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			THE EVENTS DESCRIBED IN THIS BOOK FOLLOW DIRECTLY from the short story “The Hibernian,” published in Book 11 of the Ranger’s Apprentice series, The Lost Stories.

			For those who have not read “The Hibernian,” it describes how Halt and Crowley first met as younger men when Halt came to the Kingdom of Araluen as a fugitive from his homeland of Hibernia. Halt was the rightful heir to the throne of Clonmel, but his younger twin brother attempted to kill him and seize the throne. Saddened and embittered by his brother’s behavior, but unwilling to fight his own flesh and blood, Halt chose instead to leave Hibernia behind.

			He arrives in Araluen at a time when Morgarath, Baron of Gorlan Fief and the Kingdom’s foremost knight, is engaged upon a carefully planned attempt to seize power. One of his first steps is to weaken and destroy the Ranger Corps, an elite special forces unit who are the eyes and ears of the Kingdom and the most powerful group supporting the existing King. Over a period of several years, Morgarath has organized for the more senior Rangers to be falsely accused of crimes and forced to abandon their posts or flee the country. He has replaced them with his own sycophants and toadies.

			Morgarath is an influential figure and has gained King Oswald’s confidence, convincing him that his son, Prince Duncan, has been conspiring to murder him. Oswald takes refuge in Castle Gorlan, under Morgarath’s protection. As time passes, Morgarath’s protection becomes increasingly oppressive and the King finds himself a virtual prisoner.

			Crowley, a recently commissioned Ranger, trained in the traditional skills by an old Ranger named Pritchard, is disillusioned by Morgarath’s scheming. Shortly after he meets Halt, he decides to reform the Ranger Corps. He plans to recruit the few remaining members of the original group and seek a royal charter from Prince Duncan. Crowley discovers that, like himself, Halt has been trained by Pritchard, one of the first of the Rangers to be driven out of the Kingdom by Morgarath. This seals their friendship. The bond between them is reinforced when Halt joins Crowley to fight off an attack by half a dozen of Morgarath’s soldiers.

			With Morgarath’s men hot on their heels, Halt decides to join Crowley in his search for Prince Duncan. Together, they set off on their quest, with the ever-present threat of Morgarath’s enmity behind them.
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IT HAD BEEN RAINING FOR A WEEK.

			Not heavy rain, but a steady, persistent, soaking rain that finally overcame the protective oil in their woolen cloaks and worked its way into the fabric itself, making it heavy and sodden.

			And cold.

			As they had done for the previous few nights, Halt and Crowley were camping out in the woods. Halt suggested that they should avoid towns and villages until they were sure they were clear of Morgarath’s sphere of influence, and Crowley initially agreed. Halt, after all, had more experience of traveling as a fugitive than he did. Now, however, he wasn’t quite so sure about the decision.

			They were sitting under a rectangular oilskin sheet that they had spread between four trees, with the lower side angled so that the rain would run off it. The ground beneath them was saturated and they had constructed low cots from tree branches to keep them off the wet earth. Each cot consisted of a rectangular frame, with a series of short crosspieces, and leafy boughs laid across it to form a rough mattress. Each day, they would disassemble the frames and carry the longer timber pieces with them, lashed in a bundle.

			A few meters away, their horses were tethered. The animals huddled together, sharing their body warmth and keeping their hindquarters turned to the wind and rain.

			Halt shivered and pulled his cloak more tightly around him. As he moved, a runnel of water ran off the cowl and landed on his nose, continuing its downward passage to drip off the end. Seeing it, Crowley laughed.

			Halt turned an accusing eye on him. “What do you find so amusing?” he asked coldly.

			Crowley, also huddled inside his cloak, nodded his head toward his friend. “You sitting there, hunched over and dripping, like an old man with a runny nose,” he said. Unfortunately, the shrugging movement dislodged a stream of water from his own cowl and the drops ran down his nose. He sniffed, the smile dying on his face.

			“You find it amusing that I’m soaked to the skin and dying of cold?” Halt asked.

			Crowley made as if to shrug, then realized that such a movement would send more water running, and restrained himself. “Not amusing, perhaps. But certainly diverting.”

			Halt turned, very carefully, to face him. “And from what does this sight divert you?” he asked, with careful attention to his grammar. When Halt was in a bad mood, he invariably paid careful attention to his grammar.

			“From the fact that I’m also sitting here with water running off my nose, cold, wet and miserable,” Crowley said.

			Halt considered that. “You’re uncomfortable?”

			Crowley nodded, sending more water cascading. “Totally,” he said.

			“Some Ranger you turned out to be,” Halt told him. “I thought Rangers could face the worst discomfort in the line of duty with a smile on their lips and a song in their heart. I didn’t realize they would sit around whining and complaining.”

			“Facing discomfort doesn’t mean I’m not entitled to whine and complain about it. Besides, only a few minutes ago, I was laughing and cheerful.” Crowley shivered, and pulled his cloak tighter. More water ran off it. “These cloaks are good up to a point. But once the water has soaked into them, they’re worse than nothing.”

			“If you were sitting here wrapped in nothing you’d soon see the difference,” Halt replied. Crowley grunted, and a brief silence fell over the campsite, broken only by the persistent patter of rain on the leaves and the occasional stomp of one of the horses’ hooves.

			They were faced with another cold supper. The air was so moisture laden that getting a spark to take from Halt’s flint and steel to ignite a handful of tinder would be beyond his capabilities. And even if he could manage that, there was no dry firewood. Usually, they traveled with an emergency supply of tinder and kindling, but they had run out of both two days previously.

			Pity, Halt thought. Even a small fire would have provided some warmth, and the flames would have given them a psychological boost as well. He reached for the pack on the cot beside him and found a piece of beef jerky. He bit some off and began to chew methodically, his jaws working on the tough, flinty meat. Maybe the exercise of chewing the jerky would warm him, he thought. The meat was certainly tough enough to require considerable effort from his jaws. Slowly, the smoked meat flavor began to release from the jerky and fill his mouth. Then, of course, he realized how very hungry he really was, and how little opportunity he would have to relieve that hunger.

			He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Being cold and hungry was miserable. Being wet was equally so. Being all three was well nigh unbearable.

			“I’ve been thinking . . . ,” Crowley began, leaving the sentence hanging for a few seconds.

			Halt shook his head. “And here am I without pencil or parchment to record this momentous event.”

			Crowley raised an eyebrow in his direction. At least, he thought, that didn’t send water cascading down his face. He raised his other eyebrow as well, just to make sure. No cascade, so he relaxed them both.

			“I think we might have crossed the border out of Gorlan Fief,” he continued. Halt grunted, a noncommittal sound.

			Crowley took that as a signal to expound on his theory. “That river we crossed late this afternoon, I think that might have been the Crowsfoot River, and that’s the border between Gorlan and Keramon Fiefs.”

			“Equally,” said Halt, “it might have been the Salmon River, and as I recall from the map, that’s still kilometers inside Gorlan.”

			But Crowley shook his head. “The Salmon is much narrower—much faster running. And it’s farther west, closer to Redmont. So unless our navigation is well off the mark, we wouldn’t have come close to it.”

			“Well, you were the one doing the navigating,” Halt said.

			Crowley gave him a hurt look. “My map reading and sense of direction aren’t wonderful. But I’m rarely twenty or thirty kilometers offline.”

			“Rarely, of course, implies that sometimes you are,” Halt pointed out. But Crowley stuck to his point.

			“Not this time. And as I say, the Salmon is narrower and faster running.”

			Halt decided to concede. “So, if you are right, what point are you making?”

			Crowley shifted as cold water ran down inside his cloak. Halt was right, he thought, it might feel miserable sitting huddled in a soaking cloak, but at least it still kept most of the water out—and it did allow some body heat to be retained, damp as it might be.

			“My point is, if we’ve moved out of Gorlan Fief, we might be able to look for an inn in a village and spend a few nights.”

			“You think Morgarath would stop at the border between the two fiefs?” asked Halt.

			Crowley stuck out his bottom lip. “Perhaps not Morgarath himself,” he admitted. “But if he sent some of his men after us—and we don’t even know for sure that he has—they might well decide to turn back once they reached the limits of the fief. Particularly in this sort of weather. They won’t be enjoying it any more than we are.”

			“It’s possible,” Halt said. “So do you have a village in mind?”

			Crowley nodded. He’d been studying the map before the light failed. “There’s a village called Woolsey,” he said. “I’d guess it’s about ten kilometers away and a little off the beaten track. It’s big enough to have a tavern or an inn. And if it doesn’t, we could always look for lodgings with one of the villagers.”

			Halt said nothing, considering the idea. Then a problem occurred to Crowley.

			“Of course, we’d need money,” he said. “Usually when I’m traveling, I pay with a chit that can be reclaimed from the Corps. But I can hardly do that now.”

			Since their confrontation with Morgarath, and the fight with his men, they had decided that Crowley should relinquish his identity as a Ranger. Morgarath’s men would be looking for a member of the Corps. So far, Morgarath was probably unaware that Halt had joined Crowley. To this end, Crowley had set aside his mottled Ranger cloak and was wearing a simple wool cloak in a dark gray color. Halt’s cloak was a forest green. Both colors were adequate for concealment, and not as instantly recognizable as Ranger cloaks.

			“I have money,” Halt said, and Crowley looked at him with relief. “But it’s Hibernian. I’m not sure if innkeepers here will accept it.”

			“Is it gold?” Crowley asked and, when Halt nodded, he continued. “They’ll accept it.”

			“Well then,” Halt said, “tomorrow we’ll head for Woolsey village. It’ll give us a chance to dry out our clothes and our gear. And the horses will benefit from spending a couple of nights in a stable.”

			“Or even a week?” Crowley suggested optimistically.

			Halt turned a baleful eye on him, peering at him through the multiple drips of water that were now running from his cowl.

			Crowley shrugged. “A couple of nights is good.”

			“Let’s turn in,” Halt said, yawning. It had been a long day and the thought of a dry bed on the morrow was an attractive one. He lay down carefully and, shivering slightly, wrapped the soaking wet cloak around him, pulling the cowl high up over his head. A gust of wind shook the tarpaulin above them and water cascaded down on three sides. He shivered again.

			“To blazes with Morgarath’s men,” Halt muttered. “I want a nice roaring fire tomorrow night.”

			“And a hearty beef stew,” came Crowley’s muffled voice.

			“And a hearty beef stew,” Halt agreed.
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON BY THE TIME THEY REACHED Woolsey. The rain had eased to a steady drizzle but still refused to stop completely.

			They rode down the single street of the village, huddled in their cloaks. The two horses plodded stolidly through the thick mud that covered the street, their hooves making sucking, squishing noises as they alternately placed them down, then dragged them free of the clinging, wet ooze.

			Crowley pointed to a building halfway down the street, larger than those surrounding it. It was the only two-story structure in the village, and a painted signboard above the entrance swung erratically in the wind.

			He peered closely at the sign. “The Yellow Parrot. That does sound jolly.”

			“What’s jolly about a yellow parrot?” Halt shot him a sidelong look.

			Crowley considered the question. Truth be told, he had spoken simply for the sake of saying something, but he wasn’t going to admit it.

			“Well,” he said eventually, “parrots are amusing creatures. They talk, don’t they? They say things like ‘Polly wants a bread crust.’ Or, ‘Who’s a pretty boy then?’ And they’re colorful, so they brighten things up.”

			“What’s amusing about a bird wanting a bread crust? Or claiming to be a pretty boy then? After all, the bird doesn’t actually know what it’s saying, does it?”

			“It knows it wants a bread crust,” Crowley said. “I mean, when it says that, and you give it a bread crust, it eats the bread crust, doesn’t it? So obviously, it knows what it’s saying.”

			Halt nudged his horse so that it stopped, while he turned to look at his companion. Crowley twitched the reins and his horse halted as well.

			“Are you always so insufferably cheerful?” Halt asked.

			“I suppose I am,” Crowley admitted. “Do you always travel around as if there’s a big, black thundercloud hanging over your head?” He liked Halt, despite their short acquaintance. But the Hibernian did tend to be a bit of a Gloomy Gus at times, he thought.

			“What did you say?” Halt demanded.

			Crowley realized that he must have unwittingly muttered the words aloud as he had the thought. Hurriedly, he shook his head. Raindrops scattered around him as he did.

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			But Halt was glaring at him. “You called me a Gloomy Gus,” he accused.

			Crowley shrugged. “It’s a term of endearment in this country.” He tapped his horse with his heels to start moving again. Squish, suck, squish, suck, ooze squish, went the hooves.

			Halt set his own horse in motion, its hooves spraying mud and water in the air as he hastened to catch up with the Ranger. He was feeling somewhat out of sorts, he realized. But that was because for days they had been traveling with their bows covered by waterproof leather cases to protect the strings. Wet conditions could play merry havoc with a bowstring, reducing its tension and rendering the weapon almost useless. And Halt never felt comfortable when he was in unknown territory without ready access to his bow. It made him feel vulnerable, and that made him feel irritable and ill at ease.

			Over the pervading smell of rain and muddy ground, he detected a hint of woodsmoke. He glanced up to see it curling away from the inn’s chimney, weighed down by the rain and the driving wind so that it never rose more than a couple of meters above the roof.

			“Now that’s more cheerful than a yellow parrot,” he said.

			Crowley had already swung down out of the saddle. He tethered his horse to a ring set beside the door of the inn and waited for Halt to join him. Then, together, they pushed through the door, stooping slightly to go under the low lintel.

			After the chill of the rain and wind outside, it was delightfully warm in the taproom. It was a wide, low-ceilinged room, with a wooden plank that served as a bar, set on barrels running along the wall facing the doorway. Other barrels, large and small, were ranged on their sides behind the bar, set on racks so that their spigots were within easy reach of the innkeeper and his serving maids. The room was half full of men. Farmworkers and laborers, Crowley guessed, seeking refuge from the miserable weather. They fell silent for a few moments as they assessed the newcomers. Then the low buzz of conversation began once more and they turned back to their ale and their meals.

			At one end of the room was a large fireplace, with a roasting spit that was hinged to swing right into the hearth itself. There were several ducks on the spit, their skin glistening with fat that fell, dripping and hissing, into the coals. The room was full of a pleasant smell of roasting duck, rich ale and woodsmoke that eddied around the low ceiling, the chimney not quite up to the task of clearing it away.

			Halt and Crowley made their way through the tables to the bar, where the innkeeper assessed them briefly.

			Woodsmen, he decided. Possibly hunters. Not soldiers, at any rate. Soldiers in this area could mean trouble, he had learned over the past few years. They tended to take without asking and could be loud and demanding, bullying the villagers and farm folk and creating ill feeling and tension among them. And, while they drank a considerable amount, they often paid short measure and frequently started fights.

			Soldiers were bad business.

			Deciding that Halt and Crowley posed no potential threat, he took his hand away from the heavy, studded cudgel he kept under the bar and reached for two pint tankards hanging overhead.

			“Ale for you, my friends?”

			The two men nodded. The red-haired one spoke.

			“That would be very agreeable, innkeeper.” He unfastened his cloak and threw the cowl back. Already, steam was beginning to rise from the cloth, generated by the heat in the room.

			“And we’ll be needing a room. With a fireplace,” the dark-bearded one said. He had a pleasant, lilting accent that was unfamiliar to the innkeeper. The innkeeper set down two foaming tankards and the newcomers took grateful sips. The redhead smacked his lips in appreciation.

			“That’s good ale,” he said and the innkeeper inclined his head in appreciation of the comment.

			“I’m known for it,” he said. Then, turning his gaze to the darker-haired man, he said, “None of my upstairs rooms have fireplaces.” The man’s eyebrows came together slightly in a look of disappointment. “But I have an annex out the back with its own fireplace. There’s no access to it from in here. It opens onto the stableyard.”

			The disappointment faded from the man’s face.

			“That sounds just the thing,” he said. And as he thought about it, Halt decided that it was. A separate entrance, concealed in the stableyard and not visible from the main street, would give them a good degree of privacy and security, just in case Morgarath’s men came looking.

			They negotiated a price. Initially, Halt asked for one night, but seeing Crowley’s expression, he relented and made it two.

			“One night will hardly be enough to get our things dry,” Crowley pointed out, and Halt had to agree.

			The innkeeper, conscious that travelers would be few and far between in the current weather, offered to include their meals and the deal was settled.

			“Your horses can go in the stable,” he said. “Plenty of room there for them.”

			Halt finished his ale and set the tankard down on the counter.

			“We’ll bring them in now and rub them down,” he said. He never liked leaving his horse untended for too long—particularly after a long journey in cold, wet weather.

			“They can wait two minutes while we finish our ale,” Crowley said.

			Halt looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “You can finish that in two minutes?”

			Crowley regarded the large, almost full tankard in his hand. “I can finish this in one,” he said. “I figured you’d hold me up.”

			He finished his ale and, reluctantly, they went out into the weather once more, leading their horses through the stableyard gate and into the high-roofed stable building. It was clean and airy and there was only one other animal in it—a mule that regarded them with faint interest. They unsaddled the horses and dried them off, rubbing them down with handfuls of clean, dry straw. Then they put them in two adjoining stalls, and while Crowley forked hay into the two mangers, Halt went out into the yard and filled two buckets with clean water. Returning, he noticed that the mule’s water bucket was only half full and the water was green and scummy. Sighing, he took it down from the peg and returned to the pump, filling it with fresh water.

			As he replaced the bucket, he noticed Crowley grinning at him.

			“What now?” Halt said, an irritable tone in his voice.

			“Oh, you pretend to be so grim and grumpy,” Crowley said. “But there you go, fetching fresh water for a mule you’ve never seen before. You amuse me.”

			“Well, I’m always glad to lighten your mood. Although it doesn’t seem to take much to amuse you.”

			Halt made a final check on his horse and tack. His saddle blanket was wrinkled over the rail and he spread it out evenly so that it would dry more quickly. Then he jerked a thumb toward the stable door. “Let’s see what our lodgings are like.”

			Carrying their saddlebags and bow cases, they crossed the muddy yard and opened the door to the annex built against the rear wall of the inn. They were pleasantly surprised when they entered. The room was large and well ventilated and the walls were solidly built from timber, with mud and plaster sealing any cracks left by irregularities in the logs. In the end wall, a fire was already burning. The innkeeper had sent one of his serving maids to lay it and light it. Already, its warmth was filling the room and the yellow, flickering flames sent out a welcoming and comforting light.

			Crowley moved to stand by the fire, rubbing his hands together appreciatively. “Well, I must say, we’ve certainly fallen on our feet here!” he said.

			Halt nodded briefly. “I’ve stayed in worse.”

			Crowley shook his head, grinning at his companion. “Try not to overwhelm me with your boundless enthusiasm.”

			Halt, realizing that the room really was quite comfortable and he might have been a little more effusive, grunted an unintelligible reply.

			There were two beds in the room, each with three thick woolen blankets and a straw-filled pillow. There were no sheets, but compared to the branch-lined cots they had slept on for the past five nights, this was little short of luxury. A rough linen towel was folded over the foot of each bed and a washbasin and large water jug stood on the plain pine side table.

			There were two wooden armchairs, set either side of the fireplace, and a small table with three straight-backed chairs set around it.

			Hastily, they stripped off their cloaks, spreading them over the chairs in front of the fire to dry, then did the same with their jerkins and shirts. Soon the room was full of the pervasive odor of damp, drying wool, as steam rose from the sodden garments.

			They both had dry shirts in their packs—although dry wasn’t quite accurate. The spare shirts were damp, as was everything they owned. But after they’d been held in front of the fire for a few minutes, they were comfortable enough.

			Halt tied the fastening at the neck of his shirt, then re-donned the wide leather belt that carried the scabbards for his saxe knife and throwing knife—one on each hip. He looked around the room, now littered with drying clothing spread on every available surface.

			“Well, we’ve got the roaring fire we wanted,” he said. “Now let’s see about that hearty beef stew.”
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THERE WAS NO HEARTY BEEF STEW. BUT THERE WAS A RICH mutton broth—big chunks of tasty meat in a hearty broth of vegetables. And there was fresh crusty bread to mop up the scraps. They ordered a bowl each, and two more pints of ale to drink while they waited.

			“Find a table,” the innkeeper said, making an all-encompassing gesture around the room. “Millie will bring your food.”

			Without prior consultation, they both moved toward a table against the wall, at the far side of the room. It was well out of the immediate line of sight of anyone entering the tavern, but enabled them to keep a constant watch on new arrivals. The table was well away from the fire, and the nearest oil lantern was several meters away, so they were partially hidden in the gloom.

			For Halt, it was second nature to remain unobtrusive. He had spent several months traveling through Hibernia, avoiding recognition and staying away from the search parties his twin brother sent after him. Crowley’s training as a Ranger must have left him with the same sense of reticence. Pritchard had taught Halt that Rangers never sought to stand out from the crowd, preferring to blend in with the background.

			Millie, a pleasant-faced girl of about twenty-five, brought them bowls of mutton broth and two wooden spoons. She set a board down in front of them, with a warm loaf on it and a knife. A small crock held rich yellow butter.

			Crowley took a sip of the broth and smiled contentedly. “Oh, that’s good!”

			Halt followed suit and nodded agreement. The soup was hot and rich, and the heat of it seemed to spread through his tired, cold body. He even imagined he could feel the heat spreading down through his chilled and weary legs.

			Suddenly conscious of how hungry they were, after days of cold food and hard rations, they set to willingly, rapidly lowering the level in their bowls. Millie strolled past their table and indicated the near-empty bowls.

			“More?” she asked. “It costs no extra for a top-up.”

			Crowley instantly scooped the last of the mutton out of his bowl and crammed it in his mouth. Then he handed the bowl to the girl, nodding enthusiastically.

			“Mmmm. Yeff pleafe,” he mumbled round a mouthful of hot mutton and bread.

			She smiled and took the bowl, then glanced interrogatively at Halt. “How about you?”

			He shook his head. The bowl was still a quarter full and that would do him. “Not for me,” he said.

			She pointed to his tankard. “How about more ale?”

			This time they both shook their heads, without any pause to consider the question.

			“We’re fine,” said Crowley. “Thanks.” He smiled at her and she returned the smile with some interest. He was a good-looking young man, with a cheerful, cheeky light in his eyes.

			She glanced at his companion. He was a different kettle of fish, she thought. His eyes were brown, deep-set under heavy eyebrows. His face was thin and the beard was dark. There was something vaguely frightening about him, although she sensed no danger to herself from the man. Rather, she felt, there was potential danger for anyone who might cause him trouble.

			She realized her smile had faded as she studied the dark-bearded man and she hastily readjusted it. It was professional good sense to smile at customers, she knew, even the ones who had a somewhat frightening aspect to them. She moved away toward the kitchen door, Crowley’s bowl in her hand.

			“I’ll bring you your broth,” she said.

			She was halfway to the kitchen when the entrance door banged open, letting in a swirl of wind and rain and setting the smoke that hung about the rafters drifting uneasily. A stocky figure strode into the tavern, arrogance in every inch of his bearing.

			The room fell silent as all eyes turned to the doorway. The atmosphere was instantly heavy with distrust and apprehension.

			The newcomer was no farmworker or itinerant traveler. He was wearing a sword at his side, and as he pushed back his black cloak, it could be seen that his black leather surcoat was adorned with a gold slash running from his right shoulder to his left waist, shaped like a lightning bolt. A tight-fitting leather cap covered his head. A smaller rendition of the yellow lightning bolt was on its front.

			He wore high riding boots—again in black leather—with his trousers tucked into them. The heels clacked loudly on the floor as he advanced a few paces into the room, allowing the door to close behind him. He looked around, taking in the fourteen people sitting at tables and the innkeeper and his two serving girls behind the bar.

			If he was aware of the dislike radiating from the inn’s customers, it didn’t seem to bother him. He was probably used to creating a negative impression wherever he went, Halt thought. The newcomer’s left hand dropped to rest on his sword hilt—a crude reminder of the fact that he was armed.

			Crowley leaned closer to Halt and said in a low voice: “Black and gold. Morgarath’s colors.”

			Halt nodded. He had seen them before, when they had visited Castle Gorlan.

			Eventually, the innkeeper broke the awkward silence that had gripped the room.

			“Can I help you, traveler?” he asked mildly. The newcomer’s face creased with a scowl.

			“It’s Captain,” he said abruptly. “Captain Teezal, in Lord Morgarath’s service.”

			He waited for the innkeeper to amend his method of address but no amendment was forthcoming.

			“And . . . ?” said the innkeeper calmly, waiting for the soldier to voice his business. The scowl on Teezal’s face deepened. He was used to cringing deference when he spoke to people he considered to be his inferiors—which included most people he met. But he could see no sign of deference from the innkeeper and he was forced to continue.

			“And,” he said, placing sarcastic emphasis on the word, “I’m searching for two renegade Rangers—criminals who’ve broken Lord Morgarath’s law.”

			“This is Keramon Fief,” the innkeeper pointed out. “The lord here is Baron Carrol. Baron Morgarath has no jurisdiction here.”

			“Lord Morgarath has been offended by these two men. I’m sure Carrol would want to assist him in apprehending them.”

			The innkeeper shrugged. “I’m sure Lord Carrol would, if they were here. Which they’re not.”

			Teezal glared at him, his hand opening and closing on the sword hilt. “Do you have any guests at the moment? Have there been any travelers passing through?”

			Halt, scanning the room unobtrusively, saw several of the other guests look instinctively to the table where he and Crowley were sitting. Fortunately, Teezal was concentrating his attention on the innkeeper, who was shaking his head.

			“None. Just locals here.”

			At his words, Halt saw the other customers hastily avert their eyes from him and Crowley. The innkeeper appeared to be a man of some influence in Woolsey.

			“I’ll take a look around,” Teezal said brusquely.

			The innkeeper shrugged. “Suit yourself. But there are no Rangers here, renegade or otherwise. Come to think of it,” he added, “I’ve never heard of a renegade Ranger.”

			Teezal, who had turned away, swung back on him.

			“They’ve offended Lord Morgarath and broken their oath. They’ve also injured several of his officers. As a result, they’ve been dismissed from the Ranger Corps. These are dangerous times and disloyalty must be punished.”

			The innkeeper made a compliant gesture with one hand. “I’m sure it must,” he said. “Go ahead and look around if you want to.”

			Teezal locked eyes with him for some seconds, trying to stare him down. The innkeeper held his gaze confidently. With men like this, he knew, it was best to remain firm and uncowed. Any sign of weakness or uncertainty would only increase Teezal’s arrogance and overbearing attitude.

			Eventually, Morgarath’s man switched his gaze away from the innkeeper and turned to walk among the tables, studying the men seated there. Other than the serving girls, there were no women in the room. His heels clacked loudly on the floorboards as he moved slowly between the tables, stopping from time to time for a closer look. But the inn’s clientele were obviously farmers or farmworkers. They wore farmers’ smocks and thick working boots, caked with mud. On several tables, felt hats, rendered shapeless by years of rain and sun, were evident.

			His inspection finished, Teezal grunted discontentedly.

			Then he noticed the two figures seated at the back of the room, in the shadows. Quickly, he walked toward them, his left hand opening and closing on the hilt of his sword. He stopped a few meters from them, reaching up to the oil lamp that hung from the rafters and tilting it so that its light shone more directly on the two men.

			These were no farmers, he could see. They wore leather vests and woolen trousers tucked into knee-high leather boots. Fortunately, however, Halt’s and Crowley’s cloaks were currently spread across the backs of chairs in front of the fireplace in their room. Even without the distinctive mottled pattern, they would have raised his suspicions. And of course, their bows and quivers were in the room as well. Outwardly there was nothing to show that they were Rangers.

			“Names?” he asked curtly.

			Crowley smiled disarmingly. “Morris,” he said. “William Morris of Keramon.”

			“I’m Arratay,” Halt said briefly. He thought it best to keep his answers as short as possible, to conceal his Hibernian accent. Crowley obviously realized what he was doing, as he took the lead in the conversation.

			“We’re foresters, in the service of Baron Carrol,” he continued pleasantly. He was grateful that the innkeeper had mentioned the local Baron’s name a few minutes prior.

			Teezal sniffed. “Foresters? A fancy name for poachers if you ask me.”

			Crowley shrugged. There was no point answering such a statement.

			Teezal waited several seconds for a reaction. When none was forthcoming, he turned abruptly away, releasing the lantern so that it swung wildly back and forth, casting its yellow light in a wide arc.

			His heels clumped heavily on the boards as he strode to the door, ill temper obvious in every line of his body. He swung the door open, then turned back to the room, speaking to those present.

			“I’ll be in the neighborhood,” he said harshly. “If anyone sights these two renegades, he’d be well advised to come find me.”

			Silence greeted his statement. He let his gaze sweep the room once more, then abruptly went out, slamming the door behind him. A concerted release of pent-up breath swept the room as the customers relaxed. Gradually, conversations restarted and the atmosphere went back to normal.

			Crowley and Halt rose from their table and moved to the bar. The innkeeper was still looking at the entrance where Teezal had left.

			“Thanks for that,” Crowley said, then added, “Not that we’re the ones he’s looking for, of course.”

			“Of course,” the innkeeper replied, the vestige of a smile touching his lips. “But really, we don’t owe Morgarath and his men any favors. He’s been throwing his weight around lately and we’re getting heartily sick and tired of him interfering in this fief.”

			“I can imagine,” Crowley said.

			The innkeeper shook his head in frustration. “After all, we’ve got enough on our hands with Duncan and his band causing havoc in the district.”

		

	
		
				4

			
				[image: ]
			

BOTH HALT AND CROWLEY TOOK AN INVOLUNTARY STEP BACK at the words. They exchanged a quick glance, then Crowley asked:

			“Duncan? You can’t mean Prince Duncan, the King’s son?”

			The innkeeper regarded them with renewed interest. “The same,” he said. “He’s been in the north for the past few months, with a gang of armed men—none of them the type you’d care to run into on a lonely country road.”

			“Doing what?” Halt asked.

			The innkeeper switched his gaze to him. “Anything they please. Robbing, plundering, raiding farms and running off sheep and cattle. Sometimes they move into a town or village for a week or so and terrorize the locals, demanding food and drink and lodging and paying nothing for it.”

			“And they make sure they take only the best,” added another customer, a farmer by his clothes, who had risen from a nearby table to join the conversation.

			“But . . . he’s the King’s son!” Crowley protested. “He’s the heir to the throne!”

			“Then eventually, we’ll have a robber and a thief for a King,” the innkeeper said.

			The farmer nodded agreement. “The gods know what the old King makes of it all. He must be disgusted.”

			Halt turned to Crowley. “This is the Prince you said a man would be proud to follow?”

			Crowley shook his head, totally bewildered. “I . . . don’t understand,” he said slowly. “I know Duncan. Not well, admittedly, but well enough to know that this is unlike him.”

			The farmer nodded sympathetically. “I know what you mean. Up until a few months ago, I’d heard nothing but good about the prince. But now this . . .” He let the sentence hang.

			“There’s another thing,” the innkeeper added. “He and his men have been raiding across the border.”

			“Into Picta?” Crowley asked, barely able to believe his ears.

			The two villagers nodded. “Aye. They raid and burn, stealing cattle and horses. If anyone tries to stop them, they kill them.”

			“But that’s madness!” Crowley said, his voice rising. “We have a treaty with the Scotti!” He knew how long and hard the King had worked to establish that treaty. Duncan had actually handled some of the negotiations. Now the prince’s actions, if they were hearing the truth, would endanger the fragile peace that existed between the two countries, provoking retaliatory raiding and killing.

			“It seems he cares nothing for that,” the innkeeper said. “I suppose he assumes that if the Scotti start raiding back, he’ll be safe behind the walls of Castle Araluen. We’ll be the ones who’ll bear the brunt of the trouble he’s caused.”

			“I don’t believe this,” Crowley said in a low voice. “I can’t believe it. Why would he do such things?”

			“Power,” said the farmer succinctly. “A man gets a little power and he starts believing he can do whatever he pleases. “

			“But . . . Duncan? It’s so unlike him. I can’t believe it!”

			“So you keep saying,” said the farmer. “But it’s the truth.”

			Crowley made a hasty gesture of apology, aware that he might have offended the man. The farmer shrugged. He understood the stranger’s consternation.

			“Any idea where he is at present?” Halt asked.

			The innkeeper looked toward one of the tables in the middle of the room. The other customers had all been following the conversation and now he addressed one of them, a burly, gray-haired man. “Tom? What say you? You were up toward the border this week, weren’t you?”

			The man he addressed nodded confirmation. “Aye. That I was. Last I heard, Duncan and his men were in Lendsy village. Been there several days, I heard. I left quickly. I had no wish to run into them. No need to either,” he added.

			“Where’s this Lendsy village?” Halt asked.

			The innkeeper pursed his lips, then answered. “A day’s ride from here. Longer if the streams are flooded and the bridges are washed away. It’s to the northeast, a few kilometers from the border.”

			Halt took in the information and placed a hand on Crowley’s forearm. The Ranger seemed stunned by what he had been hearing.

			“Come on,” Halt said. “We need to talk.” He looked at the innkeeper and the farmer. “Thanks for the information.”

			The innkeeper shrugged away the thanks and held out his hand.

			“We didn’t introduce ourselves,” he said. “My name is Sherrin.”

			Halt took the hand. “I’m Halt.”

			A smile touched Sherrin’s lips. “I thought you told Teezal your name was Arratay, or something.”

			Halt smiled in his turn. “I thought you told him you had no lodgers,” he replied. Then, turning, he led Crowley toward the door. They had a lot to discuss.
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			The annex was warm and a little stuffy, and redolent with the smell of drying wool. Halt checked his cloak where it was spread over an armchair by the fire. The fabric was still slightly damp, but it was a big improvement on its former state.

			“Be dry by morning,” he said. “And a good thing. We’d best be on our way.”

			They had planned on staying for two nights. But Teezal’s appearance, and the news they’d just received, dictated otherwise. Crowley was staring into the flames of the fire, his face set in grim lines.

			“There has to be some mistake,” he said. “Prince Duncan isn’t a thief or a bully. He’s a fine young man and he’ll make a great king.”

			“A wise man once told me, don’t believe anything you hear until you’ve seen it with your own eyes,” Halt said.

			Crowley looked up at him. “Who said that? Pritchard?” It sounded like the sort of thing their old mentor might say.

			Halt affected to think for a few seconds, then gave a slight smile. “No. I think it was me, actually. I can be very wise at times.”

			“This is no time for joking,” Crowley said. “If this is true, our plans to revive the Corps are finished. I was depending on a royal warrant from Duncan to give me the authority. If he’s turned rogue, he won’t be likely to give that sort of permission.”

			His heart was heavy. He hadn’t realized how much he was depending on Duncan’s warrant to reform the Rangers. The idea had sustained him over the past weeks. Now he knew that Morgarath’s enmity would spell an end to his time in the Corps. Without Duncan to overrule the Baron, his plan was finished before it had even begun.

			“Then I suggest we ride north and see what’s actually happening,” Halt said. “Unless you simply want to give up here and now.”

			There was an element of challenge in the last few words and Crowley reacted immediately to it, looking up at Halt with an angry frown.

			Redheads, Halt thought. Quick to anger, quick to forgive.

			With an effort, Crowley forced down the anger.

			“You’re right,” he said. “We need to see for ourselves.”
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			Sherrin gave them a hearty breakfast of thick, nourishing porridge laced with honey. He also provided a large pot of coffee and Halt downed three cups in quick succession.

			The innkeeper raised his eyebrows. “Pity you don’t like coffee,” he said mildly.

			Halt shrugged. “We’ve been traveling on hard rations and cold water with all this rain. I’m making up for lost opportunities.”

			They settled their bill with Sherrin and were on the road a few minutes after sunup. The clouds were breaking up, creating large patches of clear sky above them. In light of the drier weather, they had unpacked their bows, checked their strings and restrung the weapons. With the long yew stave settled comfortably over his left shoulder, and the fletching of the arrows tickling the back of his neck from time to time, Halt felt more at ease than he had for the past week.

			They rode in silence. There was no point in discussing Duncan any further. Halt knew that any such conversation would mainly consist of Crowley repeating the fact that he couldn’t believe the turn of events. And, since there was no point to that topic, they remained silent.

			They had to detour several times to bypass bridges that had washed away or fords that were still running too deep to cross safely. The countryside around them steamed with the rainwater evaporating under the sun. It made for humid conditions and by midmorning they had discarded their cloaks, rolling them tightly and tying them behind their saddles. At noon they stopped for a quick meal. Sherrin had provided them with a fresh-baked loaf  of bread and slices of cured ham. They had also brought with them a supply of dry firewood and kindling from the stack in his stable. Halt built a fire and boiled water for coffee.

			He ate and drank with relish, enjoying the fresh food after the hard bread and dried beef they had been eating for days. Crowley didn’t seem to notice the difference. He picked idly at his food and barely touched the coffee. His thoughts were elsewhere.

			By midafternoon, they realized they were getting close to Lendsy village. They had passed a fork in the road and descended into a small valley. Now, as they rode up to the ridge at the far side, Halt raised his head and sniffed experimentally.

			“Smoke,” he said. “Do you smell it?”

			Crowley sniffed as well, then shrugged. “We must be nearly there. I imagine they have their kitchen fires alight.”

			They crested the rise at that point and looked across a shallow valley. Above the next ridge, a thick pall of smoke rose into the air. Halt shook his head, frowning. “That’s more than a few cook fires,” he said. “Come on.”

			He urged his horse into a canter—no sense in galloping and arriving with their horses exhausted. Crowley was a few strides behind him and their horses’ hooves thudded dully on the damp mud and leaf mold that covered the road surface. Then they were into the trees at the bottom of the ridge and weaving their way along the narrow path, riding in single file.

			As they rode up the far side of the valley, the trees thinned and once more they became aware of the smell of woodsmoke. Halt reined in as he reached the crest. The land here was an undulating series of ridges and valleys and he looked down now into the valley that stretched out before them.

			The trees had been cleared here for farmland. He could make out two farmhouses and, beyond, a huddle of buildings that had to be Lendsy village. That was the source of the smoke. Several houses, and a larger establishment that was probably the village inn, were burning fiercely.

			“Look there!” Crowley said, pointing. Beyond the burning inn, a makeshift barricade had been thrown up—consisting of several carts and assorted furniture from the houses. It formed a half circle, its back secured by one of the larger houses. A small group of half a dozen men sheltered behind the barricade, thrusting desperately with spears, pikes and, in two cases, sickles on long poles, to repel a larger group who were trying to climb the barricade. For the moment, they were being forced back. But there must have been at least three times as many attackers as defenders and it was only a matter of time before they overran the defenses.

			The attackers were armed with axes and long swords, with small wooden shields studded with metal. As they watched, Halt caught a glimpse of a swirling garment in red-and-blue checks. Tartan, he realized.

			“That’s not Duncan,” he said. “They’re Scotti warriors!”
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HALT CLAPPED HIS HEELS INTO HIS HORSE’S SIDES AND IT sprang forward, going from a standing start to a full gallop in the space of a few meters. He let the reins fall across his horse’s neck and unslung his bow, reaching with his other hand for an arrow from the quiver angled over his right shoulder.

			Shooting from horseback with a full-sized longbow wasn’t an ideal position, but he held the bow at a forty-five-degree angle as he nocked the arrow, his hands moving surely in spite of the horse’s plunging movement. Guiding the animal with pressure from his knees, he raced down the gradually shallowing slope toward the village. As he drew closer, he could see several huddled forms lying in the road. None of them wore tartan, he noticed.

			He could sense Crowley a few meters behind him. He glanced back and saw that the Ranger had also let his reins drop and had an arrow ready on his own bowstring.

			Closer still and he could make out more detail as they swept into the space between the first of the village buildings. Several of the defenders behind the barricade were women, he realized. One of them was thrusting with a heavy spear at an attacking Scotti warrior. The clansman grabbed the weapon behind its iron head and jerked it toward him, dragging the woman forward over the barricade.

			As she fell, off balance, he tossed the spear aside and raised his huge broadsword over his head for a killing stroke.

			Halt heard the unmistakable thrum! of a bowstring from behind him, then an arrow flashed past, its fletching hissing in the air.

			The Scotti threw up his hands, the broadsword falling to the dirt beside him. He clawed at his back with his right hand, trying to reach the arrow that had impaled him. Then he pitched forward, landing on the barricade, then tumbling off onto the road.

			Another Scotti was striking with a sword at a villager armed with a sickle tied to a pole. The makeshift weapon was clumsy and unbalanced, and the villager was hard pressed to ward off the powerful strokes from the raider. As they watched, the pole spun out of his hands and he was left defenseless.

			Halt shot and the second Scotti went down. The villager looked up, startled, searching to see where his salvation had come from.

			The two riders were barely fifty meters from the desperate battle. Halt decided that was close enough. He reached down with his right hand for the reins—his bow was in his left. He dragged on them and pressed his left knee into the horse’s flank, bringing it to a skidding, sliding stop, side on to the barricade. Crowley mirrored his actions and the two of them sat their horses, side by side in the middle of the village high street.

			Now the Scotti were aware of the danger to their rear. A group of them disengaged from the barricade and formed a line facing the two bowmen. There were ten of them and their small circular shields were pressed together to present a barrier to any further arrows.

			But not an impenetrable barrier. The shields couldn’t cover the raiders’ entire bodies and the two archers were expert shots who could pick the smallest target and hit it at this distance—virtually point-blank range. Halt shot again and one of the men in the middle of the line went down with a cry of agony, an arrow through his thigh. Then Crowley sent another arrow hissing on its deadly way and a Scotti warrior reeled back out of the line with an arrow transfixing his forearm. His weapon fell to the muddy road. As he staggered back, one of the defenders behind the barricade, momentarily forgotten, leaned out and brought a long, heavy staff crashing down on his skull. His knees folded up under him and he went facedown in the mud.

			A huge Scotti, apparently the leader, bellowed with rage as he saw his men wounded. He pointed his broadsword at the two mounted men and shouted a command. His warriors responded with an incoherent cry of their own and began to advance, shields up and weapons raised.

			Three more of them went down in the space of five seconds—two with leg wounds and the third with an arrow through his shoulder. Aside from the pain of the wounds themselves, the sheer force of the arrows at this range, propelled by eighty-pound longbows, knocked them backward. Another arrow slammed into one of the shields and its owner was forced back several paces. It was too much to expect them to continue to advance in the face of such withering shooting. The arrows came thick and fast and men screamed in pain and rage. One man turned and ran, followed almost immediately by another. Then the entire group had broken and were retreating at full pace to the north, those who were so far untouched by the arrow storm helping their wounded comrades to hobble with them at the fastest pace they could manage.

			“That’s enough,” said Crowley, lowering his bow. He had no wish to shoot at men who were retreating and, effectively, defenseless.

			Halt nodded agreement. “They’ll keep running until they reach the border.”

			They turned their horses and began to walk the remaining fifty meters to the barricade. As they approached, the villagers straggled out from behind the tangle of tables, chairs, handcarts and the other paraphernalia they had thrown up to stop the attackers.

			A ragged cheer went up as the two riders stopped and dismounted.

			A tall, heavily built man in his mid-thirties stepped forward. He was one of the better armed and equipped among the villagers, with a single-bladed battleax in one hand and a large wooden shield on his other arm. He wore an iron helmet, a simple piece in the shape of an acorn.

			He leaned his ax against a nearby handcart and greeted them, right hand outstretched.

			“Can’t tell you how glad we are to see you,” he said, smiling broadly. “We were on our last legs here. You arrived just in time. I’m Yorik, headman of the village.”

			Halt deferred to Crowley, motioning for him to step forward. The Ranger did so, shaking the headman’s hand and grinning at the other villagers who were clustering around.

			“Glad to be of service,” he said. “My name’s Crowley, and this cheerful chap with me is named Halt.”

			Halt nodded a greeting as Yorik appraised them keenly. He took in the cowled cloaks, the dual sidearms—saxe and throwing knife—and, of course, the mighty longbows both men carried.

			“Judging by the way you shoot,” he said, “you’re King’s Rangers.”

			Crowley nodded. “I am. He’s as good as.” He gestured around the village, taking in the still figures lying in the street and the burning and smoldering buildings. “What caused all this?”

			Yorik’s face clouded over. “Prince Duncan caused it. He went raiding with his men over the border and stirred up the Scotti. Then he moved on before they could retaliate, leaving us to face the music. Curse his criminal hide,” he said bitterly. Then a look of sudden fear swept over his face. These were King’s Rangers, after all, and likely to owe their allegiance to Prince Duncan as a member of the royal household. “Forgive me,” he said, dropping his gaze. “I spoke without thinking.”

			Crowley shook his head. “No forgiveness necessary,” he said. “We’ve been hearing some strange tales about Duncan. Sounds like they’re true.”

			Yorik nodded warily. He still wasn’t totally sure of his ground.

			Halt entered the conversation. “We heard he’d been throwing his weight around—stealing and helping himself to anything he fancied.”

			Yorik seemed a little reassured by the note of censure in Halt’s voice. “Aye, that’s right. And when he’d taken everything of value, he moved on. We were glad to see him go—until the Scotti turned up, of course. Duncan has twenty men-at-arms with him. They would have made short shrift of these brutes.”

			He gestured at the two dead Scotti lying in the street. Already, the other villagers were beginning to dismantle the barricade and return the items of furniture to the homes they had come from. Of course, the inn was totally destroyed, so several pieces that had come from the taproom were left to one side. Yorik looked gloomily at the smoldering wreckage of the inn. As they watched, a final section of the roof collapsed in on the rest. Sparks flew in a shower, then settled slowly.

			“We’ll give you a hand clearing things away,” Crowley said, and he and Halt joined the villagers in their work, returning the carts and furniture to where they had come from, and laying the bodies of those villagers killed in a row by the side of the road. The dead Scotti were piled separately, and with considerably less care.

			“We’ll bury our people later,” Yorik told them. “The Scotti we’ll burn.”

			Crowley dusted off his hands and looked around. The barricade had been dismantled and removed. The funerals, he sensed, would be a private matter for the villagers, where outsiders like him and Halt would be intruding.

			“Thanks for your help,” Yorik said. “If you hadn’t turned up, we’d have been finished.”

			Crowley and Halt shrugged diffidently. There was nothing to say, really. It was an awkward moment and Yorik smoothed it over with his next words.

			“Come join my wife and me for a glass of cider and a bite to eat,” he said. “She’s the best cook in the village.”

			They followed him toward one of the larger houses—a single-story wattle-and-daub structure with a thatched roof.

			“I thought the Scotti might try something like this,” Yorik said. “So I’d posted lookouts along the road to the border. They caught one but the second got here in time to give us warning. We managed to throw up the barricade before they arrived.” He glanced down the road to where two men were lifting one of the still figures sprawled in the rapidly drying mud. “Not that it did young Merrick and his brother any good,” he added heavily.

			Crowley dropped a consoling hand on his shoulder. “Still, you held them off long enough for us to get here,” he said.

			Yorik nodded gratefully. “That’s true. You certainly taught those murdering Scotti a thing or two.”

			He opened the door to the house and they went inside ahead of him.

			“Maeve,” he said, “we’ve guests joining us.”

			His wife was the woman Crowley had saved with his first shot. She nodded a greeting to them and began to set food on the table.

			“You’re welcome in our home,” she said warmly.

			There was a cold roast of beef on the table and a crock of yellow pickles stood beside it. Maeve was cutting thick slices of bread while Yorik poured three mugs of cider. She smiled and gestured to the chairs by the table.

			“Seat yourselves, Rangers,” she said.

			“I’m actually not a—” Halt began, but Crowley cut him off.

			“You ride and shoot and fight like a Ranger and you were taught by one of the best of the old breed. Let’s just take it as read that you are one.”

			Halt shrugged in acquiescence and reached for a piece of bread, piling several slices of beef on it and spreading a generous helping of pickles over the top. He bit into the food and sighed contentedly.

			“So tell us about Duncan,” Crowley said.

			Yorik paused, gathering his thoughts. “He and his men turned up here four days ago. Around noon, wasn’t it, Maeve?”

			“Aye,” said Maeve. “Close enough to noon.”

			“They marched into the tavern across the way, kicking everybody else out and helping themselves to the best wine and ale that Tilson had in the cellar.”

			“They seemed to have an eye for the best,” Maeve said heavily.

			Yorik glanced at her, nodded agreement and helped himself to bread and beef before he continued. “Young Jemmy Mandell was driving his father’s prize sow out to the green when they arrived. They took her and slaughtered her, right in the street. When the boy tried to stop them, they beat him something savage. Then they started roasting joints of pork over a fire, laughing all the while. Thought the whole thing was right amusing, they did.”

			“And Duncan said nothing about this?” Crowley asked.

			Yorik shook his head sadly. “Prince Duncan was laughing the loudest. He was cheering his men on. And he kept doing so while they stole and beat people and terrorized some of the womenfolk. He’s the worst of the lot of them, if you ask me.”

			“It sounds like it,” Halt said.

			“When did they raid across the border?” Crowley asked.

			“That was the day before yesterday. They headed out around midmorning. We thought they were gone for good. Then they arrived back next day and told us what they’d been up to. ‘You can expect a return visit from the Scotti,’ Duncan told us. ‘They seemed quite annoyed when we left.’

			“Then, yesterday, they finally left us in peace. Except, of course, that we knew the Scotti would retaliate. Which they did, as you saw.”

			“I doubt you’ll see the Scotti again,” Crowley told him. “They won’t be too quick to follow a war leader who comes back from a raid empty-handed, with a third of his men dead or wounded.”

			“No. That’s true,” Yorik agreed. “Although I’d give them free passage through here if they’d go after Duncan.”

			“Where was Duncan headed when he left?” Halt asked.

			“They went west. Nearest village of any size in that direction would be Kirkton-Lea. And God help them if Duncan decides to visit.”

			“Have you thought of sending to Castle Araluen to ask for the King’s help?” Crowley asked. “After all, he’d hardly condone what Duncan is up to.”

			But Yorik shook his head. “Haven’t you heard? The King is no longer at Araluen. There was an attempt on his life and Baron Morgarath insisted that he move into Castle Gorlan, where he could keep him safe.”

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a surprised look. They both had the same thought but it was Halt who expressed it.

			“Or keep him prisoner,” he said.
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THEY SPENT THE NIGHT IN YORIK’S BARN—THERE WASN’T enough room for four in the headman’s house. The following morning, they set out on the road to Kirkton-Lea.

			“Sometimes I get the feeling that we’ll spend the rest of the year trailing Duncan from one village to the next,” Halt said ill-temperedly.

			Crowley’s gaze was fixed doggedly on the road ahead. The more he heard about Duncan’s exploits, the more he believed there was some terrible mistake being made.

			“I want to talk to him myself,” he said. “I can’t understand why he would turn like this.”

			Halt shrugged. “Why do I sense Morgarath’s interfering hand in all of this?” he asked.

			Crowley looked at him in surprise. “Morgarath? Why would he have anything to do with Duncan?”

			Halt shook his head thoughtfully. “Morgarath is hungry for power. Having Duncan discredited, and possibly disinherited, would work in his favor. And now we find that the King is in Castle Gorlan, under Morgarath’s dubious protection. That’s terribly convenient for our favorite baron, isn’t it?”

			Crowley looked a little surprised. “I hadn’t thought of it in those terms,” he said. “But there could be something in what you say.”

			Halt laughed scornfully. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t cooked up the assassination plot in the first place. I have an uncomfortable feeling about Morgarath. And if I’ve learned anything over the years, it’s not to ignore that sort of feeling.”
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			Halt and Crowley paused on a small wooded knoll overlooking the village of Kirkton-Lea. They had sunk into the long grass at the edge of the small copse of trees. Their horses were tethered farther back in the woods behind them. Since Duncan was accompanied by at least twenty armed men, they had both thought it wiser to spy out the lay of the land before entering the village.

			They could hear raised voices from the inn, with an occasional burst of ribald singing and, once, the sound of breaking furniture and a startled woman’s scream.

			“Nobody on the streets,” Halt observed.

			Crowley nodded, his brow furrowed by a frown. “Staying indoors, most like, to keep out of harm’s way.”

			“Let’s take a closer look,” Halt said, gesturing toward the rear laneway running behind the houses on the left-hand side.

			Without waiting for Crowley’s reply, he rose to a crouch and ghosted through the long grass, moving instinctively from one piece of vestigial cover to the next, using bushes and small trees to conceal him as he went. Crowley allowed Halt to establish a lead of thirty meters or so, then rose in his turn and slipped through the waist-high grass after him, barely seeming to disturb the long stems, only remaining visible for seconds at a time. For the purpose of this exercise, he had resumed his camouflaged cloak, and the mottled green-and-gray material helped him blend almost completely into the landscape as he passed across it.

			When he reached the lane at the outskirts of the village, Halt continued to move stealthily, going deeper and deeper into the cluster of buildings, now using the lean-tos and barns for cover. Better to keep moving at a constant pace than to stop and start continually, he knew. Variations in pace would almost certainly draw the attention of any eyes in the vicinity, whereas a constant, steady movement was more likely to go unremarked.

			He glanced back once or twice but saw no sign of Crowley, even though he knew the redheaded Ranger would be following him.

			From the knoll, Halt had marked a house that stood opposite the tavern. He reached it now and flattened himself against the rear wall, listening keenly for any sound of people moving within. For a few seconds there was nothing, then he heard a man cough and a low murmur of conversation inside—too low to make out the words.

			If people were whispering inside their own homes, he thought, that indicated they were nervous. He peered round the corner of the house, looking down the littered alley to the front door of the tavern opposite. Without the bulk of the building to block the sound, the noise of shouting, roistering men was once more apparent. Scanning the sidewall of the house, he could make out one window facing into the alley. Most likely it would be covered with oiled cloth—glazed windows were a rarity in country villages. But the cloth would show a shadow moving outside, so it would be wise to move past the window in a crouch.

			There was a large barrel at the far end of the alley, set to collect rainwater runoff from the roof, and several broken pieces of farm equipment lying around as well. He heard a slight movement beside him and turned to find that Crowley had arrived. Halt indicated for the Ranger to take a look. When he did, Halt leaned close, so that his mouth was almost against Crowley’s ear.

			“We’ll move down to the main street to take a look,” he breathed. “The water barrel will give us cover in case someone comes out of the tavern.”

			Crowley nodded assent and Halt continued. “There’s a small window halfway down the alley. Keep below the sill level as you go past it.”

			Again, Crowley nodded. Then, without further discussion, Halt moved out from behind the house, crouching low as he half ran down the alley. As he reached the window, he crouched lower still, staying well below the level of the sill. As he ghosted past the window, he heard another mutter of voices from the inside. This time, he thought he could make out the word Duncan, and he was sure it was spoken in tones of contempt.

			He took up a position behind the water barrel, where he could see through the triangular gap left between it and the wall by the tapered top of the barrel. Crowley joined him, standing a little taller so he could peer over Halt’s shoulder. The shadows were deep in the alley, and as long as they didn’t move, Halt was confident their cloaks would keep them concealed from a casual viewer.

			They had been in position for several minutes when the door of the tavern was flung open and four men staggered out. Halt’s heart lurched initially, but the men were looking into bright sunlight and the chances that they would see the two crouching figures in the shadows of the alley were slim.

			They were all dressed in red surcoats over chain-mail shirts and they all wore swords at their belts. Short swords, noted Halt. Not long weapons such as those carried by knights or cavalrymen. These were simple men-at-arms then. Their mail coifs were folded down over their collars. None of them wore helmets.

			Their red surcoats were dirty and stained with mud and food. On their right breasts, they carried the insignia of a red, stooping hawk in a white circle.

			Crowley touched his shoulder gently, the contact barely noticeable.

			“Red hawk,” he breathed. “That’s the symbol for the heir to the throne. These are Duncan’s men, all right.”

			The four men were carrying tankards, beer slopping out as they moved. Obviously, they had been drinking for some time. There was a bench set against the wall of the tavern and they sank onto it, legs sprawling out toward the street, raising the tankards to their mouths to drink deeply. In the few seconds that the door had remained open to emit them, the sound of shouting and singing had intensified, only to be cut off again as the door shut.

			“Not fair,” one of them slurred loudly. “It’s our turn to relax, not to keep watch. Tiller’s playing favorites again.”

			Two of the others grunted agreement. The fourth man looked scornfully at the one who had spoken.

			“Shut up and drink your ale. If he hears you complaining, you’ll be in for it.”

			Scowling, the first man finished his ale, then viciously tossed his empty tankard into the street, where it bounced and rolled before coming to a halt.

			“Let him try something with me,” he said, with the belligerence of the drunk. “I’ll soon show him what’s what.”

			The others laughed derisively at his boast and he glared at them, his temper surging at their ridicule.

			“I tell you,” he continued angrily, “I’m sick of this. I’ve seen precious little in the way of loot. Tiller keeps it all for his favorites. I’m of a mind to cut loose and leave this band, first chance I get.”

			Unfortunately for him, the door to the inn opened as he said the last few words, and a tall, bearded figure in a red surcoat emerged. Halt stiffened instinctively. The man’s clothes and chain mail were of a better quality than those of the men-at-arms. For a second or two, he was facing them and Halt could see that he wore the red hawk symbol in the center of his breast, not offset to the right like theirs.

			Plus the sword at his waist was at least a meter in length, and jewels glittered on its pommel. His right hand dropped to the hilt of the sword as he turned on the man who had spoken.

			“Looking to cut loose, are you?” he shouted. “I’ll cut you loose, you worthless piece of dog’s droppings.”

			There was a hiss of metal on leather as he drew the sword and advanced on the men sprawled on the bench. The one who had spoken last lurched to his feet, his hands held out in supplication, panicked by the sight of the naked blade.

			“Steady on, Tiller—”

			“Duncan, you ignorant swine! Call me Duncan!” The tall man shoved the speaker viciously, sending him sprawling in the street. He was half turned away from the two watchers in the alley and his face was obscured. But his rage was all too apparent.

			He whipped the sword over and struck the prone man across the legs with the flat side of the blade. The man howled in pain, then howled again as the blow was repeated, this time across his shoulders. He crouched, trying to protect himself with his hands as the taller man rained blows down on him repeatedly, his voice rising in anger with each stroke, the blows punctuating his words.

			“I told . . . you ignorant fools . . . to stand guard on the road! Not sit out here drinking! Now . . . get . . . to . . . your positions!”

			“Yes, Captain! Yes, Lord Duncan!” the other men chorused. They rose hurriedly from the bench and, staying well outside the reach of the long blade, moved down the main street. Two of them went north. The third helped the unfortunate fourth man to his feet, then they half ran, half shambled their way to the south end of the village.

			Satisfied that they were complying with his orders, the tall man sheathed his sword with a gesture of annoyance. Then he turned back toward the entrance of the inn. For a moment, he was facing the two observers in the alley. Neither man moved, knowing that with the bright sun full in his eyes, it would be virtually impossible for him to see into the shadows where they crouched, unmoving. Then, with a muttered curse, he flung open the door of the tavern and went back inside.

			Halt had been crouching, every muscle tense as he leaned forward to watch. Now he relaxed, letting out a long-held breath with a low sigh.

			“Well,” he said softly. “What do you make of that?”

			For a moment there was no reply and he turned to look at Crowley, who was staring fixedly at the tavern door, shaking his head slowly. Then the Ranger spoke.

			“That’s not Duncan.”
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THEY RETRACED THEIR STEPS ALONG THE BACK LANE, EASILY avoiding the guards now in position at the south end of the main street.

			They spoke no further until they reached the small glade where they had left their horses. Then, as they stopped to take stock of the situation, Halt turned to Crowley.

			“What do you mean, it’s not Duncan?”

			The Ranger shook his head once more. “At first, I thought it was. It looks like him. He’s about the right height and build. And the beard is similar. Even his voice sounds like the prince. But when he turned toward us, with the sunlight full on his face, I realized it’s not him. It’s an impostor.”

			“You’re sure?” Halt asked, although the conviction in Crowley’s voice was obvious.

			“Positive,” Crowley replied.

			Halt set about making a fire, to boil water for coffee. He frowned thoughtfully as he struck a flint on his saxe knife blade and sent a shower of sparks into a small pile of dried tinder—courtesy of Sherrin’s woodpile. He breathed gently on the smoldering tinder, setting a tiny tongue of flame licking the dry matter. Then he placed the flames in the kindling he had piled up in a cone shape. The flames grew stronger and ran up the dried saplings, quickly enveloping the entire pile. He added heavier sticks to the fire and soon had a fierce little blaze alight.

			“The question is, why would anyone impersonate Prince Duncan?” he asked.

			“You said it yourself. To discredit him. To turn the people against him.”

			“And who would benefit from that?” Halt asked. He had learned some time back that when a situation like this occurred, asking who would benefit from it usually provided a good direction as to who was behind it all. They exchanged a glance as he set the coffeepot down into the flames.

			“Morgarath,” they both said at the same time.

			“As you said,” Crowley said thoughtfully. “He’s hungry for power. He’s popular among most of the other barons. He’s the Kingdom’s champion knight, after all, so a lot of them look up to him. The only person who might have rivaled that popularity was Prince Duncan.”

			“But not now,” Halt said.

			“Not now. He’s provoked trouble with the Scotti and he’s becoming hated by the common people.”

			“Next question,” Halt asked. “What do we do about it?”

			There was a long silence, during which the two of them stared into the bright, leaping flames of the fire.

			“I suppose we could drag that false Duncan—Tiller, wasn’t he called?—out of the inn and ask what he’s up to?” Crowley suggested.

			But Halt shook his head. “Chances are, he doesn’t even know who’s hired him. He’s a cat’s paw, after all. Besides, he has twenty men-at-arms around him. That might make the dragging a little difficult.”

			“Then we’re going to have to find the real Duncan—assuming he’s still alive.”

			“How do we do that?” Halt asked.

