send him away. Instead he washed him up, gave his hair an even trim, and put him into some clean clothes.
Ronan needed no apprentice but offered the boy a chance to learn a skill that would earn him food and a bed for a couple of years. Arien had burst into tears, promising Ronan that he wouldn’t disappoint him. Ronan could not accuse the boy of lying for he learned quickly and did the work of three boys with never a complaint.
Ronan couldn’t deny that he liked having the boy around. Unmarried and living alone was fine with the thirty-six year old blacksmith but since Arien had joined him, he found he looked forward to the company and conversations they shared at mealtimes. Granted Arien did most of the talking while Ronan mostly listened, but it made life less lonely with someone there.
“What is it?” Ronan asked when the boy stepped through the doorway and into the workshop.
Arien’s gaze rested on the King’s Sword. “It is beautiful, Master Culley. I hope to have so much skill one day,” the apprentice said softly, admiration filling his words.
Ronan’s attention dropped to the weapon he held. Carefully, he laid the sword on the leather hide and wrapped it again, feeling a bit embarrassed to be caught admiring his own handiwork for the second time since he’d finished the assignment.
“Do you need something?” Ronan prompted as he placed the wrapped weapon on the table.
Arien nodded and held out the small dagger he’d finished that morning. It was his first project completed without supervision. Ronan took the blade and turned it in his palm. Fairly smooth lines, no rough edges, and the hilt wrapped tightly. He scratched at his beard thoughtfully.
“Well, done. The blade is as good as any I’ve ever seen. Lot Greer will be pleased,” Ronan said after several moments of inspecting the weapon closely. He offered a nod and handed the dagger back to Arien. The boy beamed with pride.
“If I don’t keep you under my eye, you might steal all of my business right out from under me,” Ronan added just to give the boy an extra boost.
It hadn’t been difficult to guess that Ronan’s approval meant a lot to Arien, so he tried to compliment his young apprentice whenever he could. It was awkward for him at first, since he had no experience in encouraging anyone, let alone a youth. But it had grown easier over the months. And every compliment was an honest one.
“If I can be only half as skilled as you, Master Culley, I shall be happy.” Arien sighed wistfully. “I almost hate that they will take it away. It should be yours to keep.” He touched the edge of the leather wrap that held the sword, obviously both curious and afraid of the weapon.
Ronan turned away quickly so that Arien wouldn’t see the selfish longing to hold on to the sword in his own expression. “They are to arrive this morning to take the sword and I shall start something new.”
“Something I can help with?” Arien asked eagerly and Ronan smiled without looking back at the boy. He could not help but to enjoy Arien’s enthusiasm. It was what he had come to enjoy; having someone love the work as much as he did.
“Perhaps.” He nodded. “I think you are ready for something larger than daggers and kitchen knives.” A shadow fell over the room, blocking out the sun. Ronan turned to find a man wearing royal colors standing in the doorway.
“Good day to you, sir,” Ronan greeted but the man only slumped sideways. It was then that Ronan noticed the large crimson stain that covered the royal guard’s left side.
“Master Culley,” Arien whispered, his blue eyes rounding in the same instant that Ronan also realized the man was injured.
“Go for a healer…in town…hurry.” Ronan moved forward to slide a strong shoulder beneath the man’s arm and half drag him back outside and toward the house. One glance over his shoulder and he was relieved to find Arien racing toward the road as he was told.
“Hold on. The boy will bring someone to help you,” Ronan offered when the man groaned with pain.
“Ambushed,” the man murmured as Ronan got him inside and on a bed. “The others…dead.” Ronan’s hands worked quickly to pull away the fabric of the man’s clothes so he could assess the wound. It was deep…too deep for Ronan to do anything to help the stranger. Still he reached for the pitcher of water he kept at his bedside.
“The sword must be delivered.”
Ronan nodded at the man’s words, though he was only half listening as he wiped down the gash and pressed cloth against it in an effort to stop the flow of blood. So this was one of the guards who were to retrieve the sword. Ronan had suspected so from the clothes he wore. There was supposed to be nine of them. But they were dead and this one was hurrying to join them in their dark sleep.
“It is…” the guard coughed, fingers fisting in Ronan’s shirt and pulling the blacksmith closer. “It is up to you…to deliver the…” Ronan stared as the guard’s entire body shuddered, then relaxed. He was gone.
Ronan swallowed hard. He reached up and removed the man’s fingers from his shirt. Once freed from the hand that held him, Ronan took a step backward.
“Move aside,” a voice commanded from behind him and Ronan turned to find Arien with an old woman who looked more witch than healer. She was a short, stump of a woman with thin shoulders and arms set on a very round body. Her hair was gray, almost white, and her skin looked like leather, too long exposed to the raw elements. She carried an odd smell about her that reminded Ronan of lavender mixed with something rotten.
Arien shrugged when Ronan raised a brow. “She was at the road.”
The woman pushed Ronan out of the way when he didn’t move, surprising him with the strength that came from her old body.
He looked down at his hands and the guard’s blood glared back at him. He swallowed again. He had little experience with death, though he knew that many of the weapons he made were used to bring about just that. Still, murder was something new to him and filled him with uneasiness.
“He’s dead,” the healer spoke over the shoulder of her gray dress. “If you are the one who killed him, there is a way to bring his life back.”
“I am not a murderer.” Ronan frowned, clearly not liking the woman’s accusing black eyes when she faced him. “He is a guard from Merisgale Castle. He was supposed to collect the King’s Sword. Before he died he said something about being ambushed.”
“A likely story.” Her words laced with sarcasm so thick it should have choked her. It brought Ronan’s narrowed gaze up from the dead man. Who was this woman to accuse him?
“I did not kill this man.” Ronan crossed his large arms. It was a trick he’d learned years ago for making himself appear larger than he really was. Instantly, it worked and Arien took a step away from him but the witch would not be intimidated.
“Hmm.” She looked as if she wasn’t certain if she could believe him. “No chance that perhaps you wanted the sword for yourself?”
“Why would I want it? I couldn’t use it.” Ronan was growing more irritated with the woman by the moment.
“Don’t be a fool. Anyone can use the King’s Sword. But it has to be used only against Sleagan’s dark forces.
Arien gave a startled cry, his eyes widening at the easiness in which the healer had spoken the name. Ronan just stared at the woman.
“It is just a name.” She looked at the boy. “It’s not the name you have to be afraid of.”
Ronan began to grow suspicious. “How is it you came to be so close by?”
She eyed him steadily, and then shrugged her thin shoulders. “I have a gift of knowing where and when I am needed. I had a feeling this morning and began walking in this direction. Unfortunately, that gift doesn’t account for old age slowing me down. It seems I’m too late to save this man.”
Ronan made a quick decision not to accuse her of anything. “Even if I wanted the sword I would know nothing of using one against anyone. I just make the weapons. The business of what is done with them belongs to others.”
“So you are a blacksmith.” Her gaze dropped to his feet and slowly traveled up the entire length of him.
Ronan’s frown deepened. He didn’t like her scrutiny or the judgment that was obvious in her eyes. “There is nothing for you to do here, healer. As you said, he is dead. You may go,” he said when her gaze settled on his face. She slanted a glance back to the guard.
“So you may do away with this man and keep the sword?”
“I have no reason to keep the damned sword,” Ronan snapped. “It has proven more burden than privilege. His last words were that it was my responsibility to take the sword to Merisgale. I cannot complete his request. I have work here that must be done.”
“He made you a guard?” Arien said with shock. “You are a royal guard?”
“I am a blacksmith,” Ronan corrected.
“You cannot reject a summons of service,” the witch argued. “If you do, you won’t be much of a smith when you are thrown into a prison for the rest of your life.” She looked at him as if he was stupid and it irritated him.
“Why are you still here?” Ronan snapped.
“My interest is in the new king. If that sword falls into the wrong hands or is used by the wrong person, it could damn us all to the will of the dark forces.” She glanced at the boy, then back at Ronan. “If you are taking this sword anywhere, I’m coming with you.”
“Besides,” she added when he opened his mouth to argue, “I have a feeling I will be needed.”
“Maybe, she’s right.” Arien touched Ronan’s arm. “She did say she had a gift of knowing those kinds of things. And maybe she knows the way to Merisgale.”
“I do not,” the witch answered.
“Nor do I.” Ronan ran a large hand over his face, and then scratched at his beard. “Surely if we wait long enough, they will send someone else to collect it.” The hopefulness in his voice sounded silly even to him. He felt like a child trying to think his way out of an unfavorable chore.
“To collect the sword and you.” The witch nodded.
“I don’t even have a horse, just a pack mule.” Ronan exhaled heavily. He didn’t want this. He didn’t like getting involved in these kinds of things. He minded his own business and allowed others to mind theirs. It had worked well for him…until now.
“Keegan Yore has many horses,” Arien piped. “And I’d bet he knows the way.”
Ronan cut him a silencing glare, but immediately felt guilty when he saw the boy’s deflated expression. Arien was only trying to help. It wasn’t his fault that this damned guard had dropped the burden in his lap. “Yore isn’t a very generous man and I haven’t the money he would ask for three horses.” Ronan didn’t add that he barely had enough to purchase one.
“It is Merisgale business. You will not have to pay. He is obligated to provide you and those with you with whatever is needed,” the witch countered.
“You just have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Ronan growled.
“Those who think usually do.” She smirked.
“And what do you call yourself, witch? Since you are set upon coming with me, I will know your name.” Ronan waited for Arien to step aside so he could move from the room. It was starting to feel a little too crowded, mostly by death.
“Ula Bane,” the healer answered as he finally nudged Arien toward the door.

Ronan had never really met Keegan Yore. He’d only seen the hulking, red haired man once or twice on the road when the horse rancher took his horses to the city of Fullerk. Up close Ronan could see the man’s blue eyes were as hard as his body.
“What makes you think I will just hand over three of my horses? That’s a lot of money to lose on a story like the one you’re telling.” Keegan didn’t rise from behind his desk. Instead he leaned back in his chair and eyeing the three with a steady gaze.
“The King’s business does not require that we give you any money. But it does require your cooperation.” Ula spoke before Ronan could answer. He shot her a silencing glare. If she saw it, she gave no indication of acknowledgment.
“I know the laws of Meris.” Keegan’s attention remained on Ronan. “But I’d rather be thrown into a prison than lose the money that those three horses would cost me. And I don’t have horses that run cheap.”
“Maybe one of your men could come with us,” Arien suggested, “to be certain they are returned to you safely.”
Ronan gritted his teeth, wishing the two beside him would keep quiet and let him handle Keegan Yore. He understood the man. He was a businessman like himself. Skill for money. It was simple.
“Where’s the sword?” Keegan asked. Ronan hesitated, then turned and pulled out the leather bundle. The blacksmith carefully unfolded the thick material from around the sword. The white metal seemed to glow and Keegan whistled when Ronan held it up.
“The King’s Sword made of Hadenla metal.” Ronan gave the weapon a swing, enjoying the feel of the weight that commanded the muscles of his hand and arm. “So you see I am no liar. And I mean to take the sword to Merisgale Castle so I am not a cheat either. But we need horses and someone who knows the way.”
Keegan nodded as he watched Ronan slide the weapon back into the leather and cover it. “Alright. I shall give you the use of horses but you shall owe me, Culley.”
“Sir Culley,” Arien corrected. “He is a royal guard now.”
Keegan grunted in response, clearly unimpressed. Neither was Ronan. He’d not considered that he was now a royal guard. A part of him swelled with pride while another part cursed at the extra responsibility that the title included even if it was only temporary.
“And you will send someone with us who knows the way?” Ronan pressed, deciding to contemplate the title of guard later.
“I’ll go myself,” Keegan told him. “I will feel better if I am there to tend the horses, and because I don’t trust the three of you and am still not sure I believe your story. When do we leave?”
Ronan stifled the urge to pull the sword back out and slice off the man’s large head. “First light.”

Ronan watched the woman shake something that looked like a dried up foot at him. Ula had insisted that they do some kind of preparation ritual the night before they were to leave. Ronan wanted no part of it but the woman was unrelenting and Ronan finally gave in just to cease her rattling.
Now he and Arien sat at the table watching Ula move around them as she chanted words of a foreign language. The toes of that foot waved dangerously close to his face as she passed and he leaned away, glancing at Arien’s expression. The boy was terrified. He couldn’t blame him.
Finally she halted at the end of the table and retrieved a red ribbon from inside her pocket. One end was tied to a large brown rock. She dipped the rock into a bowl of saltwater and then swung the rock over her head, wailing like a harpy. She shook the foot again.
Laughter bubbled up abruptly and he lifted his fist to his mouth in an attempt to stifle his humor. She looked like a mad woman and he couldn’t be sure if she wasn’t truly half crazed anyway. One look at Arien and he found the boy was struggling in his own battle against hilarity, his earlier fear completely erased.
When Ula threw back her head and wailed, Ronan gave up the battle and bowed his head as he laughed aloud. Once he finally got a hold of himself he looked up to find tears rolling down Arien’s cheeks as he clutched his stomach, laughing so hard that he shook.
Ula grew still and frowned at them with disapproval. “This is serious business.”
Arien gasped for breath as Ronan pointed at the thing she held, “Is that a dog’s foot?” The boy held his nose, trying to stifle another gale that threatened to escape him. It succeeded in him making a loud snorting noise which only caused him to laugh louder.
“It is a foot of a swamp rat from Fullerk and it could save your lives,” Ula snapped and Arien doubled over with laughter. “It is nothing to laugh at.”
“She’s right.” Ronan forced a solemn expression. “If it can save us, let her continue without interruption.”
Ula’s frown deepened. “It must be done. I have a bad feeling about the journey.” She lifted the foot and swung her rock, continuing the ceremony, even when the two began to laugh again. She began to stomp her feet and chanted for nearly another hour before she finally ended the ritual.
“Now do that standing on your head and I shall be impressed,” Ronan challenged.
Ula’s lips pressed together in a thin line and she turned to stomp from the house, taking her rat foot and rock with her.
“Have you ever seen anything like that before?” Ronan looked at Arien as the boy shook his head and wiped tears on the back of his hand.
“She is an odd old creature,” Arien said.
“What kind of rock was that?” Ronan’s chuckled. “Looked like one she dug out of a river bank.”
“That was no rock.” Arien started to laugh again. “It is the same thing that I shovel out of the mule stable each morning. There were pieces breaking off and flying into her hair.”
Ronan stared at the boy for a moment and then begin to chuckle again.

Ronan knew very little about horses. His old mule was hardly any trouble and fat from being treated too well for too many years. There wasn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on any of the large beasts that Keegan arrived with the next morning. They were magnificent animals with muscles that rippled with every movement.
“They are Dulcet Horses.” Keegan swung down from the animal he rode and led the three remaining to stand in a row in front of Ronan. “They are pure bred with no mixed magic. Strong, intelligent, and I trained them myself.”
Ronan could hear the pride in Keegan’s deep voice. “Which one shall I ride?”
Keegan smiled and shook his head, the sun glinting across his red hair. “Don’t know yet.”
“I like the gray one.” Ronan nodded toward the mare of the three.
“But does she like you?” Keegan’s smiled dipped to a grin. “A Dulcet Horse chooses its own rider.”
“How can a horse make a choice like that?” Arien asked.
“Animals sense things about us,” Keegan explained as he ran a large hand over the gray mare. “They know things about us and choose a rider that best matches them.”
“Sounds like a little horse manure to me,” Ula said as she stepped from the house to Ronan’s side.
“You could always shake your foot at them to be certain you are chosen first.” Ronan grinned when Arien snickered but didn’t look at the witch.
“Sorcha comes from two Dulcets that are strong and mild tempered. She is fast but not reckless.” Keegan patted the gray mare again before moving to the black and white horses. “Ahearn is stronger than Sorcha and acts as protector to the others. He is very intelligent. And Dermot is the gentlest horse I have. He’ll probably choose the most inexperienced rider.”
“Fascinating. I’m curious now,” Ronan admitted staring at the dark eyes of each of the animals when Keegan moved away from them. Ahearn stepped forward almost immediately and nudged at Arien. The boy’s eyes widened.
“Why did he choose me?” Arien asked lifting a hand to rub between the black horse’s ears.
“Only Ahearn knows why,” Keegan answered. The other two horses stood for a moment looking at Ronan and Ula. Then they moved forward in unison and Ronan watched as the gray mare chose him. He’d liked her best anyway.
“Well, hello, Sorcha.” Ronan smiled when she nuzzled against his beard.
“Now, don’t get too attached to them unless you are willing to pay the price to own this kind of animal,” Keegan warned. But Ronan was already deciding what he was going to sell to raise the funds to pay for this horse that looked him right in the eyes.
“So where is your dead guard?” Keegan asked after a moment.
Ronan nodded toward stable. “In the mule stable. I didn’t bury him in the event someone wanted to make sure the story I told was truth.” He slanted a gaze at Keegan. “Would you like to see him for yourself?”
“No.” Keegan scowled. “Is that his robe?” His attention dropped to the bright blue material draped over Ronan’s shoulder.
“I thought if I wore royal colors that it would ease worries of getting people to feed and shelter us at night,” Ronan told the man.
“Just don’t ride next to me. I don’t want anyone to think I am a guard if those that ambushed the first batch are still around.” Keegan leaned down to adjust the saddle strap. “No doubt they’ll know that the one wearing the colors is the one carrying the sword.”
Ronan considered the horseman’s words, then removed the material and folded it. He stuffed it down from sight in his pack. He hadn’t considered that he would be in danger by delivering the sword. He’d only thought of the burden of having to leave his home and make arrangements for a neighboring farmer to look after his mule.
“Have you eaten?” Ronan asked.
“I have not. I assumed my meals would be provided since I was doing this service for you,” Keegan answered so Ronan motioned him inside. Ula Baen might be a crazy old witch but she was one who could cook. And she’d prepared enough food for a dozen people.
When Ronan had found her that morning placing the food on the table he’d felt a bit guilty for laughing at her. She’d gone out that night and managed to bring in a boar to fry up at breakfast, along with Slog eggs and corncakes. Arien had nearly made himself ill eating so much.
It had been a long time since Ronan had eaten such a meal. The aroma of fried meat had roused him from bed and brought a rumble from his stomach that clearly spoke that it had been neglected such luxury. Breakfast usually consisted of cold bread and lukewarm milk. He’d made sure to tell her twice what good food it was and complimented her on the seasoning. At first she’d seemed shocked, but by the end of the meal, she only smiled at his efforts to show appreciation.
If Keegan was impressed, he said nothing. Instead, he sat down and began piling food on his plate. Ronan imagined from the size of him, he would demolish a good bit of what was left. He was thankful. Ronan was never one who approved of waste.
“Since none of you have ever been to Merisgale, I feel obligated to tell you this will not be an easy trek,” Keegan spoke around a mouthful of boar. “There are places of magic that we must pass through or near. You must always be on guard. And then there is Sledgewood and River Blanch.”
“River Blanch,” Ula echoed in a whisper that trembled through the air like a hollowing note in a winter wind. “I’ve been that way before. Many years ago. I’d hoped I’d never have to walk that way again.”
“Why?” Arien leaned toward the witch when she sat down heavily at the table. Her fingers held a stone that she ran her thumb back and forth over. Ronan wondered if it was a nervous movement or another secret spell.
“Not much frightens me. That water scared me so I felt I would die.” Ula bowed her head causing Ronan to frown. Maybe that was before she knew of rat feet and mule manure.
“It is one of most difficult parts of the journey.” Keegan nodded in agreement. “It only takes fifteen minutes to cross but it feels like…”
“Eternity,” Ula finished in a low voice.
“How do you mean?” Arien pressed.
“Imagine reliving your worst memory for fifteen minutes from the eyes of someone who hates you.” Ula looked at the boy. “Now multiply that by ten.” Arien paled and fell silent, clearly frightened of her explanation.
“When will we pass through that way?” Ronan asked.
“If we are lucky we’ll be past it in eight days.” Keegan looked at Ronan. “Have you never been anywhere outside of this place?”
“I am a blacksmith. People come to me,” Ronan answered pointedly. “I have been places but nowhere that has the magic of the likes which she describes. Is there no way around this River Blanch?”
“No.”
“What is Sledgewood? Is it just as scary?” Arien asked.
“It isn’t if you do not disturb the trees. They are guarded by Sledgers…well, that’s what they’ve been called.” Keegan shoveled more food into his mouth. “If you keep to their good side, they won’t bother you. Do wrong…well, let’s just say that pain can do a lot to a person and the Sledgers are experts about making you realize that fact.”
“I rather like the idea of the river better.” Ronan glanced at Ula when she shook her head as she shivered. Maybe her rat foot wasn’t such a bad idea after all.
“I’ve traveled this road many times. You shall make it to Merisgale alive,” Keegan said when he glanced up at Ronan. “It was wise that you asked for someone to lead you. You may have died before you got half way. There are many dangers to be aware of. I know them all by heart.”
Ronan nodded, for once in agreement with the horseman and thankful now that the man was going with them.



Two


Ronan lifted his eyes to a sun that had no mercy on the morning. Only four hours upon the horse, and his body was already silently cursing at him for the unfamiliar strain. He shifted in an attempt to ease some of the soreness in his legs and back. He was not soft but he was no rider.
Glancing at Arien and the witch, he found them visibly as uncomfortable as he felt. Keegan was the only one of them that seemed at ease upon the great beasts. He frowned. The man had sneered at the difficulty Ronan had suffered when mounting. He would not give the horseman the satisfaction of knowing he was having trouble again. Instead he would wait for one of the others to call for a break.
The heat did nothing to ease his discomfort. In fact, it made it worse. The strong smell of the animal seemed to intensify beneath the smoldering rays. Stinking, sweaty, and sore, Ronan’s mood darkened with every miserable moment. When Keegan began to whistle ahead of them, Ronan felt like running him through with the damnable sword he carried.
“Do you think the horses may need to stop? They might need water in this heat?” Arien was the first to break and Ronan let out a breath, for once thankful to hear that uneven pitch in the boy’s voice.
“Not Dulcet horses. They can go for many more hours without stopping,” Keegan called back without turning. Ronan considered asking Ula to throw her Mule rock at the back of Keegan’s big red head.
“Many of my customers purchase Dulcets when traveling the yellow sands of Golythia,” Keegan continued. “There are miles there with no place to stop and drink.”
“We are not Dulcet Horses and apparently they can also hold their water a little longer than some of us,” Ula snapped and Ronan grinned when Keegan looked back and sighed heavily with irritation. Nevertheless, he called for the horses to stop.
Ronan waited until the others dismounted and Ula was well into the trees before finally swinging down from Sorcha’s back. He forced himself not to groan with the relief he felt in his leg muscles. Instead, he checked the pack secured to Sorcha’s saddle, pretending interest in its integrity.
“She likes you, Culley.” Keegan stepped toward him and Ronan looked up, raising a brow. “You can tell by how still she stands. If she didn’t like you, she would have moved away once you were on the ground.”
“She has good taste.” Ronan gave the horse’s head a pat. Only after he turned to face the horseman did she wander off to the patch of grass where Ahearn and Dermot were grazing. All three bent their heads close as they nibbled at the green.
“Looks like they are talking to one another,” Ronan observed, wondering what Sorcha would say about him. He remembered what Keegan had said about them sensing things about their riders. He imagined they were probably snickering over the aches their riders would have that night.
“Some call it whispering grass when they do that,” Keegan told him, then faced Arien. “How are you doing, boy?”
“I hurt all over,” Arien answered, and then straightened when his gaze darted to Ronan. “But I am young and strong. I adapt well.” As if to prove his words as the truth, he turned and walked toward the woods with no expression.
“He cares what you think of him.” Keegan faced Ronan again. “He is a good apprentice?”
“Yes.” Ronan smiled. “He works hard and does what he is told. His mistakes have been minor and he learns from them quickly.”
“Damn.” Keegan glanced toward the trees where Arien disappeared. “I wish he’d stumbled onto the ranch. I’m always looking for young men who are willing to work.” Ronan stood a little taller, feeling a bit of pride that it had been his stable that Arien had decided to sleep in.
“Next one I come across I’ll send your way.” Ronan saw Keegan’s gaze slant at him. Slowly his lips twisted.
“The boy and woman cannot see. Stretch your legs. It will be a long day’s ride,” the horseman advised and Ronan wanted to hit him.
“What do you mean?”
“Anyone unaccustomed to riding is sore for the first couple of days.” Keegan’s grin widened. “I expected you to fold hours ago. I’d seen you before when I would travel the road past your place. I admit I wondered at what kind of man you were. You’ve got grit on your spine. I’ll give you that.”
He jerked his head toward the trees. “Made those other two ride an agonizing wait but they did it. You didn’t seem much of a leader type to me, but there have been occasions when I’ve been wrong before.”
“I’m no leader. I’m a blacksmith. And I didn’t say anything because you are a smug bastard with a big mouth,” Ronan snapped, angry that his pride was so easily injured by Keegan. He’d hoped the horseman wouldn’t guess of his pains.
“Blacksmith or not, that boy wouldn’t have opened his mouth again if it wasn’t for the woman and she would not have at all had her bladder been younger.” Keegan didn’t seem offended at Ronan’s insult. “They were following you.”
“I didn’t ask them to.” Ronan finally gave in and bent sideways, stretching the tight muscles of his back. The movement sparked a new pain, one he welcomed that stretched and released the tension that had formed in his body.
“A true leader doesn’t have to ask.” Keegan shrugged his large shoulders. Ronan had to think about that. They saw him as a leader? He supposed out of the three, he was the most likely to lead, but still he wasn’t certain he liked the responsibility that came with that. It seemed that with each passing moment the King’s Sword brought more and more complicated obligations to his otherwise simple life.
“You would follow me?” Ronan bent to the other side and allowed himself one low groan of relief.
“As long as you were riding one of my horses I would.” Keegan’s grin parted, revealing his uneven white teeth. “I’m not a follower though. I’m a man of business and make my own way.”
Ronan grunted an answer as he straightened, eyes moving to Ula as she stepped from the trees with Arien.
“So how did you come to be a blacksmith? It would seem someone who has leadership qualities would have been sent to Merisgale to train as a guard,” Keegan wondered aloud.
“Training takes money that my family did not have. My father died when I was young. Smithing came very natural to me. I’ve always enjoyed working with metals, crafting fine weaponry for those more fortunate than my family. And it put food in mine and my mother’s stomach.” Ronan glanced down at the hard leather boots that Keegan wore. “Those boots alone are worth more than we had to live on in a year.”
Keegan’s eyes widened slightly. “I cannot be blamed for doing well for myself.”
Ronan winced guiltily and shook his head. “No, you cannot,” he agreed. “And you? You have always been a horseman?” Ronan watched as Ula offered the boy some of the dried meat she’d brought along. Her fingers combed at his unruly hair but he did not seem bothered by her fuss.
“Not always. For only the last ten years,” Keegan told him.
“And before that?”
“Those horses saved me from the man I was before that.” The horseman turned, offering no more explanation than that, and headed back toward his own mount. Ronan studied the man as he walked away. It had been easy to hate Keegan Yore when he thought of the wealthy rancher with a suspicious, greedy nature. Seeing him now as more man than ogre, Ronan felt some of the hard edge he’d built up start to chip away.
“Hungry?” Ula was suddenly at his side, offering a couple of strips of dried meat. Ronan took the food and bit into it, eyes dropping to Ula when the flavor of the seasoned meat hit his taste buds. She was waiting for his approval he realized.
“It’s good. How did you cook this?” Ronan asked. “It’s not another piece of that unfortunate rat is it?”
Ula’s mouth curled, creating new wrinkles around her lips. “You wouldn’t know the difference if it was. It’s cow. The secret is to season it with herbs before its dried. I used lavender, salt, and Tesser root.” He raised a brow with surprise and took another bite. He wouldn’t have even have thought of seasoning anything with Tesser root. The smell alone when digging the root was enough to make a man gag.
“I have never known much of preparing food except to throw it over the fire until it was black. I appreciate your knowing a bit more than I,” he told her.
“I have a bad feeling.” Ula leaned closer, her face suddenly serious. “It’s gnawing in my guts. Be careful of whom you trust.” Then she turned and bustled back toward Arien.
Ronan glanced at Keegan, wondering if the warning should be taken seriously.

That night, Keegan had them set up camp in the trees, just deep enough that the road was still visible. Ronan, despite the witch’s warning, had no choice but to trust the horseman’s decision. He did, however, station himself directly across from Keegan just in case the man meant to do any of them harm. It would be easier to keep an eye on him that way.
Ula, as before, went off in search of food to prepare, leaving the men to build a fire and tend the horses. She returned within thirty minutes to Ronan’s surprise with a few rabbits. He wondered at what kind of hunting technique she used but forgot to ask as he watched her begin to clean and prepare the beasts for food.
She pulled a tiny blade from a pocket of her dress just large enough to slip beneath the animal’s skin but sharp enough to cut a clean line in the fur. The witch then, using fingers and knife, began peeling back the skin, exposing the muscle and fat of the small beast.
Ronan shook his head as she continued stripping the skin away. She was every man’s dream woman wrapped in the ugliest body possible and given a sharp tongue that could make him almost hate her. In moments, she was placing the rabbits on a spit over the flames and the aroma of meat cooking filled the air around them.
“Maybe after this is all over, we can keep her on,” Arien suggested, his eyes following her every movement as she starting shaking her bag of herbs over the meat. “I could grow used to her cooking.”
“What good would a fat apprentice be to me?” Ronan slanted a gaze at Arien and smiled. The boy had taken to Ula as quickly as he had the blacksmith. Ronan suspected without any family that it was natural for Arien to seek those kinds of relationships with whomever he could. Ronan already felt somewhat like a father to the boy. And the way Ula had watched after Arien during the day, he could easily tell that she was feeling some parental responsibility for him too.
“Besides, I have no interest in waking each morning with a rat toe in my face.” Ronan saw Ula’s head turn slightly so she could look back at him. He’d quickly grown accustomed to her odd ways and it unnerved him a bit at how easy it had been to poke fun at her. He’d noticed that she did not take offense and almost seemed to enjoy his light jabs. Perhaps, like Arien, the woman was searching for a place to fit in.
Ronan glanced at the horseman to find him watching the three of them. Keegan Yore was one who never had to worry of fitting in anywhere. He was the kind people would make a place for. Ronan guessed him close to his own age, but Keegan had a more worldly air about him that sparked jealousy within Ronan. He didn’t like it.
“Someone’s on the road.” Keegan interrupted Ronan’s observations causing him to glance at Ahearn. The horse’s head was up, his eyes alert and cast toward the road. Without thinking, Ronan’s hand touched the leather that wrapped the King’s Sword.
“Be still,” Keegan hissed as if the blacksmith had no sense. Ronan frowned at the commanding tone that the horseman used. He might only be a blacksmith, and perhaps not a leader, but he wasn’t a follower either. Ronan stood, refusing to cower from whatever lurked in the growing shadows of the trees.
“Keep close to the sword, protect it at all costs,” Ronan threw over his shoulder at Ula and Arien. They both hurried forward. Ronan looked back at them when Ula planted her body atop the wrapped weapon, folding her arms. He smiled, imagining it would take an army to move her. Arien remained standing at her side.
When Ahearn began to stomp his front hooves on the ground, his breath snorting heavily from his nose, Ronan withdrew a dagger from his boot. He might not know a lot about horses and magic but he knew that every living beast reacted on instinct. He wasn’t going to be taken by surprise just because he didn’t pay attention to the instincts of that powerful horse.
“I thought you knew nothing of using weapons.” Keegan produced a larger blade and stepped to Ronan’s side.
Ronan ignored him and took a step forward, still unsure if he could trust Keegan Yore but hoping the man would stand at his side to face whatever was beyond the circle of light cast from their fire.
His heart thudded in his chest. Keegan didn’t call out. He didn’t move and Ronan realized the horseman was waiting for him to do what he would.
“Show yourself!” Ronan bellowed, surprising himself with how threatening he sounded. A shadow moved, darted through the trees and then grew still again. Ronan glanced back at the others and then stared. All four horses had placed themselves around Ula and Arien. They were protecting the weakest two of the group.
“Remind me that even a blacksmith needs a good horse when this is over.” Ronan followed Ahearn’s gaze and stepped in that direction. Keegan followed without answering.
“As guard to the King of Meris, I command you to show yourself at once. If you don’t, you shall not be given another chance at freedom and I’ll sentence you to death.” Ronan prayed that he did not sound like an idiot. He’d heard in a tale as a boy of a guard having the power to sentence those who went against the King’s business. He’d hoped there had been enough truth in the tale to make his threat believable.
“Don’t kill me!” A head of snow-white hair poked out from behind a tree. “I have no weapons! I mean no harm!”
Ronan squinted as the figure emerged completely from behind the tree. He stood no taller than four feet, thinned, and his large odd colored eyes caused Ronan to scowl. A changeling.
“Then why are you sneaking about and hiding in the dark?” Keegan called.
“Who are you?” Ronan demanded when the changeling didn’t answer.
“Mikel the Hort.” The creature answered quickly as he held up his hands. “I…I smelled your food. I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten in days.” He stepped forward into the firelight and the golden tint around the skin of his neck told Ronan that the changeling was in natural form. He breathed out slightly.
Changelings were sneaky and sometimes dangerous masters of disguise and until he’d seen the tell-tale gold ring, he hadn’t been certain the little man hadn’t been a facade to throw off their guard. But if this was his natural form and he hadn’t changed, then there was little to worry about.
“Heyyyyy,” The changeling’s purple eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You are no royal guard. You can’t sentence me.”
“He is and he can. And I would help him do it.” Keegan spoke from behind Ronan before the blacksmith could answer.
The creature took a step back and Ronan couldn’t blame him. Keegan Yore was built like a bull and intimidating as hell. Ronan glanced toward the horses to find their movements had settled. He watched Ahearn closely and finally the horse, after a long stare at the stranger, moved back out toward the grass he’d been first chewing on. The other three horses followed suit.
“He’s just a bit of thing. We can spare a few pieces of meat to him if a meal is all he is after,” Ula called and Ronan frowned. It seemed she always spoke when he’d rather her keep quiet.
“You will eat and then you will be on your way,” Ronan added in a low voice when the changeling darted forward at the invitation. Mikel, licking his lips, nodded quickly that he understood.
“What do you think?” Keegan put away his blade and stepped to Ronan’s side.
“I think neither of us will get much sleep tonight,” Ronan answered, returning to his spot near the fire. He watched Mikel ease down next to Ula, his purple eyes round as fat began to drip from the meat to hiss into the flames. Arien said nothing for a change, eyes locked on the little man. Ronan could read the suspicion in the boy’s eyes easily and he smiled. The boy had the instincts of a wild thing, and Ronan supposed that being on his own for so many years had made Arien a bit wild anyway.
Mikel the Hort proved a pretty nervous little fellow. If he wasn’t moving his hands, his foot was wiggling. He fidgeted, smoothed back his hair, straightened his clothes, and looked about him with wide eyes at every little sound the trees offered in the darkness.
“Not many changelings wandering around in this area.” Keegan did not sit, but stood slightly away from the others. “Are you lost?”
“No.” Mikel shook his head, gaze darting to Ronan. “I would tell you my story if that one wasn’t a guard.”
“It is a temporary title,” Ronan offered and it seemed to satisfy Mikel.
“I’m a loner. I brave the world on my own. I live off the fat of others and make my way where I please.” Mikel beamed as if proud of who he was.
“So you are a thief.” Keegan did not look impressed.
“A very good one.” Mikel nodded, small chest puffing up with pride. “I know of no other who as good as I am.”
“Steal from us you shall not have to worry at how good you are for I shall cut you open,” Ronan warned, thinking that the threat sounded ridiculous in his voice. The changeling, however, seemed to take the warning very seriously. He nodded, crossing his hands in his lap, as if to keep them in view of everyone. And he made haste to leave after eating his fill just as he was told.
When Ronan finally lay down to sleep, tucking the King’s Sword beneath his arm, he contemplated the fear he’d seen in the changeling’s eyes. He did not like making others afraid of him. It had been the title of guard, he reasoned silently. No one dare go against one of the King’s guards. They were the enforcement of law, the ones who could take whatever was yours away, including your freedom.
Closing his eyes, Ronan desperately wished that no one had ever heard of his handiwork, that he’d never been selected to make the weapon in the first place.

The thin blade arched up and sliced through the night, metal whistling against the darkness. Fiona’s fingers loosened and then tightened on the leather grip of the hilt and she swung the weapon again. Her body glided around, following the movement of the blade, so that it seemed as if they were one, each led by the other.
“Your skill improves, Fiona,” Diato observed in a low silken voice that made the Serpentine Warrior’s skin ripple with disgust. Slowly the woman turned to face the captain of the Merisgale guards. He leaned against the trunk of a tree, arms folded over his chest, legs crossed at the ankles. She’d long sensed him there but hadn’t looked in his direction, hoping he would leave if ignored long enough.
“What do you want?” She gritted her teeth when a thin black brow arched. Yes, she knew what he wanted. It’s what he had always wanted from her. But she would not give it to him. Not ever again. Slowly, he straightened and stepped toward her, eyes never wavering from hers.
“I must ready myself for the journey, Diato. I have no time for your silly games.” She felt like slapping him when his gaze finally lowered to sweep over the length of her body. Still, she felt her insides grow warm and cursed herself for the reaction her body betrayed her with. When his gaze lingered on the slight gold coloring that circled her throat, she swallowed. She remembered all too well the way he’d traced that ring with his tongue.
“It shall be an easy enough task for you, easier than most you’ve done for a King before.” Diato’s hand reached out, fingertips grazing the bared skin of the warrior’s stomach but he jerked it back quickly enough when her forked tongue darted out to sting his knuckle.
“You would do well to remember your place, warrior,” he warned rubbing his knuckle, eyes hardening for a moment.
Fiona inclined her head. “Of course, Captain,” she answered acidly. It was like him to command her when it was convenient for him.
Diato’s frown deepened. “You were not so spiteful before, Fiona. As I recall you were eager for my touch.”
Fiona had no control when the color of her skin darkened and divided into black, yellow, and red stripes. His words were more lethal than any bite she could deliver him. They cut to the heart of her.
“That was before I found you with your touch in the belly of another.” She narrowed her large yellow eyes dangerously. Diato laughed but took a step back. At least he was not stupid. Fiona was a Serpentine Warrior, a breed of changelings that were trained to kill. And they were good at it. Fiona was one of the best.
“I treated you poorly, it is true. But it does not change my affection for you. And I believe there is something left in that snake heart of yours, Fiona. Could we not begin again? Start anew?” His voice wove pain around her and her color shifted again, returning to the normal sun darkened tone of her natural body. She tossed her ink black curls, cutting her eyes at Diato’s handsome face. She wished suddenly that she were a mammal changeling where she could grow claws and scratch out his silver eyes.
“There is nothing new for us, Diato. And I have no time for you now.” She saw him wince but he did not press her. Instead he sighed and turned on his heel, leaving her to continue her practice.
She watched his shadow slowly disappear into the others that surrounded the castle of Merisgale. She wanted to call after him but she bit into her lips instead. He would bring her nothing but pain. She knew that.
Whatever had been between Fiona and Diato should be left in the past. It had been his mysterious nature that had drawn her to him but it was that same secretiveness that really drove them apart. Well, Fiona amended silently, that and the fact he’d bedded nearly every maid of the King’s court.
Life was easier with no relationships. She was a warrior. She had obligations that ran deeper than any silly infatuation. And that is really all it had been. He was good looking and had not slighted her because she was a changeling. Not to mention he’d been a fine bed partner. But there had been no more than that. She’d bared her soul but he’d kept himself reserved, allowing her only a part of himself. She had realized after six month of being away from Merisgale Castle that she had never truly known who Diato Gostle truly was.
He had not completely left, she realized. He was out of sight but she could smell him lingering and feel him watching her from the shadows. Bastard. Her slender fingers gripped the hilt once he was truly gone and with a deep grunt, she heaved the weapon and sliced through the air. She did not want to think of him any more. Instead, she forced her thoughts to why she had been called to Merisgale to begin with.
The dark forces had been busy. The guards sent to retrieve the King’s Sword had been killed. Now, a blacksmith carried the weapon toward Merisgale. She would meet him in Fullerk and escort him the rest of the journey.
“Would it not be easier just to obtain the sword and come back alone?” Fiona had asked the wizard who was to be the next King.
“No,” Thestian had replied. “Ronan Culley would not just hand it over to you anyway if he means to follow through with this mission.” Fiona had offered no argument. A wizard knew best. She would do as he bid of her. Diato had told her that the young wizard had dreamed of the blacksmith and his taking on the journey two days prior. A wizard’s dream could well be marked in stone as truth.
“How will I know him?”
Thestian had smiled softly. “He is a big fellow, strong in shoulders and hands. He keeps a short, dark beard that he peeks out over with gentle brown eyes. He is not a mean spirited man, more gentle than most with a heart that reaches out to those he can help. He carries the sword protectively at his side.” Fiona locked away the mental picture he’d drawn for her.
She’d been surprised when she met the wizard named to be king. He’d been young and with a kind face and wise eyes. He’d shown her more respect than most of the Kings of the past, spoken to her as he would one of his own guards. It had filled her with hope that he might bring about a shift in how changelings were viewed.
“You practice alone.” As if summoned by her thoughts, Thestian was suddenly there, at her side, causing her to start. It surprised her that she’d not sensed him before he approached. She let the hand holding the sword fall to her side as she knelt respectively.
Thestian waved her back to her feet, the movement causing his white robe to ripple impressively around him. “I could have Diato give you a challenge.” The young wizard flicked his wrist and Diato instantly stepped forward from the shadows causing Fiona’s jaw to tighten.
“I need no challenge, sir.” Fiona glared at Diato who smiled smugly back at her.
“But it would please me to see exactly who is responsible for bringing me my sword,” Thestian insisted in a soft voice. “I’ve heard you are one of the best of the Serpentines. I’d like to see if that rumor holds truth.”
Fiona’s frown deepened but she inclined her head. She didn’t dare go against the wishes of the wizard who was to be king. Diato moved forward.
“This was your suggestion?” She didn’t bother lowering her voice or hiding her irritation when Diato placed himself across from her. His sword slid loudly through the air as he unsheathed it. But he was a guard, Fiona told herself nearly smiling, and not a warrior. He had to know that he was at her mercy the moment the wizard had motioned for him to practice with her.
“It was not.” Diato shook his head as the wizard backed out of the way. “This does not please you? This chance at swinging that sword of yours at my head? I could feel your hatred for me, Fiona. I am hurt by it.”
“Save your feigned pain for women who have yet to know how you function, Diato. And if I wanted to cut off your head, I would have done it six months ago when I found you rutting about with Saline like the mammal you are.” She knew it injured his pride for her to mention his habit in front of the wizard and she smiled with the shift of power that her words claimed. She channeled all of her pain and resentment into the words the followed.
“Perhaps it is she you should be challenging, Diato. As I have heard, she gave you a bit of run that night anyway.” She cut her eyes to Thestian to find him looking back and forth between her and Diato as they spoke.
“Bite me,” Diato growled, obviously irritated with her words. A dark stain crept over her body. Ink black with an adder’s zigzag pattern of a gold and yellow along her back, arms and legs. Her eyes glittered as they narrowed to yellow slits and her long locks transformed into tiny silver scales that made shiny circles around her eyes and features.
Thestian’s breath sucked in sharply as Fiona’s forked tongue flicked from between her full red lips, tasting the scent of fear in the air. “Bite you?” She drew in a long, slow breath, then let it out just as slowly. “With pleasure.”
Then the beautiful but deadly creature leapt forward.



Three


When Keegan urged his horse to halt, Ronan frowned deeply. Over the past seven days, he’d learned well enough that Keegan Yore would never stop until called to from one of the others. That part of the horseman’s pride had often angered Ronan because he knew that Keegan was doing it just to prove his point of Ronan’s leadership over the other two. He’d proven his words as truth and it forced Ronan to speak for Ula and Arien when they needed to relieve themselves or rest. Now, Keegan’s broad shoulders stiffened before he turned to look back at them. His eyes met Ronan’s and dread knotted in the blacksmith’s stomach. Something was wrong.
“Culley,” Keegan called.
“Sir Culley,” Arien corrected with an irritated voice for the hundredth time. The boy scowled.
Ronan smiled at Arien’s effort. He brought Sorcha along side Keegan’s horse, searching the road for anything that might have been the cause of the horseman’s unpredictable stop. But the road was clear. Keegan’s expression was not, however. Instead it held a look of concern.
“What is it?” Ronan asked with confusion. His eyes darted to Keegan. Ula’s previous warning found his thoughts quickly and Ronan stiffened.
Ronan had considered who might not be who they presented themselves to be while he rode during the day. Now the horseman was behaving suspiciously. Did he mean to take the sword himself?
“In the trees to the left…no, don’t look directly. We are being followed.” Keegan kept his voice low and indicated toward the road ahead of them as if discussing something about the journey ahead. Had he lost his mind?
Ronan frowned as he looked up at the sky and then let his eyes sweep the trees on both sides of the road. Only a glance, but since he was looking for something, he saw them. Shadowed by the trees and brush but they were there. Riders.
Guilt tore through Ronan. He’d suspected Keegan but could see now the man only meant to warn him of what was going on around them. Ula was the one with no senses and he’d allowed her madness to taint his judgment of the man who guided them.
Keegan added, “I do not trust those that would hide from view.”
Ronan nodded, remembering the cautious way Keegan had watched the changeling, Mikel the Hort, two nights before. But Mikel had meant no harm. He had just been so used to hiding after he’d stolen something that it had become second nature.
“How long have you noticed them?” Ronan asked.
“Since the day after we fed the changeling.” Keegan shrugged when Ronan stared at him. “They didn’t move closer until this morning.” Perhaps the witch had been right after all. Mikel the Hort might not have been as innocent as Ronan had thought him to be. Maybe he had been some kind of spy.
“How many are there?” Ronan felt like an idiot but indicated toward the road with his hand anyway, following Keegan’s example. He would trust him from now on.
Keegan looked out at the road again, nodding this time. “My guess would be about six or seven. But it’s not the number that bothers me.” He met Ronan’s gaze. “They are Centaurs.” A chill raced up Ronan’s spine. He’d only heard of such half beasts and hadn’t even been sure they were real.
They were dangerous beings that were half horse-half man, most of which were said to belong to the Rahawk, a rebel group who opposed having a wizard king. But why were they here and following them? Realization suddenly washed over Ronan and Keegan nodded, apparently aware of what had found the blacksmith’s thoughts. The King’s Sword.
Ronan glanced at Arien’s horse. “Ahearn hasn’t seemed nervous. Surely if there was danger he would sense it first as he did before.” He grasped desperately for hope but Keegan took it away with a shake of his head.
“I told you the horses were intelligent. They would, just as we are, attempt to keep the centaurs from realizing we knew that they were there.” Keegan made a few gestures with his hands. “I have trained them well. True, they let us know of danger but they also understand our command and would not forsake us.” Ronan looked back to find that Ahearn was looking directly at him, almost as if to confirm the horseman’s words. Ronan sighed heavily.
“Do we get to stop a bit earlier today?” Ula asked eagerly. Ronan’s gaze drifted from the horse to the boy and the healer. They relied on him and Keegan to keep them safe. The fear that had began to gnaw at Ronan suddenly turned to anger. He flexed his fingers slightly and took a calming breath. No need to act irrationally and bring on events that might not take place otherwise.
“Do you think they are a part of the dark forces?” Ronan looked at Keegan, thankful that the horseman was more familiar with this darker world than he. Without him, Ronan would not have even noticed those that followed them.
“No. Centaurs are by nature free thinkers. They would not lower themselves to do the work of the dark forces or anyone else for that matter,” the horseman told him. “They are most likely after the sword for their own reasons, reasons that I would wager neither benefit Merisgale nor the dark forces.”
What reason could that be? “How far to Fullerk?” Ronan asked. He glanced out at the trees again.
“Another day and a half at most.” If Keegan knew Ronan suspected him, he did not show it and Ronan prayed that his suspicious thoughts hadn’t been obvious.
Ronan looked back to Ula after a moment of thought. “No, we push on and will not stop again until tonight.” Keegan raised a brow when Ronan faced him again. “I’ll take no chances. They haven’t attacked us yet, so perhaps they are only watching us. We may have passed their camp and they are just curious.” It was lame reasoning and Ronan knew it but Keegan nodded and kicked his horse forward while Ronan dropped back to the rear of their group.
As he rode, he rested his hand on the leather bundle that was the King’s Sword. He decided then and there that if the Centaurs attacked he would use the sword and face the consequences of his actions later. Once in Fullerk he would purchase a sword of his own.
Ronan felt ill. Never before had he felt he needed a weapon to protect himself. Now he needed one to protect two others as well.
The day dragged on and though he did give in and allow them to stop to relieve themselves, Ronan made certain they did not tarry long. The centaurs stayed with them, in the trees, moving when they moved, stopping when they stopped.
By nightfall, even Ula and Arien knew they were there. They would have had to be blind and stupid not to know it. Keegan and Ronan’s behavior alone probably tipped them off that there was something amiss. As they set up camp, everyone was solemnly quiet. And when they lay down to rest, none of them spoke a word.
Ronan remained awake, listening. The centaurs made no sound, not even a rustle and he assumed they did not sleep. Ronan suspected that none of the others slept either.
Only once, Ahearn appeared a bit nervous, then settled again. Ronan could only guess that one of those that watched them had come for a closer look for he could see nothing when he looked out at the dark trees. The centaur obviously fell back again and the rest of the night dragged on undisturbed.
If they were lucky, they could make Fullerk without any trouble. If they were not lucky, the centaurs would be just as weary as they were and perhaps that would weaken any attack they were planning. Either way, Ronan felt it would give him and those that traveled with him the upper hand in the situation.
To his relief the centaurs did not attack that night. The next morning they just continued following, watching. Ronan did not know how it felt to be hunted but he guessed it was very much like he was feeling now. They were prey being followed, with no control that could do nothing but wait for the hunter to make his move. Ronan didn’t like it and by midmorning he felt like charging into the trees.
“There is a fork in the road just ahead. Both ways will take us to Fullerk.” Keegan called back, pulling the reins of his horse. They all stopped and looked at Ronan. It was his call.
“Which way is quicker?” Ronan asked, wanting to get to the town as soon as possible. The closer to Fullerk the less chance they had of the centaurs in the trees attacking them.
“We’d have to cross a bridge but it’s not safe. If we were to cross, we would have to do it one at a time,” Keegan answered. “I think it would be better to go the other way. It would take a few more hours but…”
“We take the bridge.” Ronan interrupted, thinking a few hours could make a difference in their safety. “Is this a bridge that crosses the River Blanch that you spoke of before?”
“Yes.” Keegan nodded his head. “But the bridge is old and missing timbers in a few places. The other way we can cross the river all together via rope raft. I know the man at the crossing.”
“We cross the bridge,” Ronan repeated and though Keegan looked as if he wanted to argue, he did not. Instead he led them to the left at the fork. An hour later, they neared the river and Ronan could see Ula’s trepidation about crossing the waters in her eyes.
Ronan regretted his decision of taking the bridge however when they saw it had been destroyed. Pieces of it were scattered about and it looked as if the ropes had been cut. They would have to turn back. Ronan wondered if their misfortune was the doing of those who followed quietly in the trees.
“There is no way we could have known the bridge was down,” Ula said as they headed back the way they came. Ronan knew she was only trying to make him feel better but it wasn’t helping. He’d seen the relief on her face when they’d come across the scattered timbers.
“I should have listened to Yore,” Ronan admitted his fault causing Keegan to look back. He hadn’t wanted to say the words but knew that it was only right since Keegan had been correct. The horseman shrugged.
“Still, it would have helped had we known ahead of time that the bridge wasn’t an option. If my suspicions are correct, the bridge was destroyed recently. Perhaps someone was trying to stop us,” he suggested, clearly not liking the reality of it any more than Ronan.
“It could be coincidence,” Arien piped. “A bunch of kids could have done that damage.”
“Perhaps. It is close to Fullerk.” Keegan’s eyes told Ronan however that he did not believe that unruly children were the cause of the destruction. Ronan had to agree with him. Kids were stupid and would have left signs that would point the blame at them. No such signs were left behind. Only those cut ropes and the pieces of the bridge that looked to have been hacked with heavy blows.
“Or maybe it was him?” Arien interrupted his thoughts, pointing to the figure ahead of them in the road. Ronan went rigid as his eyes rested on the centaur. Keegan waved for the others to remain back as he walked his horse to meet with the beast. Ronan immediately rode forward, eyes sweeping over the centaur’s muscular torso and mane of thick blond hair. He was huge. And his broad features only made him look larger.
“You look like you’ve been riding for awhile.” The centaur spoke first in a deep but soft voice, looking at Keegan. “You could revive your horses at the river.” Ronan’s eyes narrowed. The centaur was fishing for something under the guise of concern. He realized he didn’t like those who would hide, even behind a feigned smile, any more than Keegan did.
“Our horses are good,” Keegan answered, his own voice deep. He made no attempt to hide the sharpness of his irritation or suspicion and Ronan was thankful. Keegan could prove intimidating if he wanted to.
“I’d heard that there were some traveling this way,” the centaur said and then offered another faint smile when Keegan tilted his head. “News travels fast, especially news that has to do with Merisgale. Are you the blacksmith?”
Ah ha. Ronan shifted on Sorcha’s back. It was as he suspected. The centaur was after the sword. Perhaps he even meant to become the next King. A centaur king rather than a wizard probably appealed to him and those who waited in the trees for him.
“We’ve a long way to go yet. Perhaps we will have time to stop and chat on our way back.” Keegan glanced back as Arien and Ula rode closer. “I told the two of you to stay…” Ronan’s head snapped around when Keegan’s words trailed away. Five more centaurs were approaching from behind. He looked back at the one in front of them. Ambushed.
“Who are you and what business have you with us?” Ronan asked. Part of him was relieved. At least now, they were where he could see them. No more waiting for them to pounce. They were in the thick of the danger and that was where he felt a bit more comfortable.
“I am the centaur Bryan. My business is only with the blacksmith,” The centaur answered, eyes remaining on Keegan. Ronan realized that they thought the horseman was the blacksmith.
“And any business of the blacksmith’s is business that is also ours.” Keegan crossed his arms. Ronan could feel the powerful energy that radiated out from the horseman.
“Very well. We want The King’s Sword,” Bryan said simply.
“So do a lot of other people,” Keegan countered and even managed to make his laugh seem mocking. “What makes you think we would just give it over to you?”
“If you do not, we shall take it.”
Bryan did not seem intimidated by Keegan. Why should he? Ronan silently thought. There were five more of him, just as large, standing behind them.
“The sword goes to Merisgale,” Ronan said with a tone of finality that finally brought the centaur’s eyes to him. They narrowed, studied him closely but Ronan did not flinch.
“To a wizard, to someone that Merisgale named to rule over you. We should all be free to live as we would, not to live the way we are told by someone who has never lived outside a wizard’s monastery.” Bryan shook his head. “That is not life, my friend. That is slavery. I would be no one’s slave. I do my own bidding.”
“As do I,” Ronan told him. “With that said, I will not hand over the sword to you.”
Bryan sighed heavily, seeming disappointed that they did not agree with his reasoning. “Our kind is forced to live in the woods as wild things. Our families die of disease when they could be spared with a visit to the physician. But physicians will not see us and try to send us to horse doctors,” Bryan told them. “Do you know what it is like to lose one of your own like that? To be unable to do anything to help them?”
“I do not. But this is not the way to fight for the rights of your kind.” Keegan was the one to answer.
Ronan only frowned. Yes, he did know how it felt. Old pain ached within him as he thought of his mother withering away. He had only told Keegan part of the truth. The whole truth was too ugly.
“You could fight a different way,” Ronan suggested.
“We are not considered a thinking people. Those of Merisgale do not listen to the ramblings of beasts.” Bryan’s voice was thick with both sadness and bitterness.
“Is there no one who would speak on your behalf? Someone they would listen to?” Ronan asked, unable to help the compassion he felt for the centaur.
“Who would do that? You were scowling yourself when you realized we were in the trees and when you approached me. We get no different treatment from anyone else. This is the only way.” Bryan bowed his head and Ronan winced with guilt. “We are left with no other choices. Give us the sword.”
Ronan shook his head but his heart did not feel the same convictions. He knew what it felt to be slighted because of something that was beyond his control. Poverty was an evil cloak to force a child to wear and a responsibility that been forced upon him too young. He looked in Bryan’s eyes and understood the determination he read there. And the centaur had every right to be that determined.
But Ronan knew he could not do as the centaur wished. There was too much at stake for him and more importantly for those who traveled with him. If he gave Bryan the sword he would be jeopardizing them as well as himself.
“We cannot do what you ask.” Ronan hated the decision that was left for him to make, but most of all he hated the sword. It seemed to be the root of all the problems forming.
“Then you die today,” Bryan answered without hesitation.
“No!” Arien kicked Ahearn forward, causing Ronan to frown at the boy, wanting to box his ears for not keeping quiet. But Arien’s eyes were wild and he trembled though Ronan could not be sure if it were from fear or devotion to him.
“Get back,” Ronan said lowly and raised his voice slightly when the boy did not obey. “I said to get back, boy.”
“Forgive me but I will not.” Arien shook his head, and then looked at Bryan. “I am the blacksmith you seek. I carry the King’s Sword.” Behind them, Ula groaned lowly.
“Then give it to me.” Bryan smirked. It was clear he did not believe the boy was who he claimed to be. He would have been a fool if he did. Ronan assumed it was evident now which of them was really the blacksmith.
“What are you doing?” Ronan demanded, and then nearly fell from the horse when Arien swiped the bundled sword from Sorcha’s pack.
“If you want this thing, then come and get it!” Arien let the leather fall back and the white metal of The King’s Sword shown brightly in the sun. Ronan reached to take it back but Arien kicked Ahearn and they both went flying forward. The centaurs wasted no time and in moments were in pursuit.
The whole world seemed to quake beneath the impact of the centaurs’ hooves hitting the road. It rumbled through Ronan’s chest in the split second he remained still. Their powerful legs echoed the strength each one possessed as they chased after the sword.
“Dragon’s blood!” Ronan cursed into the thunder of the chase and kicked his own horse forward in a full gallop, praying Sorcha would do most of the work. “Arien!” Ronan called as the boy disappeared around a bend but he was ignored.
Sorcha was as fast as Keegan had said she was and was quickly passing the centaurs on the road. Ronan felt the muscles of her moving beneath him and realized suddenly how powerful Keegan’s horses really were. However, he did not have the advantage of being connected to the beast he rode and Bryan’s heavy fist knocked him from Sorcha’s back. Blackness threatened to overtake him when his head cracked against a stone.
Fighting to remain conscious, Ronan rolled out of the way of Keegan’s horse charging after the centaurs. The man looked like he’d almost become centaur himself, one with the animal he rode. Ronan was surprised to see Ula bent forward on her own animal, looking very much the witch with her hair flapping behind her. He clutched at his head and staggered forward.
Come back. Ronan’s desperate thoughts pounded against his temple in pain. Ahearn, bring me my sword back! Ronan forced himself to head down the road, praying that Arien wasn’t killed for his stupidity. Maybe the boy would just give them the damned weapon to spare his life. They could always get it back.
Bruised skin bubbled and swelled beneath Ronan’s fingers, easing blood out onto his hand. Still, he continued forward, blocking out the pain that summoned attention. He had to get to Arien.
The sound of a horse approaching moments later caused Ronan to look up. Ahearn stopped in front of Ronan, breath blowing heavily from his nose. At first Ronan did not move. Had the horse heard his silent plea? Ahearn snorted as if in answer.
Fear suddenly leapt in Ronan’s throat. He didn’t stop to think, reaching to pull himself onto Ahearn’s back. His hand connected to the cool metal of the King’s Sword. It had gotten caught in the reins and held on. But where was Arien?
As he swung onto the horse, rage filled him. What if the boy was killed? Ronan bent forward as he’d seen Ula do when Ahearn headed back up the road in a full gallop. His fingers gripped the hilt of the sword, and he promised himself that he would cut off Bryan’s blond head if Arien had been killed.
“Faster,” Ronan growled and to his surprise Ahearn leaned into the run, forcing his legs to pump harder. Around the bend and the horse reared up as he halted. Ronan’s eyes were wide as they fell to Arien’s crumpled body. Keegan and Ula stood, surrounded by the centaurs while Sorcha, Dermot, and Keegan’s horses struggled to untie themselves from a tree.
Keegan brandished a sword and Ula gripped her mule rock ribbon, clearly ready to use it as a weapon if she was made to. She was murmuring something that Ronan could only guess was some kind of protective spell. He prayed that someone heard her voice. One of the centaurs was bleeding and he saw that Keegan’s sword showed evidence of a strike. They were doing all they could to protect Arien. Thick emotion tore through Ronan and pushed him to kick Ahearn forward, raising the sword.
“If you make me use this, I will be the next King of Meris and you can be sure the lives you live now will seem like that of royalty for I will make everyone of your kind into the kind of slaves you could not even imagine.” Ronan’s voice lifted, bounced off the trees around them with conviction. Every one of them looked at him as Ahearn neared.
“You are the blacksmith.” Bryan shifted his stance, staring at Ronan.
“I am also a royal guard and you may name me king in a few moments.” Ronan met Bryan’s eyes. “I am not like the boy. I do not bluff and I will kill the lot of you if I must.” Bryan’s blue eyes widened and Ronan could read easily that the centaur knew he spoke the truth. Ahearn pranced a little as if liking the prospect of a fight but neither Ronan’s gaze nor balance wavered.
“Not before we kill them first.” Bryan nodded to Arien and one of the centaurs lifted a hoof to hover above the boy’s head. Ronan knew Bryan saw his body stiffen. He hadn’t expected the man to use the boy against him. It had been stupid to think he wouldn’t.
“You made a mistake, blacksmith. You came back for those you cared for. It is true you have the weapon, but you give us one of our own to use. And we will use it.”
Bryan took a step forward when Ronan’s eyes darted to Arien. “This is not what I want. We are not a violent people. I can see that you are the same. Merisgale will not know that you gave the sword to me. They will think you were ambushed. The boy has injuries. They will not question your word. Go back to your forge and leave this to us.”
“I understand you more than you know, centaur, but I cannot do what you ask of me.” Ronan felt as if he were being torn. His heart pounded at the choice that was left to him. His hatred for the sword deepened.
“But no one need ever know what happens here,” Bryan insisted, stamping a hoof against the road and creating a cloud of dust. The movement brought Ahearn moving forward without Ronan’s command. But the horse did not charge and Ronan gave Ahearn’s reins a slight tug to remind him to wait.
“I will know.” Ronan’s eyes slid from Arien to rest on the centaur. “I did not want this obligation but it is mine. And those three are my responsibility as well. I was paid to make this sword for the wizard Thestian. The weapon belongs to him.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Keegan’s head snap around. No doubt the horseman was surprised that Ronan had included him in those he would fight for. Ronan realized in that instant that Keegan had known the suspicion Ronan had felt toward him the day before. He would right his mistake. Keegan would know that Ronan would never doubt him again.
“Very well, blacksmith,” Bryan said sadly, looking back to the one who waited for command. “Do it.” Ula screamed.
It was a sound that Ronan was certain if one note higher would make a man’s ears bleed. And it stopped everyone, causing them to look at her. Her shoulders were squared, thrown back and her dark eyes looked like dangerous wells of evil. Overhead, the skies suddenly darkened, drew black clouds from every direction. Wind tore at the trees, bent them with little effort and for once Ronan saw the true power of the healer.
She had hidden this side of herself, allowing Ronan only to see her as a bothersome woman, perhaps even as mad. But Ula Baen was more than that and anyone who looked at her at this moment could see that fact clearly.
With flourish of her hand and without even looking in Arien’s direction, Ula’s tiny blade split through the air and planted in the neck of the centaur that hovered over the boy. For a moment the creature only stared at her, then staggered backward and fell into a muscled heap.
Thunder clapped and lightening forked from the sky as if it were by her will. It struck the ground only a few yards from where they stood. Ronan felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as the electric charge filled the air. Any moment, she would have the sky spitting ice at them!
“Get out of my way or I will take you out one by one.” Her voice didn’t even sound like her own. Ronan stared as the centaurs moved away from her so she could go to Arien. When she dropped to his side, the wind settled and the sky immediately cleared. It was as if her power had never been, which made it all the more frightening.
“You travel with those that hold the dark forces.” Bryan’s eyes swung to Ronan, widened with surprise and fear. “You mean to give the sword to Sleagan. You mean to give the power of the sword to someone who could do more damage than the wizard.”
Ronan shook his head. “I mean to give it to Thestian and no one else.” Ronan tore his eyes from Ula as she began chanting over Arien’s body. “And no centaur or crazed old woman is going to stop me.” His mind reeled but he forced his confusing thoughts into dark corners. He would save his questions for later. Desperately, he wished he could call to the dark skies as Ula had. He would then let those black depths just suck him up and out of this situation.
“But I will stop a bunch of centaurs.” Ula looked up at Bryan. “If I must I shall summon a demon to do it for me.”
Ronan watched the centaurs back further away. Obviously Ula knew a little more about the half beasts than Ronan. Her threat scared them much more than his.
“I do not believe you to be an evil man. Your eyes speak that to me. But you travel with one who would use the dark forces to get what she wants. I fear you will not reach your destination, blacksmith.” Bryan met Ronan’s gaze and for a moment, held it.
“He is to be addressed as Sir Culley.” Keegan’s voice caused Ronan to break the centaur’s connection to him and slanted a look at the horseman. There was no humor in the Keegan’s face only seriousness and respect. When had that happened?
Bryan nodded for the four remaining centaurs and they hefted up their dead comrade. A jerk of his head commanded them to back away. Slowly they did and Ronan said nothing as he watched them leave. When they were gone, he looked down at Ula while Keegan untied the horses.
Ronan slid from Ahearn’s back and stepped toward Arien. His throat felt dry and he clutched the King’s Sword, ready to go after the centaurs if the boy’s life had been taken. Ula looked up at Ronan as he knelt at her side. She touched his arm but Ronan had to ask. He had to know if he had failed the boy.
“Is he…dead?”



Four


Ronan’s eyelids dipped and then closed, but only for a moment before they flew back open. No, he couldn’t sleep. He wouldn’t. Not when Arien was so close to death. Ula had longed ceased her chanting and Keegan had even settled down to rest. Ronan stayed awake, watching over his young apprentice.
He stretched, moved around by throwing more wood to the fire. It wasn’t cold but the heat of the fire gave him something to focus on. He picked up a stick and poked at the wood in its heated depths. Then he tossed the stick into the flames.
Restlessness ached in Ronan’s bones. He kicked at the dirt, fussed with his clothes, stared out at the trees trying to see into the darkness that surrounded them. He had to keep his attention on something, anything that would keep him from falling asleep. He tried to think of his home, of metal in fire but his thoughts just returned to the boy.
The memory of his Arien’s big smile when Ronan would compliment him on his work flickered in and out of Ronan’s thoughts. He’d wanted Ronan’s approval so badly. He’s worked hard for it.
“Live,” Ronan whispered in a low, desperate voice as he ran a hand over his face and scratched at his beard. He was tired. The others slept but Ronan knew the centaurs were not really gone. They were just out of sight. He remembered the determination in Bryan’s eyes. Ula had spooked him but the centaur would not give up so easily. He would summon his courage and come at them again.
The two of them were not so different, Ronan decided. He and the centaur shared the same kind of hollow in their chests, the kind left by losing someone they loved.
Ronan’s thoughts drifted to his mother. If there had been a way for Ronan to save her, he would have. He’d have done whatever it took. At fifteen he wasn’t the man he was now. At fifteen, he’d only wept and held her hand, watched her die. Before that moment he’d not cared of being a blacksmith. It was what his mother had chosen for him. No, he’d wanted a more noble life, the kind that came with power and recognition. He’d been a boy of dreams, none of which had saved his mother from the grips of death.
Arien wasn’t going to die. “Live,” Ronan said again fiercely. He realized that he’d grown to love the boy in the short time he’d been with him. He was his family. So were Keegan and Ula in a way. That fact hit him hard in the chest. He remembered how angry he’d been when he’d seen them surrounded by the centaurs. It had been an anger that scared him. And he’d been ready to use the King’s Sword. If he had used the weapon he would have knowingly sealed his fate, an ugly one that Ronan did not want.
How had he become this person? He was a man who now had feelings for mere strangers in only a few days when he’d lived most of his life alone. And Ula bothered him most of all. He’d seen her shrouded in darkness, wielding it as dangerously as Keegan had his sword. Yet, Ronan could not find it in his heart to push her out.
Bryan had said she used the dark forces. The centaur was probably right. Ronan had never witnessed anything so frightening. But she had tried to save Arien. She had risked her own life to try to save him. She had the courage of a youth in her old body. There was something good in that, something honorable and right. And Ronan couldn’t ignore that.
Ronan rose from Arien’s side, walked around them trying to clear his mind. As if sensing his restlessness, Sorcha neared, nuzzled his arm with her nose. He smiled as he rubbed the hair between her ears. The horses had been just as brave. Dermot had changed as drastically as his rider. Usually he was the one who stayed behind but when Ula had ridden after Arien, he’d become a powerful animal as driven as the others.
Ronan frowned as he remembered Sorcha tied to the tree. She’d nearly split her mouth open trying to pull free while Dermot had just worked to loosen the knots that held them.
“Never again.” He whispered. “I’ll never let anyone do that to you again.” She nuzzled his cheek, erasing his frown.
His gaze drifted to Ahearn. “I thought you were supposed to choose your rider.” Ronan watched the horse paw at the ground, thinking he looked as if he was shuffling with embarrassment. “You came back for me. You are supposed to be devoted to that boy.” Ahearn neighed lightly causing Ronan to smile. He liked the damned horse. He couldn’t help it.
“Well I am grateful you had a bit of tenderness in that big body of yours.” Ronan reached over and touched the beast. “Grateful and indebted.” Ahearn snorted, and then leaned his head closer so Ronan could scratch his ears.
“Keep it up and I’ll put myself in debt to buy all three of you.” Ronan smiled when Ahearn neighed softly again. He stayed with the animals a minute more then returned to Arien’s side.
“Come on, boy, fight for it,” He encouraged softly. If it were possible he’d take the boy’s place. Arien was too young to die, had too much spirit to fade. If there were any way, he would make the healer use his life to save the boy’s.
“He’ll make it,” Keegan’s deep voice drifted sleepily from across the fire. Ronan looked up but the horseman didn’t rise.
“I thought you were asleep.”
Keegan grunted. “I was. But you were jabbering at my horses and woke me up.”
Ronan grinned. “I’ll remember to keep my voice lower so you can get your beauty sleep.” He heard Keegan’s chuckle. So the man did have sense of humor.
“I do need all the help I can get. You could use a little yourself.” Keegan rolled to his side and it was Ronan’s turn to chuckle. They both grew quiet. Moments later the horseman’s breathing deepened and he began to snore.
Ronan looked at each of them. This is what he had chosen for himself by accepting the sword as his responsibility. Three people, each one so very different from the others, who had come together in a moment of danger.

“Sir Culley?” Arien’s voice found him close to dawn and Ronan wanted to weep with relief. Instead, he knelt at the boy’s side and offered him a smile of approval.
“I knew you were made of something stronger than those centaurs. No apprentice of mine would be done in by a horse with arms.” Ronan was pleased with the weak smile that found Arien’s lips.
“I was stupid.”
“Yes.” Ronan nodded and reached forward to muss the boy’s hair. “But bravely so and you were punished enough for it. Just don’t ever do it again.” Ronan didn’t think he could take it if he did.
“I won’t,” Arien promised. “I hope I didn’t set us back from reaching Fullerk too badly.”
“We’ll make it there today.” Ronan helped the boy when he struggled to sit. “Or tomorrow. There is no rush.” Arien’s hand clamped onto Ronan’s arm and with his help, the apprentice stood up on shaky legs.
“I can ride,” Arien insisted as Keegan roused from sleep. He sat up, stretched, and looked up at the boy.
“Ula was right. Despite your stupidity you will live.” The horseman reached over and shook the healer’s shoulder lightly. “The idiot is awake and moving around.” Ula rose and beamed at the boy. She reached out and gave his hand a pat as if Arien had done something remarkable.
“You realize you could be dead right now. Why did you ride off like you did?” Keegan demanded saving Ronan from having to grill the boy about what prompted his actions.
“Ahearn and I agreed that we should protect Sir Culley,” Arien answered.
“You agreed? And how did you manage that?” Keegan crossed his arms but Ronan was looking at the horse the boy spoke of. He remembered how Ahearn had come to him, as if the animal had read his thoughts. Perhaps Ahearn had more magic gifts that Keegan Yore knew of.
“It was just an understanding,” Arien offered the explanation with a shrug.
“But more important than that,” Ronan interrupted before Keegan could question the boy further, turning to face Ula. “Exactly where does your loyalty lay? That was some display of power, woman. One that you hid from us.”
Ula met his gaze. “I want the sword to go to Merisgale just as you do.” Her eyes spoke sincerity but Ronan had to be certain.
“But that which you did teetered closely on the verge of dark magic.” Ronan would not allow her to slip past the question. “Speak honestly with me now or I will leave you here.”
Ula’s shoulder’s drooped and she suddenly looked defeated. “I did not wish to tell you. I feared you would not believe me. I am able to use both magics…”
“Like a wizard?” Ronan pressed. Part of him wished to offer the woman encouragement but he knew it was time for the truth, to answer the questions that had filled both his and Keegan’s minds.
“Or like a demon,” Keegan added.
“Like someone with a choice. I have made mine. Yesterday was merely a show; something to throw off those that hurt the boy. I feared he would die if I did not get to him soon enough.”
“You did not use the magic of the dark forces?” Ronan crossed his arms and Ula winced.
“Perhaps just a bit of it for the effect. But you need not fear me, Ronan Culley. I do not want the sword to go anywhere but to the wizard who is to be our King.”
“Sir Culley,” Arien corrected and she nodded.
“Sir Culley,” she amended.
Ronan studied her for a long moment, considering her words. If she had wanted the sword, she could have taken it at any time. Any of them could have. And she had saved Arien. Finally, he nodded that he was satisfied with her words. He knew about secrets, especially ones that could bring others to judge a person. She’d been protecting herself. He could not slight her for defending herself.
“Keep that darkness of yours under control. I warn you, witch. Or I will do what I must.” Ronan watched her bow her head in submission to his command.
“And what do we do about the centaurs?” Keegan asked and the other two looked at Ronan expectantly. So they had slept knowing that the enemy was still close, trusting the blacksmith to care for them. And the horseman was not going to argue with his decision to keep Ula with them. He said he did not follow but Ronan had noticed he was doing so more and more.
It wasn’t right, Ronan thought to himself as he looked at each of them. He was no leader. Keegan was more equipped to lead. Ronan made weapons so that people like Keegan Yore could wield them. But Ronan had been ready to use the King’s Sword if had to protect them. That fact had itched at Ronan’s mind during the night. The truth, one that he had vowed never to admit aloud, was that he had been angry when Arien swiped the sword. It had felt like something that was his had been taken.
Ronan shook his head, clearing his thoughts. “We do nothing but push on to Fullerk. I doubt they will give us much trouble until we start out again. I have a plan…”
“A plan?” Keegan echoed, seeming both surprised and amused. “A blacksmith with a sword and a plan sounds like a dangerous combination.”
Ronan’s beard bunched as he smiled. “It was a long night and I put it to use.” He accepted the dried meat Ula passed out to each of them and took a bite. “Yes, I have a plan. So, for now we must just push on and get safely to Fullerk.”
“I like that part of the plan,” Arien said and Ula gave his hand a squeeze as she settled at his side again. Ronan liked her this way, not looking like a demon woman who could change the weather. But she had been frightened that Arien would die and people react differently when afraid than at any other moment. All three of them had bared teeth and claws, each in their own way; though he had made a mental note not to ever back the woman into a corner. She could be the most dangerous of all.
“I’d like to hear the rest.” Keegan waited.
“We’ll discuss it in Fullerk. The trees seem to have ears,” Ronan answered and Ahearn snorted as if in agreement.
“Before we leave, let me look at that cut.” Ula moved from Arien’s side and stepped toward Ronan, her dark eyes lifting to the wound above his brow.
“It’s nothing.” Ronan ducked his head but her fingers gripped his chin as if he were a child and with surprising strength pulled his face forward.
“It is infected.” She frowned deeply and Ronan marveled at the lines of her leathery face. “I’ll need to rub the rat foot on it.”
“What?” Ronan started to jerk away but saw the dance in her eyes. She was only jesting with him. Arien snorted with laughter and even Keegan chuckled.
“Sit still. I’ll just need to put a bit of salve on it.” She retrieved a small bottle from within her dress.
“Where do you keep all these things?” Ronan growled as she unscrewed the lid and dipped her finger into the yellowed salve.
“One has to be prepared.” The salve was cool. She used her fingers to dab the ointment into his wound. It stung a bit but Ronan allowed her to do what she wanted.
“This isn’t some concoction you’ve come up with made with dark magic is it?” he jibed and she smiled without lowering her eyes from the cut.
“If it was, you would already be dead.” Her smile widened when he grunted. “It’s made of cow urine.” Ronan made a face and she laughed as she let her hand fall from his face. Ronan realized it was the first time she’d ever laughed. And odd sound that was cracked and a bit grating, but Ronan enjoyed the sound of it. It proved she was not all darkness and evil.
“It will kill the infection,” she told him moving away.
“Maybe the two of you could share a room once we get to Fullerk,” Keegan murmured lowly. “Perhaps that is the next step of your plan.”
“If it were I’d be too scared the rat foot would play a part in the experience.” Ronan shook his head, watching Ula. No, he knew the feelings he had for the woman. It couldn’t be helped. She had that nature about her that filled a part of his heart that had been left empty. There was no way to deny it.
Ula seemed to know that was her place in his life. She’d stepped into the role just as naturally as if she’d always been with Ronan. He was too smart to feel such tenderness, especially after what he witnessed the day before. But Ronan could do nothing to change his heart.
By first light they were well on their way. Ronan noticed that Ahearn kept looking back at him. He wondered if the horse was trying to tell him something. But he hadn’t the same gift the horse had. He could not read his thoughts.
“What?” He finally said aloud causing the others to look back at him. Ahearn snorted again, and turned his eyes forward.

Fiona knew it had to happen. She dreaded it, but knew it couldn’t be avoided. It had been her only reservation about accepting this mission. She glanced around the road but there were no other travelers, no one to witness the act, to judge her for what she must do. Sighing, she stepped toward the trees. The branches irritated her skin but still she stepped deeper.
The first pain hit her only moments later. She forced her attention on regulating her breathing. She knew not to panic. Keep calm. Breathe deeply.
Then the second pain hit. Why did it have to be so painful? Life can’t be easy, child. Easy makes us lazy. The memory of her grandmother’s wisdom found her through the third contraction and eased some of the ache.
And you are a Serpentine. There is nothing to be done about it all. Grit your teeth and bear it. But don’t close your eyes, child. Never, never close your eyes. The dark can be a dangerous thing.
Fiona’s gaze locked on a small tree. She could see the deep grooves in the trunk made by a weather worm. Her body twitched, twisted, but she kept looking at the tree, at the life long travels of one tiny little creature. Muscles contracted, then released with agonizing pain. For an instant she thought of lying down then dismissed the idea. It was easier when she was on her feet.
Miniscule circles wound around the trunk, creating the steps of a strange little dance. As Fiona’s thighs began to quiver, threatening to betray her, she imagined the weather worm waltzing its way around, etching the deep grooves of his song in the rain. Her eyes welled but she blinked back the tears and grunted, pushing when she felt the familiar pull in her body. It was easier not to fight it.
Her body jerked and Fiona cried out. She clutched her body but still kept her eyes locked on the trail of the weather worm. It felt as if she was being ripped apart. Her body moved on its own now and she had no control. In a desperate attempt to remain conscious she stared at the tiny holes wondering if the weather worm ever stopped its journey for such suffering.
Points of light danced around her vision but Fiona refused to close her eyes. She felt herself swaying and forced strength into her limbs even though it seemed a useless effort. She was at the mercy of agonizing pain.
As the last bit of tension broke and fell away, Fiona realized she was whimpering. But it was over. It was done. She stepped from the bloody mess at her feet and walked away. One glance over her shoulder and she stopped and lifted a hand to her cheek. The skin there felt smooth and soft. Nothing like the pile of dried skin she left behind her.
And there was no longer a scar on her arm, she noticed. The only mark Diato had made on her before she left him unconscious. Thestian had applauded as if impressed but she’d felt guilt the next day. She’d fought Diato with anger. She could have killed him.
She’d tried to speak with him the following morning, before she left but he’d avoided her, ignoring her attempts to make things better. Only once, right before she left had he looked her in the eye. He’d said nothing though, only offering a nod as a farewell.
Shedding skin is like starting over. You have all the time you need to make your wrongs right. Fiona nodded at the echo of her grandmother’s teachings. How she wished her grandmother were here with her. Serpentines could live forever but they were not invincible. They could be killed.
Fiona squared her shoulders and started again for the road. Yes, it was time to start anew and complete this mission. There was a blacksmith waiting for her protection and guidance to Merisgale.
She wondered if he was a stupid man. Most blacksmiths she had known were learned enough about smithing but pretty ignorant when it came to other things. Fiona doubted this one would be any different. She sighed.
Well, at least he’d had the sense to take the sword to Merisgale. Only one other time had someone besides a guard carried a King’s Sword to Merisgale. The memory tore at Fiona’s heart. It had been a dangerous journey because many wished to get their hands on the sword. There were smaller groups and individuals who would kill for the power that came with the sword.
It seemed there had been a constant battle to hold on to it. Around every bend was a new danger, someone else scrambling to steal the sword and rob Merisgale of her King. Fiona felt tears sting her eyes. And there were those who would die willingly to protect that power. Her grandmother had been one of them. Fiona remembered the quest well, despite how young she had been.
Only eight days into the journey, Fiona had held on to her grandmother’s hand, fear quaking in her small body. Dark had gathered out of nowhere and she’d hidden in her grandmother’s skirts. But Theora hadn’t been afraid. It was just a woman who appeared with black hair and eyes, and the power to move the wind.
“Give up the sword, Theora.” The woman had commanded. Her voice had sounded impressive and Fiona had quaked. Fiona’s eyes had widened. Her grandmother knew the woman. But Theora just shook her head.
“I have different plans than you for this sword. I have obligations.”
“I cannot allow it. This must be stopped.” The woman stepped closer and Fiona remembered cowering. The woman’s eyes had flicked down to the child. And in Fiona’s memory, it seemed they had softened slightly.
“You put a child in harm’s way.” The woman’s gaze had then lifted back to Theora. They narrowed, hardened. Fiona had felt chilled by the force she found in the woman’s eyes.
“There is no harm if you forget about the sword. It has nothing to do with you. Go back to your cave. Live the rest of your life in peace,” Theora insisted. “Do not do this to my granddaughter.”
“It is not my choice, Theora. It is yours.” The woman took a step forward but Theora lifted her chin, raising a hand to the sky.
“I will not give up the sword.” The darkness around them thickened, the wind had howled a warning but Theora had not listened. “Be gone! I command you to leave me and my granddaughter in peace to complete our mission!”
“Move away from her, child,” The woman had commanded but Fiona had only clung tighter. Fiona had screamed when lightening jagged from the sky. A heartbeat before it struck, the woman had grasped Fiona’s arm and jerked her away from her grandmother’s side. Her grip had been made of metal as strong as that of the sword. The bolt drove right into Theora’s uplifted hand. And then it had been calm. The woman was gone.
“Who was that, Nana?” Fiona had whispered through tears as she knelt next to her grandmother. Smoke drifted out from the pores of Theora’s skin, the ends of her hair were singed. Fiona even noticed that all of her eyelashes had been burned away. She was dying. Even at twelve, Fiona had known that.
“She has destroyed all that holds us together,” Theora had whispered, her voice filled with sadness. “I did not think she would do it.” Her chest contracted, lungs vibrating as they fought for another breath of air.
“The sword is still here. It is not destroyed,” Fiona had said, attempting to offer the woman solace during her last moments. Her grandmother’s bright eyes had dropped to the sword. Laughter chortled weakly from Theora’s throat.
“Ula, you are a clever witch.” And then Theora’s eyes had closed. They never opened again. Her grandmother had been brave and powerful but greed and darkness had cast her down. The day Theora had died was the day twelve-year-old Fiona had stop being a child. She’d taken up the sword that had been left at her side and carried it the rest of the way to Merisgale alone.