			Crowley regarded him with a sidelong glance. “You’re full of helpful questions, aren’t you. How about coming up with an answer for a change?”

			Halt shrugged. “You’re the local expert. I’m just an ignorant foreigner.”

			There was another long silence, then Crowley spoke again.

			“If Morgarath really is behind this, then all I can suggest is that we head back into Gorlan and nose around to see what we can find out.”

			“And if he’s not?” Halt asked.

			“Then we’ll go with your plan,” Crowley told him.

			Halt raised his eyebrows as he tossed a handful of coffee into the boiling water. “Do I have a plan?” he asked mildly.

			“You’d better have.”
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			The two friends rode silently, retracing their steps toward Gorlan Fief. There was an unmistakable air of defeat about them. They had found the false Duncan, which at least established that Crowley’s suspicions were correct and that the real Prince Duncan wasn’t behind the raiding and pillaging that had been going on. But they had no leads as to where the real Duncan might be, or what had become of him. They were back where they had started—in fact, Halt thought, they were several paces behind where they had started, with no leads to follow and only the vague hope that they might find more information in Gorlan.

			Although how we’ll go about that defeats me, the Hibernian thought. After all, Morgarath was likely to clap them in a dungeon as soon as he set eyes upon them. Still, Halt couldn’t think of an alternative, save for wandering aimlessly about the Kingdom hoping to hear some word of the missing Crown Prince. And that was no plan at all.

			They were almost at the border of Gorlan Fief, close to the winding body of water known as Crowsfoot River. The path here was a narrow one, cut through the thickly growing trees of an old forest. In fact, the path hadn’t really been cut at all. It had been worn by the passage of thousands of travelers over the years. They were riding abreast, which meant they took up the entire width of the path, when they heard drumming hoofbeats coming toward them, from the direction of the ford across the Crowsfoot toward which they were heading.

			As they reached a long, straight stretch of the path, a rider came into view. He was traveling at a full gallop, waving his arms at them to clear the path for him. He wore a black leather vest, studded with metal disks, and woolen trousers tucked into thigh-high riding boots. A sword bounced at his hip and he was also wearing a long-billed, crested cap—the mark of a messenger or dispatch rider.

			As he came closer, they could make out a gold insignia on the left breast of his jacket.

			“Black and gold,” Crowley muttered. “Morgarath’s colors.”

			“Clear the way!” the rider shouted imperiously. “Dispatches from Lord Morgarath! Clear the way!”

			He was closer now, and showed no signs of slackening his pace. His horse was bigger and heavier than those the two Rangers rode and it appeared that if they didn’t move aside, he would plow right through them.

			“Notice how when you put a uniform on a man he tends to throw his weight around?” Halt said. Crowley didn’t answer but they urged their horses to either side of the path, leaving room for the man to pass between them.

			“Out of my way, curse you!” the messenger shouted, in spite of the fact that they had already made room. Perhaps it was the final, unnecessary demand that tipped the scales for Halt. He slipped his bow from his shoulder and, as the dispatch rider thundered past them, he reached to his right and dropped the end of the weapon over the man’s head, so that the thick bowstring fastened around his neck.

			“What . . . ?” the dispatch rider began as he felt the string draw taut across his neck. But at that moment, Halt heaved back on the bow, hauling the rider bodily out of the saddle and sending him crashing to the ground. There was a woof of exhaled breath as he landed flat on his back, then a dull thud as his head struck the compacted leaf mold and mud that formed the surface of the path.

			Halt swung down from the saddle to study the fallen man. Crowley did the same. About twenty meters up the path, the man’s horse seemed to become aware that its rider was no longer in place. It slowed to a trot, then a walk. Then it stopped, looking around curiously.

			Halt and Crowley knelt beside the unconscious man.

			“You didn’t kill him, did you?” Crowley asked.

			Halt shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to. But he certainly is still.”

			At that moment, the man took in a great shuddering breath. He twitched violently once or twice, but his eyes remained tight shut.

			“No. Just unconscious,” Halt said. “He should be out for an hour or more. He certainly caught his head a whack.”

			“So was this a good idea?” Crowley asked. He stood up.

			Halt remained on his knees, rifling through the inside pockets of the dispatch rider’s leather vest. “It certainly seemed like one at the time,” he said. There was nothing of interest in the man’s pockets. He stood and glanced down the path at the riderless horse. It was slowly picking its way back toward them. He walked to meet it, making calming, reassuring noises as he got closer, and patting its smooth muzzle. The horse pushed its head against him.

			“Good boy,” Halt said. “You can’t help who you work for, can you?”

			The horse shook its mane, seeming to agree with him. Halt grinned at it, then took its reins and led it to the side of the path, where he tied the reins to a sapling. He noticed the leather saddlebags hanging either side of the horse’s rump, behind the saddle. He untied the fastenings that kept them in place and lifted them clear.

			“He said he was a dispatch rider. Let’s see what dispatches he was carrying.”

			He unstrapped the saddlebags and dumped the contents onto the path. There were half a dozen rolled scrolls in the bags, each one fastened with a black ribbon, which was itself sealed with wax, into which a signet ring had been pressed. Halt picked up one at random and peered at the seal. It was the now-familiar lightning bolt that denoted the man’s allegiance to Morgarath.

			“Looks like a love letter from Morgarath,” Halt said. “Let’s see what he has to say.” He drew his throwing knife and worked the sharp blade under the wax seal, twisting it carefully so that the entire slab of wax popped clear of the scroll. He placed the small piece of wax carefully to one side, then tugged on the slipknot holding the ribbon and unfolded the scroll.

			“It might be a little difficult to reseal that,” Crowley murmured.

			“I’ll manage,” Halt said briefly, scanning the message written on the scroll.

			“Well,” he said, after a minute or so. “This is interesting.”

			“What does it say?” Crowley moved to peer over his shoulder.

			“It’s a list of twelve Rangers who are to be dismissed from the Corps and have their authority as Rangers revoked.” He paused. “And you’re the first name on the list.”
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CROWLEY TOOK THE LIST OF NAMES AND SCANNED IT QUICKLY, his lips moving silently as he read. He looked up.

			“I know these men,” he said. He tapped the list lightly with his finger. “All of these men are trained in the old Ranger skills. And they hold to the old Ranger code of conduct.”

			“And the new appointees don’t?” Halt asked.

			Crowley shook his head in disgust. “Morgarath lobbied to have his own choice as Commandant installed, a man named Stilson. He had no particular skills, other than the ability to toady to Morgarath. Since he’s been Commandant, the Corps has become nothing more than a glorified social club. The members don’t train, they don’t practice their skills. They don’t have any skills, as a matter of fact. They simply enjoy the prestige and power that comes with being a Ranger.”

			Halt frowned. “How does Morgarath come to have so much influence?”

			Crowley shrugged angrily. “He’s a senior baron—probably the most senior in the Kingdom. And he’s highly respected. King Oswald began to depend on him for advice and counsel some years back. The King’s old and unwell. Perhaps he thought Duncan was too young and inexperienced to act as an adviser. Morgarath gradually assumed more and more power as time went by and the King obviously became more and more accustomed to letting him have his own way with things. He was tired and sick and I suppose it just seemed easier to let Morgarath make most of the decisions.”

			“So why would he try to weaken the Ranger Corps?” Halt asked, although he thought he knew the answer.

			“Because the Rangers are loyal to the King, first and foremost. They’re a powerful force and if you were trying to assume power in the Kingdom, they’d be a major stumbling block. He began by having Nicholl, the Commandant, accused of treachery and disloyalty to the crown. It was a trumped-up charge, of course, but Morgarath produced witnesses who swore to Nicholl’s guilt. He was found guilty and banished. Some of the other Rangers resigned in protest. Morgarath let them go, then installed his own puppet as Commandant. Since then, he’s been gradually weakening the Corps. Today, there are probably only a dozen of the original group left.”

			Halt glanced meaningfully at the parchment in Crowley’s hands. “Not even that, by the look of things.”

			Crowley nodded sadly. “No. It looks as if he’s finally destroyed the Corps—and removed it as an impediment to his ambitions.”

			“Let’s see what else he has to say,” Halt said. Kneeling, he picked up another scroll and carefully popped the sealing wax clear of the ribbon.

			He glanced quickly at the message on the scroll and shrugged.

			“Nothing important here. Just an appointment for some Baron Naylor to act as grand marshal of the tournament at Gorlan.” He looked up curiously. “What’s that about?”

			“The Gorlan tournament is the most prestigious in Araluen. It’s held in the first week of Fourthmonth. Morgarath has been hosting it for the past ten years. He’s won the Golden Spur trophy three out of the past four—”

			“The Golden Spur?” Halt interrupted. Tournaments weren’t a feature of life in Hibernia and he had no idea what a Golden Spur might signify.

			“It’s awarded to the grand champion of the tournament—the man who defeats all challengers in single combat. The winner gains enormous prestige.”

			“And our friend Morgarath is the current champion?” Halt asked, but Crowley shook his head.

			“No. Last year the Spur was awarded to a young baron—Arald of Redmont. He knocked Morgarath out of his saddle on the third pass.”

			Halt grunted. “I think I like him already.” He set the second parchment to one side, being careful to retain the small blob of yellow wax bearing Morgarath’s seal, then pried the seal from another parchment roll. He read in silence for a few seconds, then let out a low whistle. He looked up at Crowley.

			“Well, I think this tells us just about everything,” he said, and handed the sheet to Crowley. The Ranger smoothed out the parchment, which had curled up on itself as Halt passed it to him. He read the first few sentences, then glanced to the bottom of the sheet, where Morgarath’s seal was affixed once more, confirming the identity of the writer. Then he went back to the main body of the message. This time, he read aloud.

			To Sir Eammon of Wildriver
from Morgarath, Baron of Gorlan Fief, Lord of the Realm.

			Eammon my friend,

			I’m delighted to inform you that ill feeling against Duncan is growing daily. Our man Tiller is doing an excellent job of impersonating the prince. As we anticipated, the villagers in the north are already alienated by his raiding and looting. Before too long, I expect their resentment will turn to hatred against the real Duncan. At the same time, the nobles are becoming disenchanted with the prince as he continues to jeopardize the treaty between Araluen and Picta.

			As a result, it’s vital that you continue to hold Duncan in Castle Wildriver—and allow him no contact with the outside world. No one must know he is our prisoner.

			The time will soon be right for me to convince the King to disinherit Duncan in my favor. In the meantime, Duncan is to be kept alive. If Oswald refuses to cooperate, we can control him by threatening his son.

			I will announce my appointment as Oswald’s heir and regent at the annual tournament. It’s an appropriately prestigious affair and a large number of the nobles will be there. Many of them have already been persuaded to my cause. As for those who might oppose us, we’ll have them gathered in the one place, giving us a chance to thin their ranks.

			Once my position as Oswald’s heir is confirmed, we will have no further need of Duncan.

			Until then, allow no serious harm to come to him, at your peril.

			M.

			Crowley looked up from the written sheet.

			“So now we know,” he said.

			Halt nodded. “The question is, what do we do about it?”

			Crowley thought rapidly. “The tournament is six . . . no, seven . . . weeks from now. We’re going to have to break Duncan out of this Castle Wildriver before then, and have him confront Morgarath. As Morgarath says, there’ll be a large gathering of barons and knights and that will work in Duncan’s favor just as much as it would for Morgarath.”

			“We don’t want to rescue him too soon,” Halt said. “If Morgarath hears he’s escaped, he may well change his plans. But you’re right. If Duncan appears at the tournament, he’ll have the chance to sway the barons back to his side—particularly if we free the King as well.”

			“And it might be a good idea to drag the impostor along and have him admit that he’s been the one stirring up the north.”

			“So it’s simple. We take the false Duncan prisoner, we set the real Duncan free and we rescue the King from Castle Gorlan before the tournament begins,” Halt said.

			Crowley raised an eyebrow as he considered the tasks before them. “That’s a lot to ask of just two men.”

			Halt smiled grimly and picked up the first dispatch—with the list of discredited Rangers’ names on it.

			“I think I know where we might find some help,” he said.
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			Of course, their plans would be jeopardized if Morgarath learned that his dispatch to Castle Wildriver had been intercepted. While Crowley kept a careful watch over the unconscious dispatch rider, Halt set about resealing the scrolls they had opened.

			He unfastened a small pouch he kept at his belt and took out the contents. There was a cylindrical plug of lead some three centimeters in diameter—about the size of the seal used to fasten the wax over the ribbons on the scrolls. He rerolled the parchment sheets and tied the black ribbons to hold them in place. Then he set about carving a shape into the flat, smooth end of the lead plug.

			After making sure that the dispatch rider was still unconscious, Crowley looked curiously over Halt’s shoulder and saw that he was using a thick, pointed bodkin to gouge a lightning-bolt shape into the end of the lead. It looked roughly like Morgarath’s seal, he thought. But it wasn’t exact.

			“Do you think that’ll fool them?” he asked.

			Halt looked up briefly. “Think about it. If you received a message from Morgarath, carried by Morgarath’s messenger, how carefully would you check the outside seal?”

			Crowley pursed his lips. “Not too carefully. I’d just look to make sure it hadn’t been broken. So long as it was in place, holding the ribbon securely, that would be all I’d bother with.”

			“Exactly,” Halt said. He gathered the small tablets of golden wax he’d removed from the scrolls and, moving to the fire Crowley had lit, began to melt them again in a small mold. As the wax grew soft, then liquid, he poured some onto the first of the ribbons, sealing the knot. Then, before the wax hardened, he pressed the fake seal into the hot wax, leaving a fairly credible lightning-bolt shape impressed into it. He blew on the wax to cool it and harden it and studied his handiwork with a satisfied expression.

			“That looks good,” Crowley said.

			Halt nodded. He was busy melting the remaining wax so that he could reseal the other two messages.

			Crowley watched him, frowning uncertainly. “Where did you learn to do all this?” he asked suspiciously. He was a little scandalized by Halt’s unabashed ability to forge a seal.

			“Oh, I have many skills,” Halt said. “Fortunately, I’m an honest man.”

			Crowley nodded. “So I can see.”

			Halt waited a few minutes for the wax to harden completely on the three messages, then replaced them all in the rider’s saddlebag.

			“Now all we have to do is wait for Sleeping Beauty to awaken,” he said.

			Crowley grinned. “Do you want to try giving him the kiss of true love?” he asked. “I’ve heard that’ll do the trick.”

			Halt glowered at him. “I don’t think so.”

			It took a few more minutes for the dispatch rider to begin to stir. He moaned once or twice, then raised his hand to his forehead. Halt shook him gently, then tapped him lightly on the cheek with his palm.

			“Wake up, sir,” he said, affecting a thick country accent. “You’ve had a terrible fall.”

			The man’s eyes opened and he stared groggily at the bearded face looking down on him.

			“What happened?” he said, his voice thick.

			“You fell off your horse. You’ve been out cold for an hour or more.”

			The man looked around, confused and dazed. He saw his horse standing nearby, tethered to a tree. Crowley moved into his field of view, with a two-meter length of creeper he’d cut from a tree a few meters from the path.

			“This creeper was hanging in a loop from a tree,” he said. “It caught round your neck and pulled you from the saddle.”

			The rider nodded slowly. He had a vague memory of something around his neck, jerking him violently backward. Then suspicion clouded his face and he looked quickly to the horse again, reassured by the sight of the saddlebags hanging behind the saddle.

			“Do you know what’s in those saddlebags?” he asked, his voice harsh.

			Crowley shrugged and managed a guileless look.

			He’s good at that, Halt thought.

			“Lot of papers and such,” said Crowley.

			“Did you read them?” the man demanded. “It’s a crime to open a sealed dispatch. You could be in big trouble.”

			Crowley shrugged, maintaining his open-faced, honest look. “No point to that. Us can’t read.”

			Us can’t read? He’s laying it on a bit thick, Halt thought. The dispatch rider looked relieved. There was no reason for him to doubt Crowley’s statement. They appeared to be simple foresters, and it would be surprising if they were literate. The man held out a hand to Halt.

			“Help me stand,” he demanded.

			For a moment, annoyed by the arrogant tone, Halt was tempted to help him lie down again, by virtue of a fist to the jaw. But he managed a helpful smile and hauled the man to his feet, helping him keep his balance as he walked unsteadily to the horse.

			The rider rested his head against the horse for a few seconds while he regained his balance. Then, with Halt’s assistance, he climbed awkwardly into the saddle. He looked down at them, haughtily.

			“You did well to assist me,” he said. “A dispatch rider is an important person. I’ll see you’re rewarded.”

			And with that, he set his horse into a trot and rode slowly away from them. Halt and Crowley exchanged a grin.

			“Since he doesn’t know our names or where we come from, I imagine that’ll be a little difficult,” Crowley said.

			Halt nodded. “It’s the thought that counts,” he replied.
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THE HOPELESS, DESPAIRING FEELING THAT CROWLEY HAD experienced was gone now, replaced by a firm resolve. He spread out a map of the Kingdom on the ground and they knelt beside it, studying it.

			“Castle Wildriver is here,” Crowley said, pointing with the tip of his saxe to a spot on the map.

			“I take it the river is appropriately named?” Halt said.

			Crowley nodded confirmation. “The castle is built on a long island that splits the river. As it narrows, the two arms begin to run with increasing speed. It makes the castle difficult to access. It’s a very defensible position. We’ll have to work out a way to get across the river and into the castle itself.”

			“We’ll come to that later. We’ve got nearly seven weeks before we have to set Duncan free. I think our first order of business is to find some reinforcements. Which of those renegade Rangers is the closest?” Halt smiled grimly. “I like the idea of renegade Rangers,” he said, more or less to himself. “It appeals to my natural sense of rebellion against authority.”

			Crowley ignored the comment while he studied the list of names and fiefs, mentally sorting through them to determine the most efficient path. “Leander,” he said, after some seconds’ deliberation. “He’s in Dacton Fief, and that’s in the northwest.”

			“Of course,” said Halt, “we’re assuming these men will have remained close to the fiefs where they’d been operating. They may have moved on.”

			Crowley considered the point with his head cocked to one side. “Possibly,” he said. “But that letter from Morgarath seems to indicate that they have only just been dismissed—or are about to be. I assume that’s just one of many letters he sent out. There will have been messages to each of the barons in those fiefs, telling them that their local Ranger is to be replaced. Presumably, they’ll have been sent out under the King’s seal. He’s the only one who can appoint or dismiss a Ranger.” He paused, then added dryly, “And we know how easy it is to forge a sealed message.”

			Halt assumed a look of wide-eyed innocence.

			Crowley eyed him for several seconds, then continued. “But even if those men have already been dismissed, odds are they won’t have moved on too far. And in any case, our best chance of finding out where they’ve gone will be from people in the fiefs they were appointed to.”

			“Very well,” said Halt, “our first stop is Dacton Fief. If we get started now, we should be there by tomorrow afternoon.”

			Crowley nodded agreement and folded the map, placing it in one of his saddlebags. They re-saddled their horses, which had been unsaddled to let them rest and graze while the two men considered the situation. Within ten minutes, they were on the road.

			Both of them were glad to put Gorlan, and the risk of being intercepted by Morgarath’s men, behind them. After an hour of traveling on narrow back trails, they reached the high road to the west and set their horses to a slow lope. They traveled at what Crowley described as “Ranger pace,” cantering for twenty minutes, then walking the horses, leading them, for ten so that the animals could regain their strength. Every two hours, they stopped for ten minutes by the side of the road to rest and eat and drink a little—hard rations like dried beef and fruit washed down by cold water.

			By late afternoon, they were well on their way and they found a small clearing a hundred meters from the road, well screened by trees, where they set up camp. Halt spent some minutes scanning the road, watching for traffic passing in either direction. In that time, he saw one farmer, slowly leading a plow horse past them.

			“I think we can risk a small fire,” he said. “That road doesn’t seem to be very well traveled.”

			During the day they had sighted plentiful wildlife along the road and had shot two fat plovers and a rabbit. Halt skinned and cleaned them while Crowley went looking for wild salad greens. He returned after twenty minutes with a broad smile. In addition to the bitter greens, he dumped half a dozen earth-covered lumps beside the fire.

			“Potatoes,” he said triumphantly. “There’s a small farm about half a kilometer in that direction”—he gestured to the trees behind them—“and they have a very convenient potato field planted right up next to the tree line.”

			“Excellent,” Halt said. The thought of potatoes with the meat set his mouth watering. Salad greens were all very well, but potatoes added a sense of solidity to a meal, he thought. He was busy threading the plovers and the rabbit onto a green stick they could suspend over the fire. “Rub some of the dirt off them and we’ll cook them in the coals.”

			One of the small pleasures of traveling and camping, he decided, was that, to compensate for the nights spent in the rain with no hot food, there were occasions like this, when they could take the time to enjoy a good meal. He placed the spitted rabbit and birds beside the fire, ready to rest the green branch on two forked sticks driven into the ground either side of the fireplace. Crowley passed him the potatoes, now with most of the earth removed, and he pushed them into the coals at the side of the fire, heaping the glowing charcoal over them. The rest of the dirt would come away with the skins when the potatoes were cooked.

			“Nothing like a brace of murphies to set off a meal,” he said contentedly.

			Crowley frowned at him. “Murphies?”

			“It’s what we call them in Hibernia,” Halt replied.

			Crowley shook his head. “Strange people, Hibernians,” he said to himself.

			In spite of the mouthwatering smell of the roasting meat, and the fact that they were both ravenous after a long day, they didn’t hurry the cooking. There was a temptation to simply char the meat over the flames of the fire and eat it half raw, but experienced campers as they were, they resisted the impulse, letting the flames die down to a solid bed of red-hot coals, then cooking the spitted meat over the fierce, steady heat they emitted, turning the spit regularly to ensure the meat cooked evenly.

			As a result, it took another forty minutes for the meal to be ready. But they both agreed, through mouthfuls of delicious meat, bitter salad and creamy potato flesh smeared with melted butter, that the wait was worthwhile.

			When they had finished eating, Crowley made coffee and poured them both a large mug. He watched quizzically while Halt scooped two large spoonfuls of wild honey into his. He’d noticed this strange habit before.

			“Why do you do that?” Crowley asked.

			Halt looked up, not understanding, and Crowley gestured to the small pot of honey that Halt kept in his cooking kit.

			“Oh. I always do it,” Halt said.

			“I know,” said Crowley. “But why? It seems to me you’re just ruining the taste of good coffee.”

			“On the contrary,” Halt replied, “I’m enhancing the taste of good honey.”

			Crowley shook his head. “Strange people, Hibernians.”
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			They breakfasted early the next morning, before the sun was truly up. Halt had left a flour-and-water dough in the coals overnight and it had baked into a golden-crusted damper bread. They ate it with cold meat from the plovers and another pot of coffee to wash it down. Then they broke camp and took to the high road once more.

			“I was wondering,” said Crowley, with a sly little smile at the corner of his mouth, “why don’t you put honey on your meat?”

			Halt turned in his saddle to look at his companion. “Are you seriously asking that question?”

			Crowley shrugged. “Well, yes. After all, you put it in coffee, which has a perfectly acceptable taste on its own. Why not put it on grilled plover? Or rabbit?”

			Halt studied him for a long minute, then kicked his horse into a trot, pulling away from the grinning, redheaded Ranger.

			“You’re an idiot,” he declared, throwing the statement back over his shoulder.

			“Maybe,” said Crowley in a lowered tone, “but I don’t put honey in my coffee.”

			“Heard that,” Halt said shortly.

			Crowley grinned after his friend. “You were meant to,” he said, and tapped his own horse to catch up. Life was good, he thought. They had eaten well. They had a firm plan of action, and he had a traveling companion whom he could tease anytime he liked.
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			Castle Dacton was an ugly, utilitarian building. Squat and slab sided, it was sited on a hill, as most castles were, which made it easier to defend as attackers would have to struggle up the slope for the last few hundred meters. The ground in front of the castle walls had been cleared. Again, this was the custom, as it allowed no cover for attackers, and lessened the chance of the castle being taken by surprise.

			There was no mistaking its purpose. It was a building designed for defense, designed for battle. Unlike Gorlan, no attempt had been made to beautify the castle. Even Halt’s old home in Hibernia, built from grim, uncompromising granite blocks, had a certain purity of line that gave it a simple attractiveness. This looked like a mass of stone plopped down on top of the hill, dominating the landscape, gloomy and threatening in appearance.

			“Nice place,” he said.

			Crowley smiled. “It’s not too stylish, is it?” he said. “But in over a hundred years, it’s never been taken by attackers.”

			Halt glanced around. “Who’d attack here?”

			Crowley gestured toward the glittering gray line of the sea, just visible to the west. “Skandians. And Sonderlanders from time to time. They were very big on raiding some twenty years ago. Got a bloody nose here at Dacton, however.”

			“So do we ride up, knock on the drawbridge and ask for Ranger Leander?” Halt asked, gesturing to the castle. But Crowley shook his head.

			“Rangers don’t live in the fief castles. We like to keep the barons at arm’s length. It doesn’t do to get too cozy with them.”

			“But you serve the barons, surely?” Halt said, and again, Crowley made a negative gesture.

			“We serve the King. We answer to him and him alone. And sometimes, that can be a little awkward for a baron. In a way, we outrank them—but we never push the fact.”

			Halt nodded. The concept was a sound one, he thought. As he had said the day before, he had an innate suspicion of authority. “So where do we find Leander?” he asked.

			Crowley indicated the small village that sprawled at the foot of the hill, overlooked by the massive castle. “We’ll ask there. Leander will have a small cabin in the woods somewhere beyond the village. That’s the way we do things.”

			They bypassed the squat, massive castle and rode into the village. In times of danger, Halt knew, the villagers would seek protection inside the castle walls. But in more normal times, the village gave accommodation for the workers who tended the surrounding farms, and provided the basic services that the villagers and castle inhabitants needed from day to day. A clear little stream ran beside the village and a mill was set on its banks, the running water being used to turn its massive mill wheels. There was the inevitable tavern and inn combined and a cluster of the usual thatched cottages around it.

			As was the custom, the tannery was sited on the outskirts and Halt wrinkled his nose at the pungent smell as they rode past.

			“So who do we ask?” he said.

			“First person we see. Everyone will know where the Ranger’s cabin is.”
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AT THIS TIME OF DAY, MOST OF THE VILLAGE’S INHABITANTS were in the fields, tending crops and mowing the hay. As a result, the main street was virtually deserted.

			Then a little boy darted out of one of the cottages, shrieking with laughter, looking back over his shoulder and very nearly going under the hooves of Crowley’s horse.

			The horse shied and Crowley heaved on the reins, pulling it clear of the boy, who had stopped, petrified with fear. Crowley’s horse, like most Ranger horses, wasn’t as imposing as a battlehorse or a plow horse. But viewed from a ten-year-old’s perspective, it seemed enormous.

			Crowley settled his horse, patting its neck and making sure the animal was calmed down.

			“You should watch where you’re going, young fellow,” he said, smiling at the boy. The boy knuckled his forehead apologetically. In spite of the smile, the figure towering over him seemed grim and forbidding.

			“My apologies, sir!” he said, his voice coming out as a squeak. He looked to Crowley’s companion and his nervousness increased. The second rider was black-bearded and had a bad-tempered look to him, with heavy black eyebrows framing his dark, piercing eyes. Again, the boy knuckled his forehead. Halt added to his discomfort by remaining silent.

			“Sam Crofter! Where are you, you wicked boy?”

			The boy glanced over his shoulder as the voice rang out through the street. An elderly woman emerged from one of the cottages, looking up and down the village before setting eyes on the boy. She hurried forward, limping as she tried to run and gather him in. Like the boy, she looked nervously at the two riders. They were cloaked and had their cowls up. And both of them were armed. They carried massive longbows and she could see the hilts of weapons at their waists.

			She made surprisingly good speed in spite of the limp, and seized the boy by the ear. He wriggled and howled in protest.

			“My apologies, your honors,” she said. “I hope the boy wasn’t bothering you.”

			As she said it, she gave his ear a good twist, evoking another howl from him. Crowley grinned at her. She was the boy’s grandmother, he guessed, too old for the heavy work in the fields, and further disadvantaged by the twisted leg that gave her the limp. She would be tasked with looking after the boy during working hours, leaving her daughter free to help work the farm.

			“He’s not bothered us, mother,” Crowley said easily. His tone was friendly, and realizing that the cowl of his cloak might make him look a little sinister, he pushed it back, revealing his honest, open features.

			The woman seemed reassured by his friendly tone. Nonetheless, she maintained an air of reserve. Trust was all very well, her attitude seemed to say, but in these uncertain times, mistrust was better.

			“Tell me, where would we find the local Ranger?” Crowley asked and the woman’s eyes clouded with suspicion once more.

			“Would that be the new Ranger?” she asked. “Or the real Ranger, who’s been here these past ten years or more?”

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a quick glance. So Leander had already been replaced. The woman’s choice of words was interesting. She referred to Leander as “the real Ranger.” That seemed to indicate that she regarded Morgarath’s new appointee as something of a usurper. Not surprising, Halt thought. She was an older woman and was probably used to the old ways. Older people tended to resent and distrust change as a matter of course. In this case, he thought, the distrust was well placed.

			“Ranger Leander,” Crowley elaborated.

			The woman’s distrust faded a little. She studied them more closely. The boy, finally working his ear free of her viselike grip, scuttled away to their cottage.

			“You’re Rangers yourselves, are you?” she asked. Their clothing and equipment seemed to make it clear that they were. Plus their cloaks were drab and unremarkable—ideal for remaining unseen in the green and gray shadows of the woods. The new Ranger, whom she’d seen once or twice, favored a shiny satin cloak in rich green. Even among the green foliage of the forest, it stood out like a beacon.

			“That’s right,” Crowley replied. It seemed easier than explaining Halt’s uncertain status each time. The old woman nodded.

			“Thought so,” she said. “And you’re of the old school.” Obviously, she approved of what she referred to as “the old school.” She jerked her head up toward the castle, which dominated the landscape. “That new man, Littlefoot, lives up at the castle. Leander has always stayed down here, among us, where he could help if we needed it. Drank in the tavern here, talked to the children, listened to the men when they had trouble with a bear or a wolf taking their animals. The new man cares nothing for us. He wouldn’t know one of us if he fell over us.”

			Halt was impressed by her confidence. Crowley had told him that the common folk sometimes viewed Rangers with suspicion, thinking they might be versed in the ways of the occult. Obviously, this woman was old enough to ignore such superstitious nonsense. She’d seen how Leander lived and operated and knew he was a man to be trusted.

			“So Leander has moved on, has he?” he asked her.

			“He has not,” she assured them. “He’s still in his cabin, although Baron Reemer has sent him several messages, telling him he has to move out.” She let out a cackle of laughter. “Even went down to tell him personally at one time. Came hurrying back through the village, minus the fine feathered bonnet he’d been wearing.”

			Crowley allowed himself the ghost of a grin. “So where do we find his cabin?” he asked.

			She pointed to the far end of the village. “Past the village, the road forks. Take the right fork toward the stream and you’ll come to his cabin after fifty or sixty meters. It’s among the trees, and not too easy to see until you’re almost on it.”

			“Thanks, mother.” Crowley gathered up his reins, which he had let lie loose upon his horse’s neck. He clicked his tongue and his horse moved forward. The woman watched them go. After five meters, she called out to them.

			“One thing, Ranger. Make sure Leander knows you’re coming. Wouldn’t do to surprise him.”

			Crowley turned back and nodded to her. “I’m sure it wouldn’t,” he replied.

			They followed the fork in the road and came to the cabin. It stood in a clearing among the tall trees, a pleasant-looking little cabin, fashioned from pine logs and with a roof of slate.

			“No thatched roof,” Halt murmured. The vast majority of roofs were thatched in this part of the country. Slate and tiles were difficult to come by.

			Crowley nodded. “Thatch burns,” he pointed out.

			The cabin seemed deserted. The door was closed and the shutters on the two windows facing them in the long front wall were both fastened. At least, Halt thought, peering more closely, they seemed to be. But now he looked, he could see that the left-hand shutter had been pulled closed but not fastened. There was a narrow gap noticeable between the two halves.

			A small lean-to stood against the rear wall. Crowley indicated it. “That’s the stable.”

			Halt surveyed the clearing in which the cabin stood. The trees towered over it on all sides. The cleared ground was some thirty meters across. There was a pump, with a leather bucket hanging from the handle, set close to the verandah that ran along the longest wall of the cabin, and a woodpile stacked under an open-sided, roofed structure that would keep most of the rain off it. An ax was driven into a sawn-off tree trunk that obviously served as a chopping block.

			“Looks like nobody’s home,” Halt observed. The cabin definitely looked deserted, aside from that small chink in the shutters. As he spoke, they heard a short whinny from the stables.

			“Someone’s home, all right,” Crowley told him. “That’s a warning signal and a Ranger horse wouldn’t make it unless there was somebody around to hear it. Have you noticed that left-hand shutter? It’s not properly fastened.”

			“I noticed,” Halt said. Pritchard had trained him to look for little anomalies like that. Noticing small details can help you stay alive, the old Ranger had been fond of saying.

			“Keep an eye on it,” Crowley said out of the corner of his mouth. He shifted his balance in the saddle, then called:

			“Hullo the cabin!”

			There was no reply. Halt saw a blur of movement in the narrow gap between the shutters, then an arrow split the air between them, thudding into a tree some five meters behind them, vibrating viciously. Halt’s horse shied a few paces sideways. Crowley’s, Ranger trained, stood stock-still.

			Almost immediately, Halt moved to unsling his longbow from his shoulder, but Crowley threw out a hand to stop him.

			“Don’t!” he said, his voice quiet in spite of the urgency of his command. Then he added, “He’s a Ranger. If he wanted to, he could have hit either one of us—and followed up with a second shot at the other.”

			Halt relaxed, letting his bow settle back on his shoulder. Still there was no word from the cabin. Nor could he see any further movement behind the shutters.

			“We’re friends,” Crowley called toward the silent cabin. This time, a voice replied.

			“That’s what Reemer said, before I shot the fancy feathered bonnet off his fancy featherbrained head.”

			Crowley grinned. “Yes, we’d heard about that in the village,” he said. “I take it he’s all in favor of your replacement.”

			There was a tone of disgust obvious in the voice now. “Replacement? Usurper is more like it. That man is no Ranger. He’s one of Morgarath’s stooges. Can’t shoot. Can’t stalk. Can barely sit his horse at a walk, let alone a gallop. All he’s good for is drinking wine and swishing his satin cloak around his shoulders.”

			Halt smiled grimly at the description. He felt he could picture this new Ranger pretty well. “Both valuable skills,” he said.

			Crowley glanced at him, amused.

			“So who are you two?” Leander demanded.

			“We’re Rangers,” Crowley told him. “Of what’s described as the ‘old school.’”

			“Step down and let’s take a look at you,” Leander ordered and the two men dismounted, stepping clear of the horses and standing shoulder to shoulder.

			“If you’re Rangers, one of you should be able to hit that leather bucket on the—”

			He got no further. In the blink of an eye, Halt unslung his bow, nocked an arrow and sent it slamming through the middle of the leather bucket hanging from the pump, knocking it clear and sending it bouncing and rolling across the ground in front of the cabin. It was a demonstration of devastating speed and accuracy that only a master bowman could have accomplished. Halt looked at the gap in the shutters, a challenge in his eye.

			“I was going to say on the pump,” Leander said. “You seem to have beaten me to it.”

			“No sense in shooting slowly,” Halt called to him.

			There was a pause. “All right, so you can shoot like a Ranger. What are your names?”

			This time, Crowley answered. “My name’s Crowley. I’m from Hogarth Fief. This is Halt.”

			“Your name’s familiar. Remember you from one of the Gatherings a few years back. But I have no idea who he might be.” There was a note of challenge, of disbelief, in the voice.

			“Halt’s from Hibernia,” Crowley said hurriedly. “He was trained there by my old mentor, Pritchard. Surely you remember him?”

			“Aye, I do. He was one of the best,” Leander replied. “So what do you want with me?”

			“We’re looking for a few good men to help us,” Crowley said, hoping to stimulate Leander’s curiosity. The ploy was successful.

			“Help you with what?”

			“We’re planning to bring down Morgarath,” Halt said.

			There was a long, long pause. Then the door of the cabin slowly opened and a stocky, clean-shaven man stepped out onto the verandah, a longbow held loosely in his left hand.

			“Now that sounds like something I might enjoy,” he said.
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LEANDER SHOOK HANDS WITH THE TWO MEN AND INVITED them into his cabin. They sat at the table and Leander offered them ale.

			“Do you have any coffee?” Halt asked.

			Leander shook his head. “Coffee’s hard to come by at the moment. The Baron is making sure I don’t get any luxuries or supplies. The villagers are sneaking food to me, sparing me what they can. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out here.”

			“Ale is fine then,” Halt said, and the local Ranger poured three small tankards full.

			They all sipped appreciatively and Halt looked round the cabin, with its long room serving as a sitting room, and a small kitchen space off to one side. Doorways led to two other rooms—bedrooms, he assumed.

			“This is cozy,” he said. The two Rangers glanced at him, then at the interior of the cabin itself. They were both accustomed to Rangers’ cabins and so didn’t find them particularly noteworthy.

			“It’s a standard Ranger’s cabin,” Crowley told him. “We all have them, pretty much in the same layout. As I said, we prefer to live separately from the castle and the baron in each fief. That way, we retain our independence.”

			Leander nodded agreement. “Unlike my replacement,” he said, sarcasm obvious in his voice. “He likes to live in the Baron’s shadow. I’ve heard he has a luxurious suite of rooms at the castle.”

			“Then why are they so keen to have you out of here?” Halt asked, indicating the cabin with a sweep of his arm.

			Leander curled his lip scornfully. “The new man wants it as a hunting lodge,” he said. “Not that he’d know anything about hunting. I’ve stayed on because this way I can keep helping the villagers if they need it.”

			“And by being here, you’re a thorn under the Baron’s saddle?” suggested Halt.

			For the first time since they’d met him, Leander allowed himself the barest of grins.

			“Yes. That too,” he said. “Now what’s all this about Morgarath?”

			Crowley quickly explained what they had learned about Morgarath’s schemes, and how they were determined to thwart him.

			Leander listened carefully, then, switching his gaze between the two young men, he asked, “You’re planning to do it yourselves? Just the two of you?”

			“We’ve got a list of names—Rangers who’ve been discredited by Morgarath. We want to recruit them and spoil Morgarath’s party,” Crowley said.

			“He’s planning to make his move during the tournament at Gorlan,” Halt put in, and Leander frowned thoughtfully, digesting this information.

			“That’s about seven weeks away. How many men do you think you’ll need?”

			“We’ve got the names of twelve,” Crowley said. “But they’re all Rangers, so that should make a pretty potent group.”

			Leander nodded slowly, considering. “Yes. I agree. Twelve Rangers would be a force worth reckoning with. But you’ll need to get some of the other barons on your side as well. A lot of them will just go with the prevailing wind. And Morgarath is a well-respected figure. You need someone to counteract that.”

			“We’re planning to approach Arald of Redmont Fief,” Crowley told him. “From what we’ve heard, there’s little love lost between him and Morgarath.”

			“Yes. I’ve heard much the same. And Redmont is one of the more powerful fiefs—maybe as powerful as Gorlan itself. Arald would be a handy ally. He has the prestige you’ll need to sway a lot of the others to your side. This is going to be a matter of winning people over, as much as defeating Morgarath by sheer force of arms.”

			They sat in silence for a minute or two, while Leander pondered the situation. Halt fidgeted in his seat. He wanted to press Leander for a commitment right away. But Crowley caught his eye and shook his head. Better for the man to make up his mind without pressure. Finally, Leander looked up at them.

			“So, how many men do you have so far?” he asked and the two men exchanged a glance. There was an awkward pause.

			“Two of us,” Halt said, eventually.

			Leander looked at him and held up three fingers, a grim smile spreading over his face.

			“Make that three,” he said.
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			It took Leander ten minutes to pack the belongings he wanted to take with him. He strode out of the cabin door and turned to look back at the little building, a look of sadness on his face.

			“I’ve enjoyed life here,” he said quietly to Crowley—Halt had volunteered to go to the stable and saddle his horse. “It sticks in my throat to leave it for that idiot in his satin green cloak. I’m tempted to put a torch to it and burn it to the ground.”

			Crowley laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t. You’ll be coming back here before too long.”

			Leander nodded slowly. “Let’s hope so.”

			Halt emerged from the rear of the cabin, leading a dun-colored horse. Leander took the reins from him.

			“Thanks,” he said. “You didn’t try to mount him, did you?”

			Halt frowned and shook his head. “Why would I do that?”

			Leander exchanged a grin with Crowley and dismissed the matter. “Never mind,” he said.

			They mounted their horses and moved out at a slow walk. As they reached the first bend in the track, Leander stopped and turned back to look sadly at his neat little cabin. It seemed like a symbol of all that had been good and simple and straightforward in the world—all that Morgarath had been trying to drag down. Then, abruptly, he turned away and urged his horse to a canter, leaving the little cabin in the woods behind him.
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			They had already decided who would be their next recruit. His name was Berrigan, the Ranger in Weslon Fief. They had to traverse another fief to reach Weslon and, as before, they elected to stay away from towns and villages and to camp out.

			It was strange to have a new member in their group. Halt and Crowley had grown used to each other’s company over the preceding weeks, but it didn’t take Leander long to fit in. At least now, Halt thought, they’d get more sleep, with another member to take his turn keeping watch at night.

			As they rode, Crowley filled Leander in on the meager details he knew of Halt’s origins, how he had come from Hibernia, after being instructed in Ranger skills by Pritchard, and how he had helped Crowley when he had been attacked by a group of Morgarath’s soldiers. He had no idea of Halt’s royal antecedents, of course, so he made no mention of that side of his history.

			When he heard how the soft-spoken Hibernian had rejected Morgarath’s offer to join his forces, Leander nodded approvingly. His respect for Halt increased. He had already seen an example of his speed and accuracy with the longbow. He had no doubt that he would show the same skill with his saxe and throwing knife. And he was impressed with Halt’s woodcraft. The Hibernian had a natural ability to select a good campsite—one well screened from the trail through the woods, where they would have ample warning of someone approaching them.

			He also admired both the other men’s skill and ability at camp cooking. Leander was an indifferent cook at best—although cooking was one of the skills an apprentice Ranger was required to master. Leander had managed to pass his tests as an apprentice, but had then pretty well ignored the finer points. As a result, when he cooked game over a fire, he tended to scorch the outside and leave the interior virtually raw. He didn’t have the patience that Halt and Crowley displayed and quickly realized that he would eat a lot better if he left the food preparation to them.

			In return, he took on the menial chores around their nightly camp, preparing the fire, cutting firewood and cleaning their utensils after they had eaten.

			On the third day after they had left his cabin, they crossed the border into Weslon Fief. Crowley pointed to the small stone column that stood by the side of the track, marking their entry into the fief.

			“Another half day and we’ll reach Castle Weslon,” he said.

			“Berrigan,” Leander muttered, half to himself. “Think I remember him. He was the singer, wasn’t he?”

			“That’s right,” Crowley agreed. “He played the gitarra and sang. He was the one who composed ‘Cabin in the Trees.”

			Halt looked up. “What’s that?”

			“It’s the Ranger song,” Leander told him. “It’s sung at all our Gatherings.”

			There was a slight pause, then, without any discussion, both Leander and Crowley began to sing softly as they rode.

			“Going back to the cabin in the trees

			Going back to the creek beneath the hill.

			There’s a girl used to live there when I left

			But I doubt she’ll be waiting for me still.

			Never thought I’d be gone so many years.

			When I left always planned that I’d return

			But time slips away before we know

			That’s just one more lesson that we learn.”

			They stopped singing after the second verse, but Crowley continued to whistle the refrain softly as they rode. Halt frowned at him.

			“You’re making a strange shrieking noise,” he said.

			Crowley looked round in surprise. He hadn’t been aware that he was whistling and he didn’t immediately equate it with the phrase strange shrieking noise.

			“It’s music,” he said.

			“Not from where I’m sitting,” Halt said.
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THE RIPPLING, FLUID NOTES OF THE GITARRA FILLED THE TAPROOM of the Jolly Frog tavern in Weslon village.

			The villagers sitting around the room, nursing tankards of ale and enjoying quiet conversations among themselves, beat time with their free hands—some of them not even aware that they were doing so. Most had stopped their conversations and turned in their seats to watch the musician as his nimble, fast-moving fingers seemed to fly across the strings, without effort or tension.

			The fingers of his right hand, curled up under themselves so that it was difficult to see what they were doing, picked out a complex rhythm on the strings, plucking the bass and treble strings in a set order, then occasionally breaking the pattern for a bar or two, and producing a sound that was bright and jaunty.

			After eight bars of the introduction, the player began to sing, his voice a light, attractive tenor.

			“Jenny in the village, Maisie by the mill,

			Katy at the castle, Hannah on the hill,

			All of them are pretty, that is plain to see.

			But Sadie in the stables, she’s the one for me.”

			He bent his head over the instrument and played a variation on the opening. As a result, he failed to notice the three cloaked figures who slipped in through the door and took seats toward the back of the room. Most of the audience, their eyes on the singer, missed seeing them as well. Only a few of the patrons glanced at the men. But they saw nothing noteworthy about them and quickly looked back to the singer. Now, as he began the chorus, the drinkers joined in with him.

			“Sadie in the stables, pitching out the hay

			filling up the buckets, every single day.

			She isn’t very pretty, but I have to tell

			I’m not very handsome. So she suits me well!”

			The crowd fell silent as he began another verse, all of them now engaged with the song.

			“Jenny said she loves me, Maisie said it too

			Don’t want to hurt their feelings, what am I to—”

			The door crashed open, interrupting the song. The singer’s voice stopped abruptly, although he continued to play the accompaniment for a few seconds more.

			Four armed men, wearing studded black leather vests over chain mail, barged into the tavern. They wore short swords at their belts and flat-topped iron helmets on their heads. As they entered, they spread out in a shallow semicircle, covering the interior of the room, those at either end of the line turning their attention slightly outward, alert for any sign of rebellion from the villagers. A fifth man entered behind the men-at-arms. He was wearing an ornate cloak, made from green silk and with an oakleaf embroidered in gold thread over the right shoulder. It was a short garment, little more than a cape, actually. There was no cowl, but there was a high collar turned up, framing his ratlike face.

			It was notable that this fifth man didn’t enter until he was confident that the four soldiers had the room well and truly under control. His confidence boosted by their presence, he stepped forward and pointed a finger at the musician.

			“Berrigan!” he snarled, his voice a little too high pitched to carry any real authority. “You have no right to be here. You’re no longer the Ranger of Weslon Fief!”

			“Let him sing,” muttered a customer in a surly voice. “He’s doing no harm.”

			Almost immediately, one of the soldiers stepped forward, his sword sliding free of its scabbard with a ringing hiss. He leveled the point at the speaker’s throat.

			“D’you want to argue with the Ranger, you scum?” he demanded.

			The man, an unarmed farmworker, shrank back, dropping his eyes. “No, sir. Not me,” he said, fear all too evident in his voice.

			“Then hold your tongue or I’ll cut it out for you!” the soldier threatened.

			The singer placed his gitarra carefully on the table behind him, out of possible harm’s way. He was wearing a double scabbard at his belt, and the hilts of a saxe knife and a throwing knife were visible. However, he made no attempt to reach for either of them. The pompous, overblown fool in the green cape didn’t concern him. But the four soldiers were armed and ready for trouble. In fact, he sensed, they would welcome it, and he didn’t want to give them any excuse to start what would be a very one-sided fight. If that happened, some of the villagers might try to take a hand on his side and they might be hurt. He didn’t want that on his conscience.

			“There’s no need to threaten Isaac,” he said calmly. The soldier glared at him and he returned the angry look steadily, until the man-at-arms muttered a low curse and re-sheathed his sword. Only then did the former Ranger of Weslon address his replacement.

			“I’m doing no harm here, Willet,” he said in a reasonable tone. “I’m just trying to earn a few coins to pay for my dinner. Surely I can do that?”

			“Surely you can’t!” the man named Willet replied. “You’ve been dismissed from the Ranger Corps. And you’ve been singing insulting songs about the King! We don’t want your kind here in Weslon Fief!”

			Berrigan shrugged. “I was under the impression that the people here were enjoying my music. And I certainly don’t recall singing any disloyal song about the King.”

			“You sang about how the King has constant trouble with wind!” Willet shrilled and Berrigan couldn’t help smiling.

			“I assume you’re referring to ‘Good King Artur, the Terrible Farter’?”

			The new Ranger nodded several times. “Exactly! It’s insulting and disloyal. It could even be construed to be treasonous!”

			Berrigan shrugged. “But as the title says, the King’s name is Artur. He’s not our King. It’s just a silly doggerel song.”

			“That’s where you’re so clever! You pretend it’s about another king. But I know you’re referring to our King, and encouraging people to laugh at him!”

			The former Ranger shook his head. “Not so. I’ve been singing that song for years.”

			“So,” Willet crowed triumphantly, “you admit to the crime! And you admit to having committed it repeatedly!”

			Berrigan sighed. He looked sadly at his replacement. “Willet, do you sit awake at night thinking up stupid things to say? Or does it just come naturally to you—on the spur of the moment?”

			A couple of the watching villagers laughed. The men-at-arms swung round angrily, trying to see who was responsible. But the villagers had quickly composed their features. Willet glared at Berrigan for a few moments, his mouth working silently. The former Ranger watched him carefully. He sensed he may have pushed the ridiculous little man too far. Finally, Willet got control of himself. He thrust out his right arm, the forefinger pointing at the gitarra lying on the table.

			“Confiscate that instrument, Corporal!” he snapped. “Smash it!”

			As the leader of the small squad started toward the table, Berrigan stepped to block his way. And now his hand dropped to the hilt of the saxe at his waist.

			“I don’t think so,” he said. His voice was low but there was an unmistakable note of warning in it.

			The corporal stopped. He was armed with a sword. But he was facing a Ranger. Not one of the dilettantes like Willet, who had been appointed to the Corps in recent months, but a real Ranger, trained and ready to fight. He spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

			“Men!” he ordered and the other three soldiers stepped forward to join him, their swords hissing clear of their scabbards. Now Berrigan was in a dangerous situation. He was outnumbered and he was yet to draw his own weapon. Slowly, the corporal unsheathed his sword and turned an ugly smile on the former Ranger.

			“Step aside, singer,” he said. “I’ll give you two instruments for the price of one.”

			He drew back the heavy short sword, his eyes on the polished wood instrument on the table behind Berrigan. But before the corporal could act, Berrigan had drawn his saxe and stood ready to parry any blow the other man might attempt—either at the gitarra or at himself.

			There was a deep-throated thrum! from the back of the room and an arrow flashed across the bar. It caught the flared cuff of the corporal’s gauntlet, jerking his arm forward as it slammed into one of the heavy timber uprights supporting the ceiling of the tavern.

			The sword fell from the man’s grip as he struggled to free his hand, pinned by the arrow to the tough timber of the upright. His companions turned to see where the attack had come from. Three cloaked figures were advancing across the room toward them. One still held the massive longbow that had sent the arrow streaking across the room. The other two had saxes in their hands.

			As the three soldiers started to move to meet the obvious threat, Berrigan acted. He drew his own saxe and brought the hilt thudding down on the shoulder of the nearest man-at-arms, between neck and shoulder bone. The man screamed in agony and dropped his sword, clutching at his shoulder. His companions, now thoroughly confused as to where their greatest danger lay, hesitated and turned back to the singer. One of them aimed a diagonal cut with his sword—the low ceiling precluded a vertical stroke.

			Berrigan parried the blow easily with his saxe, and the sound of steel ringing against steel filled the room. Then he stepped forward and drove his left fist into the man’s solar plexus. The soldier was wearing chain mail beneath his vest. But the force of the blow crashing into his ribs forced the air out of his lungs and he doubled over, falling to his knees with a weak grunt.

			By now, Halt and Crowley were upon the remaining two soldiers. Crowley quickly slipped his throwing knife from its scabbard and parried a sword stroke with the two knives crossed in the classic defense. Then, as the other man’s blade was trapped in the V formed by his saxe and throwing knife, Crowley jerked his knives to his right and twisted the sword out of the soldier’s grip. It fell clattering to the floor. As the man stooped to try to retrieve it, Crowley hit him with a left hook to the jaw. The soldier, already bending toward the floor, continued the movement and fell to the rough boards, where he lay, moaning quietly.

			The remaining soldier, realizing that he was now facing odds of four to one against him—instead of the original four to one in his favor—dropped his sword and held his hands high in surrender.

			“Mercy!” he cried, seeing his doom in the dark, deep-set eyes of the man facing him. There was no sign of pity there and the saxe in the man’s hand gleamed in the lamplight of the tavern. The soldier fell to his knees, his hands still raised in supplication.

			Halt glared at him in disgust. “Oh, for pity’s sake,” he said.

			For a second or two, he was unsure about what to do with this unarmed former bullyboy. Crowley solved the problem for him. He brought his saxe around in a backhanded blow, slamming the brass-bound hilt into the back of the man’s helmet. The force of the blow was transmitted through the iron helmet almost undiminished. The soldier fell forward, facedown on the floor, his head spinning from the blow.

			Willet, the new Ranger, watched wide-eyed as his men were reduced to moaning, groaning wrecks. Realizing that no one seemed to be paying him any attention, he scurried toward the door and ran out into the night.

			But Halt saw him go and went after him.

			Leander stepped up to the soldier pinned to the timber column, still struggling to free his hand. The arrow had closed the cuff of the gauntlet close to his wrist, so he was unable to slide his hand free of the glove. Instead, he was forced to struggle with the arrow, buried deep in the tough wood.

			“I’d like my arrow back,” Leander said. He gripped the shaft close to the head and gave a solid jerk. The broadhead came free of the wood and the corporal’s arm, no longer suspended by the arrow, fell to his side. He glared at Leander as the Ranger slid the arrow back into his quiver. Then rage overcame him and he drew his broad-bladed dagger, striking up at Leander’s midriff.

			The blow never struck home. Leander dropped the bow and blocked the upward thrust with his left hand, turned over to seize the soldier’s wrist. Then, almost without pause, he jerked the arm upward, using the corporal’s own force to bring the knife high over his head. At the same moment, he slid his right hand behind the corporal’s knife hand, continuing to force it up and back. Then, stepping forward so that his right leg was behind the other man’s, he used both arms to continue twisting the knife hand up and back.

			The whole sequence of movements, practiced hundreds of times in the past in mock combat, took about a second. There was an ugly wrenching noise as the soldier’s shoulder gave way. The knife fell from his hand. He didn’t notice. He was conscious of nothing but the searing pain in his shoulder. He collapsed, weeping, to the floor.

			Berrigan looked around at his former attackers, now reduced to pitiful wrecks, either unconscious or disabled. The two cloaked men grinned at him.

			“Who the blazes are you two?” he asked.
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IN THE STREET OUTSIDE, HALT SAW THE FIGURE OF THE caped would-be Ranger scurrying through the shadows.

			“You!” he shouted. “Stop or I’ll put an arrow through you!”

			In truth, he had left his bow inside the tavern. But Willet wasn’t to know that. He froze in place, eyes closed, waiting in terror for the smashing, tearing pain of an arrow.

			Willet heard footsteps approaching and opened his eyes to look into those of the dark-bearded stranger. Too late, he realized that the man was carrying no bow. He tried to bluster his way out of the situation.

			“Stand back!” he said, his voice cracking with fear, which rather ruined the attempted bluster. “I’m a King’s Ranger!”

			“You’re no Ranger.” Halt’s lips curled in a sneer. “You’re a posing, whining prat.”

			His eyes fell on a familiar shape at the man’s throat. It was a silver oakleaf pendant, the symbol of a Ranger’s authority. Seeing this man wearing it was an affront to Halt’s sense of justice and order.

			“Where did you steal this from?” he demanded, seizing the chain and pulling Willet forward. “Where?”

			“I confiscated it,” Willet babbled. “It’s mine by right. It was Berrigan’s.”

			“It still is,” Halt said, and ripped the oakleaf, chain and all, from Willet’s neck. Then abruptly, he released him and the caped man staggered back a few paces. Realizing he was out of reach, he regained a little of his former dignity.

			“Lord Morgarath will kill you for this!” he spat.

			Halt allowed himself a hollow laugh. “That’s as may be. But he won’t leave you alive to see it. You’ve failed him. And you know how he treats failure.”

			Fear lit Willet’s eyes as he realized the truth of what the stranger was saying. Morgarath was a pitiless, cruel taskmaster. Those who let him down weren’t allowed to make the same mistake twice. He whimpered softly, unaware that he was doing so.

			“If I were you,” Halt said in a low voice, “I’d start running. And I’d keep on running till I reached Celtica. Maybe Morgarath won’t bother with you there.” He paused, seeing the message sink in, then stepped forward abruptly.

			“Run!” he shouted suddenly and Willet, galvanized into terrified action, turned to do so—just as a well-placed boot, with all the force of Halt’s right leg behind it, slammed into his backside, propelling him for the first few meters of the journey to Celtica.

			“And there’s something to help you on your way!” Halt shouted after him as Willet ran, limping and rubbing his bruised buttocks, down the main street of Weslon village.
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			“I think this is yours,” Halt said, tossing the gleaming silver oakleaf onto the table in front of Berrigan.

			The former Ranger looked at the little amulet and picked it up, a slow smile spreading across his face.

			“Didn’t realize how much I was missing this,” he said. Then he looked up at Halt. Crowley had apprised him of the Hibernian’s Ranger training while Halt had been outside. “Thank you.”

			Halt shrugged. “That can wait.”

			But the comment jogged a memory in Crowley’s mind, something that had been occupying his thoughts over the past few days. “Maybe that can wait, but there’s something else that can’t,” he said.

			Halt looked at him curiously, but Crowley made a negative gesture. He’d tell the Hibernian what he had on his mind when the time was right. Crowley jerked a thumb at Berrigan, who was packing his gitarra into a hard leather case.

			“We’ve filled Berrigan in on what we’re planning,” he said. “He’s decided to join us.” There was a note of satisfaction in his voice. In truth, he hadn’t expected Berrigan to refuse, but it was reassuring to see the way both he and Leander had decided to throw in their lot with Halt and him. A refusal at this early stage would have seemed like a vote of no confidence in their plan.

			“So now we’re four,” Leander said.

			Berrigan grinned up at him, fastening the last strap on his instrument case. “A good, round number.”

			Crowley shrugged. “I’d like it rounder,” he said. “Maybe three times rounder.”
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			Their next potential recruit was Egon, the Ranger at Seacliff Fief. But before they headed to the east coast, Crowley led them westward. Halt noticed Crowley and the other two Rangers having several quiet conversations and, from the way they had looked at him, he knew he was the subject. They had seemed to come to a joint decision. But still Crowley could not be drawn on the matter. Halt shrugged philosophically. He knew enough about his redheaded companion now to understand that Crowley was an inveterate showman. He loved to dramatize seemingly ordinary events, to make them more memorable. Obviously, he had a surprise in store for Halt and, equally obviously, Halt would just have to be patient to find out what it was.

			And Halt, having a somewhat contrary nature, was determined not to feed Crowley’s enjoyment by asking what was in store for him.

			They rode west for a day and a half, eventually finding themselves riding up a long, winding access road surrounded by fenced paddocks and open fields. In the distance, trees marked the beginning of the forest.

			The road was fenced on either side, and looking into the fields beyond the fence, Halt saw several mature horses grazing, and a couple of younger animals running and kicking their heels up at the sight of the four riders. The horses were all of similar conformation—shorter in the leg than a battlehorse or a palfrey, with sturdy bodies and shaggy hair and manes. He glanced at the horses his three companions were riding and saw that they shared these characteristics.

			Interestingly, although the fields had been cleared, there was no sign of any crops growing. They were covered with rich, long grass, which in some places had been cut into hay, then rolled up in long bundles to be stored.

			They crested a rise and saw a small, neat farmhouse at the end of the road. Behind it was a much larger structure, longer and wider, and with a second story. A large double door opened into the top story, surmounted by a loading hoist, where a hooked rope swung in the light breeze. Now Halt understood the lack of crops in the fields.

			“It’s a horse stud,” he said to himself. There were no crops planted because the horses were the crop. The well-grassed fields provided them with room for exercise and with food. The large two-story building was a stable. He looked at it with interest. There would be room in there to accommodate at least eight horses, he estimated. That was a relatively large number for such a small farm. The farmhouse seemed only big enough for two or three people at most.

			The four riders walked their horses into the saddling yard in front of the house and stables and came to a stop. By unspoken agreement, they made no move to dismount, but sat quietly. Halt became aware of the buzz of flies and the flittering of crickets through the long grass on the other side of the paddock fence.

			“Bob?” Crowley called out. “Are you home?”

			He was facing the door to the house, expecting an answer, if it came, to be from that direction. There was no reply and he drew breath to call again, louder this time, when the sound of a large door sliding open in the side of the stable building turned all their heads in that direction.

			A man stepped out of the stable into the bright sunlight. He held up a hand to shade his eyes so that he could see the four mounted men more clearly. Then a slow smile lit up his homely face.

			He was quite small, probably shorter than the Rangers, who were all of a compact build. His lack of height was accentuated by the fact that he was severely bowlegged. Obviously, Halt thought, due to a life spent in the saddle. He couldn’t have been more than thirty years old, but he was already almost completely bald, with only a few tufty fringes of brown hair around his ears. His skin was tanned the color of leather—courtesy of a life spent in the open air—and his smile widened as he recognized his visitors.

			“Well, well,” he said, “Rangers. Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes. Step down, won’t you, and come into the house.”