Bryan stood at the edge of the trees watching the small group stop to relieve themselves. His eyes remained locked on the blacksmith. The man was stronger than he’d guessed. It had been the other man that Bryan had suspected the danger but the strength Ronan Culley had shown made the horseman pale in comparison.
The woman was the only real danger posed against the blacksmith. Bryan knew now she wouldn’t allow him to take the sword. But maybe he could save the blacksmith. There was something about him, in his eyes that told Bryan he was not like the others he traveled with.
In those deep brown eyes, Bryan had seen compassion, understanding, and pain. Pain very similar to the kind Bryan himself carried. And that pain fueled his loyalty, that fact was obvious enough.
The boy had tried to save the blacksmith. He’d nearly gotten himself killed in the process. It was that massive horse the boy rode that had done it. Bryan had been the first around the bend and saw for himself when the large beast had suddenly reared up, throwing the boy to the ground. Bryan had been sure the force of the impact when he hit the ground would have killed him.
And then the horse had taken off back the way they’d come. It had surprised Bryan when he’d returned carrying the blacksmith. He’d been even more in shock that the blacksmith had the sword lifted. He’d been ready to use it. It would have been a sacrifice that spoke truth to Ronan’s protective nature of those he cared for.
Only a wizard could use the sword, and the first time would have to draw blood from one of the dark forces. If the blacksmith had used the weapon he would have fallen dead shortly after. Only a wizard could stand the power of the white metal. And bloodshed of someone not of the dark forces would have sucked Ronan’s soul from him and carried it to Sleagan himself. A horrible death for someone as good as the blacksmith’s eyes said he was.
Carron was dead. Bryan winced. They had buried him that night in the woods. It was Bryan’s fault. He had underestimated those they meant to intimidate. He’d underestimated the woman. The disguise she wore was effective.
Bryan shivered. Even her eyes hadn’t given her away. But Bryan wasn’t stupid. He’d seen just a moment before the lightening had struck. The wrinkles of her face had disappeared, the magic she cloaked herself in had weakened slightly. He’d seen her true nature and it was not one he wished to see again.
There was little that frightened Bryan. He tossed his blond hair from his face. But that woman had caused fear to rise within him and it remained even now, as he stood watching them. He had to think of a way to get rid of her before she did more damage than she already had. She’d killed his brother but she would hurt Ronan Culley more deeply if she wasn’t stopped.
The blacksmith was calling them to ride. The woman and boy looked to complain but they followed Ronan and Keegan’s example and mounted their horses. Bryan raised a hand to alert the others that they were moving again. They would be at the river soon enough. No doubt the woman was attempting to figure a way to destroy the raft as she had the bridge.
Bryan was certain she was the one who had done it. She was the only one powerful enough. In one night it had been torn down. The very night before the blacksmith led them there.
Even the heavily built horseman couldn’t have done such damage in one night. And the ropes of the bridge had been cut at both shores. Only someone with the power to cross the river on the wind could manage the task. And her display of power had told him clearly enough he control she held over the wind.
And the blacksmith had not suspected her. In the past hours, Bryan had seen the devotion Ronan had to the woman. He’d accepted her explanation of power. He’d allowed her to tend his wounds. He trusted her. Bryan wasn’t sure why but he would keep close. The blacksmith might trust her, but Bryan didn’t. At the river, he would send the other back home. Bryan would follow Ronan Culley the rest of the way. Perhaps, before the blacksmith got to Merisgale he could convince him to give him the sword.
Need burned within Bryan’s chest. If he could get the sword, he could end his people’s strife. He could give them a chance at normal lives. But there was a darker worry that rested heavily within Bryan. If the woman got the sword before he did, they were all doomed. It would end the freedom of many more people than just the centaurs. Bryan couldn’t let that happen.



Five


Keegan groaned lowly as they approached the raft. It seemed they weren’t the only ones on the way to Fullerk. Another traveler was already dropping gold coins into the wrinkled hand of the old man who ran the crossing. No doubt the gold being exchanged had come from the selling of stolen goods.
“Mikel the Hort,” Ronan said aloud as he pulled at Sorcha’s reins. He glanced at the others. Arien actually appeared happy to see the nervous little guy. Ula looked as if she cared less and Keegan, of course, was not happy in the least. The changeling looked up and his eyes widened.
“You are going this way too? Don’t kill me! The bridge was down. I had to come to the raft! I had no choice. Look, I’ll pay your fare. See? I mean no harm. I won’t steal from you.” Mikel dropped a few more gold pieces into the man’s hand. Ronan laughed at the words Mikel spoke quickly.
“There will be no killings today if I can help it,” Ronan said between chuckles and relief washed Mikel’s face. “And we appreciate your generosity.” The changeling had obviously been more intimidated on their last meeting than Ronan had suspected. Poor, little fellow. He couldn’t help but to feel sorry for the nervous changeling. He reminded Ronan very much of a frightened mouse.
“I thought you were more picky about who you took across the river, Grayson.” Keegan frowned down at the old man. He was clearly not as at ease with the changeling as Ronan. And he did nothing to hide his dislike for the little man.
“Not many traveling round or wanting to cross lately.” The old man looked at Ronan, “I believe you are to blame for that, Yore. You and your blacksmith.” Keegan’s frown deepened as his eyes narrowed on the guilty expression of the changeling and Ronan almost laughed. So Mikel had been running his mouth.
“I didn’t tell that many people,” the changeling defended himself quickly. “Just the few I came across along the way. Two were old and are probably dead by now.” Ronan laughed again causing Mikel’s mouth to curve a little.
“No doubt a centaur or two as well,” Keegan growled as he kicked his horse forward onto the raft.
“Horses cost a bit more.” Grayson waited and Mikel reluctantly gave him a few more pieces before hurrying to step onto the raft along with the others.
“I saw no centaurs.” The changeling shook his head but Keegan didn’t look as if he believed him. “I swear it.”
“The word of a thief?” Keegan snorted. Ronan wanted to tell the horseman to give the changeling a chance but opted to keep quiet. It was best to let him do what he thought was best. There had been times when Keegan’s judgment was better than his own. Ronan remembered the bridge.
“I steal. I don’t lie,” Mikel snapped, and then darted around the horses, positioning himself as far away from the horseman as he could.
Ronan reached over and steadied Ula’s horse when he danced nervously on the wood planks of the raft. “I don’t like this,” the woman murmured. Ronan gave her hand a pat, wishing to reassure her.
“It only takes fifteen minutes, remember? Then it will be over,” he offered. But his words didn’t seem to console her. Instead she looked ill and her shoulders slumped.
“You don’t know this river, Sir Culley. But you soon will find out. The river is dangerous,” she whispered. Ronan studied her for a moment. She’d been so powerful before. Now she appeared almost child-like, frightened and cowering.
His eyes drifted to the water. It looked like any other river he’d ever seen. Nothing special. Glancing back, Ronan squinted toward the woods. He could barely make out Bryan’s outline. The rest were gone. Only one centaur remained to follow. He wondered why but was thankful. One would be easier to deal with than five. And there was something oddly comforting about Bryan’s presence. It made him feel truly protected.
“Heyyyyyy.” The changeling reached up to touch Ronan’s leg but in an instant Keegan had drawn his sword and pressed it to the little man’s throat. Ronan stared at the hard look in Keegan’s eyes, surprised at his reaction.
“Do not touch him.” Keegan’s voice was dangerously low.
Mikel gave a little squeak as his eyes rounded and his hand snapped back. “I…I just wanted to see the sword. I never saw a King’s Sword before. Don’t kill me.” The poor changeling was quaking where he stood. Ronan shook his head slightly at Keegan and the man let the point of his sword drop from Mikel’s neck. But his eyes remained hard.
Something had happened. There had been an obvious shift in all those that traveled with him. It was something more than just respect and it scared Ronan. Keegan Yore had started out a suspicious horseman. Now he stood like the solid guard to a blacksmith he’d known little more than a week. And Arien, once the overeager apprentice had taken to leading the group, riding ahead at times to scout for more trouble from the centaurs. Ronan’s eyes dropped to Ula. She’d become more to him than the crazed witch he’d first thought her. She tended his wounds, fed him, made certain he was comfortable…like a maidservant, or, he corrected silently, a mother figure.
Ronan started to reach for the sword, but Ula’s breath sucked in and she laid her hand on his, stopping him. “No, not here. Wait until we are across. The river has too much power. It can make you do things.”
“What things?” Ronan asked glancing at the man who pushed the raft away from shore with a long pole.
“Dangerous things,” Ula answered as they glided out into the waters. Almost immediately Ronan was struck by the river’s magic and he nearly fell backward off of his horse. The river disappeared. So did the horse beneath him. Everything around him did, though he still felt Ula’s hand upon his. Turning his wrist, he grasped her invisible fingers and held on, uncertain of what was happening or what to expect next.
At first he felt like he was drowning. He could feel the coolness of water filling his lungs, surrounding him. The sound of moving water grew louder in his ears. It almost felt comforting to him. But if he forced his vision to clear, he could see the end of the raft moving along. When he ceased his strain however, the world around him rippled and changed again.
He blinked and took a breath. He was home! He stood at the road looking toward his cottage. He squeezed Ula’s hand as fear tore through him, bringing him back to the raft and he looked at the others aboard.
“What is this that is in my head?” Ronan waited for Ula to explain as he struggled to control his mind but it was Mikel the Hort who answered.
“It’s the river, Sir. It gets in your mind.” He trembled with his own words, eyes clouded. Ronan’s head pounded with the sound of the rushing water while he looked at each of the faces. They were all far away in their own minds. All but the old man.
“The river spares me its magic so I can keep folks crossing over,” the old man explained when he looked up at Ronan. “It’s better not to fight it. Just don’t give in to it, either. Remember it’s the river you are seeing. Nothing more.” Ronan nodded, thankful for the advice. He breathed out slowly and released his control on the present, easing the pain throbbing at his temple.
Again he found himself standing at the road of his home. The fence was mended and almost looked like new. He saw the mule peeking out from the stables at him, thinner than she had been when he last saw her. And the building he used to make weapons in wasn’t even there. Instead a garden of vegetables stood surrounded by a small wooden fence.
He looked back at the cottage as the aroma of baking bread and fried meat tickled at him and his stomach growled loudly. Someone was moving around inside but he did not feel afraid. Oddly, everything felt right.
The food summoned to him again. “Ula?” Ronan shouted with joy when the door opened. His mother stepped out carrying a basket of clothes. She smiled and lifted a hand to wave.
He had a sudden urge to run forward and embrace the vibrant woman that was his mother but Ronan didn’t move, afraid she would disappear as quickly as she had appeared. He just stood there watching her. She looked beautiful, golden hair catching the rays of the sun. She moved gracefully, full of life, as if nothing tragic had happened. He could hear her voice as she began to sing, draping the wet clothes over a line that pulled from the stable to the cottage. Tears stung Ronan’s eyes.
But the door of the cottage opened again and when Ronan looked, he went to his knees. Kneeling there, he watched the man’s burly body move through the doorway into the sunshine. Father. The man lifted his eyes in Ronan’s direction and he smiled. Ronan was crying, deep sobs vibrating from his chest. It was better now. Everything was as it was supposed to be. When the man raised a hand and motioned for his son to join him, Ronan was on his feet instantly.
It isn’t real. The words came out of nowhere. Still, he stepped forward and the atmosphere changed again, like ripples in water. He was standing in a room…her room. The one he’d longed locked off from the rest of his house. It held too many memories, memories that haunted him at night.
Slowly his eyes slid across the dusty top of the bureau. The material that draped over its corner and on the rotting chair in the corner had long been stained by time. Mice skittered across the floor along with other crawly things. Ronan had heard them behind the locked door but had left the room sealed anyway. It had been locked for nearly twenty years. No need to open that pain in his heart again. Let the mice eat it away, he had told himself.
The scent of something old and dead filled his nose. He turned his face, shielding his nose against the scent with his arm. What was that smell?
“Ronan.”
His eyes darted to the bed and a cry strangled in his throat. Weak and fragile, she stared up at him from the dirtied moth eaten sheets. Her eyes pleaded for him to do something to ease the pain. He forgot the foul stench and reached for her hand.
“Mother.” The word found his lips. This isn’t real. The warning came again and Ronan frowned with irritation at the interruption.
“Help me, Ronan. Help me. Make this hunger go away.” Ronan eased down beside her. He looked at their hands. His were smooth, large for his age. Hers were withered and skeletal. That was one of the images that had always haunted him.
“I don’t know how,” Ronan whispered, feeling very much like the boy he had been, helpless and lost. “I tried but you wouldn’t eat.”
“Don’t let me die this time.” His mother’s voice tore at his heart. “You know what to do. Put me out of my misery, Ronan. You couldn’t do it before but you are a man now. You can do it.” His mother smiled weakly and gave him a nod. He looked at their hands again. His fingers were large, calloused. Years of smithing had hardened him. Don’t listen.
“Be silent,” Ronan growled. It isn’t real. But his mother was smiling at him. She wasn’t crying the way she had when she had died before. She’d been crying and her eyes had reflected her disappointment in him. She’d begged him to end her suffering but he couldn’t.
“I will do it this time, Mother. I will not make you suffer.” Ronan felt tears on his cheeks, running into his beard. “I swear it. I can save you.”
“No, Ronan. Just end it. You can do it. You love me enough now. If you ever loved me, you can do it.”
Ronan stood and took a step backward. Someone was holding him, trying to still him. He would not fail her this time. He would not. He released the invisible hand he had been holding and heard someone shout in the distance but he ignored it. The hilt of a sword was suddenly in his palm. He looked at the sword. It was the best he had ever made.
A sound brought his eyes to the window. Outside Ahearn stood at the road, staring at him. It isn’t real. He turned away from those dark eyes. It was real enough for Ronan. It was real enough he could make it right this time. No! Yes.
More hands pulled at him, grabbed his arm when he raised it, but his mother was smiling at him. She didn’t look sick any more. Starvation hadn’t claimed her body. And he wasn’t a skinny boy. He was a man. She nodded for him to set her free. Ronan knew what he had to do. He shrugged at the hands but they held him fast. He struggled, and his mother’s face began to wither again.
“No!” His voice bellowed shook the world around him. “Mother, wait! I can do it!” This wasn’t real. Ahearn was right. But it felt real. He had to make it stop. The river was sucking him in. Light exploded and the hands that held him dropped away instantly. He was alone.
“Don’t let me die like this again! Ronan, please…”
The images rippled and Ronan fought to return to her but he was back at the river, laying face down on the raft. The rough wood timbers irritated the cut above his brow. He had the taste of the river on his lips, the water sloshing up through the planks and dampening his face.
“Sir Culley?” Arien’s voice sounded uncertain and Ronan turned, looked up at those gathered about him. He coughed and sat up with embarrassment. No one reached to help him when he rose to his feet. Instead, they all moved out of his way.
He shook the memory that the river had made raw from his mind. The river preyed on old wounds, reopened them and made them bleed anew. But Ronan had relived his nightmares on his own. He could walk away from this one too.
“Are we across?” He looked out to find that they were indeed at the other side of the river. It had felt like days had passed rather than minutes and Ronan had a desperate urge to tell the man to push him off into the waters again.
“You were right, Ula.” Ronan reached back for Sorcha’s reins and stepped from the platform. “That river is dangerous.”
She didn’t answer and he looked back. No one else had moved. They were still staring at him as if he’d grown an extra head. He looked down. The King’s Sword was gripped in his hand.
“Mikel the Hort, you wanted to see this sword. Here it is.” Ronan watched the little man cautiously step forward, curiosity obviously overriding whatever fear he had.
“It’s beautiful,” Mikel whispered, reaching to touch the metal but then his eyes lifted and his hand froze, waiting to see if Ronan would give him permission to touch the weapon.
“Don’t. He could be someone trying to use it for darkness,” Keegan called. Ronan looked down at the changeling for a long moment then turned the hilt toward him. Mikel’s eyes widened.
Ronan looked at Keegan when the horseman took a step forward, hand dropping to his own sword. He shook his head as Mikel gripped the leather bound hilt and Ronan released it to him. The tip hit the ground heavily.
“It still feels warm.” Mikel looked back at the other without blinking, expression filled with amazement. “You can feel the magic’s heat.” Ronan frowned. What was he talking about? What magic?
“Thank you, Sir Culley. I…I’m just a little guy. I would have never known what it was like to hold such a fine instrument.” The changeling held the sword back for Ronan to take. Ronan heard Keegan and Arien breathe out. But he’d known that little Mikel really didn’t mean any harm. He was a thief and not a very dangerous one.
One by one the others rode their horses from the platform. Ahearn was cutting his eyes at Ronan as he passed and the blacksmith sent him a little wink. Tucking the sword away, he swung atop Sorcha’s back and then held down his hand. Mikel the Hort looked at it for a second before allowing Ronan to lift him to sit behind him.
“You are not bringing him too?” Keegan interjected, staring at Ronan.
“He paid our fare.” Ronan nodded. “And I believe him when he says it was not he that told the centaurs of the sword.” Keegan’s eyes narrowed on the changeling that peeked around Ronan’s shoulder.
“I’m not worried about his mouth. It’s his fingers that concern me most. He is a self proclaimed thief.” Keegan dropped his gaze to the leather wrapped weapon.
“He couldn’t even lift it. How could he steal it?” Ronan argued.
Keegan looked at Mikel, pointing a finger at him. “I’m watching you. One step in the wrong direction and I will chop off your head,” Keegan warned. The changeling nodded and ducked behind Ronan.
“The let us get going. I want to reach Fullerk before nightfall.” Ronan kicked his horse forward.
Keegan glanced at Ronan several times, and then finally rode his horse alongside Sorcha. “How do you feel? Are you well?”
It was an odd question but Ronan just shrugged. “I feel fine. I’ll feel better once there is some distance between us and the centaurs.” Keegan nodded and did not press. Ronan watched him ride ahead with Arien.
“You don’t remember do you, Sir?” Mikel whispered from behind him. “And they are too afraid to tell you.”
“Tell me what?”

Bryan waited for the old man to come back across the river with his raft. The centaur had remained in the trees until he heard the blacksmith’s shout. It had been filled with agony. The River Blanch had gotten into his head and Bryan could only imagine what memory had made that sound of anguish find the man.
He’d continued to shout until they’d almost reached the other side. The bright light had come down from the sky and those around the blacksmith had parted.
It had scared Bryan. He’d thought the witch had cast some curse and without thinking had galloped right out into the water. It taken all Bryan was made of to fight the water’s power. But he kept his eyes locked on the blacksmith, wishing he could see more of what was going on.
For a moment the power of the river ceased and had changed colors. Then the blacksmith collapsed and the water recharged angrily, forcing Bryan back to the shore.
When the old man brought the raft back, Bryan stepped aboard ignoring the scowl from the man. “No beasts this way.”
“The bridge is out. There is no other way.”
“Then build a new bridge,” Grayson snapped.
“You will take me across or I shall kick the life from your head,” Bryan threatened menacingly. “And do not attempt to swindle me as you did that changeling. He paid you enough that my fare should be waived.” Grayson’s jaw tightened but he nodded and pushed off again, obviously wanting no trouble from the half-beast. Bryan smirked. Some good came out of being discriminated against. Ignorance bred fear.
“What happened to that blacksmith?” Bryan gritted his teeth against the ache that began to throb again in his temples. But it wasn’t nearly as forceful as it had been when he’d waded out into it. And he’d traveled across the river many times, usually by bridge. It would have been an easier crossing. He could do it at a run. Now he had to wait while the old man pushed them across with his long stick.
“Used that sword to calm the water. Never saw anything like that before and I’ve been doing this for many years,” Grayson said quietly.
Bryan frowned. “Used the sword?”
“Only a wizard could have done what he did. He was lost in the magic of the water. Then he called the sun and just lifted that sword. He put it right down into the river.” Grayson’s voice dropped to a whisper, “He used the magic of the white metal.” Bryan stared at the old man, then looked to the opposite shore. The small band of travelers had disappeared from sight, moving along toward Fullerk.
“He was struck down but he picked himself back up,” Grayson continued. “Just like nothing had happened.” Bryan knew what the man was thinking. It was said that someone who used the sword died, others became minions of the dark forces. Ronan Culley was not dead. That left only one alternative.
“It was just the water. It doesn’t count.” Bryan wasn’t certain if he was correct; he prayed that he was. “He killed no one. There was no bloodshed.” But Bryan wouldn’t really know the truth until he looked into the blacksmith’s eyes again.
No dark clouds had gathered. It had only been a bright, blinding light. Light from the metal of the sword. But the sword itself wasn’t dark. It had stilled the darkness of the water. And in doing so, told Sleagan and his demons exactly where the sword was.
“Hurry,” Bryan told the old man before he finally he gave in to the river’s torment and the conversation between the two died.

Ronan turned on Sorcha to look at the changeling’s face. “It is true.” Mikel nodded. “It scared everyone. They all just let go and stood back.”
“I put the sword into the water?” It sounded like one of the magic tales told to children.
“Just the sharp part of it.” Mikel nodded again.
“And it stopped the torment?” Ronan shook his head. He remembered none of what the changeling insisted had happened.
“Stopped it for all of us. I was relieved. I hate crossing that river.” Mikel scratched at his dark hair. “They say if anyone uses the sword they die…or…”
“He did not draw blood,” Ula snapped, interrupting the changeling. “The laws are that blood must be drawn. If you do not know of what you speak, keep your trap closed.” Mikel’s mouth snapped shut, apparently certain that Ula would silence him if he didn’t do it himself.
Ronan looked at Ula’s flashing eyes, but underneath he could see she too was nervous. “What he says is true then. I used the sword.”
She looked away. “Yes.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose.” Ronan didn’t like her eyes averted like they were. It scared him. He waited and she finally lifted her gaze back to his.
“Yes, you did.” She sighed. “You opened that door the moment you drew the sword against the centaur. You were ready to use it if you felt you had to. That is how it begins. The river does not make you do anything that isn’t already in your head.”
Ronan’s mouth felt suddenly dry. “I didn’t even want the damned thing!” Keegan looked back at him but said nothing.
“You do now. You’ll have to fight against the urge. It makes you weak against the dark forces.” Ula bowed her head. “I should have warned you before. I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to.”
Ronan stared at her. He felt ill and he was very angry. “And what does the law say? What is the rest of it? Anyone who uses the sword dies or what?” Ronan demanded.
“Or becomes one with the dark forces,” Ula whispered.
It just kept getting worse! They weren’t even half way to Merisgale yet. How would he be able to make it if things continued as they were? Perhaps he should give up. Or give the sword to the centaurs. At least he could be sure they would not let it fall into the wrong hands. And it wouldn’t be his responsibility anymore. He didn’t want it!
Sorcha stopped abruptly and Arien stared with confusion as his horse swiveled around and headed back toward Ronan. Ahearn halted, staring into Ronan’s eyes. He neighed loudly and shook his head.
“Well what am I supposed to do then? I’m a blacksmith! I have no business carrying this sword around!” Ronan shouted at the horse. He slanted a gaze at Ula when she covered her mouth and turned her head. Keegan looked just as amused. Arien just stared at Ronan as if he’d lost his senses.
Ahearn stamped his foot. “It has nothing to do with me!” Ronan swung off of Sorcha and she sidled away, carrying Mikel with her. Arien scrambled from atop Ahearn when Ronan faced the horse, eyes flashing.
“Wise move,” Keegan murmured but Ronan didn’t care what they thought of him anymore.
“I make weapons. Then I give them to someone else who would use them. I’ve never carried a weapon. All I have on me now to use is a dagger, just large enough to skin a snake. That’s it. I know about bending metal. I know about staining leather. I know nothing about dark forces and wizards. You were there. You saw.” Ronan was shouting and though the others flinched, Ahearn did not. Beneath his anger, Ronan was grateful the horse remained. He needed someone to hear his venting, to take it without feeling fearful or intimidated.
“I am supposed to be at home,” Ronan continued, throwing his hands in the air. “I have work to do and money to make for doing it. None of it has to do with crazed witches and mind reading horses!”
Ahearn neighed softly and Ronan gritted his teeth. “Look at me. Do I look like the kind of man who should be given such an obligation?” Ronan saw Keegan’s eyes widen when Ahearn seemed to nod his head. Yes.
“I do not! I haven’t it in me to do what needs to be done. I never have.” He bit his words off, glancing at the others. Realization washed over him. He’d just heard the horse speak. Well, not exactly. He’d heard his thoughts. But no one else had. Maybe he was the crazy one.
Ahearn stepped closer, bowed his head and nudged Ronan’s hand. Strangely, he knew the horse understood. Ahearn knew the torment that the river had stirred. Somehow, Ahearn had been there, in his thoughts, keeping him from slipping away with the river’s power. But how? You allowed me in.
Just as they had in the river’s mirage, the words came out of thin air. Ronan thought about them. He remembered releasing Ula’s hand. But part of him had felt as if by doing so he’d exposed himself. And of all those he traveled with, he trusted the horses the most.
“Perhaps, I did.” Ronan breathed out heavily when the horse nodded again.
“That is unbelievable.” Keegan’s voice brought Ronan’s eyes up.
“You trained him,” Ronan said lowly before lifting his hand to scratch at Ahearn’s ears. “I didn’t mean to yell.” Ahearn snorted hot breath against Ronan’s arm. I know.
“I’ve never seen a horse bond with another rider like that.” Keegan shook his head with apparent disbelief, adding, “I’ve never seen one communicate like that. He actually nodded his head. He answered you.” Keegan’s expression was filled with awe and renewed respect. Ronan groaned.
“I am beginning to think our blacksmith is more than what he claims to be,” Ula agreed.
Ahearn nodded his head once more and Ronan sighed, shaking his. He wouldn’t tell them that the horse was doing more than a few physical gestures. And none of them seemed to want to hear that he was only what he claimed to be. The horse wasn’t making it any easier to convince them otherwise.
“I appreciate your faith in me but I am not cut out for this. If the truth should be told, I was honestly tempted to give that centaur the sword. His reasoning has been the only reasoning that makes sense to me since we started.” Ronan bowed his head.
“M…Maybe that’s what makes you perfect for the job.” Mikel the Hort suddenly spoke, still perched on Sorcha’s back. “You can see all the sides. Not just one.”
“What does that mean?” Keegan’s eyes swung to the changeling, suddenly filled with suspicion. Mikel immediately held up his hands, shaking his head.
“I mean no harm. But the boy said that the guards meant to retrieve the sword were killed.” Mikel’s eyes darted to Ronan. “Maybe they were not so smart as you, Sir.” Arien nodded in agreement.
“I think so too,” the boy said. “That’s reasoning I can understand.”
“At least they were sure of their purpose.” Ronan sighed, letting his hand fall away from Ahearn. “Come, let us get moving. It does none of us good to stay here listening to my madness. I’m wasting our time and we haven’t much before it grows dark. I’ll contemplate the meaning of my life once we are in Fullerk.” He climbed back into his place upon Sorcha’s back.
“But I appreciate your words, little one, and your honesty,” He added as he kicked the horse forward, leaving Arien to clamber back atop Ahearn.
“I steal, Sir. I don’t lie,” Mikel replied.
“So, you’ve said.” Ronan nodded and said nothing more. Instead, he prayed that he could find the answers he sought in Fullerk. He didn’t know why but he had a feeling that things would be different once they got there, perhaps even better. He found some comfort in that and took a deep breath to settle his nerves. His fit of madness and cowardice was over. Mentally he made a decision to ride to the end of this journey. Ahearn would lead him the right way. Yes.



Six


Fullerk is a market fair and trading grounds, Ronan thought as they stepped through the main street. It seemed people of all walks of life were there, coming and going. Even this late in the afternoon, people bustled about selling and buying wares from booths. He could make a small fortune selling small weapons in this town.
He spotted a few places where blacksmith’s worked but one glance at their wares and he knew he could put them all out of business. They were mediocre blacksmiths, producing poor quality merchandise, focusing more on quantity rather than quality.
He was filthy from the ride, weary, and his beard needed a trim but still he managed a few admiring glances from some women in the street. “Once you are bathed and shaved you will have your pick.” Keegan growled, cutting his eyes at Ronan’s grinning face.
“A shave?” Ronan scratched at his beard.
“Definitely,” Ula nodded with agreement. “Women want an animal in bed…not on the face of the man they are looking at.” Her words caused Ronan to blink. His head snapped around and he looked at her but her attention was on a booth of herbs.
“And since when does an old crone know anything of what a woman wants or doesn’t want?” Keegan was equally amused as Ronan with the Ula’s comment.
She shrugged without looking at either of them. “I was a woman once.”
“I’ve had a beard for more years than I haven’t,” Ronan argued. “It would be hard to part with it.”
Arien stumbled, nearly tripping when one young maid smiled his way and Ronan joined in with Keegan’s laughter. The boy flushed and ducked his head but smiled back at her none-the-less.
“It is time for us to part ways. I have merchandise to sell. Thank you for the ride, Sir.” Mikel the Hort turned to Ronan. “I pray you reach Merisgale safely and with no more obstacles.” His large eyes reflected the sincerity of his words and Ronan inclined his head.
“You are not sneaking away to sell anything that belonged to us?” Keegan asked but there was no suspicion in his eyes or threat in his voice. Ronan noticed that reaching Fullerk had lightened all their moods.
“If I were, I would sell your foul mood to the first muler I came across.”
Keegan turned to look down at the changeling but Mikel was gone, disappeared safely into the crowds. “Too bad. I was starting to like the little guy.” Keegan faced Ronan and opened his mouth to say something else but his eyes caught and followed a woman in the crowd.
“Dragon’s blood,” Ronan whispered as he too turned to watch the woman pass. Black hair that curled down her back, tapering down to her slim waist. But there was nothing else slim on the woman. She had curves exactly where she was supposed to and they were barely clad. A sword hung across her back and her boots laced nearly to the knee. Ronan’s mouth watered.
“I fear we are too old for that one.” Keegan stood, arms crossed, watching the woman’s dark locks disappear in the sea of heads.
“Speak for yourself. She was no child and certainly not an innocent.” Ronan nearly went after her. He hadn’t much experience but he was not a fumbling boy either. He did know what to do with a woman.
“Not with that body,” Keegan agreed. Ronan rubbed at his beard.
“Perhaps I will shave this mess off.” He grinned when Keegan chuckled.
“It can be nothing but an improvement.”
“I hope you mean to clean up a bit yourself.” Ronan wrinkled his nose. “Ahearn has a better smell than you.” The horse blew out his breath as if to agree and both men laughed together.

Four hours of hard work at one of the local smiths, a bath, and a clean shave later, Ronan stepped back into the street. Darkness had found the sky but torches lit the way for those still bustling about. Nighttime brought a different atmosphere than the day and Ronan liked it.
An odd mixture of melodies drifted in the air, each song winding from a different place and wrapping around one another. The aroma of food swept around them mixing with the sound of boisterous laughter and the hum of people’s voices. It all seemed to charge the air and Ronan breathed it in deeply.
A loud whistle and applause brought his attention around to the side of the tavern where he’d obtained a room. Keegan and Arien stood with lopsided grins. Keegan whistled again.
“Who would have thought there was a man under all that fur?” Keegan’s voice slurred slightly, indicating he’d already begun to enjoy the privileges of being in town. Arien swayed a bit himself, arm wrapped around the very young woman who had smiled at him earlier. She laughed lightly and whispered something in the boy’s ear.
Ronan’s eyes swept out at the street, searching the bodies for one in particular.
“She is across the street. I saw her go in there about half an hour ago,” Keegan called, bringing Ronan’s attention back to him. “She didn’t even look at me but then I was already entertaining two other lovelies at the time.” The horseman winked and lifted a mug of ale to his lips.
Ronan nodded his appreciation and set out across the street, smoothing down his coat. Beneath it, a sword of white metal swung heavily in the sheath he had bought earlier.
He entered the tavern across from the one he was staying and his eyes slipped over those who sat drinking and talking loudly with one another. No sign of her. His eyes drifted to the stairs and before he could question himself, he moved forward. At the top of the stairs he rounded the wall into the corridor and ran head first into the woman he’d come looking for.
“Forgive me,” Ronan murmured, reaching to steady her. His fingers brushed the bare skin of her waist. Her soft skin glowed golden in the light of the candles that lit the corridor. He didn’t let his hand linger. He certainly didn’t want to scare her off.
“My fault entirely. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” She answered without smiling but Ronan would not miss his chance. And he would do his best.
“Then I am glad I was here, otherwise you would have gone tumbling down the stairs.” He smiled broadly and for a moment the woman just stared at him. Then slowly, she smiled back.
“Do you live here in Fullerk?” She asked.
“Only for the next day or so.” Ronan shook his head. “Just passing through.” Her smile wavered but didn’t disappear completely.
“Which way did you come from?”
“And here I thought you were smiling at me because you found me witty and charming.” Ronan sighed. “I am traveling south. What is it you need?”
“How do you know I need anything?” She tilted her head.
“Because you haven’t kissed me yet and still you are standing here.” Ronan shrugged. “You need something.”
Her smile widened again and she nodded. “Yes, I do. I’m actually looking for a blacksmith.” His brow rose as she continued. “One in particular. His name is Ronan Culley. You didn’t happen to have passed him on the road to Fullerk did you?”
Ronan forced himself not to stiffen. Why would this woman be looking for him? How did she know his name? He was certain if he’d ever met her, he wouldn’t have forgotten her.
“No, I did not pass him on the road.” Ronan leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “But there are several blacksmiths here. Why the one called Culley?”
She sighed with disappointment. “I was told he would be here. Perhaps they stopped earlier for the night and will arrive tomorrow.” She wasn’t really talking to him, just thinking aloud. “I’ll give him a couple of days. If he doesn’t arrive by then I shall push north.”
“Sounds like a good plan. Do you have any for the days you wait?” Ronan watched her blink and look back at him.
“Do I have what while I wait?”
“Any plans?” Ronan grinned. “You know like a monstrosity for a husband who might bash in my head if I decided to spend a bit of time with you.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you think I would spend time with you?”
“Because though you haven’t kissed me, you got the information you wanted and you are still standing here.” Ronan grinned when she laughed. He’d always been able to make a woman laugh. Even with the beard.
“What is your name?”
“I’ll be your blacksmith, Ronan Culley if you like.” He shrugged. “Thestian the wizard. Mikel the Hort…”
“Oh! You know of that thieving little mongrel?” She interrupted. “Where is he?”
“Now you need something else from me. Bumping into you has suddenly named me an information booth.” Ronan lifted his hand and wagged a finger. “This is Fullerk. Everything has a price.” He straightened and the woman’s yellow-flecked eyes widened. “I’ll answer whatever questions you have if you will join me for a drink.”
“Where?”
“The tavern across the street,” Ronan answered.
“Why not this one?”
“Because the loud mouthed horseman I am traveling with would not see me with you if we remain here.” Ronan grinned, leaning toward her. “The truth is that my friend saw you come into this tavern. I was actually looking for you when you tried to trample me.”
“I did not try to trample you.” Still she laughed. “Why were you looking for me?”
“Because I couldn’t stop looking at you earlier today. I saw you in the street and my friend is under the impression that I am too old for a woman like you.” Ronan decided to use the truth. It was easier that way. And as long as she was smiling, he might find out why she was looking for him.
“A woman like me? You mean a changeling like me?” She met his eyes as he shook his head.
“I mean a woman who is as young and pretty as you.” Ronan cleared his throat, suddenly uncomfortable with the words he’d said. “Come, you can do me this favor, even if I am too old. It would serve my friend right and I will give Mikel the Hort to you in the morning.”
“He is yours to give?”
“As long as he remains scared of my ox of a friend he is.” Ronan chuckled. She stared at him for a long moment.
“Very well. I’ll give your friend the show you want.” She smiled when Ronan blinked with surprise. He stepped toward the stairs and held out his hand, indicating she should go first.
“A gentleman?”
“Just afraid you’ll fall on me and break my neck.” Ronan smiled as she passed him and her laughter drifted back up to him. He’d never had a woman this beautiful be seen with him. As he followed her downstairs and into the street, he studied her black hair and bronzed skin. He’d seen the faint gold coloring around her neck but it hadn’t changed the fact that she was beautiful.
She had not pressed him for his name. And he wasn’t going to give it to her until he found exactly why this beautiful changeling was looking for him. Despite her exterior, she could prove a dangerous threat to the safety of the sword.
“Which one is your friend?” She turned to look back at him when they stood outside.
“That ogre standing there.” Ronan nodded toward Keegan. “He’s not a bad fellow really. And he knows his way around these parts pretty well. But he can climb onto one’s nerves at times.”
“Handsome though.” She grinned when Ronan groaned. “Come on, then.” She slipped a hand beneath his arm, pressing her side against his.
His grin widened when Keegan looked up, mouth falling open, and he almost dropped his ale. “If I forget later, I thank you for this.”
“Who is the young one gaping from beside him?” She lowered her voice as they neared.
“He already worships me. It’s the big one I wanted to impress.” Ronan was surprised when she turned, curling her fingers in the lapels of his coat. Walking backward, she tugged at his coat, urging him to walk with her toward the entrance of the tavern. Up the stairs to his room, she giggled when he closed the door behind him.
“Was that a good enough show for you to answer whatever questions I want?” She asked in a low voice.
“Almost,” Ronan answered and dipped his head. He did not kiss her hard, only tasted of her mouth while waiting for her to demand that he release her. She did not. She gasped but her lips submitted to his with no resistance.
There was a thump on the door. “Go away,” Ronan murmured against her mouth. Another thump sounded, this time more heavily. He growled and stepped backward pressing against the wood grain. The third thump was forceful enough to jerk through his body.
“Yore, I will run you through if you do not leave me alone!” Ronan warned and the woman chuckled lowly from within his arms. He set her to her feet and turned when the thumping did not stop.
Ronan threw open the door. “I have a sword with your name on it, Keegan!” But his eyes widened as they landed on the centaur Bryan’s deep chest.
“Busy?” Bryan tilted his head, looking past Ronan at the woman. “At least she is better than the one I last saw you with. I pray that you left the witch with a dagger in her black heart.”
“I did not.” Ronan sent the woman a glance over his shoulder, “You should leave.”
“That is a centaur,” she said as if he were stupid.
“Yes, I know.” Ronan took another step backward. “We are old friends. He won’t hurt you if you leave now.”
“You should have killed the witch. You know you should have.” Bryan reached to light the lantern on the shelf by the door. “She killed my brother.”
Ronan moved forward, suddenly angry. “You were about to kill the boy. You cannot threaten death without expecting someone to do what they must to protect themselves.” Ronan shook with sudden anger. Light filled the room, glowed out from the lantern and Bryan faced Ronan, looking in his eyes. His nostrils flared.
“Nice shave.” Bryan flipped his hair back over his shoulder. “I saw what happened at the river.”
Ronan turned to the woman. “Leave us. I thank you for what you did but you should leave us now.”
“Why?” the woman asked.
Ronan’s lips twitched despite the situation. “Do you never run out of questions?” Her eyes dragged from the centaur to rest on Ronan. “I’ll be fine. Go.”
“He’ll not be fine. He’ll end up like his friends if he isn’t careful.” Bryan nodded when Ronan whirled. “I told you I would use the weapons you gave me.” The sound of metal breaking free its sheath filled the room and the point of the sword rested at the center of the centaur’s chest. The woman gasped but Ronan didn’t look back at her.
“If you killed them I will…”
“They are alive.” Bryan’s eyes flicked down to the blade. “If I don’t return in twenty minutes with the sword, they will not remain that way.” Ronan’s hand shook but was certain it could not be mistaken for fear. His breath deepened.
“Where are they?”
“Give me the sword. Go home,” Bryan said softly. “That is where you want to be.” Ronan shook his head. Ahearn, find Keegan. Bring him to me. He did not know if he was even sending the thoughts out correctly. He prayed desperately though that the horses were listening. Sorcha, get Ula to safety. Dermot, you get Arien.
“You cannot use that sword.” Ronan had forgotten that the woman was there, behind him. She’d moved closer.
“Oh, yes, I can use it.” Ronan smiled as he heard hooves clomping quickly up the stairs. Bryan looked behind him and Ronan lifted the blade and brought it flat against the centaur’s head.
“No bloodshed.” Ronan nodded approvingly at his blow as the centaur slumped heavily against the wall. “Now everyone can be happy.” He turned to the woman, grabbed her hand.
“Come. You don’t want to be here when he shakes off the pain.” Ronan gave her hand a pull, smile widening when Ahearn halted in the corridor, Keegan’s sleeve gripped in his teeth.
“Damn you, Culley! What is this about?” Keegan snatched his arm from the horse’s mouth.
“Culley?” The woman repeated with surprise in her voice,
“No time for explanations. We need to get moving.” Ronan heard Bryan groan from the room. “Quickly.”
“No, wait. If you are Ronan Culley, I can handle this situation.” The woman argued but Ronan gave her arm a rough jerk.
“He will use you against me,” Ronan ground out when she jerked back.
“I am no one’s weapon. I am Fiona Magle of the Serpentine Warriors. The wizard Thestian sent me here to meet you and escort you to Merisgale.” She put her arm out, pushing the blacksmith behind her when the centaur stumbled from the room holding his head.
“No,” Ronan commanded.
“No?” She echoed.
“No,” Ronan repeated, this time stepping between the woman and the centaur. “Serpentine Warriors can kill easily. I may be ignorant but I do know this much. And I’ll not have this centaur killed.”
“He’s crazed,” Keegan whispered. Ahearn neighed, shaking his head. The horse pushed past them and stood at Ronan’s side.
“Well you can’t chance striking him again with that thing. You could have cut his head open. You have no idea what that would have meant for you and Meris.” Fiona looked past the blacksmith at the centaur as he glared down at Ronan’s head. “I would get out of the way if I were you. He doesn’t look too happy.”
“Don’t make me use it, Bryan.” Ronan did not turn. “I will if I must.”
“You told that lie once before. Give me the sword,” Bryan bellowed and slowly Ronan turned. The centaur towered over him.
“Do it not and I will run everyone of you down and take it,” He added.
Ronan sighed, bowing his head. “Culley, no.” Keegan warned but Ahearn tossed his head, as if to attract the horseman’s attention. Ronan lifted the sword and let the edge fall, turning the hilt out for the centaur to take.
“I’m tired, Yore. At least this way, it isn’t in anyone’s hands that would use it to destroy us.” Ronan bowed his head. For a moment the centaur did not move.
“You will let us go?” Ronan asked, momentarily tightening his grip.
“I will.” Bryan nodded and reached forward. Ronan gave the sword to him.
“You fool!” Fiona hissed but Ronan turned and hauled her onto Ahearn’s back, then swung up behind her.
“Go, Yore! On your horse now. Let’s get out of here before he changes his mind.” Yore hesitated and Ahearn gave the man a nudge. Moments later the horse followed the horseman from the tavern.
“Let me go! I have to get that sword back!” Fiona twisted, attempting to wrestle free from Ronan’s grasp. Keegan swung atop his horse and they both kicked their beasts forward.
“Idiot! Release me!” Ronan’s eyes widened when the woman’s skin color began to change. A forked tongue snaked out her mouth and flicked him sharply on the cheek but he did not release her.
“Keep still,” Ronan growled, tightening his grip around her but her body moved as if it suddenly had no bones and she nearly slipped from his grasp. “I said be still! I have the damned sword!” Fiona grew still and did not struggle again. They did not stop until they were far from Fullerk and rode upon a confused boy with two nervous horses.
“Where is she?” Ronan looked at Sorcha. The horse bowed her head.
She couldn’t find her. Ahearn answered for her.
“Dragon’s Blood!” Ronan nearly threw Fiona to the ground. I’ll go back for her. Stay here. Ahearn flexed his muscles and Ronan sighed, swinging down. He didn’t like it but he couldn’t risk losing the real sword to the centaur. He removed the leather wrapped sword from Ahearn’s back.
“Go then. But if you do not return within the hour I am coming back for you both.” Ronan warned. The horse neighed and then started off in a full gallop back the way he came.
“We should push on,” Keegan advised but Ronan shook his head.
“I will not leave her.”
I’ll bring her back. Go as he says. Ronan kicked at the dirt. He had to trust the horse. He’d not led him wrong yet.
“Fine! Let’s go.” Ronan reached for the woman’s arm but she drew herself up.
“I demand an explanation.”
“I made a second sword. It’s not a very good replica but one that would fool someone at first glance.” Ronan said with impatience. “It won’t take the centaur long to realize the trick.” Fiona stared at him with surprise for a moment.
“Why did you lie to me about who you were?” She didn’t move.
“I didn’t lie, though I did attempt to mislead you. I have people trying to kill me, rivers trying to suck me in, and dark forces trying to take me over. A beautiful woman seems an obvious threat.” Ronan nodded when Keegan grunted with agreement. “Especially one looking for a particular blacksmith that she knows is going to be traveling through Fullerk.”
“Thestian said you had a beard,” Fiona argued.
“He shaved it off to impress you.” Keegan grinned down at Ronan when the man shot him a glare.
“To impress me?”
“I told you I had seen you before. Now, let’s go. Ahearn can be a mule if I don’t follow his advice.” Ronan grasped her arm this time and pulled her along with him. “We can talk as we put distance between the sword and the centaur.”
“Why didn’t you want me to kill the centaur?” Fiona matched his stride easily. Ronan noticed with some admiration.
“Because he doesn’t deserve it,” Ronan answered. “He’s only doing what he thinks is right for his kind. He doesn’t mean to use the sword, just to keep it from continuing to kill his family.”
Fiona grew silent for a moment, and then said quietly, “I thought you were going to be a stupid man.”
“It would be easier if he was,” Keegan mumbled.
“On both of us. You have no idea how stupid I can be if Ahearn doesn’t bring that woman back to me.” Ronan ran a hand over his face, started to scratch at his beard before remembering it was no longer there.
“I could go back for her,” Arien finally spoke. “I’m not afraid of that centaur.”
Ronan smiled wearily at the boy. “I doubt you are afraid of very much at all, Arien. You already bested him once, didn’t you?” Ronan saw the boy’s chest puff out as he nodded.
“I did.”
“But I need you here, with me. I need your eyes. Mine have gotten a bit old over the years.” Ronan glanced over his shoulder. “I need you to keep an eye out for any sign of Ahearn. I have to know if the centaur is following him or not. Can you do that?”
“Yes, easily, Sir Culley.” Arien nodded, eager to be of some use. He made Dermot fall back behind the others so he could turn and look over his shoulder.
“You’ve ruined my horses. They let anyone climb onto their backs,” Keegan said watching the boy.
“You trained them,” Ronan reminded for the second time and Keegan fell silent.
“I don’t know why I was sent. You seem to have everything under control,” Fiona spoke again.
“And exactly why were you sent?” Ronan glanced at her.
“Thestian thought it wise that you have someone watching over you. I believe he is grateful that you took up the responsibility of delivering the sword to him.” She smiled. “It was a very brave thing to do.”
“It wasn’t.” Ronan shook his head. “It was dropped in my lap. There was nothing I could do to get out of it.” Her smile widened at his honesty.
“When we get to where we are going, we can take a break.” Keegan grinned when Ronan looked up at him. “The two of you can finish whatever you started.”
“What makes you think we weren’t already finished when the centaur came upon us?” Fiona didn’t miss a beat and Ronan chuckled lowly.
“She was trying to find Ronan Culley and I was trying to figure out what she wanted with me.” Ronan slanted a gaze at Fiona, saw her smile at his attempts to save her reputation. “We just work the same way.”
“Nice way of working.” Keegan laughed before looking back at Arien. “See anything, boy?”
“Nothing yet,” Arien answered.
“So who is this woman we are waiting on?” Fiona asked.
“His other girlfriend.” Keegan’s grin widened when Ronan groaned.
“She is my friend.” Ronan looked at Fiona but it was too much to hope that Keegan would let that be the answer.
“Some friend. Old as the hills and ugly as a horse rock.” Keegan shook his head. “She’s trouble if you ask me.”
“Well, I didn’t,” Ronan snapped.
Fiona asked no more questions. Instead she studied Ronan’s face. Strong features, a bit broad but not overly so. His mouth was a firm line but she remembered the way it had slanted and softened with his smile. And his eyes, they hid nothing. They opened him when his large body tried to use its size to radiate strength that was meant to protect him.
Thestian had described him as a compassionate man. She had not realized that one word also included loyalty to those he rode with, a good sense of humor, and the ability to make a sword in just a couple of hours to throw off a radical centaur.
“I don’t have to kill, you know,” Fiona said after several moments of silence. “I can just leave them unconscious.” The blacksmith and horseman looked at her.
“Good to know.” Keegan smiled and gave her a wink. “Will make me sleep easier at night.” She started to retort but the boy gave a little shout.
“I see them,” Arien called back and Ronan turned.
“Them?” he asked, his stomach tightening.
“Ahearn, and he does have her. She is unharmed.” Arien nodded, beaming as he looked at Ronan. “She’s safe.” Ronan could see the relief in the boy’s eyes.
“Good work, Arien.” Relief poured through Ronan as well. He nearly went to his knees. To his surprise, the serpentine warrior touched his arm, as if to let him know she was there. He had thought the warrior women were tough, with no emotion other than the one they carried into combat. This one had shown passion and tenderness.
“You care for your friend deeply,” she said softly.
“I care for all of them deeply,” he corrected. “I wouldn’t have left any of them behind.” He saw Keegan look at him but the horseman said nothing.
“Admirable. And here I thought you were saving me because of my wit and charm.” She giggled when he looked back at her for a moment. She was poking fun at him, throwing his own words back at him. And he liked it. He’d felt a bit of guilt when he’d learned that the wizard had sent her to assist him because he hadn’t been completely honest with her about who he was. But she seemed to understand and wasn’t holding it against him.
Ronan turned when Ahearn emerged the darkness and didn’t hide his smile. “I thought we had lost you.”
Ula shook her head, “You should have learned by now. You can’t get rid of me. And neither can a stupid centaur.” She slid from Ahearn’s back and Arien quickly moved to swap out their horses. “You shaved. I told you that you would look better without that beard.”
“Where were you?” Ronan asked helping her onto Dermot’s back. She settled, adjusting the skirt of her gray dress.
“You aren’t the only one that saw something they liked in the street. I saw a trinket or two of my own. And then the centaur saw me, held up something that looked suspiciously like a stick coated with white paint. So I grabbed the first horse that came looking for me and here I am.” She smiled slyly and then looked past him at the woman. Keegan laughed aloud but Ula’s smile had quickly vanished. Ronan stepped out of the way as the two women stared at one another.
“Fiona,” Ula whispered.
“You!” For a moment neither of them moved, then Fiona brandished an impressive sword. “This woman is a demon!”
Ronan frowned, eyes darting up to Ula’s cool expression.