			Gratefully, the four men swung down from their saddles. They had been riding steadily for more than half the day, keeping to the Ranger forced-march pace. Halt’s horse, Declan, sighed gratefully as his rider dismounted. He stood with his head drooping slightly. Halt glanced quickly at the other three horses. None of them showed any signs of weariness. They stood alert, their ears pricked, ready to move on at any time. He frowned. Declan was a fine horse, from one of the best breeding lines in Hibernia—a country famous for good horseflesh. Yet he thought back over the past week and realized that these shaggy, small horses that his friends rode seemed far more capable of cantering for hours every day without wearying.

			“Coming?” Crowley asked.

			Halt realized that he had been standing, studying the horses, for at least a minute.

			Crowley ushered him past, through the doorway of the farmhouse. “I think you might be getting an inkling as to why we’re here,” he said, grinning.

			Inside the farmhouse, which was small and neat and well kept, they sat around a wooden kitchen table while Bob served them mugs of cold, refreshing apple juice.

			The Rangers drank deeply, washing the dust of travel from their throats. When they were settled, Crowley caught Halt’s attention and indicated the small, brown-skinned, balding man.

			“This is Bob Saddler,” he said. “Or as we call him, Young Bob.”

			Bob grinned and tilted his head, winking at Halt. He seemed to be an irrepressibly cheerful fellow, the Hibernian thought.

			Crowley continued with the introductions. “Bob, this is Halt, our companion. He’s from Hibernia, where he was apprenticed to Pritchard. You remember him, of course?”

			“Of course,” Bob said with alacrity. “He was a fine man. A fine Ranger too.”

			Crowley indicated the other Rangers. “And you know Berrigan and Leander,” he said.

			Bob nodded. He seemed to put a great deal of energy and enthusiasm into the action, his head bobbing rapidly up and down. Halt wondered if that was where his name came from.

			“Yes indeed,” Bob said. “Welcome, Rangers, to Saddler’s farm.”

			Berrigan and Leander murmured greetings in return. Halt could sense a feeling of expectancy about the two of them, and about Crowley as well. He looked at them suspiciously but they all returned his gaze with innocent eyes. Too innocent. He was about to challenge them when he heard a soft giggle.

			Turning quickly, he saw a swift movement at the door into one of the other rooms as someone, or something, pulled back out of sight. Bob noticed his reaction and sighed.

			“All right, cheeky monkeys,” he called in a stern voice. “Come show yourselves.”

			There was a pause, then two children appeared around the door frame—a boy and a girl who appeared to be around ten years old and who were smothering their giggles with their hands up to their mouths. It was obvious that they were brother and sister. And it was also obvious that they were Bob’s children. They were miniature versions of him: small, with high foreheads and wispy brown hair. Their skin was tanned like his. But the most obvious similarity lay in their wide, mischievous grins, which became apparent when they lowered their hands. Halt—grim-faced, serious Halt—couldn’t help smiling back at them.

			Bob scowled at them in mock ferocity. They seemed totally unterrified.

			“These are the twins,” he said. “Little Bob and Roberta. We call them the Bobbities. Say hello to the Rangers, children.”

			“Hello, Rangers,” they chorused, then dissolved into giggles again. The four Rangers, all grinning, returned the greeting.

			“Is the beardy man come for a horse, Da?” asked Little Bob, indicating Halt.

			His sister instantly added, “Can we watch?” and again, they dissolved into helpless giggles.

			Bob shook his head at them. “That’s enough now.” He turned to the inner room and called, “Robina! Can you remove these terrible children of yours, please?” The Bobbities shrieked with laughter at his description of them. Then a woman came bustling out into the room. She was short like her husband, but plump and motherly where he was wiry. Like his, her skin was brown from hours in the weather and sun. And like the rest of her family, her beaming smile lit up the room. Her hair was a gray-blond shade. Fortunately, she had more of it than her husband did and it was pinned back in a bun.

			“Greetings, gentlemen,” she said.

			Halt, raised in a royal court, instinctively rose from his seat to greet her. She looked, Halt thought, exactly like the sort of a person you’d want for a mam. Crowley and the others followed his lead, a little shamefaced.

			“This is my wife, Robina. I call her Bobby when we’re not being formal.”

			Halt made a gracious half bow in her direction and she giggled. The sound was surprisingly like the one made by her children.

			“No need for that, Ranger,” she said. The others, again following Halt’s lead, mumbled greetings to her and she turned her smile on all of them. Then she made a shooing motion at her children, as if they were a pair of recalcitrant geese. “Now then, out with you two! Leave your da alone with the Rangers.”

			The children reluctantly allowed themselves to be ushered out. At the doorway, the girl looked back at her father.

			“But can we watch the beardy man, Da?” she pleaded.

			Bob mirrored his wife’s shooing motion. “No. Now go do your chores.”

			The Bobbities departed. Their mother paused at the door, turned gracefully and dropped a perfect curtsy to the Rangers. Then, laughing aloud, she followed her children.

			“Nice family,” Halt said. His voice was a little wistful. His own early family life hadn’t been the happiest. Then, out of curiosity, he asked, “Is everyone in the family called Bob?”

			Bob Saddler frowned, puzzled. “No,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

			Halt shrugged. “No reason,” he said mildly.

			Bob’s frown deepened, then he dismissed the matter. “Now, to business. That horse of yours, he’s from Hibernia too, is he?”

			Halt nodded. “Aye. He’s from the Glendan strain in Clonmel.” He watched Bob carefully, to see if the name meant anything to him. He was gratified to see that it did, as the man’s head went up and down several times in quick succession.

			“Thought he had that look about him. Good horses in Glendan,” he said. He turned to the other three. “Used a few mares from Glendan two or three years back, when we needed to add some speed to our horses.”

			Halt frowned, slightly puzzled by the words.

			Crowley quickly explained. “Bob is the master horse breeder for the Ranger Corps,” he said. “He supplies all our horses.”

			The smile left Bob’s face. “Not anymore, young Crowley. These new men have no call for my horses. They want them tall and glossy and fine legged. Built more for show than speed and stamina.”

			“Speed and stamina,” Crowley repeated. “That’s why we’re here, Bob. Our friend Halt needs a good horse.”
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EVEN THOUGH HE HAD BEEN HALF EXPECTING IT, HALT STILL reacted with surprise—and a little chagrin at the implied insult to Declan.

			“I have a good horse,” he said brusquely.

			Crowley raised his hands in a defensive gesture, conceding the point. “True,” he said. “I should have said, you need a better horse.”

			Halt went to reply, but Crowley held up a hand to stop him. “Declan is a fine horse, in his way. But Rangers need a different kind of horse—with different abilities. Our horses are fast—sometimes I’m not sure I know how fast mine is—but even more important, they’re bred for stamina. They can move fast and keep it up all day if necessary.”

			“What we do, Master Halt,” Bob interrupted, “is breed and interbreed different types of horse to bring out the qualities we want. I mentioned that we used some Glendan horses to improve the breed a few years ago. Our herd is based on the Temujai ponies from the Eastern Steppes. They’re small, rugged and shaggy in appearance. But they have enormous stamina.

			“Years back, we bred them with some Gallican Tireurs, to bring some sturdiness and power into the herd. Then we used Hibernian horses for their speed. Every so often, we reintroduce some of the originals to maintain the qualities we sought in the beginning.” He paused and glanced at Crowley. “Pretty soon we’re going to need some more Temujai ponies to enrich the bloodlines.”

			Crowley nodded. “We have other fish to fry first.”

			Bob returned his gaze to Halt. The horse breeder’s eyes were bright blue and they seemed to sparkle as he discussed what was obviously his favorite topic—the Ranger horse herd.

			“So as a result, we’ve ended up with horses that are fast, but have huge reserves of stamina. And they’re strong as well. No fine-boned legs that’ll snap like a twig. And a decent Ranger horse can bowl over a big, slow-witted battlehorse if it wants to.”

			Halt raised an incredulous eyebrow. Battlehorses were big and powerful. Slow moving at first, they would gradually gather speed and momentum until they were virtually unstoppable. The idea of a pony-sized, shaggy horse, such as the Rangers rode, bowling over such a monster seemed highly fanciful.

			Bob saw the look and tilted his head to one side. “Oh, I see you thinking that can’t be. But let me tell you, it can. A Ranger horse gets up to speed and rams its shoulder into the battlehorse’s ribs, just behind his fore shoulder, getting down low and then lifting. And bang! There’s a battlehorse floundering on the ground.”

			Halt turned his gaze to Crowley. “Be that as it may, I have a horse. And Declan has suited me fine so far.”

			“So far,” Crowley repeated. “But it’s getting more and more difficult for him to keep up with our horses every day. He tires faster and takes longer to recover.”

			Halt pursed his lips. He’d noticed the same thing, particularly since they’d been traveling with the other Rangers. When he and Crowley were traveling alone, it wasn’t quite so noticeable that Declan was having trouble keeping up—there was only Crowley’s horse to measure him against. But it had become obvious that all of the three Rangers’ horses could outlast him over a hard day’s riding.

			“Perhaps so,” he said reluctantly. He was loath to admit that his horse was lacking in any way.

			Crowley recognized the fact and continued in a gentler tone. “Declan’s a fine horse, Halt. But our horses are purpose bred. There’s probably no breed on earth that can match them for their combination of speed, intelligence and stamina.”

			“No probably about it,” Bob put in. “And there’s another thing: a Ranger horse can’t ever be stolen. That can come in very handy.”

			Crowley glanced at him. “I assume you’ve kept up the breeding and training program even though the new Rangers don’t seem interested in your work?”

			“Oh yes indeed,” Bob said forcefully. “Just because those namby-pamby fancypants don’t know the first thing about good horseflesh is no reason to stop. I’ve kept breeding the herd, hoping that some of you would turn up.”

			Crowley grinned. “Well, here we are. And we plan to kick those namby-pambies, as you call them, right in their fancy pants—and get the Corps back on its feet.”

			“Or back on its horses,” Berrigan put in with a smile.

			Bob smacked his fist into his palm in exultation. “That’s what I’ve been wanting to hear! I’ll do all I can to help you!”

			“Well, the first order of the day is to replace Declan,” Crowley said. “Do you have any horses ready to go to work?”

			Bob rose eagerly from his chair. “I’ve got four three-year-olds in the stable. Fully trained and fit and each one ready to meet his rider.” He gestured toward the door. “Come meet your new horse, Master Halt.”

			Halt rose, the other three following, and Bob led the way out into the bright sunshine toward the stable.

			As they entered the big, dim building, Halt heard the sound of hooves shuffling in the straw and one curious whinny. His eyes became accustomed to the dimness and he followed Bob to where four horses were peering curiously over their stalls at the newcomers. Crowley, Berrigan and Leander, understanding what was about to take place, and knowing that it would be a personal encounter for Halt, stopped just inside the doorway.

			“Take a good look at them,” Bob told Halt. “See if one of them might be the horse for you.”

			Halt paused and looked along the line of heads protruding from the stalls. All four were turned toward him, horses being curious animals. Four pairs of big, dark eyes watched him calmly as he walked slowly down the line of stalls.

			Three of the horses were bay. But the third in line was a dappled gray. His eyes met Halt’s as the Hibernian reached his stall and paused to study him more closely. There was something in those eyes that seemed to reach out to Halt. This horse was more than simply curious. There was a level of understanding and communication in those eyes that seemed to say, you’ll do for me.

			Halt went to move on to the fourth horse, but something stopped him and he turned back to the gray. It shook its head, rattling its mane the way horses do, and met his gaze once more.

			Told you so, the eyes seemed to be saying.

			Halt gestured toward him, turning to Bob. He saw that the breeder was already smiling, a look of satisfaction on his face.

			“He talking to you, is he?” Bob asked. He kept his voice low so that Crowley and the others wouldn’t hear.

			Halt took a half pace back in surprise at the words. It had certainly seemed that the gray horse had been communicating with him.

			Bob saw the look of surprise and nodded wisely. “They say that a Ranger horse can talk to its rider,” he said. “Can tell him what it thinks, what it senses. Did you get that from him?”

			“Well . . . not exactly,” Halt said. He was sure he had been imagining those messages in the big, intelligent eyes.

			Bob didn’t press the point, but he reached out for the bar that closed the stall. “Would you like a closer look?”

			“Yes. I think so,” Halt replied. He was suddenly conscious that he had paid no attention to the fourth horse in the line. Then he dismissed the thought. The gray was the one that had seized his interest. Bob led the horse out of the stall and Halt moved round him, studying the sturdy body and strong bones, feeling the firm muscles in the shoulders and hindquarters, lifting a forefoot to study the hoof, pulling back the horse’s lips to inspect his teeth.

			He knelt and ran his hands over the horse’s front legs, feeling the cannon bone, knee and ankle in each for any sign of tenderness or heat. Then he stepped back a little to assess its general conformation, checking that the croup wasn’t higher than the withers, which was the mark of a “downhill” horse that would be prone to lameness in the front legs. The horse turned its head to watch him curiously as he did all this. It seemed to be vaguely amused by his attention to detail.

			Halt put his hands on his hips and a smile spread over his face. “He’s a fine one,” he said. Shaggy coat and barrel-like body notwithstanding, there was something very appealing about this little horse.

			Bob laughed, a strange, high-pitched cackle. “That’s what he says about you!” he replied, shaking his head with pleasure. He looked back at Halt and added, “We say a Ranger horse chooses his rider, rather than the other way around. I think Abelard’s chosen you, Master Halt.”

			“Abelard?” Halt said. The name seemed a little exotic for such a sturdy, workmanlike animal.

			“Oh yes. Abelard. It’s a Gallic name because his dam was from Gallica. Told you we’d included a few Gallic horses in our recent program.”

			“Abelard,” Halt repeated, trying the name out. The horse shook its head in answer to its name. “I suppose I can get used to that.”

			Bob moved into the stall and brought out a saddle and bridle, quickly putting them in place on the gray. Abelard turned his head to watch him as he did so, as if checking that the girth straps were tight enough.

			“Lead him out into the sun,” Bob said. “Get to know him.”

			Halt took the reins and led Abelard out of the stable and into the sunlit saddling yard. The other Rangers followed. Halt noticed that they exchanged a strange, furtive look. They were smiling about something and trying to conceal the fact. He shrugged. Crowley loved a drama, he thought. He was undoubtedly enjoying the sight of Halt and Abelard bonding.

			He went to place his foot in the stirrup, preparatory to swinging up into the saddle. Abelard turned his head around to watch him prepare to mount.

			Bob put out a hand, resting it on Halt’s arm. “Planning to mount up, are you?” he asked.

			“Well, unless you think I intend to spend the rest of our time walking beside him, yes,” Halt said sarcastically.

			Bob made a small moue. “All right then,” he said, removing his hand from Halt’s arm.

			Halt looked quickly around at the other Rangers. They were all watching him, with innocent looks on their faces. He had the distinct impression that they had been smiling broadly a second or so before.

			“Is there anything I should know?” he asked Bob.

			The breeder seemed to consider for a few seconds. “Let’s see. I told you a Ranger horse can never be stolen, didn’t I?”

			Halt brushed the comment aside impatiently. He didn’t see how that had any bearing on the situation.

			“Yes. You did. A fine trait to have in a horse too,” he said. “Now if you don’t mind?”

			Bob stepped back. Halt seized the pommel and used his bent left leg to propel himself up into the saddle. He settled himself, found the other stirrup with his right foot, and gathered the reins together.

			At which point, the world went mad.

			Abelard took off vertically, as if he had springs under his hooves. He shot into the air, arching his back, then came down on his forelegs. He jerked his rump up and down three times, moving in an arc to the left while Halt hung on for dear life. Then, suddenly, without warning, he reversed direction, spinning on his hind legs to the right, spinning in a wild circle three times. Halt was now jerking in the saddle like a rag doll, managing to keep his seat by sheer instinct—and a lot of luck. Abelard was moving too quickly for him to counter the horse’s wild motions in any conscious way.

			The saddling paddock whirled around him. The house, the stable, the drinking trough where Bob was leaning, watching. He was conscious of the blurred sight of his three companions and was sure they were all grinning hugely. He set his teeth grimly. He was determined that Abelard would not win this contest.

			Unfortunately, Abelard was determined that he would. He reared back on his hind legs. Halt compensated by leaning way forward, burying his face in the short, shaggy mane. But in a fraction of a second, Abelard reversed the action, suddenly dropping to his forelegs and burying his head and neck between them.

			The sudden, unexpected change defeated Halt. He shot forward, managing to kick his legs free of the stirrups as he went. He turned a half somersault in the air and crashed down in the dust of the saddling paddock, landing flat on his back.

			The air escaped from his lungs with an explosive WHOOF! and he lay, groaning and winded, desperately trying to suck oxygen back into his empty lungs.

			Slowly, as his breath returned, he rolled onto his stomach and got his knees under him, rising painfully to his feet, dusting himself off with his hands.

			“Maybe I should try one of the other horses,” he managed to wheeze.
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AS HALT DUSTED HIMSELF OFF, HIS THREE COMPANIONS moved forward to join him. All of them were wearing huge grins, which they now made no attempt to conceal. From somewhere behind the house, he heard the sound of children giggling.

			“Welcome to our world,” said Berrigan.

			Halt turned a baleful look on him. “You knew this was going to happen.”

			It was an accusation, not a question, and Berrigan shrugged diffidently. “Let’s say I had a good idea it might,” he replied.

			Leander said, past a huge grin that threatened to split his face in two, “It’s happened to all of us.”

			The baleful look now turned in his direction. “Your horses are constantly bucking you off into the dust? I can’t say I’ve noticed.”

			Leander shook his head. “Not constantly. It happened the first time to all of us. Because we forgot to ask the right question.”

			“And that question is?”

			“It’s a lesson in not taking things for granted,” Crowley said, joining the conversation. “Did Bob tell you that a Ranger horse can never be stolen?” he asked. Then he answered his own question. “Yes. He did. I heard him. Why do you think he told you that?”

			“I have no idea,” Halt said. “I thought he was just naturally garrulous.” He turned to the breeder. “No offense, Bob.”

			Bob shook his head and spread his hands out, palm upward, in a gesture of acceptance. “None taken, Master Halt. Gammulous is a good description of me, I think.”

			Crowley continued. “He told you just before you went to mount Abelard, didn’t he? In fact, he stopped you mounting to tell you. Didn’t that make you think?”

			“Think what?” Halt asked shortly, although he was beginning to get the glimmering of an idea about what Crowley was getting at.

			“Didn’t you wonder why a Ranger horse can never be stolen?”

			“Perhaps you could enlighten me,” Halt said.

			Crowley turned to Bob and gestured for him to explain. Like the others, Bob was grinning broadly.

			“It’s a matter of training, Master Halt. The horses are specially trained not to let anyone ride them unless they’ve said the secret password to them.”

			“Secret password?” Halt said incredulously. This was beginning to sound like some far-fetched fantasy tale. He wondered if this wasn’t a further practical joke that they were playing on him. But Bob was nodding, with no sign of any hidden smile.

			“Each horse is given a private phrase, or password, if you like, during its training. When the horse is assigned to a rider, he’s told the phrase and he has to say it to the horse before he mounts up.”

			“Every time?” Halt asked, his voice rising with his incredulity. “That could be a darn nuisance if someone was chasing you.”

			Bob shook his head patiently. “Not every time. Just the first time. After that, the horse knows you’re allowed to ride him. Didn’t you notice how Abelard turned his head to look at you just before you went to swing up into the saddle?”

			Now that he mentioned it, Halt did recall that Abelard had done so. He’d assumed at the time it was just the horse’s natural curiosity. Now it seemed there had been an ulterior motive behind the movement. He still wasn’t totally convinced, but when he glanced around at the other Rangers, he could see they were nodding in confirmation of what Bob told him. And none of them seemed to be hiding a smile.

			“Wouldn’t it have been simpler if you had just told me about this before I tried to mount?” He addressed the question to Crowley, who considered it, and then answered.

			“Well, yes. I suppose it would’ve. But it’s something we do with all our apprentices—a kind of rite of passage, if you like. It teaches them never to take things for granted, and always to question the most obscure and seemingly unimportant piece of information.”

			“I’m not an apprentice, you know,” Halt said. He could feel the heat of anger rising in his cheeks and worked to subdue it.

			Crowley inclined his head, admitting that there was some truth in what Halt had said. “That’s true. But you’re not formally a Ranger yet either, are you? And this way, you’ll know never to try to mount one of our horses without knowing the permission phrase, won’t you?”

			Halt said nothing for several seconds, merely glaring at his friend. Crowley seemed totally unabashed by the fierce look. He met Halt’s eyes readily, smiling back at him, until Halt eventually realized that he wasn’t going to shame or browbeat his friend into any sort of apology. With a sigh, he dismissed the redheaded Ranger and turned back to Bob.

			“Very well. What’s this magic phrase I have to say?”

			“No magic,” Bob told him. “Just good sense and good training. You say it once and you never need say it again.”

			Halt made a “hurry up” gesture with his right hand. “So what is it?”

			But Bob glanced at the three Rangers, who were well within earshot, and beckoned Halt closer.

			“It’s private,” he said. “Between you and Abelard. Although it might be a good idea to share it with one of your friends in case there’s an emergency and one of them has to ride young Abelard.”

			At that moment, Halt had no intention of sharing anything with his three so-called friends and his expression said so, very definitely.

			Bob, studying the dark-bearded man’s scowling face, nodded his understanding. “Still,” he said, “that’s up to you. You may change your mind in the future. Good enough to do it then, I say. After all, a man’s—”

			“The permission phrase,” Halt reminded him, an ominous note in his voice.

			Bob nodded again. He could see that Halt’s temper was stretched almost to breaking point. “Of course. Step a little closer, so the others can’t hear.” And when Halt stepped close to him, he put his mouth up to the Hibernian’s ear and whispered: “Permettez moi.”

			“Permett—” Halt began to say, incredulously, but Bob hastily silenced him.

			“Hush! Hush! Don’t tell the world about it. It’s just for you and Abelard. Whisper it in his ear.”

			Abelard stood by expectantly. He seemed to know what was going on. Halt sighed and stepped up to the horse, who moved his head round so that his ear was close to Halt’s mouth once more.

			“Now,” said Bob, rolling his right hand over in a “go ahead” gesture. Halt regarded him doubtfully, then, feeling a total idiot, leaned forward and whispered in Abelard’s ear.

			“Permettez moi,” he said. The horse’s head jerked up slightly and he made eye contact with his would-be rider. It seemed to Halt that there was an expression of acceptance, or understanding, in the big, dark eye next to his face. He glanced at Bob, who made a gesture for him to continue.

			“Mount up,” he said. “He won’t try to buck you off now.”

			For the second time in five minutes, Halt swung up into the saddle. Quickly, he found his seat, settling his feet in the stirrups and bringing the reins together over Abelard’s neck. The horse grunted and Halt tensed, waiting for a plunging, rearing attempt to hurl him out of the saddle. But none came. Abelard stood, solid and unmoving as a rock. Halt glanced at Bob, then at the three Rangers, who all nodded encouragement. Then Bob indicated the open gate that led into the larger field on the other side of the fence.

			“Give him a run,” he said.

			Halt tapped his heels gently into the horse’s flank. The effect was instantaneous and Halt delighted at the easy, flowing motion of the horse as he cantered through the gate and into the field. Abelard went from a solid, unmoving stance to a light-footed gait so smooth and even that his hooves barely seemed to touch the ground. Instead, he flowed across the field like a river through its bed, responding to every slight signal that Halt sent him through the reins or through the pressure of his thighs around the barrel-like body.

			Halt urged him further, and Abelard went from a canter to a full gallop in the space of two strides. The response was amazing as he shot forward like an arrow from a bow, striding out in a full gallop that was as fast as anything Halt had ever experienced on a horse.

			And yet, the rider had the distinct feeling that Abelard was holding more speed in reserve. They flew across the field, Halt’s cloak streaming out behind them, matched by Abelard’s long tail. Halt saw a fallen tree to their left and swung the horse toward it. Later, he tried to remember and it seemed that he had simply thought to go left and the horse had obeyed, without any physical command. But he knew that was fanciful. Abelard had sensed the minuscule shift in his position and understood instantly. He gathered himself, steadied, then leapt over the tree trunk, hitting the ground beyond with barely any impact and resuming the high-speed gallop.

			They swung in a wide semicircle until they were heading back to the farmhouse, and the little group of figures waiting for them in the saddling yard. As they came closer, the slightest touch on the reins slowed Abelard to an easy trot. They rode back through the gate and Halt twitched the reins once more to stop the horse. Abelard shook his mane and whinnied in delight. He loved to run and he recognized that his new master was an expert rider, with a good, balanced seat and light hands on the reins.

			The three Rangers’ horses whinnied in reply and in welcome. Abelard stamped one forefoot in the dust. Crowley grinned at the expression on Halt’s face—a mixture of surprise and delight. He’d seen it many times before on apprentices when they had their first experience of the horse that was to be their constant companion.

			“I guess he’s one of us now,” he said.

			Halt spent the rest of the day working with Abelard, learning the many signals the horse had been trained to respond to. At the end of the day, Bob gave him one last piece of advice.

			“There’s something else you need to learn. Abelard has a smooth, even gait when he gallops. There’s a point in every stride when all four feet are off the ground. It’s maybe a second or so. If you’re shooting from horseback, you have to learn to aim and release in that second, so that his movement won’t throw off your shot.”

			Halt raised his eyebrows. “That sounds difficult.”

			Bob regarded him for a moment, his head tilted to one side.

			“It is difficult,” he agreed. “But that’s why you’re Rangers.”

		

	
		
				16

			
				[image: ]
			

KING OSWALD LOOKED UP AS THE DOOR TO HIS CHAMBER was flung open, slamming back against the wall then rebounding with the violence of the movement.

			He frowned. There had been no preliminary knock, no waiting for permission to enter, as might be expected of someone entering the presence of the King. Instead, Morgarath simply strode into the room, his attitude and expression showing all too clearly that he regarded this as an unwanted interruption to his day.

			“You wanted to see me?” he said brusquely.

			Oswald bit back an angry reply. There was no point in antagonizing the Baron of Gorlan, he knew. And in truth, he found Morgarath to be a rather intimidating figure. He seemed to dominate any room he entered, filling it with a dark energy. In part, that was because of his physical presence. He was a tall, powerful figure of a man. But there was more. There was a sense of self-assurance about him—self-assurance that bordered on arrogance. No matter whom Morgarath was speaking to, commoner or king, there was an underlying note of contempt and impatience—as was witnessed by his abrupt entrance and question.

			Oswald took a deep breath. He wanted to be calm and, above all, he wanted to make sure his voice didn’t tremble. It angered him that he should feel this way. He was, after all, the King of Araluen. But he couldn’t help it. Morgarath created this sense of uncertainty and inadequacy.

			“I’m worried about my son,” he said finally.

			Morgarath allowed himself a contemptuous snort. “So you should be,” he replied. “He’s killing and stealing in the northern part of the Kingdom. He’s alienating the common people and he’s antagonizing the Scotti with his forays across the border.”

			Oswald shook his head. “It’s just so unlike Duncan,” he said. “I can’t believe that he would suddenly start behaving this way. He’s always had a good relationship with our subjects.”

			Morgarath hid a scornful smile. That was precisely why he had instigated the program of stealing and raiding being carried out by a man named Tiller who was impersonating Duncan. If Morgarath’s plan were to succeed, he needed to destroy the affection that the prince’s subjects felt for him. He needed the common people to hate and fear the prince.

			“People change,” he said flatly.

			But Oswald continued to demur. “Not Duncan,” he said. “He’s a good man. Always has been.”

			“Is this the same good man”—Morgarath laid sarcastic emphasis on the two words—“who tried to assassinate you only a few months ago? Or did that poison find its way into your wine by accident?”

			“I’ve been thinking about that,” Oswald replied. “The more I do, the more I think it was a mistake. Why would Duncan want to kill me?”

			“Because,” Morgarath said, speaking slowly and distinctly, as if to a not-too-bright child, “he wants you out of the way so he can be King.”

			“I can’t believe it,” Oswald said stubbornly. “Now I look at it, I think I acted hastily in letting you persuade me to move here to Castle Gorlan.”

			Morgarath shook his head. “I can protect you here,” he said. “At Castle Araluen, you were at risk. If Duncan had made another attempt on your life, he might well have succeeded. After all, he has freedom of movement at Castle Araluen that he doesn’t enjoy here. And he undoubtedly has cronies among the castle staff who would have assisted him in another attempt. It’d be far easier for him to put a dagger in your heart there than he could manage here, with my men constantly on the alert.”

			“I don’t believe it,” Oswald said.

			“I can produce witnesses to swear that he was behind the attempt,” Morgarath replied. In truth, he could bring witnesses to swear that the sun rose in the west if it suited his purpose.

			But Oswald drew himself up and asserted himself. “Witnesses can be bribed to lie.”

			Morgarath’s eyes narrowed. “Are you saying that I lied, Oswald?” he challenged. The lack of any title before the King’s name was an obvious pointer to his anger.

			Oswald swallowed angrily. He had come this far and he wasn’t going to give in. But he knew there was no future in accusing Morgarath. He was alone in Castle Gorlan. None of his retainers had been allowed to accompany him—for his own safety, Morgarath had insisted. Oswald was all too aware of the uncertainty of his position. Effectively, he was powerless here, even though he might be King. At Castle Gorlan, Morgarath’s rule was absolute and Oswald knew he needed to keep the Baron’s goodwill. The fact might gall him, but it was incontrovertible.

			“No. Not at all. But other people, who wanted to mislead you, may well be doing so.”

			Morgarath noted the King’s retreat with satisfaction. Oswald’s next words, however, rapidly dismissed the feeling.

			“That’s why I’ve decided I need to confront Duncan myself,” Oswald said, a note of determination creeping into his voice.

			“Confront him? To what purpose?”

			“I need to hear his version of events from his own lips. I know my son. I trust him. I’m sure there’s a good explanation for all this—the poison in the wine and the raiding across the border. I want to accuse him face-to-face and hear what he has to say. If he lies to me, I’ll know. But I want to give him the chance to defend himself.”

			Morgarath shook his head, expelling his breath in a long hiss.

			Oswald continued, ignoring the man’s obvious disdain for his words. “It’s what I should have done in the first place,” he said heatedly. Now that things were out in the open, he was gaining in confidence. “What kind of king goes scuttling off to hide in someone else’s castle when there’s a hint of trouble?”

			“One who wants to stay alive,” said Morgarath sarcastically. But Oswald was shaking his head and Morgarath felt anger mounting inside him. So the royal worm is turning, he thought. He’d wondered how long it would be before they reached this point.

			“A king has to take chances,” Oswald said. “And he has to trust his own judgment. That’s why he is king. I’m sorry, Morgarath. I mean you no offense but it’s time I took charge of things and started behaving like the King of Araluen. I appreciate your concern for me, but I can’t hide behind your walls any longer.”

			You pompous fool, Morgarath thought. But he assumed a winning smile as he seemed to consider the King’s words. Morgarath could charm a snake out of its skin if he wished, as an old saying went.

			“And exactly what do you have in mind, your majesty?”

			“I want you to send to Castle Araluen for a company of my own guard, then I’ll ride north with them to confront Duncan, and settle this matter once and for all.”

			“So you’ll simply find Duncan and say, ‘Stop all this killing and stealing. You’ve been a bad boy’?” Is that the plan?”

			Oswald hid his anger at the obvious sarcasm. He nodded once.

			“That’s about it,” he said. “It’s time for me to start acting like a king.”

			Morgarath paced around the room for some moments. He stopped at the window, looking down on the green parkland that stretched out below the castle. It was time to stop the pretense, he realized. He turned back to Oswald, who was waiting expectantly for his answer.

			“I’m afraid the time for that is long gone, Oswald,” he said.

			The King took a step back, startled by the contempt in the man’s voice. “What are you talking about?” he demanded.

			“I’m saying your time to act like the King is long gone. Your time as King is long gone. You’re going to disinherit your son in my favor. You’re going to name me as your heir and as regent for the immediate future.”

			“How dare you!” Oswald exploded. “What makes you think I’d agree to such a threat?”

			“Several things,” Morgarath said in a silky tone. “For one, you’re all alone here and I can make you do anything I want you to. And secondly, your son isn’t in the border country, raiding villages and stealing cattle from the Scotti.”

			Oswald felt a cold hand of fear clutching his heart. As Morgarath continued, the grip grew tighter.

			“Duncan, your oh-so-noble son, is currently being held prisoner by one of my followers. And if you don’t do exactly as I tell you, you’ll never see him again.”

		

	
		
				17

			
				[image: ]
			

IN LATER YEARS, HALT WOULD LOOK BACK ON THE DAYS spent traveling with his new friends as a particularly happy time of his life. Up until this point, he had been a solitary person, suspicious of strangers and, as a result of the events that had led him to leave Hibernia, even his own family. But now, as they crisscrossed the country in search of other Rangers to join their band, he found himself in the company of men whose friendship and camaraderie he valued.

			They were all driven by a common purpose and they were all men to be admired for their mastery of the Ranger’s craft.

			They shared the same skills, of course, and all of them were expert in each one. But some were more skilled than the others at certain disciplines. Crowley, for example, was an absolute adept in the art of moving silently and without being seen. Leander’s ability to track and read and understand signs on the forest floor was far above that of his companions. Berrigan’s accuracy with both his knives—the big, heavy saxe and the lighter, smaller throwing knife—was uncanny. Halt found himself asking the others for advice and tips on how to improve his skill in these areas, and he found his companions always willing to share their knowledge with him. As a result, his ability improved with each passing day. As he told himself, he was learning from the best.

			Halt himself was by far the finest archer in the group. His speed and accuracy were unmatched by any of the others, and since they had left Saddler’s farm he had practiced the extra skill Bob had mentioned—shooting while Abelard was moving at a full gallop—every day when they stopped to camp. Before long, he was almost reproducing the accuracy he showed when shooting from a standing position. The others were fascinated by this technique and they tried to copy it, with mixed results. Crowley was the most successful, but even he couldn’t match Halt. Of course, the redhead didn’t admit that this was due to any inferiority on his part.

			“Abelard’s obviously got such a smooth gait that it’s easy for you to gauge his motion and adjust your shooting to it. He moves like silk,” he said to Halt as they discussed it one evening. “Poor old Cropper”—he indicated his horse—“is such a tanglefoot it’s a wonder he manages to stay upright when he’s galloping.”

			Halt regarded Crowley’s horse, who was watching them with an interested expression. He hadn’t noticed any tendency for him to stumble or lurch unexpectedly when he was galloping. On the other hand, he had noticed a tendency for Crowley to try to rush his release when shooting from horseback. He didn’t do it all the time. Three out of five times, his shots would fly true, which was a more-than-acceptable average. But Halt managed to do it five out of five times—and ten out of ten times.

			He decided, however, to allow his friend this little conceit.

			They were approaching Seacliff Fief, a small barony set on an island off the southeast coast. The island, and the castle built on it, was accessed by a flat-bottomed punt that spanned the narrow waterway separating it from the mainland. Crowley, who was in the lead, raised a hand to stop the others as they approached the little strip of sand where the ferry was beached. They were still inside the fringe of trees and, so far, they hadn’t been noticed by anyone at the ferry station.

			“Question is,” he said in a low voice as they formed a semicircle around him, “do we all go across, or just one of us?” He paused, then added in explanation, “We’re becoming quite a noticeable group, after all.”

			Berrigan shrugged. “So people notice us. What harm does that do?”

			“People notice. People talk,” Halt said. “Word could get back to Morgarath that there’s a group of renegade Rangers recruiting their former comrades. If that happens, he’ll start to wonder what we’re up to.”

			“He’ll do that sooner or later anyway,” Berrigan pointed out, but Leander joined in, agreeing with Halt.

			“The later, the better. The more we can surprise him, the easier our task is going to be.”

			“You think it’s going to be easy?” Berrigan asked, his eyebrows raised in amusement.

			“I didn’t say easy. I said easier,” Leander replied doggedly.

			Berrigan nodded agreement. “Fair enough. It’s a good point, I suppose. So who gets to ride aboard the ferry?”

			There was a pause, then Halt said, in a voice that brooked no argument, “Crowley. This whole business has been driven by him. He’s the one to do it.”

			Seeing there was no disagreement from the others, Crowley prepared to ride out onto the sand. “Set up a camp back in the trees,” he said. “I’ll find you when I’ve made contact with Egon.” Egon was the Seacliff Ranger, who had been on the list of those to be dismissed.

			“Don’t get seasick,” Berrigan admonished.

			Crowley regarded the narrow neck of water that separated Seacliff Island from the mainland. The surface was as still as a millpond.

			“I’ll do my best,” he said. He urged Cropper forward and rode out into the sunlight.

			They had all decided to do away with their camouflaged cloaks for the time being. The distinctive pattern marked them out as Rangers—or, to be accurate, former Rangers. They all wore long cowled cloaks in dull colors of brown or gray or green. But even without the camouflage pattern, a band of four cloaked men, carrying longbows and armed with saxes and throwing knives, would be easy to recognize as Rangers of the old school, whereas one man in a brown cloak might well be taken for a forester or gamekeeper.

			Cropper’s hooves made virtually no sound in the fine dry sand of the beach, aside from a light squeaking as the tiny grains were compressed and rubbed against one another.

			Crowley was nearly up to the ferry master’s small house, built on pilings above the high tide mark, before he was noticed.

			“Da! Traveler coming!” It was a young voice and Crowley saw that there was a boy of about ten or twelve watching him from behind the railing of the small verandah that spanned two sides of the house. A deeper voice answered from inside, the words muffled and indecipherable. Then a door onto the verandah creaked open and a short but powerfully built man emerged into the light.

			“Welcome, traveler!” the ferry master called. He stepped heavily down the four stairs that led up to the verandah, buckling on a thick leather belt as he came. Crowley could see a long-bladed dagger in a scabbard on the right-hand side, and as the man reached the first step, he casually took up a blackwood quarterstaff that was leaning against the railing.

			As welcoming as the ferry master might seem, Crowley was still a stranger and, in these times, no stranger was accepted without some precaution.

			“I’m looking to cross to the island,” Crowley said. The ferry master regarded him for a few seconds, taking in the longbow and the shaggy-coated, small horse. He said nothing but Crowley sensed he had been recognized for what he was. Then the man glanced at the flat-bottomed punt pulled up on the beach and the island beyond.

			“Then I’d say you’re in the right place to do it,” he said pleasantly. He gestured to Crowley to move toward the punt. “Wait while I get the boat in the water, then you can come aboard.”

			Crowley swung down from the saddle and led Cropper toward the water’s edge. “I’ll give you a hand moving her,” he offered, but the ferry master shook his head.

			“I can manage,” he said.

			Crowley took in the thick, heavily muscled arms and massive shoulders. He had no doubt the man could move the ferry by himself. The ferry master leaned his shoulder against a padded post at one corner of the clumsy vessel and heaved. The punt slid easily down the sand and into the water. Flat bottomed and wide beamed as she was, she floated easily in a few inches. Crowley dismounted and led Cropper aboard as the ferry master lowered the ramp. “That’ll be one royal for the two of you,” the ferry master said. Crowley paid and the man began to haul on the thick rope that drew the flat-bottomed craft across to the far beach.

			After a few minutes, they glided into the shallows and the tapered bow ran up onto the sand, grating against it as it came to rest. The ferry master lowered the bow ramp and Crowley led Cropper ashore. He paused as he came level with the heavy-set man, who was leaning against the railing by the ramp.

			“The Ranger Egon,” he said. “Where would I find him?”

			The ferry master considered the question for a second or two. There was a knowing look about him as he studied Crowley once more. The mention of Egon’s name seemed to confirm his earlier supposition that Crowley was a Ranger.

			“Most likely in the tavern,” he replied eventually. “That’s where he spends most of his time these days, since the unpleasantness with the new man.” His tone was even, without any note of censure in it.

			Crowley nodded, keeping his expression neutral. “How do I reach it?” he asked. He had never visited Seacliff before.

			The ferry master gestured to an opening in the trees some thirty meters down the beach. “That’s the track to the top. It winds up to the castle at the top of the hill. The village is a hundred meters from the castle and the tavern is there.”

			Crowley held up a hand in a gesture of thanks, mounted Cropper and began to walk him toward the track. After a few paces, he turned and called back.

			“How do I . . . ?” he began but the man anticipated the rest of the question.

			“Hit that gong on the tree there.” He indicated a metal hoop hanging from a tree branch, alongside a heavy wooden mallet. “I’ll come across to fetch you.”

			He moved to the hawser at the stern of the boat—although in truth, the bow and the stern were interchangeable, and depended on the direction of travel. Seizing the rope, he heaved and the boat slid smoothly into deeper water, the wavelets battering at the square bow as she slid forward. Crowley watched him go for a second or two, then turned back toward the entrance to the track.

			He was frowning as he rode into the shade under the trees. So far, the dismissed Rangers they had encountered had shown a sense of rebellion and defiance. The news that Egon was likely to be found in the tavern this early in the day was troubling. It indicated that the former Ranger had simply given up when he had been replaced.

			“Don’t like the sound of that,” he said softly to Cropper. The horse shook its head, rattling his mane and ears as horses tend to do.

			Apparently, he didn’t like the sound of it either.
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THE VILLAGE OF SEACLIFF WAS SET ON A NATURAL PLATEAU at the top of the hill, alongside the castle itself. Crowley rode slowly into the village as he emerged from the tree line. Several of the villagers looked curiously at him as he passed. He nodded greetings to them and they responded awkwardly, a little embarrassed to have been caught staring. But he was a stranger, and in spite of the lack of mottled camouflage on his cloak, there was something about him that marked him as a Ranger.

			And, since the position of Ranger in the fief had recently been usurped by an overdressed fop, Crowley’s arrival might well signify trouble.

			He could see the tavern halfway along the main street. There were several tables and benches set out in the open air in front of the building, with a canvas awning above them to provide shelter from the sun. The awning bellied and flapped in the light sea breeze, alternately filling with air like a sail, then drooping once more as the breeze gusted.

			There was a solitary figure seated at one of the benches, his back resting against the tavern wall. A pottery jug and a pewter tankard were on the table in front of him and he turned an incurious gaze on the rider approaching down the street. As he came closer, Crowley took in the leather jerkin, the green woolen shirt and trousers tucked into knee-high boots. It was typical Ranger garb, matched by his own, and he was confident he had found Egon, former Ranger of Seacliff Fief. A cloak was lying, folded carelessly, on the table in front of him.

			Egon wasn’t a young man. His hair and beard were gray, turning white in places. His face was lined and showed the marks of a hard life. He must have been close to taking the gold oakleaf of retirement, Crowley thought, which would have made his dismissal even harder to bear. His advancing years were probably the reason he’d been assigned to Seacliff—a small fief where nothing much happened, other than the occasional raid by a Skandian wolfship. Seacliff was often a young Ranger’s first assignment or an older Ranger’s final one.

			His clothes were rumpled and stained with the marks of food and wine. His hair was matted and untidy and his beard was untrimmed. Egon looked like a man who simply didn’t care anymore.

			Crowley eased down from the saddle, knotted Cropper’s reins and let them fall across the horse’s neck. That, if nothing else, marked him as a Ranger. Ranger horses were never tethered. There was no need for it. A Ranger horse would never stray and, as Halt had discovered, could not be stolen. And, in the event of the need for a quick departure, a Ranger didn’t have to waste any time untying his mount.

			Egon looked up at the new arrival, recognizing him for what he was. His lip curled in a sneer.

			“What are you looking at?”

			The words were slurred. The tone was aggressive. Egon had obviously been here for some time. There were wet rings and spilled liquor on the table to attest to the fact.

			Crowley removed his riding gauntlets and dropped them lightly on the table. “Mind if I join you?”

			The other man snorted an unintelligible reply.

			Crowley shrugged his bow off his shoulder, leaned it against the table and took a seat. Egon grunted again, peered into his tankard, frowned at it, then upended the jug over it. A small trickle of liquid ran from the jug to the tankard. The former Ranger glared at it through bleary, befuddled eyes, then rapped the tankard loudly on the table.

			“Jervis!” he shouted. “Bring me more brandywine.”

			Crowley’s eyebrow arched. Brandywine was a potent spirit. Had Egon been drinking ale, there might have been some explanation or excuse. But brandywine? And at this early hour? No wonder the man was slurring his words. He wondered if this might turn out to be a fool’s errand. Egon, at first glance, seemed an unlikely recruit to their cause. He sighed. Everything had gone well to date. He’d begun to feel complacent, assuming that every former Ranger they approached would be willing to join them.

			The door to the tavern swung open and a bald man, wearing a long apron over his shirt and trousers, emerged, looking with some pity at the disheveled figure slouched on the bench. He placed another jug down in front of him and took the empty one. Then he noticed Crowley, with a small start of surprise.

			“Greetings, stranger,” he said.

			Egon snarled another incomprehensible comment at the words and hastily poured his tankard full to the brim.

			“Good afternoon,” Crowley said quietly. He was at the same table as Egon, but sitting far enough away for the innkeeper not to assume that they were together.

			“Can I get you something?” Jervis asked, gesturing to the jug in front of Egon.

			Crowley shook his head at the offer of alcohol. “Do you have any coffee?”

			The innkeeper couldn’t prevent a look of relief touching his features. Two customers drinking ardent spirits this early in the afternoon could turn out to be trouble.

			“I’ve got a pot just brewing. Be ready in a minute or two.”

			“I’ll have a mug then. A big mug,” Crowley said. He’d been riding since early morning and breakfast was a long time in the past. He glanced at Egon again. The man had his head sunk over his tankard and was muttering to himself. Crowley decided that before he spoke further to the man, he needed information. The innkeeper’s pitying look seemed to indicate that he had some sympathy for the Ranger. In any event, there was no one else available to ask.

			“Where’s the privy?” Crowley inquired.

			Jervis jerked his head toward the door. “Through the bar, out the back in the stableyard,” he said.

			Crowley rose and followed him back through the door. Egon watched him go, snarled something to himself and refilled his tankard.

			Once in the taproom, the innkeeper pointed to a rear door that led to the stableyard. But Crowley shook his head.

			“I wanted a word in private,” he said, “without Egon hearing us.”

			Jervis raised an eyebrow at the mention of the name. “You know him, do you?”

			Crowley dismissed the question with a negative gesture. “I know his name. I know who he is. Or rather,” he amended, “who he was.”

			“He was the Ranger of this fief,” Jervis told him. “But then a new Ranger arrived out of the blue, with papers that said Egon was to be dismissed from the service and turned out of his cabin.”

			“On what grounds?” Crowley asked.

			Jervis shrugged. “They said he’d stolen a necklace and a purse from a widow on the mainland, and when her fourteen-year-old son tried to intervene, Egon beat him half to death.”

			Crowley frowned. “And you believe this?”

			Jervis shook his head sadly. “Egon’s been the Ranger here for seven years,” he said. “In all that time, I’ve known him to be a good, gentle man. The people of the fief loved and respected him. I can’t believe he’d do such a thing. But the papers were given under the King’s seal, so they must be true.”

			Crowley looked long and hard at him. Not necessarily, the look said. The innkeeper shifted uncomfortably. Denying the King’s authority was a dangerous path to follow. Crowley let him off the hook with a further question.

			“You say he was turned out of his cabin,” he said and, when Jervis nodded in confirmation, he added, “So where does he live? And how does he pay you for the brandy he’s drinking?” Brandywine was usually brought into the country by Gallican smugglers and was an expensive tipple.

			“I let him sleep out in the stables,” Jervis said, obviously feeling that the arrangement was an unfortunate one. “And the Baron pays for his drinks. I send him an account each week.”

			“That’s generous of him,” Crowley remarked, but Jervis shook his head, frowning.

			“More self-serving than anything else. There was a lot of bitterness between them when he dismissed Egon from service. I think he decided it was safer to keep him well and truly drunk. That way, there’s less chance of trouble. Egon may be getting on, but he was trained as a Ranger, after all.”

			Crowley took in all this information, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. Finally, he looked up at Jervis. “Thanks for that,” he said, and turned toward the door again.

			Egon was still sitting slumped at the table. He glanced up when Crowley reemerged. He snorted again—it seemed to be his favored form of communication—and reached for the wine jug.

			“Put that down,” Crowley said and, for a moment, the note of command in his voice made Egon pause. Then his misery got the better of him and he tilted the jug over the tankard. Crowley noted that he had to tilt quite a way now that the jug was nearly empty. He reached out and pried the jug out of the old Ranger’s hand, placing it on the table out of reach.

			“You won’t find the answer to your problems in a jug of brandywine,” he said quietly.

			Egon went white with rage. Then his right hand shot to the hilt of his saxe and he drew the big knife with a ringing hiss.

			But Crowley was younger, faster and sober. He caught Egon’s hand and slammed it down hard onto the tabletop, catching his knuckles between the wood of the table and the hilt of the saxe.

			Egon howled with pain and rage. He released the saxe, lurched to his feet and aimed a wild, swinging right fist at Crowley. The redhead swayed back and the fist passed harmlessly in front of his face.

			“I’ll allow that once,” Crowley said. “And once only.”

			But Egon was beyond reason and, still wildly off balance, he aimed another jaw-crushing right hand at Crowley. This time, the young Ranger chose not to duck. He blocked the punch with a rigid left arm, then drove his own fist into Egon’s solar plexus.

			The punch only traveled thirty centimeters or so. But it was lightning fast and it had all of the force of Crowley’s arm and shoulder and upper body behind it. It sank deep into Egon’s gut and the breath hissed out of him. He doubled over, staggering, then began to retch, vomiting up the brandywine he had consumed that afternoon. The rank smell assailed Crowley’s nostrils. He waited, watching like a hawk, ready in case Egon was foxing. But the older Ranger sank to one knee, continuing to retch, even though his stomach was now empty.

			Slowly, he toppled over and lay on the dirt, knees drawn up, hands clutching his midsection. There was a rainwater butt nearby. Crowley took the brandy jug, tossed the remaining liquid out of it and filled it with cold water. He proceeded to throw that over Egon’s head. He refilled the jug and repeated the dose, while Egon spluttered and snuffled.

			The door jerked open with a bang and Jervis emerged, taking in the scene outside with wide eyes. He saw the discarded saxe on the table, looked down at the writhing, groaning form of Egon and shook his head.

			“Drunk or not,” he said, “I wouldn’t try to take his saxe away from him.” He looked at Crowley with a great deal of respect, mixed with a little fear.

			“Does he have a horse?” Crowley asked.

			Egon nodded, pointing to the rear of the building. “In the stable, with the rest of his gear.”

			Crowley smiled at him. “Would you mind fetching it for me?” he said. “I’ll keep an eye on our friend.”

			Eyes wide, Jervis backed away from the redheaded stranger. After a few paces, he turned and dashed through the door. Crowley heard his footsteps pounding across the taproom, then the slam of another door. Egon groaned and Crowley turned to look down at him. The older Ranger was still doubled up, clutching his stomach.

			“I’ll . . . kill . . . you . . . for . . . that,” he snarled, the words forcing their way past the skeins of drool and spittle hanging from his lips. The smile faded from Crowley’s normally cheerful face.

			“You already tried,” he said, his voice low and dangerous. “And it didn’t work out so well for you, did it?”
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THE FERRY MASTER HAD BROUGHT ANOTHER TRAVELER across and decided to wait on the island for Crowley’s return. He was lying comfortably against the side railing, dozing in the sun, when he heard the soft whinny of an approaching horse.

			His eyes snapped open, then opened a little wider in surprise as he saw not one but two horses approaching. The first was Cropper, and the redheaded young Ranger was riding him. The second horse trailed a few meters behind Cropper. His rider wasn’t sitting upright in the saddle, but was slumped over it, head hanging down one side and his feet on the other. He emitted a constant low moaning noise.

			The ferry master stood and moved to where the ramp was let down onto the beach. The punt was floating in the shallow water at the edge of the little strait.

			“We’re going back across,” Crowley told him.

			The ferry master nodded absently, peering at the figure slumped across the horse, leaning down to see his face more clearly. “Isn’t that . . . ?”

			Crowley nodded briskly. “Yes. It’s the Seacliff Ranger. I’m helping him find something he’s lost.”

			“And what would that be?” the ferry master asked, genuinely puzzled. Crowley regarded him steadily.

			“His dignity,” he said.

			The ferry master opened his mouth to say something, thought better of it, and closed it again.

			“Right,” he said. “Bring him aboard then.”

			Crowley rode up the shallow ramp onto the boat. Egon’s horse followed docilely behind him. He dismounted and gestured to the comatose body over the saddle. “Help me get him down, would you?”

			The ferry master took hold of one side. Crowley took the other and they heaved Egon down onto the deck of the punt. He slumped there, his head resting against the side rail, his arms clasped across his midsection.

			“What’s wrong with him?” the ferry master asked.

			“He had a gastric attack,” Crowley replied. He didn’t explain that the attack had come from his right fist.

			The man nodded somberly. “There’s a lot of that going around.”

			Crowley paid him for their passage and the ferry master began to trudge back down the length of the boat, dragging it along the fastened hawser that ran from bank to bank. Once again, the punt slid out into deeper water, and the pok-pok-pok of wavelets under the bow began their regular cadence.

			Crowley looked down at the gray-haired Ranger sprawling on the deck. He had the uncomfortable feeling that Egon was going to be their first failure and he frowned at the thought. Their numbers were small for the task ahead of them and the loss of even one man would make a big difference. Until now, it hadn’t occurred to him that any of the dismissed Rangers would reject his plan. He had assumed they would all join him and Halt without any argument.

			But Egon? He seemed to have lost his spirit and his sense of duty. Understandable, Crowley thought. He had probably been looking forward to his retirement. To be thrown out of his home, and to have his livelihood taken away at such a late time of his life, must have been a shattering experience.

			“We’ll give it one try to talk you around,” he said quietly. “Then we’ll have to move on.”

			“Pardon?” said the ferry master, as he trudged past Crowley on his endless task of hauling the rope from the bow to the stern, then repeating the action over and over again.

			“Nothing,” Crowley said. “Just thinking out loud.”

			The ferryman grunted and went back to his work. A few minutes later, the bow slid up the beach with the familiar grating sound of timber on sand. The current slewed the stern a little and the boat came to a halt. The ferryman approached Crowley and pointed to Egon.

			“Want a hand to get him back on his horse?”

			Crowley shook his head. “Just let me get him to his feet,” he said and together they hauled the limp body upright, leaning him against the side rail of the ferry. The ferryman moved away to lower the bow ramp onto the sand. He’d taken three paces when he heard a loud splash behind him. He swung around to see Egon’s head bobbing to the surface next to the stern of the punt, his arms thrashing wildly as the shock of the cold seawater revived him.

			Crowley grinned at the ferryman. “Thought a little swim might do him good,” he said.

			Egon was already floundering his way toward the beach. He was in waist-deep water now and in no danger of drowning. Sodden and spluttering, he staggered up the sand and stood, glaring at Crowley and dripping water.

			“I’ll kill you for that!” he snarled.

			Crowley raised an eyebrow. “So you keep saying.”

			He snapped his fingers at the two horses and they followed him down the ramp and onto the land. The ferry master watched with interest. He’d never seen a Ranger tossed overboard before—particularly by another Ranger.

			As Crowley drew closer, Egon set his feet and took up a threatening stance, both fists raised.

			Crowley stopped and smiled coldly at him. “Remember what happened last time,” he admonished. Then he jerked a thumb toward the grass at the inland edge of the beach. “Let’s go up there and talk. We’ve got a few things to go over.”

			And saying that, he turned his back on the sopping wet Egon and walked up the beach. The two horses followed him. Egon’s horse actually turned an admonishing look on his owner. The gray-haired Ranger was left with no choice but to follow them.

			Crowley found a fallen tree and sat down on it, gesturing for Egon to join him.

			“So tell me about it,” he said.

			Egon hesitated, expecting an argument and not ready for the reasonable, sympathetic tone Crowley used. While he pondered, Crowley stood again, walked to where Cropper stood and took a small towel from his saddlebags. He tossed it to Egon.

			“Dry off,” he said, “and tell me what happened here.”

			Egon mopped the water streaming down his face, then toweled his hair and beard. He hesitated over the rest of his sodden form. A small hand towel would be useless there. Shrugging, he tossed it back to Crowley.

			“Thanks,” he said.

			Crowley grinned. “Least I could do,” he replied. “After all, I was the one who threw you in the sea. How’s the gut feeling?”

			Tentatively, Egon touched his hand to his solar plexus. He seemed to have sobered up somewhat. Possibly being tossed into cold seawater had that effect. “Bruised,” he said, and added with a wry grin, “and empty.”

			“Sorry about the former. But the latter is probably just as well. Seemed like there was nothing in there but brandywine.”

			Egon had the grace to look ashamed. “True,” he said. “I’ve been drinking a bit too much of that lately.”

			“Would that have anything to do with your being dismissed from the Corps?” Crowley asked.

			Egon nodded, his expression darkening at the thought. “It would have everything to do with it,” he said bitterly.

			He paused, then, sensing that Crowley wanted him to carry on speaking, and that he might prove a sympathetic audience, he continued. “I’ve served the King as a Ranger for twenty-three years,” he said. “Never a blemish on my character. Never had to be disciplined for anything. I had four commendations for bravery in that time, and every fief I served in respected me and honored me when I left.” He stopped, not wanting to proceed.

			“And then?” Crowley prompted.

			“And then . . . this! Out of the blue, an accusation that I robbed a poor widow and beat her young son when he tried to protect her. No chance to defend the charges. No opportunity to say that nothing of the kind ever happened. No chance to appeal to the Ranger tribunal. Just a letter to the Baron telling him I was dismissed. My replacement was already appointed and I was to be cast onto the scrapheap. That’s what I get for more than twenty years’ loyal service. Thank you, your majesty! How wonderful it must be to be the King and to make such decisions!”

			“It wasn’t the King who dismissed you,” Crowley said.

			Egon turned an angry face toward him. “The letter was under his seal,” he said belligerently, but Crowley shrugged the statement aside.

			“The letter was written and sent by Baron Morgarath of Gorlan Fief,” he said. “He’s holding the King prisoner and has his son Duncan as a hostage. And you’re not alone. You’re one of the last twelve Rangers to be dismissed. If it makes you feel any better, I was sacked a few months ago too.” He gestured vaguely toward the woods behind them. “And there are two more former Rangers back in the woods here who have received the same treatment.”

			The anger faded from Egon’s face as Crowley continued to talk. It was replaced by a look of astonishment and shock. “But . . . why? What does Morgarath hope to gain from this?” he asked in a quiet voice.

			“My guess is the throne,” Crowley told him. “And his first step toward doing that is to dismantle the King’s most potent force of loyal supporters.” He paused, waiting to see if Egon would make the obvious step of logic.

			“The Rangers.”

			Crowley nodded. “Exactly. He’s broken the Rangers up, replacing real Rangers with sycophants and favorites of his own. It’s been going on for some time.”

			“Pritchard said something along those lines,” Egon murmured.

			Crowley sat up at the name. “Pritchard? You’ve been in touch with him?”

			Egon nodded. “We stay in touch. He’s in Derry Kingdom in Hibernia.” He paused as a memory struck him. “I remember you now. You’re Crowley. You were his apprentice.”

			“I graduated a year or two before he left Araluen. He was one of the first to go.”

			“Like me, he was falsely accused of a crime,” Egon said heavily.

			“I never believed those accusations,” Crowley said, anger evident in his voice. “But at that stage, I had no idea Morgarath was behind them. And Pritchard wasn’t the only one. Some of the former Rangers have left the country. Some have been killed.” He paused and looked pointedly at the older man. “Some of them started drinking.”

			Egon’s eyes dropped from his. “All right,” he said softly. “I suppose I deserved that. But what are you planning to do?”

			“We’re assembling a group of Rangers—twelve men like yourself who have just been dismissed—and we’re going to stop Morgarath.”

			“Just twelve of you?”

			“Twelve, if you’ll throw in with us. And twelve Rangers will make a force to be reckoned with.”

			Egon gazed thoughtfully at his feet for a few moments. “You’ll need more than just twelve of us,” he said.

			Crowley smiled at the word us. “We figure not all of the barons will be ready to side with Morgarath. A lot will, of course. But there are others who recognize him for what he is. We plan to approach some of them and get them on our side.”

			“Arald of Redmont Fief would be a good one to try,” Egon said. “I’ve heard there’s no love lost between him and Morgarath.”

			Crowley smiled. “So we’ve heard. We plan to visit him next,” he said. “Will you be coming along?”

			Egon didn’t hesitate. His head nodded slowly, several times. “If you’ll have me. I’m not so young anymore, you know.”

			“You can still shoot, can’t you?” Crowley asked.

			Egon allowed a grim smile to cross his lined features. “Just let me get a clear shot at Morgarath and you’ll see.”

			“I’ll see if I can arrange that,” said Crowley. “Although there might be a queue.” He stood and offered his hand to help Egon up. “There is one other thing . . .”

			The older Ranger looked at him, understanding what he was about to say and preempting him.

			“No more drinking?” Egon asked.

			“No more drinking. Now come and meet the others.”
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THEY FOUND THE OTHER RANGERS CAMPED FIFTY METERS into the trees, in a small clearing. Egon was welcomed enthusiastically into the group. Nobody remarked on the fact that he was soaked to the skin, but Berrigan and Leander quietly found a spare shirt and trousers for him, and helped him set his wet clothes to dry by the fire, on a rack hastily constructed from thin branches.

			Halt had shot a small deer during the day, as they traveled to Seacliff. He set a haunch on a spit over the fire, turning it from time to time and letting the juices and fat dribble onto the fire, sending flames flaring as they hit the red-hot coals. The smell of grilling meat was heavenly to the hungry men. Egon, however, eyed the roasting joint with a raised eyebrow.

			“I thought only the King could take deer in the forest?” he said mildly.

			Halt eyed him, straight-faced, as he turned the joint a quarter turn, setting more of the juices dripping into the fire and releasing more of the succulent-smelling smoke. “He wanted us to have it,” he said. “He’s a kindhearted King and he couldn’t bear the thought of his loyal Rangers starving in the forest.”

			Leander had gathered some wild greens for a salad. He tore them into small pieces, then doused them with a mixture of oil and vinegar to produce a tart dressing. Berrigan had found a flat stone and was using it as a table to pound and knead a large lump of dough. He shaped it into a loaf and pushed it into the edge of the fire, raking a thick layer of hot coals over it.

			When the food was ready, they piled thick juicy slices of venison onto chunks of the camp-bread loaf, then garnished it with Leander’s salad. The rich taste of the venison contrasted pleasantly with the astringent taste of the salad and the warm bread was ideal for soaking up the delicious meat juices. All conversation halted for the duration of the meal and the silence round the campfire was broken only by the occasional grunt of satisfaction or pleasure.

			Afterward, they cleaned their plates and utensils and packed away the leftovers for a later meal. There was half of the loaf remaining and they would toast that over the coals of the fire next morning to break their fast. Finally, replete and satisfied, they sat in a semicircle around the fire, their backs resting against the logs of several fallen trees. Berrigan had produced his gitarra and was strumming soft chords at random on it. Halt and Crowley were drinking coffee—as usual—while Berrigan and Leander shared a small flask of wine. They offered a mug to Egon but he shook his head decisively.

			“Water will be fine,” he said. Unnoticed by the others, Crowley eyed the exchange with a small nod of approval.

			There was a pleasant lethargy settling over them, the result of a combination of a day’s riding in the fresh air, a good meal under their belts and the warmth of the fire on their faces, contrasting with the crisp night air. Soon, it would be time to turn in and one of them would be assigned the duty of keeping watch for the next three hours. But for now, they could all relax and let their minds wander at will. So when Halt spoke up, there was a low murmur of protest from the others.

			“We need to discuss something,” he said.

			Leander groaned softly. He was stretched out comfortably, his head resting against a log, his cloak warm underneath him and his chin resting on his chest. His legs ached dully from the day’s exertions—not an unpleasant or painful sensation, but the enjoyable feeling that comes when one can finally relax after a hard day and let the muscles stretch out and loosen.

			“Let’s do it tomorrow,” Berrigan suggested, stroking one more chord from his gitarra.

			“Now,” Halt said firmly. The others eyed him with mild irritation.

			“I hate talking on an empty stomach,” Crowley said.

			Halt turned his steady gaze on him. “Your stomach isn’t empty,” he pointed out. “Your stomach is full of venison and bread and salad and coffee.”

			Crowley considered that point and yawned hugely. “That’s even worse,” he said. “I hate talking on a full stomach even more than an empty one.” He smiled, hoping that he might have dissuaded Halt from whatever it was he wanted to discuss. Halt continued to eye him steadily, however.

			Crowley sniffed with annoyance, pulling himself up to sit straighter. “Oh, all right,” he said. “Let’s talk if we must.”

			Egon glanced around at the faces of his new companions. As a new member of the group, he didn’t think he should voice an opinion for or against Halt’s suggestion. Time to do that would be when he heard what the dark-bearded Hibernian wanted to discuss. Berrigan and Leander, with great outward shows of reluctance, hitched themselves up into more attentive poses, their eyes on Halt.

			Crowley made an encouraging gesture with his hand, indicating that Halt should proceed. “So,” he said, “talk away.”

			Halt leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and let his gaze travel round the small semicircle of faces. When he was sure he had their attention, and that all protests and jokes were stilled, he spoke.

			“There are five of us now . . . ,” he began. He got no further.

			“Well,” said Crowley, “I’m glad that’s settled. I was wondering, seeing how I have trouble counting past three. But if you say there are five of us now, that’s good enough for me.” He settled back down to slump against the log, pulling his cowl forward to shield his eyes.

			Halt regarded him with enormous patience. The silence stretched out between them.

			Finally, Crowley roused himself, grinning at his friend. “Oh, did you want to say more?” he asked innocently.

			Berrigan and Leander hid grins. Egon, still not sure of the prevailing dynamic in this little group, watched without expression, but with great attention.

			Halt sighed. Sometimes talking to Crowley was like trying to herd smoke, he thought. Retaining his patience with great difficulty, he resumed. “Now there are five of us,” he repeated, and turned a warning glare on Crowley, daring him to interrupt. Crowley smiled guilelessly at him and he continued. “We’ve become a bit of an unwieldy group.”

			Berrigan frowned. “‘Unwieldy’? How do you mean?”

			Halt made a vague gesture with his hands. “We’re without cohesive direction,” he said. “By which I mean, nobody is directing our actions. We’re bumbling along from day to day—”

			“Can’t say I’ve noticed a lot of bumbling,” Crowley protested.

			Halt shot a warning look at him but he could see that, for once, the redhead was serious and not trying to make a joke.

			“Maybe not yet,” Halt agreed. “But with five of us, we’re bound sooner or later to disagree over a course of action. That could lead to squabbling and people taking sides. And if that happens, it could well break up the group.”

			“You’re saying we need a leader,” Egon put in, deciding it was time he took part in the conversation.

			Halt nodded at him gratefully. “Exactly. We need to elect a leader—and give him the power to make decisions and the authority to have those decisions obeyed and carried through. Otherwise we’re like a band of headless chickens.”

			“But dangerous chickens nonetheless,” Leander said with a faint smile. Then, as Halt turned toward him with an irritable look on his face, he held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “All right! Point taken, and I do agree. We need to elect a leader.”

			He glanced keenly at the Hibernian. In his experience, when a person suggested that someone needed to be elected leader, they often had themselves in mind for the position.

			“Are you offering to take on the job?” he asked and was relieved to see the shocked look on the bearded face.

			“Me? By the ghost of Barry Boru, no! After all, I’m not even officially a Ranger yet!”

			“Barry Boru,” mused Crowley with a smile. “He sounds like an interesting person.”

			Halt’s next words wiped the smile from his face.

			“I’m suggesting Crowley for the job,” Halt said.

			Crowley sat bolt upright. “Me? Are you joking?”

			“You. And no, I’m not,” Halt told him. “You’ve been the driving force behind this whole affair. It was your idea in the first place and you’re the one who’s recruited the rest of us. Who better to lead us?”

			“But . . .” Crowley searched for a good reason to refuse and thought he found one. “I’m younger than the rest of you—with the exception of you, of course,” he added, looking at Halt.

			Leander was shaking his head. “That’s not altogether a bad thing,” he said. “You’ve got a younger man’s passion and drive for this task. You’ve shown us that.”

			“And you’ve got a younger man’s energy to take the job on,” Berrigan said, his face serious. “It’s not going to be easy. I know I’d find it a daunting task.”

			“Shall we vote on it?” Halt suggested mildly.

			“No! We need to discuss it further!” Crowley answered immediately.

			Halt turned a wicked smile on him. “I thought you hated talking on a full stomach.”

			Crowley made an angry, dismissive gesture. “This isn’t a matter for joking!” he insisted.

			But then Egon coughed apologetically and they all turned to look at him. “I’m new to the group,” he said quietly, choosing his words with care, “and I don’t know any of you too well.” He nodded toward Berrigan and Leander. “Oh, we’ve run into each other at Gatherings, of course, but I can’t say we’re close friends.”

			The two Rangers nodded. Berrigan smiled. “Not yet, anyway,” he murmured.

			Egon continued, acknowledging the comment with a small nod. “The thing is, Crowley, it seems to me you’re ideally suited to be our leader.”

			Crowley was still sitting bolt upright. A small frown crossed his face. “Oh? And why would that be?”

			Egon glanced around at the other three before he spoke. He wasn’t altogether keen to tell them about the condition he had been in when Crowley had found him. They had been welcoming and positive in their approach to him and he didn’t wish them to think any less of him. However, he felt he had to continue.

			“I was a bit of a mess when Crowley found me this afternoon,” he admitted. “I was looking for my future in the bottom of a tankard of brandywine. I’d been doing that for some time now,” he added sadly.

			He stopped for a second or two while he gathered his thoughts, glancing nervously at the others. He saw no sign of condemnation or criticism in their eyes. Just interest. He shrugged. They were men who had seen a lot of life, he thought. They weren’t likely to be horrified by an admission like the one he’d just made.

			“I was angry. I was disillusioned. I had lost all faith in the King. Crowley tossed my jug of brandy away and I lost my temper rather badly. I drew my saxe on him.”

			Halt winced. “Oh dear,” he said softly. He thought he knew what was coming. He had seen Crowley in action and he knew the redhead’s reflexes were as quick as a snake’s.

			Egon glanced at him and nodded. “Oh dear indeed,” he said. “After Crowley had taken away my saxe, and after he threw me into the sea off the end of the punt . . .”

			His audience exchanged a glance. That explained why Egon had arrived at the camp dripping wet.

			Egon went on. “After that, he sat me down and talked to me for a few minutes. That’s all it took. A few minutes.” He looked at Crowley, who gave a diffident shrug. “And in those few minutes, he explained to me what you were planning and convinced me that I should join you. He was able to put your case very succinctly and in a most convincing way. Perhaps the most compelling part of it was his total belief in what you’re doing. That came across unmistakably.”

			He paused and the others nodded wordlessly. They had felt the same thing when Crowley had approached them.

			“As I say,” Egon continued, “I don’t know the rest of you too well. But I doubt any of you could have convinced me so completely or so quickly. If for no other reason than that, I think Crowley should be our leader.”

			There was a murmur of agreement from the others. Crowley, embarrassed, looked down at his feet.

			Halt nudged him with an elbow. “Isn’t it nice to be loved?” He grinned evilly. Crowley glared at him but before he could speak, Halt raised his voice. “Let’s vote on it! Crowley for leader. All in favor?”

			“Aye!” the others chorused. Crowley opened his mouth to say nay, realized there was no point to it and closed it again.

			Halt nodded. “And I say aye as well.” He slapped Crowley on the shoulder. “Congratulations. Looks like you’re our new commander.”
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THEY RODE ON THE NEXT MORNING. CROWLEY HAD OVERCOME his resistance to being elected their leader. It was a bright, sunny day and the air was crisp and fresh. He whistled softly as he rode, a jaunty little tune about a blacksmith and his ladylove.

			He and Halt were riding side by side. Berrigan and Leander rode behind them and Egon brought up the rear, riding some fifty meters back, keeping a watchful eye on the trail behind them. From time to time, one of the others would take a turn at being the rear guard. There was little likelihood of trouble, but there was no harm in being ready.

			Halt glared at his friend as the whistling continued. “I had hoped that your new sense of responsibility would put an end to that painful shrieking noise you make between your lips,” he said.

			Crowley smiled. It was a beautiful day and he was feeling at peace with the world. And that meant he was more than ready to tease Halt. “It’s a jaunty song.”

			“What’s jaunty about it?” Halt asked, grim faced. Crowley made an uncertain gesture as he sought for an answer to that question.

			“I suppose it’s the subject matter,” he said eventually. “It’s a very cheerful song. Would you like me to sing it for you?”

			“N—” Halt began but he was too late, as Crowley began to sing. He had a pleasant tenor voice, in fact, and his rendering of the song was quite good. But to Halt it was as attractive as a rusty barn door squeaking.

			“A blacksmith from Palladio, he met a lovely lady-o . . .”

			“Whoa! Whoa!” Halt said and, as Abelard obligingly came to a stop, he nudged the horse in the ribs. “Not you. Him,” he said, pointing to Crowley.

			In the future, be more specific, Abelard’s withering glance seemed to say. I’m a horse, not a mind reader. Halt ignored him. Crowley was looking at him, eyebrows raised in interrogation.

			“‘He met a lovely lady-o’?” Halt repeated sarcastically. “What in the name of all that’s holy is a lady-o?”

			“It’s a lady,” Crowley told him patiently.

			“Then why not sing ‘he met a lovely lady’?” Halt wanted to know.

			Crowley frowned as if the answer was blatantly obvious. “Because he’s from Palladio, as the song says. It’s a city on the continent, in the southern part of Toscana.”

			“And people there have lady-o’s, instead of ladies?” asked Halt.

			“No. They have ladies, like everyone else. But lady doesn’t rhyme with Palladio, does it? I could hardly sing, ‘A blacksmith from Palladio, he met his lovely lady,’ could I?”

			“It would make more sense if you did,” Halt insisted.

			“But it wouldn’t rhyme,” Crowley told him.

			“Would that be so bad?”

			“Yes! A song has to rhyme or it isn’t a proper song. It has to be lady-o. It’s called poetic license.”

			“It’s poetic license to make up a word that doesn’t exist and that, by the way, sounds extremely silly?” Halt asked.

			Crowley shook his head. “No. It’s poetic license to make sure that the two lines rhyme with each other.”

			Halt thought for a few seconds, his eyebrows knitted close together. Then inspiration struck him.

			“Well then, couldn’t you sing, ‘A blacksmith from Palladio, he met a lovely lady, so . . .’?”

			“So what?” Crowley challenged. In truth, he was more than a little surprised that Halt had come up with an alternative rhyme so quickly—and one that seemed to open up further opportunities for the story.

			Halt made an uncertain gesture with his hands as he sought more inspiration. Then he replied. “He met a lovely lady, so . . . he asked her for her hand and gave her a leg of lamb.”

			“‘A leg of lamb’? Why would she want a leg of lamb?” Crowley demanded.

			Halt shrugged. “Maybe she was hungry.”

			“In any event,” Crowley said, becoming more and more irritated by this conversation, “hand and lamb don’t rhyme with each other.”

			“They assonate,” said Berrigan, who had been listening with some interest to this discussion. “They have a similar sound. That’s quite common in songs, you know.”

			Berrigan, of course, was a musician and could be considered to be something of an authority when it came to song lyrics. Crowley, feeling as if he were being backed into a corner, turned to him.

			“Well, even if they do aspirate—”

			“Assonate. The word is assonate,” Berrigan corrected him, making it all too obvious that he was hiding a grin.

			“Whatever! Even if they do . . . that . . . why would he give her a leg of lamb? He’s a blacksmith, not a butcher.”

			“Maybe,” Leander said slowly, “he gave her a cattle brand. That rhymes with hand, after all. He asked her for her hand, and gave her a cattle brand. That works,” he added, looking at Berrigan.

			“Works for me,” Berrigan murmured.

			“A cattle brand? Why would he give her a cattle brand?” Crowley had once seen a bear being attacked from three different directions by hunting dogs. He began to feel a great deal of sympathy for that bear. But Leander wasn’t cowed by the scorn in his voice.

			“Because he’s a blacksmith, isn’t he? And blacksmiths make things like cattle brands—you know, branding irons. So maybe she’d asked him for one so she could brand her cattle and he gave her one.”

			“That is idiotic!” Crowley snapped.

			But Leander merely shrugged. “It’s no sillier than calling her a lady-o. After all, we don’t call ourselves Ranger-o’s, do we?”

			“And we don’t ride horsey-o’s,” Halt said, rejoining the discussion with some relish. It wasn’t often that he was able to get the better of Crowley in one of these arguments. Crowley had a quicksilver brain and tongue and Halt was enjoying this rare moment of ascendancy.

			Crowley reined in Cropper and glared around at his three companions, who were all smiling fondly at him and obviously enjoying themselves far too much.

			“Very well,” he said sharply, “remember last night when you all elected me commander?”

			He paused and they all nodded. “Because you said”—he looked severely at Halt—“there might come a time when we couldn’t agree on something and I’d have to make a decision?”

			Halt nodded. That wasn’t exactly what he’d said but it was close enough to, he thought.

			“In that case,” Crowley said, “I choose to invoke that authority now. As your elected leader, I make this decree. He didn’t give her a leg of lamb or a cattle brand or even a slice of ham—”

			“Oh, that’s not bad,” Berrigan interrupted but Crowley’s withering glare silenced him almost as soon as he spoke.

			“As leader of this group, I say she was a lady-o. Clear?”

			The others exchanged a glance, wondering if they could keep this going a little longer.

			Crowley raised his voice. “I said, is that clear?”

			Halt, Berrigan and Leander all nodded.

			“So this discussion is now officially closed. I declare it so in my position as your elected leader—who must be obeyed. Is anyone unhappy with that?”

			“No, Crowley,” they all said, eyes downcast like guilty schoolboys. Although he noticed that their shoulders were shaking with mirth. He took a breath, preparing to berate them further, when Egon spoke. He had ridden up to join them when they stopped in the middle of the track to debate song lyrics. There was a mild note of condemnation in his voice.

			“Has it escaped your collective notice,” he asked, “that there’s a rider waiting for us?”

			They all looked up in surprise. Egon was right. There was a rider sitting in the middle of the track, some thirty meters away. He was mounted on a shaggy black horse, wore a camouflaged cloak and had a longbow held across his thighs. Obviously, he was a Ranger. Halt and Crowley exchanged a guilty look. They had been so intent on their ridiculous discussion that they had failed to notice the rider. Perhaps, Halt thought hopefully, he had been concealed in the trees until a few minutes ago and had only just ridden out onto the track.

			“Good morning,” Crowley called. The newcomer touched his heels to his horse’s flanks and walked slowly forward until he was only a few meters away.

			“Good morning,” he said. He flicked his cowl back from his head and twitched his cloak back over his shoulders. Crowley caught a quick gleam of silver at the man’s throat—the silver oakleaf, symbol of a Ranger. The man had blond-white hair and a neat, carefully trimmed beard. His face was pale and his eyes were a piercing blue. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties—older than Crowley, younger than Egon.

			“Can we help you?” Crowley asked and the man shifted in his saddle.

			“Perhaps,” he said. “I’m Norris, former Ranger of Holsworth Fief. I’ve heard rumors about a small group of other Rangers like myself, recruiting members to face Baron Morgarath of Gorlan Fief. I thought you might be them.”

			“And so we are,” Crowley said, smiling a welcome. But the smile faded with Norris’s next words.

			“As I said, I thought you might be them—until I heard the utter tommyrot you’ve just been discussing.”

			“Oh,” said Crowley, a little embarrassed. “I think you caught us at a bad time.”

			“I think so,” Norris said. Obviously, a lively sense of humor wasn’t one of his qualities.

			“Crowley was just exercising his new authority as leader of the group,” Halt put in, with a smile.

			Norris turned his gaze to the Hibernian. “He’s your leader?”

			Halt nodded. “Elected him last night,” he said.

			Norris studied Crowley for some time and pursed his lips. “Was that a wise choice, do you think?”

			Halt took a deep breath. In addition to having no sense of humor, Norris apparently had no sense of tact, either.

			“Tell me,” Halt said eventually, “do you understand the concept of a joke?”

			Norris sat up straighter in the saddle, looking a trifle affronted by the question. “Of course I do!” he said. “I have an excellent sense of humor.”

			Halt’s eyebrow shot up before he could stop himself. In his experience, people who claimed to have an excellent sense of humor usually had none at all.

			“Well, what you heard was a joke. We—were—joking,” he said, enunciating the last three words slowly and distinctly.

			Norris looked doubtful. “Didn’t sound very funny to me.”

			Halt shrugged. “You had to be there to appreciate it,” he said.

			“I was. I was right here!” Norris protested.

			Halt shook his head slowly. “My point exactly. You were here. You had to be there.”

			Now Norris looked confused, so Halt decided to explain.

			“That was another joke,” he said.

			“It wasn’t very funny.”

			Crowley decided it was time he stepped in and smoothed things over. “So, Norris, tell us about yourself,” he said in a friendly tone.

			Norris, still frowning over Halt’s professed joke, turned back to Crowley.

			“I’ve been a Ranger for eight years,” he said. “Served the last five at Holsworth Fief, close to here. Then a few weeks ago, I received a letter dismissing me from the Corps. It was delivered by a puffed-up twerp who had been sent to replace me. Said he was acting under Lord Morgarath’s authority.”

			“Apparently Morgarath has decided to come out into the open and usurp the King’s authority,” Crowley replied. “Up until now, he’s made it look as if those letters of dismissal have come from the King. Morgarath’s next move will be to claim the crown for himself, I should think. We plan to stop him.” He paused, then voiced a thought that had been running through his mind. “You said you’d heard about us?”

			Norris shrugged. “Just general rumors. Word gets around, you know?”

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a look. “We’d better pick up the pace,” Halt said. “It won’t be long before word about what we’re doing gets back to Morgarath.”

			“True.” The redheaded Ranger turned back to Norris. “So, Norris, can you put up with Halt’s bad jokes long enough to join us?”

			Halt snorted indignantly. “My bad jokes?” he said under his breath.

			But Norris didn’t hear him. He nodded, his face very serious. “I suppose so. If it’ll give me a chance to get a shot at Morgarath.” He touched the longbow lying across his knees.

			Crowley held out his hand. “Welcome to our band.”
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MORGARATH WAS IN HIS STUDY IN CASTLE GORLAN, WITH an enormous, leather-bound book on the table in front of him.

			The book was quite ancient and had been hand-copied by scribes. In addition to the text, there were illustrations in fine black ink. One such illustration was on the page facing the text he had been reading. It showed a heavy-bodied, ugly creature about the size of a bear. It was covered in thick, shaggy hair and had a low brow over small, slitlike eyes. The muzzle was long, and the open, snarling lips revealed long fangs like a wolf’s.

			The forelegs ended in humanoid hands—but instead of fingernails, they were equipped with thick, curved claws. The claws were sharp and dangerous looking, but not long enough to impede the creature gripping with the thick, stubby fingers.

			The hind legs were squat and muscular, but longer than a bear’s, with a pronounced angle at the elbow. It would appear that the creature could cover ground in a series of long, leaping bounds. According to the text, they could also walk with a strange, rolling, shuffling gait.

			There was a light tap at the door and he looked up, frowning at being interrupted in his studies.

			“What is it?” he said, his ill temper evident in the tone of his voice.

			“It’s Teezal, my lord. I have news from Dacton Fief.”

			Morgarath sighed. Teezal, he knew, wouldn’t interrupt him unless the news was important. He pushed the book to one side and studied a sheet of parchment that had been underneath it. Dacton Fief. The name rang a bell. Then he saw it, in the list of twelve fiefs whose Rangers had recently been dismissed.

			“Very well,” he said. “Come in.”

			But this had better be important, the tone of his voice said clearly. Teezal entered, peering round the door before coming farther into the room. He was an obsequious dolt, Morgarath thought, although he was a pitiless killer and a skilled torturer, both qualities that Morgarath prized in a subordinate.

			Teezal hesitated, turning his feathered bonnet in his hands, several meters back from the large table Morgarath used as a desk. The Baron of Gorlan made a bad-tempered gesture, summoning him closer.

			“Oh, come forward! Don’t shilly-shally there like a nervous bride! You’ve broken my train of thought now, so you might as well get on with it.”

			Teezal forced a smile onto his features. In his own right, he was a man who inspired fear and loathing in others. He was cruel and vicious and would kill without hesitation. Yet even a blackhearted monster like him harbored a deep-seated fear of his lord. Morgarath could fly off the handle without notice if he heard news he didn’t like. More than one of his minions had paid with their lives for his terrible, unpredictable temper. He shuffled forward a few steps, making sure to stop while he was out of the tall, blond-haired man’s reach. He glanced behind him, marking the escape route to the door.

			None of this went unnoticed by Morgarath but he said nothing to ease Teezal’s nervousness. He ruled by fear and he wanted his men to be frightened and uncertain in his presence. He held Teezal’s eyes with an unblinking gaze. He saw the other man swallow nervously a few times. Teezal, uncertain as to whether he should speak, opened his mouth and realized his lips were dry. He moistened them, took a breath, hesitated.

			“Were you planning on standing there all day gawking at me?” Morgarath said. His voice was deep and beautifully modulated. But the beauty was like that of a venomous snake. It held its own sense of threat.

			“It’s from . . . Dacton Fief.” Teezal managed to force the words out. Again, Morgarath maintained a long silence, while Teezal’s fingers gripped and ungripped the bonnet he held before his chest.

			“Did you want me to guess what it is?” Morgarath said finally.

			Teezal shook his head, then found his voice. “The Ranger . . . the former Ranger,” he corrected himself, “has gone.”

			Morgarath glanced down at the list on his desk. “That would be Leander?”

			Teezal nodded several times. “Yes, my lord. Leander it is. Or was,” he added nervously.

			“I seem to recall he was making life . . . difficult for his replacement—refusing to give up the Ranger cabin he had been living in.”

			“Exactly, Lord Morgarath. Not that the new man wanted to live in the cabin anyway. But Leander was unsettling things in the village attached to the castle. The people there weren’t sure who the Ranger actually was.”

			“Then, presumably, it’s a good thing that he’s moved on.” Morgarath’s tone was silky and sarcastic. “Presumably, things are no longer unsettled, as you put it.”

			“No, my lord. I mean, yes, my lord. That’s correct.”

			“Then why did you see fit to interrupt my important research”—he flicked a finger at the huge book he had pushed aside—“to bring me such totally unimportant news? Leander was causing a problem. Now he’s gone. Why did I need to be apprised of this breathtakingly unimportant fact?”

			Teezal could feel a trickle of sweat running down the back of his neck. Morgarath was smiling coldly at him. But the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

			“It was more . . . the manner of his going, my lord,” he finally managed to say.

			“Oh? Did a dragon swoop down from the clouds and bear him away?” said Morgarath, the sarcasm heavy in his voice.

			Teezal, trapped by those eyes, shook his head. “No, my lord . . .”

			“A griffin then? A griffin swooped down and took him.”

			“No, lord. It was the former Ranger Crowley.”

			As he said it, Teezal realized the absurdity of his statement. He had made it sound as if the former Ranger had swooped from the heavens and borne Leander away. He waited for a sneering retort from Morgarath. But now the Baron’s face had darkened with rage.

			“Crowley? That redheaded interfering fool from Hogarth Fief?”

			Teezal nodded several times. “Aye, my lord. That’s the one. Crowley.”

			“And do I take it that the arrogant Hibernian Halt was with him?”

			Teezal hesitated. “He did have a companion, my lord. But whether it was the Hibernian or not, I couldn’t say.” It was better to profess ignorance than to offer Morgarath information that might prove false, he knew.

			Morgarath grunted. “I’ll wager it was. So Leander went off with them, did he?”

			“Aye, my lord. And there’s rumor that he’s not the only one to join them. Word is that the Rangers Berrigan and Egon are also—”

			“They’re not Rangers. I dismissed them. They’re renegades,” Morgarath snapped.

			“Of course, my lord. But as I say, it’s rumored that they’ve joined together.”

			“To what purpose?”

			Teezal hesitated, then shrugged unhappily. “I don’t know, my lord. I’ve had no information about what they intend to do.”

			“Hmmmph.” Morgarath stared at the window as he drummed his fingers on the table. So Crowley and several other Rangers had banded together, he thought. He wondered what they might have in mind. “Chances are, they’ll simply become outlaws. I’ve always thought that the Rangers were not much better than outlaws anyway. In any event, there’s not much they can do to bother me, is there?”

			“No, my lord.”

			“No. Four or five of them won’t pose any threat to my plans. We’ll have to deal with them at some time, I imagine. But for the moment, I have more important matters to deal with than a few disgruntled renegades hiding in the forest and shooting deer. I’ll deal with them when I’ve taken the throne.”

			“Yes, lord. I simply thought you should know,” Teezal said, suddenly nervous that he might have disturbed Morgarath for no good reason.

			But the black-clad Baron nodded absently as he pulled the massive book back to the center of the desk. “No, no. You did well to tell me,” he said.

			Teezal heaved a mental sigh of relief. After all, as he had thought before, with Morgarath, you never knew. He glanced down at the book in front of Morgarath and let out an involuntary exclamation of horror.

			“By the gods! What’s that?” He pointed at the illustration of the grotesque beast.

			Morgarath smiled. “It’s called a Wargal,” he said, looking down at the illustration himself. “Some people say they’re mythical beasts. Have you ever heard of them?”

			Teezal shook his head, his eyes riveted on the fearsome illustration. “Can’t say I have, my lord.”

			“And yet this book says they existed in times past. They’re simple-minded, semihuman creatures, strong as a bear and as vicious as a wildcat. They make fearsome soldiers, as they’re afraid of nothing. They will keep attacking as long as their commander orders them to do so. They kill without remorse.” He allowed himself an indulgent smile. “Rather like yourself, Teezal.”

			“How do you command them?” Teezal asked.

			Morgarath turned back a page and consulted the text. “It says they communicate without spoken words. Their minds contact each other. And they can be controlled and commanded by a mind stronger than their own.”

			Teezal frowned. “How would a person manage that?”

			Morgarath smiled sarcastically. “A person like you wouldn’t. But someone with a powerful, dominant mind”—he paused, then continued—“such as me, for example, can make contact and bend them to his wishes. It says here”—he tapped the text with one forefinger—“that King Prescott the Conqueror enslaved them to his will some three hundred years ago. They provided him with an unbeatable army and victory after victory—until he lost control of them.”

			“How did that happen?” Teezal said, fascinated.

			“He became a drunkard, and the alcohol weakened his brain, making his mental signals uncertain and disjointed. The Wargal army rebelled, killing their human commanders, and deserted. It’s said they disappeared into the Mountains of Rain and Night, and became lost in the wilderness up there.”

			Teezal nodded gravely. “I’ve heard tales about some terrible beasts in those mountains.”

			“And perhaps they were based in truth. Once we have the current problem settled, I might take the time to seek them out and bend them to my will. It’d be handy to have an inexorable force of killers who know no fear.”

			Teezal swallowed. The idea of the bestial creatures running amok and killing indiscriminately was a worrying one. Morgarath saw the concern in his eyes.

			“Never fear, Teezal. I’ll make sure they never attack you.”

			Teezal lowered his head in a small bow. “Thank you, my lord,” he said in a low voice.

			Morgarath looked at him for a second or two, then made a dismissing gesture. “Now go away and leave me to my studies,” he said.
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THESE DAYS, THE RANGERS HAD TO SEARCH FOR A LARGER campsite when they stopped for the night.

			Halt and Crowley continued to share the lean-to tarpaulin they had been using since they began their journey. The others each had a small one-man Ranger tent, which they pitched in a semicircle facing the fireplace each night.

			Their horses, being Ranger trained, didn’t need restraining at night but were left to wander free and graze in the vicinity of the campsite. But the extra numbers meant that they needed to be more organized than they’d been before, so Crowley assigned camp tasks to each of them.

			He and Halt volunteered to continue with the preparation of meals. And, since they were good cooks, the others agreed readily. The more menial tasks of gathering firewood, building a fireplace and fetching water were all assigned on a rotating roster to the others, as was the cleaning of pots and pans used for cooking. Each Ranger cleaned his own plate and eating utensils and all of them contributed to the pot by hunting.

			The weather continued fine, although the nights were chilly. But camping outdoors was no hardship to such seasoned travelers and, in the evenings, after they had eaten, Berrigan would usually sit and coax pleasant melodies from his gitarra.

			Norris, it turned out, was an expert fisherman and he loved to spend the last hour of daylight sitting beside a stream, with a long, limber fishing pole extended over the water. He had an uncanny knack of sensing where fish might lie and often supplemented their larder with fresh river trout or the occasional succulent salmon. When such opportunities arose, he was excused from the daily chores of setting up camp. The prospect of fresh fish for dinner more than compensated for the extra work the others had to undertake.

			All in all, Halt thought, if it weren’t for the deadly serious reason underlying their journey, it would have been a very pleasant interlude.

			On this particular evening, Norris had managed to land a three-kilogram salmon for their supper. Halt and Crowley had wrapped the cleaned fish, liberally covered in butter and slices of wild-growing onion and lemon, in bark and large leaves so that it was completely sealed, then created an earth oven by shoveling red-hot coals from the fire into a small trench they dug next to the fireplace proper. They laid the wrapped fish into the trench, then covered it with more coals. Finally, they heaped earth over the layer of coals and left the fish to steam and roast inside the leaves while they sliced potatoes and fried them in butter in a cast-iron pan, with mushrooms and wilted wild greens to go with them.

			The group sat round the fire when the meal was served, eating steadfastly, without too much conversation to slow down the eating process. Finally, Berrigan leaned back after his third helping, licked his buttery fingers and sighed contentedly.

			“It’s a pleasure to have you aboard,” he said to Norris, who frowned, not understanding.

			“Aboard?” he said. “Aboard what? We’re not on a ship.”

			As has been stated, Norris tended to take things literally.

			Berrigan simply smiled at him. “I mean it’s a pleasure to have you around, if you can produce fish like that one.”

			“Oh. Thank you,” said Norris. He smiled awkwardly. He wasn’t a man who was used to compliments. Berrigan cleaned his greasy fingers on a convenient piece of cloth, realized too late that it was the hem of his cloak and shrugged. A few stains and smears on one’s clothes never hurt anyone. In fact, he thought, as he looked down his nose at the irregular, greasy stain, it might well add to the camouflage qualities of his cloak. He glanced across the fire to where Leander was absentmindedly wiping his hands on the front of his shirt. Beside him, Crowley belched gently.

			“We’re a refined lot, aren’t we?” Halt said. “We’d be a big hit at a formal dinner at Castle Araluen.”

			Crowley shrugged. “We’re not at a formal dinner party. We’re in camp. Camp manners and castle manners are two different things.”

			“So I’ve noticed,” Halt said, then he belched as well. Raised in Castle Dun Kilty in Clonmel, he had been taught to behave with strict table manners and politeness in his youth and he was enjoying the freedom of being on the road with such an easygoing group. The belch was a long and resounding one and he smiled in satisfaction.

			“Better out than in,” he said.

			Egon gave him a sidelong glance. “Not for those of us who are out here with it.”

			Halt considered that and nodded. He couldn’t argue with it.

			The beauty of cooking the salmon the way they had done was that there was no pot to clean afterward. The cast-iron pan in which they had cooked the potatoes needed cleaning and scouring, however. So Egon checked the water bucket and saw it was only a quarter full.

			“I’ll get water,” he said, and moved off into the shadows, soon being lost among the trees. Even on such a mundane task as fetching water, Rangers tended to be as unobtrusive as possible, instinctively moving from one patch of shade or cover to the next. It was a lifelong skill that they practiced constantly, and unthinkingly. On more than one occasion, a Ranger’s life had been saved by the practice.

			“We should reach Redmont tomorrow,” Crowley said. “I’ll be interested to see how Baron Arald greets us.” They were currently in Eagleton Fief and had spent the past two days inquiring about one of the dismissed Rangers—a man named Samdash. But they had had no success. People in the villages they had passed through had given them no word of the Ranger’s present whereabouts. Crowley’s inquiries were met with blank looks and stony silence. Finally, they had decided to abandon the search for Samdash and proceed to the adjoining Redmont Fief.

			“Who’s the Ranger at Redmont again?” Halt asked. He had been told, but he was full of delicious food and a little drowsy so the effort of searching his memory for the man’s name seemed too much.

			“Farrel,” Crowley told him.

			Berrigan looked up at the name. “He’s a good man.”

			Leander nodded agreement. “One of the best. He’ll be a great addition to the group. He’s fought in more than one battle on the northern frontier when he was assigned to Norgate Fief. I hear he uses a battleax in close combat. Frightened the lights out of more than one Scotti warrior, I believe.”

			“Is that allowed?” Halt asked. “I didn’t think Rangers were encouraged to use heavy, close-range weapons like axes and swords.”

			“Technically we’re not. But who’s going to tell a man with a battleax?” Berrigan said, his eyes half closed as he leaned back and enjoyed the heat radiating from the fire.

			Crowley yawned hugely. “We should start thinking of turning in,” he said, trying to remember whose turn it was for the first watch. The prospect of his bedroll was a very pleasant one. He looked up curiously as Cropper emerged from the trees and emitted a low-level grunting noise. “What is it, boy?”

			Then understanding dawned and he started to his feet, his hand reaching for the saxe knife, where it lay in its scabbard on the fallen tree trunk he had been using for a backrest.

			Before he could draw the weapon, however, an arrow hissed across the clearing and slammed, quivering, into the log, a few centimeters from his hand.

			“Don’t anybody move,” a harsh voice said out of the darkness. “There are four of us and we all have arrows ready nocked.”

			Four indistinct figures moved out of the shadows under the trees. Crowley, his night vision ruined by staring into the glowing coals of the fire, squinted to see them more clearly. As they came into the circle of light thrown by the fire, he could see they were all dressed in Ranger cloaks and carried massive longbows.

			As the speaker had said, each one of them had an arrow nocked on the string, drawn back about thirty centimeters. There was an air of competence and quiet confidence about them that told him they could draw fully and shoot in less than a second if necessary.

			Slowly, Crowley moved his hand away from the saxe.

			“Take it easy,” he said, his voice calm and untroubled. “We’re not your enemies.”

			“We’ll decide that,” said the speaker. His face was hidden in the shadow of his cowl, with only the lower third visible. Crowley, Halt and the others were caught at a disadvantage, lying relaxing against the trunk of the tree.

			Halt studied the four figures. He rolled slightly to one side and used his fingertips to slide his throwing knife out of its scabbard, keeping it concealed beneath his body.

			As he moved, the second figure from the right turned to cover him, the partly drawn arrow shaft pointing in his direction.

			“Don’t do anything stupid,” the man warned him. His voice sounded younger than that of the original speaker but his features too were concealed in the shadow of his cowl.

			Halt held his hands up in submission. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said mildly.

			“Who are you?” Crowley asked.

			The original speaker turned to face him directly, although his face was still hidden by the cowl. “That’s funny,” he said. “I seem to be the one with the bow. So I would have thought I’d be the one asking the questions.” He paused a few seconds, letting that sink in, then continued in a harder tone. “Who are you?”

			“My name is Crowley. I’m a former Ranger, as I’m guessing you are. And these are my companions, Halt, Berrigan—”

			He got no further. The cowled man interrupted roughly. “Actually, I don’t really care who you are. I want to know why you’ve been asking about me.”

			A look of understanding came over Crowley’s face. “You’re Samdash?”

			The other man made a peremptory gesture with the point of his arrow. “You’re fond of answering a question with one of your own, aren’t you?” he said. “Yes. I’m Samdash. Now why have you been asking about me? Did Morgarath send you to hunt us down?”

			“Morgarath?” Crowley said with a hollow laugh. “Far from it! I’m no friend of his. None of us are.”

			“So you say. Nevertheless—”

			“Put your weapons down . . . now!” Egon’s voice came from the darkness behind the four men. Samdash tensed and began to turn around, but Egon spoke again.

			“No. Don’t turn around or I’ll shoot,” he said calmly.

			Samdash stopped the movement and cursed under his breath. He hadn’t been told how many men were in the group who were asking about him. The villagers who had told him had been hazy on that point—five or six, they’d said. Obviously, he realized now, it had been six. But he didn’t let his sense of frustration show as he spoke again.

			“You do realize there are four of us and only one of you?” he said. “We could easily—”

			He flinched violently as two arrows slammed in quick succession into a tree stump by his knee.

			“You couldn’t easily do anything,” Egon said. “But I could easily take down two of you before you could turn—as you just saw.”

			In spite of himself, Samdash looked down at the two shafts quivering in the stump. That had been extremely fast shooting. Ranger-trained shooting, he thought.

			“In addition, I’m behind you and in the dark, whereas you’re outlined against the fire, where I can see you. Before your other two men could locate me, I’d have plenty of time to hit them as well.” He paused, then added, “Of course, that won’t be of much interest to you, because you’ll be the first one to die.”

			Samdash ground his teeth together in frustration and anger. He had been careless, he realized. They had spent the afternoon searching for the small group who were asking after him, finally locating them by the glint of their fire through the trees. Then, instead of waiting and watching to ascertain how many of them there were, he had led his men forward impulsively. And now they had been outflanked. Taking a deep breath, he glanced sideways at his three companions.

			“Ease your strings, boys,” he said, “and lay your bows down as he says.”

			Four bowstrings were let down with a series of slight creaks. The bows were set on the ground and the arrows returned to their quivers. Crowley waited until the threat was removed, then rose slowly and walked forward. To Samdash’s slight bewilderment, he held his hand out in greeting.

			“As I was saying, I’m Crowley and I’m delighted to meet you.”
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SO NOW THERE WERE TEN IN THEIR GROWING PARTY OF former Rangers. Samdash’s companions were Lewin, Berwick—which he pronounced “Berrick”—and Jurgen. They were all names on Crowley’s list—Rangers who had been dismissed by orders purporting to come from the King. Samdash, however, was suspicious and, by dint of some judicious investigation, had determined that Morgarath was probably behind their dismissal. The four had banded together and their plan was to travel to Gorlan Fief and turn outlaw, preying on the couriers and traders serving Castle Gorlan.

			“If nothing else,” Berwick said, “we can be an infernal nuisance to Morgarath.”

			Crowley confirmed their suspicions about Morgarath’s hand in their dismissal. And he offered them a far more effective way of getting their revenge. When the newcomers heard of his plan to release Prince Duncan and face Morgarath at the Gorlan tournament, they were eager to join Crowley’s group.

			There was one problem, however. Samdash was unwilling to accept Crowley’s leadership. They discussed it long into the night, without reaching an agreement. A vote would have settled it—after all, there were six in Crowley’s group and four in Samdash’s. But Crowley feared that if Samdash lost the vote, he would depart, with his followers.

			“After all,” Samdash said, after some time, “I’ve been leading this group for the past four weeks.”

			“And you led them straight into trouble tonight,” said Halt, who had so far refrained from speaking. “You didn’t take the time to find out how many men you were stalking. You just rushed in and let Egon get behind you. That’s not good leadership. That’s the sort of impulsive behavior that gets men killed.”

			Crowley looked quickly at Samdash, whose face was flushed with anger. He felt it best to say nothing, but to see how the other ex-Ranger reacted. Surprisingly, it was Jurgen who spoke next, and he agreed with Halt.

			“The Hibernian’s right. You’re a good man, Samdash, but you’re too impulsive to be a good leader. You’re impatient to get things done and that leads to mistakes.”

			Samdash went to answer, but he was cut off by Lewin. Lewin had only been a Ranger for two years. He was one of the least experienced of the group. But now that the subject was raised, he was ready to add his contribution.

			“I agree with Jurgen,” he said quietly. “You take too many risks, Samdash. On top of that, Crowley and his men have a real plan to take the fight to Morgarath. We were simply going to be a nuisance to him. I say we stay with them, and accept Crowley as our leader.”

			Samdash, growing more flushed by the moment, looked to Berwick. Berwick was an older man. His beard was flecked with gray. He was steady and reliable and Samdash valued his advice. Berwick pursed his lips and shrugged. He knew Samdash wasn’t going to like what he had to say, but he also believed that he should hear it.

			“If it comes to a vote, I’ll vote for Crowley,” he said. He inclined his head toward the redheaded Ranger. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, young man. And you were trained by a great Ranger.” He looked back at his former leader. “Sorry, Samdash, but he’s the better choice.”

			“Well, that settles it, I suppose,” Samdash said, throwing his hands wide apart. “Crowley is leader.” He wasn’t happy about it. His ego was bruised by his friends’ rejection. But he realized that if he disagreed and left, he would be on his own. At least, by staying with the group, he would have a chance to strike back at Morgarath, and he wanted that more than anything else.

			He leaned over and shook hands with Crowley, accepting his leadership. Crowley looked him in the eyes and judged that he was a man of his word. Samdash didn’t like the way things had turned out, but he’d accept Crowley’s orders.

			“Thank you,” Crowley said simply. There was no point in making a speech. It was best just to let matters proceed.

			Shortly after, they turned in for the night. Lewin volunteered to take the first watch. Berwick went to fetch their horses, which they had left in a glade five hundred meters away. The two groups of horses greeted each other and then moved quietly to graze close to the camp. The Rangers doused the fire and settled into their blankets. Like the others, the new members of the group had one-man tents. Soon the little campsite was quiet, except for the occasional gentle snore from one of the tents.

			They moved on the following morning, riding in two files along the narrow forest track that led to the high road to Redmont. Crowley was pleased to see that their new recruits made a point of splitting up, not forming a clique but mixing with the established members of the group. Round the middle of the morning, he dispatched Jurgen and Berrigan to hunt. The two rode off together, rejoining them a couple of hours later with half a dozen plump mallard ducks.

			Halt and Crowley rode together, some ten meters ahead of the others, where they could talk without being overheard.

			“I’ve been wondering, why didn’t Cropper alert us earlier last night?”

			“He would have if he’d caught their scent. But they came from downwind. By the time he heard them, it was too late.”

			“Do you think Samdash will be all right?” Halt asked. There was an edge of doubt in his voice. Crowley considered the question for some seconds before answering.

			“I think so,” he said carefully. “Though he does seem a little arrogant, and his ego took a blow last night.”

			“More fool him for letting Egon sneak up behind them like that,” Halt said.

			Crowley nodded slowly before answering. “That was careless. But then again, so was I. I should have posted a sentry to make sure we weren’t surprised.”

			Halt shrugged. “We may have been at fault there—”

			Crowley interrupted him. “Not we. I. I was at fault. I’m the leader. I should have known better.”

			“All right,” Halt conceded. “But there’s a big difference between being a little careless and planning an attack without proper reconnaissance or preparation. He just barged in without taking the trouble to see how many of us there were.”

			“Still, I’ll need to bear it in mind for the future. But you are right. Samdash does act too hastily. He sees himself as a leader of men but he acts without thinking. And he had no real plan as to what he and his men might do in the future. Mounting nuisance raids against Morgarath’s patrols wasn’t going to achieve too much.”

			“The important question is, do you trust him?” Halt asked.

			Crowley considered his reply for several seconds. “Yes. I do. When I explained what we had in mind last night, I could see he was impressed. He’d never thought it through that far.”

			“I’d be surprised if he thought anything through.”

			“I think you’re being too hard on him. If he’s given a detailed plan of action, he’ll carry it out, I’m sure.”

			“If you say so,” Halt said reluctantly. He respected Crowley’s ability to judge character. The young Hibernian tended to make quick judgments based on first impressions and he knew they often turned out to be mistaken as time went by. Crowley, he knew, had a more measured view. That’s what made him a better leader than Halt. So if he felt Samdash could be relied upon, Halt was prepared to accept his decision.

			They stopped for a quick midday meal of bread and dried meat and fruit, then proceeded onto the high road, where Crowley pushed the pace up to a steady canter. He kept glancing around nervously as they ate up the miles to Castle Redmont. As its name suggested, the high road was built on elevated ground, with extensive views over the surrounding farm and forestland.

			“I feel very exposed here,” Crowley muttered to Halt. “We can see for miles, but that means we can be seen for miles. And we’re becoming a rather noticeable group.”

			“Maybe we should split into two or three groups,” Halt suggested.

			Crowley shook his head. “After we’re done with Baron Arald,” he said. “I think we’re relatively safe here in Redmont Fief.”

			They topped a rise around four o’clock and found themselves looking across a small, shallow valley to Castle Redmont. In the late afternoon light, it glowed a dull red. The party stopped to study the land, spreading themselves out on either side of Halt and Crowley.

			“That’s magnificent,” Halt breathed, looking at the massive red-hued building rearing up above the surrounding countryside.

			“It’s quite something, isn’t it?” Crowley said. He had visited Redmont as an apprentice. “It’s built of ironstone. That’s why it glows red in the westering sun. It’s not as beautiful as Castle Gorlan or Castle Araluen. But I prefer it somehow. It’s more . . . businesslike.” He rode forward out of the line and turned so that he was facing the others.

			“Halt and I will go ahead to talk to the Baron,” he said. “And to see if the Ranger Farrel will join us. But there’s no sense in letting the world know how many of us there are now. The rest of you head down to those trees”—he indicated a densely growing section of forest at the bottom of the slope—“and make camp there. We’ll join you after we’ve spoke to Arald and Farrel.”

			There was a mumble of assent from the others. Samdash looked vaguely disappointed. He wanted to go with them into the castle. But he recognized the sense of what Crowley was saying and reluctantly agreed. He also knew he wouldn’t have thought of keeping their numbers a secret. He would have barged in with all the others. He pursed his lips thoughtfully. Perhaps he was a little too impulsive, he thought, and, for the first time, he accepted the fact that Crowley was a better, more thoughtful leader than he would have been. But there was something that needed to be said.

			“What happens if you’re wrong about Arald and he claps you in the dungeon?”

			Crowley smiled at him. “It’s a good point. After we’ve made contact, and we see how matters lie, we’ll send a signal from the battlements—there, above the main gate.”

			They all looked at the spot as he pointed to it. “We’ll have someone wave a red flag there. So one of you stay up here to keep watch for it while the others make camp. If you don’t see it within an hour or two, you’ll know we’ve been captured.”

			“What should we do then?” Leander asked.

			“Two choices,” Crowley told him. “Either disband and go home or break into the castle and get us out. I know which choice I’d prefer you to make,” he added, with a half smile. “Egon, I’ll leave you to work out how that’s done.”

			The others looked at Egon. Crowley had chosen him because he was the oldest and steadiest member of the group. He wouldn’t run any silly risks. He nodded back at Crowley.

			“I’ll wait here for the signal then,” Samdash said, determined to have some role to play. “I’ll give it an hour after you’ve gone through the castle gate.”

			“Better make it an hour and a half,” Crowley told him. “These days, there’s a lot of searching and questioning going on at castles like Redmont. We could be left cooling our heels for some time.”

			Samdash nodded. “An hour and a half then,” he agreed. “I’ll time it from the moment you enter the gate.”

			“Very well.” Crowley looked round the line of grim faces once more to see if everyone understood their role. Then he twitched the reins and faced Cropper toward the slope leading down into the valley. “Come on, Halt,” he said.

			As Halt urged Abelard forward to join him, Crowley turned back in his saddle. “No fire,” he said. “Let’s not let the world know where we are. Make sure the camp is well hidden.”

			Cropper would find them, he knew. The others wheeled their horses and began to ride single file down the other side of the hill toward the trees. Only Samdash remained behind. He slipped from his saddle and led his horse to a small copse of trees, where he would be concealed by the shadows. There was a patch of sunlight and he selected a straight branch from the deadfalls lying around. He drove it upright into the ground, noting where its shadow lay. Then he made a mark at a point that he knew the shadow would reach in a little over an hour. Making sure he had a clear view of the castle and his improvised shadow clock, he settled down to wait.

			Crowley and Halt rode down the gentle slope. The castle was set at the top of a hill, dominating the landscape, but in the foreground, they could make out the roofs of buildings that marked a village. Several thin spires of smoke rose from among them. Cook fires, Halt thought.

			“That’s the village of Wensley,” Crowley told him, and he nodded. “And there’s the Tarbus River, running between the village and the castle.”

			They could see the river twisting and turning, glinting silver gray in the late afternoon sun. There was a timber bridge across it and Halt could see that the center section was removable. If the village came under attack, the people could retreat to the safety of the castle, removing the center section of the bridge as they went to impede the progress of any pursuers.

			“Looks like a good defensive site,” he said.

			“Redmont is one of the three great castles of the Kingdom. Castle Gorlan and Castle Araluen itself are the other two,” Crowley said.

			They rode in silence down the main street of the village and from there to the bridge. Their horses’ hooves clopped loudly on the planks. Halt noticed the sound changed to a hollow note as they rode across the removable section. Obviously, it was made from lighter timber than the rest of the structure.

			From the bridge, the hill became steeper as they rode up to the castle. Unlike other castles Halt had seen, Redmont was a three-sided structure, with a tall keep in the center, inside the triangular walls, and towers at each of the three corners.

			“Three walls?” he commented to Crowley.

			“They needed less ironstone that way. It’s not a common material. But it’s virtually indestructible. You could shoot away with siege weapons all day here and barely make a mark on the walls.”

			The walls loomed above them as they drew closer. The road led to a huge drawbridge, set across the moat and currently lowered, with a heavy portcullis on the far side, in the gateway to the castle.

			Two spearmen in half armor were on guard at the near end of the drawbridge. They stepped into the middle of the road to bar Halt’s and Crowley’s passage as the two horsemen drew closer. Crowley had re-donned his camouflage cloak for this encounter and now he produced his silver oakleaf insignia from under it, holding it up for the sentries to see.

			“King’s Ranger,” he said, his voice full of authority. “I’m here on official business to see the Baron.”
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THEY WERE KEPT WAITING IN THE ANTEROOM OUTSIDE THE Baron’s office for some twenty minutes. Crowley kept glancing at a water clock on the mantelshelf as the liquid slowly dripped away and the level lowered. Halt realized his friend was worrying about Samdash, sitting on the hill waiting for their signal that all was well.

			Finally, Arald’s secretary emerged from the inner room and beckoned them in.

			“The Baron will see you now,” he said.

			The office was a large room, with a huge fireplace to one side and a low table surrounded by four comfortable-looking chairs on the other. In the middle, facing a window that looked out over the parkland, was Arald’s massive desk—an oak table set on four thick legs, with his high-backed chair behind it and three straight-backed wooden chairs in front.

			The Baron was writing as they entered. He looked up and waved his quill toward the chairs. “Sit down,” he said. His tone was curt and decidedly unwelcoming.

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a worried glance and took their seats.

			Arald was a burly, broad-shouldered man and Halt guessed he was in his mid-twenties. He was handsome and clean-shaven, and looked to be well muscled—although it appeared that he might have a problem controlling his weight. He had a hint of a double chin and his tunic seemed to strain across his middle. There was a large bowl of sweets on the desk close to his left hand and he absentmindedly popped one into his mouth and chewed on it. A long sword in a red leather scabbard, chased with silver, lay sideways across the table, its two-handed hilt within easy reach of his right hand.

			Arald glared at them for some moments before speaking. “I suppose you’re two more of those useless fops Morgarath keeps sending to replace my Ranger,” he said harshly. Then he frowned slightly. “Although I have to admit, you don’t look like the others.”

			“The others?” Crowley asked.

			Arald continued. “He’s sent two so far—spineless couch lizards they were too. The first one came with a letter over the King’s seal, accusing Farrel of attacking and robbing a party of traders on the border between Gorlan and Redmont, and dismissing him from the Ranger Corps. I sent that one packing back to Morgarath.”

			“You didn’t believe the accusation?” Halt asked.

			Arald glanced at him curiously, noticing the Hibernian accent. “No, I didn’t—since Farrel was traveling with me at the time he was supposed to have committed the offense. I sent back a letter to that effect but the only reaction was another of those soft-handed idiots turned up, repeating the accusation and bearing a commission to take over as Ranger of Redmont Fief. Sent him packing too.”

			He paused, eyeing them suspiciously. “But if you came from Morgarath, you already know this.”

			Crowley cleared his throat, then said deliberately, “We didn’t come from Morgarath.” He hesitated, looking to Halt, not sure whether he should reveal their hand. The Hibernian nodded and Crowley continued. “In fact, we think he means to usurp the throne. We plan to accuse him of doing that at the annual tournament at Gorlan.”

			Arald had been leaning forward to talk to them. Now he sat back in surprise, studying the two faces before him. He saw a grim resolve in each and he inclined his head thoughtfully. “I was going to bring the charges against Farrel before the Council of Barons at the tournament to have them dropped. Sounds like you’re preparing to do a whole lot more. Who’s we and how do you plan to do it?”

			“We are a group of former Rangers—all of us dismissed by Morgarath, who claimed to act on the King’s behalf. We plan to enlist the aid of Prince Duncan and get him to issue us with a royal warrant in lieu of the King.”

			Arald made a dismissive gesture. “Duncan won’t be any use,” he said bitterly. “Last I heard, he was stirring up trouble on the northern border and doing his best to break our treaty with the Scotti.”

			“That’s not Duncan,” Halt said. “That’s an impostor working under Morgarath’s orders. We’ve seen him. The real Duncan is being held prisoner in Castle Wildriver. We believe that’s how Morgarath is keeping the King under control.”

			Arald let out a low whistle of surprise. “Is he now?” he said. “How do you know all this?”

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a glance, then Halt answered. “We intercepted a messenger from Morgarath to the master of Castle Wildriver. He was carrying dispatches that detailed how Duncan was to be held prisoner until after the tournament. They also mentioned the fake Duncan and how he’s working to discredit the prince.”

			Arald studied the two young men with a new level of regard. “You two have been doing your homework, haven’t you? Do you still have those messages?”

			Crestfallen, Crowley shook his head. “We resealed them and left them with the messenger. He was unconscious and never knew we had read them. We thought it best if Morgarath didn’t know they’d been intercepted.”

			Arald absentmindedly popped another sweet into his mouth and chewed for a few seconds, thinking.

			“Hmmm. Yes. You were probably right to do that. No sense in forewarning him. Pity, however. They would have been concrete proof of his scheming.”

			He reached for a small silver bell on the desk and pealed it several times. Almost immediately, the door opened and his secretary’s face appeared around it.

			“Yes, my lord?”

			“Martin, ask Mistress DuLacy to join us here, would you? And send someone to fetch Farrel as well.”

			“Yes, my lord.” Martin disappeared around the door’s edge.

			Halt was vaguely reminded of a jack in the box. Then he remembered something. He leaned toward Crowley and whispered, “Samdash.”

			Crowley raised a finger, acknowledging the reminder. “My lord,” he said to Arald, “one of our men is watching the castle. If we don’t signal that all is well, it’ll trigger a rescue attempt from the rest of our men. We said we’d wave a red flag from the battlements near the gate.”

			“I’ll attend to it,” Arald said. At that moment there was a knock and Martin reappeared.

			“Mistress DuLacy and the Ranger are both on their way, my lord,” he said.

			Arald nodded and, as Martin was about to disappear round the door again, he held up a hand to stop him. “Martin, go out onto the battlements over the drawbridge and wave something red, would you?”

			Martin frowned. “Something red, my lord?”

			Arald waved impatiently. “Yes. Yes. A flag. Or a tablecloth. Or your underpants. Anything so long as it’s red. Otherwise we’ll have a gang of Rangers breaking in on us.”

			Martin’s expression made it clear that he had no idea what Arald was talking about. It was also clear that this wasn’t unusual. “As you say, my lord.”

			Arald turned back to Crowley and Halt with a smile that seemed to say he enjoyed confusing his secretary. Then he went back to business.

			“So what exactly did you have in mind?” he asked.

			“We plan to rescue Duncan from Castle Wildriver,” Crowley said, “and have him confront Morgarath at the tournament. We also think it would be a good idea to kidnap the impostor—the false Duncan—and have him confess.”

			Arald’s eyebrows went up. “Ambitious,” he said. “And exactly how many of you are there?”

			“There will be twelve,” Crowley told him. “All of us Rangers who have been unfairly dismissed.”

			“You plan to confront Morgarath and accuse him, with just twelve men?”

			“Twelve Rangers,” Halt corrected him.

			Arald turned to eye the dour Hibernian for a few seconds. “Point taken,” he said. “Still, twelve men, even if they are Rangers . . .” He let the sentence hang in the air, but Crowley was quick to reply.

			“We had hoped to have your support, my lord. We’d heard you weren’t fond of Morgarath.”

			Arald smiled, but it was a grim smile, and not at all humorous. “Not fond of him hardly sums it up. I believe he’s a liar and a traitor. And I think you’re right. He’s trying to take over the throne. Unfortunately, a significant number of the barons admire him and look up to him.”

			“We’d heard that you also command a lot of respect among the barons, my lord,” Crowley interjected.

			Arald reacted with a diffident shrug. “Possibly,” he said. “And if I could bring Morgarath before the Council of Barons with proof of what he’s been doing—”

			At that moment, there was a light tap on the door and he didn’t finish the sentence. He glanced across at the door. “Come in,” he called.

			The door opened and Halt’s heart turned over as he found himself looking at the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was tall and slender and graceful. He estimated that she would stand half a head taller than he. She wore a simple and elegant white gown, with the silver laurel branch brooch of her Diplomatic Service insignia on the right shoulder. Her hair was long and ash blond, falling below her shoulders, and her face was exquisite. Her eyes were blue and had a half-amused look to them, as if she watched the world about her and enjoyed what she saw. She looked now at the two strangers sitting with the Baron.

			Halt rose to his feet instantly, knocking his chair over backward, sending it clattering on the bare floorboards of the office. Hastily, he bent to retrieve it and his cowl fell forward over his eyes, so that he was groping blindly for the chair. Finally, he composed himself, shoved the cowl back and righted his chair. Crowley had also risen to his feet, but not in the same precipitate rush as Halt. Halt faced the new arrival, who viewed him with an amused look. She held out her hand.

			“I’m Pauline DuLacy,” she said. He seized her hand, realized he had done so with excessive zeal and released her. He essayed a half bow but only managed to look as if he were studying her feet.

			“Halt,” he finally managed to croak.

			She inclined her head gracefully. “Halt?” she said. “But I wasn’t doing anything. Why should I halt?”

			Halt opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again and searched for words.

			Fortunately, Crowley found them for him.

			“Halt is his name, Mistress DuLacy,” he said.

			Pauline DuLacy raised an eyebrow in poor Halt’s direction. “Indeed?” she said.

			“He’s Hibernian,” Crowley said, as if that explained everything.

			“Ah,” said Pauline DuLacy, as if it did.

			Crowley reached out a hand for hers and, when she took it, he bowed over her hand, touching it lightly to his lips. “And my name is Crowley, Mistress. Delighted to make your acquaintance.”

			“How very gallant, Master Crowley,” she said. She glanced back at Halt, who was still watching her, red-faced and with his mouth slightly open, cursing himself for a clumsy, stumbling social dolt.

			“Crowley is a former Ranger,” Arald explained. “Another one of those dismissed by Morgarath.”

			Pauline turned back to Crowley with a look of understanding. Then she glanced at Halt once more. “And Master Halt—are you a Ranger as well?”

			Again, Halt sought for words, and again, Crowley rescued him—although Halt wished, with a stab of jealousy at Crowley’s ease, that he hadn’t.