Seven


Ula slid off of the horse as Fiona advanced with her sword lifted. The horse skittered away as Ronan glanced between the women. This was not good.
“You know better than what you want to accuse me of,” Ula said in a low voice. Ronan’s eyes widened as Fiona’s skin changed, colored in deadly stripes. The yellow flecks of her stare spread until her eyes glowed golden from her face. Scales were appearing on her skin, bright, shiny, and silver.
“What is that?” Keegan murmured as he stepped beside Ronan. The blacksmith shook his head. He didn’t know. He’d never seen anything like it. A long, slender tongue flicked out from between her lips. He remembered the sting it had left on his cheek but Ronan didn’t think she meant to snap it sharply against Ula.
“Theora was my friend, Fiona.” Ula was speaking again, her voice still calm. “But she let the dark forces win her over. There was nothing to be done.” Fiona swung the blade forcefully but Ula ducked out of the way and stepped to the side. The smoothness of the healer’s movement surprised Ronan but did not slow Fiona. The woman whirled, blade extended and sliced the air in half but Ula dodged the sharp of it again.
“You must calm yourself. Listen with your mind, not with your heart.” Ula ducked again.
“You killed her,” Fiona hissed. “She was of no dark force.”
Ronan tried to catch Arien’s arm but the boy darted past him and stepped in front of Ula, facing the serpent woman. He rose as tall as he could manage, jaw set with determination.
“Leave her alone!” The boy shouted. His eyes flicked to Ronan, seeking his approval.
“Get out of the way, Arien,” Ula snapped but the boy stood his ground. Ronan’s eyes widened when Fiona’s hand stretched out, whipping him out of the way. Both her arms looked like the tails of snakes.
Arien cried out as he went tumbling against a tree and Ula’s eyes suddenly glittered dangerously. “Oh no.” Ronan murmured as the wind began to bend. Before he could intervene, Fiona lunged. Ula’s arms wrapped around the woman and catapulted them both high into the air, deep into the dark clouds that looked gray against the night sky.
“Where are they?” Ronan searched the skies.
“There!” Keegan pointed toward the south as two tiny dots fell down into the trees. “They’ve landed in Sledgewood.”
“Get the boy!” Ronan leapt upon Sorcha’s back and kicked her forward. The horse had speed that left Ula’s wind behind. Sorcha darted from the road, through the trees and Ronan worried that he would not make it in time before one of them killed the other.
Lightening snapped down from the sky but to Ronan’s relief it did not hit the ground. But the wind grew fiercer as large drops of rain began to pelt from the clouds above. As long as there was wind, Ula was alive. And then suddenly the air grew still. The clouds dispersed and a dangerous current of emotion charged through Ronan’s body. Oh, no.
“Faster.” His voice cracked and his stomach filled with dread but Sorcha pushed on, carrying them as fast as her legs could go. Into the trees which grew thicker the deeper Ronan rode. Finally, they came upon the two and Sorcha halted abruptly, starting to back away.
They were still fighting, but Ronan realized, not against one another. Fiona’s tongue whipped out, cracked. And Ula — Ronan stopped and stared. She appeared younger, magic snapping in sparks around her. She hurled a ball of blue flames from her palm. What kind of healer could hold magic in their hand?
For a moment it seemed as their blows struck thin air. Then he glimpsed a pale green body. It was the body of a woman, nude but before he could catch a second glimpse, the air flapped around it again.
What were they? Sledgers. Ahearn’s thoughts found him. They wear invisible capes that are as strong as metal.Strike at the capes.Weaken their armor. Ronan looked around him. Strike them with what? Use the sword. His eyes dropped to the white metal blade of the sword he held grasped in his fist.
“No,” Ronan whispered, shaking his head. Use the sword. Use it if you wish to save them. They will die if you do not. Ronan looked back to Ula. Her grayed hair was almost as black as Fiona’s. Her skin was pale and flawless. Her body was slender. The only thing that looked the same as it had before was her eyes.
Something glinted and her breath hissed through the air as a red line appeared on her arm. Ronan’s insides burned and hardened. Before he had time to think, he raised the sword. With all his might brought it to the invisible enemy. Something gave way beneath the strike and tumbled to the side. He kept swinging back and forth around him, working through the unseen army until he reached the two women.
“Stay back,” he commanded both of them and turned. Let the sword do the work. Ahearn’s thoughts vibrated from somewhere beyond the trees. Ronan nodded and grasped the sword with both hands. He held it out. Instantly a white light engulfed him causing him to gasp for breath. He could feel himself moving but could see nothing. The light was blinding and hot, and it filled him. Pain tore at his arm but still he was moving. He fought until his entire body was weakened, and then he felt himself falling.

Fiona pressed a cloth to the blacksmith’s fevered forehead. She had never seen even a warrior fight as bravely and ruthlessly as Ronan Culley had. And he’d fought by the rules of the sword and did not even prick the skin of any of the Sledgers. Instead, he used the strong metal of the King’s Sword to weaken the armor of their invisible cloaks. He succeeded in banging most of them senseless and the rest fled with fear.
His eyes had shone with the white light around him. She’d only seen one other person look that way before, many years ago, when she was just a child. It had frightened her then and it frightened her now.
Reaching forward, she ran a hand along Ronan’s hard cheek. He was so strong when he fought the Sledgers. But she had seen another side of the man. Yes, he’d been guarded but he’d laughed. He was not like the other who had allowed the sword to guide him. Fiona prayed he was not.
She glanced at Ula when the woman brought a small bowl of broth. Ula lifted Ronan’s head and she poured the broth into his mouth. Fiona hated the woman but she could not deny the genuine concern that reflected in those black eyes. Ula Baen cared for this blacksmith.
She watched in silence as the woman cleaned and changed the linens on his wound. It was a deep cut into his shoulder. When he’d received it, he hadn’t even flinched. He’d been too consumed with battling the Sledgers to even take notice. The blow had been meant for Ula. He’d stepped right into it. It wasn’t until he had them safely from Sledgewood that he’d finally collapsed.
“He will live,” Fiona said firmly and Ula nodded without looking at her. “When he wakes he must be told the truth. He must be warned.”
Ula’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “He is a good man who desires a simple life. He does not deserve such complications.”
“He shall find out sooner or later. If we wait…” Fiona looked down at Ronan. “He will do anything to protect those he cares for.”
“Yes.”
“He must be warned.” Fiona insisted.
“Yes,” Ula relented and Fiona breathed out with relief, but when those black eyes finally lifted to meet her gaze, she stiffened.
“She was overtaken by Sleagan’s power. You know this, Fiona. Theora was my friend. I loved her. But you know it had to be done.”
Fiona scowled. “She was good and kind.”
“You know what would have happened if I had not intervened,” Ula insisted.
Fiona turned her head. She didn’t want to think of any of it.
“The sword weakens some. Others it makes them stronger.” Ula’s wrinkled hand touched Ronan’s cheek. “It is our fault he is ill. Let us join to heal him now. We shall settle our differences later.”
Fiona glanced down at the blacksmith. “Our differences are settled,” she said quietly. “He fought for us both. If he cares for you so much he’d risk his life, then I shall not hurt him by attempting to take yours again.” Ula said nothing so Fiona glanced across the camp where Keegan sat with the boy. She winced. She hadn’t meant to hurt Ronan’s young apprentice.
“He is tough. He shall be a bit sore in the morning. Nothing more,” Ula told her as if she could read her guilt.
“He was trying to protect you as well.” Fiona’s eyes dropped to Ula. “See to the boy. I shall stay with the guard,” Fiona said.
Ula hesitated for a moment, then rose and moved away.
Fiona’s gaze returned to Ronan. Sweat dotted his temples and forehead and his lips moved as if speaking. She leaned closer but still couldn’t make out the words. Dipping the cloth into the bowl of water, she laid it across his forehead as Keegan’s heavy body settled down beside hers.
“So what was it that set the Sledgers off exactly. I’ve traveled this way many times and I’ve never had so much as a tremor of trouble from them.” Keegan folded his arms as Fiona looked at him.
“When we landed, we broke a sapling. Well, several of them.” She looked down at her hands.
“Want to talk about it?”
“No.” Fiona shook her head. “It’s over now.”
“Ula told me he used the sword.” Keegan lowered his voice. “It’s happened before…at the River Blanch. Stilled the power in the waters with it.”
Fiona’s head snapped up. “How?”
Keegan looked down at Ronan, “He stuck the blade into the river.” He shrugged his big shoulders. “And there is something else.”
“What?”
“My horses, Ahearn in particular, are communicating with him. I saw it with my own eyes.” Keegan shook his head. “I’ve been breeding Dulcet horses for ten years. I’ve never seen anything like it before.” Fiona watched him shrug again.
“Why haven’t you told him?” Fiona took the cloth from Ronan’s head and dipped it into the cool water.
“I’m a horseman, a rancher. I know horses and money. I suppose this is more your area of expertise than mine,” Keegan answered as she placed the cloth on Ronan’s head again.
“Do you trust Ula Baen?” Fiona asked abruptly and Keegan frowned.
“I trust Ronan Culley and I don’t trust many more than him.”
Fiona raised her brow. “And why do you trust him?”
“Because when he was feeling desperate and hopeless, he said so. Because when he sets his mind to something, no matter how uncomfortable he is with it, he sticks with it. Those are not the actions of a man who is out for himself. Because he has said he would risk his life for any of us. That includes me. And I believe him.” Keegan rose to his feet and without another word, walked away.
“Quite a group you travel with, Ronan Culley,” Fiona whispered, and then frowned as the blacksmith moaned in his sleep. His fingers reached for something that wasn’t there. He moaned again. Fiona frowned. He was reaching for the sword. It had begun.

Thestian walked through the corridors of Merisgale Castle. His steps were quick and echoed his urgency to find the captain of his guards. Diato was not in his own room and Thestian didn’t need to guess at which one of the maids he’d seduced that night. The image of her face found his thoughts the moment he’d murmured the question into the air.
He’d noticed Diato had a weakness for women. He recalled the words Fiona had spoken the day she and Diato fought. Her hurt had been evident and her anger could have drained the captain of his blood. But she’d stopped herself from killing him. That kind of control was admirable.
Thestian halted outside the woman’s door. No sounds came from the other side so he lifted his knuckles and rapped loudly. Then again. He was answered by mumbling and rustling of sheets. It was Diato who opened the door and Thestian frowned.
“The blacksmith has been sucked in by the power of the sword.” Thestian scowled when Diato, in his half wake, did not think to cover his nakedness. Behind him the maid sat up in the bed, rubbing her eyes.
“Fiona will not fail us.” Diato ran a hand over his face and shook as if he was trying to wake himself up. He seemed to realize he was standing there naked and turned to retrieve his robe.
“What if she finds she fancies him?” Thestian asked.
Diato turned to look back at him. “Was that in your dreams?”
Thestian could hear the instant jealousy in Diato’s voice. He wondered what the man would do if that jealousy was pushed. Would he ride out to take over the mission or would he kill the blacksmith and be done with it?
“No, but I believe he fancies her,” Thestian replied carefully.
Diato’s worry fled from his eyes as he pulled his robe on. “Many men have fancied her. And even if she did decide she liked him, it would not sway her from her mission. Serpentine warriors always follow through with what they are assigned or they die trying.”
“She is still a woman.” Thestian crossed his arms.
“That part of her is mine,” Diato said in a possessive but matter of fact tone. “It always has been. In the six months she was away from Merisgale, she took no lovers, had no relationship.”
“How can you be certain?” Thestian noticed Diato did not offer the maid even a smile as he grabbed up his clothes and stepped from her room, pulling the door closed behind him. He wasn’t sure what to make of the way Diato spoke of Fiona, as if she was a possession rather than a person. Men spoke of slaves in such a manner.
“Because I had someone watch her,” Diato said simply, shaking his head. “You do not have to worry about Fiona. When she fought me, her pain was still new. Her feelings still rested with me.” The wizard nodded.
“Very well.” Thestian set the pace down the corridor and Diato quickly followed. “I worry of this blacksmith. He is a decent man and does not want anything to do with the sword. But I can feel that he has bonded with the weapon.”
“You think he means to keep it?” Diato asked.
“Not yet. But I don’t know about the future. Find out what you can about his past. A man’s history usually tells of the man’s nature. If he is easily led then we may all be in danger. Until then, I shall have to rely on my instincts.” Thestian ran a hand through his hair. He’d hoped the captain would make him feel reassured. His obsession with the serpentine only made him all the more uneasy. Would Ronan Culley react as strongly toward her? Would that work in his favor or against him?
“And your dreams,” Diato added.
Thestian glanced over his shoulder with irritation. “Of course.”

“You haven’t slapped me and you are still here.” Ronan’s weak voice drifted up causing Fiona to jerk awake. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep, sitting there beside him. But the night had dragged on and all the others had long lay down to rest.
“You must have it in your head to kiss me again.”
Fiona smiled but her smile faded when she saw that his condition had worsened. He was sweaty and his face was hot to the touch. She reached for the wet cloth and began wiping down his face.
“How long have I been asleep?” Ronan tried to rise up but then grunted and fell back onto the blankets.
“Several hours,” Fiona answered.
“Hours!” Ronan forced himself to sit; wincing with what Fiona knew was great pain.
“You aren’t well.” She told him, pushing at his chest and urging him to lie back down. “Even if you managed to stand you have a fever and probably couldn’t walk.”
“I could ride,” Ronan argued. “The centaur has probably already caught up with us. We can’t linger here. It’s too dangerous.”
“Then he shall have to deal with Keegan,” Fiona gave his chest a shove and reluctantly he lay down again. “Here, your witch told me to make you drink more of this if you woke up.” She reached for the bowl of broth and put it to his lips. He took a couple of swallows then turned his head, making a face. Fiona forced herself not to laugh.
“It’s disgusting.” He lifted his uninjured arm and wiped at his mouth. “Did you see what she put in it?” Fiona shook her head and urged him to drink more but he pushed the bowl away from his face. “I’ll not drink anymore until I find out,” He stated in a matter of fact tone that brought a little smile to Fiona’s lips. “I don’t remember much of what happened. Are you hurt?”
“No.” Fiona shook her head.
“Good. And Ula?” he pressed.
“She is fine. Arien is sleeping but he is only bruised a bit. I am sorry that I struck at him.” Fiona bit her lip but Ronan did not seem angry with her.
“He’s stronger than he looks.” Ronan groaned lowly, reaching to touch his shoulder. “And I am weaker I suppose.”
“Not true. You are stronger than most,” Fiona argued. “You were cut nearly to the bone. The Sledgers have claws of metal. A bit closer and she would have ripped your arm off.”
“At this rate I’ll be just a piece of a man by the time we deliver the sword in Merisgale,” he growled.
“There is something you should know,” Fiona began but was surprised when Ronan cracked a grin up at her.
“You have a monstrosity of a husband who means to bash in my head?” Ronan continued to grin as Fiona laughed. He was jesting with her again about when they met.
“No. I have no husband.”
Ronan closed his eyes. “Good. I can stop worrying about it now. But there must be someone.”
Fiona sighed causing his lids to flick open again. “There was but it is over now between us. It has been for some time.”
“His loss,” Ronan murmured. “You don’t want to be with an idiot anyway.”
“How would you know if he was an idiot?”
Ronan chuckled. “Only an idiot would let you slip away from him.”
She looked away. “You have a fever and are chattering nonsense.”
“No. I have no fever.” He shook his head. “I just have eyes and can see. You are beautiful.”
“What of you, Ronan Culley? Do you have a woman waiting for your return?” Fiona quickly changed the subject.
It was too late now to entertain any kind of exchange between her and the blacksmith. That chance was gone the moment the centaur had stepped into the room at the tavern. She had a mission. It was what she was sent to do and was more important than any heat she had felt before.
“Me? No. I’ve never been very good with women and I don’t think I’d be a very good husband to the few I’ve managed to snag here and there.” There was a note of sadness in the blacksmith’s voice, but it quickly disappeared. “So is this leading to my kiss or should I just go back to sleep?”
“No kisses for you tonight.” Fiona touched his arm. “You need rest.”
“You are not a very accommodating nursemaid.” Ronan grunted. “Perhaps you should get Ula to come and care for me. As I recall she can look nearly as beautiful as you if she wants to.”
“She will make you drink the broth,” Fiona warned and then laughed when he made a face. “See, now you appreciate me. And I am no one’s nursemaid.”
Ronan ran a hand over his face and scratched at his chin. “I shaved my beard off for you,” he said aloud.
“I don’t know why. I’ve never been bothered by facial hair.” She bit her tongue. Now, why had she said that?
“Ula had said it was unbecoming. I guess I thought it would increase my chances with a young woman if I looked a bit younger myself.” Ronan let his hand fall back to his side. “You look a bit different when you are fighting or angry.”
Fiona stiffened. “I’m a changeling.” Generally people did not like those that were different. Some even went so far as to say a changeling was someone magic had marked or cursed. Most like that were driven by fear, jealousy, and cruelty. She hadn’t thought Ronan Culley was like that.
Ronan grunted. “An interesting one at that. A deadly snake. Beauty with a bite.” Ronan chuckled at his own joke. “Do you know the wizard who is to be king?”
“Yes.” Fiona got up and moved to toss more wood in the fire. He wasn’t judging her. He was just stating the things he saw. He’d not cared before that she was a changeling. It had seemed unimportant to him when he kissed her.
“What is he like? I’d heard he was young. Chosen early because he is more powerful than many others who have trained their magic for years.” Ronan turned his head to look at her as he returned to his side.
“He is young but he is wise. He spoke kindly of you. He’s seen you in his dreams and thought you may need someone to protect you. I’ve done a very poor job of it thus far,” Fiona replied guiltily. “You were very brave today. Sledgers are dangerous creatures. How did you know what to do?”
“Someone told me.” Ronan rolled his head to the side to gaze toward the road. The horses still awake near the road. Fiona followed his gaze and found Ahearn looking back at the blacksmith. Keegan had mentioned some kind of communication between the blacksmith and the larger horse.
“Fortunate for you,” she said and Ronan looked at her again. “It is dangerous to use the sword the way you did.”
Ronan sighed heavily. “Are you certain you will not kiss me tonight?”
Fiona pressed her lips together. He did not want to talk about the sword. He’d changed topics each time she mentioned it. Perhaps, he’d already discovered the danger of the sword.
“Quite certain. And it will not help you to start begging.” She grinned.
“Then I will sleep. You said I needed rest. Perhaps you were right.” He closed his eyes. Fiona remained at his side, studying him closely. He’d been brave without the white metal. He’d faced the centaur with a mock of the King’s Sword, faced him with dark danger in his eyes. She wondered if maybe she was wrong about him.

Two hours later, Ronan’s temperature began to rise. Fiona bathed his face and arms with cool water while trying to keep him still. She considered waking Ula when she was unable to keep the blacksmith from tossing and turning. Instead she held on to him as he rode through the fever. But then, when the fever receded, chills began to rack his body.
“Dragons…blood,” He cursed from between chattering teeth. “I’m…so cold.” Fiona frowned. He had two blankets covering him and they’d done nothing to warm him. She glanced at the others who still slept. Finally, she lifted the covers and slipped beneath them at his side.
His head snapped around and he stared at her as she slid her nearly naked body against him. “What are you doing?” Fiona almost laughed. He was looking at her as if she’d bitten him.
“I have to get you warm,” Fiona explained patiently as she wrapped her arms around him. “Try to sleep.”
“Not an option,” Ronan answered. Fiona mistook the strangeness in his voice for caution. No doubt he had to be so since he started this journey to Merisgale. Too many would try to throw him off course or attempt to harm him.
“I will not harm you. You can trust me. I only want you to grow stronger so you can take the sword to Merisgale,” Fiona insisted, tightening her arms around him. “Are you not warmer?”
“I am,” he said. “Considerably so.”
“Then sleep.” She felt his arm come up across her back and did not resist when he pulled her closer, resting his head against her shoulder. He was seeking warmth, giving into the reason she spoke. When he inhaled deeply though, she stiffened.
The air had changed. Before he had only been flirting playfully, passing the time. Now, she was acutely aware of the thick tension that stretched between them. She started to pull away but he held her still.
“Much warmer,” her murmured in a deep voice as his fingers splayed across the small of her back, holding her to him. Fiona didn’t move, her heart pounding. Only seconds before he’d been as weak as a babe. He was not a babe now. He was a grown man with a grown man’s body, one that yearned for pleasure just as any other. She hadn’t considered he might want more than warmth from her.
“Your skin,” Ronan’s hot breath slipped across her shoulder in a thick whisper and she almost shivered herself as it caressed the sensitive skin of her neck. “It is so soft.”
“Don’t think of me like that,” she told him. She was lonely. It had been months since she and Diato had come together and her body had begun to finally want for a man’s touch again. That’s all she could think of to explain the heat that began to coil in her belly.
“And warm,” he said in a low voice as if she hadn’t spoken. “It’s been so long…too long.” He brushed his mouth against her shoulder. She shivered when she felt the wet heat of his tongue as he licked her. He is ill, Fiona told herself. He doesn’t realize what he is doing. It is the fever. But the temperature of his cheek was only slightly warm when he breathed in her natural scent again. He lifted his injured arm and rested his hand on her hip, caressing her through the leather she wore.
“No, don’t move that arm. It needs to be kept still so it can heal properly.” Fiona bit her lip as his arms tightened and she realized she was pressed completely against him. He wasn’t listening to her. His breathing had deepened and his body was relaxed against hers. He’d fallen asleep. Moments later, he began to snore.
Fiona let herself relax. But the ache that had come to life within her still stirred. Her attention remained on the hardness of the man who held her. She could still hear the depth of his voice, feel the roughness of his fingertips echoing upon her. She closed her eyes, forcing thoughts of her mission to replace those that were tempting her. She could not allow her dedication to Merisgale to be swayed. She would not. She was a Serpentine Warrior.



Eight


“I may not be the smartest of men,” Keegan’s baritone voice filled with good humor roused Fiona from sleep, “But it looks to me like you took advantage of being ill.” He followed the observation with a laugh.
Ronan frowned as Fiona stirred, then sat straight up. He’d wanted her to sleep as much as possible before they headed out. He vaguely remembered her being awake during the night, at his side and tending to him.
“You are right, Yore. You are not the smartest of men.” Ronan continued to adjust his pack on Sorcha’s back, being careful not to move his arm too much. He’d awakened to Ula pouring her concoction down his throat and the serpentine sleeping soundly against him. He’d tired to push the healer away but she forced him drink every drop of the broth. It had obviously worked because half an hour later, he felt much stronger and revived.
“He is a King’s Guard now. He can do anything he wishes.” Arien came to Ronan’s defense and the blacksmith smiled. The boy suffered only a reddened bruise across his chest. He hadn’t even complained of it.
“And I couldn’t have done much anyway in the state I was in. I can barely remember anything that happened.” Ronan glanced at Fiona. Pity. She looked breathtaking as she rose from his blankets.
“You were feverish and talking nonsense most of the time.” Fiona rose to her feet and collected the blankets. She reached for her sword and sheath and slipped them across her back before handing the blankets to Ronan.
“No trouble from the centaur Bryan then?” Ronan made himself look away from Fiona and rested his eyes on Keegan.
“None.” The horseman shook his head. “Perhaps he hasn’t even noticed the sword he carries is a fake. Or he could have given up.”
“I don’t want to take any chances.” Ronan tucked the blankets beneath his pack on Sorcha’s back and then turned to wave to Ula. “Come, take a walk with me. I wish to speak with you privately.” The healer looked surprised at his request. She hurried forward to do as he wished, glancing back at the others.
Ronan walked beside her deeper into the trees, away from the campsite. Surrounded by the foliage and growth, the atmosphere was quiet except for the rustling their footsteps made beneath them. He’d discovered he liked the quiet of trees and nature. It helped him to think more clearly, to reason without interruption.
“I deserve an explanation. I must know those who travel with me for the sake of keeping the sword safe. I thought I knew who you were until yesterday.” His steps halted and he looked at her black eyes. “Start talking.”
Ula looked down at the moss-covered ground, breaking their eye contact. “I do not know where to start.” Her shoulders slumped as if she suddenly understood why Ronan had called her away from the others.
“Let me help you. Begin with how it is that you managed to appear a young maid when you were fighting those Sledgers.” Ronan crossed his arms.
“That is a bit more complicated than I have time for.” Ula shook her head. Ronan stared at her for moment.
“Then what kind of healer can create, carry, and throw magic from the palm of her hand?” Ronan let no softness find his expression or voice.
“I’m not a healer,” Ula said after a moment of hesitation. “But I do have healing capabilities.”
“Then what are you?” Ronan demanded. He was not impressed with her vague answer. He wanted an explanation, not an answer that would smooth things over. That’s what she had been doing all along. He felt foolish for allowing her behavior. Now, he would get the truth from her.
“I am a sorceress.” Ula winced when his breath sucked in through his teeth. “That is precisely why I didn’t tell you before. It does nothing but strike fear in the hearts of those I try to help.”
“And explains why you can use dark magic so easily,” Ronan added, feeling a bit guilty for his reaction. He also felt stupid for not guessing the truth before.
“Yes.” She sighed. “I mean you no harm, Ronan Culley. I only want…”
Ronan held up a hand for her silence before dropping it back to his arm. “You’ve lied to me. You’ve withheld information that I should have known from the beginning about the sword. Give me one reason I should allow you to continue to Merisgale with me. Why shouldn’t I doubt you now?”
Ula’s black eyes welled, surprising Ronan. “You speak the truth of me. I did not lie when I told you I had powers to know where I’m needed. Things are not as they should be. Someone is not who they seem.”
“It would appear that someone is you,” Ronan said pointedly. But some of his edge left him. A sorceress was powerful but rarely did you find one that worked their magic for evil purposes.
“We all have secrets. Mine are not those that bring danger to you or your journey.” She clasped her hand together. “I have always used my powers to protect.”
Ronan studied her for several minutes. He recalled the times she’d summoned the darkness. It had been times when someone was in danger. And she’d only used her sorcery when she fought the Sledgers. He wanted desperately to believe her, to believe that he’d judged her correctly.
“I am a blacksmith. I know very little of magic and sorcery. Tell me of the sword now.” Ronan leaned against the rough bark of a tree.
Ula nodded. “The white metal of the sword can only be used to stop the dark forces by a wizard. It is crafted into a weapon by a blacksmith who has shown great skill, skill that others have taken notice of. If the sword falls to the dark forces, Sleagan will be given rule of Meris.”
“Can’t another sword be made if that happens?” Ronan interrupted.
“Yes, but it has to be made before the white metal turns yellow. Once the metal of Hadenla is yellow no other sword can be made. Only when the power is held by someone pure, does the metal remain white.”
Ronan nodded that he understood. “If the sword falls into Sleagan’s hands and the metal of Hadenla turns yellow is there no hope of ever taking the power back from the dark forces?”
“It happened once before. Long before any of us were born. Sleagan got the sword and kept it for a very long time. Then a wizard called Robusk saved us.”
“Robusk,” Ronan repeated. There wasn’t a living thing that didn’t know the name of the wizard of the high council. He was said to be the most wise of all wizards and the strongest that had ever come out of the monastery. Of course, Thestian was said to be just as gifted.
“He destroyed Sleagan and took the sword back,” Ula nodded.
“But Sleagan lives,” Ronan argued. “If he did not, there would be no threat to the sword.”
Ula shook her head and explained, “All those who reign over the dark forces are called Sleagan. It is a title, passed on if one is killed. Most do not know that.”
“And what if the sword is given to someone who does not intend to use it?” Ronan was thinking of Bryan. “Would it end the battle between wizards and the dark forces?”
Ula smiled knowingly, as if she knew his thoughts. “The centaur’s intentions are good and pure. But one cannot hold the sword for long without having the urge to use it. And only a wizard can use the power of the sword correctly. It is why nine guards are dispatched to receive the sword. On their journey back, they hand the sword off to one another so that none of them grow attached to it.”
“Are you saying the centaur would use the sword?”
“Yes.”
“And if he did so, being no wizard, he would perish.” Ronan was beginning to understand.
“Or worse. He could be sent to join the dark forces, thus giving control to Sleagan,” Ula added.
“Why didn’t Thestian send more than one warrior to help me?” Ronan frowned.
“I don’t know.” Ula shook her head.
Ronan stood still, contemplating all she’d told him. It was a lot to process. But one thing he understood above all. This was a more important journey than just delivering a weapon.
“Why did Fiona attack you?” Ronan looked up when she sighed heavily.
“When she was a child, her grandmother was put into the same situation you find yourself in today. She took up the responsibility of delivering the sword. I’d known her for some time. And I knew the moment the dark forces took her over, felt it deep within me.” Ula’s eyes filled with sadness and her gaze dropped to the ground. “I killed her. Unfortunately she made a choice and I was made to do it right in front of Fiona. She was just a girl.”
Ula shook her head. “But it made her stronger. That child took up the sword and carried it all the way to Merisgale alone.” The woman shrugged. “She has hated me these many years and I kept away from her.”
“Because you are afraid of her?”
“No. I kept away because it would cause her pain and because of the River Blanch. When I returned home, Theora’s death is what the river haunted me with. It was the same when I crossed again with you.” Ula’s hands shook. “It is the only time in my life that I ever considered allowing the dark forces to have the sword. Theora was my friend and I know what I did had to be done but it has never allowed me peace.”
Ronan regarded her expression closely, suddenly feeling sorry for her. She was like him. She lived with a death that rode guilt into her with every breath she took. He knew how that felt.
“You may continue with me, Ula,” Ronan finally said. “This is the second time you’ve made me doubt you. Do not do it again.”
“I will not. I have laid it all before you,” Ula vowed.
“All except why I saw you as a beautiful young woman yesterday,” he amended and she smiled. “But I shall allow you that one secret. As you say, we all have ours to keep.”
“You have no secrets.” Ula tilted her head. “Your eyes give away everything about you.”
“Do they?” Ronan allowed himself to smile.
“It is why the centaur shows you respect even though you stand in the way of the sword.” Ula nodded in the direction of the camp. “And why they follow you and do as you say.”
“The boy follows me because he sees me as a father figure. I accept that. Keegan comes with us out of fear that I will keep his horses. And Fiona is here because she was sent by the wizard Thestian,” Ronan corrected.
“You are not a very bright blacksmith are you?” Ula’s lips curled. “You make excuses rather than accept that people care for you, or respect you. Even a sniveling thief looked at you with admiration.”
Ronan shifted. “Because he thought I would kill him if he did not.”
Ula waved a finger in the air. “He was afraid of Keegan Yore. He was not afraid of you.” She smirked then. “And Fiona may be here to make certain that sword goes to Merisgale but when she did not know who you were, she was still drawn to you.”
“You knew about that?” Ronan felt slightly embarrassed.
“Keegan runs his mouth more than usual when he’s been drinking,” Ula told him as she stepped forward. “Let me look at your arm. The broth I gave you should have it healing quickly.”
“What exactly was that foul tasting mess you made me drink?” Ronan asked as she unwrapped his arm to peek at his wound. Strangely it did not hurt.
“Cow urine,” She answered.
“What?” Ronan’s stomach turned but Ula’s laughter settled it again. “Witch.”
“It was just water, herbs, and a bit of healing magic.” She cut her eyes up at him. “I wouldn’t have fed you urine unless you were dying.”
“Remind me not to die when you are close by.” Ronan wrinkled his nose. She rewrapped his arm.
“It is healing quickly.”
“It doesn’t hurt,” Ronan told her.
“A little spell to ease your suffering.” She shrugged. “I thought you would need it after that exchange between you and Fiona last night. You may not remember but if you hadn’t have been ill you would have needed both of your arms.”
Ronan frowned. “You should have healed me earlier then.”
“I tried. You would not drink the broth remember?” Ula looked at him and he grinned.
“And I wouldn’t have this morning if you hadn’t forced me.” He turned, waving her to walk with him back to the camp. “I want to trust you, Ula. Do not make me regret it.” She merely nodded.
“Will you and Fiona…” Ula’s mouth closed when Ronan slanted a gaze at her.
“Will we what?”
She chose her words carefully. “Will you finish what you started in Fullerk?”
Ronan turned his eyes forward. “No.”
Ula grunted. “She did stay at your side when you were groping at her last night.”
“I’m no good in relationships.” Ronan murmured, uncertain if he wanted to broach such a subject with this sorceress.
“Humph!” She sniffed indelicately. The sound made him smile as the stepped back into view of the camp.
“I suppose that grin means you’ve made up?” Keegan jibed.
“It does.” Ronan reached for Sorcha and swung atop her back. He held his hand down to Fiona. She stared at his fingers. Surely he didn’t mean for her to ride with him.
“I’ll take no chances. You were sent to protect the sword.” Ronan could see her thoughts flickering in her golden-flecked eyes. “The sword stays with me.” Fiona still hesitated a moment longer, then hesitantly took his hand and allowed him to swing her up behind him.
“You’ve ruined my horses.” Keegan growled. “Two weeks ago if you’d done that, she would have bucked both of you to the ground.”
“She likes me.” Ronan patted Sorcha’s neck. “And she’s not ruined. She’s just right.” Keegan grunted before turning his horse toward the road. One by one the others followed.
Arien soon took the lead, scouting for dangers ahead. Ronan watched him, noting the smile on the boy’s face. He felt important with a task that would benefit the group. And he was as brave as any soldier.
“Don’t you think it’s dangerous to let him do that?” Fiona asked lowly when the boy disappeared fromm view.
“Ahearn would protect him,” Ronan answered with confidence.
“That’s a lot of faith in a horse,” she said. “The boy is very young.”
“What do you do, Fiona, when you aren’t saving swords from the dark forces?” Keegan called back over his shoulder.
“What do you mean what do I do?”
Keegan allowed his horse to fall back and rode along side Ronan. “I mean where do you call home? What do you do there? Are you married? Do you have children?”
“No husband,” Ronan said without thinking.
“That’s right. No husband. No children,” Fiona answered. “I live in a place called Hovinda. And when I’m not doing work for Merisgale, I’m training.”
“Training for what?” Keegan asked, curiosity edging his voice.
“For the work I will do for Merisgale.”
Ronan turned to look over his shoulder at her. “That’s not much of a life.”
She looked at him pointedly. “As opposed to the life of an unmarried blacksmith and apprentice?”
“Good point.” Ronan faced forward again. It had been a good many years since he had any life outside of smithing.
“No suitors? Boyfriends? Lovers?” Keegan pressed and Ronan slanted him a curious look.
“I have no time for it,” Fiona said sharply.
“Serpentines are excellent gardeners,” Ula offered suddenly, joining the conversation without being invited. “Hovinda has the best soil for herb growing I’ve ever seen.”
Ronan felt Fiona stiffen behind him. “Yes, we are and it does.”
“What do you grow in your garden?” Ronan asked, attempting to ease the tension between Fiona and Ula. He didnt like it, especially since Ula had offered him the truth of what was between them.
“I grow vegetables. Some grow herbs. Others harvest larger crops.”
“Profitable.” Keegan nodded.
“I bought some gullberries from a Serpentine in Fullerk once that were the best I’d ever used. They were picked at exactly the right time. Too soon and they would have been sour. Too late and they would have rotted before I could use them.” Ula continued, “As it happened, they were perfect and I was able to save someone’s life with them.”
“That should have been quite a change for you,” Fiona said then her words snapped off when Ronan reined the horse. He could not let this continue or it would grow worse. If it weren’t stopped now, eventually there would be another episode to deal with like the one before. And there might not be Sledgers about to put an end to their fighting again.
“Ride ahead,” He told Keegan and Ula.
“Let it go,” Ula murmured but Ronan just looked at her, waiting for her to do as he wished. She sighed and continued on. Ronan did not dismount.
“We were ambushed by centaurs. One of them was going to kill Arien. She saved him. She held my hand when we crossed the River Blanch. And I believe she was fighting the Sledgers right alongside the both of us.” Ronan kept his voice low and non-threatening. “I understand your pain, Fiona, but she does not deserve to suffer because of it. She suffers enough with the memory of what she had to do.”
“You were not there,” Fiona argued. “My grandmother was a good woman. She never hurt anyone. She would not.”
“No I wasn’t there. And you were just a child. Your memory is of a child’s point of view. Have you done nothing yourself at one time or another that would frighten someone so young? Would they understand your motives?” Ronan shook his head. “And no one is without flaw or weaknesses.”
Fiona said nothing so he continued. “I have doubted Ula many times. She is hard to understand. But her actions have told me that she means to only do what is right.”
“I shouldn’t have been made to see it.”
Ronan turned then so he could see her. “No, you shouldn’t have. She told me that it was your grandmother that made the choice of having you witness what happened.” Fiona’s eyes lowered and he saw a tear roll down her cheek. “So she has hurt you by making that choice.”
“It is easier to hate someone you don’t know than it is someone you love,” she whispered.
“You are not a child anymore, Fiona,” Ronan said softly. “And she is older and haunted daily by what she has done. Let her live with the punishments she sentences herself. She does not need yours atop that.”
He touched her knee, gave it a squeeze. “You do not have to like her. You can hate her if you wish. All I ask is that you be civil and as a favor to me, do not be cruel to her.”
“Why do you think I would do you any favors?” She blinked back any other tears she might have had, forced her pain away.
“Because you are still here and have not slapped me yet.” He smiled. “And because you took care of me when I was ill.” Fiona met his gaze, and then slowly inclined her head.
“That was easy enough. Perhaps I should ask for that kiss as well.” He was joking with her and he was relieved when she rolled her eyes and smiled. “No? I suppose it would be pressing my luck.” He faced forward and urged Sorcha forward.

“We are stopping?” Keegan called back.
“I need to stretch my legs.” Ronan answered. He ran a hand over his face, letting his fingers slide over the stubble that had begun to stick out roughly from his jaw.
“Is anything wrong?” Keegan circled his horse around as Ronan walked away from the horse and Fiona. Ronan didn’t like the way Keegan scrutinized his face.
Ronan shook his head. “No. Just sore and need a moment to think.” The others took advantage of the break, each dismounting to either relieve themselves or to stretch their own limbs. When he looked back at the horseman, he found Keegan’s eyes still narrowed on his face.
“Something is wrong. You look as if you are ready to bite off the head of a small rodent.” Keegan swung to the ground and fell into step beside Ronan. “What is it?”
“It’s nothing.” The last thing Ronan wanted was more embarrassment. “Weariness has made me grumpy.” He made a production of stretching his arms and legs, hoping Keegan would just leave him alone. No such luck.
“It’s that woman, isn’t it?” Keegan pinpointed the problem immediately and it ground on Ronan’s nerves.
“What?”
Keegan shrugged his large shoulders. “A beautiful woman riding with you. No telling how long since you’ve had one in your bed.” He grunted, glancing back at the others as he lowered his voice, “The boy is right. By taking on the responsibility of delivering the sword, it makes you one of the king’s guards. And there are some privileges that come with the title. She could not reject you if you sought companionship with her.”
“Did you just suggest I rape the woman?” Ronan stopped and faced Keegan.
“I suggest no such thing. But a woman thinks up reasons to deny herself. She’d have no room for that.” Keegan appeared insulted and Ronan frowned “Of course. I know what you meant. I’m not in the best of moods.” Ronan tried to make up for his words.
“So you look to pick a fight with me?” Keegan’s feathers were not smoothed by Ronan’s attempt.
“I suppose I was. You seem the most promising for the job.” Ronan suddenly chuckled. “And you are right. It is the woman that has me this way. Perhaps she should ride with you.”
Keegan shook his head and held up his hands. “No thank you. You are more patient than I. I filled myself in Fullerk and I would become ill tempered.
We’ll reach the Jobi Mountains tomorrow. The horses will need to stop for rest. Lots of caves in the foothills we will be traveling through,” Keegan suggested and Ronan laughed.
“You mean for me to drag her off into a hole like a beast?” He laughed again and Keegan grinned, eyes slanting in Fiona’s direction.
“She doesn’t strike me as someone completely opposed to beastly activities.” The horseman turned and headed away from him. Ronan didn’t stand there too long contemplating exactly what she might be opposed to. Instead he walked back to his horse and checked the pack.
“I didn’t think that you might not be comfortable sitting behind me. If you would rather lead the horse, I don’t mind swapping places with you,” He said when Fiona stretched her legs.
“I don’t usually ride. I walk.” She admitted, rubbing the inside of thighs with her palms. He wanted to do that for her. That realization made him look away.
“I didn’t ride myself until I started this trek.” Ronan gave Sorcha’s flank a pat. “I’m getting better and this old girl is pretty patient. She doesn’t require much from me and usually goes the way she is supposed to without being told.”
“They are beautiful animals.” Fiona smiled, reaching to touch Sorcha’s coat. “Keegan Yore has raised some fine horses.”
“He has and I am grateful that he allowed us use of them. I can’t imagine trying to walk this long way.” He glanced at her. “How long did it take you to walk it?”
“I was given a lift a time or two from farmers with wagons and such so it took me very little time to get from Merisgale to Fullerk.” She smiled when he cupped his hands so he could help hoist her back atop the animal. She stepped into his hands and swung her leg over the horse’s back gracefully. Ronan mounted behind her.
“There is a village just past the foothills of Jobi. I can obtain another horse there.” Fiona offered.
“Is Jobi as large as Fullerk?” Ronan asked.
“No, it is just a small place. A few farmers and their families, a small tavern, and a school,” Fiona answered. “Thatched roofs and sod walls.”
“Sounds lovely,” Ronan said sarcastically and she chuckled.
“They are a simple but good people. It shall not be so bad,” Fiona offered. “It can’t be much different than your own home.”
“I have a roof,” Ronan growled. “And a mind to think with”
“Yes, you were very clever to make a fake sword for the centaur,” Fiona agreed, nodding so her hair brushed Ronan’s cheek
“Are there lonely women in Jobi?” he asked and she laughed this time.
“Most are children or are married.” Fiona glanced over her shoulder at him. “It is good to hear you are revived enough to think of such things after being so weakened last night.”
“Ula cast a spell where I would feel no pain. It works. I’ve nearly forgotten about the injury,” Ronan told her. “It is better than having her smearing cow urine all over the wound which I believe would be the alternative.”
Fiona’s lips curled before she faced forward. “She was worried about you last night.”
Ronan’s brow rose. Her words were spoken softly as if she felt some tenderness for the sorceress when not long ago he had to tell her not to be cruel. Perhaps he’d only spoken what she already knew in her heart. Perhaps he’d actually helped her let go of her pain.
“Most likely afraid she wouldn’t have a chance to wave her rat foot at me again,” He chuckled lowly.
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Ronan’s eyes swept over the green foothills and then to the crystalline lake that nestled in the dip that the hills made against one another. To the north, the sun slipped down casting ribbons of blue, red, and orange across the fading afternoon sky. It was breathtaking.
“We stop now. The horses need to revive themselves,” Keegan said. “They’ve been pushing nonstop for days. We’ll set up camp here.” Ronan smiled with approval of their campsite. Surrounded by so much beauty, he felt pure and his worries fled with the setting sun. There was peace to be found in this place.
“How long will they need?” Ronan slid down from the horse, then reached up to lift Fiona to the ground as well.
“A couple of days and they will be ready to go again.”
“A couple of days?” Ronan repeated, releasing Fiona’s waist once she was standing on her own feet and turned, staring at the horseman. They could not afford a couple of days. By then the centaur could catch up with them and he did not look forward to meeting with Bryan again.
“They have not slept since we left your cottage,” Keegan explained. “They can go for many days but need to stop to collect their strength at some point.” Ronan glanced at the horses then sighed and nodded. He didn’t like the delay but Keegan was right. They couldn’t keep pushing the animals or they would be no good to them anyway.
“At least from here we have a clear view of the road for miles.” Ula nodded in the direction from which they’d traveled as if to offer some ease to the worries Ronan might have felt. “No chance of that centaur sneaking up on us.” Ronan followed her gaze, noting that it was a very good place to stop.
“Not on my guard,” Arien piped, eyes awaiting Ronan’s nod of approval. Ronan gave it to him without even thinking about it. Arien beamed at his response.
“You shall make him so that he will think he is the guard rather than you,” Ula warned. “He has already put himself in danger because of you.”
“Why don’t you get to finding us something to eat? I’m famished.” Ronan looked to Ula and she slanted a smile. Arien wasn’t the only one who enjoyed having a task to perform. She seemed to enjoy his approval as much as his apprentice.
“You shall grow soft,” Ula accused softly but ambled toward the light wooded area that scattered across the hillside to their north. He knew she would bring back something and cook it so it was a meal prepared well enough for a king.
“I’ll collect the wood for our fire.” Keegan was already striding away and Arien found a boulder to perch on so he could keep watch on the road. Ronan realized immediately, as if by some secret, silent communication, they were all giving him room in the event he wished to share a few moments alone with Fiona. It embarrassed him slightly to have them all so at ease with the situation when he felt everything but.
“What should I do?” Fiona faced Ronan, eyes reflecting eagerness to be useful. He could think of several things she would be useful in doing but she did not appear to have guessed what the others had done. He reached up and retrieved the leather wrapped sword and the sheath from Sorcha’s back. He tied the sheath onto his belt and then unwrapped the sword. He couldn’t leave it here. He felt it was too dangerous to leave it anywhere out of his sight after what Ula had revealed about the weapon. He drove it into the sheath and then turned.
“Those clouds look like they carry rain,” Ronan observed and then glanced around until his eyes rested on the small crevice of a cave entrance. “Let’s see how much dry space we’ll have to work with. We may have to move some rocks around to make room for everyone a place to sleep.” He stepped toward the cave. At the entrance he stopped and looked back at her, feeling ashamed that he’d actually considered leading her inside with hopes that her affection could be won.
“It’s dark in there. You may want to wait outside,” He reluctantly warned and her mouth slanted as she pushed past him into the cave.
“For what? You think there are snakes in here?” Her sarcasm echoed from within the belly of the cavern.
“There is now,” He mumbled back at her before ducking into the darkness behind her. Pitch black and no crevices to offer light, he observed, or rain. The smoky scent of rock dust was light in the air, but not damp. This would be a good place, if it were big enough.
“Can you see anything?” Ronan reached out but his hands slid through the velvet. His voice hit the back wall of the cavern and came back at him. He judged it to be just a few feet deep. It was big enough for the five of them, though they would be sleeping side by side.
“I’m a Serpentine. Of course I can see,” She said from just ahead of him. With his hands extended in front of him, he stumbled deeper into the cave, stepping carefully over the unfamiliar stone floor. The scrape of his shoes on the floor sounds like the steps of an ogre, he thought to himself. That meant there were no other entrances in the back.
“Psst.” The sound whispered past his ear but he could not find a body with his hands. Instead they hit the back wall of the cave. His fingers dragged down the rough rock. Feels like granite, he observed absently.
A little giggle caused him to turn left. “I believe you are trying to get me lost in here.” He felt like a fool grinning into the blackness. But he couldn’t help it. It felt like she had started some erotic game, one that might end in a way he wouldn’t mind if he caught her. He swiped his hand around him but she’d moved again. He whirled when she tapped him on the shoulder but then she was swallowed up by the darkness again.
“No fair if you are using snake arms to do that.” He called then lowered his voice. “What do I get if I catch you?”
“You won’t,” She whispered, the sound of her voice seeming closer than before, the echoes not traveling so far. He reached out but touched only nothingness.
“Then what is the point of this?” He moved slowly, turning in circles as he stepped. “There must be some reward that will keep me interested.” A little sound, like muffled laughter and he found a wall again. She was right. He wouldn’t be able to catch her this way. Finally he grew still and closed his eyes to the darkness. Maybe if he listened hard enough he could hear her breathing.
Without sight, Ronan’s other senses became more acute. Faintly he could smell her, the soft but musky scent of her hair. Keeping his arms extended he felt warmth move slowly past them, parting the cool of the air. She was close. She moved with silence so it did no good to focus on trying to hear her. But he could feel her eyes watching him now. He wondered at how much of an idiot he looked like in the dark.
But Ronan had started to feel like part of the cave, now. It was similar to how he felt when he made a sword, becoming adjusted to the straight lines and sharp edge. His body became part of the heat of the forge. His hands held the blade, almost as if he was an extension of the weapon. Now, he was a stone in this dark cave and she was the intruder. He was part of the darkness, seeking out his prey.
It startled him that he would even think of it that way. He was not preying on her. It had been she that started this game. But still it was a hunt. She’d set their roles when she’d laughed at his fumbling. And he was a hunter, she was the hunted. The thought of those roles caused his heart to quicken.
“You are wrong.” His words sounded like thunder when they interrupted the silence. “I am going to catch you. I can tell which direction you are in now. Before long, my eyes will have become accustomed. You’ll have nowhere to hide.” She giggled and his smile widened as he realized she was right in front of him. Still he did not reach out for her. His muscles tightened, readying to capture his wild thing. He sensed a quick movement suddenly at his side and reached out, hand touching a waist and then hooking it. Fiona’s laughter drifted up.
“Not bad for a blind blacksmith,” She said between chuckles.
“You’ll have to be eyes enough for me until we can get some fire in here. Is it big enough for all of us?” His hand remained on the bare skin of her waist. He’d already determined it was a large cavern and that they would have more than enough room to sleep. But he liked the sound of her voice. It was like thick waves of obsidian in an even darker night.
“More than big enough,” she told him. “No wetness can get in.”
“Good.” Still he didn’t move and he noticed she didn’t either. “How hard would you slap me if I kissed you, Fiona?” He asked after a moment.
“Very hard,” she answered.
“Close your eyes,” he commanded.
“Why?”
“It evens things up a bit.” He turned and reached out with his other hand to find her shoulder. Fingers tightened there on her skin and pulled her forward.
“It’s not a good idea. We have a mission,” Fiona reasoned.
Ronan leaned forward and found her lips in the dark. “I thought you were going to slap me,” he spoke against her mouth.
“Thestian might not approve of this. He sent me to retrieve the sword for him.” Fiona was grasping for reasons to end their exchange. “The others will return soon. It doesn’t take Ula long to bring back food.” Ronan breathed out heavily against the ball of her shoulder. He lowered his forehead and rested it against her.
“Just tell me no or yes. I’m no good at deciphering what you really mean,” he murmured.
“Yes.”

“You are a wizard.” Fiona’s voice was the first to interrupt the stillness that stretched between them.
“I’m a blacksmith,” he argued
“You are more than that. When you…found your pleasure…” she sounded a bit embarrassed, “there was light all around us. As bright as if we were in an open field.”
“It’s the sword. I’d forgotten to remove it from my belt when we started. I was a bit preoccupied with other things,” he reasoned.
“The light did not come from the sword. The light came from you,” she insisted.
“Stop this nonsense. I am no wizard.” He tried to laugh but the sound caught in his throat. “I am just a man as any other. It’s the sword. The metal holds magic.”
“No.” Fiona touched his arm. “The metal works for a wizard’s magic. The power of the sword is the draw for control. The magic of it is the harnessed power of the person.”
Ronan stepped away from her, toward the entranceway of the cave. “Enough of this silliness. The others will be waiting.” But guilt made him stop. She did not deserve his coldness. He turned back and moved to her. She remained still when he dropped a kiss on her cheek.
“It is a serious matter for a wizard to carry the sword, more serious than if you were man without magic.”
Ronan turned abruptly. He didn’t want to hear anything more. It was making his head hurt.
Instead he stepped into the sunlight and shielded his eyes, leaving her in the darkness. The others were not looking in his direction, going about as if they knew nothing of what had just occurred. Well, all except Ula, who looked right at him. Of course she would, just to laugh at him.
Slowly his eyes adjusted to the light. “The cave will be dry enough for us if it rains.” He glanced at Ula, and then met her eyes. “What is it?” Her lips thinned and she looked down at the meat she was preparing. He didn’t glance back at Fiona as she stepped from the cave.
Fiona’s gaze moved over each of them as Ronan settled near Ula and took out his dagger and a stone. The scrape of the blade across the hard rock filled the air, quickly chasing the uncomfortable silence away.
Fiona figured that the boy was the one most likely to have no judgments about what had just transpired between her and the blacksmith. Ula’s gaze cutting in Ronan’s direction and Keegan’s smug little grin were expressions she didn’t really want to face. So she climbed up the boulder to settle beside Ronan’s apprentice.
“See anything?”
“No.” Arien shook his fair head. “Not even a shadow that might be that centaur.”
“That should ease everyone’s worries,” Fiona said then sighed. “I’m sorry I hurt you. I didn’t mean to. I was angry and acted foolishly.”
Arien tilted his head as he looked at her. “You think I’m sore at you?” He offered a shy smile and shook his head. “I’m not. And it didn’t really hurt.”
She smiled, knowing that it was a lie he told. “I’m glad to hear that,” she said.
“If you are hungry, come and eat,” Ula called.
Arien jumped to his feet and held out a hand to help Fiona down from the boulder. She accepted his assistance, smiling when he didn’t let go until she was standing both feet on the ground.
“You go ahead. I’m not very hungry right now. I’ll eat later,” she told him and he rushed forward to accept the food Ula had waiting for him. She could see why Ronan had such a fondness for him and why Ula was so protective of him.
Leaning back against the cool stone, she looked out at the trees, dismissing her observations of the youth. What had she done? Thestian would know she and Ronan had joined. She prayed it would not make him think she could not fulfill her mission.
Missions were what always came first with Serpentine Warriors. She was the best at what she did because she wouldn’t allow herself to be swayed. She’d learned to use her sword as well as the changeling magic that was part of her. No one was better. It was why Thestian had sent for her rather than someone else.
Her gaze drifted to Ronan, watched him as he began to eat. He was a wizard and hadn’t seemed overly surprised when she’d told him. There had been denial but no shock. In fact, he’d almost seemed angry when she said the words. What did that mean? Was he someone who was a threat to Merisgale? Thestian hadn’t thought so but why then would he refuse to acknowledge his gifts?
She blinked and looked away when his gaze darted toward her. She didn’t want to be suspicious of him. The brown of Ronan’s eyes were without ill intent. He’d even felt guilty for being abrupt with her.
She liked Ronan. She liked him the moment he’d first spoken to her in the tavern. Something drew her to him, she’d felt it when they’d ridden together.
She could not afford to care for someone. That kind of caring brought pain. Pain brought error in judgment. And there could be no error when it came to the King’s Sword. The dangers were too great; the stakes to high.
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“They did what?” Diato’s voice vibrated through the Great Hall of Merisgale Castle as he stared at the young wizard with wild eyes. The maids who were serving Thestian his supper cringed and then scampered from the room when Thestian took pity on them and dismissed them with a slight wave of his hand.
“I suspected it would happen.” Thestian could see the anger rising in the captain of the guards. The man looked as if he was ready to burst, eyes wide, hands shaking, jaw clenched in an effort to control his temper.
“He must have tricked her,” Diato reasoned through gritted teeth. “Took his role in carrying the sword seriously. As if he were really a guard. She may have even protested.” He was only making himself even angrier with every word he spoke.
“There seemed to be no trickery involved,” Thestian said in a soft voice and crossed his arms. “I don’t know if they felt emotion for one another. Only that they joined. Emotion could make delivering the sword more complicated. The dark forces can use the heart to weaken people.”
Diato’s entire body was shaking. “When did it happen?” His fingers dropped to the sword that rested in the sheath on his hip. He gripped the hilt tightly.
Thestian sighed heavily. “You do not want details…”
“When?” Diato forgot himself and raised his voice.
The young wizard was not offended. In fact, he understood Diato’s anger.
“Yesterday, in a cave. In the foothills of Jobi Mountains,” Thestian told him quietly.
“A cave?” Diato laughed at that but it was not a laugh of humor. It nearly sounded maniacal. Thestian rose from his chair and moved toward the window, placing distance between Diato and himself.
“I’ll kill him,” Diato threatened. “I’ll kill them both.”
“I thought I understood that the two of you were no longer together.”
“She’s mine.” The possessiveness in Diato’s voice thickened his words.
“Well, you should remain calm. You are no use to me in this crazed state,” Thestian warned but he couldn’t be sure that Diato even heard him. When he turned from the window, the man looked changed, maddened with jealousy. Thestian could see his true nature easily now. Diato did not care if Fiona didn’t want him. He could live with that. But if he couldn’t have her, then no one else could either. And that made Diato more dangerous than Thestian had ever imagined.
Diato suddenly looked up at Thestian. “It could jeopardize the mission.”
The wizard nodded. The captain obviously hadn’t heard Thestian’s warning of the same thing only moments before.
“You said Fiona was the only one to do this mission, that she was the best person for the job,” Thestian reminded. “I trust you did not lie to me.”
“I did not but I had not considered the blacksmith would be a man of such low character that he would attempt to manipulate her with sex to do as he wished,” Diato said, clearly placing full blame upon Ronan Culley.
“She may have manipulated him,” Thestian suggested quietly. “I would guess her an aggressive woman by the way she used her sword.”
“She did not manipulate him,” Diato argued, his voice trembling. “I did as you asked. I looked into the blacksmith’s past. It seems Ronan Culley is not just a man who bends metal.”
“Oh?” Thestian’s brow arched.
“He is a wizard,” Diato continued. “An ignorant wizard but a wizard none the less. He never even went to a monastery. The sword may be in danger.”
Thestian studied Diato’s face for a few moments. “What do you suggest is the appropriate course of action?”
“Interception.” Diato did not even hesitate before answering. “I could round up some of my men and ride out tonight. We could intercept them within a week.”
Thestian sighed heavily. “It seems there is no other choice. Round up your men. Leave in the morning.” Diato bowed respectfully before leaving the wizard to do as he was bid.
–
“Damned changelings. They are taking over everything,” Arneld growled, slamming his large hand down on the table. His brown eyes were filled with cold hatred. “A man can’t get a decent job anymore. It’s all changelings or worse, half beasts.”
“Arneld, not in front of our son,” Marjorie warned softly but Arneld’s head snapped around so he could stare at his young son. The boy stared at his father with wide eyes, having never seen him so angry in all his eight years.
“The sooner he learns the way of things the better off he’ll be,” Arneld argued. “It’s better he gets the truth about magic before it’s too late.”
“No, we always said we would not teach him to hate.” Marjorie placed a gentle hand on Arneld’s shoulder. “It will upset him.”
“Men are tainted if they have magic. It’s the truth. We are the only things pure of magic anymore. I am through with any who do have magic.” Arneld’s hand clenched, his knuckles whitened. “I was the best man for that job. I can do the work. That damned changeling transformed himself into a mule and did it in the half the time.”
“Arneld…” Marjorie tried to stop him again.
“No! My son will not grow up thinking it is acceptable to let those freaks take what is his. I won’t have it. A changeling is no friend. I know that and now he will too. Boltic was my friend and he stabbed me in the back. Pulled that job right out of my hands, knowing my family needs to be fed.”
“Boltic’s family has suffered too,” Marjorie said.
“That was my job! He wouldn’t have even known about it if I hadn’t told him! They aren’t welcomed in this house ever again. Don’t let the boy go playing with their son anymore. No changeling will ever set foot on this land as long as I live here!”
“But, Egle is my friend,” A tiny voice dared to whisper from the small chair at the table.
“And you will not be my son if you go against my wishes, boy! I’ll beat the breath from you and put you out if I ever catch you taking up with a changeling. They are tainted and evil! All magic is evil!” Arneld’s words brought tears to the boy’s eyes. He’d never threatened violence against his son before.
“Egle is not evil.”
“I say that he is!” Arneld bellowed and the boy grew silent.
“Arneld! He’s only eight.” Marjorie cried. Tears sprang to her eyes as she looked down at the deflated expression on her son’s face. Arneld stared at her, then rose and stormed into the back room. He slammed the door behind him so forcefully that the walls of the cottage vibrated.
Marjorie sighed, looking at her son. “Don’t you listen to him. Egle is your friend. He can always be your friend.”
“Father says that magic is evil.” The boy’s lips quivered.
Marjorie looked toward the door her husband just disappeared behind. She knelt beside the boy’s chair, lowering her voice. “You aren’t evil. We just won’t tell him about the things you can do. He never has to know. It will be our secret. Will that be alright?” She smiled when he nodded and leaned forward to press her lips against his forehead. “Egle is still your friend. Neither of you are evil. You are my special little boy. My very special little boy.”
“Father will hate me now.”
Marjorie closed her eyes and kissed his forehead again. “No. Your Father just hates the life he has.”
The boy said nothing for several minutes then threw his arms around his mother. “I love you. I always love you.”
Marjorie smiled. “And I love you too, Ronan. Forever.”

Ronan woke with a start, eyes wide and a large lump in his throat. A dream. But it had been so real, as if he stepped right into the memory. The image of his father had been clear.
He rubbed a hand over his face and sat up. As he stood, he was careful not to stir any that slept around him. He stepped over them carefully and from the cave into the night air.
Three deep breaths that pulled the chill into his lungs and still he felt no better than before. He’d hated his father’s bigotry. It had driven a wedge between them that had never been mended. But as long as he kept the truth of what he could do a secret there was peace.
Now his secret was out. Fiona had said the words he’d always feared to hear. You are a wizard. He’d hid from that fact, tucked that part of him away. He’d stopped playing with the gifts he knew he had as teenager but he’d sworn to himself that he would never slight someone for being different than him, or the same.
“Ronan?” Ula’s voice found him, drew him from his thoughts. He didn’t look back at her as she shuffled forward to his side.
“You should rest while you have the chance,” he told her.
“What about you?” Ula touched his arm. He felt her shiver and reached back, draping his arm over her thin shoulders, offering her a bit of warmth.
“I needed some air.” He glanced down at her worried expression. “Too many bodies cramped into such a tight space.” The moon cast a ghostly glow on her face and when she smiled, her wrinkles dug dark shadows into her skin.
“You did not think it was cramped earlier.” She was teasing him and he gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Just be cautious. Someone is not…”
“What they seem,” he finished and nodded. “Yes, I believe you’ve mentioned that.”
“I have another feeling,” she said after some hesitation. He looked down at her again.
“What is it?”
“Something is coming. Something dangerous.” Her voice trembled.
Ronan’s brow furrowed. “What?”
“I don’t know. I think it means to kill you.” Ula’s hand eased around his waist and hugged.
“For the sword.” Ronan sighed heavily, dropping a hand to the sheath on his belt.
“I don’t like it.”
“Neither do I. I’ve seen enough trouble that I do not welcome any more.” Ronan frowned. They both grew silent and Ronan glanced around at the night. Nothing stirred. It was as peaceful in moonlight as it had been beneath the sun.
“I am a wizard.” He hadn’t expected the words that formed on his own tongue. Ula didn’t gasp or try to pull away from him.
“I know.”
“How do you know?” he demanded, looking at her black eyes.
“You stilled the waters of River Blanch.” She shrugged beneath his arm. “Unless a person is dimwitted, they know only a wizard could control another source of magic like that.”
Ronan felt stupid. “I’ve not used any kind of magic since I was a boy. My father disapproved of any kind of person who had it and my mother wished to keep it a secret, to keep peace.”
“They are dead now,” Ula said and Ronan winced. “The pain is still raw?”
“Not because of him. But my mother…it is unimportant.” Ronan bowed his head. “That’s not true. I could have saved her if I had used what I knew I had in me.” Ula gave him another squeeze and Ronan took a breath.
“I know nothing of this magic business. I decided the day my mother died that if I couldn’t use it to save her, I would never use it.” Ronan’s voice was barely above a whisper.
“But you have,” Ula pointed out and Ronan nodded.
“It’s as if it has a mind of its own. I do not call it to surface.” His frown deepened. “And because I’ve never used it, I don’t know much of what to do with it now that it is here.”
“You will learn,” Ula offered quietly.
“Yes, but at what cost?” He let his arm slip away from her. “It comes as it pleases. And if it’s so powerful to stop another magic, I could…it could bring death.”
“Yes.”
“How do I prevent that?” Ronan turned to face her.
“Don’t wish for someone to die,” she said simply but it was not a simple answer. How could one control what inner impulses and thoughts they had? It was impossible.
“Thank you for listening to me, Ula.” He turned from her again. She lingered a moment more, then retreated back into the warmth of the cave.

The rain began close to morning and Ronan remained outside in it. He sat on Arien’s boulder and watched the drops create ripples on the surface of the lake. Everything in his life had come full circle. He couldn’t hide from his past anymore. He was a wizard and he carried the King’s Sword, a weapon that he had labored over, to a brother wizard who was to rule over the land of Meris. That was the reality of things.
Only a wizard could use the sword. And Ronan had used it several times. But he’d drawn no blood. He certainly wouldn’t be allowed to use it against the dark forces. The consequences of that were more than Ronan wanted to consider at the moment. He would have to learn to use his wizard powers without the sword. That was the only alternative.
His eyes lowered to a smaller stone below him. He focused on it. Could he move it without the use of his hands? As a boy, it would have been an easy trick. But that was years ago. He concentrated. Nothing happened and Ronan sighed heavily.
He just wanted the stone to move! Suddenly the stone skittered across the bank of the lake and plopped into the pond. Ronan stared at the spot it had disappeared. Stupid. The power worked through will.
Ronan willed the rock to float back to the surface and it did easily. He wove it through the melody of raindrops, like a little white boat chugging across the water. Then it skipped, rocking side to side so that it splashed up water as it went.
“Playing in the rain?” Keegan’s deep voice brought a smile to Ronan’s face.
“I’d hoped I wouldn’t be caught.” He looked down at the horseman who stood watching the little stone’s water dance. Keegan did not look surprised at Ronan’s use of magic. No doubt they all knew.
“I suppose you are feeling the burdens of your life just tripled.” Keegan rested his foot on the boulder, folding his arms over his deep chest.
Ronan looked back at the little rock as he tumbled it across the surface. “As if my life is no longer made by choice but by obligation.” He sighed, lifting the stone in the air so he could twirl it around by will.
“You always have choice,” Keegan argued. “You made a choice to take up the cause of delivering the sword. It may not have been a choice you felt was fair at the time, but it was a choice.”
Ronan nodded. The horseman was right. “I never wanted to be a wizard,” he admitted.
“I can’t say that I blame you. I hear they have no women at the monasteries.” Keegan smiled when Ronan grinned down at him. “And you would have had to spend most of your life there.”
“I’ve also heard they are very much like prisons.” Ronan willed the stone closer, having it toss in the air as if manipulated by an invisible hand.
“Prison is a place that you are bound. At least a monastery you graduate from.” Keegan’s voice was low, causing Ronan to glance down at him.
“What did you do before you bred and raised horses?” He hoped Keegan wouldn’t dismiss the subject again.
Keegan sighed heavily. “I was not the same man you see before you today. I was wild and had nothing in life to show me what I could be. I was like Arien, orphaned and left on my own. Arien found you before trouble could find him. I found no one.”
“What kind of trouble found you?” Ronan pressed, forgetting his stone play.
“I…I killed a man.” Ronan could tell it was difficult for Keegan to say the words. “I killed him with my bare hands.” The horseman’s eyes locked on the toe of his boot that rested against the white of the boulder.
“Once you kill a man, and you are of a bad sort anyway, you can wager your soul that you will kill again,” Keegan murmured.
“And did you?”
“Yes. Many times,” Keegan answered honestly. “I was numb to it, chased away my conscious with liquor and women. I had nothing to lose. The world was against me anyway. I was certain I would die so I would live recklessly as I pleased until that day.”
“What happened that changed you?” Ronan tried to imagine the man as he described but could not.
“I was sent to Merisgale prison when I killed a King’s guard. I didn’t know he was a guard. Stupid. It was over a woman.” Keegan frowned. “I spent many years there. I had a cellmate, Orin Yore. He saw something in me worth saving.”
“Yore is not your given name?” Ronan watched Keegan shake his head.
“Orin chose me a new name and gave me his last. He said I needed a new name for my new birth in life.” Keegan sighed. “He set me in the right direction and his last request was that I was freed from prison. They granted him that wish and that’s when I started over, with horses.”
Ronan could see the sadness in the man’s expression. “That’s a life most would not see in you.”
Keegan smiled. “No, they don’t. I tell you now, only because I mean to tell you that every choice you make can lead you somewhere better, no matter how difficult it may seem at the time you make it.”
Ronan grew silent, thought about his words, accepting the bit of wisdom the horseman offered selflessly.
For a moment, Keegan lingered, then turned to retreat back into the cave.
“What was your name before you went to prison?” Ronan called after him.
“It does not matter now.” Keegan mumbled before disappearing into the cave.
Ronan stared after him then turned back to the lake. His eyes found the rock, hovering in the air, awaiting his will to bid it movement. With just a blink of his eyes, Ronan sent the stone lightening fast through the air, to the other side of the lake. Where it landed was where Ronan left it.

Jobi village was even smaller than Ronan had imagined. “I know these people.” Fiona called from Ula’s horse. “Let me talk to them first.” Ronan inclined his head as they rode into the village. Within moments, every person who dwelled there had stepped to the side of the road, scrutinizing them curiously.
Fiona swung to the ground. “Be at peace, people of Jobi.” She lifted her voice, so all around them could hear. “I travel with the wizard Ronan, his woman, and two of the King’s guard to Merisgale. We carry the King’s Sword to the wizard Thestian.” A few gasps echoed through the small crowd but the caution in their eyes lifted. Ronan imagined a village this small could not be too trusting of travelers.
“I wish to speak with Smellir.” She turned to Ronan and gave him a nod so he swung from Sorcha’s back, aware that every one of the villager’s had their gazes locked on him. “The wizard Ronan requires another horse and your hospitality.”
The crowd suddenly came alive. Women bustled to bring food forward to those who’d ridden into their village. A couple of men brought forth their horses for Ronan to choose from. Boys moved to care for the Dulcet horses, eyes shining with their eagerness to please, while the girls, especially those closer to womanhood, stood back watching the men of the party curiously.
“Keegan Yore is an expert in fine horses. He will pick for me.” Ronan told the men and they turned to the large man that dismounted when Ronan lifted a hand in his direction.
“My horse is the fastest of any of these,” One of the men spoke when Keegan faced them.
“But mine is stronger,” Another said.
“Nags. This is a fine horse, gentle for even the least experienced rider.” Still another one piped. Keegan had to call for them to be silent several times while he inspected the horses. Ronan left him to it, following Fiona when someone started to lead her away from the crowd.
“Who is Smellir?” Ronan asked lowly at her side.
“He is the leader over this village,” Fiona answered. “It is a sign of respect if you request an audience with him when passing through the village on important business.”
“I see.”
Fiona glanced at Ronan. “He may help us if the centaur comes this way.” Ronan glanced back at the crowd. He wasn’t sure how, unless they mobbed Bryan and worshipped him to death.
The one that led them stepped aside when they approached the doorway of a small thatched house. Ronan stepped inside behind Fiona, eyes sweeping the interior. A cot, small table, and a few clay pots hanging in the corners. Nothing more. And seated at the table was a short man with a very round middle.
Smellir. He had white hair that was balding and a nose that seemed too small for his fleshy face. But when he smiled, his smile reached the light blue of his eyes.
“Fiona!” He greeted warmly with wide arms. He embraced her and then stepped back, gaze flicking curiously at Ronan.
“Smellir, this is the wizard Ronan…Ronan Culley. We take the King’s Sword to Merisgale.” She told him and his blue eyes rounded. “We need your help.”
“My help?” His chest puffed up as his gaze slid back to Fiona.
“There are some who mean to stop us,” Fiona told him. “One in particular may follow us through your village. A centaur who goes by the name of Bryan.”
“Consider him dead,” Smellir said simply but Ronan stiffened.
“No.”
Smellir’s head snapped around and he stared at Ronan, “No?”
“I don’t want him to die. He is not evil nor of the dark forces. He means well and does not deserve death.” Ronan glanced at Fiona when she frowned.
“Ronan, this is no time to start feeling sorry for…” she began.
“Detain him. Anyway that you can. But he must not die.” Ronan interrupted, dismissing Fiona’s warning as he watched Smellir scratch his bare top of head. “I have plans for him once I reach Merisgale and deliver the sword.”
“Plans?” Fiona stared at him.
“Yes.” Ronan nodded.
Smellir thought a moment. “We could detain him. For how long, Wihr?” Ronan blinked at the title that Smellir offered easily.
“Just a few days, maybe a week,” Ronan answered. Smellir nodded again and then clapped his hands.
“Fiona, you look well. You stay away too long. I do not get to see you enough.” He slipped a pudgy arm around her waist and indicated they walk outside into the sunshine. “That man has given you no more problems?”
“What man?” Ronan asked, looking away when Fiona’s eyes darted toward him.
“The man she was seeing many months ago. He was a rotten kind. Treated her poorly. She should have hugged him more.” Smellir grinned when Fiona looked down at him with confusion. “She could have squeezed him to death.”
Fiona’s laughter lifted around them and Ronan smiled at the sound as he added, “Or given him a deadly kiss.” Smellir’s grin widened.
“This wizard is your new man? He will be better for you. You can see it in his eyes,” Smellir continued, causing Ronan to look away again.
“I am only here to help him get the sword to Merisgale,” Fiona explained.
“Stay the night here. We’ll have a celebration,” Smellir suggested.
“A celebration of what?” Fiona chuckled when Smellir rolled his eyes skyward, obviously thinking of a reason to celebrate. He snapped his fingers and smiled.
“We will celebrate the call to service we are granted. It is not often Jobi is held in such high regard that they are asked to help a wizard.” Smellir’s smile was smug, satisfied with his answer.
“And Jobi will be remembered when I deliver the sword,” Ronan promised causing Smellir’s chest to puff out anymore. Fiona just rolled her eyes.
“We shall stay the one night but we will leave at first light. I don’t want to give that centaur a chance to catch up with us,” Ronan agreed.
“Once you are gone, he will not catch up. We will make certain of it,” Smellir promised.
“No death,” Ronan reminded him.
“There are a great many things other than death than can stop someone from continuing.” Smellir nodded. “As you wish. No death.”