			“Halt is as good as a Ranger, my lady. He was trained by Pritchard.”

			“Was he now?” Arald interrupted. He looked at Halt with a new level of respect.

			So did the beautiful Mistress DuLacy, Halt noted, and felt his tongue well and truly tied in a knot once more.

			“Pauline is a senior Courier,” Arald explained, although her clothes made the explanation unnecessary. “She’s the head of the Diplomatic Service here in Redmont.” He allowed that to sink in, then said, “Pauline, these Rangers think Morgarath is planning to take over the throne.”

			The woman looked at him, then at the two cloaked figures before him. “I couldn’t agree more, my lord,” she said.

			“And they want to stop him,” Arald continued.

			Pauline now smiled at them with a new warmth. Halt’s heart lurched.

			“I think that’s an excellent idea,” she said.
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“TELL US WHAT YOU FOUND AT CASTLE GORLAN, PAULINE,” Arald said. Then, turning to the Rangers in explanation, he added, “Pauline went undercover to the castle a week ago, disguised as a traveling noblewoman.”

			“A rather ditzy one, it must be said,” she added, smiling. “I find men tend to feel no threat from a twittering blonde—and because they’re not on their guard, you can learn a lot from them.”

			Both Halt and Crowley regarded her with new admiration. It would take a lot of courage to penetrate Morgarath’s lair in disguise. Pauline and the Baron seemed to think there was nothing special about it.

			“It was obvious that someone important was being kept prisoner in the castle—in the top floor of the eastern tower. I didn’t see who it was, but I saw food being taken in, and servants came and went. And the tower is heavily guarded. I’d say that indicates a high-ranking prisoner. But a prisoner, nonetheless. I assume it’s the King but I have no definite proof.”

			“Of course, Morgarath maintains that he’s protecting the King after that failed assassination attempt,” Crowley said. “That would explain the high level of security.”

			Pauline nodded. “That’s true. It’s a clever ploy. And I believe Duncan was the one behind the attempt on the King’s life.”

			Halt shook his head. “No!” he said abruptly and, as Pauline turned her dazzling smile on him, he found he was once more lost for words. “I, er . . . I mean . . . well, that is . . . ,” he stumbled. Once more, Crowley came to the rescue, and once more, Halt glared at him.

			“We’ve discovered that Prince Duncan is also being held prisoner by Morgarath,” Crowley said.

			Pauline’s eyebrows registered her surprise. “At Gorlan? I saw no sign of him.”

			But Crowley shook his head. “At Castle Wildriver. There’s an impostor moving through the north, leading raids across the border, throwing his weight around in border villages and generally destroying Duncan’s reputation.”

			“Halt and Crowley plan to rescue Duncan, capture the impostor and confront Morgarath with them both at the tournament,” Arald explained.

			Pauline inclined her head slightly to study the two cloaked men. “That’s taking on quite a lot.”

			Halt went to speak, found he couldn’t and cleared his throat instead.

			Crowley glanced at him with amused surprise, then replied. “We have help, mistress. There will be twelve of us, I hope, all former Rangers. And we’re hoping for support from those barons who are loyal to the King and who are willing to side with Baron Arald.”

			“With so many of the barons present at the tournament, along with their retainers and knights, Morgarath will hardly be ready to use force,” the Baron said. “Of course, he’ll have all his knights and men-at-arms present—it’s his home ground, after all. But I doubt he’ll be confident enough to try to do anything by force of arms. He’ll have no confirmed idea yet as to how many of the others will stand by him—particularly if Duncan appears unexpectedly on the scene.”

			Pauline nodded and steepled her fingers together, thinking over what Arald had said. “Yes. I agree. He’ll avoid direct confrontation as long as he can. It’s not his style. He prefers subterfuge and deception wherever possible.”

			“What I need you to do, Pauline, is find out how many of the barons will be prepared to take our side,” Arald said. “Send out your agents. Use your contacts. Get on the road yourself. I hope that the majority of the barons will be loyal to the King and to Duncan, but I want an idea of who won’t be.”

			“It’s a lot to do in the time we have left,” Pauline said.

			The Baron nodded. “I understand. Do what you can. Any information you can get will be valuable.”

			“Invaluable,” Crowley amended, and she smiled at him. Once again, Halt felt a surge of anger at his friend.

			There was a tap at the door and Arald looked toward it. “Come in,” he said.

			The door opened to admit a broad-shouldered man in a Ranger cloak. He carried a bow and there was a quiver slung around his back. On his belt, a heavy battleax was thrust through an iron ring, opposite the double scabbard that all Rangers wore. He wasn’t the typical Ranger, Halt thought. He was taller and more heavily built than most. Perhaps that explained his predilection for the battleax.

			Arald smiled a welcome. “Ah, Farrel. Come on in. Here are two of your confreres.” He indicated Halt and Crowley and the newcomer eyed them critically.

			Crowley held out his hand in greeting. “Crowley,” he said.

			Farrel took his hand, nodding recognition. “I remember you,” he said. Then he jerked his head toward Halt. “Don’t know him.”

			“He’s Halt, and he’s from Hibernia. Old Pritchard trained him in Ranger skills. He’s not officially a Ranger yet, but he’s already annoyed Morgarath considerably.”

			Farrel’s face registered interest at that. “Is that so? What did he do?”

			“Well, for a start, he fought off half a dozen of Morgarath’s men who were attacking me,” Crowley said.

			Farrel nodded approval. “That’s a good start.”

			Halt shrugged. “That was after Morgarath had the hide to offer me a job,” he said.

			“What did you say to that?” Arald put in.

			Halt turned to him to answer. “I told him where he could put it,” he said, then instantly flushed as he remembered Pauline was in the room. He turned to her. “My pardon, Mistress DuLacy. I didn’t—”

			She waved his apology aside. She was already laughing. “I imagine that angered him more than beating up his soldiers,” she said.

			Halt nodded. “I think you’re right.”

			Farrel had been regarding the newcomers and his eyes narrowed in thought. “Are you the two who are going round recruiting Rangers who’ve been dismissed?”

			Crowley nodded. “That’s right. There are ten of us now. Eleven if you’ll join us.”

			“Count on it,” Farrel said. He glanced at Arald for confirmation and the Baron nodded.

			“And twelve once we speak to Truscott, from Eisel Fief,” Halt added.

			But Farrel shook his head. “Truscott is dead,” he said sadly. “He resisted the attempt to have him discredited and dismissed. He was found murdered in his bed.”

			Crowley’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. “A pity,” he said. “He was a good man.”

			“He was a very good man,” Farrel agreed.

			Then Crowley squared his shoulders once more. “Still, eleven Rangers is a good start.”

			Farrel nodded. “Or, in Morgarath’s case, we might be a good finish.”
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AT ARALD’S INVITATION, THEY FETCHED THE OTHER MEMBERS of their party and dined in the castle that night. The Baron’s chef was a smooth-faced young man named Chubb.

			“He’s an artist in the kitchen,” the Baron averred, patting his own belly. “Gives me a lot of trouble keeping the weight down.”

			It was apparent that Chubb had the same problem. Obviously, he spent a lot of time sampling his own wares. The other Rangers all chorused their approval of the magnificent feast he set out before them. The central piece was a splendid turkey pie, with golden-brown, glazed pastry concealing a savory mix of turkey mince, spices and vegetables.

			The Baron’s wife, a beautiful red-haired woman introduced as Lady Sandra—“Never mind the lady, just call me Sandra,” she said—joined them for the meal. She was a charming and gracious host and the Rangers were all captivated by her. Farrel was present as well, and was introduced to his new comrades. Most of them knew him already, of course, if not personally, then by reputation. Farrel was known as a fierce, highly skilled warrior, an adept with the battleax in addition to his Ranger training, and they all felt they were lucky to have him along as part of their band.

			When he first arrived, Halt scanned the dining room for a sight of Mistress Pauline. But the beautiful Courier was nowhere to be seen.

			Arald saw Halt’s quick look around the room, and the flash of disappointment, almost instantly masked, and guessed the reason. “Pauline is getting ready for her mission,” he explained quietly to the young Hibernian. “She’ll be sending out letters to her agents and informants and planning her own itinerary.”

			“Of course.” Halt nodded, showing no sign of his disappointment. He had hoped to make a better showing in front of the beautiful, graceful woman. He felt he had left her with the impression that he was a bumbling, tongue-tied clod. Now, he thought gloomily, she would retain that picture of him.

			For once he would have liked to talk about his past, and impress her with the fact that he was the son of the royal family of Clonmel, and an heir to the throne. That would have dazzled her, he thought. Then, sadly, he realized that it wouldn’t have impressed her in the slightest. A woman like Pauline would judge a man on his own merits, not his parents. He realized that Jurgen was asking Arald a question and turned to listen.

			“Will you be defending your title at the tournament, my lord?” Jurgen asked.

			Arald ate a large chunk of pie and wiped his greasy fingers on his bright yellow doublet. His wife raised her eyes to heaven. For five years, she had been trying to break him of that habit.

			“I suppose so,” he said, spraying pastry crumbs across the table. “Have to give Morgarath a chance to win it back, won’t I?”

			Halt regarded him with interest. Arald was a little overweight, as he had noticed. But he was also burly and broad shouldered, and there were muscles underneath that doublet.

			“You defeated Morgarath in single combat?” he asked. He knew that Morgarath was regarded as one of the most accomplished knights, if not the most accomplished, in Araluen. But this smiling, good-humored, slightly chubby young baron had defeated him.

			Arald shrugged diffidently. “Good luck more than skill,” he said. “I got lucky and he tended to underestimate me. Never a good idea to underestimate an opponent, even if he’s me.” He laughed aloud.

			Halt glanced around and saw Lady Sandra watching her husband shrewdly. She didn’t join in the laughter and, from her expression, Halt guessed that Arald was making light of his own abilities. In his experience, people who attributed their success to luck often had a lot to do with making their own luck.

			The dinner broke up around ten o’clock. Crowley apologized to the Baron for the early finish to the night. “We want to be on the road just after dawn, my lord,” he said.

			Arald nodded his understanding. “I’ve never known a Ranger to sleep in much past sunrise.”

			The others all chorused their thanks as they trooped out of the dining room—making much of the fact that Chubb’s banquet was a welcome change after Halt’s and Crowley’s rough camp cooking—although in truth, they all enjoyed the meals that their two comrades served up each night.

			“I’ll see you at Gorlan on the third day of next month,” Arald told Halt and Crowley as they bade him good night. He gripped both their hands firmly and looked deep into their eyes. Theirs was a dangerous undertaking, but he saw no sign that either of them would flinch from it.

			Chubb hurried up to them as they were about to go, with a white cloth bundled around a large section of turkey pie. “It’ll be fine to eat cold on the road for your lunch tomorrow,” he said and they took it gratefully.

			Arald watched the two men descend the stairs, their soft boots making virtually no sound on the flagstones. Then, as they went through the high doorway and out into the castle yard, he returned to the dining hall, where he had a flagon of good wine to finish and where Sandra was waiting for him.

			“They’re a good group of men,” she said and he glanced keenly at her. He respected her opinion in such matters—always had, he realized.

			“You think so?”

			She nodded. “Well trained. Loyal. Expert archers. Eleven men like that will make a group to be reckoned with.”

			“They are Rangers, after all,” he said. “Real Rangers, not like the pretenders that Morgarath has been palming off on fiefs for the past few years. I’m particularly impressed with their leaders—Crowley and Halt,” he added.

			Sandra took a sip of her wine. “Crowley is their leader, isn’t he?”

			Arald acknowledged the statement. “He’s been elected as their leader. But the others look up to Halt just as much as to him. They’ll obey Crowley. But Halt is the sort of man you follow instinctively.”

			“Even you?” She smiled, but he took the question seriously.

			“Yes, given the right circumstances, I’d follow him. He’s a natural leader.”

			The door flew open and Pauline DuLacy rushed into the room, slightly flushed and a little out of breath after running up two flights of stairs. She looked quickly around the dining room, saw the empty chairs pushed back from the table and the servants clearing away the remains of the meal, and her face fell.

			“They’re gone?” she asked.

			“A few minutes ago,” Arald told her.

			She looked around, as if wondering whether there might be time to catch up to them, then realized that she hadn’t seen them crossing the castle yard as she ran toward the keep. They’d be well ahead of her on the way to their camp in the forest, she thought.

			“Oh . . . I wanted to say good-bye to Halt,” she said, then added quickly, “and to Crowley as well, of course. Halt and Crowley.”

			The Baron and his lady exchanged a knowing look. So that’s the way the wind blows, thought Arald. Over the years, he’d seen at least a dozen bold young knights try to impress the beautiful Courier. She had politely fended them all off. But now this bearded, beetle-browed Hibernian seemed to have sparked her interest. He wondered if he should mention the fact that Halt had been looking for her, then decided that, if he did so, his wife might hit him with the wooden serving ladle that lay close to her right hand.

			“Of course,” he said, hiding his smile. He noted with relief that Sandra moved her hand away from the heavy ladle. “But we’ll see them all at the tournament.” She nodded, a little distractedly, he thought.

			“Yes. Of course,” she said. “Well, I’d best get back to my office. I still have a few orders to send out with tomorrow’s post.”

			She gave a perfunctory curtsy and exited, closing the door behind her rather abruptly, so the room echoed with the noise of it.

			“Well, well,” Sandra said. “Pauline and the Hibernian. Who would ever have thought?”

			Arald smiled. “I saw it coming,” he said smugly, patting his stomach with both hands in a contented way.

			His wife looked at him, eyebrows raised in disbelief. “Of course you did, dear,” she said.

			He wondered when she had become so sarcastic.
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			Half an hour after daybreak, the Rangers were on the road again. This time, as Halt had suggested, they broke into three groups, leaving a gap of ten minutes between them, to avoid raising the curiosity of anyone who saw them.

			Halt and Crowley rode together at the head of the first group. After some minutes of companionable silence, Crowley glanced sideways at his friend and said in an overly casual tone:

			“That Mistress DuLacy is quite a woman.”

			Halt looked quickly at him and grunted something that Crowley took to be agreement.

			Hiding his grin with some difficulty, the red-haired man continued, in the same overly casual voice. “I thought that when this is all over, I might call upon her.” He stared straight ahead, but when Halt said nothing, he stole a glance at his friend.

			Halt wore a stricken expression. The thought of his friend Crowley—witty, urbane and totally at ease with women—paying court to the stunning young Courier was too much for him to bear. Had it been any other man, he might have offered to fight him. But Crowley was a friend—more than a friend, in truth. Halt had come to think of him as a brother. In fact, he held him in a higher regard than his real brother, who had tried to murder him to gain access to the throne.

			“Good thinking,” he managed to croak. “Wish you both well.”

			Crowley looked at him again, startled by the break in his voice. Halt wore a miserable expression that tore at Crowley’s heart. He leaned over and seized Halt’s forearm.

			“My friend,” he said sincerely, “I was joking! That’s all.”

			Halt shook his head doggedly. “No. Really. Why would I care if you . . . saw her,” he said, his voice thick with emotion.

			Crowley shook his arm. “Do you think I’d do that? I can see how much she means to you, Halt. And I rather think,” he added thoughtfully, “that she returns the feelings.”

			Halt looked at him quickly, suspicious that Crowley, ever the trickster, was joking now. But Crowley met his gaze steadily, and nodded.

			“Did she . . . say anything about me?” Halt asked. His spirits fell when Crowley shook his head. Then rose again with his answer.

			“No. Not in so many words. But it was pretty obvious that she was interested in you. Didn’t you see the way she looked at you when you told Arald about Morgarath offering you a job?”

			Halt shook his head. “No. I didn’t notice.” All he could remember was that he had inadvertently used a rather crude expression in front of her. He flushed now as he thought of it.

			“Well, take my word for it,” Crowley said, “she was pretty impressed. And amused. And that’s always a good thing with women.”

			Halt rode on, facing forward, his mind racing.

			“And trust me,” said Crowley, who had kissed two women in his entire life—and one of them his mother—“I know about women.”

			Halt felt a warm glow suffuse his breast at his friend’s words. “Yes,” he said happily. “I should think you do.”

			The conversation about Pauline was interrupted as they rounded a bend in the road. Crowley reined in Cropper, Halt matching the action with Abelard.

			“Does that person look familiar?” Crowley asked.

			Halt leaned forward to peer more intently at a figure sitting on the side of the road, leaning back against a tree. He was wearing a cloak like theirs, but with the cowl pushed back to reveal his white hair and beard. A gray horse was cropping the long roadside grass a few meters away from him. It wasn’t tethered or hobbled, which marked it as a Ranger-trained horse.

			There was something very familiar about the seated figure. For a moment, they stared at him. Then recognition dawned. “Pritchard!” they both said at once and, clapping their heels to their horses’ flanks, set off at a gallop to greet him.
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THEY RACED PELL-MELL ALONG THE ROAD TO WHERE THE figure sat, calmly waiting and watching them. Reining in in a cloud of dust, Halt and Crowley flung themselves down from their saddles and rushed toward him. Slowly, he came to his feet to greet them. A smile lurked around the corners of his mouth but outwardly he appeared solemn.

			“Pritchard? Is it really you?” Crowley shouted joyfully. He threw his arms around the white-haired, white-bearded man and lifted him from his feet as he hugged him. Halt stood ready nearby, waiting for his chance to hug his old mentor.

			“Yes. It’s me,” he said calmly. “And if you’re not careful, it’ll be me with half a dozen broken ribs.”

			“Sorry!” said Crowley, instantly releasing him so that he dropped awkwardly back to the ground. Then, just as instantly, Crowley seized him in another great bear hug. Pritchard looked over his shoulder at Halt, meeting his eyes with a bemused gaze and pointing at his former pupil with both hands.

			Halt stepped forward and tapped Crowley’s shoulder. “Crowley, let go of him. Now!” he ordered.

			Crowley released his second bear hug of the day and stepped back, beaming delightedly. As soon as he relinquished his hold on Pritchard, Halt stepped in and threw his arms around the old Ranger in his turn. Then, as Pritchard emitted a grunt of surprise and pain, he instantly released him.

			“What are you doing here?” Halt asked. He heard the shuffle of horses’ hooves behind them as the rest of the group caught up and stared at them with obvious interest. Halt heard the name Pritchard whispered among the others, in varying tones of surprise.

			Pritchard made a pretense of examining his ribs and arms for possible damage from the exuberant greetings of his two former students, then he smiled at them, looking from one to the other with obvious pride in what he saw.

			“I kept hearing rumors about two madcap youngsters who were recruiting former Rangers with an eye to confronting Morgarath,” he said. “Apparently, one of them is a grumpy Hibernian and the other is a redheaded prankster. Imagine my surprise when I heard it was you two.”

			The Rangers sitting their horses behind the group of three men all laughed.

			“So I decided I’d better come and see if you needed a hand,” Pritchard finished.

			Crowley shook his head in amazement. “But you were in Hibernia! How did you get word there?”

			Pritchard tapped a forefinger against the side of his nose in a knowing gesture. “Oh, I have my sources of information still. Not much goes on in Araluen that I don’t hear about.”

			Berrigan gave vent to a meaningful cough, which seemed to conceal the word rubbish inside it.

			Pritchard looked up at him with a smile. “Oh, and of course, I received a pigeon mail from Berrigan a week or so ago, telling me what you’re up to.”

			Halt and Crowley both swung round to look at the occasional jongleur.

			He shrugged. “Didn’t I tell you we keep in touch from time to time?” he asked, indicating Pritchard with a nod of his head.

			“No. Egon said he did. But I don’t recall your mentioning it,” Crowley replied.

			Berrigan thought for a second or two, then said, “Pritchard and I keep in touch from time to time.”

			“Highly amusing,” Crowley said, giving Berrigan a withering look. Berrigan managed to survive without being too withered.

			Unable to keep his delight in check, Crowley turned back to Pritchard, the huge grin returning to his face. “So now you’re here! Will you join us?”

			“Of course,” Pritchard replied and the other Rangers indicated their pleasure at the news. Pritchard was a renowned figure in the Ranger Corps. His dismissal from the Corps and departure from the Kingdom some years prior had been a source of great distress among his peers.

			“Then you’ll assume command?” Crowley said, indicating the line of horsemen facing them. It was typical of his friend, Halt thought, that he had no hesitation in offering the command to Pritchard, no regret at handing over his position of authority. But Pritchard was shaking his head.

			“The men elected you,” he pointed out.

			Crowley dismissed that with a wave of his arm. “Then they can unelect me and elect you in my place!”

			Pritchard, however, continued to shake his head. “No. You’re the commander and you’ll do a good job as commander. I know that because I trained you.” He glanced at Halt, who had been watching the proceedings with an interested look. “And young Halt here will make an excellent second in command for you.” He smiled again. “I trained him too, after all.”

			“But . . .” Crowley was momentarily lost for words. His confusion showed on his face. Before he could proceed, Pritchard spoke again.

			“I’m too old for the job, Crowley. This is going to be a hard battle. Morgarath is not going to relinquish his power too easily. Command of this group is a young man’s job. It needs a young man’s energy and determination. I’d probably fall asleep halfway through a battle,” he added, jokingly.

			“You’re not old!” Crowley scoffed. “You’re still fit as a fiddle and I wager you still ride and shoot as well as you used to.”

			“Well, yes. My accuracy is still pretty good. But I have to admit, at the end of a hard day’s riding, I tend to groan and grunt when I climb down from the saddle. I ache in places I never knew existed. I am old, Crowley.” He fingered his short white beard with his forefinger and thumb. “My hair and beard aren’t white because I got caught out in the snow.”

			“But . . .” Crowley still wouldn’t concede the point. He turned to Halt. “You tell him,” he said.

			But the Hibernian shook his head thoughtfully. “I think he’s right.”

			Crowley was scandalized. “How can you say that? He taught you all the skills of being a Ranger!”

			Halt nodded. “He did. And he taught me to recognize the truth when I hear it.”

			Pritchard smiled at his former pupil. “Well said, Halt. I can see I trained you well.” He could tell that Crowley was still prepared to argue the point, so he cut him off. “Besides, Crowley, I can be of more value to you in another capacity.”

			Crowley put one hand on his hip and stood straight, his body language challenging the older man. “Oh, really? And how’s that?”

			“This white hair and beard, along with the aching, creaking joints, make me appear less threatening to the enemy. It’ll be easier for me to infiltrate Castle Gorlan and find where they’re keeping the King. People don’t take notice of an old, white-haired, bent-over man.”

			Halt scratched his beard. “How did you know Morgarath has the King prisoner?” he asked.

			Pritchard regarded him evenly. “I told you, I have my sources,” he replied. “And Berrigan may have mentioned it,” he added, before Berrigan could utter another of those meaningful coughs.

			“You’re not bent over.” Crowley tried one more sally. But Pritchard merely stooped in front of him, holding one hand to the small of his back and groaning. It was a perfect picture of an old, harmless man. The assembled Rangers couldn’t keep themselves from laughing. Even Crowley cracked a smile.

			“Well . . . maybe you’re right . . .”

			“I am right,” Pritchard said, and finally, Crowley conceded. He held out a hand.

			“Very well. I’ll stay as leader and you can be our geriatric secret agent, and break into Castle Gorlan to see what’s what.”

			“Of course, I may need someone to push me in a wheelchair when I do break in,” Pritchard said with a smile. Then he became serious. “But we’re wasting daylight. We could still put a few kilometers behind us before we stop for lunch and share out that turkey pie.”

			Once again, Crowley regarded his former teacher with surprise. “How did you know about the turkey pie?” he asked.

			For the second time, Pritchard tapped his forefinger along the side of his nose. “I told you. I have my sources.”
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			They rode on for another hour and a half before Crowley called a stop for the midday meal. There wasn’t a lot of talk as they ate. Even served cold, chef Chubb’s turkey pie was still a masterpiece, and it was quickly reduced to a small pile of pastry crumbs, many of them finding their way onto the Rangers’ jerkin fronts.

			Leander sighed happily as he wiped his slightly greasy fingers on the hem of his cloak. “Morgarath would have done better kidnapping Arald’s cook rather than the King,” he said, and several of the others agreed with him.

			Farrel glanced up at him. “Chubb was one of the reasons I nearly didn’t join you,” he said.

			Reluctantly, they rose to their feet, draining the last of their coffee and brushing crumbs off their shirtfronts. Some, like Leander, used their cloaks as napkins.

			The horses responded to their riders’ whistles and calls and trotted into the clearing where the group had stopped to eat. They all spent a few minutes tightening saddle girths, then prepared to mount.

			“Should we break up into three groups again?” Egon asked.

			Crowley considered the question, then shook his head. “We’re close to the border of Gorlan Fief now, so I think we’re better off staying together. But we’ll put out scouts. Halt, you take the point. Stay about half a kilometer ahead of us and keep your eyes peeled for patrols. Farrel, you take the rearguard position. Keep the same distance and make sure nobody comes up behind us without your seeing them.”

			The two Rangers nodded and swung into their respective saddles. Pritchard had watched the exchange, noting Crowley’s decisive response to Egon’s question. He nodded his head quietly. Crowley had the makings of a good leader, he thought. Halt mounted his horse and trotted out to the road, heading northwest. Crowley waited several minutes, then signaled for the others to mount and follow him. Farrel mounted but kept his horse reined in. He’d let the main party get ahead of him for five minutes or so, then take up his position as rearguard.

			They held that position for the rest of the afternoon. On two occasions, Halt sighted small parties of soldiers ahead of them and halted the column until they were out of sight. There was no sign of anyone following them. Farrel had a relatively easy afternoon.

			That night, as they sat around the campfire after dinner—a meal in which several of them bemoaned the lack of turkey pie—Crowley called for their attention. They gathered round as he spread a map of the Kingdom out on the ground before him.

			“We need to start getting our plan together,” he said. “First order of business is to find out where the false Duncan is operating. We’ll set up a base camp here . . .” He indicated a spot some kilometers northwest of Castle Gorlan with the tip of his throwing knife. “Then we’ll all fan out north and northwest to the border and locate him.”

			“Shouldn’t be too hard if he’s continued raiding,” Halt said grimly.

			Crowley looked at him. “True. He certainly doesn’t try to hide his light under a bushel. Once we know where he is, the rest of you will go after him and secure him. Farrel, you’ll be in command.”

			The heavily built Ranger from Redmont nodded. His eyes were scouring the map, as if he might see some sign of the counterfeit prince there. Unconsciously, his hand touched the head of the battleax by his side.

			“In the meantime, Halt and I will make our way to Castle Wildriver and get Duncan away from his captors.”

			“Just two of you?” Egon queried.

			Crowley nodded. “We won’t be using force. We’ll be using stealth. So two will be plenty. On the other hand, the rest of you will be facing an armed company of soldiers. You may have to fight your way out with the phony Duncan, so you’ll need the numbers.”

			“Makes sense,” Egon agreed.

			“The important thing will be timing,” Crowley said, looking round the small group to drive home the point. “If we act too early, word may well get to Morgarath that Duncan is on the loose and his copycat Duncan has been taken. We need to take both men no earlier than two days before the tournament is due to begin.”

			There was a mumble of agreement and understanding from the Rangers.

			“In addition, I want you, Jurgen, and you, Berwick, to cover our back trails once we’ve got Duncan free and the others have captured Tiller. Intercept any messengers coming through from Castle Wildriver or from wherever this character Tiller might be.”

			“Tiller?” Pritchard put in.

			Crowley turned to him. “That’s the name of the false Duncan,” he said, and couldn’t resist adding, “I’m surprised your sources”—he mimicked Pritchard’s tapping his nose—“hadn’t told you that.”

			Pritchard grunted, but said nothing.

			Crowley waited several seconds, to see if there were any questions. Then he clapped his hands together in a gesture of finality. “Right, let’s get some sleep. It’ll be an early start tomorrow.”

			“It’s an early start every day,” Samdash said and several of the Rangers smiled.

			Crowley rolled the map up and stood, dusting the dirt from his trousers. “Who has the first watch?”

			“That’d be me,” said Lewin.

			Crowley looked around the group. “Who’s second?”

			“That’d be you,” Lewin told him, with a hint of good-natured malice.

			“Oh . . . good,” Crowley said. He’d been hoping for a night of uninterrupted sleep.

			“I’ll take it,” Halt said. “You’ve got a lot of thinking to do, and I know how that exhausts you.”

			Crowley smiled beatifically at his friend. “Normally I might take umbrage at that remark,” he said. “But the prospect of six hours’ uninterrupted sleep makes up for a lot of umbrage.”
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“I FOUND HIM,” BERWICK SAID AS HE DISMOUNTED STIFFLY. IT was late afternoon. He’d been riding all day and his muscles ached.

			Crowley and Halt rose from their seats by the fire and walked toward him. Halt took the reins to Berwick’s horse and began to unsaddle the animal, prior to rubbing him down. The horse had been traveling hard. He was streaked with foam and his head hung low.

			Berwick smiled tiredly. “Thanks,” he said. He would have tended to his own horse, but he was glad to relinquish the task to Halt. He stretched, rolling his shoulders to work the kinks out of his back muscles and groaning in pleasure as he did.

			Crowley waited patiently until he had eased the cramps and stiffness. “Where is he?”

			Berwick jerked a thumb toward the northeast. “In a village called Haller’s Rill, a few kilometers this side of the border.”

			They had been scouring the countryside along the border for the past three days. Crowley had led them north to a spot where they could set up a semi-permanent camp. Then he assigned a search area to each man and sent them off find to Tiller and his band. He and Halt had remained in the camp to coordinate the search, and to await word of the impostor’s whereabouts. Half of the Rangers were still out searching. The others had returned with no current news. Samdash and Berrigan had brought word of where Tiller had been in the past two weeks, but he had already moved on from both locations. Berwick was the first to bring a positive location.

			“Haller’s Rill?” Egon asked, joining them as Berwick sank gratefully to the ground beside the fire. “What kind of name is that?”

			Crowley poured Berwick a cup from the ever-present coffeepot and Berwick took a deep draft.

			“A rill is a small run of water,” Crowley said. “Like a stream but smaller. A spring, really.”

			“Why not call it Haller’s Spring then?” Egon wanted to know.

			Crowley shrugged. “I guess they thought Rill sounded prettier—more poetic.”

			Egon sniffed disdainfully and Crowley turned back to Berwick. The other Rangers in camp had moved quietly to join them, forming a semicircle around the fireplace where Berwick sat, reclining against a large log.

			“How many men does he have?” Crowley asked.

			“I counted twenty,” Berwick said. “Three mounted warriors and seventeen foot soldiers.”

			“Then you’ll be outnumbered,” Crowley said, glancing at Farrel. The ax-wielding Ranger would lead the party to capture Tiller. He pushed out his bottom lip in an expression of unconcern.

			“Not after the first volley,” he said succinctly, and Crowley nodded. Nine Rangers, all expert marksmen, would quickly lower the odds. He and Halt would not be there, of course, and Pritchard had already left them to infiltrate Castle Gorlan, disguised as an old beggar. “The longer I’m there,” Pritchard had said, “the less notice they’ll take of me when the day comes.”

			“How do you plan to take Tiller?” Halt called, from where he was rubbing down Berwick’s horse. The horse nudged him reproachfully as he stopped rubbing and he quickly started again.

			“I think subtlety will be the key,” Farrel replied. “After we’ve shot a volley or two, I’ll point out that his force has been seriously degraded and invite him to come with us. If he refuses, I’ll hit him with my ax.”

			“You have a strange idea of subtlety,” Crowley said, hiding a grin.

			Farrel regarded him, deadpan. “I plan to use the flat of my blade. Not the edge.”

			Crowley nodded. “That’s subtle, in its way,” he said. “Once you’ve got him, you can disarm and scatter the others. I doubt they’ll go back to tell Morgarath what’s happened.”

			“Just to make sure, you can point out that he doesn’t like hearing bad news. He usually kills the bearers,” Halt put in.

			Farrel acknowledged the point. “He does have that reputation.”

			Crowley glanced at the sun, where it was hovering over the trees that ringed their campsite. “The others should be back tonight, or tomorrow morning at the latest. Once we’ve briefed them, you lot can set off for Haller’s Rill. I’ll leave the exact plan to you, Farrel.”

			He knew that Farrel or, indeed, any of the other Rangers, would be capable of producing an effective plan of action once they reached Haller’s Rill. There was no need for Crowley to tell them their business and, besides, they’d have the advantage of seeing the terrain and the situation in which they’d be working.

			Berwick yawned. “Well, if we’re heading out tomorrow, I’ll take the opportunity to get some rest.” He rose from his seat by the fire with a low groan and headed for his small tent. He glanced at his horse and saw that she was rubbed, and brushed and was grinding contentedly away at a small bag full of corn and oats.

			“Thanks again, Halt,” he said. He resisted the urge to check more closely on his horse. The bearded Hibernian would have done a good job looking after her, he knew, and if he checked, he risked insulting his comrade.

			Halt nodded and Berwick crawled into his tent, sighing happily as he rolled himself in his blankets and stretched out on the bed of soft leaves and branches. Dimly, he heard Halt and Crowley discussing the coming day. It seemed they were talking from a long way away.

			“We’d better get moving tomorrow as well,” Halt said. “Time we got a look at this Castle Wildriver.”

			“Any ideas how we might get Duncan out?” Crowley asked.

			“I thought you could go in after him while I surround the castle,” Halt said.

			Crowley suppressed a smile. “Sounds like a good plan,” he said.

			Then Berwick fell asleep and heard no more.
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			“So that’s Castle Wildriver,” Halt said.

			They were crouched on a high bluff opposite the castle—a position that was as high as the castle itself and barely fifty meters away. From their position, they could look down upon a small terrace outside what looked like a set of rooms. A sheer drop fell from the terrace to the rocks lining the racing water some twenty meters below.

			The castle was set on an elongated island that separated the fast-flowing river into two halves that rushed around it. The island and the castle were barely thirty meters from the bank below them. The bluff they were on sloped away from the river, adding another twenty meters to the distance that separated them from the castle.

			The narrowness of the channel on their side gave a false sense of accessibility to the castle. At first glance, it appeared that it would be easy to slip across the twenty-meter gap. But the very narrowness of the channel added to the difficulty of the approach. The river was already a fast-running body of water. Where the island split it, the water accelerated considerably. The water running through the twenty-meter gap surged wildly, building up in a smooth hump at the top of the channel where it was first constricted, then racing in a wild maelstrom between the bank and the island. The bank itself was a narrow, rock-strewn path barely two meters wide, soaked by the constant spray the river threw up. There was no footing on which a bridge might be built, and any attempt to swim the channel would result in the swimmer being dragged under by the current and swept far downstream.

			“So, how do you plan to get across?” Crowley asked Halt.

			The Hibernian looked sidelong at him. “I thought I was surrounding the castle while you went in?”

			Crowley shook his head gravely. “Now that I see it, I’ve decided to change our job assignments. You go in and I’ll keep watch.”

			Halt opened his mouth to reply but Crowley laid a hand on his arm to silence him, leaning forward eagerly to scan the terrace opposite them. The door to the inside room had opened and a figure emerged onto the terrace. He was tall and broad shouldered, and moved with the grace of a natural athlete. The lower half of his face was covered by a blond beard but he seemed young, perhaps in his early twenties. He wore a red surcoat over woolen trousers, tucked into knee-high tan leather boots. He walked to the battlements and, placing both hands on the wall, leaned slightly over to study the roaring river far below.

			“It’s Duncan,” Crowley breathed.

			As they watched, two armed men emerged from the door and moved quickly to stand beside the prince, as if worried that he might be contemplating hurling himself over the battlements to the rocks and river below. One of them put a restraining hand on the prince’s arm and tugged him back from the wall. Duncan looked up at him angrily and shrugged the hand aside. He spoke to the man but the roar of fast-running water in the gorge below drowned his words.

			The guard gestured toward the door and Duncan reluctantly went back inside, pausing in the doorway for one final look at the freedom outside his prison. The two guards followed him and shut the door behind them. Faintly, the watchers heard the dull clunk as it closed.

			“So now we know we’re in the right place,” Halt said.

			Crowley nodded eagerly. “All you have to do is get across the river, scale that wall and bring him back with you.”

			Halt turned to him, one eyebrow raised. “All I have to do?” he said. “If it’s as easy as that, perhaps you should take care of it after all.”

			But Crowley was shaking his head before he finished. “Out of the question. I can’t swim.”

			“I’ve seen you swim,” Halt replied, but Crowley was untroubled by the statement. He pointed to the raging water thundering through the gap.

			“I mean I can’t swim in that,” he said.

			“Nobody could swim in that,” Halt pointed out.

			Crowley nodded. “There you are. And besides, I have no head for heights. If I tried to scale that wall, I’d fall for sure.”

			“It’s a sheer wall,” said Halt, who had been studying it. “I’m not sure anyone could scale it.”

			“You’ll find a way. I have confidence in you.”

			“I’m touched,” said Halt.

			Crowley considered the statement. “You’d have to be, to consider climbing that wall.”

			Halt glowered at him. “You’re no great help,” he said.

			Crowley spread his hands in a gesture of humility. “True. But I know you’ll find a way.”

			This time, Halt chose not to reply. He was staring across the gorge to the small terrace, and the door that led to Duncan’s quarters.

			“I’m sure I will,” he muttered, although right then, he had no idea how he might go about it.
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THERE WERE STILL FIVE DAYS BEFORE THE TOURNAMENT WAS set to begin. Halt and Crowley had three days to wait before they could make the rescue attempt. Between them, they had come up with a plan of action. Crowley sat now, working on an arrow he had taken from his quiver.

			He was binding two small iron rings to the shaft, just behind the warhead, pulling the rawhide thong tight, then fastening it with a quick series of half hitches. He tested the firmness of the binding, saw that the rings were securely held in place, and nodded. The rawhide thong was wet, having been soaked in water for some time before he tied it in place. As it dried out, it would shrink and the binding would become even more secure.

			Halt took the finished product from his hands and turned it round, inspecting it keenly. The rings were set either side of the shaft, at right angles to the razor-sharp warhead.

			“Two rings?” he asked, although he thought he knew the answer.

			“For balance,” Crowley said. “We only need one, but that would throw off the balance of the shaft and make it more difficult to hit the mark.”

			Halt inclined his head. “I could hit it with an hour’s practice,” he said. “And this adds twice the weight.”

			“The extra weight won’t be significant. You’re only shooting over a range of thirty meters or so. Might as well keep the shaft balanced as much as we can.”

			“I suppose so.” Halt watched as Crowley took two more rings and a second length of saturated rawhide and began to make another identical arrow. The redhead sensed his gaze and looked up.

			“Just making a couple of spares. Inconceivable as it might seem, you could miss.”

			Halt grunted. “Remember, you’ll also be shooting one from the top of the bluff to the terrace. Better make three or four spares.”

			Crowley ignored him. As he worked, his companion began to study the coils of rope they had brought with them. Even without seeing the castle, they had known that they would have to cross the river and scale the walls—and those tasks would require plenty of rope. They’d purchased two large coils, and an equal amount of light twine, in a village they had passed on the way to Castle Wildriver. The iron rings came from a smithy in the same village and they had also bought an extra saddle horse—a long-legged young gelding with strength and speed in his lines. Duncan would need a good horse when they escaped. Once they reached the tournament grounds, Arald would supply him with a trained battlehorse.

			Crowley grunted slightly as he heaved the second rawhide thong as tight as he could, then quickly knotted it. He tested the firmness of the knots, then set the arrow aside so that the rawhide could dry.

			“Once they’re dry, we should try a few shots to get used to the different weight,” he said.

			Halt nodded, then reached for the coffeepot standing to one side of their small fireplace. “Just time for a mug of coffee in the meanwhile.”

			Crowley was already beginning to work on a third arrow. “Good idea,” he said. Then he frowned as a thought struck him. “Have you noticed that Leander puts milk in his coffee?”

			Halt grunted. “The man’s a savage.”

			Crowley raised an eyebrow. “This from the man who laces his coffee with honey?”

			“Honey is natural,” Halt told him. “Milk is little short of an abomination.”
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			For the next three days, they observed the castle, paying particular attention to the lack of sentries. What few guards there were tended to remain in the shelter of their guardhouses, well back from the parapet. Every hour or so, they would make a brief patrol around the walls, occasionally glancing down into the gorge beneath them, where the river thundered through the gap.

			“They’re complacent,” Halt observed critically.

			“The castle hasn’t been attacked in the past twenty years,” Crowley replied. “I suppose they think the river forms enough of a barrier. It would take hours to get an assault party across it. And then they’d be facing a sheer granite wall. Still, it’s all the better for us.”

			On the fourth day, immediately after one of the infrequent patrols, they moved down to the riverbank to a spot opposite the base of the castle. The roaring water shot past them, only a few meters away. Spray hung in the air and Halt kept his bow under his cloak, to prevent the bowstring becoming soaked and useless.

			Idly, he twirled one of the specially prepared arrows between the fingers of his right hand. Crowley had done a good job. The arrow felt a little head-heavy compared with a normal shaft, but its balance was true and it turned evenly in his fingers. He looked up at the battlements, towering high above them. There was no sign of any guards keeping watch. They’re overconfident, he thought. Crowley had told him that it had been years since there had been any assault on the castle. Apparently, the inhabitants felt the raging water was sufficient protection. Only a madman would consider crossing it.

			“Like me,” he muttered to himself.

			Crowley touched Halt’s arm and pointed across to the far bank. “There,” he said. “The tree stump.”

			At some time in the past, a massive tree had been cut down, close by the base of the castle wall. Possibly the castle’s defenders thought it posed a threat, providing a way for attackers to climb the wall and gain access to one of the lower windows or turrets. They had sawn through the tree on an angle, so that when it fell, it would drop away from the castle and into the stream. Now, only a stump just over a meter tall remained, with its angled top facing them—a pale oval of dense hardwood.

			Halt nodded, eyeing the smooth face of the stump, gauging the shot. The distance was less than thirty meters, but he knew the arrow would drop faster than a normal arrow.

			“Get the line ready,” he told Crowley, as he uncovered his bow and nocked the arrow to the string.

			Crowley took a length of light line from under his cloak and ran its end through one of the iron rings behind the arrow’s broadhead. The broadhead itself was heavy iron and razor-sharp, designed to punch easily through an enemy’s shield and chain mail.

			He moved to one side, wrapping one end of the line around his wrist and letting the rest of it lie on the riverbank in smooth coils, ready to run out when the arrow was under way. There were a few twigs on the riverbank and he carefully removed them, making sure nothing would snag or impede the line. There was at least sixty meters of line in the coiled rope, enough to bridge the river twice. The end was fastened to a small sapling behind them.

			“Keep the line clear,” Halt said, his eyes still fixed on the target as he saw, in his mind, the path of the arrow and its trailing length of line.

			Crowley checked one more time. “It’s clear,” he said. “Just make sure you don’t tread on it with your big, clumsy feet.”

			“Clumsy yourself,” Halt muttered. But he checked carefully as he set his feet in a balanced stance, making doubly sure the line was nowhere near them. He began to draw the bow back to its full draw. The string and wood creaked loudly under the eighty-five-pound strain but his face showed no sign of the massive effort it took.

			Crowley moved to stand a little ahead of him, holding the line clear.

			“Stop jumping around,” Halt told him.

			Crowley decided it was better not to make a sarcastic reply, but to let his friend concentrate on the shot. It wasn’t a difficult shot by any means, but Halt’s life would be depending on it.

			“I won’t move,” he said calmly. Halt snorted, then drew in a deep breath, sighted, exhaled half the breath and released.

			The arrow flashed across the river, dead on line for the tree stump, the arc of the twine following behind it as it unwound smoothly out of the coils on the ground between them.

			The arrow slammed into the tree stump, three centimeters from the center, and buried the barbed iron head deep into the hardwood.

			“You missed,” Crowley said.

			Halt glanced at him, unsmiling. “There’s a crack in the center of the stump. I aimed to miss it.” He set his bow to one side and reached for the coil of heavier rope that they had brought with them. Quickly, he tied it to the end of the light line that now stretched in a double loop across the river, and tested the knot.

			“Haul it in,” he told Crowley.

			The redheaded Ranger began hauling the light line in, feeling it running smoothly through the greased iron ring on the arrow. Before long, the heavier line began to jerk out across the river in pursuit of the lighter line. Halt held the second rope as high as possible, maintaining a light tension on it to keep it clear of the racing water.

			As the heavier line reached the ring, there was a moment of resistance as the knot joining the two lines jammed slightly. Crowley gave it a little slack, then tried again. This time, the knot ran through smoothly, and the thicker rope began its return journey across the river, pulled along by the light twine.

			Once they had the end back on their side of the bank, they secured the double line to a solid tree trunk behind them and tugged on the rope to test that the arrowhead was firmly set. There was no sensation of movement or looseness. Crowley surveyed the rope, sagging in an arc so that it was a meter above the river’s surface.

			“I think you’re good to go,” he said.

			He helped Halt into a harness they had fashioned from a few meters of rope. It had loops for his arms and ran round his chest, fastening at the front. He took the loose end and formed a loop over the rope spanning the river, tying it off with several half hitches. He tested the knots for security and stepped back, satisfied.

			“Are you sure I’ll need this?” Halt asked doubtfully.

			“You’ll need it. If you let go of the rope, you’ll be swept five hundred meters downstream before you can draw breath—although breathing might be a problem in itself. You’d be hard pressed to keep your head above water in that current,” Crowley told him.

			“I wasn’t planning on letting go of the rope,” Halt said.

			Crowley raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Halt stepped toward the river’s edge, treading carefully on the wet, uneven rocks. Crowley steadied him as he stepped into the water at the edge of the bank. He was wearing only his shirt and trousers, and had left his boots on the riverbank.

			Halt cursed as the water rose to his knees.

			“What is it?” Crowley asked, instantly concerned.

			“It’s cold,” Halt told him.

			Crowley shook his head in relief. “Of course it’s cold. It’s fed by snowmelt. That’s why I wanted you to do this part.”

			Halt glared at him and stepped farther into the river. The bottom shelved steeply and with one more step he was chest deep. He gasped as the cold water rose round his body, then he pushed off into the stream.

			Instantly, he was engulfed by the racing, ice-cold water. His feet were swept from under him. He gasped again, then the violent current forced him under and his hands let go of the rope. With the gasp, he released most of the air in his lungs and found himself twisting violently underwater, held by the harness around his chest, and with no air. He had been turned onto his back and he reached wildly behind him for the rope. But his reach was restricted by his position and his hands grasped uselessly at the water. He was blinded by the wild rush of the water against his eyes and he felt his lungs bursting as he tried desperately to get his head above water for air. Water forced its way up his nostrils and he coughed once, unable to prevent the reflex action. Immediately, he swallowed more water. He thought he heard Crowley call out but he couldn’t make out the words. In any case, he couldn’t answer his friend. The urge to take a breath was becoming unbearable, even though he knew he was underwater and any such action would spell the end for him.

			After all the dangers he had faced in his young life, he thought this was a particularly useless way to die—twisting and turning on the end of a rope in a river, like a hooked trout. In spite of himself, he allowed a little water to force its way into his mouth, instantly coughed and gagged and swallowed more water. His chest was bursting with the need for air. He knew he couldn’t last much longer. Then he managed to twist onto his side and his flailing left hand touched something.

			It was the rope! He twisted his hand so that he wrapped a loop of the rope round his wrist and heaved himself back against the force of the current. He tried to open his eyes but the battering water kept them closed. Then his searching right hand closed over the rough texture of the rope and he gripped it fiercely. With both hands on the rope, he had better purchase and he hauled himself forward and up against the current. He felt his head break clear of the water and took in a huge, shuddering breath, feeling the burning pain in his chest abate.

			He slid his right hand farther along the rope, loosened the loop around his left wrist and began to haul himself toward the far bank a meter at a time. His head was constantly submerged and he learned to breathe quickly in the brief moments during each pull when he was above the surface.

			Doggedly, he continued to drag himself through and under the water, amazed by the sheer force of the current as it buffeted his trailing body. He knew that if he lost his grip on the rope again, he would never regain it. He wouldn’t have the strength. Once, he thought he felt the rope move slightly, as if the arrowhead holding it had loosened. His heart rose into his mouth at the thought of being cast adrift in this pummeling, freezing water. But the arrow held and he continued his slow, breathless progress.

			Working blindly, he crabbed his way into an eddy behind a large rock on the far side. The current suddenly lessened and his legs, for the past desperate five minutes stretched out horizontally by the force of the river, sank slowly down again until his bare feet touched the rocky bottom.

			He heaved himself out of the river on his stomach, sprawling on the rocks of the riverbank, too exhausted to move.

			After several minutes, retching and gasping, he rolled over onto one elbow and looked back to where Crowley was watching anxiously. He waved one hand to signify he was all right, then let it drop wearily. He needed more time to recover from the wild passage across the river.

			Correctly interpreting the signal, Crowley waved in encouragement, then pointed to the top of the bluff. Halt nodded, exaggerating the movement so that Crowley could see it clearly. Crowley waved once more, then set off for the slope leading upward to the bluff. He would shoot a line across the chasm from there, so that Halt could climb the castle wall.

			Halt, sprawled on the wet rocks, feeling the spray soaking over him, watched him go.

			“Take your time,” he muttered.
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HALLER’S RILL WAS A TYPICAL SMALL VILLAGE, APART from its namesake. The rill, a small spring that fed a narrow stream, was located at the far end of the village, in a common grazing ground where villagers could run their pigs and sheep and cattle. A swiveling derrick was built on the bank, supporting a large wooden bucket over the stream. Obviously, the villagers would fill their household containers with fresh water from this source, although most houses also had large water butts standing under their eaves, where they would catch rainwater.

			The main street was empty, even though it was late morning. There was no sign of the usual bustle of movement that might be expected in a prosperous little village like this.

			“People are staying indoors,” Berwick remarked. He and Farrel were concealed in a small copse of trees ten meters before the beginning of the high street. From here, the road sloped down into the village, where it leveled out once more. The other Rangers were camped fifty meters back in the trees, well out of sight. Berwick and Farrel had come ahead to survey the village and plan their next moves.

			“Can’t say I blame them if Tiller and his gang of thugs are still here,” Farrel replied.

			“Sounds as if they are,” Berwick remarked. They could hear raised voices emanating from the inn, even though it was some seventy meters away. “When I saw them last, they’d taken over the inn for their own use.”

			Farrel glanced at him. “They sleep in there, do they?”

			Berwick nodded. “Tiller and his three senior men do. The others bunk down in the barn next door.”

			Farrel rubbed his chin reflectively. “And from the row they’re kicking up now, I imagine they sleep pretty soundly. That might be our chance to take him prisoner—wait till they’re asleep and capture him then.”

			Berwick grinned at him. “I thought you were planning to go in and bash him with your ax.”

			Farrel grunted. “That’s plan B. We’ll go to that if he annoys me.”

			They settled down for the next few hours to watch the inn. The sounds of singing and shouting and, occasionally, fighting continued through the afternoon, but there was no sign of Tiller. Once, one of his men lurched out of the door of the inn and relieved himself in the middle of the road.

			“Charming,” said Farrel as the man clumsily refastened his breeches and staggered back inside the inn.

			“But encouraging, in the light of what we’ve got planned,” Berwick replied. “If he’s typical, they’ll sleep the sleep of the dead tonight.”

			“Let’s hope so,” Farrel said.

			After another half hour, Farrel rose cautiously to a half crouch, staying below the level of the underbrush around them. “I’ll go and bring the others up,” he said. “Keep an eye on things here.”

			Berwick nodded assent and Farrel ghosted back through the trees, moving smoothly from one piece of cover to the next so that his progress was barely discernible. Berwick glanced back to watch him once. For a big man, he thought, Farrel moved with remarkable grace and stealth. Then he shrugged. It wasn’t really so remarkable. Farrel was a Ranger, after all, and stealth and silence were a Ranger’s stocks in trade.

			Stealthy as he might be, Farrel’s approach to the Rangers’ temporary camp didn’t go unnoticed. He had slipped past a large fallen log, covered in secondary growth and vines, when a low voice stopped him.

			“Welcome back.”

			He spun round, searching for the source of the voice. Then his eyes settled on a figure lying beside the fallen log, among the vines and bushes. The only reason he saw him, he realized, was that the hidden Ranger moved a hand in greeting.

			“Just letting you know that your approach has been noted,” said Norris, smiling.

			Farrel shook his head admiringly. The other Ranger was no more than five meters away, yet he had gone entirely unnoticed. “I remember you now,” he said. “You were always good at staying unseen.”

			Norris stood and moved forward to join him. “I’ll admit I’ve practiced it a lot,” he said. “What’s happening at the village?”

			Farrel gestured toward the campsite, visible through the trees twenty meters away. “Come on in and I’ll brief everyone. Tiller’s there, so far as we can tell, and he and his men are doing a lot of nonstop drinking.”

			“Good,” said Norris, falling into step beside him.

			The other Rangers looked up as Farrel and Norris entered the small clearing where they had pitched their tents. They gathered round and Farrel quickly brought them up to date on events in the village, and their plan to abduct Tiller that night.

			Samdash frowned as he heard this. “You’re planning to go barging in there without any idea of the layout?” he asked doubtfully.

			Farrel acknowledged the point. “Not completely. Berwick and I will go in there this evening and ask for rooms. If my guess is right, Tiller will send us packing. But at least we’ll get a look at the downstairs part of the inn. Then later, we’ll just have to play it by ear. I imagine Tiller will have taken the best room—which in most inns is the one facing the street. We’ll try that first. If he’s not there, we’ll look in the other rooms until we find him.”

			“They’ll have sentries out at night, surely?” Lewin said.

			Farrel nodded. “Almost certainly. We’ll take care of them. They’ll probably still be half drunk anyway. Then we’ll find Tiller, knock him out and carry him downstairs, where the rest of you will be waiting.”

			“I take it we’ll be there to discourage any possible pursuit?” Lewin said.

			“Exactly,” Farrel said. “We’ll try to do it quietly so there’s no alarm raised. But if it all goes pear-shaped, I figure half a dozen archers can do a good job of discouraging anyone who might be following us.”

			He looked around the circle of faces. There were a few nods, and no sign that anyone had an alternative to offer. It was a simple plan, but they had all learned over the years that simple was best.

			“Pack up the camp here,” he said, sweeping an arm around the circle of tents. “We’ll move up to the edge of the village while it’s still light. That way, you can get a look at the place—and keep on eye on Berwick and me when we go to the inn.”

			As one, they turned away to begin breaking camp, striking their small tents, then folding them ready to tie behind their saddles. There had been no fire, so there was little else to do. One by one, they moved to where the horses were waiting in a larger clearing some distance away.

			Satisfied that things were in hand, Farrel nodded to Norris. “Bring them forward when they’re ready,” he said. Then he headed back through the trees again.
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			Farrel and Berwick, minus their longbows and distinctive Ranger cloaks, walked down the middle of the high street, making no attempt to conceal their approach to the inn. There were no sentries visible, but that wasn’t to say that there weren’t watchers at the inn’s windows. They both carried stout oak staffs and Farrel had left his ax behind at the edge of the village. They wore plain brown woolen cloaks. Each of them wore his saxe, with the second, smaller scabbard containing his throwing knife concealed under his jerkin. The double scabbards, like the mottled cloaks, were unique to Rangers.

			The other Rangers, split into two groups, moved stealthily down the back roads on either side of the high street, stopping some thirty meters short of the inn and standing ready to lend a hand if their two companions found themselves in trouble. Unlike the two walking down the main street, they all carried their longbows and each man had a full quiver slung over his shoulder.

			Farrel strode up to the inn door and pushed it open, stepping inside with Berwick a pace behind him.

			The small room was crowded with armed men, drinking and talking noisily. The usual bar ran along one wall—a heavy plank set on wooden kegs. More kegs were held in racks behind the bar, lying on their sides. At least half of them, Berwick saw, were already tapped, with spigots set in the bungholes. Spilled ale and wine puddled on the floor in front of them, and on the bar and tables where drinkers sat. The innkeeper, a harried-looking man with receding hair, and his two equally harried serving girls, were kept busy filling and refilling tankards for their guests.

			“And who the devil might you be?” demanded a rough voice from a table close to the fire.
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BY THE TIME CROWLEY WAS IN POSITION, HALT HAD recovered his breath and was ready for the next phase of the operation. He could see Crowley moving around at the top of the bluff. He moved along the steeply sloping bank until he was opposite his friend’s position.

			Checking that Halt was ready on the bank below him, Crowley nocked another of the line-carrying arrows to his bow and threaded the light line through the ring behind the arrowhead. He fastened the free end to a branch behind him, and laid the rest of the line out in carefully arranged coils.

			There was a heavy wood table on the castle terrace opposite and slightly below him, with chairs set around it. He had marked it out as a target several days ago. If it had been moved in the meanwhile, he would have targeted the wooden frame of the doorway leading to the tower rooms, but he preferred to avoid the noise of the arrow hitting the doorjamb. Any solid piece of wood would do as a target. This arrowhead didn’t have to support anybody’s weight. He simply needed a firm anchor point for it on the terrace.

			Standing, he checked one more time that the line was ready to run freely, then he drew the arrow back, sighted quickly and smoothly, and released.

			The arrow, trailing the light line behind it like a smoke trail, flashed across the gorge and slammed into one of the solid legs of the table. As before, he attached a heavier line to the free end and began to pull in on the guideline. A few meters past the point where the two ropes joined, a solid branch, a meter and a half long, was attached to the heavy rope as a crosspiece. Crowley pulled in the light line carefully, and watched the heavier rope beginning to snake out over the chasm, the piece of wood sitting at right angles to the line.

			He maneuvered the rope carefully, flicking it in a long loop, and taking a few paces to the side until the branch was positioned over one of the crenellations on the wall, then he slowly released the tension so that it sank into the gap. As soon as it was in position, he pulled gently on the heavy line until the branch was wedged across the gap in the battlements, firmly anchored in position. He tugged on the line more forcefully to make sure the branch was set solidly, and nodded with satisfaction.

			He glanced down to the far bank at the foot of the castle wall and saw the pale oval of Halt’s upturned face as the Hibernian watched him. He signaled that all was well, then looped the heavy line round a sapling to keep tension on it and keep the branch firmly wedged in the gap in the battlements.

			Checking once more that Halt was ready, he tied a large rock to the free end of the rope and moved to the edge of the bluff. He swung the weighted end of the rope several times, allowing it to gather momentum, then released it, sending it curving out and down over the gorge to where Halt was waiting to receive it.

			The rock bounced on the bank a few meters from where Halt stood and he scrambled forward to secure it before it could slide off into the river. He seized it firmly and took up the slack, then signaled to Crowley to release it from the far side of the river. Crowley unhitched the rope from the sapling and let it fall as Halt quickly hauled in the slack.

			This was the crucial point. As the tension came off the rope, the branch wedged between the battlements fell loose onto the flagstones of the terrace. Then Halt carefully began to take up the slack once more. He felt the branch riding up the stone wall, then it checked as it wedged in the crenellation again. Halt tugged on it to test that it was firmly set. Feeling the resistance on the line, he tugged harder, letting his feet come off the ground to test it with his full weight. No point in getting halfway up and having it come loose, he thought.

			But the rope held firmly and he moved close to the wall, took a bight around his upper body, then seized it firmly in both hands and heaved himself up, setting his feet against the rough stone wall so that his upper body hung back, at a steep angle from the wall—almost perpendicular to it.

			With the aid of the rope, it was a simple matter to scale the wall. The roughly cut blocks of stone gave his bare feet plenty of purchase and he walked up the wall, heaving in on the rope with each step. The thick branch held firm and supported his weight easily, and he made rapid progress upward.

			On the bluff opposite, Crowley watched his friend moving smoothly up the castle’s side, looking like a giant spider as he ascended. He divided his attention between Halt and the door leading into the tower room where Duncan was held, making sure there was no sign of anyone coming onto the terrace to investigate the thud of the arrow into the table leg or the occasional scraping sound of the branch wedged in the crenellation. But so far, there was no sign of movement.

			Halt had reached a point three meters below the terrace where the wall bulged outward slightly to provide defenders with a vantage point from which they could hurl down rocks or other projectiles. He leaned his body even farther back over the abyss and walked himself up over the reverse slope. The going was more difficult and his progress slowed.

			Crowley chewed his lip, his eyes flicking from Halt to the doorway into the tower room. “Come on, Halt,” he muttered.

			But Halt moved slowly and carefully past the obstruction. This was no time to rush and risk slipping. As the wall returned to the vertical, he straightened up and, with a few more carefully placed steps, heaved himself into the gap in the battlements, dropping lightly onto the flagstones of the terrace and releasing the rope so that it hung back down the castle wall to the bank of the river below.

			He looked across and up at Crowley and signaled all was well. Then he dusted off his hands and flexed his shoulders—which were aching from the strain of the climb. He gave himself a few moments for his breathing to steady, then moved, soft footed, across the terrace toward the door leading inside, drawing his saxe as he went.

			Gently, he tried the handle. It came as no surprise to find that it was locked. Leaning his ear against the rough wood, he listened for a few seconds, hearing muted voices inside.

			He turned around to face Crowley once more, and mimed knocking on the door. He saw Crowley nod in assent, then draw an arrow from his quiver and nock it to the bowstring.

			Halt raised the saxe and scraped its hilt across the wood of the door. The voices inside fell silent. He repeated the action, scraping the hilt on the metal door handle for good measure, making a soft metallic shriek. This time, the voices from within were louder and more easily understood.

			“What was that?” a man’s voice asked.

			Another replied, with considerably less interest. “What?”

			“There was a noise—something’s at the door.”

			“Probably a bird,” said the disinterested one. Halt waited but conversation had lapsed. He scraped the hilt of his saxe on the door handle again, a little harder this time, so that the squeal of metal on metal was louder and more distinct.

			“There it goes again. That’s not a bird!” said the first voice.