Eleven


“Danger!” A cry erupted the stillness of the night and Ronan was on his feet and wide awake in an instant. He looked down, surprised to find the King’s Sword drawn and glittering.
“Danger! Danger!” The voice screeched moments before the small figure leapt into the dimming firelight. Mikel the Hort. Ronan breathed out and placed the sword back in the sheath as Mikel made a mad dash toward the blacksmith.
“Whoa.” Ronan reached out to grasp the changeling’s shoulders before he bounded into him. “What’s this?”
“Don’t kill me! I bring news! Danger!” Mikel gasped for air, sweat sticking his white hair to his face. “Terrible danger comes for you.” Ronan’s body stiffened as the others roused from slumber, each becoming alert to Mikel’s words.
“What kind of danger?”
Mikel’s small chest labored and his hands shook. “I…I reached Merisgale. I overheard a man speaking of taking the sword from you, of killing you with it. He was of the dark forces.” Mikel glanced behind him as if half expecting the man he spoke of to come crashing across the moor behind him.
“Who was it? What was his name?” Ronan demanded feeling anger building inside of him. Someone wanted to sabotage him, and when he’d come so far.
“I…I don’t know. He said that he knew your every step…your every move. Like he was here with you.” Mikel drew closer, voice lowering. “He laughed. It was a scary laugh. He said you were stupid and trusted too easily. He said you’d made it easy for him.”
Ronan’s eyes lifted from the changeling to scrutinize each of those that had risen and were standing about him. Someone is not who they seem. Ula’s words now haunted him.
“Did you take this news to the wizard Thestian?” Ronan let his gaze fall back to the changeling. Ironic, he thought coldly, the one I can trust is a thief.
“There was no time. I was on my way to see him myself but got sidetracked when I came across this beauty.” Mikel produced a small dagger with an emerald in the hilt. “I was just about to slip away when I heard the two men talking.”
“What business does a thief have with the wizard?” Fiona stepped forward.
“The same that I have with this one. I’m little. I hear things.” Mikel the Hort shrank away from the serpentine warrior and Ronan frowned. Even the thief changeling had guessed that he was a wizard.
“I am familiar with many at Merisgale,” Fiona said, stepping forward. “What did this man look like?”
“It was dark and I couldn’t see his face.” Mikel shook his head.
“The dagger you stole. Did it belong to him?” Fiona’s eyes dropped to the weapon he held.
“Yes. He didn’t even know I was there. I was so clever.” Mikel beamed as he held out the dagger. Fiona’s face blanched.
“What is it?” Ronan asked when she lifted a hand to her mouth.
“That’s Diato’s,” she whispered.
“Who is Diato?” Keegan stepped forward and took the dagger from Mikel, turning it in his hand as he examined it.
“He is…the captain of the King’s Guards.” Her voice trembled.
Ronan’s eyes narrowed.
“Then he does not work for the dark forces,” Ula breathed but Fiona shook her head.
“I have never thought so but…well, he’s always been so mysterious and he never lets you really get to know him.” She chewed on her lip thoughtfully. “In fact, he can be quite distant at times.”
“You seem to know him well,” Ronan observed.
Fiona nodded. “As well as anyone can know him but that’s just it. I knew what he allowed me to know. Never any more than that.” Fiona’s hands were shaking. “It would not be a stretch in his character to be of the dark forces. He has been Captain of the Guards only two years. That’s just enough to infiltrate Merisgale and become a trusted leader when the new King was named.” Her eyes lifted to Ronan.
“And if he is close to Thestian…and Thestian knows of what has transpired between you and I…” She was visibly shaking. “Ronan, he will kill you.”
“But you can’t be sure he’s not just a jealous lover?” Ula asked as Mikel held out his hand for Keegan to return the dagger to him. The horseman dropped it in the changeling’s little hand.
“I can’t be sure he’s not anything,” Fiona answered.
Ronan couldn’t explain the sudden charge of emotion that coursed through him.
“About how far behind you do you think he is?”
“No more than a day. I hurried back this way as fast as I could. I didn’t stop even when I saw a nice pretty for me,” Mikel promised.
Ronan let his hands slide from the changeling’s shoulders.
“We could go back to Jobi,” Fiona suggested. “They would hide us.”
“And endanger themselves,” Ronan added in a soft voice. “Keegan, is there another way to Merisgale than this road?”
“Yes, but you don’t want to travel that way,” Keegan answered.
“Which way is that?”
It was Mikel who answered in a soft whisper. “Johran.”
“Johran.” Keegan echoed. “The route will take us through the Codadeum swamps and then on to the hills of Johran. From there we would cross the moors so we could enter the south entrance of Merisgale.”
“It would cost us another week,” Fiona warned.
“And maybe our lives,” Mikel added. The people of Johran are not a gentle bunch.”
“What does he mean?” Ronan looked at Keegan.
“They are cannibals.”
Ronan made a face. “Aggressive?”
“Very.” Keegan nodded.
“Is there no other way?” Ronan didn’t like the options he was being given.
“Not unless you can summon a dragon to carry us by air.” Keegan shook his head.
Fat chance in that, Ronan thought. There was only a dozen or so left in existence. He looked to Ula but she held up her hands.
“At most I could carry two and only a mile or so.” She told him and Ronan shouted with frustration. He ran a hand over his face. How much more difficult could this get?
The cannibals do not eat any of their own. Ahearn hadn’t spoken to Ronan for days so when the horse’s voice found his thoughts it caused him to start.
“What does that mean?” Ronan looked at Arien’s horse as he spoke.
Join their clan. Ahearn’s dark eyes stared back at him.
“That sounds as if there might be a catch,” Ronan murmured and waited while the others watched him in silence.
Perhaps but it would clear the path to Merisgale, lessen the chance of being snacked upon. Ahearn answered.
Ronan sighed. The horse was right. At least it was something he could place hope on. Slowly, the blacksmith nodded then looked up at the others who waited for him to announce what choice he’d made for them.
“We go to Johran.” He could see the trepidation flicker in their eyes but they all nodded in agreement. “We leave now.”
“You aren’t going to leave me here are you?” Mikel asked as they began readying the horses for riding.
“No. You can ride with me for as far as you would like to go,” Ronan told the changeling and smiled when Mikel breathed out with relief.
Moments later they set out and they didn’t reach the edge of the Codadeum Swamps until right before dark. “It’s too dangerous to cross at night. If we stop now and ride through in the morning we will reach the dry island in the middle by tomorrow night.”
“At first light then.” Ronan nodded, gaze sweeping the area for a dry place to sleep. The trees were different than the ones they had slept among before. They were gnarled and twisted, their roots splaying in every direction across the ground.
“We will have to sleep in the trees,” Keegan said as if he could read Ronan’s thoughts. “The ground is too wet. And it is likely that one or two of us could become stuck.”
“Would you not just pull them out?” Ronan chuckled.
“I would have no chance before the harpies swooped down to sup.” Keegan’s face remained serious when Ronan’s eyes widened. Keegan nodded across the horizon toward the cliffs that overlooked the swamp. Against the stretching shadows, Ronan could make out the faint outlines of several creatures. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. The half beasts were watching them.
“Waiting like vultures to see which one of us gets sucked into the mud first,” Keegan said with a scowl.
“The trees it is then.” Ronan shifted his attention back to the twisted growth. They could make hammocks out of some of the vines and some of the branches were large enough to lie upon. He just prayed no one rolled off into the mud in the middle of the night.
The horses took to the boulders, clambering atop the rocks so they would be safe from the mud. Huddled together, the Dulcets lowered their heads. They were not whispering grass, Ronan decided. They were just whispering.
Ronan found a good place that was big enough for him, climbed up and settled, resting his back against the trunk. The bark was smooth enough but the way the tree bent and turned made it impossible for him to get comfortable. Using his magic, he willed some of the vines to weave along each side of the limb until he was certain he had enough that he not could roll off.
“Maybe you could help the rest of us out too?” Ula called from the ground.
He peered over the vines to find them all standing there watching him. He glanced around and then did the same for them at four other limbs. He would have created the same kind of bedding for Fiona if she hadn’t already settled on a lower limb, close to his, arms and legs becoming snake-like so they could coil around the branches.
“Diato was the man Smellir spoke of?” Ronan asked her as the others started climbing to their raised beds.
“Yes,” Fiona answered.
Ronan dug for no more information. He needed no more. Something screeched in the distance causing him to sit up.
“Harpies,” Keegan called to him. “They probably don’t like the way you’ve fashioned our campsite. No meals for them tonight.”
Ronan eased back against the tree trunk. He doubted he would get much sleep that night. But Ronan did fall asleep, only for a short time, until the sound of horses awoke him. He sat up but a slender hand slipped over his mouth. In the moonlight, he found Fiona’s face. She lifted a finger to her lips then pointed below them. Ronan leaned slightly so he could see over the veil of vines.
Twelve shadowed riders halted at the edge of the swamp. The one that led them stared out at the blanketed horizon. Ronan looked at Fiona and mouthed the name in question. Diato? She nodded. He looked down at the captain as his eyes swept the area.
Ronan looked to the boulders but their horses were not there. His gaze moved to the others, all keeping still and silent. But where were the horses? Were they stuck in the mud? We are safe and from sight. Keegandrapedthe Sledger’s cape over us hours ago. Ahearn’s reply came to him silently so Ronan focused his attention back to the riders, grateful for Keegan’s cleverness and caution.
“Are you certain they came this way?” one of the men asked.
“Yes,” Diato answered and Ronan frowned. “Dulcet hoof prints. The blacksmith is too stupid to cover his tracks.” Ronan started to rise but Fiona’s hand on his arm stopped him. When he looked at her, she shook her head, indicating for him to keep still.
Ronan looked back down to the captain when he spoke again. “No sign of a camp. They must have pushed on through the swamps during the night.” Now who was stupid? Ronan smirked in the darkness.
“That’s dangerous. They may even be dead,” one of the others said and Ronan saw Diato’s smile gleaming in the moonlight.
“What a pity that would be.” He turned to the men. “We head back to dry land. Camp the rest of the night and start out in the morning.” The others instantly turned their horses without question. Diato lingered, looked around again before following.
When they were out of sight, Fiona let out the breath she’d been holding.
“We push on now,” Ronan said and as if summoned the horses appeared on the boulders, the cape dropping from around them. Ahearn grasped the cape in his mouth and led the others to step down carefully. They waited for their riders to climb upon their backs.
Ronan took the cape, folded it and tucked it back in his pack before swinging onto his horse. “Ula, can you give us a bit of light once we get away from the banks? Just enough we can see where we are going?” Ronan whispered and she nodded that she could.
“I’ll go first.” Keegan was already kicking his horse ahead of the others.
“No.” Ronan waited until he stopped and twisted on the horse to look back at him. “Let Arien go ahead. He has the best horse for it. Ahearn will alert us of any dangers.”
Arien looked as if he’d been named the captain of the guards himself. He quickly gave Ahearn a slight kick and the horse started forward into the murky swamp water.
Ronan reached down and lifted Mikel the Hort, who’d become uncharacteristically quiet, behind him. “Ula, you go next so you can give light when we are away from here,” Ronan said, glancing back to be certain the guards were not returning.
“You should go next. You have the sword. It must be kept safe,” Fiona told him and Ronan nodded, falling in line behind Ula. He turned to look back at the two horses left.
“Then I’ll take up the rear.” Keegan fell back and waited for Fiona to follow Ronan. “Keep your eyes and ears open. Fiona, I’d feel much better on our end of the line if that tongue of yours was out sniffing danger.” She winked over her shoulder and flicked her tongue at him. Ronan faced forward.
They traveled slowly, cautiously through the thick waters of the swamp. Ahearn wound them through and Ula lit the way with her blue magic. The darkness dragged on and Ronan felt himself begin to doze atop Sorcha’s back. The soft sloshing of the horses’ legs moving through water only made the urge to sleep stronger. It wasn’t until Fiona’s voice broke the quiet at dawn that he sat straighter, more alert.
“They’ve started moving.”
Ronan tilted his head as a thought struck him. “Are they at the swamps edge yet?”
“No,” she answered after a moment. “They are still on dry land.” Ronan closed his eyes. He called to the vines of the trees, snapped them loose and with his will dragged them through the water.
Ahead, the island rose up from the murky water like a savior but Ronan only concentrated on what he willed the vines to do. He wove them together quickly; creating a net nestled beneath the surface behind them. It might slow Diato and his men enough to give them another’s day’s ride.
Ronan was thankful when his horse climbed up the bank of the island. A few trees stood, offering thin shelter but Ronan didn’t care. He was weary and needed rest desperately. Sleep. I shall keep watch. Ahearn’s offer was all Ronan needed. Swinging from the horse, he moved toward one of the trees and settled at its base.
“Wake me in an hour,” he called back to Keegan.
“You are going to sleep?” Fiona asked as if he’d lost his mind.
“Diato and his men will be detained by a net of vines. I made it strong enough to buy us a few hours. I suggest you all get some rest as well.” He closed his eyes.

Ronan woke with a start. Around him, the others slept but he sat up. Something wasn’t right. The vines! They were undone. Ronan could feel it. He reached out with his will but the vines resisted him, under another spell.
Someone has cast a spell that will rebuke your magic. Ahearn’s wisdom found his thoughts.
“I made sure to hide the magic I put on the vines. I placed them out of view,” Ronan argued in a whisper.
Someone who knew that you had created a net cast the spell. Ronan’s stomach dropped. His eyes darted around to those that still slept. Those he had told were all there.
“No.”
Yes. Ahearn answered. You have been betrayed.
“Get up!” Ronan bellowed and each of those around him awoke. They looked at him with confusion as he met each one of their eyes.
“They are moving closer,” Fiona’s tongue darted out from her lips and then back again. “But how?”
“One of you,” Ronan answered turning to climb onto Sorcha’s back. “One of you has betrayed me.” The truth of it ripped at his chest.
“One of us?” Keegan repeated.
“You are the only ones who knew that I made the net with the vines. The magic that unties the vines works against my will. One of you has betrayed me…has betrayed all of us.” Ronan looked back at them as they looked around at one another.
“But who?” Keegan’s eyes flashed angrily.
“Unfortunately only the person who has done this knows.” Ronan glanced at Arien as he moved to quickly mount Ahearn. The boy said nothing but his eyes looked sad and afraid. Ronan knew how he felt. They’d bonded with each of those traveling with them. Now there was no clue to who they could trust.
“It wasn’t me,” Mikel the Hort announced as he neared Ronan. “I came back to warn of danger. Not to put myself in the middle of it.”
Ronan nodded and leaned down to lift him to sit behind him on Sorcha’s back.
“Come, we need to ride.” Ronan turned his horse, without waiting for the others. Arien immediately set out ahead of Ronan. One by one the others followed.
Ronan thought of each of them. Arien had risked his life to save Ula and had eagerly placed himself in danger by riding ahead to scout for danger. Ula had fed him healing broth and had protected Arien at all costs. Mikel the Hort had risked his own life by bringing news of danger to Ronan. If he was the betrayer he could have allowed Diato to ride upon them while they rested.
That left Fiona and Keegan. Keegan Yore had fought the centaurs. Ronan remembered the blood on his sword blade. Fiona. Ronan glanced back at her. She had ties to Diato, a past with him.
He shook the thoughts from his mind. He focused on one of the trees once they were well away from the island. He pulled it without a sound from the ground and eased it into the water. Then he pushed it back until it was only a few feet ahead of Daito and his men.
He said nothing of what he’d done as his eyes drifted up to the Harpies that still sat atop the cliffs. One of them turned her head and looked down at him. Can you hear me? He pushed his thoughts toward her. She flapped her wings and tossed her hair. Good. Stop those that follow. Make them turn back. Do this and I shall leave you a meal at the edge of the swamp. I give you my word as a wizard and as a King’s guard. He reached back and pulled the blankets of his pack back, revealing the guard’s cloak momentarily. The harpy immediately took flight, screeching a call to the others.
“It was not me. Don’t kill me,” Mikel said after a moment. “I did not betray you.” Obviously the little changeling thought himself a suspect. Ronan did not answer him, hoping the betrayer was also feeling a bit nervous at the moment.
Sorcha slipped a bit in her step but then pulled up again as Ronan considered Fiona as the betrayer. If it was her, she’d done well. The game in the cave had weakened him to her. Of course he would trust a woman he’d had sex with. Sorcha slipped again and mud rose up to her neck. Behind Ronan, Mikel screeched.
“Quiet,” Ronan commanded over his shoulder, giving Sorcha’s reins a flick. She struggled but to no avail. They were stuck.
“Hold on.” Keegan was easing his horse carefully along side. “The swamps are full of these holes. Let me…” He leaned forward to grab Sorcha by the bit.
“Come on, girl,” he whispered as he kicked his horse forward. Ronan tried to keep still as he could. He waited but Sorcha wasn’t moving. Finally, he swung from her back, ignoring the protests from Ula and Fiona as he did.
The bottom of the swamp was soft and the water rose above his waist. He stepped cautiously, feeling his way through the dark water until he was at Sorcha’s head. Then he bent down, turning his head so that his face was above the surface, and ran his hand along her leg. Mud sucked around her leg up to her knee. Using his fingers, he began to loosen the wet dirt around her leg and foot.
“Give her another pull,” he told Keegan. The horseman clicked his tongue and pulled at her bit. Mikel let out a breath of relief when the horse stepped forward and up from the mud.
But Ronan was slipping the moment she was free. “Dragon’s blood,” he cursed as he tried to free his own foot but the mud sucked at him until he was up to his chin in the swamp water. His head snapped around. Someone was coming. And fast.
But Diato was the least of Ronan’s worries at the moment for the mud sucked again and he took a deep breath before he was pulled completely beneath the surface. Bending down, he tried again to free his foot as he had done Sorcha’s. But Sorcha was bigger and stronger than he was and the mud continued to suck at him. The water moved around him as someone neared. He reached out, grasping blindly in the water for anything so that he might pull himself free. His fingers found nothing. Don’t panic.
He could faintly hear Ula screaming. Something grasped his arm, wrapped around it. Fiona was attempting to snake him loose. But she wasn’t strong enough. Don’t panic. He touched the slick snakeskin of her arm as his chest began to contract. He patted her gently and after a moment she uncoiled from around him. Ula screamed again.
The urge to take a breath was powerful. He reached down again in an attempt to dig the mud from around his foot. But his fingers fumbled. Don’t panic. But he was beginning to fill with fear. He’d let out most of his air and his lungs felt as if they were about to collapse. It was about time to start panicking.
And then two hands grasped him under his arms. They pulled and Ronan felt himself pulling loose. But it was too late, he thought as blackness began to swirl around him through the water. He went limp.

“Here he comes around,” a voice said from directly above him and Ronan dragged a loud breath into his lungs. He turned his head as water rushed up his throat and he spit it to the dry ground beneath him. He opened his eyes to find the centaur Bryan smiling softly down at him. Ronan’s hand immediately reached for and rested on the sword on his hips and Bryan’s mouth slanted.
“You are alive, Ronan Culley, though I should have left you for the harpies to pick apart for the way you behaved on our last meeting.” The centaur grasped Ronan’s arm and hauled him to his feet.
Ronan glanced around him. The swamp was behind them. The others were standing around with expressions of relief on their faces. Ula’s face was tear-streaked, her hand covering her mouth. He breathed out slowly.
“Yes, but then you wouldn’t have another chance at the sword.” Ronan looked back at the centaur. “What took you so long?” He heard Ula let go the breath she had been holding.
Bryan snorted. “Fake sword, villagers with poisonous darts. Let’s just say that I had a few setbacks.”
“Was one of them riding with several men and spouting his intentions to kill me?” Ronan asked, glancing back at the swamps.
“The guards?” Bryan shook his head. “They turned back right before they got to the island. I met them on their way back. A horde of harpies screeching at their backs. Your doing?”
“As a matter of fact.” Ronan called over his shoulder, “Ula.” She was there instantly, touching his arm.
“Are you in pain? Do you need me to heal you?”
“I need you to go into those trees there and hunt us up something big like an elk. Kill it and bring it back to me.” He told her. She looked at him with a strange expression but hurried to do what he’d commanded.
“I am in debt to you, Bryan.” Ronan rested a hand on the sword. “But I cannot repay it until I reach Merisgale. Walk with me a moment in private.” Ronan took an unsteady step but Bryan placed a hand on his shoulder.
“I will deliver the sword to Merisgale and will request payment for my service. I’ve decided that I will use that request to speak on your people’s behalf.” Ronan stopped when the centaur halted. “I am going to request that the centaurs be declared a people free from the rule of Merisgale.” For a moment Bryan was still. He only stared at Ronan.
“Why would you do that?” The centaur finally spoke.
“Because I think you are just in what you want for your people.” Ronan chuckled. “So much so that I have considered more than once relinquishing the sword to you.”
Bryan’s eyes clouded. “No one has ever offered to do such a thing for us.”
“They will have to consider it.” Ronan rubbed at his shoulders, realizing they were suddenly sore. “Would you grant me the chance to do it this way before you try to take the sword again?”
Bryan nodded his head. “We would rather do it your way than with violence.”
“Good.” Ronan crossed his arms, rubbing at both of his shoulders now. “Did you have to try and pull my arms from the sockets?”
“It’s the only way I could pull you loose.” Bryan ducked his head, and then embraced Ronan roughly. “I thank you, Ronan Culley, for taking this chance for us.”
“Alright. Alright,” Ronan said gruffly, embarrassed by the centaur’s unexpected show of affection. “Enough before the others start to talk.” Bryan chuckled as he released Ronan but gratitude glittered in unshed tears.
“There is another matter and I may need your help,” Ronan lowered his voice, praying he could trust Bryan. “One of those who travel with me is working against me. I do not know which.”
Bryan tossed his hair back over his shoulder. “I have suspected the crone.” Ronan’s eyes widened and the centaur continued, “The bridge at River Blanch was destroyed the night before you reached it. She is the only one who showed enough power to do such damage.”
Ronan glanced toward the trees and Ula appeared, struggling to drag the elk she’d killed. Keegan ran forward to help her. He remembered how stricken she had looked, remember the agonizing scream he’d heard from her beneath the swamp.
“But she warned me that someone was not who they seemed to be.”
“She did?” Bryan grunted. “Perhaps I am wrong. If she meant to work against you she would not give her guise away by pointing out any danger.”
“I don’t know who it is. I trusted each one of them,” Ronan admitted.
“You need an objective eye on the situation.” Bryan watched Ronan nod. “Will do. But you have a bigger problem.”
“What’s that?” Ronan looked at him.
“Johran.” Bryan nodded when Ronan winced. “They will make this swamp look like the Jobi Hills.”
“I’d rather be eaten alive than to face that swamp again,” Ronan growled.
“You may get your wish.”
“Drag it to mud at the edge of the swamp and leave it there,” Ronan called when he looked at Ula again.
“You sent the harpies after those fools.” Bryan was grinning when Ronan slanted a gaze at him. “So you are more than a blacksmith.”
“I suppose I am.” Ronan sighed and moved to help Keegan drag the Elk carcass to the edge of the swamp. The moment they stepped away, a swarm of harpies dived down to devour the animal.
“That is disgusting.” Ula wrinkled her nose and swallowed loudly. The harpies were ripping the poor animal apart, screeching beneath every bite. That sound mixed with the smacking of their open mouthed devouring was enough to turn anyone’s stomach.
“No, the rat foot is disgusting,” Ronan argued. “That’s just easy payment for a job well done.” Ula didn’t smile, turning her head and walking away from the gruesome tearing of muscle.
“I’d like to get moving. The farther I am from the swamp the happier I’ll be,” Ronan announced.
“Come on, little fellow.” Bryan plucked Mikel from Sorcha’s back with one hand and dropped the wide-eyed changeling onto his own back. “Let’s give the blacksmith a little room to breathe.” He chuckled at his own joke when Ronan slanted a gaze at him.
“Funny.” Ronan swung onto his horse. “Let’s go.” He looked back at the others as they mounted and started forward. His band was getting larger. They’d started out as just four. Now there were seven.



Twelve


Ronan studied Ula as she rubbed her ointment into his shoulders. Her leathered face was one he’d grown to know well. He recalled the younger version of herself he’d seen when she fought the Sledgers and wondered why she didn’t use her magic to make herself appear like that always. But perhaps she had nothing she felt she needed to hide.
“You are wondering if I am the one who undid your magic.” Ula did not look up from her hands. Her fingers dug deep, relieving his muscles of their tension as she applied the medicinal ointment.
“It’s crossed my mind.” Ronan glanced across the campfire at the others. His eyes found Fiona’s. She was gazing at his bared torso with hunger in her eyes. He forced himself to look away from her. He could not take the chance. Not when he did not know who the betrayer was.
“I am a sorceress. I haven’t the magic to change a wizard’s spell, even one who has no training like you.” She dipped her fingers into the salve and then placed the cool of it against his arm. The ball of her hands kneaded into him and he grunted at the deep pleasure it brought to his arm.
“Then who was it?” Ronan asked but she shook her head.
“I don’t know. It is as much a puzzle to me as it is you.”
“Fiona?” Ronan asked, lowering his voice. Her black eyes finally lifted reflecting two tiny campfires in each.
“Fiona is not of the dark forces. She has spent her life trying to keep from being as weak as her grandmother had. This is not the first time she’s taken a sword to a wizard.” Ula massaged her healing concoction into his skin. “The liar will show himself soon enough I would imagine.”
“I don’t know who to trust,” Ronan admitted and frowned.
“Trust yourself.”
Ronan nodded but she didn’t look up at him. Hers were wise words and the only course of action to follow. He shrugged away from her hands and she reluctantly moved away from him. He lay down on his blankets, hand resting protectively on the hilt of the King’s Sword. The betrayer would be a fool to try to take the sword when surrounded by so many suspicious persons. Ronan closed his eyes.

Robusk huddled in the corner of the dark place. There had been no light to open the darkness for him for two weeks. He’d been given only one meal since he was thrown down here and shackled. One meal of molded bread and a tin cup of dirty water.
Shivering, Robusk looked up as the door of his prison unlocked and swung open revealing his captor. “It’s almost over, old man.”
“Indeed it is.” Robusk’s voice sounded weak to his own ears. “The wizard blacksmith is not as stupid as you thought he was.” He tried to summon his power but lack of nourishment, the cold, and a protective shield of magic prevented him from doing his will.
“No but those he travels with are. Except for one, of course.” A smirk moved closer and Robusk tried again to hurl magic at the man. “You are only wasting your energy, you know. I am more powerful than you.”
“If that is true, why am I locked away and deprived food and water?” Robusk met those cold eyes with a smug smile. “Because you aren’t nearly as powerful as I am, Sleagan.”
SleaganSleagan clicked his tongue. “Stupid old man. Don’t you know? You killed my father. In doing so, you gave me the throne over the dark forces. That is the only reason I have not delivered you to death already.” SleaganSleagan knelt in front of Robusk. “But you did kill him. So I’ve decided to watch you die. It’s a small fascination of mine. Death, that is.”
“You will not get away with this,” Robusk warned and the man before him laughed wildly.
“I’m already getting away with it. But it is to be expected. The first stage of dying is denial. It is interesting but I particularly enjoy the following stages. Pleading. Teetering on the brink of madness. And finally acceptance.” SleaganSleagan sighed heavily, shaking his head. “You grow thinner now, you are fading fast. I’d hoped you wouldn’t and allow me a few days extra of toying. But I cannot control the effects of age. If you were younger, it would bring me more satisfaction.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.” Robusk spat in his face. A slender hand lifted and wiped the saliva from his eyes but his expression did not change.
“Is that all the fight you have left? You are supposed to be the great high wizard Robusk. I expected more from you.” SleaganSleagan rose and stared down at Robusk for a few moments before turning and heading back toward the door.
“I’ll come for another visit tomorrow, to see how you fair,” he called before closing the door firmly. Robusk heard the lock turn and looked down at his hands. Chained where he was with dark magical shackles. There was no escape for him.
Hurry, Ronan. He thought past the walls of his prison in desperation. The safety of Meris depends upon you.
–
Ronan had expected the hills of Johran to be as breathtaking as those of Jobi but he’d been wrong. Scowling, he gazed out at the brown grasses and gray rocks. The trees did not grow tall and lush, the foliage was sparse, and there was dryness in the air that made Ronan’s mouth water.
“This is the ugliest place I’ve ever seen,” Arien said as he glanced around them and Ronan nodded with agreement. “It is no wonder they are cannibals. Nothing grows here to be used for food.”
“Which brings up a fine point.” Ula looked at Ronan. “How are we going to get past this tribe of flesh eaters?”
Ronan kept his eyes straight ahead. “They do not eat their own. So I will become one of their tribe.”
“What?” Ula reached out and touched his arm causing him to look at her. Her black eyes were rounded as she stared at him and her lips formed the word ‘no’.
“It is the only way.” Ronan kicked his horse forward so she had to release his arm. “And I’ll not hear any arguing about it. I’ve made my decision. It is the only way to save us from becoming someone’s breakfast.”
“It sounds of madness.” Of course Keegan would not keep quiet just because Ronan bid it of them. “Even if you do convince them to make you one of their tribe, you realize you will be expected to eat with them. As you say, they do not eat one of their own. That means one of us will be part of your meal. ”
Ronan swallowed but did not look at the horseman. “I have already thought of that.”
“And?” Keegan demanded.
“I will convince them that none of you can be killed because of the mission we are on. The outcome of this journey does affect the way of life of their tribe as much as anyone else’s. They will have to listen to my reason.”
“You should start talking now.” Mikel pointed from Bryan’s back to the three men who stood on the hilltop ahead of them, each holding a spear that was longer than any of them.
“Fall back,” Ronan ordered and for once, no one argued. They all obeyed allowing him to ride ahead. Hold your hands out so they see you have no weapon aimed at them. Ahearn thought from behind him and Ronan did as he suggested. The others followed suit.
The men did not move, even as Ronan’s horse approached then stopped directly in front of them. “I wish to speak to the leader of your tribe,” Ronan said to the man who stood in the middle but it was the one to the left who responded.
“You have trodden upon the soil that belongs to the Johran people. By doing so you seal your fate and provide our tribe with nourishment and…”
Ronan dropped his hands impatiently. “I provide your tribe with nothing until I am granted an audience with your leader. The alternative is for me to cut you down where you stand.”
One of the men smirked and Ronan’s lips pulled. “You think I cannot? What weapons do you have that are so powerful to strike against the King’s Sword?” They blinked and Ronan knew he had their attention now. “Spears? You may use them well but you should be warned that I am a wizard and I travel with two changelings and a sorceress, each very dangerous creatures.”
The one to the left spoke again. “You are the King’s Guard?”
“He is the stone wizard, Ronan.” Keegan’s voice bellowed from behind Ronan with force that would have moved a mountain. The stone wizard? And then Ronan almost laughed as he remembered Keegan had caught him playing with the small stone at the lake in Jobi Hills.
“You will take me to your leader now,” Ronan commanded.
“No one comes to Johran unless they wish to become a meal to our people,” The man argued. “It is the law we live by.”
“As your hunted are we taken to your leader?” Ronan asked, making a quick decision and praying he did not regret it later.
“Yes.”
“Then we surrender to feed your people. However I stipulate that no one is to be cooked or served until I speak to your leader myself.” Ronan crossed his arms. After a moment the man inclined his head and turned to lead them the way.
“I hope you know what you are doing,” Keegan murmured lowly. Ronan did too. He’d just placed them all in the midst of what could become a very dangerous situation.
“How far?” Ronan called after an hour and a half had passed.
“Two days and a night to camp,” one answered and Ronan gritted his teeth. He’d assumed that he would be speaking to the leader tonight.

“I’m famished,” Arien said as they finally stopped for the night. “But I doubt there is anything to hunt around here.”
Ula glanced at Ronan and he gave her a nod so she rose and stepped off into the dark. She wasn’t really hunting, he knew. He’d guessed it when she brought the elk back for the harpies. She was using sorcery to manifest food. Obviously the others hadn’t guessed the trick though for when she returned they all made a big deal over how great a huntress she was.
“If you are my betrayer I am going to be thoroughly disappointed,” Ronan murmured when she sat down to skin the rabbits she brought back, “for I would starve to death without you.” Ula’s lips twisted and her black eyes glittered but she said nothing.
The three men that led them had kept their distance but when she fashioned the meat over a spit, they neared, licking their lips hungrily. They obviously hadn’t had a meal for several days, bodies thinned and gaunt. Ronan sighed.
“Do you think you can manifest enough to feed them as well?” Ronan asked Ula in a low voice.
“I can.” She nodded and Ronan tilted his head in thought.
Ronan bent his head toward Ula so that the others could not hear. “Perhaps before we reach the leader, you can come up with a bit more to carry as a peace offering. If the tribe is as starved as these three, it might make my task a bit easier to offer something they need.”
“A good plan.” She nodded again.
Ronan straightened. He had to rely on her again. And after he decided he would not accept help from any of those traveling with him again, not until he found out who the betrayer was. But this world was too dangerous to go at it alone. Reluctantly he admitted to himself that he needed each of them to make it to Merisgale.
When he looked at Ula, his eyes dropped to find that three more rabbits had appeared where there had only been two before. “Are you men hungry? Ula has outdone herself and there will be more than enough food for us all tonight.” He brought his gaze to the three tribesmen. They moved closer and knelt near the fire.
“We’ve been hunting these hills for days. We found nothing.” The one who’d spoken before addressed Ronan. “Now your woman has more food than we’ve seen for many months.”
“Ula is a bit better at hunting than most I’ve ever met,” Ronan told him. “I did not realize that cannibals also ate animal.”
The man’s eyes narrowed. “We eat whatever we can to survive. When we have the chance to eat flesh it is a sacred ritual.”
Ronan raised a brow, curious now. “Really? How so?”
“To eat of the flesh cleanses our people’s bodies and souls. Your centaur is no good to us, for he is half animal. But the rest of you will be sacrificed so that our people remain pure of evil,” The tribesman explained.
“What is your name?” Ronan inquired after a few moments of considering the reasoning behind the cannibalism.
“I am Yarro and these are my sons, Gu and Plae,” He answered. “And you are the stone wizard Ronan.”
Ronan slanted a gaze at Keegan just in time to see the grin snake across the horseman’s face. “I prefer just Ronan.”
“Why do you wish to speak to our leader? Most do not come this way or have any business with us.” Yarro drove the blunt end of his spear into the ground and then sat down beside it, across from Ronan.
“I wish to join your tribe, so we may cross into the moors freely.” Ronan decided it wouldn’t be wise to mislead. He didn’t know how big their tribe was and a lie would be found out quickly enough.
Yarro’s eyes widened. “A wizard wants to become a Johran?” His sons dropped to his side, their eyes locked on Ronan now. “We’ve never had a wizard among us. Such a great honor. And would you protect us from starvation?”
Ronan felt his chest constrict. His mouth was dry as the image of his dying mother filled his head. Her body had been skeletal and her voice weak. No magic, she had whispered, respecting her husband’s wishes long after he was gone.
“I would,” Ronan answered blinking from the painful memory. “I plan to strike such a deal with your leader that will keep those that travel with me safe as we pass through your land.”
Yarro studied him for a long moment. “I am the leader you seek. What you propose is interesting, Ronan. You want to travel through Johran lands to get to Merisgale and deliver the sword. Normally we would allow you to pass but not your companions.”
“You are the leader?” Ronan stared at the thinned man.
Yarro smiled. “Expected something more?” He had too gentle a face to be the leader of such a primitive people. “You realize that becoming one of us means you would accept and respect our ways. You would be expected to eat the flesh of someone who was not one of our kind.”
Ronan’s stomach turned. “I understand.”
Yarro regarded him thoughtfully. “Would one that travels with you sacrifice meat of their bones for you?”
“I will,” Arien jumped to his feet.
“I would as well,” Keegan said from his spot near the horses.
“Not me.” Mikel the Hort glanced around and then looked apologetically at Ronan, “There’s not much of me here anyway!” Ronan’s lips slanted, and then sobered as he looked at the others.
“I would give you my arm if it is what you need,” Ula offered softly.
“You travel with many who honor you, Ronan.” Yarro observed the others before looking at Ronan. “There is a ritual to be performed before the members of the tribe. If you are willing to become part of our tribe, to provide for us and call us your family, I can see no reason why we should not grant you and your companions free pass through Johran.”
“Then it is agreed.” Ronan held out his hand and Yarro grasped it firmly. The world around them suddenly rippled, glinting silver for a moment, before changing from the barren hills. Ronan blinked. They were standing in the middle of a large village with small huts not much different than the thatched houses of the Jobi village.
“An illusion. Very clever,” Ula said without rising. She turned the meat over the fire that Ronan could see was started just in front of the door of one of the huts. Tribe’s people were gathered all around them.
“We must protect our village as best as we can,” Yarro explained as he released Ronan’s hand. “This way, no one can form a plan of attack against us without us knowing full in advance.”
“How many in your tribe?” Ula asked.
“Only a few hundred,” Yarro answered.
“Yore, build us some more fires. I will have to come up with something more than rabbits tonight.” Ula lifted her hands and Ronan stepped back watching them glow with a blue light. Ronan smiled as a skinned and prepared Elk began to appear on the ground.
“My sorceress will feed your people tonight.” Ronan turned from her as she continued manifesting food for the village. Yarro’s eyes were wide as he continued to watch the woman.
“Before we feast, you must be made one of the Johran,” Yarro said as he tore his eyes from the magic that moved around them. “One of your companions must offer you some of their flesh.”
Before any of the others could move, Fiona had drawn her sword. Black tipped spearheads pointed at her from every direction. Ronan realized the obsidian tips of the spears were poison.
Fiona didn’t even flinch. She placed her hand on a nearby stump, lifted the blade of her sword and brought it down swiftly. The fine metal made a clean cut, slicing off two of her fingers. She closed her eyes to the pain and the tip of her sword hit the ground. She leaned against the hilt, speaking through gritted teeth.
“Is that enough for the ritual?”
“It is.” Yarro nodded. Ronan could only stare for a moment, and then he was rushing forward, ripping material from his shirt to wrap her hand with, to stop the flow of blood that poured onto the stump.
“Dragon’s Blood! Fiona, what have you done?” He slipped an arm beneath hers as she swayed.
“I’m a Serpentine. It’s a small wound. They will grow back in a few days.” She murmured as her lips paled. “I wanted you to know I was not the one who betrayed you. I would not.”
“Ula!” Ronan cried out and the woman moved forward quickly.
“I could not betray you.” She fainted dead away in Ronan’s arms.
“Give her some of that broth you gave me. She should not feel the pain of what she has done.” Ronan scooped Fiona up and passed her to Bryan.
“You may take her to that hut.” Yarro directed the centaur and sorceress to one of the small buildings. “There is more than enough food here and we have women that can cook it for us. Tend to your woman. She was very brave.”
Ronan watched Bryan carry Fiona away with Ula following before lowering his eyes to the two fingers left on the stump.
“I’m going to be sick,” Arien said, turning and pushing through the crowd of tribesmen, clutching his stomach. Keegan and Mikel the Hort just stood staring as if disbelieving what they had just witnessed.
“I’d have had to have someone else do it for me,” Keegan finally said.
“Bring me the flesh,” Yarro called. “The ritual must be completed.”
Ronan carefully picked up the slender fingers and turned to step toward Yarro. The leader took one from him and began to smear marks of blood from it on Ronan’s face and then on his own.
He spoke beneath his breath in a dialect that was unfamiliar but Ronan barely heard him anyway. Fiona had made the sacrifice without hesitation. She’d said she loved him.
“We must both eat of the flesh.” Yarro reached forward and ripped the nail off the finger.
“Without cooking it?” Mikel the Hort looked horrified but Ronan felt numb to everything. He’d never had anyone shed blood on his behalf. Fiona had done it without him having to ask her. He looked down at the finger he still held. If he did not eat it, Fiona’s bloodshed would be for nothing.
His stomach clenched but he brought the pink flesh to his lips. Closing his eyes, he stifled the feeling of nausea that threatened and bit into the meat. He imagined a tough piece of gristle on one of the fowls Ula had cooked days ago, imagined that was what he ate. The taste was salty and a bit sweet but he kept his mind locked on the taste of the bird. He did not stop until there was no meat left on the small bone.
“You only needed to take a bite but you show your devotion by ingesting it all,” Yarro said when Ronan held out the bone for his inspection. He felt lightheaded but pushed the dizziness aside.
“You are cleansed. We welcome you Stone Wizard Ronan of the Johran.” Yarro smiled and took the bone from Ronan. He tossed it along with his into the fire as if to seal the union. Cheers rose up from the crowd and the tribesmen rushed forward, each wanting to embrace the newest member of their family.

Ronan sat by Fiona’s cot, staring down at the delicate features of her face until she stirred from sleep. “Well hello there,” he said when her lids flicked open and she smiled up at his face. “If you wanted to rest, you could have just told me so. No need to chop off your arm to get my attention.”
Fiona’s smile widened and she lifted her wrapped hand. “Funny. I don’t really feel any pain.”
“Ula’s magic broth,” Ronan told her and she let her hand fall back to her side. “Good for stab wounds and missing fingers.”
“Are you Johran now?” she asked as she moved to sit up. Ronan leaned away from her, sliding the candle on the floor closer. He nearly laughed when he realized it was stupid to do. She could see as well in the dark as in the light.
“I am. A cannibal stone wizard by night, blacksmith by day.” He slanted a smile of good humor and she chuckled.
“Why stone wizard? What made Keegan come up with something like that?” Fiona swung her feet to the earthen floor. Ronan spotted a pebble in the corner, lifted it with his will and twirled it in the air in front of Fiona.
“He caught me tossing stones in the lake at Jobi. It was just his way of poking fun at me,” Ronan admitted letting the pebble drop. “It’s the only thing I know how to do right now.”
“Cute and it’s a clever name.” Fiona glanced around the sod hut. “How long do we have to stay here?”
“Only a few days. It was Yarro’s request and in return he will give us a guide through the hills to the moors. I guess there are greater dangers here than the being eaten.” Ronan stood when she rose to her feet. “That was very brave thing you did, Fiona. I’m not sure what to say about it.”
“Thank you?” she suggested with a grin.
He leaned toward her and brushed his lips against her cheek. “Thank you. But you must promise me never to do anything like that again,” he murmured, “I’ll not have you returning to Merisgale in pieces.”
Fiona giggled. “Not to worry. I do not plan on having any other parts of myself removed.”
“Good. It would be a waste.” Ronan leaned away from her. “No need to rise. The others are all still asleep.”
“Except for you.” Fiona pointed out watching him glance around the small hut.
“Yes, well, too much excitement in the day and I can’t settle my mind enough to rest.” Ronan shrugged as he reached for her injured hand. He lifted it to his lips and kissed the bandage.
“They will grow back. It is not a limb so it’s not permanent. In two weeks I’ll have two new fingers, good as the others.” Fiona bit her lip when he didn’t release her hand. “How did I taste?” She smiled crookedly when he raised his gaze to her face.
“Good.”
“They say once you eat of flesh…”
“I thought of that water fowl that Ula served us as I was eating. She’d spiced it enough that it was easy to recall the taste and texture,” he interrupted then grinned almost evilly. “Afraid I enjoyed it and think to have another bite?”
“You are Johran now.” Fiona smiled at his teasing.
“Yes, I am.” He grew serious. “It is quite odd to suddenly be a part of such a large family of people. And they all have treated me as if I’ve always been one of them.”
“It is nice to belong to someone.” Fiona nodded, then looked down at her hands. “I know that you suspect I am the one who betrays you…because of my past with Diato. But it is not me. The farther Diato is from me, the happier I am. What was between us has been over for six months. I wouldn’t help him lace his boots much less attempt to steal the sword.”
Ronan said nothing.
Fiona sighed. “I do not know how to convince you that I tell you the truth. I suppose I cannot. And I am not so sure that I would believe me either if I were you.”
“I want to believe you,” Ronan admitted. “I want to believe that none of you would do this. But the truth is there and I must face it. As Ula says, I can only trust myself now.”
Fiona nodded. “She is my first suspect.”
“Really?” Ronan tilted his head. “Somehow I doubt she is guilty just because when I asked her, she said she was certain you were not the one. Someone who meant to betray me would not clear someone else’s name.” Fiona stared at him.
Ronan released her hand and turned toward the door. “I need your help,” He called, waving a hand and indicating that he wanted her to follow him. “This place offers no nourishment to the Johran people. The earth is dryer here than other places.” He stepped from the hut, staring out at the edge of the village. Fiona stepped beside him, following his gaze.
“Ula said that Serpentines were excellent farmers.” Ronan looked at her. “Any suggestions?”
“Something with a dry root,” she murmured. “And doesn’t grow very tall. Shrugbush or Dalroot may work here. Both can be served raw, cooked, or be made into stew.”
Ronan smiled approvingly. “I’ll have Ula conjure me up a few seeds if she can. You can show them where to plant and tell them what needs to be done.”
“Go back inside and rest. I need time to think,” he told her and after a moment she left his side. He walked out into the village, surveying the dusty land that surrounded it. If there were some sort of water source available it would make Johran life much easier.
You could manipulate the landscape. Ahearn stepped toward Ronan. There is an abundance of water is Merisgale. You could create a river that stretched from Merisgale through the moors and ended here into a lake.
“Perhaps a dam at the edge of Johran that would prevent flooding in the valleys.” Ronan shook his head. “But I do not know if I am a strong enough wizard to do that.”
Robusk is. Ahearn answered. When you deliver the sword to him you could request his help. Ronan nodded. It was a good plan.
“Thank you, Ahearn. You are a remarkable creature.” Ronan scratched the horse between the ears. Ahearn snorted and then moved away again.



Thirteen


Ronan watched Fiona show the younger women how to plant the seeds. She was smiling, obviously happy with the work she was assigned. Ula sat with older women relaying the ingredients of her healing broth. They all had their heads bent low, as if she was sharing some great secret meant only for a few chosen. Keegan and Bryan had gone out with some of the men to hunt the dusty hills of Johran. Ronan doubted they would have any luck. And Arien was showing some of the men how to construct better, more durable weapons. Ronan beamed proudly as he watched him pass on information that Ronan had taught him.
“I have nothing to contribute.” Mikel the Hort spoke from behind Ronan, his voice low and filled with shame. “I don’t fight. I don’t cook. I don’t hunt. The only thing of weapons I know is how to steal them and my first instinct in a fight is to hide.”
Ronan offered a slight smile as he looked down at the changeling man. “Stealth can be an admirable trait. And knowing how to hide can be an advantage when someone means to attack.” Ronan waited for Mikel to lift his gaze. “Do not sell yourself short, Mikel the Hort. You have survived this long.”
“I am a weakling and a coward.” He lifted an arm to show the lack of muscle.
“Your character makes up for your lack of physical strength. I know very few who would be so brave as to lift a dagger off of a King’s Guard. That does take some courage and confidence in your skill,” Ronan argued. “If I thought you were useless I would not have allowed you to travel with me.”
“What good am I to your mission?” Mikel asked after a moment.
Ronan knelt so that he was eye level with the changeling. “You would not fight. You would hide until danger was gone. You are the one who would not be killed, the one who could warn Robusk and Merisgale that the dark forces were raging against them.” Ronan leaned closer. “I would hope you would manage to swipe the sword before it fell into the wrong hands. You are a thief. I imagine you could do it quickly and quietly when no one was looking.”
“I could!” Mikel nodded excitedly. “I could do it and be long gone before any of them could realize it was gone. I’m an excellent thief.”
“There, you see.” Ronan smiled as he rose back to his feet. “A hero can be anyone who knows how to use what they have for the good of man.”
“You think I can teach these people something?” Mikel’s voice was no longer deflated. It was filled with hope and eagerness.
“I think between your tactics and Arien’s weapons, they would better off against their enemies.” Ronan nodded. Mikel tilted his head for a moment then scampered off to join Arien.
“And odd bunch you travel with, Ronan,” Yarro called from the door of his hut. Ronan turned and nodded in greeting to the leader.
“Indeed they are.” He stepped toward Yarro, crossing his arms.
“You offer them positive leadership. A wise man does not rule over those he commands. He speaks to them on a level they understand without talking down to them. You lifted the spirits of that little changeling.”
“I do what I must for them. Each have played a pretty important role on this long journey. But I admit I will be thankful when it is over.”
Yarro nodded. “It is a big responsibility.”
“One that I will be grateful to be rid of,” Ronan admitted. “I suppose I should tell you that I mean to ask the great wizard Robusk to help me dig a river from Merisgale to Johran. It would provide our people with a water source that will insure foliage and eventually wild life.”
“Food,” Yarro murmured and Ronan nodded. “But it will not be easy. The Dragols will not be so easy to convince.”
“Dragols?” Ronan raised a brow.
“You don’t know? They rule the moors between Merisgale and Johran.” Yarro stared at Ronan when he shook his head. “The moors are the home of the dragons.”
“Dragons?” Ronan repeated. “I thought there were only few left in existence.”
“A little more than a few but it is true there are not as many as there used to be. They reside on the moors. It is why we must cloak our village. Like us, they hunt what they can. We hunt in numbers of three or more. We are less likely to become prey if there are many.”
Ronan ran a hand over his face and scratched the hair on his chin. “Dragons,” he said again. “Are they hostile?”
“Sometimes. Sometimes not. They are unpredictable and moody. One never knows the nature of a dragon.” Yarro sighed. “We lived in peace with the Dragols for many years. But these are desperate times. They face extinction. They do what they must, as do we, to survive.”
“A river would probably benefit them as well,” Ronan thought aloud. “In the same ways it benefits the Johran. Perhaps an agreement of peace can be made with the promise to help them survive.”
“If it can be done then it would ease our worries,” Yarrow said. “You are a unique individual, Ronan. The centaur said you would be speaking on his behalf to the great wizard too. Do you try to help everyone you meet?”
“No more than anyone else, I imagine.” Ronan shrugged.
“You are an asset to the Johran people. Until now we’ve never had anyone of our kind who did great deeds. You are our adventurer and hope for our future.”
Ronan did not respond. The words embarrassed him and made him fearful in the same moment. He was just a blacksmith. He didn’t want to be more than that to anyone.
“Why did you agree so quickly to allow me to join the tribe? You could not know I wasn’t lying.” Ronan said after a moment.
“I could if I were looking for the truth. It is not easy to spot someone who means to do harm. But it is much easier to spot a man who does not. Your soul is clean. It was even before you ate of the flesh.” Yarro clapped him on the shoulder. “You proved me right when you had your sorceress feed our people and again when you commanded those you traveled with to offer wisdom for us to survive.”
Ronan sighed heavily. “Your words are kind.”
“My words are honest,” he argued.
Ronan spoke again after a few moments of comfortable silence stretched between them. “I want to leave at dawn.”
“So soon? Can you not stay longer?” Yarro’s disappointment was apparent.
“The sword must be taken to Merisgale quickly. Too many work against me to linger in one place for very long.” Ronan turned to Yarro. “I give you my word that I will return. If Robusk refuses to help me then I shall find a way to dig the river myself.”
Yarro smiled and shook his head. “You do not need to try and convince me, Ronan.”
“It is important to me that you know,” Ronan insisted. “I will not forget.”
“Nor will I.” Yarro held out his hand and Ronan took it. He blinked when Yarro leaned in and embraced him.
“I will walk you to the border of Johran tomorrow,” Yarro said before releasing Ronan. “I will see you on your way.”
“That means a lot to me and I appreciate it.” Ronan nodded and turned to look out at the others again. For the first time in a very long time, and in the oddest kind of place, Ronan felt an overwhelming sense of finally being somewhere he could call home.

Monty breathed in the air deeply. It was going to rain, he thought with relief and rose to his full height, stretching his legs. His green eyes slid across the moors to his brothers. They were playing with their children and Monty smiled. Two rains in one week had lightened the mood of many in his family.
His gaze drifted to the landscape. Food had become sparse. The Dragols had been forced to hunt outside the moors. He didn’t like it, preying upon those that inhabited other places. But if they did not, their kind would die out and he could not allow that.
His eyes drifted back to the youngest of his brother’s children. If the Dragols were to survive, those little ones had to be given a chance. They must be fed. He had appealed to Merisgale on the rare occasion that he was allowed an audience with the council of the wizards.
Monty scowled. He’d asked that the Dragols be given another place of residence. The only reason those few times had been granted was because man feared dragons. So Monty had been allowed to speak but they’d made their decisions before they ever heard his plea. And always he was denied.
Man had no need of dragons anymore. They did not care if the species disappeared completely. They ruled Meris. Centuries ago it was the Dragols who granted audience to man. But those days were long gone and the wisdom of the Dragols was forgotten.
A sudden sound caused Monty to snap from his thoughts and his head to jerk around. His spine stiffened as he sensed someone and his large nose found their scent easily. Yarro. His trained eyes searched the horizon then rested on the tribesman that appeared in the distance.
Monty crouched then took a running start. He leapt into the air, wings flapping powerfully around him, silver scales glinting brightly in the sunlight as he flew higher and then dipped toward the man who he recognized as the leader of the Johran people. But he was not alone.
Monty’s eyes narrowed on the man that stood ahead of the others at Yarro’s side. And then to his surprise the man lifted his eyes and looked directly at Monty. He lifted a hand and pointed at him.
Curious now, Monty dipped lower and landed, legs pumping in a run. He slowed and then stopped completely before those that stood at the edge of Johran land. Six cowered behind with wide, fearful eyes but Yarro and this man who was obviously a leader as well did not even flinch.
“Who are these that you bring here, Yarro? What is the meaning of this?” Monty demanded in a voice that vibrated through the air.
“This is my brother, The Stone Wizard Ronan of Johran,” Yarro introduced and turned to the man. “And this is Dragol Montecu.”
“Explain yourself!” Monty raised his voice, causing the earth to tremble beneath their feet. Yarro winced but the one he called a wizard did not. Interesting. Either he was very brave or very stupid.
“I am here to bring peace between the Dragols and the Johran.” It was the wizard that spoke. “Peace comes in the form of a river that will twist through the moors and empty into a lake in the Johran Hills.”
“A river?” Monty snorted loudly. “A river would take decades to dig.” He studied the man. Tall, solid build, dark hair and eyes. His hand rested on the hilt of sheathed sword. Surely he did not think that such a simple weapon would save him if Monty had it in his head to make a meal of him.
A dragon’s scales were as hard as the most solid stone. The blade of a man’s sword would bounce off of a dragon’s back easily. That was the only reason man had not turned their back on Dragols completely. Because they knew to fight the Dragols, even just the small number left, would mean a great many deaths to their own.
“I am going to Merisgale and will speak to the great wizard Robusk. With his magic, he can dig the river in only moments.”
“Robusk?” Monty cocked his silver head to the side. “Have you not heard? The wizard Robusk is missing.”
“Missing?” One of the women, the younger one Monty observed, stepped forward forgetting her fear of him. “What do you mean missing? When did this happen?”
“Weeks ago.” Monty used his magic and made himself smaller, shrinking down to the size of the centaur. “You are those carrying the sword to Merisgale.” The realization hit Monty hard and he almost took a step backward. That was not just a mere sword on the wizard’s hip. That was the King’s Sword.
“Yes,” the wizard answered, his brow pulling with a frown. “Is he missing or was he taken?”
Monty’s eyes narrowed. “He was taken but how did you guess that?”
“I had a dream several nights ago. Someone was pleading with me to hurry, to save Merisgale. I could not see him but somehow I knew it was the great wizard. He was in a dark place, chained to the wall. There was but one door and it was locked,” he supplied.
Monty sniffed. “You wizards do communicate between one another like that. I suppose it is natural. So without Robusk, you can give us no river.”
“He has given his word that he will do it even if Robusk does not help,” Yarro said quickly and then surprised Monty by stepping over the boundary between their lands. “I believe him. He has joined the Johran tribe and has worked with our people to grow food. Look into his eyes, Monty. He does not bring us lies.”
Monty’s green eyes slid back to the wizard. Yarro was no fool. He would not trust so easily. And this wizard didn’t have the look of a wizard at all. Wizards were cocky by nature, proud because of their power. No this one, this Stone Wizard, was a different breed and perhaps the only hope for saving both the Johran and Dragols from starvation.
“I suppose this promise of a river would require we give you pass across the moors?” Monty watched the wizard nod. “Very well. I will tell the others to steer clear of you.”
“Especially me. I’m too small for a good meal anyway.” A runt of a man called from atop the centaur’s back.
Monty slowly smiled, revealing his razor sharp teeth. “You are just big enough to pick the rest of them from my teeth. A bit of mint, I would call you.” Then he turned, smirking at the look of fear that flashed across the little man’s face. He took off on a run and then sprung into the air, resizing himself to his normal size.
Yarro’s lowered voice found his ears, “We are fortunate to have caught him on a good day. It could have gone much uglier.”
“Every day that it rains is a good day!” Monty called back before rocketing skyward.

Robusk smiled in the darkness of his prison. The blacksmith now knew some of what was going on. He sat very still and waited, a smug smile planted on his thinned lips. He may be dying but Ronan Culley would save Merisgale.
The lock across from him turned and the door slammed open. “Good day to you. Or is it evening? I’m afraid I’ve quite forgotten the time.” SleaganSleagan was furious. Dark magic sparked all around him, filling the air with nervous electricity.
“You’ve been talking to the blacksmith all along,” SleaganSleagan accused.
Robusk’s smile widened. “Perhaps I was not as weak as I allowed you to think,” he admitted taking pleasure in seeing SleaganSleagan’s eyes darken with rage.
“You dishonor the code of wizards.” SleaganSleagan’s backhand was unexpected and sent Robusk’s head snapping into the slick wall behind him. “Wizards cannot call for a wizard to help them!”
“No, but we can warn them of trouble in Merisgale.” Robusk spat blood on the floor of the cell. “And that is all that I have done.”
“Do any more and you shall be begging me to put you back in this dungeon,” SleaganSleagan’s voice lowered in a dangerous threat.
“I doubt it. The sooner I am out of this place, the happier I shall be.” Robusk wrinkled his nose as his eyes slid around the narrow space of his cell.
“If you are counting on a rescue, it will not happen,” SleaganSleagan told him. “Merisgale does not send an army out to look for you.”
“I wonder why they haven’t?” Robusk shot back sarcastically and received another blow to his jaw.
“Watch your tone, old man,” SleaganSleagan warned.
“I will and you be sure to watch your back. I have a feeling our little blacksmith will not be so easily led as you think.” Robusk did not flinch when SleaganSleagan drew back his hand. In fact, he welcomed the darkness that swirled around him from the impact of his temple hitting the wall.

“It is only a suggestion but I believe it would do you good to practice your powers,” Ula began with a cautious tone. “Maybe you could create fire for our campsite.” Ronan frowned. His mood had become testy and he knew she was waiting for him to explode. Instead, he sighed and gave her a little nod.
“Do not concentrate. Just think to yourself that you would like the warmth of a campfire,” Ula encouraged softly. The others lifted their eyes to him and Keegan put down the stones he’d found to start a fire. He took a step backward and grinned when Ronan looked at him.
“Just don’t want you to direct that magic at me.”
“Flaming horsemen are not on the menu tonight.” Ronan closed his eyes and thought as Ula instructed. The temperature around them became warmer and he opened his eyes but there was no fire.
“It’s a start,” Ula smiled softly. “Try again.”
Ronan shifted then closed his eyes again, this time imagining a small fire. When he opened his eyes, he found it had worked though the flames were so small he didn’t think it could really be called a fire. With a bit of pushing, he made the fire larger.
“That was great.” Ula smiled broadly and Ronan shrugged.
“Not sure what good that was since Keegan would have had a fire in half the time.” Ronan watched her pat his hand.
“You must learn to control this magic of yours. The only times it has surfaced when you needed it was when it flared on instinct. The more you practice, the easier it gets and the larger the manifestation you can create.” Ula glanced up at the gray clouds of the night. “It looks as if it may rain.”
“I can’t stop the rain,” Ronan growled. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t. This place needs a good soaking.”
“But you could construct a shelter for those of us who do not wish to be drenched,” Ula suggested.
“Out of what?” Ronan looked around at the few plants. None were big enough to provide any kind of shelter.
“You build it with your mind with materials that you conjure up,” Ula explained patiently. Ronan frowned. If he could do that, he would just conjure up a replica of his cottage.
“I don’t think I can.” Ronan looked up at the others but they were all staring past him. His hand dropped to the sword at his hip as he turned. His own eyes rounded as he stared at what looked like his cottage door.
“Did I do that?” Ronan whispered as he rose to his feet and faced the stone house. “I didn’t mean to.”
“A bit more control,” Ula reminded. “But I would say you did well. It will beat sleeping on the ground.” Ronan reached forward and pushed the door open. A fire burned in the hearth and his tools hung on the far wall.
“Nice.” Fiona stepped in front of him and peeked in before stepping inside. “This is your home?” She looked back and Ronan nodded, moving forward.
“There are not enough bedrooms,” He told them as they each entered behind him.
“Then add on some more.” Keegan shrugged.
Ronan closed his eyes and imagined the cottage with three more rooms. When he opened his eyes three new doors stood open to the front room.
“What’s in there?” Fiona reached for one of the original doors but Ronan rushed forward placing himself between her and the door.
“No. You can’t go in there,” He said.
“Ronan?” A voice called form the other side. “Ronan, what have you done? Unlock the door.” Ronan closed his eyes. No. No. She wasn’t there. He placed his hands on his ears.
“No!” He shouted. Stillness. When he opened his eyes the cottage was gone. The others were staring at him as if he’d lost his mind. Maybe he had…a little.
“No beds?” Keegan asked.
Ronan willed three Johran huts for them. “This will have to do.” He turned and walked abruptly away. No one argued or called after him and for that Ronan was thankful. But someone was following. He looked back to find it Fiona.
“Who was that?” she asked when he turned and faced her.
“My mother.”
“You keep your mother locked away in a room at your home?” Fiona stared at him with sudden disgust but Ronan shook his head.
“No. That was my imagination getting away from me. I keep her room locked but she has been dead for many years. I never go in that room.” He ran a hand over his face. He looked up when she touched his arm.
“She haunts you.” Fiona nodded as if she understood. “That’s why she was there in your magic. My grandmother haunts me as well. I hear her sometimes when I shed.”
“Shed?” It was Ronan’s turn to stare.
Fiona nodded. “Part of being a Serpentine. I shed my skin much the same way a snake does.”
Ronan’s brow furrowed. “Is it painful?”
She nodded. “Very.”
“Do you have to shed now?” Ronan asked curiously but she shook her head.
“No. I shed before I arrived at Fullerk. I’m good for several months.” Fiona’s hand still rested on his arm.
Ronan blinked. “I just noticed something.”
“I have a mole.” She lifted a hand to the small beauty mark on the underside of her chin and Ronan grinned.
“No, I noticed that in Fullerk. Very cute.” He smiled when she flushed slightly. “No, I can see you.”
She giggled. “I can see you too.”
“But you are Serpentine. You are supposed to be able to see in the dark,” Ronan argued.
She stared at him blankly.
“I can see you as clearly as I could this morning. I wonder…”
“You don’t think that by…the Johran ritual allowed you to take on some of my changeling characteristics?”
“Perhaps. How else would I be able to see as I do? I pray I won’t have to do that shedding bit.” Ronan cocked his head to the side. “What is something else that you can do that others cannot?”
“My sense of smell is more acute,” Fiona offered. “Do you smell anything?”
“No.” Ronan shook his head.
“Stick out your tongue.” Fiona instructed.
Ronan laughed, shaking his head. “You can’t be serious.”
“It is how I can smell danger.” Her tongue whipped out, flicked, and then disappeared again.
Feeling very much like an idiot Ronan stuck out his tongue. It didn’t turn into a snake tongue but he did suddenly feel very aware of his environment.
“That dragon called Montecu is near,” Ronan said after a moment. “He’s watching us.”
“Yes, I sense him too.” Fiona nodded, her eyes suddenly glittering. “Remarkable. So if you bit Ula Baen, you might be able to gain some of her magic.”
Ronan chuckled at the devilment in Fiona’s eyes. “She would cut out my tongue if I tried to bite her.” Ronan looked around them, smiling at the night world of the moors. “This is an interesting change.” He stuck out his tongue again and after a moment Fiona giggled at him. “I look ridiculous, don’t I?” Ronan grinned.
“No…well perhaps a bit.” She giggled again. “At least it has lightened your mood. A few moments ago it would not have surprised me if you had bit Ula with the way that you were barking at her.”
“This wizard business frustrates me,” Ronan said, his eyes catching the glint of silver in the distance. So that’s where that dragon was. He lifted a hand and waved, chuckling when the dragon lifted his head and stared at him before turning to retreat farther away.
“In her defense, she was only trying to help.” Fiona brought his gaze back to her.
“I know,” Ronan groaned. “But she knows I’m not really angry with her. I do not need to explain myself to her.”
“I’ve noticed,” Fiona murmured looking away from him.
“What’s this?” He reached forward to catch her chin so he could turn her face back toward him. “You are jealous?”
“I’m not the only one.” Fiona lifted her chin then jerked her head back toward the campsite. “Everyone notices the bond you have with her. Arien is constantly in competition for your attention.”
“Is he? I hadn’t noticed.” Ronan smiled. “And you? Are you in competition for my attention?”
Fiona met his gaze then shrugged. “Perhaps a bit.”
“What kind of attention?” Ronan pressed.
“Whatever you can spare, I imagine.” She shrugged again, appearing a bit embarrassed.
“Ah, I’m sorry Fiona. So that I know the next time, what do you do to win my attention?” Ronan asked softly and then blinked when she lifted her hand, revealing the two small nubs that were growing into new fingers. He tried not to smile and failed considerably, then gave in and laughed.
“Perhaps I’m a bit daft,” he admitted.
“Just a bit,” she retorted.
“I’ll try to do better. Spread my attention equally among the six of you,” Ronan vowed and Fiona smiled as she let her hand drop back to his arm. “I’ll not have my band of odd companions feel neglected.”
“Odd?” Fiona echoed and Ronan laughed again.
“A serpentine, sorceress, thief changeling, centaur, and sarcastic rancher isn’t exactly what I would immediately think of when hearing that a group was carrying The King’s Sword to Merisgale.” Ronan grinned.
“Don’t forget the stone wizard cannibal,” she said pointedly. “Claiming only to be a blacksmith the entire way.”
“I am a blacksmith. A very good one,” Ronan defended himself. “The rest is a bit harder to digest.”
“Than what? My fingers?” She raised a brow. “It is a wonderful thing to be a wizard. I don’t understand why it frightens you so much.”
“It’s the magic,” Ronan said after a moment. “When I was very young my father said that anything magic was evil. My mother and I never told him of the gifts we discovered I had. We kept it a secret and I never practiced any kind of magic in the house.”
“Oh, Ronan,” Fiona breathed.
“I had a friend, a changeling, that my father forbade me to see. He caught us fishing one morning when I was twelve. He beat us both and sent my friend home. Egle never spoke to me again.” Ronan closed his eyes. “My mother told me that he would be dangerous if he ever found out that I was a wizard. She made me swear never to use my magic again. Though I did perform little tricks as a teenager I never did anything that looked like I was using more than a magician’s illusion.”
Fiona said nothing but kept her hand on his arm.
“I let her die. She would not let me use my magic to even save her life. She starved to death after my father died. We had no one to provide for us and I wasn’t a very good blacksmith at seventeen.” Ronan swallowed loudly past the lump in his throat as he recalled his mother’s death. “She died in that room. Just withered away.”
“Ronan,” Fiona’s whisper was filled with compassion as she leaned forward and embraced him. She held him gently and for a moment he resisted her comfort. But slowly he relaxed and lowered his head to her shoulder. He allowed her to console him. No one had ever done so before. When his mother died he was left alone with no one to let him speak his misery. He’d swallowed it and buried himself in his work, vowing to become the best blacksmith possible.
“The River Blanch opened that wound. Ula held my hand when it did. Something happened that day between she and I. There was an understanding between us. Somehow she knew my pain and although I can’t recall having seen what the river showed her, I know hers.” Ronan spoke against her shoulder, tears stinging his eyes. “That is why we have such a bond.” He prayed desperately that Ula was not the one who betrayed him.
“She is doing what she does best.” Fiona’s voice was filled with realization. “She is healing you.” Ronan lifted his face and stared at Fiona.
“Little by little, I suppose she is,” he said feeling suddenly free. “And so have you. By just letting me put the pain into words.”
“Not just words,” Fiona corrected, stoking the hair of his head. “We joined, Ronan. You defied your father’s wishes and did not have to face his wrath.”
Ronan blinked. He hadn’t even considered that. Lowering his head to her shoulder again, he sighed.
Perhaps, he could be a blacksmith and a wizard.



Fourteen


Making the Johran huts disappear proved a much more difficult task than manifesting them. After several attempts, Ronan’s frustration showed itself in his magic, leaving the three small huts in shambles. He frowned at the mounds of earth, wood, and dry grass.
“I know!” Arien snapped his fingers. “Maybe you could make the ground just swallow up the huts now!” Ronan clamped his mouth closed to keep from snapping at the boy. He was only trying to help. Mikel the Hort rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“No, that would require a hole that he might not be able to fill.” Mikel stepped forward, eyeing the mounds thoughtfully. “We must think positive magic, not negative.”
“He must learn to do it anyway,” Ula argued. “I mean he can’t go around performing magic without cleaning up behind himself.” She looked at the changeling when he shook his head.
“You encouraged him to do something large like this. Now we are set back hours when we should have left at dawn.” Mikel the Hort dismissed her from his gaze. “He should start smaller and then work his way to something so large as he masters the magic.”
Ronan nodded in agreement with the changeling.
“He made the cottage disappear and it was much bigger than these huts,” Arien defended Ula loyally.
“Not by will. It was an emotional outburst that caused him to take away the cottage. Nothing that he consciously willed,” Mikel said and Ronan nodded, not liking the way they were talking about him as if he were not even there.
“Well, we can’t just leave it here.” Ula pressed her lips together. Mikel the Hort stepped closer to the mounds, eyes sweeping over them thoughtfully. Ronan could almost see the little wheels in his head turning.
“Send the dirt back to Johran in the form of huts. Set them on the outer parts of the village with a note to Yarro saying the huts belong to you for you to use as you need to.” Mikel glanced up at Ronan, “That way you can summon them to you when we stop for camp again.”
“That is an excellent plan,” Ula agreed nodding. “And doesn’t require vanishing them to thin air.”
“But how will I know if I send them to the right place?” Ronan wasn’t so sure.
Mikel spoke again, “Ask that Yarro mark the note once he’s read it. Then, when you summon the huts again and if he’s made his mark, you can practice your negative magic on making the letter disappear. And without creating so much of a mess.”
Ronan stared down at the little changeling. “You are a clever little thief.” Mikel beamed and nodded in agreement.
Ronan closed his eyes and conjured a picture of the Johran village in his mind. He willed the huts back together and set them just outside the village by imagining them there. With an invisible hand on a piece of paper he left a short note to Yarro on the door of the middle hut.
Taking a breath, he opened his eyes and found that the mounds of dirt were gone. “I pray it worked.”
“If it did not, when you summon the huts back to you, you will receive mounds of dirt with a silly note on top. No loss.” Mikel shrugged.
“No loss but a bit humiliating.” Ronan glanced around at the others. “Can we get going now?” He swung atop Sorcha’s back and kicked his horse forward without waiting for the others.
A gust of wind nearly blew Ronan from the horse’s back and he looked up to find the Dragon landing alongside him. “You are an impatient little wizard,” The dragon said as his pace slowed so that he was walking alongside at an even height. “I’ve been watching you and I wonder does Yarro know it was an amateur wizard that joined his tribe and promised him a river.”
“I will find a way to keep my word,” Ronan said with irritation.
“Foul tempered today are we?” the dragon purred. “Man is an odd creature.”
Ronan’s frown deepened as he looked at the dragon. “What are you talking about? Man is complicated. We aren’t like wild curs.”
“I shall uncomplicated things for you,” Monty continued. “The horseman feels as if you do not appreciate him. The sorceress feels you are pushing her away when she only wants to do for and help you. The centaur keeps silent because he only wants peace but thinks you take too many risks. The boy continues to attempt to impress you but still you do not notice him. And your woman feels you keep your distance because you do not trust her.”
“That is not how I feel toward any of them,” Ronan murmured.
“Then why behave as if you do?” The dragon shook his head. “They make such effort to do what you wish, to please you. Can you not find it in your heart to give the same in return?”
Guilt washed through Ronan. “I did not want to be a wizard. It makes me angry.”
“None of us asked to be born as what we are. We all have things about us that we don’t like. We accept those things and learn to live our lives the best we can.” Monty quickened his pace, leaving Ronan behind to consider his words. Moments later he soared up into the sky.
Ronan sighed heavily. The dragon was right. He was acting selfishly. This journey to Merisgale was not just about him. It was about them all.
That evening he called them to stop early. Hesitantly he summoned the huts and was surprised when they appeared before him intact. Yarro’s mark indicated that the spell the changeling had suggested worked.

“Want me to ride ahead?” Keegan offered but Ronan shook his head. “I’d feel better if it were Arien. His young eyes can spot trouble better than either of ours.” Arien’s face immediately lit up and he kicked his horse forward.
“And I’d rather have you close by just in case something should happen to me,” Ronan added when the boy was far enough ahead. “You know the way to Merisgale.”
Keegan nodded and Ronan continued, “I know I rely on you greatly, Keegan Yore. I just think you should know that I appreciate your wisdom, your sword, and your horses. You’ve sacrificed a lot for this trip. Like me, you too lose business when you are away. I am thankful you are here though. I feel a bit safer because of it.” There. Ronan didn’t look at Keegan, a bit embarrassed of the words he’d said to the man and he could feel Keegan’s stare.
“What brought that on?” Keegan asked, chuckling lowly.
“That damned dragon. He pointed out how selfishly I’ve been behaving. And to my surprise and shame I realized he was right.” Ronan glanced at Keegan. “So I thought to tell you that I do appreciate your presence and that I understand it can be difficult for you when my mood is ill.”
“Like a woman.” Keegan grinned and Ronan smiled back at him before allowing his horse to fall back away from the horseman’s. He eased alongside Ula.
“Touching speech,” she murmured. “I suppose you appreciate me as well?” Her sarcasm made Ronan smile.
“Only the food you feed me,” he teased and her mouth slanted. “No, I wanted to apologize to you.”
“Apologize?” Ula’s face grew serious when she looked at him.
“For treating you so poorly. I do not know who the betrayer is and have treated each of you as if you were guilty. Especially you.” Ronan sighed, shaking his head. “But the truth is that I do not suspect you, Ula. I have prayed it isn’t you, unable to conceive that someone who had done so much for me would be the one to turn against me.”
Her black eyes watered but she did not shed any tears. “It is not me. My loyalty is to Merisgale and…to you.” He nodded and reached to touch her hand. His fingers closed over hers for a moment before he released her again. He watched her ride ahead with Keegan.
“You owe me nothing,” Bryan murmured.
Ronan smiled at the centaur and then the changeling on his back. “No?”
“We are not so silly as these others,” Mikel agreed.
The two were an odd pair but Ronan had noticed that they often chatted back and forth as they traveled, becoming some strange kind of friends. No doubt they had discussed Ronan’s behavior between themselves.
“I take many risks to get this sword to Merisgale.” Ronan scratched at the short beard on his chin. “Risks I normally would not. But it is because many are relying on me to complete this mission successfully. I have never been on such an important journey. I cannot fail.” The centaur nodded, as if he suddenly understood Ronan’s drive.
“And no one is dead yet,” Fiona pointed out, riding along the other side of him. “Risks must be taken but you are always cautious of danger.”
“I try to be. And I’d rather make friends than enemies,” Ronan added.
“So you strike deals that obligate you to people?” The centaur raised a brow.
“It’s what I do. I’m a blacksmith, a businessman like Keegan. I make bargains with people everyday. I give them what they want and they give me what I want.” Ronan shrugged.
“You are also a wizard,” Bryan said. “A wizard should not have to bargain for what he wants.”
“No? You knew I was a wizard and still came after the sword.” Ronan smiled. “Threatened to kill me.”
“It was an empty threat,” Bryan admitted.
“Hmm. If I had known that I might not have struck you.” Ronan chuckled and glanced at Fiona. “This one was ready to kill you for it.”
“Yes, I know. Perhaps I take risks myself.” Bryan smiled.
“But for good reason.” Ronan blew out a breath. He’d done what he could to settle all their fears. His eyes lifted to find Monty flying overhead. The dragon inclined his head slightly before flying higher and disappearing from sight.
Now Ronan could focus his attention on other things. Like the fact that Robusk was missing. He’d had another dream in the hours he’d slept after he and Fiona had spent themselves. The wizard was frail and thinned and pleaded for him to hurry to Merisgale and save the land of Meris from Sleagan. He awakened at dawn, disturbed and troubled.
Monty dipped down again, then landed and kept pace alongside him. “You are scowling. Don’t you feel relieved now?” The dragon asked.
“I do feel better. Thank you.” But Ronan shook his head. “But I have other worries I cannot release. The wizard Robusk spoke to me again last night.”
“At least we know he still lives,” Monty soothed. “He is still the King until he hands the sword to Thestian. No doubt his captor means to keep him alive long enough to get his hands on the sword.”
Ronan frowned. “But if it were Sleagan that captured him, wouldn’t he have taken the sword Robusk carries?”
Ula let her horse fall back to join their conversation. “When a new sword is made, the old one is no longer useful. It is retired in the sword chamber with all the other swords of the King’s past.”
“I’ll bet that chamber is a bit intimidating,” Bryan said.
“It is a library of history.” Ula nodded. “Started by the Dragols when they ruled over Meris.”
“We never ruled,” Monty corrected. “It was man who thought to dictate over these lands. Dragols offered guidance and wisdom. We were revered and respected but we did not rule. To rule is to treat those below you as slaves.” Bryan nodded in agreement.
“Dragols carried swords?” Ronan looked at Monty.
“We were the defenders of Meris,” Monty explained. “There are greater dangers beyond Meris into the lands of Goya and Aloc.”
Ronan suddenly felt very small. Many times he forgot the lands outside of Meris and that there were different kinds of people and beasts than the ones here.
“They were impressive weapons.” Ula leaned forward on her horse, stretching her back with a smile. “Huge strengths of steel, powerful against any who meant to do harm.”
Monty’s voice was sad when he spoke. “That was a long time ago. Most do not care of the Dragols anymore. We are on the brink of extinction. Man will be glad to see our kind fall.”
Ronan frowned. “I have learned since I began this journey that man is a more serious enemy than any of Sleagan’s horde.” Monty nodded his silver head in agreement. “I had not realized that so many were slighted by man. My father said he hated magic and changelings. It never occurred to me that others felt the same hatred and bigotry.”
“Then you’ve received quite an education these past few weeks haven’t you?” Monty’s green eyes met Ronan’s.
“Indeed I have.”

Ronan had been blind. He’d thought of his world as a simple one but the truth was there was more to Meris than his cottage and making weapons. But that had been a life of ignorance and he realized, sitting on the moors staring at the flat horizon, he could never go back to that life.
He was a King’s Guard and a wizard with the power to help others, to ease suffering. He was a man who could speak to those who could make a difference in the world. And maybe they would listen to him. He had met people that had made an impression on him, that would be a part of his life for years to come. No, there was no turning back to the simple life of a blacksmith.
I have a new life now, Ronan thought. He belonged to a tribe of people called Johran. They were his people. And so were these that he traveled with. His eyes swept to the campsite. He cared for each of them, had created bonds that would endure.
Sighing heavily, he finally accepted those things. The dragon was right. He might not like it but it was who and what he was. He could not hide from it any longer. And he could not continue to allow the fact that one of them might be working against him to change how he treated each of them. By treating them differently he was punishing them all for the actions of only one.
“Wizard,” Monty’s voice interrupted Ronan’s thoughts. “Someone is approaching.” Ronan looked up at the man-sized dragon that had approached him without a sound. Then he leapt to his feet, eyes looking in the direction that the dragon indicated.
“Two days ahead.” Monty told him. “A small band of King’s Guards.”
“Diato,” Ronan murmured with trepidation. “They bring trouble but we’ve come too far. We can’t go back.” He spoke his thoughts aloud, realizing at the swamps Diato had turned his men back and circled around through Merisgale to intercept him.
“What kind of trouble?” Monty asked.
“I suspect Sleagan’s trouble.” Ronan frowned. “The kind that could get ugly. You may want to warn the other Dragols to stay away.”
“Dragols do not fear the swords or magic of man. It is their ignorance that is our greatest fear.” Monty scoffed. “The King’s Sword does affect our lives as well. Sleagan would have us hunted and killed.”
Ronan was beginning to understand that the sword affected the lives of every living thing in Meris. “Very well. Can you take me to them?”
Monty made a noise that clearly reflected his offense. “You mean carry you? Allow you to ride me as you would a horse? Certainly not! If I am seen by the others with a man upon my back I shall never be respected by the Dragols again!”
Ronan shook his head. “What if they could not see me?” Monty tilted his head and watched Ronan turn and head for his horse. He rummaged through his pack until he found the Sledgers Cape.
“What’s wrong?” Keegan stepped away from the campsite toward Ronan.
“Diato,” Ronan answered, slipping the cape over his shoulders so only his head was visible. “Someone has sided with him and worked against me. I’m going to even things up a bit.”
“I’m coming with you.” Keegan drew his sword but Ronan faced him, placing a hand on his shoulder.
“I need you to stay here. You are the only one who can lead the others to safety if something happens to me. None of the others have the strength that you do, Keegan.” Ronan glanced back at Monty who gave him a nod that the cape would allow an acceptable passage.
“If something happens to me, the dragon will come back for Mikel the Hort. The rest of you will go back to Johran where you will be safe. Wait there for Mikel to return with the sword.
“You trust a thief to bring the sword back to us?” Keegan looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.
“I trust that the changeling has never been given the chance to do something of honor. This is our chance to make an impression on him that would allow him to make his life better.” Ronan saw the emotion flicker in Keegan’s eyes. “The fact that he was a thief before does not matter now.” Keegan nodded and shoved his sword back into his sheath.
“Take care, Ronan Culley,” Keegan called as Ronan turned and headed back toward the dragon. He watched him climb onto the dragon’s back and then lift the hood. Monty took a running start and then soared into the air. It took them only thirty minutes to reach the campsite across the moor, during which time Ronan told Monty the plan in the event something happened to him. Monty merely inclined his head in agreement with his part of the plan, and then pointed toward the ground.
Diato sat below in silence, staring into the night. Once or twice he looked to the heavens as if he could sense Monty’s movement above but he never rose from his spot. Ronan’s eyes narrowed as one of the guards approached the captain.
“Get me down there. I want to hear what they are saying,” Ronan whispered and Monty swooped down low enough to cause the guards to be filled with fear and for Ronan to slip from his back unseen.
“Damned dragons,” Diato growled as Monty soared back into the air. “I shall be glad to be rid of them when their kind finally does die out. They are nothing but a bother to Merisgale.” He sheathed the sword he’d instinctively drawn.
“There are not many left,” the guard offered the captain.
“Less and less every year. The Johran and Dragols will be the defeat of one another.” Diato smirked and Ronan moved closer, anger tempting him to slice off the captain’s head.
“The wizard Thestian said that the blacksmith had joined the tribe of Johran,” the guard reminded and Diato nodded.
“He’s a clever little blacksmith.” Diato fisted his hand. “One that takes what belongs to other people. It will be easy to kill him.”
“But what of the sword?” the guard asked and Diato glanced at the young man as if he was stupid.
“I’ll take the sword to Merisgale myself. Fiona has failed her duties. I shall make her regret taking up with that blacksmith.” Diato stared into the night, apparently oblivious to the fact that he was looking right through Ronan’s dark gaze.
“The blacksmith…he is a wizard. A man can’t kill a wizard and get away with it, Sir.” The guard looked around as if fearful that someone might hear their discussion. “The wizard Thestian will not look over it.”
“The wizard Thestian is an upstart who will do whatever I advise him,” Diato snapped and Ronan’s hand dropped to the hilt of the sword at his hip. He could kill him quickly without anyone really knowing what happened. Ronan was aware that doing so he would be face a sentence to prison, perhaps even death but at this moment, it seemed worth it.
“Except search for King Robusk.” The guard’s words caused Ronan to still his urges.
Diato scowled. “That will be amended as soon as I bring the sword to Merisgale. Thestian cannot become the King if Robusk is not present. He doesn’t grasp that concept yet. He is only focused on the retrieval of the sword. He will be an idiot King.”
“That you will control.” The guard nodded in agreement.
“As best as I am able for the good of Meris.” Diato nodded. “But I will take care of this blacksmith first.”
“Why do you hate him so?” The guard asked.
Diato’s gaze darkened. “He’s taken something that is mine.” The sword, Ronan thought sourly as he took a step backward. He turned and began walking away. Diato was after the sword so he could take over at Merisgale. Diato was working for Sleagan.
Diato’s next words caused Ronan to halt abruptly. “Keegan Yore travels with the blacksmith.” Ronan turned slowly, eyes resting on the two men once again.
“Keegan Yore?” The guard shook his head, indicating he did not recognize the name.
“Doane Vaughn.” Diato raised a brow as the color drained from the guard’s face.
“Vaughn?” he whispered. “But no one’s heard from him for years.”
“He’s been hiding out, laying low, no doubt hoping that people forget his crimes. I’d be considered a hero if I brought him in and it would excuse why I killed the blacksmith.” Diato’s teeth gleamed in the darkness. “Who cares of a blacksmith wizard when we have captured an escaped dangerous criminal?”
Ronan felt as if someone had kicked him in the stomach. Keegan had lied to him. Keegan was the one who betrayed him. Ronan’s blood pounded as he turned and quickly left the campsite. Monty swooped down and scooped him up onto his back. Ronan said nothing as they flew back toward the Johran huts.
“Well?” Keegan was waiting for him when they returned. Ronan didn’t even look at the horseman as he slipped the cape off and tucked it back into the pack or Sorcha’s back.
“They didn’t even know I was there. I just listened.” Ronan glanced at the others as they waited for him to share what he’d learned. “I’m tired right now and have too much to think about. I just want to sleep.” And without another word, he ducked into his hut.
Sitting down at the table and chair inside, Ronan buried his face into his hands. It seemed every step of the way was made more difficult than the last. How much longer could he hold it together?