			“Well, go and see what it is,” said a third voice, with a distinct note of irritation perceptible.

			Halt frowned. Three of them. He half turned back to Crowley and held up three fingers. Then he stepped to one side as he heard a key turn on the other side of the door.

			He flattened himself against the wall as the lock clicked and the door began to open. A helmeted head emerged through the doorway, turning to peer from side to side. Unfortunately for its owner, it peered first in the direction opposite to where Halt stood.

			He grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck and heaved him out through the door, pivoting on one leg to spin him around and slam him face-first into the stone wall beside the doorway. The soldier let out a strangled grunt. The short sword he had been gripping fell from his fingers and clattered on the flagstones. A few seconds later, the soldier followed it as Halt heaved him backward, then released his grip. The man crashed to the ground, his helmet rolling free, then lay there, groaning.

			Halt stooped quickly to retrieve the sword. He felt a rush of movement behind him and threw himself to one side as a second soldier emerged, swinging his sword in a vicious arc that just missed Halt’s head. Halt hit the flagstones on his shoulder and rolled clear before the soldier could recover. He came to his feet in one smooth motion, sword in his left hand, saxe in his right, and faced the sentry.

			This man had a long sword and he swung it up to deliver a clumsy overhand stroke. Halt blocked it with the two shorter blades locked together, then brought up his right foot and kicked out at his opponent, hitting him in the midriff and sending him staggering, to slam back against the open door.

			The soldier cursed him and started forward again, the sword sweeping back for a round-arm cut, when something hissed viciously past Halt’s ear and an arrow thudded into the man’s chest. The man looked down at it in surprise. His sword arm dropped to his side as he staggered back several paces. Then the weapon dropped from his fingers as he hit the wall beside the door and fell, sprawling against it. His head sagged forward.

			Halt leapt over the still body and went through the doorway, dropping the sword and holding his saxe ready.

			The third sentry had been resting on a narrow cot by the far wall. He was busy untangling himself from his blankets as Halt burst into the room. He tried to rise to stop the intruder, tangled his feet in the blankets and tripped as he came out of the bed, falling to his knees. He reached desperately for a scabbarded sword leaning against the foot of the cot. Halt swept his saxe around in a short arc, slamming the heavy brass pommel into the side of the sentry’s head. The man’s eyes glazed, and he collapsed to the floor.

			Halt glanced quickly around the room. There was nobody else visible. There was another door leading to an adjoining room. He noted that there was a key in the lock.

			“Prince Duncan!” he shouted.

			“Here!”

			The voice came from behind the locked door. Quickly, Halt turned the key and threw the door open. He found himself facing a tall man not much older than himself. His blond hair and beard were long and unkempt. He was wearing a red surcoat, with a stooping hawk emblem. The surcoat was wrinkled and grubby. He looked at Halt, who was barefooted, still soaking wet, dressed in only a shirt and trousers and with a gleaming saxe in his hand.

			“Who the blazes are you?” he asked, more than a little confused.

			“My name’s Halt. I’m here to get you out of here,” Halt told him. He stripped the two unconscious sentries of their belts and used them to lash their wrists to their ankles, hauling the leather as tight as he could manage. He studied the result critically.

			“That should keep them out of mischief,” he muttered. Then he gestured for the prince to follow him. “Come on.”

			Duncan hesitated. “That isn’t the way out,” he said, but Halt grabbed his arm and dragged him toward the terrace.

			“It is now. Get moving,” he ordered. He half dragged the reluctant prince out and through the room that led to the terrace. Duncan took in the sprawled figure by the bed, then raised his eyebrows as they emerged into the open and he saw the man slumped by the door, an arrow in his chest.

			They raised even farther when he saw the original sentry sprawled on the ground as well. He was moaning weakly.

			“Did you do this?” he asked.

			Halt shook his head. “I did two of them. He did this one.” He gestured to the man by the door, then to the bluff opposite, where Crowley was standing, waving to them. Duncan recognized the mottled cloak and the longbow.

			“That’s a Ranger,” he said, a note of wonder in his voice.

			Halt continued dragging him toward the battlements. “So he tells me,” he said.

			But Duncan was still looking at the distant figure. “I didn’t think there were any Rangers left,” he said.

			Halt reached over the wall and pulled a loop of the rope up toward him.

			“There are a few of us,” he said. “Now grab this rope and get going down the wall.”

			Duncan backed away a pace. “It’s a long way down,” he prevaricated.

			Halt raised an eyebrow. “Castles tend to be that way. They build them high. Now get going.”

			But Duncan had paled at the sight of the drop below them. “I don’t have a head for heights,” he said. “I don’t think I can do it.”

			Halt sighed in exasperation. “What is it with you Araluens? Are you all afraid of a little fall?” He began hauling the rope up, coiling it over his shoulder as it came.

			“It’s not the fall that bothers me,” said Duncan. “It’s the sudden stop at the end.”

			“Be that as it may, this is the way we’re going.” Halt had retrieved all the rope now and he quickly tied a loop in the end. “Put your foot in this, hang on tight and I’ll lower you down.” Then, as an afterthought, he added, “Can you swim?”

			“No,” said Duncan, as he slipped the loop over one foot and moved to the gap between the battlements.

			“Then I hope you can hold your breath,” Halt said. He shoved the table up against the wall and belayed the rope around one of its legs. He wrapped the free end round his shoulders, seized onto the rope and leaned back, ready to take the strain. “Away you go.”

			Gingerly, Duncan lowered himself backward over the drop, holding tight to the rope as Halt began to pay it out. He used his free leg to fend off from the wall as he went. Halt grunted as the prince’s weight came onto the rope, but the bight around the table leg gave him a mechanical advantage and he let the rope run out smoothly and slowly.

			After several minutes, he felt the line go slack and he moved to the edge of the wall, peering down. Duncan was on the riverbank below, looking up and waving as he saw Halt’s face appear over the battlements. His relief at being back on firm ground was evident in his body language.

			“You’re all smiles now,” said Halt as he reset the wooden crosspiece in the crenellation, then lowered himself backward over the edge. “Wait till your backside hits that freezing river.”
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FARREL LOOKED AROUND THE INN TO FIND THE MAN WHO had spoken. His face was set in a scowl and he wore a red surcoat, smeared with stains and grease. In the center of the surcoat was a crude representation of a red hawk in a white circle. Farrel, who had met Prince Duncan on several occasions, had to admit that there was a surface resemblance to the prince. But it was as if he were looking at an imperfect copy, with the lines blurred and inexact.

			Tiller was holding a flagon of ale in one hand and a joint of mutton in the other. As Farrel watched, he tore a strip of meat off the bone with his teeth, set the bone down and absentmindedly wiped his greasy hand on the front of his surcoat. That explained the stains, Farrel thought. The seated man continued to survey the two new arrivals as he chewed the tough mutton, his brows furrowed as he waited for an answer. Eventually, he lost patience.

			“Well?” he demanded. “Who the devil are you, I said.”

			Farrel nodded his head deferentially and raised a knuckle to touch his forehead. Berwick mirrored the action.

			“We’re honest foresters, my lord, looking for work with the local squire. My name is Farrel Molloy and this is Berwick of Gladstone.”

			He glanced around the room as he spoke, feigning nervousness but using the opportunity to study the room and its occupants. There were at least a dozen men in the room in addition to the fake Duncan. All of them were armed with an assortment of swords and maces, and they all had heavy war daggers in their belts. Most of them were drinking and several had their heads resting on the table—in one instance in a pool of ale. The room was redolent with the smell of stale ale, cheap wine and too many unwashed bodies. The gaze they turned on Berwick and Farrel was decidedly hostile. This was a group that didn’t welcome strangers, Farrel thought.

			Tiller snorted scornfully. “I’ve yet to meet an honest forester. In any case, there’ll be no work for you here. Now get out.”

			Farrel bowed his head in an obsequious movement. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but we’ve traveled long and hard to get here—”

			“Not my problem,” Tiller interrupted, but Farrel persisted, head still bowed.

			“We thought we could find lodging here in the inn, my lord,” he said.

			Tiller made an imperious gesture. “The inn is full!” he snapped. “My men and I have all the rooms.”

			Farrel allowed his glance to slide sideways to the innkeeper, who was watching the byplay with an anxious expression. He shook his head warningly at Farrel.

			It was a small movement, but Tiller noticed it. “Don’t look at him! I’m telling you the inn is full.”

			“Yes, sir,” Farrel replied, rubbing his hands together nervously. “But perhaps we could bed down in the barn—”

			Again, Tiller cut him off. “My men are in the barn. They don’t want you in there with them, waiting for a chance to steal their purses!”

			“My lord, we’re not thieves—” Farrel began.

			“You’re foresters,” Tiller said scornfully. “It’s much the same thing.”

			Farrel tried one more time, looking hesitantly around the crowded taproom. “Perhaps we could bed down here, by the fire, sir?” he suggested. “It’s bitter cold of a night in these parts.”

			“Did you hear me?” Tiller said, his voice rising in anger. There was a petulant ring to it now. He was accustomed to ordering people about, but he had no natural authority. Any authority he had came from fear, and the fact that he had twenty armed men to back him up. “There’s no room here. Get out. You’re foresters. You can sleep in the forest.”

			Several of his men chuckled at that sally but he ignored them. His eyes, burning with anger, held Farrel’s.

			“But, my lord,” Farrel whined.

			“I said get out. Do you know who I am?” The counterfeit prince stood abruptly, knocking his bench over backward and jabbing a thumb at the hawk crest on his chest.

			“I . . . er . . . no, my lord,” Farrel admitted.

			“I am Prince Duncan of Araluen, son of King Oswald and heir to the throne. And I will not sit here and bandy words with a thieving forester. Now get out!” He turned to four of his men sitting nearby. “Throw them out!” he ordered.

			As the soldiers began to rise clumsily to their feet, Farrel and Berwick turned and beat a hasty retreat from the inn. Behind them, as the door closed, they heard a burst of rough laughter.

			The two Rangers, maintaining their charade of fear, half ran back down the high street until they had put a safe distance between them and the inn. Berwick glanced back. There was no sign of any pursuit.

			“We’re clear,” he said softly and they slowed to walking pace.

			Farrel glanced down one of the side alleys and caught a brief glimpse of several hooded and cowled figures keeping pace with them.

			“Well, he’s a charmer, isn’t he?” he said.

			Berwick shrugged. “Not what I’d call courtly manners,” he replied. “Pity a few of them didn’t come after us. I would have enjoyed seeing the lads use them for target practice.”

			But Farrel shook his head. “We could have cut their numbers down, I suppose. But that would have put them on the alert and made our job tougher tonight.”

			“True,” Berwick agreed. “But I hope friend Tiller, heir to throne of Araluen as he is, shows a little resistance tonight. I’d enjoy smacking him in the chops.”
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			Midnight had come and gone. The moon had slid in a low trajectory across the sky before slipping below the western horizon.

			Farrel, hunched beside a tree in the small copse, pulled his cloak tighter around his shoulders. The night was chilly, as he’d told Tiller it would be.

			“Time to go,” he said softly. There was an almost imperceptible rustle of movement from the darkness around him as the assembled Rangers rose to their feet and began to move toward the road leading downhill to Haller’s Rill.

			Nine dark figures, swathed in their cloaks, emerged from the tree line and flowed down the hill, staying either side of the road and moving through waist-high grass. To an observer, they would have appeared like a small, dark stain spreading across the ground—dim and indistinct and difficult to focus upon. But there was no observer. Tiller and his men, having drunk themselves insensible, were lying snoring in their beds. The two sentries Tiller had detailed sat on a bench, leaning against the wall of the inn, eyes closed, breathing deeply.

			As the Rangers reached the first buildings of the village, they slipped quietly into the side alleys between the houses and disappeared from view. Berwick and Farrel made their way along the high street, staying in the shadows under the eaves of the houses. The other seven men moved to the back lanes parallel to the high street and kept pace with them. They stopped several buildings short of the inn and made their way to the high street to rejoin their leader.

			They had discussed their tactics earlier, so there was no need for talk now. Farrel made a few peremptory gestures and the seven Rangers spread out in a line, bows ready, cloaks pulled clear of their quivers. They crouched, ready to shoot on a moment’s notice. Silently, each of them selected an arrow from his quiver and nocked it ready to the bowstring. Farrel glanced along the line of dark figures. He wouldn’t care to come charging out of the inn looking for trouble, he thought. With seven archers of this caliber, trouble would be exactly what Tiller’s men would find.

			Farrel started across the empty main street. There was no point crouching to avoid being seen. If anyone were watching, he’d be all too visible. Better to move as quickly as possible to get across the open space. Berwick shadowed him and the two of them slid silently across the street, disappearing into the shadows under the eaves of the house next to the tavern. They paused there, listening, every sense alert.

			They heard a strange, low-pitched droning sound. The two Rangers exchanged a puzzled glance and moved silently to the end of the house, peering round it to view the entrance to the tavern.

			The droning continued, then was broken by a sudden snuffle and coughing sound. As he heard that, Farrel recognized the droning for what it was. He turned to Berwick, put his mouth close to the other man’s ear and breathed the word:

			“Snoring.”

			Berwick nodded. He had recognized the sound in the same moment Farrel had. The two men reached inside their cloaks and each produced a short, heavy wooden club. The heads of the clubs were wrapped in rags. They had no wish to split the sentries’ skulls—they simply wanted to knock them out.

			Silent as a pair of wraiths, they slipped round the end of the house and crossed the narrow alley to the tavern. The two sentries were sprawled on a bench by the front door. Their weapons were on the ground beside them and they leaned in on each other, snoring heavily.

			Berwick wrinkled his nose. “Wouldn’t care to smell that breath from close to,” he murmured. Farrel frowned at him and put a finger to his lips. They stood by the two sleeping men, clubs ready, and hesitated.

			Somehow, it seemed unsporting to knock two sleeping men over the head. Berwick looked at Farrel and shrugged uncertainly.

			Farrel frowned, then leaned forward and placed his hand on the nearest man’s shoulder, and shook him. “Oy!” he said softly. “Wake up!”

			The sentry’s eyes flicked open. His mouth hung open as well and he looked up at the two dark figures standing over him. He had no idea where he was or what he was supposed to be doing.

			“Wassa matter . . . ,” he began.

			Farrel, seeing he was awake and so fair game, brought his club down on his head with a muffled thump. The man let out a little groan and slid sideways on the bench, jostling his companion, who opened his eyes in turn, staring owlishly around him.

			Farrel made a permissive gesture to Berwick. “Be my guest,” he said.

			“Who’re you?” the sentry said blearily, and with a dull THUD! Berwick laid him out in his turn. He lowered the man off the bench onto the ground, looking up at Farrel.

			“Do we need to tie them up?”

			Farrel shook his head. “They’ll be out for hours. Let’s go.”

			He tried the door handle and wasn’t surprised to find it was unlocked. After all, why lock a door when you have two sentries outside it? The hinges creaked softly as he pushed the door inward and they stepped into the darkened taproom.

			Berwick took the lead. While Farrel had been pleading with Tiller earlier that day, the second Ranger had used the time to fix the layout of the room in his mind. He pointed to the right-hand corner, beyond the fireplace where remnants of the day’s fire still glowed, casting an uncertain half light over the empty room.

			“Over there,” he said, and led the way to the staircase. The stairs went up eight risers to a landing. Then another eight steps went off to the left. They moved carefully upward, setting their feet on the very edge of the stairs, where there was less movement that might cause the boards to creak.

			They took the second set of eight steps in the same manner and found themselves in a low-ceilinged hallway. Berwick glanced around, letting his eyes become accustomed to the gloom. There was a small, dirty window to their right, which let in a little starlight. On either side of the hallway were doors to two bedrooms. And the end of the hall was a third door, to a room that seemed as though it took up the entire width of the upper story. That would be the main bedroom and that’s where they expected to find Tiller.

			The air was full of the rasping sound of half a dozen men snoring. Occasionally someone coughed, then resumed the snoring again. As they listened, someone let go a long and resounding fart.

			“Delightful people,” murmured Berwick.

			They soft-footed down the hall and paused outside the door, listening. From inside came the sound of one man snoring. They exchanged a look, nodded to each other, and Berwick eased the door open for Farrel to slip inside.

			The window was uncurtained, and even without a moon, there was enough ambient light for Farrel to make out the tall form of Tiller spread-eagled on the bed. He was wearing a nightshirt. His surcoat and trousers were tossed over the end of the bed. His boots were lying on the floor where he had discarded them. Although the two Rangers moved noiselessly, something must have penetrated his dulled, drunken senses. His eyes flicked open and he sat up, staring at the two dark figures standing over him.

			“Who are you?” he said, his voice thick and slurring.

			“Prince Duncan says hello,” Farrel said softly, then hit the fake prince with a short, hard right hook to the point of the jaw.

			Tiller’s eyes rolled up in his head and he went back down onto the bed, stone-cold unconscious.

			Farrell dropped his brass striker, which he had held in his right fist, back into an inner pocket. He shook his hand once or twice to relieve the pain. Even with the striker to support his fist, the punch had been a painful one—albeit more painful for Tiller.

			Berwick watched him curiously. “Why didn’t you use your club?”

			Farrel gave him a fierce grin. “It was more fun this way,” he said.
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FARREL BENT OVER AND SEIZED HOLD OF THE UNCONSCIOUS impostor’s hands, pulling him upright in the bed and forward from the waist.

			“Give me a hand to get him up,” he said quietly.

			Berwick leaned in, dragging Tiller over his companion’s shoulder. Farrel got both his hands around the back of Tiller’s thighs. He paused a moment, then heaved up with his legs and lifted the unconscious figure off the bed.

			Tiller was heavier than he expected, and he staggered for a pace or two, then regained his balance. He glanced around the room.

			“Grab his pants and boots,” he said and Berwick moved quickly to comply. Then Farrel nodded toward the door and Berwick slipped past him to open it, clearing the way to the hallway.

			Farrel grunted softly as he stepped slowly out into the hallway. The floorboards creaked under the additional weight he was carrying. He paused, but then figured that the slight noise they made would be hidden by the thunderous snoring from the other two rooms.

			He shrugged Tiller’s limp body into a more secure position and continued toward the stairs. Berwick brought up the rear, his saxe drawn and glittering in the dull light of the hallway. They passed the doors to the two bedrooms. Berwick half turned, shuffling sideways so that he could keep an eye on the source of possible trouble.

			Farrel reached the top of the first flight of stairs and paused, getting his balance and his breath back. He stepped cautiously down onto the first stair, settled himself again and brought his back foot down to match the front one. Burdened as he was, he wouldn’t be striding down the steps. He’d need to take them carefully, stepping down one at a time with both feet.

			He took the second stair. One foot, then two. He swayed, leaning against the wall for balance, then stepped down to the third stair.

			Which was loose, and turned slightly under his foot.

			He hadn’t noticed the loose board on the way up. They had been putting their weight on the very edges of each step, and there had been no sign of movement. Now, he didn’t have that luxury. He had to step down onto the middle of each riser, where there was more movement. He hastily brought his second foot down to try to regain his balance, but it simply exacerbated the problem. The extra load made the step tilt even farther and he felt himself losing his balance. Berwick, behind him and facing back up the staircase, didn’t notice his companion’s predicament. Farrel threw out his left arm to grab at the wall, trying to prevent himself from falling, but he had already tipped too far past his balance point and he couldn’t recover.

			It seemed to happen in slow motion and that gave him time to consider his two options: to fall with Tiller, or to get rid of the unconscious man and let him fall by himself down the staircase.

			He chose the latter, slipping Tiller’s body free of his shoulder and letting him go, while he threw himself backward, bending his knees to regain balance.

			Tiller crashed down the stairs, a tangle of arms and legs. He hit on his left shoulder, more by luck than good management, and rolled, his feet cannoning off the walls. Then he somersaulted, so that his feet went over his head, crashed into the stairs below and dragged him, crashing and banging, after them.

			“What are you doing?” Berwick hissed. He hadn’t seen Farrel lose his balance, and turning quickly, it seemed to him that his companion had simply hurled their prisoner headlong down the staircase.

			“Shut up!” Farrel replied, rising to his feet and taking the stairs two at a time to get to the fallen man.

			Strangely, the series of violent impacts, which might have rendered Tiller even more deeply unconscious, served to rouse him. He lay sprawled halfway down the stairs, head jammed against the wall where the stairs made a right-angle turn, and bellowed in pain and shock.

			Above them, they heard a scramble of movement as his men were wakened by the row. Bare feet hit the floor and it seemed everyone was shouting at once. There was a crash as two of them, still half drunk from the night before, collided with each other in the hallway and went down in a tangle of arms and legs. Reaching Tiller, Farrel grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, hauled him to his feet and dragged him down the next flight of stairs. As they reached the taproom, Berwick caught up with them and seized hold of Tiller’s arm from the other side. Between them, they half dragged, half carried the dazed man to the door.

			Above, they heard doors banging and feet pounding on the stairs. Someone was trying to blow a blast on a horn, to alert the troops in the barn. But his mouth and lips were dry and the first few efforts emitted only a strangled squawk. Then he got it under control and a shattering blast sounded through the inn.

			“That’s torn it,” Berwick said as he shouldered the door open and dragged Tiller through it, Farrel following behind them. The impostor, now more fully aware of what was happening, began to struggle, resisting their efforts. Berwick glared at him.

			“My turn,” he said, and hit him with a savage left hook. Tiller’s knees sagged once more and his head lolled. He was a dead weight again but it was easier for the two Rangers to drag him out into the street. Farrel stepped on one of the unconscious sentries and stumbled, throwing more weight onto Berwick, who staggered, then recovered.

			“Watch your clumsy great feet!” Berwick hissed.

			“I’m not doing this on purpose!” Farrel replied, then he called in a louder voice, “Rangers! Alert!”

			There was no need for the command. The noise they had made exiting the inn was enough to wake the dead. The seven Rangers were ready and waiting in a long line, bows raised, arrows nocked and ready.

			“Clear our shot!” Jurgen called urgently. Berwick and Farrel realized that they were directly in line with the waiting Rangers and the inn itself. Hastily, they altered their direction, crabbing to one side to leave Jurgen and the others with an unimpeded shot.

			They weren’t a moment too soon. The inn door banged open, disgorging four of Tiller’s henchmen onto the street. A second later, another half-dozen armed men pounded out of the stableyard gate to join them, forming up in a rough line.

			One of them pointed his sword at the three figures hobbling down the high street. He hadn’t noticed the Rangers opposite, ready to shoot. “There they are! Get them!”

			“Don’t move!” It was Jurgen again and now the soldiers turned their attention to the single rank of dark-cloaked figures to their right. For a moment, they hesitated, then, with a roar of anger, they surged forward in a ragged charge.

			Instantly, six of them went down, arrows through thighs, calves or arms. Jurgen and his men hadn’t aimed to kill, simply to stop the charge. The impact of the arrows at point-blank range was staggering—literally. Those at the rear of the charge stopped as they saw their comrades sprawling on the ground, crying out in agony. Several more reinforcements exited the stableyard gate, took in the situation and withdrew immediately. There’d be no help from that quarter.

			The wounded men lay on the ground, sobbing in pain and shock. Their four remaining companions watched in horror and began to back toward the tavern door. Then one of them, perhaps drunker than the others, perhaps in a fit of bloodlust, lost control and charged after the retreating figures of Farrel, Berwick and Tiller, his sword drawn back, ready to strike.

			Norris, an arrow nocked and drawn, swung with the running man and released.

			There was no time to aim to wound. The arrow hit the man in the ribs and the force of it flung him sideways, so that he crashed into the wall of the house adjoining the tavern and slid to the ground, lying there silent. The sword clattered and rang on the hard ground as it fell from his fingers.

			Jurgen stepped forward from the shooting line and faced the wounded men on the far side of the street. “Don’t try to follow us,” he ordered, his voice cold. “Next time, we’ll shoot to kill.”

			The wounded men looked up at him, faces contorted with pain. None of them, he knew, would be anxious to face the seven archers once more. His words were aimed at the men back in the inn, and in the stableyard.

			“We’re King’s Rangers!” Jurgen called loudly, and was surprised at the small surge of pride it gave him to use the title. “Tiller is under arrest and will hang for his crimes. Any of you want to join him, you’re welcome. But if you try to follow us, you’re dead men. Get back to whatever hole you crawled out of and lie low. That way, you might have a chance to survive. If you keep raiding, we’ll come looking for you.”

			He made a quick gesture to the other Rangers and they began to trot down the high street after Farrel and Berwick, catching up to them and relieving them of their burden.

			Norris, Jurgen and Samdash stopped after thirty meters, standing in the middle of the street and facing the inn, ready to deal with any sign of pursuit.

			After a few minutes, the inn door opened and the three Rangers raised their bows in a warning gesture. Several men emerged, holding their hands up to show they were carrying no weapons, and began to help their wounded comrades back inside. The door closed behind the last of them and Jurgen turned to his companions.

			“That’s it,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”
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THE TOURNAMENT GROUND OUTSIDE THE WALLS OF CASTLE Gorlan was a cheerful riot of noise and color and surging humanity. Flags and pennants flew on all sides, flapping in the breeze. The turf, which had been mowed by an army of scythe-wielding peasants, was rich, lush and green.

			The long, rectangular tournament field was divided down the middle by a meter-and-a-half-high wooden fence called the tilt, which defined the jousting ground. At either end stood the varicolored pavilions of the competing nobles and knights. Their shields were mounted on poles outside the pavilions, the bright enameled colors of their insignia adding to the glitter and excitement of the setting.

			Each baron had his own roped-off area, inside which a main pavilion served as his headquarters for the duration of the tournament. These pavilions, decked out in the barons’ personal colors, were surrounded by smaller tents, accommodating the barons’ followers—knights, battle-school students, armorers, horse masters, cooks, servants and various other supernumeraries. In the case of the larger fiefs, like Redmont, there could be up to a dozen tents, so that the area resembled a small canvas village.

			Morgarath’s pavilion was at the opposite end of the field to Arald’s. His enclosure had only three tents, including the main pavilion, as most of his men would be accommodated in the nearby castle. His black shield, with its golden lightning-bolt insignia, was mounted on a tall pole outside his main pavilion—which was also finished in black and gold.

			The shields outside each pavilion were not merely for decoration. Young knights or squires wishing to make a name for themselves could challenge the senior knights and barons by striking a lance against the mounted shield. Those who were challenged could accept the invitation to joust or not.

			Not all the barons in Araluen had traveled to the tournament. For some, the distance was prohibitive—as was the cost. If a baron lost in a challenge joust, he would have to forfeit his horse and armor. Many of the smaller fiefs could ill afford such an expense—particularly as the barons were less than skillful in their weapons drill. Others were simply too old to be competitive, and had elected to remain at home. As a result, only thirty-two of the fiefs were represented here.

			The tilt was aligned in a north–south direction. On the western side, where the late afternoon sun wouldn’t strike into the eyes of its occupants, was a covered grandstand with separate sections laid out for the nobles and their followers. The seats in this grandstand were comfortable and padded with cushions. In the center was Morgarath’s section, which was only fitting as he was the sponsor of the tournament. There was a small separate section within this part of the grandstand to accommodate the King and his servants. But Morgarath had let it be known that King Oswald was indisposed and would not be attending.

			At either end of the grandstand were common areas, where jugglers and musicians performed and where cook fires were lit, preparing roasted meats, ears of corn or spitted, spiced river fish. The delicious smell of grilling meat and the sizzle of fat dripping onto red-hot coals set mouths watering. There were half a dozen tents selling ale and wine.

			These vendors supplied the needs of the junior knights and squires. In the space behind the grandstand, the barons’ servants prepared their food for them.

			On the opposite side was the commoners’ seating area. It wasn’t enclosed or covered against inclement weather and the seats were simple wooden benches, rising in tiers. It was nowhere near as comfortable, but it was said there was more fun to be had here than in the august—some might say stuffy—presence of the nobles and knights opposite. More food stalls and sideshow tents were arrayed in the open spaces beside the tiers of benches. There was no wine on sale here. Ale was the drink of the common people and there was plenty of that on hand. Several tents were set up with large barrels mounted on their sides, ready to be tapped. Each had long rows of wooden tankards hanging from pegs. Already, the ale sellers were doing a steady trade, even though the actual combats wouldn’t begin till the following day.

			On the tournament field itself, half a dozen squires were exercising their masters’ battlehorses, and an equal number of lesser knights, who couldn’t afford retainers, were getting a feel for the ground as well.

			The tournament rules were simple enough. Each combatant would wear chain-mail armor and carry a shield. His head would be protected by a full-face jousting helmet. The jousting lances they carried would be made of lightweight wood—usually pine—instead of the heavier iron-tipped oak that made up a war lance. The jousting lances were designed to shatter and splinter in the event of a direct hit on an opponent’s shield. An indirect or off-center strike would leave the lance undamaged. A knight gained a point for each lance shattered in this way, with a maximum of five lances being used for each encounter.

			A dead-center strike on a shield could result in one’s opponent being hurled from the saddle, or in extreme cases, the horse being thrown down as well, in addition to the lance shattering. With the lightweight lances that were being used, it required a particularly skilled and exact eye to perform such a perfect strike.

			If a warrior was unhorsed in this way, his opponent was declared the automatic winner of the bout—unless the vanquished horseman indicated that he wished to continue the fight on foot. It was the winner’s prerogative to accept or refuse such a challenge. He could continue to fight from horseback, discarding his lance and continuing with his sword. Or he could, as a matter of sportsmanship, choose to dismount and face his opponent on foot. If he vanquished his opponent once more, he was awarded a double penalty and double points were added to his tally. Swords were, of course, blunted.

			The tournament was due to begin the following day. The first two mornings would be set aside for elimination bouts between lesser knights and final-year battle-school students, hoping to win their way into the main draw.

			In the hour after lunch, younger, less experienced knights would be able to issue challenges to their more senior and experienced colleagues—the barons, senior knights and battle masters. Those challenged could choose to accept or refuse the contest. Most would opt to accept, seeing a chance to get in some worthwhile practice against less dangerous opponents. The tournament was, after all, basically a fun event.

			Personal contests between the senior knights and barons would be held in the afternoon.

			On the third day, jousting would be postponed and the Grand Melee would be held, beginning at eleven o’clock in the morning. This was an opportunity for every combatant entered in the tournament to win prize money. The fighters were divided into two teams, wearing red or blue kerchiefs round their upper arms. They fought on foot, with blunted tournament weapons—swords, maces or axes. The objective was to seek out an opponent and force him to yield. Losers were tallied by heralds and referees, and their weapons and armor would be forfeited to those who had defeated them. As the numbers reduced, the more successful fighters usually retired from the field, taking their booty, and their captives, with them. At intervals, the teams were reassigned to keep the numbers more or less even, so it was possible to fight for an hour or so with another knight as an ally, only to find oneself facing him as an enemy as the numbers were adjusted. Technically, each combatant was supposed to fight as an individual, but loose alliances were often formed and it was hard to police the practice, given the wild, unstructured nature of the melee.

			Even though weapons were blunted, the melee was highly dangerous and serious injuries often occurred. The barons and senior knights generally refrained from taking the field.

			On the fourth and fifth day, jousting would resume and a series of elimination bouts would decide the eventual grand champion of the tournament.

			Baron Arald of Redmont sat at a long table set up in one of his service tents. It was normally used by his armorers, and racks holding chain-mail shirts and leggings, as well as various helmets and other fittings, lined the interior. Today, however, there was no sign of the armorers. The tent was being used for a secret council of war. At the table with Arald was Prince Duncan, Crowley and Halt, Mistress DuLacy from Arald’s Diplomatic Service, and Sir Rodney, the young battle master from Redmont Fief.

			Arald had elected to use this tent for the meeting as it was less conspicuous than his main pavilion, set out in the open where all could view it. The armorers’ tent was pitched back among the cluster of other, lesser tents and it was easier for those meeting here to make their way to it unobserved.

			As Arald drummed his fingers impatiently on the table, the final member of the council entered, pushing back his ragged cowl as he came.

			“Sorry I’m late,” Pritchard told the assembled group. “Had a little trouble getting away from the castle without being noticed.”

			“Have you found my father?” Duncan asked, the strain in his voice obvious.

			Pritchard nodded. “Yes, my lord. There’s a high-ranking prisoner being kept in the eastern tower’s turret room. I’ve made friends with one of the serving girls who takes him his meals and it’s pretty obvious that it’s King Oswald.”

			“Is he all right? Is he in danger?” Duncan wanted to know.

			Pritchard hesitated. “I won’t lie to you, sir. It sounds as if he’s in very poor health. The girl has told me he’s feverish and dispirited and he has long periods where he’s semiconscious. It sounds to me as if he’s being drugged.”

			Duncan slammed his hand on the table. “Then we have to get him out of there!” he snapped, but Pritchard held up a hand in warning.

			“It would be a mistake to act too soon. Morgarath doesn’t know you’re here. And he doesn’t know we’re aware of the King’s situation. We need him to show his hand before we act.”

			“But—” Duncan began.

			Arald interrupted him. “Pritchard’s right, my lord. We need to pick our time carefully. There’s no concrete proof against Morgarath—”

			“No proof? He had me held prisoner in Castle Wildriver!” Duncan said heatedly. “And he’s holding my father prisoner now!”

			“There’s nothing to tie him to the fact that you were held prisoner,” Arald told him. “He’s sure to deny any knowledge of the fact. As for your father, he claims he’s protecting him—against you.”

			“What about the impostor who was raiding across the border?” Duncan demanded.

			Crowley answered him this time. “Again, there’s no proof that Morgarath had a hand in that. Oh, we may get Tiller to confess, but it’ll be his word against Morgarath’s. It’s going to come down to an accusation against him before the Council of Barons. And Morgarath has a lot of support there.”

			Arald turned to Pauline DuLacy. “Speaking of which, what is the situation, Pauline?” he asked.

			The blond woman glanced down at a pile of notes in front of her. But she was merely gathering her thoughts. She had no need of written notes.

			“It’s close. A majority are on our side—probably thirty-five of the Council. But not all of them are present. On the other hand, most of Morgarath’s supporters are here. They’ve probably been warned that he’s planning some kind of grab for the throne. If we confront him here, we won’t have the numbers to find him guilty.” She glanced apologetically at the prince. “We need at least two-thirds of the Council to side with us, and they have to be present.”

			Duncan sat back from the table, his frustration all too evident. “So what can we do?”

			“Our best witness against him is your father, the King,” Pritchard said calmly. “But right at the moment, it’s impossible to get him out of Gorlan. Morgarath’s attention is focused on him and nothing short of a full-scale attack could get to him. On the other hand, once the tournament begins, it’ll be a different matter.”

			“How so?” said Arald.

			Pritchard turned to face him. “Morgarath’s attention will be distracted. He’ll be looking to whittle down our numbers. I’ve heard whispers through the castle that he plans to attack as many of his enemies as possible in the Grand Melee. His henchman Teezal will lead a group of warriors, targeting specific opponents. You can bet they’ll be either people already on our side, or tending to favor our position. Most of them won’t be senior knights, but if they’re put out of action it will weaken our forces.”

			“Against the rules, of course,” said Crowley. “But that’s never bothered Morgarath in the past.”

			“Perhaps we can turn the tables on him, with a group of our own men, targeting the targeters,” Halt suggested. Crowley and Arald smiled at him.

			“Not a bad idea,” said Arald.

			Pritchard cleared his throat. “There’s another thing, my lord,” he said to Arald. “Morgarath is almost certain to challenge you. And he’s almost certain to try to bend the rules his way so he can kill you. If you’re out of the way, our position is seriously weakened. You’re the focus for our campaign against him. You can bring enough of the Barons’ Council on board to defeat him.”

			Arald shrugged. “Let him try,” he said. “I’ve fought him before.”

			“My point is,” said Pritchard, “that once he’s involved in the tournament, it’s going to be easier to rescue the King. I could lead a small group into the castle. I know the layout now and I know where they’re keeping him. If we can set him free, he can denounce Morgarath as a traitor.”

			“Of course, Morgarath will demand a hearing before the Council of Barons,” said Arald. “He’s a stickler for proper procedure, when it suits his purpose to demand it. And it’ll take months to assemble the full council.”

			“But at least the King will be free, and we’ll have stopped Morgarath’s attempt to discredit Duncan and seize the throne.” Pritchard paused, then added, “We’ll have only one chance to confront him and we want to be sure he doesn’t wriggle out of it. We have to make it stick. King Oswald is the key to that.”

			Duncan looked around the table. It was obvious that he was still frustrated by the lack of immediate action, but he could see the sense of the arguments that had been raised.

			“Very well. We’ll wait. Crowley, are your men ready?”

			Crowley smiled. “They’re scattered among the crowds, sir, disguised as ordinary workers and yeomen. But they’ll be ready the moment you need them.”

			Duncan studied him for a few seconds, then nodded. “Good. And in the meantime, Arald, you are to do your best to prevent Morgarath killing you.”

			Arald smiled. “I did plan to do something along those lines, sir,” he said.
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MORGARATH REACHED ACROSS TO REFILL BARON PELLER’S goblet.

			“More wine, Lord Peller?” he asked, giving the gray-haired Baron a winning smile. Behind the smile, he nursed the sarcastic thought that Peller was unlikely to ever refuse the offer of more wine. The network of veins on his nose and cheek bore testimony to his love of, and dedication to, more wine.

			“Why, thank you, Lord Morgarath!” the nobleman replied. He hastily took a deep gulp of the wine remaining in his goblet, then pushed it forward so that his host could top it up. He regarded the brimming goblet contentedly, and raised it to his lips.

			Morgarath was entertaining three of the barons who were favorable to his cause, although not yet fully committed. They were seated at a laden table in his sumptuous pavilion. The tent flaps were raised to allow a cool breeze to enter and they had dined on roast pork, a spectacular game pie and a wide assortment of vegetables. The remains of the meal lay in front of them and they were now setting themselves to the task of finishing off the fine wine that Morgarath had provided. He was an accomplished host and was known to provide excellent fare for guests. The three barons, Peller, Meagher and Cordell, had accepted his invitation eagerly.

			“How is the King, Lord Morgarath?” inquired Meagher.

			Morgarath shook his head and assumed an unhappy expression. “Not well, I’m afraid,” he said sadly. “His health deteriorates every day and his spirits are lower than ever. I fear his son’s actions in the north are behind it. He is vastly disappointed in Duncan and that is affecting his attitude and, in turn, his health. He’s not been strong since the assassination attempt. The poison took a lot out of him, physically and mentally.”

			“We’re all lucky that you got wind of the attempt in time to save him, my lord,” said Baron Cordell.

			Morgarath gave a deprecating shrug. “I simply did my duty. Any of you would have done the same.”

			“I’ve heard rumors, my lord,” Peller said ponderously, “that the King is thinking of disinheriting his son.”

			Morgarath raised his eyebrows in apparent surprise—although those rumors had been started by himself. “That would be a most serious circumstance, Lord Peller.”

			Peller shrugged. “No more than Duncan’s actions deserve, some might say.”

			Cordell and Meagher murmured agreement. Morgarath shot a shrewd glance at the two of them. He had staged this banquet to gauge their reactions to such an event. He felt a warm glow of satisfaction. His three guests did not represent major fiefs in terms of manpower or troops, but they did wield considerable influence with many of the other barons, particularly those who were so far uncommitted to either side in the obvious struggle for power going on in the Kingdom.

			“But if the King were to take such a step, he would have to name a successor in Duncan’s place,” Morgarath said mildly.

			Again, Peller couched his reply in those ponderous tones that were his trademark—particularly when the wine level in his goblet had been lowered several times. “I could think of no better candidate than yourself, my lord,” he said to Morgarath.

			But the Baron of Gorlan Fief waved the suggestion aside. “Me? I have no business being King. Nor any wish to become one. I’m content with my lot.”

			“I believe there are many among us who would disagree, Lord Morgarath,” said Cordell. “We would be happy to support your candidature for the position. After all, you are the foremost knight in the realm. Many of us look up to you.”

			Again Morgarath shook his head, smiling reluctantly at the idea. But inside, he felt a surge of triumph. Now that the matter was out in the open, raised by someone other than himself and greeted with approval by these three, he could progress his plan to the next stage. He had doubts that King Oswald would publicly denounce Duncan as his heir, but if the matter were already being discussed as a fait accompli, he could use a written proclamation, marked with the King’s seal, to bring the matter to a head. Such a proclamation would need to be ratified by the Council of Barons, but he sensed that he would be able to gather a majority there.

			“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, my lords,” he said easily. “I’m sure that if we put our minds to it, we can resolve this problem with Duncan.”

			The three men mumbled agreement, although they sounded less than convinced. Morgarath smiled to himself. The resolution of this problem might well be to have Duncan killed, he thought. But before that, he would need Oswald to put Morgarath’s name forward as his successor.

			He was about to speak when someone approached the entrance to the dining section. He glanced up and saw Teezal standing expectantly.

			“What is it?” he snapped, anger creeping into his voice. He had left explicit instructions that his banquet was not to be interrupted.

			“My lord, I have news,” Teezal said nervously.

			Morgarath frowned. Teezal wasn’t stupid and he was aware of Morgarath’s instructions that the luncheon not be interrupted. Therefore, what he had to say must be important. Still, the interruption gave Morgarath an opportunity to further ingratiate himself with his guests.

			“It can wait,” he said coldly. “I am entertaining honored guests.” He turned to smile at the three barons. Morgarath was a blackhearted killer, but he was capable of exuding enormous charm—just as a viper might lull its victims before striking.

			He saw the looks of gratification on their faces and turned back to Teezal. “Wait outside,” he said curtly.

			His lackey turned and stepped outside the pavilion. “Yes, my lord,” he said as he withdrew.

			Morgarath turned back to his guests, smiling expansively. “Now, my friends, some more wine? Or perhaps some fruit?” He gestured to the table, but already Cordell and Meagher were rising from their chairs. Peller followed suit, after a reluctant glance at the quarter-full wine jug on the table.

			“Really, my lord, we’ve taken enough of your time,” said Cordell, and the others instantly concurred. Morgarath feigned disappointment.

			“But we were just beginning to enjoy ourselves,” he said, although the real reason for the luncheon had been accomplished, as far as he was concerned.

			“No. We’d best get away. You have much to do as the host of this excellent tournament, Lord Morgarath, and we’re grateful for the time you’ve given us,” said Meagher, leading the way toward the doorway. The others followed, and as Morgarath ushered them out, maintaining his expression of disappointment at their departure, Peller turned back to him and tapped the side of his nose with one finger.

			“Remember what we discussed, my lord,” he said.

			Morgarath nodded, his expression serious and concerned. “I will, Lord Peller. But I doubt that anything will come of it. After all, the rumors about Oswald’s intentions are just that—rumors.”

			“Nevertheless,” Peller intoned, “these are troubled times and in such times we look for a man to take firm control.”

			“Perhaps,” said Morgarath. “But let’s not make any decisions in haste.”

			Peller nodded and followed the other two barons out into the sunlight and bustle of the tournament field. As he waved them good-bye, Morgarath turned and surveyed the anteroom to his private dining space. Along with several of his servants and his clerk, Teezal was waiting patiently, sitting on a stool. As his lord’s gaze fell on him, he rose to his feet. Morgarath jerked a thumb at the inner room.

			“Inside,” he said and, as the servants moved to enter to clear the table, he stopped them. “You wait here.”

			They stepped back and he followed Teezal into the inner room, once again taking his seat at the head of the table. He gestured to the wine jug and one of the glasses left empty by his guests. “Have some wine if you like. It’ll go to waste otherwise.”

			Teezal accepted this rather dismissive invitation eagerly. He knew that Morgarath would have provided the finest wine from his cellars for the day’s luncheon. He poured a glass and sipped appreciatively.

			Morgarath waited a few seconds. “Well, what’s this important news that you’ve discovered?”

			Teezal set the glass down reluctantly. He knew that after he delivered his news, there’d be no more time for wine drinking. “My lord,” he said, “I’m sorry I interrupted—”

			But Morgarath waved the apology aside. “No matter. I was finished with those three self-important bores anyway. Gave me an excuse to be rid of them. Now what did you have to tell me?”

			“My lord,” Tiller said warily. He knew Morgarath’s violent temper only too well. “It’s Tiller. He’s here.”

			“Tiller?” Morgarath’s face was blank. For a moment, the name meant nothing to him.

			“Tiller,” Teezal repeated, emphasizing the name. Then, seeing Morgarath’s brows come together in anger, he elaborated. “The false Duncan. The impostor who’s been raiding across the northern border. That Tiller.”

			Morgarath’s face cleared, anger being replaced by curiosity. “You say he’s here? Here at Gorlan? What does he want? I told him never to show his face near me!” Momentarily, he assumed that Tiller had come of his own volition.

			Teezal quickly disabused him of that idea. “He’s not here willingly, my lord. He’s a prisoner. He’s being held in Arald’s compound.”

			“Arald? May the Fates curse the man! Must he always interfere in my business? How does he come to have Tiller as a prisoner?”

			Teezal shrugged. “I have no idea, my lord. I was keeping an eye on Arald’s compound, as you ordered, when I became aware that someone was being held prisoner in one of the smaller tents. I saw food being taken in, but whoever was being fed never came out. So I managed to get a look inside and there he was—Tiller. He’s chained up and can’t move more than a few meters in any direction. But it’s definitely him.”

			Morgarath stroked his chin reflectively. “Why would Arald have brought him here?” he wondered.

			“He could be planning to contest your plans for the throne, my lord,” said Teezal. “After all, they depend on Prince Duncan being discredited and disowned. If Arald produced Tiller, and had him swear he was impersonating Duncan on your orders, that could complicate things.”

			“True. But how has Arald got wind of my plans?” Morgarath was thinking aloud rather than asking questions. But Teezal replied nevertheless.

			“The rumors are all over the tournament, my lord, that the King plans to disinherit Duncan. It wouldn’t take much for Arald to guess that you were behind them, and were planning to replace him.”

			“True,” said Morgarath thoughtfully. “Very true. But how did Arald get hold of him?”

			“I can make inquiries, my lord. I’m sure I . . . ,” Teezal began, but Morgarath waved him to silence.

			“Time enough to do that later. If we start asking around, Arald might get wind that we know Tiller is here. No. I have something more urgent for you to do with friend Tiller.”

			“What’s that, my lord?” Teezal asked.

			Morgarath turned to look at him. Not for the first time, Teezal was reminded of the eyes of a snake about to strike.

			“Kill him,” Morgarath said.
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PRITCHARD PEERED ROUND THE DOORWAY INTO THE MASSIVE kitchen in the basement of Castle Gorlan. For the moment, the giant roasting pits and huge iron ovens weren’t in use. But one of the kitchen maids was preparing a meal on a tray—as she did every day around midday.

			Having watched her for the past week, Pritchard knew the tray would be going to the isolated room in the tower—where Oswald was being held prisoner.

			He watched as the girl placed a bowl of thin broth onto the tray, then turned away to prepare a small plate of sliced chicken and green vegetables. The portions were never large. Morgarath had no intention of letting Oswald regain his strength and Pritchard had noticed that the girl stirred a small quantity of white powder into the soup each day, pouring it from a small bottle she kept in her apron pocket. He was convinced that Oswald was being kept sedated, although he had overheard the girl being told by the kitchen master that the powder was a tonic. She was a good-hearted lass and he knew she would have no willing part in keeping the old man in the tower drugged.

			Pritchard stepped down the three steps into the kitchen and moved toward her. She sensed him coming, looked up and smiled. She liked the ragged old man who had taken to loitering round the kitchen looking for scraps and handouts. He was invariably polite and courteous to her, and always thanked her profusely for the tidbits she gave him. And he had a delightful twinkle in his eye, she thought.

			“Good morning, Belmore,” she said now. That was the name he had given her.

			“Good morning, mistress. How are . . . ?” Pritchard stopped in mid-sentence and put his hand to his forehead, shaking his head. He staggered, regaining his balance by seizing the kitchen bench, and stood, swaying uncertainly, bewilderment and fear in his eyes.

			“Are you all right?” she asked anxiously and he made a dismissive gesture, taking his hand away from his forehead to do so.

			“Just a little dizzy,” he said, his voice quavering. “I didn’t eat yesterday.”

			The previous day, he hadn’t appeared in the castle kitchen. He’d been meeting with Arald and Prince Duncan.

			“You should have come to see me!” she scolded. Forgetting the tray, she turned back to the worktable and quickly sliced him a slab of bread from a fresh loaf, buttering it thickly, then poured a beaker of water for him. She placed the bread and water on the table and gestured to it.

			“Here, sit and have something to eat!” she said.

			Pritchard moved cautiously toward the chair she indicated, keeping his balance with one hand on the workbench. Then he sat heavily and began to eat hungrily, washing the mouthfuls of fresh buttered bread down with cool water. “Ah!” he said. “That’s better! The gods bless you, mistress!”

			The girl smiled at him, relieved to see he was obviously over the fainting spell that had seized him. “You have to look after yourself, Belmore. You’re not a young man anymore and you know there’s always plenty to spare in the kitchen. If you’re hungry, just find me. I’ll always get you something.”

			He smiled at her. “Thank you, mistress. You’re too kind,” he said. He felt a slight twinge of conscience over the fact that he had deceived her and taken advantage of her kindly nature. As she had turned away to fetch him food and drink, he had quickly slipped a folded scrap of parchment under the soup bowl.

			She patted his shoulder now, smiling at him. “I must be about my work,” she said. “You sit here and eat your bread until you feel better.”

			“I’m feeling better already, thanks to you,” he replied warmly. She gathered up the tray and headed for the door out of the kitchen.

			“Take all the time you need,” she said. “Nobody will bother you.”

			Pritchard waited, listening to the sound of her light footsteps as she crossed the flagstones of the vast central hall and began the long climb up a series of winding stairways to the eastern tower. In spite of her best efforts the broth would be little more than lukewarm by the time she delivered it, he knew.

			Once he was sure she had gone, he wolfed the last of the bread—which was fresh baked and warm and quite delicious. Then he hurried out of the kitchen by a side door and made his way out of the castle grounds. He had become a familiar sight around Castle Gorlan over the past week and was able to come and go virtually unhindered. In fact, he thought, the guards and sentries probably didn’t even notice him as he passed under the massive portcullis and made his way across the drawbridge.
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			King Oswald glanced up from his chair as he heard the door of his turret room open. The sound of the large key grating in the lock was a reminder that he was a prisoner here in Gorlan. He sat at a table in his nightshirt—the only garment he had been given. A blanket was draped round his shoulders because the sentries would allow no fire in the turret room.

			“Can’t have you burning yourself, your majesty,” they’d sneered when he’d requested some warmth in the chilly room. High above the surrounding countryside like this, the turret room was subject to constant chill winds whistling round it and finding their way in through the gaps in the shutters.

			He managed a wan smile as the kitchen maid appeared with his meal. At least she was pleasant, he thought, and was constantly solicitous of his health.

			He coughed, the action racking his body. He felt weak and totally lacking in energy. He was sure they were putting something in his food to keep him drowsy and dispirited, but he didn’t know where they were putting it, or what they were giving him. And, truth be told, as each day went by, he cared less and less. He could feel his will to live, his will to resist Morgarath’s constant demands that he disinherit his son, diminishing.

			Morgarath had made no bones about Duncan’s current fate. King Oswald knew his son was being held prisoner by Morgarath’s allies. And he knew that Duncan’s life depended on his, Oswald’s, doing as Morgarath commanded. He sighed unhappily. There had been a time when he had trusted Morgarath, but that time was long past and now he realized he had been a fool to do so.

			He also knew that the minute he signed any proclamation naming Morgarath as his heir, Duncan’s life would be over. Morgarath couldn’t afford to let him live, and possibly rechallenge for the throne at a later date. All Oswald could do was continue to resist.

			Although each day, his will to do so became weaker and weaker.

			“Here you go, my lord,” said the kitchen maid cheerfully. “A nice bit of chicken there, and some greens. Eat ’em up. They’ll do you good.”

			In spite of his situation, Oswald smiled tiredly. Her cheerful prattle reminded him of his old nanny when he was a boy. His nanny had been fond of telling him to “eat up, it’ll do you good.”

			He picked up the chicken leg and took a nibble. But the maid scolded him good-naturedly.

			“Have the soup first,” she said. “Before it goes completely cold.”

			She touched her hand to the side of the bowl, checking the temperature. “There’s still a bit of warmth in it,” she said. “Just what you need in this drafty old room.”

			He nodded and picked up the clumsy wooden spoon. Morgarath had forbidden him the use of any iron implements, lest he try to fashion a makeshift weapon from them.

			He took a sip. The broth was tepid and thin, without much nourishment in it. But he nodded his thanks to the girl. It wasn’t her fault, after all.

			“Thank you, mistress. You’re too kind.”

			She grinned at him and bobbed down in a curtsy. “Wish I could give you something more substantial,” she said. “But Lord Morgarath’s healers say you need to keep to a low diet to prevent fevers.”

			“I’m sure they do,” he said dryly, taking another sip.

			Content that he was eating, she turned away and knocked on the door to be let out. The guards outside opened the door and she departed. Oswald heard the key grate in the lock behind her. He looked at the watery broth and the small chicken leg. What was the point, he thought.

			“Keep your strength up,” he said. He noticed that he’d taken to talking to himself over the past week or so. He thought that might be a bad sign. Then he shrugged the thought away. Bad sign or no, it made little difference to his situation.

			He dipped the spoon into the bowl once more and let the soup fill it. As he did so, he accidentally pushed the spoon against the far side of the bowl, moving it a few millimeters on the tray. He frowned as he saw the edge of a piece of parchment revealed under the soup bowl. He set the spoon down and moved the soup bowl to one side, revealing a small square of parchment that had been hidden underneath. There was writing on it.

			He picked it up and held it angled so that the light from the shuttered window fell on it. His lips moved as he made out the five words written there, and he felt a dull glow of hope in his breast. He read them again, to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating, and this time he said them aloud.

			“‘Duncan is safe. Hold on.’”
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“THERE’S A CHALLENGE!”

			Word ran round the tournament ground like wildfire and people rushed to line the jousting ground fence where they could get a good view. The crowd buzzed with expectation. This was the first of the challenges to one of the senior knights or barons. The challenger was a young knight seeking to build his reputation.

			Such combats were always a source of excitement for the spectators. There was a strong element of the unknown about them. The young challenger could well be a champion in the making, and could succeed in defeating his more experienced opponent.

			Or he might simply be a hopeless optimist whose confidence far outweighed his ability and he might well be dispatched into the dust of the jousting field in the space of a few passes. Either way, it made for exciting viewing—and an excellent chance to place bets on the outcome.

			The crowd watched as the young knight, his green-painted helmet and shield shining, his mail polished till it shimmered in the sunlight, completed a circuit of the field, as was laid down in the challenge procedure. It was done this way to enable the crowd, and the gamblers, to get a good look at him and assess his chances.

			“Who is it?” The question was on a score of lips, but only a few knew the answer.

			“Wallace of Belconnen,” came the reply. “He was knighted six months ago.”

			“Is he any good?” Arald asked. He had come to the entrance to his pavilion to watch procedures. He glanced up. His blue-enameled shield was displayed on a tall pole beside his pavilion.

			Sir Rodney, the young battle master of Redmont Fief, replied. “He’s won a few minor tournaments in the past months, so he’s good. But I doubt he’s any threat to you, sir.”

			Arald was aware that he could well be the subject of the challenge. After all, he was the reigning champion. He glanced to one of his squires, standing watching.

			“Make sure my gear is ready,” he said and the man knuckled his forehead and dashed for the arming tent.

			Sir Wallace, his circuit of the jousting field complete, now began a slow progress around the pavilions at Arald’s end of the field. Again, this was part of procedure. The challenging knight must ride past all potential opponents’ pavilions before selecting one. It was a piece of theater, of course, but an effective one.

			His battlehorse, a high-spirited young chestnut, clip-clopped nervously as he held it in, resisting its inclination to prance and curvet. They passed the pavilions closest to Arald’s, and seemed to slow as they came closer to the blue shield mounted high above the blue-and-gold-striped tent. Wallace had his visor up and he made eye contact with Arald as he approached. He was a clean-shaven, good-looking young man.

			Arald tensed to receive the challenge. He had already decided to accept.

			The young knight nodded a greeting and Arald responded. Then the challenger set his spurs to the chestnut and cantered past, heading for the far end of the jousting field.

			This time, he didn’t do a circuit of the assembled pavilions, even though protocol said he should. He rode straight for the black-and-gold pavilion in the center, raising his lance so that it struck Morgarath’s shield with a ringing clang.

			The challenge was issued. Now it remained to be seen if it would be accepted.
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			Having struck Morgarath’s shield in a challenge, Sir Wallace reined in his horse and waited for a response from the tournament host. His pulse was racing, although he tried to appear calm and unperturbed. Morgarath was perhaps the most skilled knight in the tournament—with the possible exception of the young Baron Arald. Wallace knew he was risking serious injury by challenging him, but he was determined to advance in the world, and contesting with the best was the quickest way to do it.

			Besides, it was a tournament, not a real battle. If he lost, he might suffer some bad bruises or even a broken bone or two. But a joust like this was rarely a matter of life and death.

			The canvas flap that closed the entrance to the pavilion was pulled aside and Morgarath stepped into the open. Wallace had previously only seen him at a distance and he was a little surprised by Morgarath’s height. The lord of Gorlan stood just under two hundred centimeters tall and was an impressive, and somewhat disconcerting, figure. He was slim in build, but well muscled, with long arms and legs. His height and long reach had made him a formidable opponent in duels over the years. He was dressed entirely in black—thigh-length black boots over black trousers, and a belted black leather doublet marked with the yellow lightning-bolt insignia on the breast. His face was pale and long, with a prominent nose. His hair was white-blond and lank—a startling contrast to his all-black attire.

			He regarded the young knight on the nervous battlehorse, his lance raised to the vertical, its weight supported in a small leather cup on the saddle’s right stirrup. Wallace had his visor up still and Morgarath sneered as he studied the young face, fresh and unmarked so far by any scars of battle.

			We’ll soon change that, he thought to himself.

			“What do you want, boy?” he said, his tone dismissive and bored.

			Wallace went to speak, found his throat was dry with nerves. He swallowed twice, then managed to force the prescribed words out. “I stand here challenging you to a joust, Lord Morgarath. This is my right and privilege as a knighted warrior of the realm.”

			Morgarath sniffed sardonically, allowing his gaze to travel over the carefully polished arms and armor worn by the young man. There was not a dent or a scratch visible. Never seen a real fight, the Baron thought.

			He didn’t answer immediately, allowing the silence between them to stretch to an almost unbearable length while he kept his sardonic gaze on the young man.

			“Is it indeed?” he said finally.

			Wallace was a little taken aback. He had been expecting either acceptance or refusal. The question had no part in the set dialog for such occasions.

			“Er . . . yes,” he said.

			Morgarath muttered a reply in a low voice—so low that Wallace leaned forward in the saddle, frowning uncertainly. “I beg your par—”

			“I said I accept, you young idiot!” Morgarath roared at the top of his voice. The young battlehorse started at the sudden noise and took several nervous paces backward before its rider brought it under control. Wallace, by now thoroughly confused, wasn’t sure how to proceed.

			“Then . . . ,” he began, and faltered.

			“Thirty minutes. In the lists. Don’t keep me waiting,” Morgarath snapped. Then he turned on his heel and plunged back into his pavilion, calling for his armorers. Once out of sight, he smiled cruelly. He had successfully wrested the initiative from his young challenger and sowed a seed of uncertainty in his mind. All this was part and parcel of the mental game that one played in a challenge like this, and over the years, Morgarath had played that mental game more times than he could remember.
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			Morgarath sat unmoving astride his dead-white battlehorse, Warlock, at the head of the tilt—the long meter-and-a-half-high board fence that separated the jousters as they thundered toward each other. His visor was down and he looked enormous and menacing in his glittering black armor and surcoat, relieved only by the lightning bolt in yellow on the breast of the garment. The same device was evident on his black-enameled shield. His helmet was plain and rounded at the top, with no ornamentation that might provide purchase for an opponent’s lance.

			The shield was a specialized tournament shield. Whereas a battle shield would often be slightly convex in shape to cause an opponent’s sword or lance point to glance off, those used in tournaments were concave, designed to allow a lance head to stay in contact with the shield and so facilitate the shattering effect that was sought after. Even a slightly off-center hit would tend to slide toward the middle of the shield.

			A well-directed center hit would, of course, deliver maximum impact to the shield, and could throw an opponent from his saddle, even while the light wood shaft shattered into splinters.

			Morgarath watched impassively through the slits in his visor as his green-armored opponent approached the far end of the list. One of Morgarath’s attendants brought over a lance and passed it up to him. He hefted it, testing its weight. Alone among the jousters, Morgarath had his jousting lances bound at intervals along the shaft with lead bands, to approximate the weight and balance of a heavier war lance.

			“Is this all right, my lord?” the attendant asked nervously. “Or did you want the other—”

			“Shut up, you fool!” Morgarath snarled, his voice echoing dully inside the helmet. The attendant backed hastily away, bowing his head obsequiously, cringing before his master’s anger.

			Morgarath balanced the butt of his lance in the leather cup on his right stirrup and waited. Wallace was having some trouble with his horse, he noticed. The young chestnut was prancing nervously, sensing the tension of the occasion. That probably meant his rider was nervous as well, Morgarath thought. Battlehorses were highly attuned to their riders’ moods. If a rider was nervous or uncertain, that would often communicate itself to the horse, who would behave accordingly.

			Warlock, of course, a veteran of hundreds of combats, stood steady as a rock beneath the ominous, all-black figure astride him.

			Finally, Wallace seemed to gain control of his horse, although the chestnut still pawed the ground with his front hooves and looked ready to burst out of control at any minute. The marshal standing close by him said something to the young knight. Morgarath saw him nod.

			There was another marshal standing at Morgarath’s end of the list. He looked up now at the sinister black figure, towering above him.

			“Are you ready, my lord?” he asked.

			“Ready.” Once again, Morgarath’s voice rang inside the steel helmet. He tossed the lance up and caught it at the balance point, behind the fluted handguard. The butt of the lance was thicker and heavier than the long shaft, to provide better balance. He tucked the butt under his right arm and held the lance at forty-five degrees. The marshal raised a flag, the action mirrored a few seconds later by the marshal at Wallace’s end of the field. Both riders were ready.

			In the center of the western grandstand, a herald raised a long trumpet to his lips and blew an ascending series of triple notes. As the last note died away, both riders clapped their spurs to their horses and started forward.

			Battlehorses were not racehorses. They didn’t leap forward, reaching full speed in a few strides. They were heavily muscled animals, bred to carry the enormous weight of an armored man, and to resist the thundering impact of another horse and rider’s charge.

			Warlock gathered speed steadily, reaching his top speed within fifteen meters. He powered toward their opponents, his hooves thrashing the earth beneath them, sending torn clods of dirt and grass high into the air. Morgarath leaned forward slightly in the saddle and began to lower his lance. Forty meters away, he saw Wallace doing the same. But the young knight’s horse was crabbing slightly to the right, losing speed and forcing Wallace to correct him with his knees instead of concentrating on where his lance would go.

			With ten meters to go, the young challenger got his horse under control and his lance point steadied, zeroing in on Morgarath’s black shield.

			The two combatants crashed together with a thunder of wood on metal. Morgarath’s lance hit dead center on Wallace’s shield. Wallace’s was slightly offline, and hit with reduced impact. Both lances bent alarmingly, then shattered into splinters, hurling slivers of white wood high into the air around them. Then the two warriors were past each other, their horses now at full tilt, their momentum carrying them on, in spite of the savage impact.

			A gasp rose from the watching crowd.

			Wallace, taking the full force of Morgarath’s lance before it shattered, had been sent reeling back in his saddle. The high rear cantle saved him from being hurled to the ground, but he slipped sideways, for a moment hanging out over the earth whirling past beneath him. Then he recovered, and the crowd let go a relieved sigh as he regained his seat, slowed his horse and cantered to the end of the list.

			Morgarath had been unmoved by the impact. Wallace’s lance shattering against his shield had caused him no more apparent concern than a faint movement to one side—almost imperceptible.

			He cantered to the far end of the list and turned Warlock to face back the way they had come. The imperturbable warhorse stood ready and unmoving. Each combatant had attendants waiting at the opposite end of the list with spare lances. Morgarath’s servant ran forward now and passed him a new lance.

			He watched as Wallace reached the opposite end and received a new weapon as well. But now the young knight’s battlehorse was thoroughly disturbed. He had felt his master being hurled backward and sideways by Morgarath’s strike, felt him struggling to regain his balance. And now he sensed the fear that had begun to take hold of the young knight. Never before had Wallace felt anything as devastating as that center hit upon his shield. For the first time, he began to appreciate the gulf between his level of skill and Morgarath’s. As he accepted his new lance, trying to calm his horse, he realized that he was seriously outclassed.

			Morgarath, on the other hand, was furious. The lance strike had been perfect—centered exactly on Wallace’s shield. Morgarath had felt the overwhelming force of the impact transmitted back through the lance and into his arm and body before the shaft had shattered. The young knight should have been hurled ignominiously into the dirt. But somehow, he had retained his seat. Morgarath had even heard some among the crowd cheering as the upstart managed to stay in the combat. That infuriated him. He was used to being the crowd’s favorite.

			Now Wallace would be taught a lesson.

			He raised his lance to the forty-five-degree point and nodded to the marshal below him. The man raised his flag, a few seconds before his opposite number did the same. The long trumpet was placed to the herald’s lips and the signal to charge rang in the air.

			Warlock began his measured, lumbering run. Once again, he slowly accelerated to top speed, his hooves thundering on the torn grass beneath them. As his horse’s gait steadied into a full gallop, Morgarath lowered his lance point, again seeking Wallace’s shield. He could see a mark in the green paint where his first stroke had hit. Wallace lowered his lance in turn, but Morgarath could see it wavering as the young challenger tried to keep it aimed at his shield.

			Then, in the final five meters, with exquisite timing and precision, Morgarath raised his lance point to aim for Wallace’s helmet.

			There was a ringing crash. The lance point snagged in the bars of Wallace’s visor and the young knight’s head was thrown back. His lance fell from his nerveless fingers as his body followed and he was hurled out of his saddle. At the very last moment, just before he lost consciousness, he had the instinct to kick his feet clear of the stirrups. Then he was driven several meters through the air by the savage impact, before he crashed to the turf. He lay still, half on his side.

			A horrified silence fell over the crowd. Watching from the grandstand, Arald shook his head in recognition of Morgarath’s skill. It had been a brutal stroke, but it was perfectly legal and expertly executed. There were few knights in the Kingdom with the skill to pull it off.

			A murmur of relief swept over the crowd as Wallace slowly began to move. He rolled onto his stomach, then got hands and knees beneath him and started to rise to his feet, swaying unsteadily, grasping at the central fence for support. Dirt and torn grass stained his tunic and armor. Someone cheered, then applause swept over the crowd, only to die away when they saw Morgarath rein in at the far end of the list and drop lightly to the ground, drawing his massive, two-handed longsword from the scabbard on Warlock’s saddle.

			The marshal stepped forward. “My lord, what are you doing?” he said urgently.

			Morgarath shoved him aside and began to march toward the tottering figure of his opponent.

			“He hasn’t conceded,” he said. “The fight continues.”

			“He doesn’t need to concede!” the marshal shouted after him. “You unhorsed him!”

			“He must concede or the fight continues!” Morgarath shouted.

			Both marshals were shouting now, but he ignored them. A killing rage was on him. Wallace turned to see the tall, black-clad figure striding toward him. He staggered. His eyes wouldn’t focus properly but it seemed to him that Morgarath had his sword in his hand. Dazed and confused, Wallace reached for the sword he carried at his waist, not sure what was happening but sensing the need to defend himself.

			He heard feet pounding on the turf as Morgarath was almost up to him. The Baron of Gorlan swung his huge sword back for a horizontal stroke as Wallace fumbled to draw his own sword, which had somehow become tangled behind his back.

			Then a blue-clad figure came into sight and shoulder-charged Morgarath before he could begin his forward stroke. Morgarath, his peripheral vision restricted inside the jousting helmet, never saw Arald coming.

			Arald’s shoulder drove into Morgarath’s ribs with a sickening impact. Even beneath the chain mail, Morgarath felt the force of Arald’s charge. He lost his balance and crashed over into the dirt. As he tried to rise, he felt his sword pinned to the ground by Arald’s foot.

			He struggled furiously, but to no avail. And now Arald had his own sword clear of the scabbard and its point at Morgarath’s throat.

			“It’s over, Morgarath!” Arald said coldly. “Let the boy be!”

			And now they were surrounded by marshals and officials, including Baron Naylor, the grand marshal of the tournament.

			“My lord, what are you doing?” he cried, aghast at Morgarath’s unknightly behavior. At last, the lord of Gorlan gained control of himself. He released his grip on the sword, allowing one of the marshals to help him to his feet. He pushed his visor up and shook his head in mock bewilderment.

			“My apologies, my lords,” he said. “I thought I heard the boy shout continue.”

			There was a general chorus of understanding. Naylor nodded wisely.

			“These things can happen in the course of a combat,” he said. “But no harm done and all’s well that ends well.” He gestured to the surgeon’s attendants to take Wallace into their care. Then he nodded approvingly at Arald. “Just as well Baron Arald was thinking quickly. He saved us from a certain tragedy.”

			Arald curled his lip as he and Morgarath locked eyes. Then Arald mouthed a single word:

			Liar.

			Morgarath leaned forward, pretending to embrace his fellow baron in gratitude. But as his mouth came close to Arald’s ear, he whispered his reply.

			“I’ll kill you for this.”
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“THERE’S LITTLE DOUBT NOW THAT MORGARATH WILL challenge you,” Halt said.

			Arald shrugged casually. “There never was. I can take care of myself.”

			“Still,” said Duncan, “he’s a snake in the grass and he’ll do his best to kill you.”

			Again, Arald was unfazed by the comment. “He might find I’m a tougher nut to crack than young Wallace,” he said. “And even he wouldn’t dare to try and claim a misunderstanding like the other day.”

			“Keep an eye on him, nevertheless,” said Crowley.

			They were seated once more in the armorers’ tent in Arald’s compound. Duncan, Pritchard, Halt, Crowley and Farrel were present, discussing plans for the melee later that morning. Arald regarded Farrel. The burly Ranger had constructed a wooden replica of his battleax to use in the melee. Only practice weapons were allowed and an ax, even with blunted edges, was considered too dangerous to use in the event.

			“Are you ready?” Arald asked Farrel.

			The Ranger nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll definitely cramp Teezal’s style.”

			“How many of you?” asked Arald.

			“Just two. That’ll be enough to take them by surprise. A bigger group might draw attention. We could be disqualified by the marshals. And the more of us there are, the more chance of Teezal realizing what’s going on.”

			Arald nodded. He had a good idea who would be assisting Farrel in the melee, but he decided to say nothing.

			At that moment, Mistress Pauline entered the tent.

			“Teezal and his group will be fighting in the blue force,” she said, placing two scarlet armbands on the table. “I’ve had you two registered with the reds.”

			Arald wasn’t surprised when Farrel retrieved the two armbands and handed one to Duncan.

			“You’re sure about this, my lord?” Arald said.

			Duncan nodded. “I owe these people a few bruises,” he said grimly. “And with the possible exception of yourself, I’m the best fighter we have. We need to thin Teezal’s group out quickly, then get off the field.”

			“So long as you’re not noticed and recognized,” Crowley put in.

			Duncan turned his gaze on him. “I’ll be wearing a full-face helmet,” he said. “And it’s been a long time since I’ve had one of those knocked off my head.”

			They heard a rustle of canvas as the outer door screen was pulled aside, then replaced. Then the inner screen opened in turn. The double screen had been Crowley’s idea, to prevent spying eyes from seeing into the tent when they were conferring.

			Martin, the Baron’s secretary, entered, a worried expression on his face.

			“My lord, serious news,” he said and Arald gestured for him to continue. Martin glanced around the table to make sure everyone was listening, then announced: “Tiller is dead.”

			There were startled exclamations from the assembled group. Duncan held up his hand for silence.

			“Dead?” he queried. “How did this happen?”

			Martin shrugged uncomfortably. “It appears that he took poison, my lord.”

			“Took it, or was given it?” Crowley put in.

			“There’s no way of knowing that, sir,” Martin said unhappily. He felt that Tiller’s death reflected badly on him. He was in charge of the Redmont camp’s administration. “He could have had the poison concealed on him all this time.”

			“Surely he was searched?” Duncan said.

			Crowley interjected. “My men searched him for weapons. But poison could have been concealed anywhere on his person or in his clothes.”

			“Still, it’s something of a coincidence that he managed to get his hands on poison just when we were about to use him to denounce Morgarath,” said Halt.

			The others muttered agreement, but Lady Pauline disagreed with the general view around the table.

			“It’s really no great loss,” she said. “His evidence wouldn’t have been conclusive. Morgarath could always claim that we’d recruited him and coerced him into the accusation. He would have provided useful corroborating evidence of Morgarath’s guilt, but that would have been all.”

			The others looked at her, realizing she was right.

			Pritchard was the first to speak. “The key witness is still going to be King Oswald,” he said. “That’s always been the case. And now this feud between Arald and Morgarath will give us our best chance to set him free.”

			“How so?” asked Arald.

			“Your interference in his fight with young Wallace has infuriated him. He’s fixated on making you pay for it. And that means his attention will be distracted from Oswald. Your duel will provide a perfect opportunity for us to get into the castle and release him. You can be sure his own followers will be distracted by the event too. Security is sure to be slack.”

			“Assuming, of course, that he does challenge you,” Pauline said.

			Arald smiled at her. “Oh, he will. And if he doesn’t I’ll challenge him.”

			Outside, they heard the brazen note of multiple trumpets sounding from the jousting field.

			“That’s the first call for the melee,” Arald said. He glanced at Duncan and Farrel. “You two had better get ready. And for pity’s sake, be careful!” he added, looking directly at Duncan.

			Farrel smiled. “Don’t you want me to be careful, my lord?”

			Arald treated him to a mock scowl. “I can always get another Ranger,” he said. “Round here, they’re as thick as fleas on a stray dog. But we only have one heir to the throne.”
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			The dividing fence down the center of the jousting field had been removed for the Grand Melee. The two sides, each wearing their distinctive colored armbands, formed up in three rows at either end of the field.

			Already, the crowd was buzzing with excitement. The Grand Melee was a popular event with the spectators. It was a guaranteed source of violence and action. The individual fights that took place gave spectators ample opportunity to wager on their outcomes, and there was always the attraction of wagering on either the red or the blue side to be triumphant at each stage of the melee.

			On the blue side, Teezal mustered his six fighters around him.

			“Remember who we’re targeting,” he said.

			They had been briefed on a dozen knights whom Morgarath wanted removed from contention and they had spent the morning memorizing their crests and individual insignia. The six men, clad in chain mail, wearing pot helmets and carrying an assortment of drill swords, clubs and maces, all nodded.

			One, however, raised a hand in doubt. “Sir David of Holder and Morris of Norgate are on the blue side,” he pointed out. “Aren’t they our allies in the melee?”

			Teezal regarded him scornfully. “We’re here to get rid of them. If they’re wearing blue, they’ll be that much easier,” he said. “They won’t be expecting us to attack them. Just get behind them and hit them hard and fast. Nobody’ll notice in the confusion.”

			The trumpets rang out, sounding the one-minute-warning signal. Teezal set his shield a little more firmly on his left arm and drew the weighted wooden sword from his belt.

			“One minute to go,” he said. “Get ready!”

			A minute later, the trumpets blared long and loud and, with a roar, the two sides charged across the field at each other.

			As the first ranks crashed into each other and weapons began to rise and fall, Teezal found himself behind Sir Morris of Norgate. Teezal glanced quickly around to make sure nobody was watching, but the blue force were all intent on the enemy facing them. Quickly, he brought his sword down onto the warrior’s helmet. Morris staggered, looking round in alarm. He hadn’t realized that an enemy had got behind him. He saw a black-clad fighter a few meters away, then saw the wooden sword swinging toward his forearm. The bone cracked as the blow landed and Morris cried out in pain and anger. Then the black-clad man backhanded the pommel of his sword into Morris’s face and he went down under a surge of trampling feet.

			“Come on!” Teezal yelled to his small force, and they followed him through the struggling mass, forming a wedge behind him as they sought their next victim.
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			“There!” Farrel yelled, pointing with his ax at the little formation forcing its way through the melee. In a series of disorganized individual combats, it was easy to see Teezal’s group, working together as they surrounded one of the red fighters. Farrel recognized their target as a warrior from the fief of one of Arald’s supporters and he shoved his way through the fighting mass of men to get to him.

			“Take them from behind!” Duncan yelled and they swung in behind the six men, who were surrounding the knight as he desperately tried to defend himself. But there were too many attackers and he was taking blow after blow from the wooden weapons.

			Duncan slammed his shield into the side of one of Teezal’s men, sending him flying. The man stumbled and fell to his knees, where an enthusiastic member of the red force, seeing his chance, brought a wooden mace crashing down on his head.

			Duncan didn’t bother to see what happened to his first victim. He went at the rest of Teezal’s group like a battering ram, his heavy wooden sword flashing from side to side, beating down his opponents’ defenses, finding the small gaps left unprotected by their shields and delivering crunching, crushing injuries. They went down before him like wheat before the scythe. Some turned away, nursing broken limbs. Others crashed to the turf, unconscious. Duncan was a master warrior, powerful, fast and pitiless, while Teezal’s men were, for the most part, semiskilled bullyboys accustomed to striking from behind and with overwhelming numbers in their favor.

			Too late, Teezal realized that his troop had been cut down by the terrifying red-clad knight, who moved through them like a hurricane, his sword rising and falling, sweeping and thrusting almost too fast for the eye to follow its blur of motion.

			He turned to see if any of his men had survived these first violent few minutes and found himself facing a grim, heavy-set man in chain mail and a surcoat bearing Arald’s blue and yellow colors. The man smiled at him and brandished his heavy wooden ax.

			“Didn’t turn out quite how you planned?” he asked.

			Morgarath’s henchman realized that he had been outwitted. Instead of targeting Arald’s followers, he and his men had been targeted themselves by these two fighters. With a scream of rage, he swung an overhand blow at the man.

			Farrel’s drill ax was fashioned like his real one. The cutting edge of the blade was a crescent of hardwood, with a supporting center strut connecting it to the long haft. The ends of the crescent extended past the center strut, giving him a large striking surface, without the prohibitive weight of a solid blade. As a result, there was a gap between the top quarter of the blade and the haft of the ax. He used this now to his advantage, trapping the descending sword blade in the gap and twisting savagely to spin the sword out of its owner’s hand.

			Teezal looked aghast as his weapon flew through the air. Then the flat of Farrel’s ax slammed against his head. He was wearing a helmet, but it did little to stop the concussive force of the blow. His eyes glazed and his knees sagged as he sank to the ground.

			Above him, he was dimly aware of the red-clad knight dropping his hand onto the axeman’s shoulder. He heard the words he said as if the knight were a long way away.

			“They’re done. Let’s get out of here.”

			As Teezal sank into unconsciousness, Farrel and Duncan shoved their way back through the ranks of the red force, stripping off their armbands as they went. A group of brown- and gray-cloaked men were standing ready by the rail to the public viewing area. As the two fighters scrambled under it, the Rangers bundled them in cloaks and spirited them away, out of sight.
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TEEZAL SLUMPED IN A CHAIR IN MORGARATH’S PAVILION, HIS head heavily bandaged, his temples still throbbing with the headache he had suffered all night.

			Before him, the lord of Gorlan paced furiously, unable to stand still as a terrible rage swept over him. He stooped before his wounded servant, thrusting a pointing finger in his face.

			“I don’t know if I explained this,” he said sarcastically, “but the whole idea was for you and your men to injure and incapacitate as many of Arald’s allies as you could. That way, some of those barons who are wavering in their decision would have been driven over to my side. Was that so incredibly hard for your tiny mind to grasp?”

			“No, my lord,” muttered Teezal, shrinking away from the shouting voice as it set his head throbbing even worse than before.

			“But instead, you’ve made me a laughingstock! You allowed yourselves to be ambushed by two men. Two men!” He screamed the last two words as he repeated them.

			“They were working for Arald, my lord,” Teezal said miserably.

			But his words had no soothing effect on Morgarath. Rather, they had the opposite result.

			“Well, of course they were working for Arald!” he roared. “Who did you think they were working for? The Great Badger of Bumbleberry?” He named a beloved creature from a well-known children’s story.

			Teezal guessed, correctly, that it would be wise not to respond.

			“I’ve had to pay out a small fortune to have you and your idiot men released. Did you think that was my plan?”

			“No, my lord,” Teezal whispered. Even though Farrel and Duncan hadn’t taken Teezal and his helpers prisoner, there were other fighters in the red force who had taken advantage of the situation, claiming the unconscious, injured men as their prizes and dragging them from the field.

			Morgarath stopped pacing and held his clenched fists up to the sky, shaking them with impotent rage. The number of Arald’s allies who were to be captured or defeated had never been the real issue. The point had been to show those uncertain barons that Morgarath’s arm was long and merciless. Instead, he sensed a wavering in the resolve of several barons and knights who had previously been favorable to his cause. He had been outwitted, and it had been done in public.

			Even worse, his force of seven men had been routed by two warriors. One of them, he recognized as Farrel, the Ranger from Redmont Fief whom he had tried to have discredited. The other was a tall man in a red tunic over silver mail. There was something familiar about him, Morgarath thought. But so far, he had been unable to place the man.

			Now he would need to take drastic action to restore his position and preeminence among the ranks of the barons. Fortunately, that drastic action would match something he already planned to do.

			He glared at the pitiful figure in the chair before him. “Get out of here!” he snapped. “Send in my armorers. I’m going to have to take care of the situation myself—as ever!”

			Teezal looked up warily as he rose from the chair. He crouched slightly, fearful of what Morgarath might do to him. “My lord, what are you going to do?” he asked, his voice quavering.

			Morgarath fixed him with a basilisk stare that sent a shiver of dread down his spine. Never before had he seen such hatred in a man’s eyes.

			“I’m going to challenge Arald. He’s the one who’s behind all this. He’s the one my opponents are gathering around. He’s the one who gives them the courage to defy me. So I’ll challenge him and then I’ll kill him.”

			“But . . . how? It’s a tournament, after all. There are rules . . .”

			“And accidents do happen. I’ll challenge him to fight, stipulating à résultat final. He won’t dare refuse—he’d lose too much respect in the eyes of his followers if he did.”

			“But even so . . . ,” Teezal began. À résultat final was a Gallican phrase that translated as “to the final result.” It meant that, even after a combatant was unhorsed, the duel continued on foot until one of the fighters had overwhelmed his opponent. Usually, that meant until one of the combatants surrendered and admitted defeat. But sometimes, it meant to the death.

			And that was how Morgarath planned it to be.
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			Arald was relaxing in his pavilion. The previous day, he had accepted a challenge from a young, untried knight looking to boost his reputation by contesting with the current tournament champion.

			Arald had accepted. There had been no malice in the challenge and he felt it was his duty—and that of the other senior knights in the tournament—to give such young men a chance to prove themselves, and gain valuable experience in the profession of arms.

			They had conducted five passes, with lances shattering on each. Arald could have unhorsed his young opponent at any time he had chosen, but that wasn’t the purpose behind the challenge system. Afterward, he sat with the young man and provided a critique of his technique and advice on how to improve it. The tyro knight had departed gratefully, well aware that the champion had gone easy on him.

			The door flap was open, admitting a pleasant breeze. Gorlan was a beautiful fief, Arald thought, in a part of the Kingdom blessed with a most benign climate. Winter was never too cold, although around Yuletide there would sometimes be a picturesque scattering of snow on the trees. And summers were never too hot.

			It was a shame that such a beautiful spot was under the control of a blackhearted killer like Morgarath.

			Still, he thought, maybe that wouldn’t be the case for too much longer.

			His head nodded on his chest and he dozed quietly.

			“My lord!” a voice said urgently, snapping him awake with a start. He looked up and saw one of his battle-school apprentices pointing toward the far end of the tournament ground.

			“Well, what do we have here?” he murmured. Riding across the jousting field toward him was the black-armored figure of Morgarath, astride his massive battlehorse, Warlock.

			Slowly, Arald stood. He had no doubt as to who was about to be challenged. As Morgarath came to the end of the jousting field, he reined Warlock down from a canter, until the tall white horse was walking toward the blue-and-gold pavilion.

			There was something ominous in Warlock’s steady gait. No curveting. No nervous prancing. No pulling at the reins. The huge white horse paced steadily and inexorably toward Arald. Morgarath’s face was hidden behind his lowered visor—a breach of protocol, Arald thought. Challengers were supposed to reveal their faces to their erstwhile opponents.

			Morgarath brought Warlock to a halt in front of the pole bearing Arald’s shield. There was no sign of any command or action that stopped the horse. Arald knew it must have been accomplished by a minor pressure of the legs. Then Morgarath’s lance struck the shield hanging high above them.

			Again, protocol had it that a knight merely touched the shield of an opponent with his lance. But Morgarath contrived to put a vicious thrust behind the action, sounding a ringing clang as the lance head struck the metal shield.

			Arald was aware that there was a small crowd watching proceedings. Some had hurried after Morgarath across the jousting field. Others had emerged from tents clustered nearby.

			A few muttered in surprise at the force behind Morgarath’s blow to the shield. But the muttering quickly died away as they waited for the coming byplay between the two champions.

			“Arald of Redmont, I challenge you to single combat.” Morgarath’s voice echoed inside the helm.

			Arald shrugged and leaned against the pole supporting the front of his pavilion. “And who might you be, you great black bird of evil omen,” he replied easily. A few of the bystanders tittered, then fell silent as the black helmet turned toward them to mark them down for later reference.

			“You know well who I am!” Morgarath snapped. “I am Morgarath, lord of Gorlan and knight of the realm, a loyal follower of King Oswald of Araluen.”

			“Then I’d best accept,” Arald said.

			The onlookers grew silent. Some had expected him to reject the challenge. As the reigning champion, that was his right. He could have avoided combat until the final day of the tournament, when he would be obliged to defend his title against whoever qualified to fight him.

			“The duel will be à résultat final,” Morgarath continued and the buzz of conversation sprang up again. Nobody had any doubt that Morgarath’s idea of à résultat final would be final indeed.

			“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Arald replied, smiling grimly at his challenger.
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THERE WERE STILL SEVERAL HOURS TO GO BEFORE THE DUEL between Arald and Morgarath was due to begin, but already people were streaming into the tournament ground looking for the best seats in the grandstands. The combat between the reigning champion and the three-time former champion promised to be an epic trial of arms, and nobody—noble or commoner—wanted to miss it. Aside from the expected quality of the bout, the two barons had polarized opinion over the past few days.

			Morgarath had a strong following among the barons. Among the common people, he was less popular. He had a reputation as a cruel and haughty nobleman, who cared little for the castle staff who served him or the serfs and farmworkers who tended his lands. But he was a superbly skilled warrior with lance and sword and there were many who would forgive his personal failings for the privilege of watching him fight. A champion was always worth seeing, no matter how unpopular he might be.

			Arald, on the other hand, was a more cheerful and approachable person. He was considerate of the needs of those who worked his estates and made sure they were looked after. Plus he had an irrepressible sense of humor and a ready smile. He was well liked, and as far as his skill as a warrior was concerned, there was little to choose between him and Morgarath. Many of the spectators felt they were watching a changing of the guard, with the younger Arald poised to replace Morgarath as the acknowledged champion knight of the realm.

			The steady tide of people flowed down the hill from Castle Gorlan to the tournament ground, growing thicker with each passing minute. They carried pillows and picnic hampers and some even had small casks of ale balanced on their shoulders.

			As Pritchard had foreseen, the castle was virtually empty, with everyone who had no urgent work to do that day heading for the tournament ground. He suspected that, while the majority of people from the castle would support Morgarath, there would be a considerable number who were secretly hoping to see the tall, black-armored knight thrown down into the dust. Keeping his head down and trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, he worked his way up the hill against the traffic, slipping unnoticed across the drawbridge and under the portcullis.

			Moving quickly, he crossed the inner courtyard to the main keep. But, instead of entering via the door that led to the great hall, he turned down a small flight of stairs to one side and entered the service area of the castle.

			This was where the kitchens, storerooms, sculleries and laundry were situated. Pritchard had familiarized himself with these below-stairs areas over the past week and now he made his way, head down and face concealed, to the huge laundry complex, where the castle staff had their uniforms washed and cleaned.

			The massive vats were empty today, and the grates over which they hung were unlit and filled with gray ash. The laundry workers, like so many of the others in the castle, had taken the duel as an excuse for a holiday. They had left the piles of unwashed linen and uniforms in their hampers, and the neatly folded items of freshly laundered clothes lying in stacks on the long pine tables that ran the length of the room.

			Pritchard hurried to a pile of linen surcoats, finished in a checkerboard pattern of Morgarath’s heraldic colors—black and gold. These were the everyday uniforms worn by the castle staff—servants, housekeepers and administrative assistants. He grabbed three of them from the stack, bundled them under his ragged cloak and made his way quickly out of the laundry.

			He hurried back down the hill, now borne along by the people headed for the tournament field. He gradually worked his way to the edge of the press of hurrying humanity and darted off to the side, heading for a gardener’s toolshed set outside the tournament area.

			Glancing around to make sure nobody was watching, he elbowed the door open—he had unlocked it earlier that morning—and stepped inside. Halt and Crowley were waiting for him. He tossed them two of the tunics and, pulling off his ragged cloak, donned the third one himself.

			“Did you bring the hamper?” he asked.

			Crowley indicated it—a food hamper with a crumpled tablecloth, several linen napkins and half a dozen wooden platters and goblets. There was also a large serving platter and a domed cover—the type used to keep food warm. Rounding out the collection of table items was an empty wine cask. If they were challenged on their return to the castle, they would claim they had been sent for extra refreshments by Morgarath’s castle chamberlain. It was highly unlikely that they would be asked what they were doing, but it never hurt to have a story ready. And it always helped if you could invoke the name of an important person in that story.

			Pritchard checked his companions, leaning forward to adjust Halt’s tunic where the collar had rolled over and was inside out.

			“You always were a snappy dresser,” he said. Halt ignored the comment.

			Satisfied that the two Rangers looked like castle servants, Pritchard jerked a thumb toward the door. “Let’s go,” he said.

			The traffic heading downhill was gradually petering out and they made good time back to the castle. The sentries on the drawbridge glanced idly at the empty hamper, and the wine cask Halt was carrying on his shoulder, then went back to discussing the coming contest. They were sour faced over the fact that they had to remain on duty, but at least they had managed to place wagers on Morgarath as the likely victor. They had seen their Baron in battle and had no doubts about his ability on the field.

			As before, once they crossed the courtyard, Pritchard led Halt and Crowley to the side door and down into the service area of the castle. This time, however, he made his way to the kitchens. He peered round the doorway and ascertained that there was nobody working inside. Today, meals for Morgarath and his senior retainers would be prepared in the field kitchens behind his pavilion. If anybody else wanted food, they’d just have to wait till the fight was over.

			Hastily, Pritchard tipped the contents of the hamper onto a wide pine table. Below the other items, in the bottom of the hamper, was a wooden serving tray. He proceeded to set up the tray with the serving platter, its domed cover in place, a goblet and a small wine flask, and one of the smaller platters. He folded a napkin and set it beside the small platter. Then, glancing round, he saw a wooden spoon on the next table and set that on the tray as well. He gestured at Halt.

			“Pick it up,” he said.

			The Hibernian complied, balancing the tray, with its empty platters and flask, and followed Pritchard out of the kitchen and across the great hall to the eastern staircase. Crowley brought up the rear, glancing back from time to time to make sure nobody was observing them.

			As they hurried up the steps, their soft-soled boots making little noise, Halt whispered to his old mentor, “Won’t they be expecting the usual serving girl to bring the food?”

			Crowley nodded. “That’s why we’ve planned our little byplay when we get to the tower,” he said. “It’ll keep them distracted.”

			“We hope,” Halt said heavily.

			Pritchard nodded. “Yes. We certainly do.”

			Behind them, Crowley dropped his hand to the hilt of the saxe underneath his black-and-yellow tunic.

			The problem with castles, Halt thought as he continued upward, was that they were full of stairs. If someone could only design a castle that was all on one level, it would save a lot of effort. But he continued upward, moving quickly as he took the stairs two at a time.

			“One more flight,” Pritchard whispered behind him.

			Halt paused at the landing, gathering his breath and his thoughts. Pritchard moved closer to him.

			“We’ll wait at the entrance to the hallway,” he said in a lowered tone. “You go on with the tray. The door to Oswald’s room is on your right, ten meters away. There’ll be two guards.”

			Halt nodded. He was tempted to ask, What if there are more than two? but he sensed that Pritchard’s reply would be simply: Improvise. Then he set out, heading up the remaining dozen steps at a more sedate pace. He could hear the faint sound of his friends moving up behind him, then he was at the top and was stepping out into the corridor, turning right. He saw the two guards where Pritchard had said they’d be, sitting on straight-backed wooden chairs on either side of a solid wooden door, bound with iron reinforcing strips. They wore chain mail under their black-and-yellow tunics and short swords in their belts. Neither wore a helmet and their mail coifs were pushed back off their heads, lying in thick folds around their necks. Two halberds were leaning against the wall, one on either side of the heavy, ironbound door.

			The man nearest to him began to rise from his feet, frowning at him. His hand dropped casually to the hilt of the sword in his belt, but he made no movement to draw it.

			“Hullo, what are you doing?” he asked. “Where’s Nelly?”

			Halt guessed that Nelly was the serving girl who usually brought Oswald’s meals. He pulled a wry face.

			“Said she was sick,” he replied. “Ask me, she’s skived off to the tournament to watch Lord Morgarath beat the tar out of fat Arald of Redmont.”

			The other guard was on his feet now. Any change in the daily routine was to be treated with suspicion. He’d served Morgarath for fifteen years and had learned that lesson the hard way.

			“Nobody told us . . . ,” he began, but then he was distracted, looking toward the staircase doorway, where a furious Pritchard had emerged from the stairs, puffing heavily from the effort of climbing to the tower and pointing an accusing finger at Halt. The guard noticed that the newcomer wore the chain and medal of a senior servant around his neck—an item Pritchard had spent the previous evening fashioning.

			“You!” Pritchard yelled. “Where are you going with that tray? Come back here at once!”

			Halt turned to face the angry white-haired man, his voice and face sullen. “Bringin’ the prisoner his meal, is all.”

			Pritchard waved his arms angrily as he advanced along the hall. Crowley emerged from the staircase door and followed him.

			“I told you!” Pritchard raged. “Lord Morgarath left orders that the prisoner wasn’t to be served today!”

			“Man’s got to eat,” Halt said stubbornly.

			But Pritchard snapped his fingers at Crowley and pointed to the tray.

			“Ridley! Take that tray from him!”

			“Yes, Master Wildom,” said Crowley, moving to stand closer to Halt and, coincidentally, to the two guards.

			The guards were now exchanging grins, enjoying the sight of a squabble between the palace servants. Morgarath’s soldiers held the serving staff in mild contempt. They had a soft, easy life, with ample opportunity to augment their rations with choice pieces from the kitchen. And they suffered no hardship or danger. There was little love lost between Morgarath’s soldiers and the castle servants.

			“You tell him, grandpa,” one of them said.

			Crowley reached for the tray, but Halt snatched it away, out of his reach.

			Crowley glared at him. “Hand it over!” he demanded.

			“Stop messing about!” Pritchard yelled, his voice cracking into a higher register. “Hand it over, Massey!”

			Halt glared at the other two. “You want it so bad, you can have it!” he said to Crowley, and hurled the tray onto the flagstones of the corridor. The platters and the dome flew in the air as the tray hit the ground, then fell back, rattling and rolling. The two guards burst out laughing at Halt’s display of petulance. Then one of them noticed that the platters were all empty.

			“Hey,” he said, “there’s no food—”

			That was as far as he got. Halt swung a savage left hook at him, catching him on the point of the jaw and sending him down like a poleaxed steer. The other guard, confused and alarmed, reached for the hilt of his sword, but Crowley, pivoting on one heel, drove his elbow into the man’s belly. Then, as he doubled over with an explosive whoof of released breath, the Ranger brought both hands, clenched together, down onto the back of his exposed neck. The guard joined his companion on the floor, facedown.

			Halt didn’t wait to see the result of Crowley’s work. Once his own man was down, he stepped quickly to the door. The large key was in the lock. That made sense, he thought. No need to hide it with two armed guards outside the door. He twisted it quickly, feeling the well-oiled lock click open, then pushed the door inward and went into the room.

			Crowley and Pritchard were close behind him.

			They found themselves in a large, dimly lit tower room, where the windows were barred with wooden shutters and only thin streaks of daylight made their way through the wooden slats. A pine table and straight-backed chair were in the center of the room and on the far wall was a narrow bed. An elderly man, his hair and beard untrimmed and matted, was sitting up on the bed, watching them with alarm in his eyes. He looked a little dazed, Halt thought.

			Crowley stepped past Halt, approaching the elderly man and dropping to one knee beside the bed. He took one of the thin, wrinkled hands in both of his and spoke quietly and soothingly to the prisoner.

			“Come on, your majesty. We’re King’s Rangers and we’re getting you out of here.”
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THE TWO CONTESTANTS SAT THEIR HORSES AT EACH END OF the tilt. Their visors were lowered and neither man moved. They resembled metal statues, Morgarath in his all-black armor, relieved only by the patch of yellow on his breast and shield, and Arald in his dazzling blue, with the gold boar’s head on his shield that was his personal insignia.

			As they had ridden out to their starting positions, a hush had fallen over the crowd. Baron Naylor of Taft strode out to a position halfway down the tilt, and stood facing the western grandstand.

			He nodded to a herald who had accompanied him. The brightly garbed man raised his long trumpet and blew an echoing blast on it—the signal for silence—although, with the sudden hush that had fallen over the spectators, the signal was unnecessary. Still, it was part of the ceremony of the joust and so it was carried out.

			Naylor had a penetrating voice—one of the reasons he had been selected as grand marshal—and now he used it to its fullest extent.

			“Milords, ladies, noble knights and citizens of the Kingdom of Araluen! This will be a single combat, a challenge between Morgarath, Baron of Gorlan Fief, and Arald, Baron of Redmont Fief.” He paused, gathering his breath, then continued.

			“The challenge has been issued by Lord Morgarath, and accepted by Lord Arald. Both men have agreed that this passage of arms will be à résultat final.”

			Now a buzz of excitement ran through the crowd—particularly those in the public grandstand on the eastern side. Although many had heard rumors about the details of the challenge, this was the first time they had heard it officially confirmed.

			Naylor frowned. He was a somewhat pompous man and he didn’t like being interrupted. He turned and faced the eastern grandstand and its noisy inhabitants. Like a flock of starlings at sunset, he thought. The undercurrent of conversation continued in spite of his withering glance. He gestured impatiently with his grand marshal’s mace to the herald beside him. Again, the trumpeter blew a shattering blast, which finally brought silence to the crowd.

			Naylor now looked to the end of the tilt where Morgarath sat astride Warlock. The white horse was as unmoving as his rider.

			“Lord Morgarath, are you ready for combat?”

			Morgarath’s face was covered by his helmet. Knowing that his voice would be muffled, he chose to signal his readiness by raising his lance vertically in his right hand, then allowing it to drop back into the socket on his right stirrup.

			Naylor turned to Arald’s end of the field. “Lord Arald, are you ready for combat?”

			Arald mirrored Morgarath’s signal, raising his lance, then lowering it again. His battlehorse, Barnaby, flicked his tail at several errant flies, and trembled a muscle on his left shoulder. Otherwise, he too was unmoving.

			Naylor nodded and paced toward the western grandstand, leaving the field of combat clear for the two barons. He turned to face them and raised his mace toward the three additional heralds who were standing ready.

			Three trumpets rose to three sets of lips, and the strident notes of the signal to begin rang out over the field. As the last note died away, both warriors drove their spurs into their horses’ sides and thundered forward. In the same second, a massive cheer rose from the crowd. Individual cries could be made out, here or there, encouraging either Morgarath or Arald, but for the most part, the crowd simply gave voice to a wordless shout of excitement.

			The thunder of the two horses’ hooves rose in intensity and huge clods of torn turf were hurled into the air behind them as the massive beasts strained every muscle and sinew, striving for the maximum speed and power as they charged.

			The cries intensified as the two lances came down from their forty-five-degree angle to the horizontal. Some in the crowd had bet that one or the other of the riders would be unhorsed in the first pass and they leaned forward eagerly now as the collision was imminent.

			It came, a thundering crash of wood and metal as the horses hurled themselves at each other on either side of the wooden fence that separated them. In this first pass, neither rider tried for anything more than a centered hit on the other’s shield. This was a moment when they would assess each other’s strength and timing and balance. As they came together, each lance was trapped by the concave shape of the opponent’s shield. Both bent like bows until, in the same instant, they both shattered into hundreds of splinters, showering down on the riders as they crossed.

			A groan rose from those who had bet on the first pass being decisive. Then their voices were drowned by a swelling tide of cheering as the crowd, nobles and commoners alike, roared their encouragement.

			As they met, Arald had felt the shuddering impact of Morgarath’s lance against his shield, and the inexorable force trying to hurl him back out of the saddle. He thrust forward against it, gripping his horse with all the strength of his thigh muscles to retain his seat, feeling the same savage pressure on his own lance as it locked on to Morgarath’s shield.

			It had been a year since he last faced the black-clad Baron on the tournament field and he had forgotten the timing and power of the man’s lance stroke. For a second, he thought the sheer force of the impact would hurl him back out of the saddle and onto the ground. Then both lances shattered at the same time and he lunged forward, the backward pressure suddenly relieved. He shook his head. That had been a close call, he thought. But he felt that his own strike on Morgarath’s shield had been nearly as forceful.

			Morgarath, for his part, cursed inside his helmet. Arald had hit him hard—harder than he’d expected. In the past year, Morgarath had dueled occasionally, but never with a knight as accomplished or as skilled or as determined as his current opponent. For the first time, he felt a flicker of concern. Not fear, but simply the realization that he must not take Arald too lightly. That had been his mistake in the past.

			He knew he had hit Arald with a near-perfectly centered strike. A hit like that would have thrown most men out of the saddle. Yet he had felt no movement from the blue-and-gold knight. He might need to change tactics, he thought. He tossed the shattered stump of his lance to one side. Behind him, Arald was doing the same. Then they both checked and turned their horses at the end of the tilt.

			Arald’s black horse reared onto his hind legs as he turned, but the Baron of Redmont sat him easily. He calmed the horse and waited till his attendant ran forward and passed him a new lance. The assistant marshal stationed at this end of the tilt stepped close to Barnaby’s shoulder and called up to Arald.

			“Are you ready?”

			“Ready,” called Arald, his voice muffled and echoing strangely, sounding like someone else. He stared past the slightly blurred bars of his visor to the other end of the field, where he saw Morgarath answering the same query. Both marshals raised their batons, and the heralds blew the signal to charge once more.

			Again, the cheering swelled with the thunder of horses’ hooves as the two straining animals churned the soft ground in an attempt to put as much force behind their charge as possible. Arald could hear his own breath rasping hollowly inside the helmet, above the background of his horse’s pounding hooves. His eyes were set on Morgarath’s lance point as they approached and it came down to the horizontal. Then he saw a slight waver. He suspected that Morgarath would try to end this combat quickly, that he would use his undoubted skill and precision to achieve a decisive blow with the lance. Even as he had the thought, he saw the tip of Morgarath’s lance suddenly rise and center on his helmet, with only a few meters still separating them.

			Nine times out of ten, the ploy would have been successful. But Arald’s premonition had prepared him and his reflexes were lightning fast. Keeping his lance trained steadily on the center of Morgarath’s shield, he swayed slightly to the right, allowing the black warrior’s lance point to slide over his left shoulder. A fraction of a second later, Arald’s lance hit Morgarath’s shield and, once again, shattered with a splintering crack.

			Morgarath, slightly unbalanced after his own thrust met no resistance, swayed visibly in the saddle before he recovered and galloped on.

			Now the spectators shouted even louder. In a normal joust, such a pass would have put Arald at an advantage. His lance had shattered; Morgarath’s had not. That would put Arald a point up. But this was to be fought à résultat final, so it really had no significance. It was a moral victory for Arald, but that was all.

			He slowed Barnaby, who was puffing and grunting with the effort of the two passes, and wheeled him at the end of the tilt, throwing his broken lance aside and taking a new one from his attendant. At the far end of the field, he saw Morgarath discarding his lance and he frowned, a little puzzled. Morgarath’s lance was undamaged. Why change it? Morgarath’s attendant passed him a replacement. The black-clad warrior tested the heft and balance of the new weapon, then tossed it aside, gesturing for another.

			Maybe I’ve rattled him, Arald thought. He wondered if he might try a helmet strike himself this time, then discarded the idea. Morgarath was too wily an opponent and he would probably be expecting such a move. Stay with what you’re doing, Arald told himself. Two good hits on the shield have unsettled him. Another one might do the trick.

			“Baron Arald! Are you ready?” It was the marshal beside him and he realized he’d already been asked the question and had given no answer. Stop woolgathering, he told himself angrily.

			“Ready,” Arald replied.

			At the far end of the field, Morgarath finally seemed to be satisfied with the feel of his lance. He brandished it several times, testing the weight and the balance. Then, as the marshal asked him, he signified that he was ready for the next pass. Warlock had begun to toss his head and paw the ground at the delay. Morgarath tugged his head around and calmed him. The battlehorse’s blood was up and the excitement of combat was making him agitated and eager to charge.

			Again the two batons were raised. Again, the trumpets blared out. And once more, the two combatants set off toward each other, digging in with their spurs and urging their massive steeds on to an even greater effort than before.

			The ground on either side of the tilt was torn and muddied now, after the horses had churned it in the two preceding passes. Their ironshod hooves had worn a track in the grass, leaving it more earth brown than green. Clods and divots of turf littered the ground to either side. But that didn’t diminish the enthusiasm or energy of the two horses. They pounded toward each other, not needing their riders’ hands to aim them at each other. These were battlehorses, bred, born and trained for the role, and they were each totally intent on one thing: destroying the other, smashing him down, leaving him screaming with pain and frustration in the dirt.

			Once again, Arald was conscious of the roar of his own breathing—and the accelerated pounding of his heart beneath the chain mail. He leaned forward, gripping with his thighs to guide Barnaby.

			Thunder of hooves. Roaring of the crowd. Morgarath, seen through the blurred bars of the visor, coming closer and closer, his lance point lowering. This time there was no wavering. This time, Arald knew his shield would be targeted and he braced himself for the impact, ready to thrust back as hard as he could.

			This time, he thought, I’ll have him!

			They smashed together, with that same terrible, rending sound of wood and metal colliding. Arald felt his lance bend and then shatter. He heard splinters raining down on his helmet.

			Then, a fraction of a second later, as Morgarath’s lance hit his shield, Arald realized that something was wrong—terribly wrong.
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IN HIS TIME, ARALD HAD FOUGHT IN HUNDREDS OF BOUTS—practice rounds, friendly tournaments and deadly serious battles to the death. He instinctively knew the difference between a strike with a tournament lance, designed to shatter on contact and fitted with a rounded wooden practice head, and a war lance, designed to penetrate and kill.

			Morgarath was using a war lance.

			There was a large puff of dust as the molded clay ball disguising the iron tip disintegrated. Then the iron head struck and held, biting deep into his shield, lodging there and gouging a jagged hole in the thin metal covering the wooden framework. The heavy oak shaft didn’t bend and splinter as a tournament lance would have. It held firm, barely flexing, and driving the lethal iron warhead deep into the shield, hurling Arald back, the massive power of the strike driving his horse down onto its haunches as Morgarath rose in his stirrups, using his own weight and strength and momentum to drive the lance home even harder.

			Arald tried to kick his legs clear of the stirrups. Barnaby screamed in rage and pain and crashed over onto his side, trapping Arald’s right leg underneath his massive body. Barnaby struggled to rise, but he was badly winded by the fall and the weight of his rider and saddle. Added to that was the fact that Barnaby had badly strained a fore shoulder muscle as he was sent twisting to one side, leaving him kicking and struggling helplessly on his side, his rider trapped beneath him.

			Desperately Arald tried to shove himself clear of the struggling horse, but the weight was too much. His left arm still retained the torn shield, and he held the horse’s reins in his left hand. Realizing that if Barnaby made it to his feet, the threshing, ironshod hooves might well put an end to his life, Arald took the reins in both hands and held the horse down as he struggled to extricate himself. Time enough to let Barnaby up when he was clear, he thought.

			He craned round to see where Morgarath was and saw the black-clad knight rounding the far end of the tilt and trotting his horse back toward him. He still had a few moments, he thought, thrusting despairingly with his left leg against the saddle to try to slip his right leg free.

			Morgarath was swinging down from the saddle. He drew his two-handed longsword from its scabbard with a ringing hiss of steel on leather. He shook the black-and-yellow shield from his left arm, discarding it on the grass. Then he turned to face the western grandstand.

			“À résultat final!” he shouted, reminding those watching of the agreed conditions of the duel. Then he began to run toward the stricken figure on the ground, raising the huge sword above his head in a two-handed grip as he went.

			Arald realized he had misjudged badly. Too late, he released his grip on the reins. But Barnaby was exhausted now by his struggles, and by the thundering charges he had delivered during the duel, and he lay, snorting and groaning, and refused to try to rise.

			The huge sword came down, hissing through the air. Arald, lying helplessly, his own sword trapped somewhere under his body, had only the light jousting shield with which to defend himself. Desperately, he threw it up into the path of the descending longsword and felt the heavy blade bite into the metal, tear through it and shatter the wood beneath it. The force of the blow drove the shield down against him. Morgarath struggled briefly to free the blade from the tangle of splintered wood and torn metal. With a final tug, he jerked it clear, breaking the shield’s leather arm straps in the process and sending it spinning across the field.

			Now Arald lay at his mercy. Morgarath brought the sword back again and swung it in a forty-five-degree arc, aiming to shear through Arald’s shoulder where his neck joined his body. Arald saw it coming and shut his eyes, waiting for the end.

			But the blow never landed.

			Morgarath felt a jarring vibration up his arm and heard a ringing crash of steel on steel as something intercepted his stroke, stopping it cold. He looked up from the helpless man trapped under the horse and saw another warrior had joined the battle—a tall man wearing a red surcoat and glittering chain mail. A flat-topped, cylindrical helmet was set on his head, with a broad nasal reaching down to protect his nose and face—and conceal his features.

			His sword, a heavy-bladed cavalry sword, had intercepted Morgarath’s killing stroke. His iron wrist had blocked the long blade, stopping it dead in midair, even though it had all of Morgarath’s strength behind it.

			Morgarath screamed in rage and stepped back, pointing accusingly at the interloper.

			“You have no right!” he screamed. “This is a duel of honor and you cannot interfere!”

			“There’s no honor here,” the other man replied. “You broke the rules of the tournament. You used a war lance with a killing head.”

			His voice carried clearly to the grandstands on either side and the crowd, which had grown silent at his intervention, began to buzz with comment. They had seen how Morgarath’s lance hadn’t shattered, how it had driven deep into Arald’s shield, sending his horse staggering and falling. Now they understood why it had happened that way.

			But Morgarath wasn’t about to give in easily. He turned and screamed toward his pavilion.

			“Crossbowmen! Shoot him down!”

			Tournament rules stated that two crossbowmen should always be on duty in case a combatant was seen to break the rules during a bout. Striking at an opponent’s horse, or turning to attack an opponent from behind after a pass was completed, were two of the situations that would result in the transgressor’s being shot. Another rule forbade a third party taking a hand in a duel, as had just happened. Since Morgarath was the host of the tournament, the crossbowmen were his soldiers. Now, they stepped forward and leveled their weapons at the red-clad knight facing their Baron.

			“Rangers!”

			Morgarath looked round, confused, at the cry. He saw a group of men, all wearing the distinctive mottled cloaks of the Ranger Corps, all with massive longbows, stepping clear of the public grandstand.

			“Drop the crossbows!” The same voice carried across the field and the crossbowmen hesitated. They had heard the word Rangers. Now they saw eight men in mottled-green-and-gray cloaks, each one with a massive longbow leveled.

			These men, they realized, were real Rangers, not the ineffectual pretenders that their lord had been appointing over the past months.

			“Do it now!” the voice added and the crossbowmen set their bows down on the grass at their feet, backing away from them, their hands held in the air.

			“You cowards!” Morgarath screamed. “Shoot him down! I order you!”

			The two men exchanged a glance, then turned and ran.

			“He’s broken the rules! He must die!” Morgarath ranted after them. But the red-clad stranger interrupted him in a voice that was audible around the field.

			“You can’t break the rules of the tournament, then invoke them to suit yourself,” he said.

			His voice was vaguely familiar and Morgarath regarded him through slitted eyes. “Who are you?” he demanded.

			The knight smiled at him, a grim smile totally devoid of humor. Plunging his sword point into the ground, he reached with his right hand toward his shield. Morgarath realized now that the shield was covered with a thick linen overlay. The stranger released the retaining cord and the linen fell away, revealing a red-enameled shield. In the center, in a white circle, was the figure of a stooping red hawk.

			Prince Duncan’s insignia. There was a gasp of surprise from the onlookers.

			“Duncan!”

			“Actually, that’s Prince Duncan to you,” Duncan told him.

			For a moment, Morgarath was taken aback. Then his devious mind found a way to turn the situation to his advantage. He pointed accusingly at the prince.

			“Then I name you traitor to the Kingdom! You’ve been raiding across the border into Picta, looting and killing and endangering our treaty with our northern neighbors! Lay down your sword and surrender, you traitor!”

			Duncan shook his head slowly. He took hold of the sword, standing point down in the turf, and drew it clear.

			“Not going to happen, Morgarath,” he said.

			The black-clad Baron leapt toward him, swinging his vast sword in a horizontal stroke at rib height. It smashed into Duncan’s shield with a ringing crash.

			But this was a war shield, not a light wood-and-metal piece designed for friendly tournaments. It was thick metal set over a solid hardwood frame, with a slightly convex shape to deflect an opponent’s blows. The sword blade shrieked against the shield as it slid off, leaving a scar in the paint and a faint dent in the surface.

			And then Morgarath found himself fighting for his life.

			Duncan rained blow after blow on the tall Baron, one stroke blending into another in a continuous barrage. Morgarath had no shield and the longsword was a heavy and cumbersome weapon. It took all his mighty strength to position it for each parry and he was left with no time to attempt a counterstroke. He gave ground slowly, backing away from the relentless storm of blows, seeing Duncan’s sword as a glittering wheel of light, striking at him first from one direction, then another. His breath was coming in short gasps and fear struck deep in his heart as he realized that he was outmatched. For the first time, he was facing a swordsman who was just as powerful as he was, but faster and more skilled.

			They moved back along the tournament ground, their swords clashing in a continuous ringing, shrieking din. Then, as Morgarath had backed almost all the way toward his own pavilion, Duncan caught him with his sword momentarily lowered and struck down at it, beating it from Morgarath’s grasp and sending it thudding to the turf.

			The black-clad knight held up both hands in a gesture of surrender.

			“Wait!” he shouted, expecting Duncan to simply continue with a coup de grâce. But the prince stopped, his sword pointing at Morgarath’s throat.

			“What is it?” Duncan said.

			Morgarath heaved a shuddering sigh of relief. He looked around to the grandstand. The barons assembled there had risen from their seats. Some had even begun to move toward the tournament field itself. Morgarath’s next words were pitched to the onlookers.

			“I still call you traitor, and I demand the right to speak in front of the barons assembled here.” He raised his voice and beckoned to the nobles in the grandstand. “My lords! Join us, please! We have vital business to discuss!”

			As the various noblemen began to descend from the grandstand and make their way to the end of the tournament ground where Morgarath and Duncan faced each other, Duncan realized the moment was lost. A second ago, he could have killed Morgarath and claimed it was done in the heat of battle. Now, after Morgarath’s appeal to the assembled nobles, such an act would be regarded as cold-blooded murder.

			Morgarath glanced round and saw Teezal hovering nearby. He beckoned him closer and whispered, “Get the proclamation.”

			He had been planning to reveal the proclamation after his bout with Arald. Now, he realized, it could still be a deciding factor for him. Teezal nodded and turned away, but Morgarath’s hand on his arm stopped him. The Baron of Gorlan leaned closer and said in a lower tone, “And assemble our men.”

			As Teezal hurried away, Morgarath turned back to face the group of nobles. Behind them, members of the general public were also streaming onto the field, crowding around the group of barons and knights, jostling for a better view. That suited Morgarath. He was a skilled rabble-rouser, and the fake Duncan’s exploits had eroded the prince’s popularity and credibility with the common people.

			Duncan saw that most of the barons present had gathered around them. He decided not to wait for Morgarath. He sensed that the man had some stratagem in mind.

			“Morgarath, I accuse you of breaking the rules of your own tournament and attempting to murder Baron Arald of Redmont,” he said in a firm, clear voice.

			“And I counter-accuse you, Prince Duncan, of attempting to murder your own father, King Oswald, and of raiding and murdering in the north. I accuse you of breaking our treaty with the people of Picta and risking all-out war. I accuse you of treason against the crown and demand that you face the death penalty.”
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THERE WAS A SHOCKED BUZZ OF REACTION FROM THOSE assembled, nobles and commoners alike. A royal prince was being charged with treason and threatened with the death penalty.

			Duncan ignored the muttering from the crowd and made a dismissive gesture. “All of these charges are false, Morgarath. The raids in the north were carried out by an impostor, sent by you to discredit me, while you held me prisoner at Castle Wildriver.”

			“I held you prisoner, Duncan? I did this?” Morgarath said with a sarcastic smile.

			“You arranged it,” Duncan said.

			Morgarath followed up quickly. “And you have proof?”

			Duncan realized he was on shaky ground. “The castle was commanded by Sir Eammon of Wildriver,” he said. “A well-known supporter of yours.”

			“And Sir Eammon is here to swear to that? To swear that he held you on my orders?” Morgarath made a show of looking around, then looked back to Duncan, his hands held wide in a gesture that said show me.

			Duncan set his jaw and said nothing.

			“Then perhaps,” Morgarath continued in the same mocking tone, “you can produce this impostor you say I hired to impersonate you? Is he here to speak up?”

			“He was,” Duncan said shortly. “But he was killed.”

			“How very inconsiderate of him,” Morgarath said. Several people in the crowd behind the barons tittered. Duncan flushed angrily. “And how very inconvenient for you.”

			Duncan decided he should counterattack and try to regain some lost ground by dealing with the one matter where there was concrete proof.

			“The fact remains,” he said, addressing the crowd, “Morgarath broke the rules of the tournament, the rules of honor, by using a war lance and trying to murder Baron Arald.”

			Sir Rodney, Baron Arald’s battle master, stepped forward, holding the lance. He had retrieved it from the jousting field. He passed it to Duncan, who held it up for inspection.

			“See? An oak shaft, not pine. And see the iron point—a killing point.” He looked at Morgarath. “I suppose you concealed this behind clay or plaster, painted to look like a wooden jousting tip.”

			Morgarath pursed his lips and shrugged. “I had no knowledge of this, I swear. Obviously, one of my followers took matters into his own hands. But if so, he did it without my approval. I’ll find out who did this and he will be severely punished, you have my word.” He had addressed the comment not to Duncan, but to the barons gathered around them. He noted with satisfaction that several of them nodded. Others looked less convinced, but he had sown the seed of doubt that would be vital to his defense.

			Duncan hefted the oak shaft once or twice. “And you’re telling us you didn’t notice the difference in weight?”

			Again, Morgarath spread his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I have all my jousting lances weighted with lead so that they feel the same as a war lance. You know the saying, practice as you plan to fight.”

			There was a murmur of concurrence from the barons standing around. Morgarath’s habit of weighting his lance with lead bands was well-known.

			Morgarath saw Teezal approaching through the crowd, carrying a roll of parchment. He turned to his henchman and beckoned him forward.

			He sensed that he was gaining the upper hand in this battle of words. This came as no surprise. Duncan was young and inexperienced in matters such as this. And Morgarath knew the prince had no concrete proof of the charges he was laying. He had bluster and indignation and unsubstantiated accusations. Given time, of course, he might be able to prove that he had been held captive. But here and now, his case was weak, and it was seen to be so. Now was the time for Morgarath to present his most conclusive argument.

			Behind the crowd of spectators, Morgarath could see files of his soldiers taking up their positions, ready to attack on his command. He estimated that Teezal had managed to assemble approximately fifty men, which would be more than enough for the current situation.

			Teezal stepped forward and handed him the rolled piece of parchment. Morgarath took it, then leaned close to his assistant and spoke softly.

			“Go to the castle. Kill Oswald and get rid of the body.”

			Teezal lowered his head in a quick bow. “Yes, my lord.” He turned and hurried away through the crowd.

			Duncan watched him go and wondered what Morgarath was up to. But Morgarath’s next words caused him to forget the hurrying figure.

			“My lords, and people of Araluen, I have a most unpleasant duty to perform here—one which I am reluctant to carry out. But in the light of the false accusations against me, tendered without proof or evidence of any kind, I feel I must bring this matter before you.”

			He brandished the rolled parchment above his head. Silence fell over the crowd as they looked at it, wondering what it was.

			“What trickery are you planning now?” Duncan asked angrily. But several voices from the crowd admonished him.

			“Let him speak!”

			“We’ll hear him!”

			“You’ve said your piece, Duncan. Now let Morgarath speak!”

			Morgarath waited, letting the moment stretch while the interjections grew and more people took up the cry. Duncan noticed that those calling out were barons who favored Morgarath’s cause. That was to be expected, he thought. But among the others, those as yet uncommitted, several were nodding their heads in agreement. Defeated, he took half a pace back and gestured for Morgarath to continue.

			Holding the parchment high, Morgarath allowed it to unroll. The crowd could see it was covered in ornate writing, and a large seal was fixed in red wax at the bottom.

			“This is a proclamation from King Oswald!” he shouted. “In it, the King disinherits Duncan, on account of his disloyalty and of his brigandry on the northern border. In his place, the King names me as his heir.”

			Uproar broke out among the crowd. Some protested that the proclamation was false. Others cheered Morgarath’s elevation to the position of royal heir. Duncan frowned as he estimated that the differing reactions were about equal.

			Morgarath handed the parchment to Baron Naylor and raised his voice above the shouting crowd. “Let Baron Naylor read and confirm what I have said!” he shouted.

			The bickering, catcalling, cheering and protests died away. The crowd waited as Naylor scanned the document. He was an irritatingly slow reader and his lips moved to frame the words as he read. The crowd waited on tenterhooks. Then he looked up.

			“It’s true,” Naylor declared. “King Oswald has disinherited Duncan and named Morgarath as his rightful heir.” There was a note of satisfaction in his voice. It was clear where his loyalty lay.

			Pandemonium broke out, with everyone speaking or shouting at once. Morgarath threw a triumphant glare at Duncan, then raised his hands for silence. Gradually, the noise died away. He took the parchment from Naylor and brandished it, pointing to the large seal on the bottom.