Fifteen


The next morning Ronan did not urge them to rise and ride. Instead he remained in the hut, thinking about everything that he’d learned. He’d spent most of the night working through his thoughts, his suspicions, and what he needed to do to get the sword to Merisgale. He didn’t like the conclusions he’d come to.
An hour and a half after dawn Arien knocked on the hut door and poked his head in. “Wihr?” He called with uncertainty as he stepped into the hut. Ronan smiled at the way the boy always remembered to address him with the appropriate title.
“We are not moving today,” Ronan answered the question he knew the boy had come to ask.
“But why? Aren’t you still in a hurry to get to Merisgale?” Arien looked at the chair Ronan manifested for him then sat.
“I am, but Diato and his men will be upon us soon. I am not in a hurry to meet them.” Ronan ran a hand over his face. “It has been awhile since you and I had any kind of conversation, Arien. How are you doing with these things that have happened to us?”
Arien leaned forward, resting his arms on the wood of the table. “I’m overwhelmed most of the time. Scared. Excited.”
“Excited?” Ronan lifted his eyes to the boy and raised a brow.
“It’s been an adventure,” Arien stated simply. “One that only happens to a king’s guard. Not to an orphan like me.”
“Or a blacksmith like me,” Ronan agreed.
“And it’s confusing,” Arien continued, shaking his head. “I don’t want to think anyone would betray us.”
“Nor did I.” Ronan sighed and reached over to muss the boy’s hair. “You are a brave young man. I am grateful you’ve come the whole way with me.” Arien’s eyes lightened and his smile was beaming. He stood and nodded toward the door so Arien stood and walked into the morning with him. They were all waiting. Ronan slanted a gaze down at Arien.
“They thought you would be less irritable if I were the one to come in and see about you.” Arien offered a lopsided grin.
Ronan sighed, looking out at those who waited. “We stay here and wait for Diato.”
“What?” Fiona shook her head but Ronan held up his hand before anyone could protest.
“He is not going to give up. We shall have to face him sooner or later.” Ronan glanced at Keegan. “They think to capture you and haul you to a prison in Merisgale.” Keegan’s face blanched.
“Where we are right now is little more than depressing. One among us is a betrayer but I do not know whom. The wizard Robusk has been imprisoned. And a band of King’s Guards will be upon us by nightfall.” Ronan’s eyes slid over each of them. “If any of you wish to back out of this now I shall understand and will not hold it against you.”
Mikel the Hort glanced around then slowly raised his hand. “I’m no good at fighting.”
“Then go, little friend. I wish you well.” Ronan inclined his head and for a moment the changeling hesitated, then scampered away from the group, his short legs moving him quickly across the moors. “Anyone else?” No one moved.
“Very well then but I warn you that things do not get any less depressing from this point.” Ronan crossed his arms, collecting his thoughts, and then took a deep breath. “I did not sleep last night. Many things did not rest well with me and I remained awake pondering everything that has happened and what we have learned.”
Ula settled down on the ground and one by one so did the others to listen to what Ronan had to say. “Last night Diato spoke that Thestian was an ill prepared wizard, easy to control. Why would Robusk name a wizard like that to be the next King?”
“I’ve met Thestian. He did not seem ill prepared to me. Young perhaps but…” Fiona began but Ronan continued, silencing her defense of the young wizard.
“Plus, Thestian does not send men to search for Robusk. He cannot be King if Robusk is missing. The sword must be presented to him by the current King.” Ronan began to pace as he spoke. “Thestian sent one warrior as an escort to Merisgale, a capable warrior but only one and to guard something as valuable as the King’s Sword?”
He looked at them to find them staring at him blankly. “I am not very smart. I’ve lived a very simple life. But this just smells a bit sour to me.” Ronan took a breath. “I believe the wizard Thestian is a fake.” They gasped, their eyes widened, but they did not speak.
“Monty said that Robusk had been missing for a couple of weeks. That was about the time that Fiona joined us. So until then, Thestian was believed to be a powerful and wise wizard who had excelled in his class.” Ronan faced them fully. “Now he is considered a village idiot who does not do things that even the dumbest of men would know to do.”
“You think someone took control of him?” Fiona’s gaze was rounded.
“No. I think he makes whomever he is using to believe whatever he wishes. He now has Diato believing he is in control of things. He’s given him free will to do as he pleases based on his emotions rather than commanding that he remember his responsibilities as Captain of the Guards.” Ronan shook his head when Fiona frowned. “Though last night I did believe Diato was part of the dark forces, I have changed my mind.”
“How can you be certain?” Ula asked.
“I can’t. But it would seem to me if he were, he would have anticipated our every move,” Ronan told them.
“Mikel the Hort said when he stole the dagger those were Diato’s words,” Keegan pointed out.
“But he didn’t say for certain that it was Diato. And if the captain of the guards was speaking privately with someone of obtaining the King’s Sword, wouldn’t he have done so in a locked chamber of the castle where no one could be eavesdropping?” Ronan searched their faces and then rested on Ula when she slowly nodded.
“You think someone set it up so Mikel the Hort would tell you what he’d heard, to set you off course.” She nodded again. “Perhaps it was Thestian himself.”
“That is exactly what I think, that he used Mikel the Hort to make us believe exactly what he wanted us to believe. The same he does with Diato and what he did with Robusk.”
“But Robusk is missing now,” Fiona argued, clearly looking for any way to make Ronan’s conclusion wrong.
“That’s right and once he was, Thestian became the confused and fumbling wizard, which worked nicely with Diato.” Ronan rested a hand on the sword. “There is also the fact that we’ve not encountered any dark forces since we began this journey.”
“Because Sleagan was having us bring it to him. He had a plan.” Ula rose to her feet, eyes widening. “Because he’s had a spy with us all along letting him know what was happing every step of the way. No one would question him because wizards are known to have prophetic dreams.”
“And if Thestian were not Sleagan why would he tell Diato of mine and Fiona’s joining when he knew that the man would become mad with jealousy? Even Fiona knew that he would.”
“Oh no.” Fiona’s expression fell as the realization of Ronan’s reasoning hit her.
“Diato thinks he will kill me, capture Keegan, and take the sword back to Thestian like a good little captain should.” Ronan crossed his arms.
“And by doing so, the sword is placed right in Sleagan’s hands,” Fiona finished, and then shook her head. “But what do they want with Keegan?” Ronan looked at the horseman. Keegan bowed his head.
“Most of what I told you was truth,” Keegan said lowly. “Orin Yore’s request for my freedom was denied. But I escaped prison two years later and used the name he’d given me.”
“Keegan Yore,” Ula whispered and he nodded. “What name did you have before?”
Doane Vaughn. “It doesn’t matter.” Ronan’s answer caused Keegan to look up at him.
“It does matter,” Arien argued, eyes suddenly flashing. “It matters because it could be he that is working against us.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Ronan repeated, looking at Ula, “We all have secrets that name us a suspect. I’m not about to have them all aired and for no other reason but to rip apart those of us who are honest about our intentions.” Ula gave him a little nod of agreement.
“What will you do about Diato?” Fiona crossed her arms.
“I will attempt to talk sense to him and if he doesn’t listen I will have our dragon step on him and then serve him to his family for supper.” Ronan slanted a gaze at Monty when the dragon grinned, his pointed teeth glistening in the morning sun.
“It’s a doable plan,” Monty agreed.
“You should let me deal with Diato. He is a bit tougher than he may seem. I’ve bested him before,” Fiona said, causing Ronan’s head to snap around.
“I’m afraid not.” He crossed his arms. “You will keep out of the way. You don’t fight a fire by pouring more fuel into it.”
“I will not fail this mission.”
“And I will not fail at what I’ve set out to do.” Ronan’s tone was matter of fact. He ignored her frown, turning to Keegan. “You and the others go after the other guards if Diato will not listen to me. If they are as stupid as the one he spoke with last night, you will have no trouble. Between you, Bryan, Fiona’s snake arms, and Ula’s blue magic it would take you only minutes to leave Diato to face me alone.” Keegan nodded glancing at Arien when the boy made a sound of disbelief.
“And what am I and Bryan to do this whole time? Stand on our heads?” Arien kicked at the ground. “I can fight.”
“Yes, but you and Ahearn have an understanding…I did not forget that. If something goes wrong, someone will have to take the sword on to Merisgale. And fast.” Ronan pointed to the boy. “That someone will be you.” Arien’s frown only half lessened but Ronan did not want to chance the boy getting hurt.
“Monty will be our eyes. He can see them coming before any of us,” Ronan continued when Arien offered no more arguments.
“It’s a good plan.” Keegan nodded. “You do well with no sleep.”
“I do better with it. You all take today and prepare yourselves however you must. Rat foot or whatever.” Ronan saw the grin curl on Ula’s mouth before she and the others scattered.
“May I speak with you?” Fiona lingered and Ronan breathed out heavily.
“I do not want to argue with you today, Fiona. I have too much on my mind.” Ronan turned to step back into his hut but she followed.
“I am a warrior. It’s what I’ve spent my life training to do. And Diato did not make captain because he does not know how to kill.” Fiona placed her hands on her hips. “Listen to me, Ronan. I know what I am talking about.”
“I know you do and I hear the sense you are speaking but I must insist that you keep out of the way and assist Keegan with the others.” Ronan did not look back at her.
“Why?” she demanded, raising her voice.
“He thinks he owns you,” Ronan explained. “He still thinks of you as his woman. That makes you a very dangerous motivation for him to kill the rest of us.”
“No one owns me,” she argued. “I am a warrior, Ronan. I am trained to fight. Before I left Merisgale to come for you I bested him in a sword fight. I could have killed him. It would have been easy.”
“Have you so little faith in me?”
“You are a blacksmith, Ronan, not a swordsman.”
“I’m a wizard.”
“One that is inexperienced and uncertain of himself.”
Ronan blinked. “You’ve trusted me thus far and now when we are so close, you doubt me?”
“It’s not that I doubt you, Ronan. But you don’t know him like I do. He has been trained and very well…”
But Ronan was hurt. “You will do as I command.” He turned so he couldn’t see her expression. “I don’t care what kind of warrior you are. I am still one of the King’s Guards and a wizard. And my will shall be done.” Silence followed. He manifested a goblet of ale but it tasted sour in his mouth. He finally glanced back at her to find her glaring coldly at him.
“You would command me?” She had no emotion in her voice. No, that wasn’t true. He heard the edge, knew that she was fuming.
“If it meant I could keep you safe, yes. I would command you.” Ronan set the goblet aside and reached for her hand but she stepped away.
“Then you are no better than he.” She turned on her heel and marched from the hut without looking back.

“I’ve been waiting for you to visit me.” Robust sat smiling against the wall when Sleagan opened the door of his prison. “I’m eager to know what you think of our little blacksmith now.”
“I think he will be dead soon and so will you.” SleaganSleagan folded his arms, standing in the doorway.
“He knows who you are. He knows you are SleaganSleagan.”
Thestian scowled. “And what can he do about it? Nothing. Diato is on his way to kill him as he we speak. My plans will not be fouled. I do not care which man brings me the sword as long as I get it.”
“You will not succeed.”
“I already have. Merisgale is mine. With no king to guide them they are looking to the man you named to be next king. I control them all.”
“Power is like a tapestry, woven tightly with expensive threads. In the right hands it can last years. In the wrong hands it becomes frayed on the edges and soon begins to unravel.” But fear began to creep back into Robusk’s chest. What if Thestian did succeed? Merisgale would fall and who would step up to save Meris from Sleagan’s dark forces?
“Power is not the tapestry in this case, old man. Meris is.” SleaganSleagan smiled recklessly. “And unraveling is just what I had in mind.”
“Ronan Culley will stop you.”
“Ronan Culley can do nothing if he is dead.” Thestian turned and stepped through the door, then hesitated. “And I know that you’ve been speaking to him both in his dreams and through that horse. I’ve always known.” The door swung closed leaving Robusk in the darkness of the windowless cell.

“Forgive me?” Ronan spoke only after he halted behind Fiona. She was staring out at the shadowed moors and had heard him approaching. He’d steered cleared of her the entire day, giving her room to fume. Now, he meant to make amends.
“Of course I forgive you.” She didn’t look at him. “You should be sleeping. Tomorrow you will not have the chance.”
“I could not sleep with the fear that you were angry at me.” He touched her shoulder.
“Rest easy. I’ve decided that you are right. I should not fight Diato tomorrow night.” She turned and smiled at him. His eyes reflected surprise but also relief.
“Thank you, Fiona. I’m only trying to do what is best.” He told her and she nodded that she understood.
“Go rest now. You shall need your strength.”
Heturned and headed back toward his hut. She watched him until he disappeared through the door. Then she turned, her smile fading.
Her pace was fast and she could already feel her body changing with the adrenalin that pumped in her veins. She would stop Diato. She should have killed him when she had the chance.



Sixteen


Fiona carefully neared Diato’s campsite. Silently she drew her sword and stepped toward Diato’s sleeping form. He didn’t stir. He didn’t even have someone sitting watch while he slept. But it did not surprise her. He was too confident to fear anything. Using the toe of her boot, she nudged his arm. His eyes immediately opened and a smile slid across his perfect lips.
“Fiona.” He didn’t move, just lay there gazing up at her without seeming surprised to see her. “You’ve come to meet me. I thought that you might. I’m not very happy with you, Fiona. You’ve hurt me.”
“I do not care if you are happy with me or not. You deserve a little hurt for causing others so much.” Fiona pressed her lips together. She wasn’t here to discuss their dead relationship. He just brought out the worst in her and she hated him for it.
“Then why are you here?” He tucked his arm behind his head. She gritted her teeth. “Do you wish to make up with me? I would consider forgiving you.” That was how he used to lay looking at her when he was finished with her for the night. And his words were mocking. But she refused to be sucked into an argument.
“I would still be gentle with you if you have,” he added, one more stab at her.
“Ronan believes Thestian is not who he says he is. He believes him to be Sleagan,” Fiona blurted, hating how he could still hurt her.
Diato stared blankly at her and then slowly frowned. “What kind of silliness is this?”
“He believes Thestian is using you, Diato. Filling you full of information that will make you react with emotion rather than thought.” Fiona prayed he was considering what she said.
“I am not a man to be used,” Diato said guardedly.
No. You use others, Fiona thought, feeling the bitterness of resentment rise within her.
“His reasoning makes sense. I find it odd that he would send his best guards to retrieve a sword that is in no danger when the King of Meris obviously is.” Fiona watched Diato’s eyes narrow.
“Robusk named Thestian at the monastery.” He tucked his other arm behind his head but Fiona could see that his body had tensed. “Robusk is no idiot.”
“No, but he is missing,” Fiona said and then sucked in her breath as a sharp pain pierced her right shoulder. She immediately grasped at the arrow that struck her. Black powder and blood rubbed off on her fingertips. She turned, body suddenly feeling so weak that she had to rest her weight on her sword.
“You.” Fiona’s eyes dropped and widened as they rested on the familiar face behind her. “Why?” But then darkness swirled around her and she collapsed.
“It took you long enough,” Diato growled, rising to his feet.
“I had to make sure I was close enough and she didn’t slow her pace the whole way here. It made it hard for me to keep up.”
Diato scowled. “What business is this about Thestian being SleaganSleagan?” His eyes dropped to Fiona’s arm. It had barely grazed her arm, and brought just enough poison to knock her out.
“Some idiocy that the blacksmith is rambling.”
Diato nodded and leaned down to lift Fiona while some of the guards scrambled to ready the noose. “My sweet little changeling,” Diato whispered and pressed his lips to Fiona’s. “You made this too easy.”
“You are going to kill her aren’t you?”
Diato’s eyes were hard when he looked up. “That’s not your concern. Now get out of here before I decide to kill you as well.” He smiled again when Thestian’s spy hurried back the way he came. Thestian had told him of the one he sent to watch the blacksmith. He’d told him he would be of some help if Diato needed it.
Fiona moaned from his arms and he looked down. “Sleep. You won’t die from the poison. I made sure only enough was used that I could take your weapons away from you.” Fiona moaned again. “Shh. Just sleep.”
“I have to warn Ronan,” she managed to murmur and Diato’s smile disappeared. Even now when she should be afraid for her life, she was thinking of the blacksmith.
“You’ll never see him alive again.” Diato growled down at her, his arms tightening around her. “You are mine, Fiona. You should start getting used to that idea.”

Wake up. Ronan’s eyes instantly opened. He’d been dreaming of Robusk, now a thin, frail wizard with just enough strength to remain alive. His white hair looked gray from the filth that he was made to remain in, his large hands had been bony from starvation.
Seeing the once great King like that had filled Ronan with sadness because he knew that it was more than a dream. He’d asked Robusk where he was but the old wizard had shaken his head. He would not tell him.
Ronan sat up but the dawn was silent. Too silent. Something was wrong. He rose from the cot and stepped outside, adjusting the sheath on his hip. No one had emerged from the other two huts yet and Monty lay curled, snoring deeply a few yards away.
“Blaaaaacksmith,” A voice haunted the air from a distance, then once again, a bit louder. “Blaaaaacksmith.” Ronan frowned, squinting across the moors. But no one could be seen. Ronan stuck his tongue into the air.
“It’s Diato.” Monty’s deep voice caused Ronan to start, nearly biting into his tongue. “He’s still miles away.” Ronan turned to find the dragon standing, fully alert. He hadn’t even heard the creature’s breathing change.
“He’s trying to goad me into a fight.” Ronan crossed his arms and turned his eyes back to the horizon.
“Blaaaaacksmith.” Diato’s voice moaned through the morning.
“It seems he has the same idea as you had.” Monty stretched his legs, causing his great silver scales to glitter in the rising sun. “He waits for his enemy to come to him.”
Ronan took a moment to admire the dragon. He truly was a magnificent beast. “Have you warned your kind about what is to happen?” Ronan asked when Monty yawned loudly. He eyed the dragon’s teeth, considering the damage they could do with one snap of his jaw.
“Blaaaaacksmith.” Diato was not going to give up.
“They know.” Monty nodded and glanced back at the huts. “Will you wake them now?” Yes. Ronan started. Ahearn. It had been Ahearn who had called for him to wake.
“It seems I must.” Ronan grinned back at the horse.
“May I do the honors?” Monty surprised him by asking. Ronan inclined his head for the dragon to do as he wished. Monty smiled and faced the horizon, resizing himself to his natural height. He drew back his head, taking a deep breath. Ronan instinctively put his hands over his ears.
The sound caused the earth to rumble so violently that Ronan went to his knee to keep from falling flat on his face. He closed his eyes and clamped his teeth together to keep them from clacking against one another.
When the dragon silenced, Ronan gave a little whoop and jumped to his feet, grinning. “I’ll bet that will quiet him down!”
Monty grinned viscously and nodded his large head. As those in the huts scrambled outside, Monty shrunk down to Ronan’s height again.
“What’s happening?” Ula shouted with alarm.
Ronan grinned back at her. “Monty sent Diato a little message.” Ula clutched at her chest and blew out a breath, glancing at Keegan and Bryan when they both frowned. Ronan’s eyes dropped to Arien to find his eyes still wide with evident fear. It had scared them all. He hoped that Diato was having the same reaction.
“I thought the dark forces were upon us,” Arien whispered. “Don’t ever do that again.”
“If he does, I will cut off his head,” Keegan said in a low voice.
“Where’s Fiona?” Ronan asked, still grinning, enjoying their reaction to Monty’s roar.
“We thought she with you.” Ula’s lips thinned with a frown.
Ronan shook his head. “She didn’t come to my hut last night. I assume she was still a bit angry with me for yesterday.” Ronan winced. “I acted irrationally and spoke sharply to her.”
Ula stared at him blankly. “She did not come to my hut either.”
“Nor ours,” Keegan supplied.
“Well where…” Ronan’s head snapped around and he stared at the horizon. No, she didn’t. She couldn’t have.
Yes, Ahearn answered.
“Well, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Ronan faced the horse.
Too weak, Ahearn answered.
Ronan frowned. “Keegan, see to your horse. I believe he may be ill.” Ronan looked at Monty as Keegan turned and moved toward the horses, concern filling his eyes. “She went to Diato last night, to spare me a fight with him.”
“It would seem she did not succeed.” Monty tilted his head. “Would you like me to fly the distance and see what’s going on down there?”
Ronan nodded. “As quickly as you can.” Monty resized immediately, and then took off running. He glided into the air, his large wings flapping powerfully. Ronan stood watching until the dragon disappeared.
“Why didn’t she just listen to me?” Ronan growled.
“Maybe she meant to protect you,” Arien suggested.
Ronan’s hands fisted at his sides as hatred boiled within him. If Diato harmed Fiona in any way he would kill him.
“The horses are fine and ready to ride if you want to go after her,” Keegan called.
“We should plan the approach carefully,” Bryan added, tossing his hair over his shoulder. “He is expecting us to come after her. He already has a plan of his own.”
Ronan turned his eyes to the horizon, waiting for Monty to reappear.
This was his fault. If he hadn’t stupidly commanded Fiona not to fight, she wouldn’t have gone ahead. If something had happened to her it was his fault. Ronan frowned as Monty reappeared.
“She is alive,” The dragon told Ronan as he landed. “They have her captured in a mesh bag of some sort. It was obviously their plan to keep her in something she could see out of but could not escape by slithering from.”
Ronan let out his breath but his body trembled with rage.
“She also had a wound on her shoulder that looked like it was marked by Johran poison.” Monty shook his head. “I shall never understand the calloused cruelty of mankind.”
“You have not seen callousness yet.” Ronan’s voice vibrated with the anger he felt. “Get the horses ready.”
“Johran?” Ula repeated. “Not Yarro.”
“No,” Ronan answered fiercely.
“Even if your wizard had not joined his tribe, he has too much honor to betray anyone. His word is as strong as the King’s Sword you carry,” Monty added. “If he suspected what was happening here to one of his tribesman the moors would become a Johran battle ground.”
Ronan could hear the respect that the dragon had for Yarro in Monty’s voice. He’d suspected because they hunted one another’s kind that they would not share any other kind of relationship than sworn enemies but Ronan had heard a similar respect in Yarro’s voice as well when speaking of the Dragols.
“Mikel the Hort was playing with the spears at the Johran village,” Keegan said thoughtfully. “I had to tell him twice to leave the weapons alone.”
“No.” Bryan shook his head. “Not, Mikel.”
Arien looked heartbroken. “He kept asking all kinds of questions about the black tips. I thought he was just trying to figure out how to steal some in case we needed to fight.”
“Blaaaaacksmith.” When Diato’s voice traveled the distance, Monty turned and roared back at him again. Ronan’s ears rang with its force.
“Stop doing that!” Arien surprised Ronan by shouting as he rubbed at his ears.
“That means it was the changeling all along who betrayed us.” Keegan’s mouth set in a grim line. “I’d suspected him at first but he was always so afraid of me. I thought certainly he wouldn’t be capable of betrayal when he would almost urinate on himself if I even looked at him.”
“He didn’t strike me as an evil man,” Bryan said, obviously still convinced. “And we all had a look at that black powder poison at one time or another.”
“Blaaaaacksmith,” Diato interrupted again several of them groaned with irritation. Arien held up his hand and shook his head when Monty grinned back at the boy.
“Don’t,” Arien pleaded.
Ronan turned and lifted his voice. “I am coming for you, Diato!” His voice boomed along the moors and stillness followed.
“Not bad,” Monty offered with a grunt.
“I really don’t think Mikel the Hort is to blame for this,” Bryan continued but Ronan waved a hand impatiently in the air.
“We’ve no time for this. We have bigger problems to face right now. We can solve this later,” Ronan interrupted. Fiona was out there. He had to get to her. He had to make sure she was safe.
“What’s the plan?” Keegan asked, seeming to sense Ronan’s fear that they would not make it in time to save her if they lingered much longer.
“Ride in, rescue Fiona, and kill them all,” Ronan answered simply.
“My kind of plan,” Keegan said causing Ronan to look back at him. “It’s been many years since I’ve killed anyone. It shall be nice to do it now with the permission of a wizard and on the side of Merisgale.”
The hairs on the back of Ronan’s neck rose. The look in Keegan’s eyes was not like any he’d ever seen before. He’d tried to imagine Keegan Yore as the man he’d described once but couldn’t. Now he saw it clearly. He wasn’t the horseman today. He was Doane Vaughn.
“Give me your sword.” Ronan held out his hand and Keegan drew his sword as he approached, then placed it in the blacksmith’s grasp. Ronan closed his eyes. And when he opened them, he was staring down at a replica of the King’s Sword. Well, not quite a replica. The blade was made of regular steel, painted white.
“I want one of those.” Arien’s eyes glittered.
“I need you for something else.” Ronan motioned for Keegan to walk with him away from the others.
He lowered his voice so only Keegan and perhaps Monty could hear him. “If something goes wrong, they will capture you. Make them believe this is the King’s Sword. They will take it and present it to Thestian. Without the King’s Sword he can notcan’t bring the dark forces to take control of Merisgale.”
Keegan nodded, sheathing the sword. “What about the real sword. If something goes wrong, it means you are dead.”
“I have that taken care of.” Ronan turned and raised his voice as he began walking back toward the rest. “You just worry about killing as many of those guards as you can and holding them back long enough for Arien to get to Fiona and free her.”
“You want me to rescue her?” Arien stood a bit taller. “You trust me to do that?”
“I do. Bryan I will need you to help Keegan take care of the guards. You two are the muscle of this group.” Bryan nodded that he understood. “What kind of weapon do you prefer to use?”
“These.” Bryan reared up and punched his front hooves in the air. The muscles of his dark flank were impressive. Ronan was certain he could do some serious damage without the use of a sword.
“Effective,” Monty complimented, apparently as impressed as Ronan.
“It’s all I’ve ever needed. I would be clumsy with a sword,” Bryan said when his hooves hit the ground heavily.
“Ula,” Ronan faced the sorceress. He winced when she looked at him. He didn’t want her to come to harm. He wished he didn’t need her at all but he wasn’t sure enough of his own magic and how to use it effectively.
“Anything,” she encouraged, seeming to know the feelings inside of him. “I am no weakling.” She reached for his hands and Ronan nodded. No, she was probably the most powerful of them all. Her magic was strong and she knew how to wield it as well as Keegan did his sword.
“Can you create an illusion much like the one Yarro has surrounding his village?” Ronan asked and her hands slid away from his as she cocked her head to the side in thought.
Ula smiled slowly. “You don’t want them to see us coming. Yes, I can do that. Perhaps not as tightly woven as the spell Yarro uses but from the direction Diato will be facing, he will see nothing but the moor.”
“And once we are there, bring on the clouds. It might scare the guards enough that they will not give Keegan and Bryan much resistance.” Ula nodded.
“What of Diato?” Keegan asked leading the horses forward to each of the riders.
“He’s mine.” Ronan swung atop Sorcha’s back, clenching his jaw to keep from shouting his hatred for the captain. “Montecu, you know what to do if we fail?” Ronan looked at the dragon.
“I do,” Monty answered. “And call me Monty.” Ronan kicked his horse forward and the others fell in behind him, riding fast and hard across the moor.



Seventeen


“You draw the King’s Sword on me?” Diato scowled at the bearded blacksmith. They’d been taken unexpectedly. Ronan Culley and his friends had just suddenly appeared out of nowhere along with strange dark clouds of thunder and lightning. Doane Vaughn killed four of his men before Diato had even known what was happening. The centaur knocked one of the remaining three unconscious with his thick hooves.
“Arien, how is she?” Ronan called over his shoulder, his eyes never leaving Diato.
“She’s alive,” Diato snapped. “Why would I kill her? I love her.”
“Arien?” Ronan called again in a strained voice.
“She lives but barely,” the boy finally answered. “The poison seems to still be her system. I can’t tell how much was used.”
“Ula, tend to her,” Ronan commanded.
“Why bother with her?” Diato clapped his hands behind his back, smirking. “You killed your own mother.” His fingers worked for the dagger he kept in his belt as pain flashed across the blacksmith’s face.
“That is enough!” The sorceress’ voice filled the clouds above them and Diato’s eyes slid to the old woman, surprised she had come to the blacksmith’s aid so quickly.
“Look at who you travel with. Fiona is a Serpentine Warrior, devoted to Merisgale. She would never travel with a killer and a sorceress, especially the very one who murdered her grandmother.” Diato frowned. His dagger was gone.
“Thestian is Sleagan. By doing as you’ve done, you are working for the dark forces,” the blacksmith said.
“If Thestian was Sleagan, why would he send Fiona to assist you?” Diato shook his head. “He wouldn’t have. And you are a liar.”
“He would if he wanted the sword brought back to him,” Ronan argued.
“Did you think of this yourself? You are just a blacksmith, Ronan Culley. All you have is that sword and you aren’t going to use it. You know what will happen if you do.” Diato laughed mockingly. “If you don’t, you are more stupid than I thought.”
“Nine King’s guards were killed. I managed to get this far alive. Perhaps on my stupidity,” Ronan snapped.
“Go back to your cottage with your boy apprentice. Stick with what you know best, making weapons. It doesn’t require much thought or magic. Do it now before you kill anyone else.” Diato ground out. “Like you did your mother.”
“I just want to take the sword to Merisgale…” Ronan Culley began but Diato laughed again.
“With the killer and the sorceress?” He shook his head. “Doane Vaughn killed eighteen people. Did you know that? Well, twenty-two if you count the guards he bled today. One of those he killed before was his own brother. I’d wager he didn’t tell you that bit.”
“I’m thinking of going for twenty-three,” Keegan Yore warned. “My brother was the only one out of those I murdered who deserved it.”
“And your little sorceress in her clever disguise. You wouldn’t even think about Fiona if you saw her real face. And that’s all it’s about, isn’t it, blacksmith?” Diato lowered his voice. “It’s about a pretty face.”
“Thestian is Sleagan. And I don’t believe you are of his dark forces.” The blacksmith spoke. He’d obviously gotten a grasp on the anger that had caused the sword’s blade to shake.
“For you to even say those words is an offense,” Diato snapped. “I am the captain of the King’s Guards.”
“What King? Merisgale is currently without king. Do you know why?” Ronan Culley’s eyes glittered darkly. “Because he is locked in a windowless cell where he withers away as we speak.”
Diato’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”
“I don’t know. He won’t tell me. Something about a code of wizard’s he said.” The blacksmith frowned, shaking his head. “He calls to me in my dreams and tells me that Merisgale is in trouble.”
“You lie.” Diato had an urge to strike the blacksmith. He speaks the truth. Diato’s gaze widened and the blacksmith glanced back at the horses. Diato did not miss the chance and lunged, knocking the sword from Ronan Culley’s hand. Diato drew back his fist and hit the blacksmith hard.
“Where is the wizard Robusk?” Diato drew back his fist again but the blacksmith’s heavy paw caught his jaw and sent him from atop of him. “I heard his voice. He is here. What have you done with him?”
“He is not here!” Ronan yelled back, rubbing at the side of his head where Diato had made his strike. “I tell you he is locked away somewhere and is being starved to death!”
“How would you know he was starving unless you had seen him?” Diato didn’t move from the ground and neither did the blacksmith.
“I have seen him in my dreams and I would know he is starving to death because that is how my mother died!” Ronan pushed himself up from the ground. Then reached down and swiped up the sword. He speaks the truth.
Diato knew Robusk’s voice, probably better than anyone. “If what you say is true why do I hear him speaking to me now?”
Ronan blinked, then turned to look at Ahearn. Diato could hear Ahearn’s thoughts? And thought it was Robusk’s voice that communicated to him? Ronan shook his head. Yes.
“The wizard Robusk is using Ahearn to communicate with me,” Ronan said aloud. Yes.
Keegan blew out a breath. “For that I am thankful. I was beginning to wonder what kind of damned horses I was raising.”
“This is some kind of trick and one that will have you facing a prison sentence.” Diato spat but he was ignored.
“Merisgale is only a day’s ride away. You can make it there before dusk if you head out now.” Bryan gave one of the guards a soft kick when he started to rise. “Unless you want to end up like your friends, I’d suggest you stay put.” The guard immediately dropped back down.
“What of the guards?” Keegan shook his head. “If we release them, that one may try to stop us again.”
“Leave them here with me,” Bryan suggested. “You all go on. I’ll keep them here.”
Ronan glanced at the centaur, then his eyes dropped to Ula. She gave him a quick nod.
“Alright.” Ronan grabbed Diato by the back of his collar and hauled him roughly to his feet. Diato was clearly not expecting the punch to his face. Ronan hesitated and then hit him again before he could shake himself from the first blow.
“Come near her again and I will kill you.” Ronan warned and released him roughly next to the other two guards who knelt shaking with fear. Ronan turned to Arien who’d hefted Fiona across his horse. She wasn’t moving but he could see the slight rise and fall of her breast. She lived.
“Take them to Johran if I don’t return soon,” Ronan told Bryan who nodded.
“Let’s go,” Ronan called and swung onto Sorcha’s back. “We have no time to waste if we are going to find Robusk and stop Thestian.” He kicked his horse forward, leaving Bryan, Diato and two very scared looking guards behind.

Merisgale rose from the horizon like a giant of grey stone. Ronan swallowed loudly when he saw it. It was massive. The castle stood like a tower to the Gods, surrounded by a wall that made even the dragon Montecu look small.
Ronan glanced behind them. The dragon had not traveled with them but Ronan knew he was there, just beyond sight. He’d felt him during the entire rescue and afterward when they traveled across the moors.
“How is Fiona?” Ronan glanced over at Arien.
“The same. No better but no worse either,” the boy answered.
“She won’t die,” Ula reassured Ronan and he sent her a small smile. “I swear it to you.”
“When we get inside, Arien, you take Fiona somewhere safe where Ula can tend to her.” Ronan commanded and though both the apprentice and sorceress looked as if neither liked his decision, neither argued.
“Keegan, you will stay with me?” Ronan looked at the horseman, thankful when he nodded.
“I don’t think that’s going to work,” Arien said suddenly and pointed to the gates of Merisgale. Ahead Thestian stood, waiting for them.
“Dragon’s blood,” Ronan cursed then glanced behind him. “Sorry, Monty.” Keegan rode alongside Ronan’s right side.
“Give me the sword,” Ronan barely heard Keegan’s words.
“What?”
“Give it to me and take this one.” For a moment Ronan didn’t move. Could he trust that Keegan was not the one who betrayed him? Sensing his hesitation, the horseman turned and met his gaze.
“If I were the one I would have killed you the moment I met you,” He murmured. “Now give it to me before it’s too late.”
“Ronan Culley,” Thestian called in greeting and lifted a hand in a half wave as Ronan rode ahead of the others.
“Wizard Thestian.” Ronan dismounted and bowed low as if the wizard was already king.
“You have not failed me.” Thestian spoke after Ronan rose to his feet again. “Come. You must be weary.”
“I am but I have much more to do before I can rest.” Ronan met Thestian’s gaze. “Where is King Robusk?”
Thestian’s face saddened. “He is missing.”
“Where is he?” Ronan repeated and for a moment Thestian only stared at him.
Slowly a smile slid across his fair face. He shook a finger at Ronan. “You are a clever man to be a blacksmith.” Thestian clicked his tongue. “Almost too clever.”
“He is the Stone Wizard Ronan of Johran,” Arien corrected from his horse. Ronan did not look but could hear Arien scrambling down from Ahearn’s back.
“Stay back, Arien,” Ronan commanded.
“Yes, I had heard that you joined the Johran tribe to acquire safe passage through the hills.” Thestian crossed his arms. “And you even struck a deal with the Dragols. What now, blacksmith?”
“Where is Robusk?” Ronan repeated.
“Soon he will be in the Great Sea of Death. Perhaps you’d like to meet him there?” Thestian’s eyes glittered. “The game is over. Give me my sword.”
No. Robusk used Ahearn to speak thoughts to Ronan.
Thestian clicked his tongue. “Robusk, that was a very weak attempt. Save your energy old man. It is over.”
Ronan drew the sword from his sheath and held it out threateningly. “Yes, it is over. Where is he?”
Thestian laughed maniacally. “You are going to use the fake sword on me?” Ronan frowned and looked back at Keegan.
“The sword.”
Keegan tossed it in the air and Ronan caught it. He faced Thestian again. Slowly SleaganSleagan smiled and pulled open his shirt, exposing his pale chest.
“Do it, blacksmith. The result is the same either way.”
Ronan didn’t blink. “Robusk, what wizard do you name as the next King of Merisgale before you die?” Ronan Culley. Ronan smiled as Thestian’s eyes widened. The blade of the sword began to glow and Thestian danced backward.
“Ula,” Ronan called but she didn’t answer. “Ula.” Still she was silent. Ronan did not want to take his eyes off of Thestian so he glanced to his left. His heart stopped.
“No.” Ronan felt tears brim in his eyes. “No, not you. It can’t be you.”
“Of course it is me. Did you think SleaganSleagan would have gone to so much trouble to be named and not send someone to stop you in case you caught on to what he was doing?”
Ronan’s eyes dropped to the dagger, Diato’s dagger, pressed to Ula’s throat. “I am no fool. You may have feelings for the Serpentine but it is this one you are willing to die for.”
“I…I trusted you.” Emotion welled in Ronan’s chest as Keegan started to circle around.
“Because you are a foolish man. Tell that killer to stay back or I will slit her throat.” The blade pressed firmly and tears welled in Ula’s eyes. She wasn’t using her magic to save herself, Ronan realized. She couldn’t. Not against Arien.
“I’m warning you.” Ronan said.
“Warning me?” Arien laughed. “I’ve seen you use your magic, Wihr. You can do nothing to me. Now give that sword to Thestian or I will cut out her throat.” Ronan’s hand trembled.
“No, Ronan,” Ula croaked. Ronan cursed loudly, but threw the sword to the ground. Arien smiled and glanced at Thestian when he hurried to pick it up.
“I told you. He is weak.”
“Finish them,” Thestian ground out.
Ronan turned as SleaganSleagan started back inside the gates.
“Which one first?” Arien’s face twisted in a sneer that made him unrecognizable to Ronan. “I think I’ll start with Ula Baen. I’ve put enough poison into Fiona’s arm that she will be dead in a few hours anyway.”
“Nooooooooo!” A shadow at the gates crouched, snarling, and leapt through the air onto Arien’s back. Ronan watched Arien cry out and twist as the claws of the small creature dug in and drew blood. Ula ducked but not quick enough and Arien’s blade dragged across her throat as she freed herself from his grip. A red line appeared on Ula’s neck but she shook her head, pressing her fingers against it.
“It’s not deep,” she whispered.
“What is that thing?” Keegan stepped to Ronan’s side but Ronan shook his head. It looked like a large rat but the claws and teeth resembled that of a wildcat. And it moved so quickly that Arien could not catch it. It scratched, bit, and then scurried to a new point of attack.
Arien finally grabbed the small beast by its leg and slung it away from his body. It hit the stone wall of the keep with a yelp and in an instant transformed into a man, one that Ronan was surprised to recognize as Mikel the Hort.
Ronan started forward as Arien spun, raised his dagger, the blade creating an arch over Fiona’s limp body. “Monty!” Ronan bellowed and as if waiting for that moment, in a rush of wind the wizard swooped down, knocking Arien away from Fiona and to the ground. The dagger hit the wall of the keep.
“Give me your sword!” Ronan shouted and Keegan handed him the sword. He bent down and picked up Arien’s dagger, turned it in his hand.
“Nice blade. Make it yourself?” Keegan struck quickly, thrusting the dagger into Arien’s stomach.
“Ula, help me.” The boy’s eyes rounded. Ula turned her head and wept as she backed away.
“Monty, can you get me over that wall?” Ronan called, shrugging away his own sorrow. He’d never suspected Arien. Monty plucked Ronan from the ground and in seconds was dropping him to the other side of the wall.
“Bust out that door,” Ronan told him before heading toward the castle doors. He slipped inside and closed his eyes. I call to the high council of wizards. Thestian is Sleagan. He has imprisoned King Robusk and is attempting to take over Merisgale. Arm yourselves!
“What?” Someone called aloud and Ronan opened his eyes.
“Thestian is no wizard. He is Sleagan,” Ronan answered. “We have to stop him and save Robusk!” Others had appeared and Ronan realized they were each wizards of the high council, past kings of Merisgale.
“Where is he? Where is Thestian now?” One of them asked.
“Somewhere in the castle. I’m certain of it.” Ronan gripped his sword.
“And Robusk?”
“I…I don’t know. It looks like a dungeon with no windows. He’s very weak.” Ronan had no time for this! He headed for the stairs.
“You are Ronan Culley,” One of them called. “You are the wizard we heard Robusk name as next King.”
Ronan didn’t hesitate in his stride, taking the steps two at a time.
He found himself in a great hallway. He entered every room and then halted when he opened a door to a chamber filled with swords. It was a huge room with enormous swords along the back wall. Normal sized swords were showcased in velvet-lined pedestals. The chamber of swords.
A maid screamed when he turned down a corridor. “Where is Thestian?” Ronan demanded and she pointed frantically toward the other end of the corridor. Ronan ran past her. So much for loyalty to the named king, he thought smugly.
“Blacksmith!” Thestian’s scream echoed from the room to his right moments before the door opened. “This is not the King’s Sword!”
“No.” Ronan shook his head and swung the sword he held with all his might but Thestian brought the fake sword up quickly and blocked the strike.
“Give me the sword!” He screeched.
“Get your own. This one is mine.” Ronan swung again and then again. Each time Thestian blocked the strike. Thestian’s eyes darkened and Ronan felt the stone floors began to shake.
“Give…me…the…sword!” Thestian lifted a hand and a blast of heat hit Ronan in the chest sending him backward into the stone wall. Ronan struggled to catch his breath when he fell to the floor. He pulled himself to his feet.
“You are no match for me, blacksmith. Your magic is weak and your mind is weaker.” SleaganSleagan snarled as darkness swept up the corridor. “Give me the sword.”
“He was going to kill Fiona.” Ula’s voice found his ears and he turned to find her pushing her way through the crowd of wizards and castle servants. Some of the King’s court had gathered with them.
Ronan looked back at Thestian’s wild eyes. “He sent Arien to betray us and Diato to kill you and Fiona. He means to kill you, Ronan!”
“I’m not strong enough,” Ronan called back and Thestian smiled as he nodded.
“Yes, you are.” Ula was weeping. When he looked at her again, her face had changed. It was the face of his mother staring back at him, her blue eyes pleading for him to listen to her.
“Don’t let me die, Ronan. Save me. If you don’t they will kill us all!”
Thestian rushed forward but Ronan suddenly turned, sorrow and rage pumping through his veins. A blast of white light filled the room around them, pushing the darkness back, and Thestian’s face twisted with pain.
“Yes, Ronan. Save me.”
Ronan brought the sword up and drove it into Thestian’s chest. For a moment Thestian stared back at him, then blinked and looked down at the blade.
“That’s right you maniacal bastard. It’s not the King’s Sword.”
“Fool. You can not kill me with simple weapons,” Thestian hissed.
Knowing that he had to act quickly, Ronan drove every ounce of power he could summon into blade. Thestian twisted and writhed, screaming out.
“No but I can cause you pain.” Ronan shoved the sword deeper, using it as a channel for the current of emotion that had transformed into magic. SleaganSleagan threw his head back and howled. It was sound that thundered through the castle and caused those watching to shrink back.
Ronan could feel Thestian fighting against his magic but he was failing. Like the River Blanch, he began to still. Finally he ceased the struggle between their magic and thrust himself back and off of the sword’s blade. And then he was gone, taking the darkness with him.
Silence followed as Ronan felt himself falling. “Ula.” Right before he drifted into darkness, he felt her wrinkled hands catch his head.
“Ronan?” Ula’s voice parted the thick darkness and Ronan opened his eyes to stare up at her wrinkled face.
“That was a cruel trick, witch,” Ronan whispered weakly and Ula nodded, lifting her hand to caress his face.
“But it worked. I knew if I affected you deeply enough, your power would take over and do what needed to be done.” Ula pressed her lips to his temple. “But you are right. It was cruel and I hated doing it.”
“I’m glad you did.” Ronan closed his eyes and then opened them again. “I’m so weary.”
“I know,” Ula soothed, stroking his head as if he were just a child. “But you drove Sleagan away from Merisgale.”
“Yes. Not as stupid as he thought, was I?” Ronan opened his eyes again and despite the pounding in his head and the ache in his body, he forced himself to sit up.
“King Culley!” The small crowd of onlookers cheered and Ronan’s eyes swung to those around them. He raised his hands, shaking his head.
“I’m no King,” he called out, silencing all. “I’m a blacksmith.”
“But we all heard Robusk name you,” one of the wizards argued. “And you chased away SleaganSleagan with the King’s Sword.”
“No.” Ronan reached down and picked up the sword. “I used an old one from the Chamber of Swords. I’m not the real king. Robusk and I only made Thestian think I was the newly named King. The Sword then became a threat to him.”
The wizard seemed to think over the explanation. “Then who is King?”
“Not me. I’m just a blacksmith.” Ronan heard Ula grunt a chuckle. “Perhaps now would be a good time to send a party out to search for Robusk. He is locked in a windowless cell and is suffering from starvation. He is very weak but I think he has the strength to remain alive until you can locate him. Surely, the council have ways to find a fellow wizard without breaking the wizard’s code.”
The wizard smiled and nodded. “We do.” He turned motioning for the other wizards to go with him.
“Fiona,” Ronan whispered and looked down at Ula. “Can you save her?”
“I cannot but I know of some who can,” Ula answered. “Yarro’s wife told me that only they knew the secret of saving someone from death of the poison. She will have to be taken to the Johran immediately.”
Ronan smiled as Bryan carried her forward and glanced at the window. “Monty?” Monty’s head bobbed into view. The people crowding the corridor gasped and moved back at the dragon’s appearance.
“Give her to me.” Monty reached inside the window and plucked the woman from Bryan’s arms. Then he was gone, flying Fiona back to Ronan’s people.
“I’m ready to go home,” Keegan declared. “I’m getting too old for this much drama.”
Ronan chuckled. “So am I, but there are a few more things that must be done before I can leave Merisgale.” Ronan glanced at Bryan. “I must speak on behalf of the centaurs and ask Robusk for a river.”
“I have a feeling you won’t have any problem getting what you ask for.” Ula smiled.
“I’d better not.” Ronan grunted, looking down at Mikel the Hort. “You were very brave, little friend.”
Mikel beamed and slanted a gaze at Keegan. “Don’t you feel like a big fool? I know you thought I was the one who was betraying wizard Ronan.” Mikel sniffed. “But I would not. He is the only person I’ve ever known who trusted me.”
“Not the only one,” Ronan corrected. “Bryan here came to your defense when you were not present to do so.”
Mikel’s smile widened and the centaur lifted him and set him gently on his back. “So what’s next?” Mikel asked and the rest groaned loudly.
What was next? Ronan thought of the long journey he’d taken. Did he return to his cottage? Could he, after all he’d learned? His thoughts moved to the Johran. They were his people now. Yarro, his brother. Yarro’s wife would heal Fiona, keep her safe until she was strong enough to return to her own people.
He took a calming breath, dragged it deep into his chest, then released it slowly. Whatever came next, he could face it. He was stronger than he’d been before. He was The Stone Wizard Ronan.
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