			“And this proclamation bears King Oswald’s royal seal!” he shouted triumphantly. He turned from one side to the other, showing them the seal.

			Then a thin voice broke the silence.

			“But not my signature.”

			There was a commotion at the rear of the crowd, as three figures pushed their way through to confront Morgarath. Flanking the central figure were Halt and Crowley. The man between them pushed back the cowl on his ragged cloak and revealed his features.

			Word ran round the crowd in a startled series of exclamations.

			“The King!”

			Oswald faced Morgarath, pointing a trembling, accusing finger at the Baron.

			“The proclamation is a forgery, Morgarath. You took my seal and fixed it there. I would never name you as my successor.”

			“The proclamation is true!” Morgarath shouted angrily. “You’re simply recanting now that your son is back with a cock-and-bull story about impostors and being held prisoner.”

			“Just as you held me prisoner, Morgarath,” accused Oswald.

			But the tall Baron shook his head violently. “I held you for your own protection!” he declared. He pointed at Duncan. “This man—your son”—he put a sneering emphasis on the word—“tried to kill you, remember? You were glad enough for my protection then, if you recall?”

			Oswald shook his head doggedly. “I was mistaken.”

			“And now you’re not?” Morgarath said sarcastically. “It seems our royal family are continually changing their mind as the situation suits them. One minute Duncan is a brigand and a traitor, next he’s a captive, being held against his will on my orders. And our good King seems to look for my protection one minute, then claim I’ve taken him prisoner the next.”

			Several voices were raised in agreement. Morgarath’s efforts currying favor among the barons were bearing fruit.

			But Duncan stepped forward angrily. This war of words had gone on long enough and he was amazed at the way Morgarath could sway the sentiment of the crowd.

			“Arrest him,” he said to Crowley. The Ranger leader made a gesture and his eleven companions stepped forward, bows ready and arrows nocked.

			At the same moment, Morgarath shouted an order. “Gorlan! To me!”

			The fifty soldiers Teezal had summoned now shouldered their way through the crowd and stood by their lord. Swords drawn, they faced the grim-visaged line of Rangers.

			“Say the word, Duncan, and we’ll start shooting,” Crowley said.

			But the King raised a hand. “No,” Oswald said. “Innocent people will be killed if we fight now.”

			Morgarath smiled grimly. He knew he had won this round and bought himself valuable time. He raised his voice and addressed the King.

			“I will answer to your charges,” he said. “And I’ll bring my own against Duncan. But I’ll do it before the full Council of Barons, as is my right.”

			“The King himself has accused you!” Duncan shouted angrily. “You’ll answer to him!”

			Morgarath eyed his enemy and said, in scathing tones, “The days are long gone when kings could be judge, jury and executioner,” he said. “We have a rule of law here in Araluen now. And that law says I can demand to face the council of my peers.”

			“It’ll take months to assemble the full council,” Crowley protested.

			Morgarath allowed himself a bitter smile at the Ranger. “And I will await the assembly in my own castle,” he said. “Not in some dungeon at Castle Araluen, where Duncan and his backsliding father can plot my accidental death.”

			“You’ll surrender yourself to me now!” said the King, his face white with fury.

			But Morgarath shook his head. “As I’ve said, I’ll await the Council’s summons in Castle Gorlan,” he said. He turned to the commander of his force. “Captain! We’re going back to the castle.”

			“Yes, sir!” the captain snapped, saluting. Then he turned to his men. “Form a phalanx around the Baron, men!” he said. “Prepare to withdraw in force.”

			Morgarath’s soldiers had been well drilled. Quickly, they formed a protective circle around him, with all of them facing outward, swords drawn and ready to meet an attack from any direction. Slowly, they began to withdraw toward the castle, shoving aside any who were slow to move out of their way.

			Duncan watched, frustration mounting, as the group withdrew, in a shuffling gait designed to maintain their formation and conform to the slowest among them—those moving backward.

			“Can’t we stop them?” he said furiously.

			The others shook their heads. Morgarath was on his home ground, with all of his soldiers, men-at-arms and knights at his disposal. That totaled over one hundred men, a well-organized force trained to act together. None of the other barons had brought a full retinue to the tournament. Arald had the largest group and that amounted to less than twenty men. Given time, they could probably muster a force of around a hundred men, but right now they didn’t have time. Morgarath was in control of the situation.

			In addition, there was a strong possibility that a good number of the barons, sympathetic to Morgarath’s cause, would refuse to lend men to fight him.

			“We can contain them,” Pritchard said. “We can muster enough men to bottle them up, but not enough to storm the castle. By the same token, he doesn’t have enough men to fight his way out.”

			“So it’s a stalemate?” Crowley said.

			Pritchard nodded. “Until the council has assembled, that’s the situation. We can’t get in. He can’t get out.”

			Halt watched the shuffling mass of soldiers as they moved in a steel-bristling formation toward the castle. He could see the tall figure of Morgarath in the center, standing head and shoulders above his men. Acting on an impulse, he unslung his bow from his shoulder and began to move toward the exit to the tournament ground.

			Duncan caught up with him and stopped him with a hand on his arm.

			“Where are you going?” he said.

			The Hibernian faced him grimly. “I’m going to put an arrow through that blackhearted swine and finish this once and for all.”

			But Duncan shook his head. “That’ll be murder,” he said. “I won’t have it done on my account, or my father’s. We’ll leave Morgarath to the Council.”

			Halt dropped his gaze, knowing Duncan was right. “Even so,” he said, “I can’t help thinking we’re making a big mistake.”
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A MONTH LATER, HALT RETURNED TO CASTLE GORLAN TO observe the situation and report back to Duncan and Oswald, who had taken up residence in Castle Araluen once more.

			He rode into the camp, noting with satisfaction that the haphazard accommodations that had been in place when he left were now replaced by ordered lines of tents and a small group of command pavilions. Central among these was Arald’s blue-and-gold tent. The Baron of Redmont had taken command of the force left to keep watch on Morgarath and his men. Initially, it had been a hastily thrown together group of knights and men-at-arms, gleaned from the retinues of the barons present at the tournament. As Duncan had feared, several of the barons had refused to provide troops to the force, withdrawing to their own castles with their men.

			Now, things looked more organized, with regular drafts of troops arriving from all corners of the Kingdom each day. He studied the rows of tents keenly. He estimated that there were over a hundred men encamped outside Gorlan’s walls.

			The tournament field was bare of all decoration. The flags and pennants were long gone and the tilt had been dismantled. The grandstands were bare. The canvas coverings, comfortable chairs and brightly colored cushions were all gone. On the jousting field where Arald and Morgarath had met in combat, a troop of spearmen were drilling, under the command of a sergeant.

			Above the fluttering canvas of the tents, Castle Gorlan loomed, its beauty and symmetry now seeming to bear an air of gloom and malevolence. He shook his head. He was being fanciful, he thought.

			Baron Arald stepped out of his command tent and came to greet Halt as he dismounted.

			“Welcome, Halt,” he said. “You’re a sight for sore eyes. What’s the news from Castle Araluen?”

			Halt frowned. “Not all good, I’m afraid. King Oswald’s health is very poor and he’s growing weaker every day. I don’t think he’s going to be with us much longer.”

			Arald shook his head. “That’s sad news indeed. How is Duncan taking it?”

			“He’s very worried for his father, of course. Oswald has appointed him Regent, so he can take most of the strain of command off his shoulders. That might help a little. But he’s kicking himself for the way he let Morgarath out-talk him and twist his words at the tournament. He wasn’t ready for the way Morgarath muddied the water with his barrage of allegations and accusations.”

			Arald shrugged. “Not his fault. He’s only young and Morgarath has years of experience in that sort of intrigue and obfuscation. Duncan will learn. In any event, once the King appeared and accused Morgarath, he knew the game was up. He had to act quickly and barricade himself in the castle where we couldn’t get to him. And that was as good as an admission of guilt.”

			“Duncan had better learn,” Halt said. “He’s summoned the Council of Barons, as you know, so he’ll be making his case before them. He’s also reinstated the Ranger Corps as it was. Crowley has been appointed Commandant—he’ll have authority over the entire Corps, not just the dozen of us who’ve been with him so far. He’ll have to recruit new apprentices and locate as many of the former Rangers as he can. He’s moved into quarters at Castle Araluen.”

			“Sounds like he’ll have his hands full,” said Arald. Then he tilted his head at Halt. “What about you?”

			“Duncan has ratified my commission as a Ranger,” Halt said. “Although Crowley tried to convince him that I still needed extra training as an apprentice.”

			Arald laughed. That was typical of Crowley, ever looking for an opportunity to pull Halt’s leg.

			“So he wanted you to revert to a bronze oakleaf?”

			Halt nodded. “Fortunately, he was convinced otherwise.”

			Arald’s grin widened. “By whom?” he asked innocently.

			Halt replied, straight-faced. “By me, mainly. I presented a most eloquent case against demotion. I threatened to shove the bronze oakleaf up his left nostril.”

			“That sounds eloquent indeed.”

			Halt turned away and studied the castle. Even at a distance, he could see the heads and shoulders of the sentries on the walls. One of them was leaning against the wall of a small fighting turret that projected above the battlements.

			“Anything happening here?” he asked.

			Arald shook his head. “Nothing. They watch us. We watch them. Haven’t seen or heard from Morgarath in over a week now. But I feel he’s going to have to make a move sometime soon. With every day that passes, his position grows weaker. We’ve got new troops arriving every week. Eventually, we’ll outnumber him and have enough men to storm the castle and take him prisoner.”

			“Hmmm,” said Halt thoughtfully. “Pritchard said something along the same lines. Have you seen him lately? He was heading here to check up on a rumor he’d heard. Didn’t say what it was. You know how Pritchard can be.”

			“He came through here four days ago. Stayed the night, nosed around, then must have headed out. He hasn’t been back since.”

			Halt nodded absentmindedly. “He’ll turn up sooner or later.”

			“You know him better than I,” Arald said cheerfully. “Are you staying with us tonight? I’d welcome the company at dinner and I have a tent you can use.”

			Halt glanced at the sky. The sun was sinking low to the horizon, through a screen of heavy clouds. It had rained the last few nights, heavy soaking rain, and it appeared that tonight would be no different.

			“That’d be most welcome,” he said.

			“I’ll see you at dinner then,” Arald said, turning back to his own pavilion. “Right now I have to write out my night orders for the new troops.”

			As he entered the tent, heavy raindrops began to thump down on its canvas roof and sides.

			Halt pulled his cowl over his head and looked up at the castle again. Lights were beginning to show in the windows of the towers, coming on one after the other. Braziers along the battlements began to flare as well, screened from the rain by wooden roofs. He could make out the form of a single man moving along the battlements, carrying a torch and moving from one beacon to another, lighting them in turn. The oil-soaked firewood they held flared quickly into life.

			He felt a touch on his arm and turned to see a young page, dressed in Arald’s blue-and-gold livery and staring at him with some awe. “Your pardon, Master Halt,” said the boy nervously. “The Baron said as how I should show you to your tent.”

			“Then lead on, young man,” said Halt, smiling at him. “But first show me where the stables are, so I can tend to my horse.”
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			He slept fitfully that night, kept awake by the drumming of rain on the canvas. Around three in the morning the rain died away and he fell asleep. But at five thirty he was awake again, listening to the crowing of a rooster somewhere in the camp.

			Reluctantly, he decided that he was unlikely to fall asleep again. He rose, washed in the leather basin in his tent, and dressed.

			The cook tent was already in action and he made his way to it, striding through the long, sodden grass. He snared a small loaf of bread, tore it apart and filled it with hot bacon, wolfing the food down hungrily. There was fresh coffee in a pot and he poured himself a mug. Then, cup in hand, enjoying the rich hot drink in the chill of the morning, he strolled up to study the castle once more.

			He frowned. Something was odd, he thought. Something was wrong. But the castle was unchanged. The sentries were still visible on the battlements, still in their positions. The man he had noticed the previous evening, leaning against the turret, was still in the same spot.

			Then it hit him. Nothing had changed. Nobody had changed positions in eleven hours. That was what was wrong.

			Unslinging his bow from his shoulder, he began to walk purposefully toward the castle. As he came closer, he saw a line of white-painted stakes driven into the ground. One of Arald’s men stood just outside the line. He called a warning to Halt.

			“Careful, sir! These pegs mark the maximum range of their crossbows. Young Billy Creek was shot by the one of the swine just a week ago.”

			Halt ignored him and continued to walk toward the castle. His eyes scanned the battlements keenly, looking for the first sign of movement that would indicate a crossbow being trained on him. He stopped at a point a hundred paces from the moat, looking up at the dark figure of the sentry leaning against the turret wall. The man had shown no sign that he had noticed Halt’s approach.

			Halt drew an arrow, nocked it, and casually took aim.

			Still the man didn’t move—although he must have seen the Ranger on the sodden ground below the walls.

			Halt released. The arrow hissed away, in a fast-moving arc toward the figure high above. Still no sign of recognition or reaction. Then the arrow struck home and the figure was thrown backward by the impact. Faintly, Halt heard a clatter as it stuck the flagstones.

			But no cry of pain.

			He ran back to where the sentry was watching, a puzzled look on his face.

			“Get me a long rope,” Halt said. “I’m going over that wall.”
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			The castle was empty, except for half a dozen servants who had been left behind to light the lamps each night. The battlements had been manned by mannequins—dummies dressed in cloaks and helmets, left leaning against the walls to create the impression that the castle was still occupied.

			Arald and Halt faced one of the servants, a sniveling, frightened man who was convinced they were going to kill him.

			Halt did nothing to disabuse him of that notion.

			“Where is Morgarath?” he snarled, his face close to the other man’s. The servant tried to look away but Halt grabbed him by the chin and forced him to look into his dark, burning eyes.

			“He’s . . . g-g-gone,” the man stammered.

			Halt allowed his anger at the inane reply. “When? And how?”

			“Four, mebbe five days ago. They all left. There’s a tunnel.”

			“Where?” thundered Arald and the servant looked at him in terror. The usually affable Baron of Redmont was furious. He had been tricked and he was in no mood to treat the man well. The servant gulped.

			“There’s a tunnel,” he repeated. “In the basement under the kitchens. They went out through it . . .”

			Halt and Arald exchanged a look. “Let’s go!” the Ranger said, and led the way to the kitchens.

			It took them five minutes to find the tunnel. The departing troops hadn’t bothered to close the entrance behind them. It gaped in the south wall of the basement, dark and forbidding.

			“Get some torches,” Arald told one of his men, and the soldier departed at a run.

			“This isn’t new,” Halt said as they made their way through the tunnel, the darkness pushed back by their flickering torches. The tunnel was wide, with room for two men moving abreast, and the walls were lined with brick and stone.

			“He’s had years to build it,” Arald replied. “Makes sense, I suppose, to have a bolt hole like this. I should do the same at Redmont.”

			“Are you considering bolting?” Halt asked.

			Arald thought about the question for a few seconds. “Not really. But you never know when it might come in handy.”

			As they walked farther through the passage, Arald gestured with his torch at the water that was running down the walls and pooling on the floor. “We must be under the moat,” he said. They stepped through it and continued.

			Halt sensed that the tunnel was beginning to slope upward. “We’re getting close to the exit.” For some reason, he lowered his voice, although the likelihood that Morgarath or his men would be waiting for them was slim. Then a glimmer of light showed ahead of them, rapidly growing into a lit rectangle as they got closer.

			They stepped out into the open air. The tunnel mouth was just inside the edge of the woods, concealed within a tangle of vines and brambles. Halt peered closely at them, seeing where they had been cut away in the past few days. The muddy ground around the exit had been churned by dozens of feet. But the tracks quickly died out as they moved across the thick grass, soaked by the rain of the preceding four days.

			“Tracks are washed away,” Halt muttered. “But this is where they came out, all right.”

			“Question is,” said Arald, “where have they gone?”

			Halt shrugged. “They could have gone in any direction.”

			“North, maybe?” said Arald. “After all, that’s where he had Tiller raiding across the border, so he might have some kind of base there.”

			“Maybe,” Halt said. He was unconvinced. “But as I say . . .”

			His voice trailed off. He had caught sight of something in the trees about twenty meters away. It wasn’t easy to see. It was mottled green and gray and blended into the forest background. But the wind had stirred it and the movement had caught his attention.

			“Oh . . . no . . . ,” he said softly, in a stricken voice. He began to run through the trees toward it.

			Pritchard was lying on his back, eyes wide-open. There were half a dozen gaping wounds on his body. He had obviously been attacked by three or four men. His bow was lying nearby, snapped in half. They must have emerged from the tunnel, catching him by surprise. Then they killed him and left him to lie here. The flutter of movement Halt had seen had come from a corner of his cloak.

			He dropped to one knee beside his old teacher, the man who, years ago, had replaced his own father in his affections. He felt hot tears forcing their way through his eyes and running freely down his cheeks.

			Vaguely, he was aware that Arald had followed him and was standing a few paces back, unsure of what to say or do.

			Halt bowed his head and said in a broken voice: “I’d only just found him again. And now he’s gone.”

			He remained kneeling, head bowed, beside his old friend and mentor for some minutes, thinking of the time they’d spent together in Dun Kilty, and of the sheer joy he had felt at their recent reunion. Finally, he wiped the tears away with the back of his hand, leaving a smear of dirt on his cheeks. Dry eyed, he rose to his feet and looked up into the morning sky.

			“You’ll pay for this, Morgarath. I swear on Pritchard’s life, you’ll pay for this.”
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			THE MOUNTAINS OF RAIN AND NIGHT


THE CAVE WAS SMOKY AND DRAFTY BUT AT LEAST IT WAS DRY. Outside, the rain blew in almost horizontal sheets across the rock-strewn plateau.


			Morgarath sat, hunched over by the fire, facing the terrifying beast he had lured to his cave. It had taken months to find the Wargal, and now he had finally begun to win his confidence. The Wargal was the leader of a tribe of similar beasts. He had cajoled it with gifts of fresh meat—treasured by the Wargals for its scarcity in these cold, dripping mountains.

			And it had taken days after that to establish a pattern of dominance over the primitive creature’s mind. It had been a slow process. Morgarath had begun by emptying his mind of all conscious thought, allowing it to be open to receive messages from outside. That in itself had taken days to achieve. Then, on one memorable occasion, he had seen an image growing in his mind—even though his eyes were shut.

			It was hazy and unfocused at first, and when he tried to concentrate on it, it receded. He realized that he mustn’t try to focus with his conscious mind. And when he cleared his mind of conscious thought, the image returned—clearer and sharper this time.

			He realized, with a start, that the image was himself. He was seeing what the Wargal chief was seeing.

			He began to try to form an image of his own—difficult to do when he had to keep his conscious mind at bay. He envisaged himself sitting on a high throne, and the Head Wargal was bowing down before him, placing its head under his hand in submission.

			Then he switched tack. He imagined Duncan, terrible in his red surcoat and glittering mail, cutting and hacking at a group of Wargals, killing and maiming them.

			Morgarath had been doing this for a week now, always projecting the same image. But today he felt a slight jolt in his consciousness—an impression of repellence.

			The Wargal had seen what he was projecting, and was disturbed and frightened by it.

			Morgarath half opened his eyes and saw the creature’s lips draw back from its fangs in a snarl.

			He closed his eyes again and added to the image. Now a black-clad figure, with long white-blond hair, strode in front of the Wargals to protect them and to face Duncan. His long, two-handed sword swung in a gleaming arc to block Duncan’s blade as the red-garbed warrior tried to kill another helpless Wargal.

			The sword flashed quickly up and down, severing Duncan’s head from his shoulders and sending it spinning among the rocks. The headless torso remained standing for a moment, then slowly toppled over.

			The surviving Wargals swarmed around the black-clad figure, bowing before him in gratitude and submission. Morgarath held the image in his mind for several minutes.

			Then he felt a rough touch on his hand and he opened his eyes slowly.

			The Wargal chieftain had moved closer and was kneeling before him. It took Morgarath’s right hand in both its savagely clawed upper paws and placed it on its own head, bowing before Morgarath.

			The former lord of Gorlan smiled grimly, allowing his hand to rest on the bowed head before him.

			“Oh yes, my ugly friend,” he crooned. “I think we’re going to get on very well indeed.”
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			IT WAS DARK AND CLAMMY AND DAMP IN THE TUNNEL.

			Even though Halt wasn’t a tall man, he found he had to stoop as he made his way along, and his shoulders brushed the rough, unlined clay walls on either side. The flickering lamp held by the miner who was leading the way cast a dim yellow light, shot with grotesque shadows.

			“How far down are we?” Crowley asked from behind him. The thick, heavy air in the tunnel seemed to muffle his voice, although Halt could hear a note of nervousness in it. Crowley, like Halt, disliked cramped and confined spaces like this, preferring the clean open air of the forest and fields aboveground. How miners could work in these conditions was beyond Halt’s understanding.

			The miner turned back to face them briefly. “About five meters,” he said. “We’ve been slanting down since we entered the tunnel. Not far to go now.”

			At his words, Halt felt the massive weight of earth and clay above them bearing down on him. His chest constricted and he had difficulty breathing. He felt his heart begin to race and paused, breathing slowly and deeply, allowing his tensed limbs and body to relax. The sooner they were out of here, the better it would suit him. Crowley, not noticing that Halt had stopped, bumped into him from behind and muttered an apology.

			“Mind this shoring,” the miner said gruffly, indicating the timber frames that supported the walls and roof of the tunnel. “Knock one of these loose and you’ll likely bring the whole thing down on us.”

			The two Rangers started moving again, taking exaggerated care not to bump against the timber beams. In the distance, Halt fancied he could hear a faint clinking sound—metal on rock. For a moment he thought he might be imagining it, but the miner confirmed it for him.

			“That’s the lads at work,” he said. “Hear them? They’re widening the gallery under the walls.”

			He set off again and they followed, anxious not to be left out of the shallow pool of light cast by the lamp. The clinking grew louder. It didn’t sound as if anyone were wielding their picks too vigorously and Halt remarked on the fact.

			The miner laughed grimly. “You don’t go bashing away in earth like this,” he said, “else you’ll have a collapse on your hands. Slow and steady does it.”

			Ahead, Halt could see a small circle of yellow light. As they proceeded, it became larger and brighter. Eventually, they arrived at a widened gallery, set at right angles to the tunnel. It was heavily braced with timber shoring and ran four or five meters to either side of the tunnel, forming a T-shaped intersection.

			The roof was higher here, at least a meter higher than Halt’s head. He sighed with relief and stood upright, easing his cramped back and shoulder muscles. He heard Crowley do the same.

			“Are we under the walls?” the Ranger Commandant asked.

			The miner nodded, pointing to a massive piece of granite protruding through the clay roof of the tunnel to one side. The rock was squared off and had obviously been shaped by man’s hand. Timber beams were set in place all around and under it, supporting it.

			“That’s part of the foundation for the wall there,” he told them. He held the lamp higher and they could see that the line of shaped rock continued along the gallery where they were standing. More timber shoring held it firmly in place.

			The clinking sound, which had become appreciably louder since they’d entered the gallery, stopped now and a stooped figure emerged from the shadows to their left. There was really no need to stoop here, Halt thought. There was plenty of headroom. But perhaps it was a habit borne of long practice and many years spent underground in mines and tunnels.

			The newcomer stopped and nodded a greeting to their guide. Then he took a few seconds to glance curiously at the two Rangers. He knew who they were—all the miners did—but belowground he was more accustomed to seeing other miners and diggers, clad in leather aprons and hoods to protect their clothes from the mud and dirt of the tunnel. These two, in their gray-and-green-mottled cloaks, with their weapons belts around their waists, were a novelty down here.

			“Morning, Alwyn,” he said now. “Morning, Rangers.”

			Halt and Crowley mumbled a reply, although how anyone could keep track of the time of day down here, Halt had no idea.

			“Morning, Dafyd. Are you done?” their guide asked.

			The newcomer nodded several times. “Just about. A little more digging and shoring up—say another fifteen minutes. Then we can start bringing in the combustibles.”

			The gallery they were in had far more supporting timber than the tunnel they had traversed to get here. Halt assumed that was because the tunnel itself was low and narrow, and roughly oval in shape, providing natural support for the walls. Here, where the open space was wider, there was a need for more frames and beams to support the ceiling, and the massive foundation stones of the wall above them, which the digging had undermined along the length of the gallery. As he thought of that, he felt his chest constrict and a moment of unreasoning fear swept through him. If he didn’t check that quickly, he knew, it could turn to panic—blind, debilitating panic. Once again, he forced his tense body to relax, beginning with his fingers, hands and arms, letting the calming feeling spread through his body. He breathed deeply, slowing his breathing rate. He felt his heart hammer less stridently in his chest.

			“Don’t know how they get used to this,” he muttered to Crowley.

			Alwyn gave a short snort of laughter. “Spend your life in the mines and you get so it doesn’t bother you.” He gestured around the shadowy gallery where they were standing. “I started going below the ground when I was ten,” he said. “This is like a big open meadow to me.”

			“Some meadow,” Crowley said, shaking his head.

			Alwyn raised his eyebrows. He knew that most people were fearful when they were in tunnels, but he and his men were used to it. So long as the tunnel was properly dug and firmly reinforced, there was no danger. He indicated the ground under the foundation stone.

			“We’ll pile brushwood and firewood and combustibles there,” he said. “Then we’ll set it alight. As it burns, it’ll destroy the framing and support beams so they collapse. Then nature will take a hand and the part of the wall directly above will fall into the tunnel. Once it goes, the surrounding structure will collapse with it.”

			“Who’ll light the fire?” Crowley asked. He and Halt had been tasked with destroying Castle Gorlan but he hoped that responsibility didn’t extend to personally lighting the fire. Alwyn quickly dispelled that fear.

			“Best I do it,” he said. “It’ll get pretty dark and smoky in here once the fire’s going. Easy to lose your bearings and blunder around. I’m used to it so I’ll do it.”

			“Good,” said Crowley, the relief all too evident in his voice.

			“It’s quite spectacular,” Alwyn told them. “Mind you, for a long while, it seems nothing’s happening. Then the wall starts to subside, cracks form through the masonry, and the whole thing comes down.”

			“I think I’d rather be on the surface when that happens,” Halt said.

			Alwyn regarded him without humor. “That’s definitely the place to be. Now we should get out of the way and let the crew bring in the firewood and put it in place.”

			Halt and Crowley exchanged a look. These men knew their job, they realized. There would be little purpose in staying to watch once they began building the fire. In cases like this, delegation was to be encouraged.

			“Let’s get back to the surface,” Halt said, and Crowley indicated for Alwyn to lead the way.

			•   •   •

			They emerged into the bright sunlight a few minutes later, shaking the damp clay and dirt from their cloaks and blinking like moles after the darkness of the tunnel.

			The fresh forest air was a welcome change after the dank, musty air they had breathed belowground, redolent with the smell of wet clay, freshly dug dirt, and the reek of smoky oil lamps.

			Crowley glanced left and right, spotting locations where two other tunnels had been dug. “Do we need to inspect the others?”

			Alwyn shook his head. “No different from this one.”

			Crowley looked a little relieved. “What about the keep?” he asked, indicating the tall, graceful tower that stood surrounded by the castle walls. “Are you treating it the same way?”

			“No need for a tunnel there,” Alwyn told them. “We’ll set fire to it and leave it to burn. Once the timber ceiling beams and the floors are gone, the remaining stonework will be weakened from the heat and the fact that there’s no more cross support.” He turned and indicated a trebuchet standing twenty meters away, crouching like some malevolent prehistoric animal, its long, double-jointed throwing arm towering above them.

			“Then we’ll hit it a few times with that infernal machine. A couple of solid rocks crashing into the weakened structure should bring it down quite nicely.”

			“Nicely? Strange choice of words.” Crowley regarded the castle a little sadly. “It’s a beautiful building,” he said quietly. “Seems a shame to destroy it.”

			When Morgarath, the former Baron of Gorlan Fief, had retreated to the south after his failed attempt to seize control of the Kingdom, Prince Duncan ordered his castle to be torn down, leaving the rebel baron with no potential headquarters in the country.

			“It’s not beautiful,” Halt replied. “It’s an evil place where evil things happened. I’ll be glad to see it destroyed. You’ll be doing us a favor,” he added, to Alwyn.

			The miner shrugged. He and his team had been lent to Duncan by the King of neighboring Celtica, where they spent their lives tearing silver and tin from the earth, deep below the surface.

			“A job’s a job,” he said. “We’ll be glad to be heading home again.” He glanced away, shading his eyes and peering at the other two tunnel mouths in turn. “Looks like they’re getting ready to set the fires there as well.”

			The Rangers followed his gaze. At each, they could see men dressed in the mud-stained leather clothes the miners all wore, carrying bundles of firewood and kindling into the tunnels. Close by, a third group was beginning to carry similar bundles into the tunnel they had vacated.

			“Give us an hour to get things ready,” Alwyn said. “Then we’ll light the fires.”

			His manner was a little distant. He had shown the high-ranking visitors through the tunnel, as requested. That had delayed his work by a good hour or so and now he was keen to get back to it, topple the walls of Castle Gorlan and be on his way home.

			“Might as well have something to eat,” Crowley said, jerking his head toward the small campsite he and Halt had set up the day before.

			“You do that,” Alwyn told him. “I’ll start organizing the fire in the keep tower.”

			The two Rangers set out for their campsite. As they walked, Crowley idly brushed a clump of dried clay from the shoulder of his cloak.

			“I suppose it takes a certain mind-set to be a miner,” he said, still thinking of the dark, airless tunnel they had so recently been in.

			Halt smiled grimly. “I suppose they say the same thing about Rangers.”
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			THE TWO RANGERS SAT IN FRONT OF THEIR SMALL ONE-MAN tents and rummaged through their supplies. They had a fresh loaf of bread they had obtained from the miners’ cook tent that morning, and the remains of a chicken they had shared the night before. Their campfire was still smoldering—they had heaped the coals earlier that morning to keep it alight. Halt coaxed it back to life with a few twigs and lighter pieces of kindling, then set their battered coffeepot in the glowing coals beside the fire to boil.

			When the water was bubbling cheerfully, he added a couple of handfuls of coffee to the pot and pulled it away from the fire to let it brew. Crowley, meanwhile, sliced the chicken quickly with his saxe, laying the pieces out on two wooden platters.

			“Did you want a leg?” Crowley asked.

			Halt nodded. That was his favorite part of a chicken.

			“Bad luck. There’s only one and I’m having it.”

			Halt regarded him curiously. “Then why did you ask?”

			Crowley shrugged. “There was always the chance that you’d say no and then I’d look as if I had a generous spirit.”

			Halt shook his head. “Not likely.” He took the platter that Crowley handed him. It was piled with chicken breast and thigh meat. Crowley picked up the solitary chicken leg from his own plate and began to tear at it with his teeth.

			“Best part of a chicken, the leg,” he said cheerfully.

			Halt glowered at him. “Don’t rub it in,” he said. In truth, the chicken meat he was eating was delicious. It was perfectly cooked, moist and juicy. But he would have liked a leg. He tore a chunk of bread from the loaf and wrapped it around a thick slice of breast meat. He ate several big mouthfuls, then poured himself a cup of coffee, adding a generous helping of honey to the dark, fragrant liquid. He sipped and sighed.

			“This is the life,” he said. “Good food, fine weather, and we can sit in the sun and watch other people doing all the hard work.”

			“It does have its attractions,” Crowley agreed. “We’ve spent less comfortable times, I have to say.”

			Halt nodded. The previous year had been a grim time, with danger threatening on all sides. It had culminated in the confrontation here in front of Castle Gorlan, where Duncan finally brought Morgarath to heel. Halt glanced around the peaceful scene now, listening to the bees humming in the flowers and the gentle wind sighing through the treetops.

			Peace, he thought. It was a condition to be cherished and enjoyed. Then he frowned, realizing that the peace was likely to be shattered at any time, once Morgarath had rebuilt his army’s strength. After escaping from Castle Gorlan, where he’d been besieged by Duncan and a group of loyal barons, the Baron of Gorlan Fief had disappeared into the Mountains of Rain and Night, a rugged, forbidding and inaccessible plateau in the southeastern corner of the Kingdom. Access to the plateau was by way of a precipitous, narrow track called Three Step Pass. The pass was blocked by Morgarath’s troops, so that the Araluens had no idea what he was planning.

			“When do you suppose Morgarath will make his next move?” Halt asked.

			Crowley stopped eating to look at him. “Is he making a next move?”

			“People like Morgarath always make a next move. He won’t be content to sit up there in the mountains forever. He hates Duncan. And me. And you.”

			“He does have a large capacity for hate. But I think he’ll be quiet for a while. He lost a lot of support from the other barons when Duncan faced him. He might have blustered his way out of it, but the fact that he withdrew into the castle and then escaped destroyed his credibility with a lot of them.”

			“There are still some who’d like to see him King,” Halt said darkly. “And far too many who are sitting on the fence, waiting to see who’ll come out on top.”

			Crowley grimaced in agreement, then looked up. “Well, it looks as though we’re almost done here,” he said, pointing with the half-chewed chicken bone to the tunnel mouth, where Alwyn was standing, waving to them. “Alwyn seems to be ready to light the fire.”

			He tossed the chicken leg into the bushes and rose, wiping his hands on the front of his jerkin.

			Halt cast a pained look after the bone. “There was still plenty of meat on that,” he said.

			Crowley grinned. “You’re welcome to finish it off.”

			“After you’ve been gnawing on it? No thanks.”

			Crowley spread his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Well, if you don’t want it, stop complaining.”

			Halt rose to join him, shaking his head. “The point is, if you take the last chicken leg, you are duty bound to eat it. All of it.”

			His friend’s grin widened. “Life is hard,” he said, without the slightest hint of contrition.

			Halt snorted and they set off for the mine entrance, where Alwyn was waiting for them.

			“That was quick,” Crowley said. They’d been waiting less than an hour.

			Alwyn pursed his lips. “We work faster when we don’t have sightseers to look after.”

			The Rangers exchanged an amused glance. They were obviously the sightseers he had in mind. “Tact is not a quality known in the mines, apparently,” Halt said.

			Alwyn turned his level gaze on him. “No time for tact. Get on with the job. That’s how we do it.”

			“And rightly so,” Crowley said. He indicated the entrance to the tunnel on their right. “I take it the red flag means they’re ready there?”

			Alwyn nodded. There were three tunnels, set at the corners of the walls. They were standing by the middle one, so they could see the others. Both of them were displaying a red flag planted in the ground beside the entrance.

			“We’ll light the fires in the tunnels soon,” he said. “First we’ll set the keep tower burning.”

			“Makes sense,” Halt said. “You’d hardly want to be inside the walls when they’re likely to collapse at any moment.”

			Alwyn grunted, then put his fingers in his mouth and emitted a piercing whistle. The gate and drawbridge were both open, and through the gap in the wall, the Rangers could see the lower section of the tower that formed the keep. There were several miners waiting there, holding flaming torches. At Alwyn’s signal, they darted inside the building. After a few minutes, they emerged and jogged toward the gateway. For some time, nothing could be seen from the keep. Then smoke began to funnel out of the windows and arrow slits.

			Behind them, they heard a creaking of wheels and cracking of whips. They turned and saw the trebuchet being towed forward by a team of oxen, closer to the castle walls. It had come from Araluen Fief some days before they had arrived. The artillerymen serving it halted it at a suitable spot and began to unhitch the oxen. They chocked the wheels of the towing platform and weighted the trebuchet deck with sandbags to keep it steady. Then they began to turn the windlass, drawing the short end of the throwing arm down against the tension of a twisted rope cable.

			“Be a while before we need that,” Alwyn said. He took the red flag planted in the dirt beside the tunnel mouth and waved it above his head, back and forth, until the miners at the other tunnels responded. Then, one of his men handed him a flaming torch and he plunged into the tunnel mouth. He stopped and turned toward the two Rangers, with the ghost of a grin.

			“Sure you don’t want to join me?”

			“No. We sightseers wouldn’t want to delay you any further,” Crowley told him, and the miner turned and disappeared into the tunnel, the flickering light of his torch rapidly disappearing as the tunnel floor sloped down.

			At each of the other tunnels, Halt saw a miner lay the red flag down, then disappear into the earth, carrying a flaming torch. He glanced around, saw a convenient tree stump and sat on it.

			“No sense standing here,” he said. “I assume this is going to take a while.”

			He was right. Alwyn was gone for more than twenty minutes. The Rangers knew that it took seven or eight minutes to move through the tunnel to the gallery where the firewood had been placed.

			Halt glanced to his left, seeing the miner emerging from the tunnel mouth. The man reached down and set the red flag upright again, signaling that he was done. A few minutes later, Alwyn emerged from the middle tunnel, coughing. A light cloud of smoke emerged with him. He glanced at the red flag fluttering from the other tunnel mouth and grunted in satisfaction. He planted his own flag and they all turned to watch the third tunnel. After a minute or two, a figure emerged and the red flag there was set in place.

			“Now we wait,” Alwyn said.

			For some time, nothing seemed to happen. It was a different matter at the keep. The fire there was burning fiercely and now flame as well as smoke was pouring out of the windows and doors.

			Then Halt noticed smoke rising from the ground between them and the castle, in several places.

			“Ventilation holes,” Alwyn told him, noticing the direction of his gaze. Then heavy smoke billowed out of the left-hand tunnel entrance, mirrored within a few minutes at the other tunnels.

			“How long to go?” Halt asked.

			The miner shrugged. “A while yet,” he said, which was less than helpful.

			Halt, who had begun to pace expectantly at the sight of the smoke pouring out of the tunnel mouth, resettled himself on the tree stump. Crowley sat on the soft grass, his back against a small tree.

			Smoke continued to pour out of the tunnel mouth, becoming thicker by the minute. Inside the walls, the fire roared in the keep tower, growing in strength and violence.

			“At least there’s something to see there,” Crowley said. In spite of Alwyn’s warning, he had been expecting something spectacular at the walls—not just smoke billowing from the tunnel and the ventilation holes. At least at the keep there was the distinct impression of something being destroyed, something actually happening.

			“Come on,” the Ranger Commandant muttered.

			Alwyn glanced at him. “Need patience to be a miner,” he said.

			Crowley shook his head in annoyance. “I’m not a miner and I have no patience. I want to see that wall come down.”

			And as he said so, it did.

			There was a deep rumbling underground. They felt it through the earth. Then a massive crack zigzagged up the wall, from ground level to the crenellations at the top, and a section of the wall itself sank, collapsing downward as its foundations were undermined.

			The crack widened and the wall either side of it began to bulge outward, breaking into two gigantic pieces at first, then those pieces breaking into several smaller ones.

			With a rumbling crash, the wall fell outward, landing in a pile of rubble. At the far corner, they heard another distinct crack and another split appeared in the face of the wall. As it came down, smoke jetted from the ventilation holes with renewed force.

			At that point, the wall above the third tunnel sagged, cracked and bowed outward, crashing down with a roar like an earthquake. More smoke jetted from the tunnel mouth and the ventilation holes.

			In a matter of minutes, three of the four walls of Castle Gorlan had come crashing down, breaking up into smaller pieces as they did.

			Clouds of dust and smoke rose above the destroyed castle, once one of the showpieces of the Kingdom. One minute it had been there, firm and strong. The next, it had collapsed and crumbled before their eyes.

			“Well,” said Crowley, “that seems to be that.”
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			THE MAIN HALL OF CASTLE ARALUEN WAS A SEA OF COLOR, light and noise. Candles blazed all around the large room, in sconces on the wall, in candelabra on the tables and hanging from the ceilings in half a dozen chandeliers, the light refracted and redirected by the crystal glass pendants that festooned the chandeliers and surrounded the candles themselves.

			There must have been two hundred people in the hall. All of the barons who supported Duncan were there, along with their ladies and their retinues of knights and attendants and their ladies.

			In the past year, there had been little to celebrate in Araluen. Even after Morgarath had escaped justice and fled to the mountains, the effects of his plotting had continued to cast a pall over the Kingdom. Duncan’s father, Oswald, had never recovered from being held captive and mistreated by Morgarath. After abdicating the throne, he had held on to see his only son married; but Duncan’s wedding to Lady Rosalind Serenne had been a quiet affair due to Oswald’s failing health, and not the grand occasion that would normally have taken place. At the beginning of the year, in a bitterly cold spell that held the Kingdom snowbound for weeks, Oswald had succumbed to his illness. The Kingdom had been in mourning for the last two months, and Castle Araluen had been a somber place as the barons came to pay their respects.

			But now it was spring, and it seemed that color and life was finally returning to the Kingdom. Duncan had declared a holiday and a feast—and he had exciting news to share.

			The initial celebration had taken place earlier in the day, outside the castle, on the lawns beneath the walls, where hundreds of the common people of Araluen Fief—farmers, tradesmen and artisans—could attend.

			The official ceremony was a short one. Duncan had made a brief but heartfelt speech, thanking the people for their support and obvious affection. This was all too evident in the cheers the people gave for Queen Rosalind as she stood beside her husband. The young Queen was beautiful and warmhearted, and the people loved her. Rosalind had long black hair and dark brown eyes that always seemed to hold a hint of mischief or humor. Her face was a perfect oval, with high cheekbones and a full-lipped mouth. Seen next to Duncan, she appeared tiny—slim and graceful.

			When the crowd had quieted again, Duncan announced the reason for the celebration: Queen Rosalind was pregnant, and the Kingdom could expect a new heir to the throne. Baron Arald of Redmont, one of the King’s staunchest supporters, called for three cheers to mark that the union of Duncan and Rosalind had been so blessed. The assembled crowd cheered so lustily that they startled the rooks that nested in the castle battlements and set them squawking and circling the castle.

			After greeting the local villagers and farmers following the ceremony, Duncan and Rosalind completed their circuit of the parklands before the castle and led the knights, nobles and their ladies through the massive portcullis at the inner end of the drawbridge and into the keep, where the main hall was set up for the reception.

			While the official party withdrew into the castle, tables were being placed on the lawns, kegs of ale were broached and bullocks and whole pigs were turned on spits above massive cooking fires. The celebrations outside rivaled those in the main hall in cheerfulness, and exceeded them in noise.

			The festive spirit of the day gave everyone a chance to relax and rejoice, and the ladies took advantage of the opportunity to display their finery. Their gowns were a dazzling mix of yellows, blues, reds and greens. Jewelry caught the candlelight and sparkled on the ladies’ fingers and around their throats in pendants and necklaces.

			Not that the men were any less splendid. The barons and knights wore their dress armor, polished till it gleamed, with their colored surcoats displaying their individual crests and coats of arms. Servants circulated among the brightly clad throng, carrying trays laden with goblets of wine and ale, and fruit sherbets for those who weren’t inclined to partake of alcohol.

			As more goblets were emptied, the noise level gradually rose. This had a cumulative effect. The more difficult it became to hear one’s neighbor, the louder people talked—which made it increasingly difficult to hear what was being said and necessitated a further rise in personal volume. Wagers were being laid as to whether the King’s first child would be a girl or boy. Either one would inherit, as Araluen had no restriction on female children being heirs to the throne.

			Duncan and Rosalind walked through the assembled throng, greeting those they knew and nodding to others, shaking hands and accepting the well wishes of their subjects. Duncan was a popular King.

			His mother, Queen Deborah, watched the ceremony from a chair set in front of the official dais, a smile on her face. She approved of Rosalind. She was a beautiful and good-hearted woman who would make a fine consort for Deborah’s son. And the Queen Mother was delighted that the people had seen through Morgarath’s lies and accusations against Duncan. It was Deborah’s greatest regret—and she knew it had been her husband’s, too, before he died—that she had allowed Baron Morgarath to poison the Kingdom and turn the people against her son. Deborah preferred a quiet, austere hunting lodge to the machinations and pomp of the royal court, and she hadn’t seen the consequences of Morgarath’s rising popularity until it was too late.

			Halt and Crowley were standing off to one side of the hall, in the shadows. It wasn’t the Ranger way to seek attention or praise. Rangers preferred to remain in the background, observing without being observed. They had relinquished their cloaks, and were clad now in their dull gray breeches, boots and leather jerkins. Whereas the knights and barons sported dress swords, hilts blazing with jewels and bound in gold and silver wire, the two Rangers wore their workaday saxes and throwing knives supported on their broad leather belts.

			Crowley studied the brightly trimmed, almost garish, outfits of those around them and glanced down at his own plain clothing. “Perhaps we should come up with some sort of dress uniform,” he mused.

			Halt looked at him, one eyebrow raised. “What for?” he asked. He had no interest in fine clothes. Clothes were utilitarian as far as he was concerned. In cold weather, they should be warm and waterproof. In hot weather, light and airy. And bright colors served only to make a man stand out against the background, which was never a good idea in his opinion. A man who stood out against the background made an easy target.

			Crowley made an uncertain gesture with one hand, taking in the celebrations around them—the red, sweating faces; the loud voices; the music issuing from the small ensemble in a gallery above the main floor. In general, he shared his friend’s preference to remain inconspicuous. But he felt there were some occasions when Rangers should be a little more visible.

			“Well, for official events like this,” he said. “We’re like a pair of crows among the peacocks.”

			Halt snorted. “Peacocks are overrated birds,” he said. “They’re dull-witted and they make an ugly, raucous noise.” He gestured at the people around them. “Rather like this lot.”

			Crowley smiled at his friend. “Do you include Baron Arald in that category?” he asked, indicating the burly form of Arald, who was making his way through the crowd toward them, a smile on his face. The Baron was dressed in his livery colors—blue and yellow—with a boar’s head emblazoned on his right breast. His method of making his way through the crowd was a simple one. He deviated neither to left nor right, but forged straight ahead, using his broad shoulders to clear a path. A pace behind him, his beautiful wife, Lady Sandra, followed in the space he cleared. She too wore blue and yellow. In Arald’s case, the colors looked martial and distinctive. His wife made them look feminine and stunning. Like her husband, she was smiling at the two Rangers.

			Yet, after his first glance at the Baron and his wife, Halt had eyes only for the third member of their party, who slipped gracefully through the crowded room in their wake. Mistress Pauline duLacy was an absolute vision in a simple, sheer gown of silver cloth, which shimmered about her slim form. In her blond hair, she had a garland of white flowers.

			“Crowley, Halt, good to see you!” the Baron shouted enthusiastically. His voice boomed out and several bystanders turned at the sound of it—and at his words. Most people hadn’t noticed the two Rangers standing among them and now there were hurried whispers, in which the names “Halt” and “Crowley” were predominant. The two Rangers had achieved a level of some renown in the Kingdom since they had been responsible for Duncan’s reinstatement as heir to the throne and the thwarting of Morgarath’s royal ambitions, but this was the first time that many of Duncan’s subjects had had a chance to actually lay eyes on the famous pair.

			Pauline heard one whispered comment—I thought they’d be taller—and smiled to herself.

			Now Arald was shaking hands with the two Rangers and ushering his wife forward to greet them as well.

			“Lovely to see you, Halt, Crowley,” Sandra said.

			“And you, my lady,” Crowley said.

			Lady Sandra made a small curtsy, dipping at the knees while her upper body remained straight and graceful. The two Rangers bowed in unison. Watching Halt out of the corner of his eye, Crowley was a little surprised to see how smoothly Halt performed the action. He had no idea that his friend had been raised in the royal court of Dun Kilty in Clonmel.

			“And you know Pauline duLacy, of course,” Arald said. “My new head diplomat at Redmont.”

			Pauline executed a graceful curtsy in her turn. Halt and Crowley bowed again. Crowley opened his mouth to utter a greeting and was surprised when Halt beat him to it.

			“It’s been far too long, Mistress duLacy. A pleasure to see you again.” It was noticeable that his Hibernian accent was a little stronger than normal. Pauline smiled at him, a dazzling smile that made Halt’s heart lurch.

			“The pleasure is all mine, Ranger Halt,” she said, extending her hand. And once again, Crowley was surprised to see Halt take her hand and raise it to his lips. He didn’t know that his companion had been mentally rehearsing this moment for the past day and a half.

			“Delighted to see you again, Mistress,” Crowley said. He was never tongue-tied around beautiful women.

			“Yes . . . delighted,” Pauline said vaguely, her eyes still fixed on Halt and shining with pleasure at seeing him.

			Crowley grinned to himself. It was obvious that Pauline and Halt were smitten with each other and he was happy for his friend. He had no romantic attachments himself, and wasn’t in any hurry to form one. But he felt that Halt, grim and dour as he was, could only benefit from the bright, sunny company of the quick-witted Courier. Mind you, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t stir the pot and tease Halt about Pauline whenever he had the chance.

			He realized that Arald was speaking and quickly gave him his attention.

			“How many do you have now?” Arald was asking.

			Crowley frowned. He assumed that the Baron was talking about his efforts to return the Ranger Corps to full strength. It was a task that had been taking up most of Crowley’s time in the past few months as Rangers who had been discredited by Morgarath and banished gradually returned to the Kingdom when news of recent events reached them.

			“Eighteen,” he replied, and saw that he had guessed Arald’s question correctly. “Twenty including Halt and myself.”

			“Hmmm. So you’re just under half strength,” Arald mused. The normal Ranger complement was fifty, one for each fief.

			“Yes. It’s a headache working out which fiefs need a Ranger most at the moment. Some are going to have to pull double duty with the smaller fiefs,” Crowley replied.

			“It was a pity we lost Farrel from active duty,” Arald said. Farrel was the Ranger assigned to Redmont Fief. With Arald’s support, he had joined with Halt and Crowley in their campaign against Morgarath. After Morgarath’s retreat from Castle Gorlan, Farrel had been leading a scouting party in pursuit of the rebels. His horse stumbled in a rabbit hole and Farrel was thrown heavily to the ground, breaking his leg in two places. He had been placed under the care of the healers at Castle Araluen, but his injury was severe and it would be months before he would be back on the active list. Crowley currently had him helping with administrative tasks and paperwork—something both of them hated. But it kept Farrel occupied and stopped him moping.

			“Yes. I’m not sure who to assign in his place,” Crowley said. Redmont was an important fief, second only to Araluen Fief in the Kingdom, particularly now that Gorlan had been broken up and its territories split between two neighboring fiefdoms.

			“I was hoping you might give us Halt,” Arald said.

			Crowley reacted with surprise. He and Halt had worked closely together over the past year and it hadn’t occurred to him to post him anywhere other than Araluen. But now that he considered it, it made sense. With the Corps at half strength, he didn’t have the luxury of keeping two Rangers in any one fief. Halt was the pick of the Rangers, Redmont was a major fief and Arald was a senior member of Duncan’s council. Halt would be just as useful as Crowley’s deputy if he were based at Redmont.

			“Sounds good to me,” Halt said quickly, before Crowley could reply. Without turning his head, Crowley knew his friend was gazing at Pauline.

			“Why not?” Crowley said, conceding. He’d miss having Halt around all the time, miss having the opportunity to twist his tail. But it was the best solution to the problem. He looked now and saw that Pauline was beaming with pleasure.

			She placed her hand on Halt’s forearm. “Perhaps you could ask me to dance, by way of celebration?”

			Halt cleared his throat awkwardly. “I’m not such a good dancer,” he said doubtfully.

			Crowley felt the mischief rising within him. One last chance to twist the tail, he thought. He bowed politely to Pauline. “I’d be delighted to dance with you, Mistress Pauline.”

			Halt glared at him. “On the other hand, I’m not such a bad one,” Halt said and, taking Pauline’s hand, he led her to the dance floor.

			Arald grinned at Crowley. “You did that on purpose.”

			The Commandant shrugged. “Sometimes he has to be pushed to do what he wants,” he said.
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			THE NEXT FEW MONTHS PASSED QUICKLY FOR HALT AS HE settled into life as the resident Ranger attached to Redmont Fief.

			He enjoyed the informality of the Ranger life. He was part of the senior administration of Redmont and a trusted confidant of the Baron. Yet he remained separate from the castle, preferring to live in the small log cabin set among the trees below the massive red-tinged ironstone walls that gave Redmont its name. He knew that Rangers needed to remain a little aloof from the barons, to avoid being influenced by them.

			Fortunately, Arald was well aware of the Ranger’s role in the fief and made no attempt to influence Halt unduly. And there was never any occasion where Halt felt that the Baron wasn’t performing his duties as required. Arald was a loyal subordinate to the King and a fair and just ruler over his own territory. He accepted Halt as an important member of his team, albeit an independent one. He valued his judgment and often asked his opinion on matters relating to Redmont’s administration. And his requests for Halt’s opinion were more than mere lip service. Often, he acted on the Ranger’s suggestions.

			So their working relationship was a smooth and harmonious one, and Halt made a point of eating with the Baron and his wife at least one evening a week. Usually, Pauline would be included in these dinners, unless she was called away on duty, which was often the case.

			Shortly after Halt arrived in Redmont, Mistress Pauline had been appointed as a Courier of the first rank and was now addressed by the honorific Lady Pauline. She ranked as an equal of a senior knight such as Sir Rodney, the head of Redmont’s battle school, where new warriors were trained for the King’s army. Arald had great respect for her wisdom and judgment. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he didn’t think her gender made her opinion any less worthwhile. In fact, he had often been heard to say that Pauline was the most intelligent and capable of all his support staff.

			Halt and Pauline’s relationship grew as time passed. They enjoyed each other’s company and spent as much time together as their duties allowed. This was less than might have been expected. Halt could be called away at a moment’s notice to tend to some problem in a far corner of the fief—a band of brigands or highwaymen preying on travelers, or a wild beast that might be terrorizing a farming community. And Pauline traveled often to other fiefs, and even other countries, such as Celtica. This was ostensibly to meet with her fellow Couriers, but also to gather intelligence and keep a general eye on the security of the fief and the Kingdom itself. In fact, the title of Courier was a deliberate misnomer. Pauline’s main work consisted of intelligence gathering and, at times, espionage. The Courier service, while masquerading as diplomats, kept a covert eye on the loyalties or otherwise of the Kingdom’s nobles.

			Sometimes Halt and Pauline traveled together, when they accompanied Arald to Castle Araluen for his regular meetings with King Duncan. At such times, Halt and Crowley would disappear into Crowley’s office and confer, with Crowley bringing Halt up to date on the progress of his campaign to return the Ranger Corps to full strength.

			“I’ve been assessing potential apprentices,” he said on the latest occasion, four months after Halt had been appointed as Redmont’s Ranger. “And I’ve selected six to train.” He looked keenly at his friend. He had realized some time ago that, with the original Rangers scattered and banished by Morgarath, it would be impossible to bring back all of them. If the Corps were going to return to its original strength, it would have to do it by recruiting and training new personnel.

			“I hope you’re not planning to saddle me with one,” Halt said, preempting the suggestion that he was sure Crowley was about to make.

			Crowley regarded him with a bland expression. “I can’t think of one who deserves such a dreadful fate.”

			“I’ll let you know when I’m ready for one. I’m still feeling my own way.”

			Secretly, Crowley was disappointed, but he accepted Halt’s position. The man was so skilled, so capable, that sometimes it was hard to remember that he hadn’t gone through any formal apprenticeship or training himself. Of course, Pritchard had instructed him in the skills needed of a Ranger, but in a way, Halt was still learning on the job. He had good instincts for what was required, but he needed more experience.

			There was a knock at the door to Crowley’s suite of rooms, and Pauline entered. “The King would like to see us all,” she said simply. “Arald will meet us there.”

			Crowley and Halt stood and followed her out.

			Halt knew that Pauline had just completed a lengthy tour of the western quarter of the Kingdom, assessing the barons there. Some doubt still attached to the loyalty of four of them, and another two were definitely leaning toward an alignment with Morgarath—if the black-clad former baron ever ventured down from the wild plateau of the Mountains of Rain and Night.

			The past months had been a time of peace and relative prosperity throughout Araluen. As a whole, the Kingdom had settled under the reign of its new young King. He was a popular ruler, known to be just in his rulings, not playing favorites or trying to curry favor with any group. But a dark cloud hung ominously over the distant horizon. Morgarath might not have been seen or heard from since he had slipped away from Castle Gorlan while the King kept it under siege, but he was still very much a presence in the Kingdom, made even more ominous by the very fact that so little was known of his movements.

			Crowley and the three visitors met with Duncan in his office suite, accompanied by his secretary, who took notes of the discussions.

			“How is the Queen, your majesty?” asked Pauline, after the usual greetings.

			Duncan frowned. “She’s not doing well,” he confessed. “She’s very weak. The pregnancy is taking a heavy toll on her.”

			The three visitors exchanged worried glances at this news. They had heard on previous visits to Araluen that Queen Rosalind’s health was poor. But they had no idea it was as serious as this.

			“She spends most of her time in her chamber,” Duncan went on. “I’m very concerned about her.”

			Then, with an effort, he dismissed the matter of his wife’s health. “Now, on to other matters. Do any of you have any idea what Morgarath is doing up there in the mountains?” It was noticeable that he looked first to Pauline. But all four shook their heads.

			“I can’t get any of my people up onto the plateau, your majesty,” she said apologetically.

			“I know he’s slipped down Three Step Pass on several occasions,” Duncan told them as they sat around the large conference table in his office. “I have a company of infantry stationed on the plain below the mountains to keep an eye on him. They’ve seen him exit the pass, but then they’ve lost him. And we’ve lost half a dozen men when they tried to follow him.”

			“What do you suppose he was doing?” Crowley asked.

			It was Arald who replied. “Making contact with some of the fence sitters,” he said. While all of the barons had asserted their allegiance to Duncan, some were more enthusiastic than others in their support. Morgarath had been a popular and respected member of the Council of Barons. He was a champion knight and highly skilled in combat. And he was adept at flattering those he saw as vulnerable to his charm. All the barons knew that the situation with Morgarath wasn’t settled, and some—admittedly a minority—were inclined to bide their time and see how events transpired between the King and the rebel baron.

			Arald gestured for Pauline to speak. “Pauline, what did you find in your travels?”

			The graceful Courier glanced down at the sheaf of notes in front of her, and spread a few pages out, frowning in concentration before she spoke.

			“I don’t believe Baron Peller can be trusted, your majesty,” she said. “I spoke to my contacts in his fief and Morgarath definitely called on him six weeks ago. Apparently Peller received him most cordially.”

			Duncan grunted. “Peller is a pompous idiot,” he said. “Always has been. He’s just the type to fall for Morgarath’s smooth words. He’s weak and easily swayed.”

			“Influential, however,” Arald said. “Several of the other barons owe him money. He’s spent years propping up the fortunes of those who can’t manage their own affairs efficiently.”

			“Did he know you were in his fief making inquiries?” the King asked.

			Pauline allowed herself a slight smile. “I was in disguise, your majesty, posing as a commoner.”

			“What about Meagher and Cordell?” Crowley asked. Along with Peller, they had been some of Morgarath’s more ardent supporters at the tournament.

			“I think Morgarath has burned his bridges with them,” she said. “He lied to them when he told them you were raiding across the border, and he was caught in that lie. He also misled them about the old King.”

			Morgarath had claimed that King Oswald, Duncan’s father, had been ready to disown his son and instate Morgarath as his official heir. But Pritchard, the old Ranger who had mentored both Crowley and Halt, had rescued the King from the tower where Morgarath was holding him prisoner. The King had appeared on the tournament field at a crucial moment and gave the lie to Morgarath’s statements.

			“Men like that don’t appreciate being lied to,” Pauline continued.

			Arald smiled grimly. “They don’t appreciate being made to look like fools, either,” he said. “That would probably turn them against Morgarath faster than the lie.”

			Lady Pauline nodded. “Apparently when Morgarath arrived at their respective castles, they turned him away. That would seem to indicate that they’re no longer aligned with him.”

			Duncan frowned. “Turned him away,” he repeated. “But they didn’t try to detain him. Nor did they report his attempted visit to me.”

			“There’s a difference,” said Arald, “between rejecting Morgarath and wholeheartedly supporting you, your majesty. They sent him packing because he’d made them look foolish. But they haven’t aligned their loyalty with the crown.”

			“I agree. They definitely bear watching,” Duncan said.

			“I have agents in place doing just that, your majesty,” Pauline told him. “They’ll be sending me regular reports.”

			Halt regarded the calm, self-possessed Courier with interest. So young, so very beautiful and so efficient, he thought. There were definite advantages to her appearance. A lot of men tended to discount a beautiful woman as being no more than an ornament, a social partner. The more beautiful she might be, the less they tended to regard her intelligence or ability. Big mistake, he thought.

			“Thanks, Lady Pauline. Keep me informed,” Duncan said.

			“There is one other matter, your majesty.” Pauline’s tone was a little uncertain, in contrast to her previous air of calm, almost matter-of-fact confidence.

			Duncan inclined his head for her to elaborate. Halt noticed that Arald seemed interested as well. This was obviously not a point that she had raised with him.

			Pauline looked at the faces around the table. “Has anyone here ever heard of a race of creatures known as Wargals?”

			The silence and blank looks that met her question gave her the answer, so she continued. “I’ve been hearing vague rumors that Morgarath is recruiting a tribe of these creatures to act as his army.”

			The others exchanged glances.

			“What exactly are they?” Duncan asked.

			She shrugged. “I don’t know a lot. As I say, it’s only rumors and there’s not a lot of detail. It could be completely untrue. I’ve tried to find out more about these Wargals, but there’s very little written about them—and most of that could be dismissed as myth. What I have learned is that they are a primitive race of semi-human creatures. They’re basically animals—some say they’re a cross between an ape and a bear. But they’re supposedly intelligent.”

			“A cross between an ape and a bear,” Crowley mused. “That would be an awfully powerful sort of creature.”

			“Not the sort of things you’d want Morgarath to have as soldiers,” Duncan agreed. Halt said nothing, but his mind was racing.

			“This might explain why Morgarath has been so quiet for months,” Arald said. “If he’s recruiting and training these”—he hesitated and glanced at Pauline—“Wargals?” She nodded. “Then he may have his hands full.”

			“The problem is,” Crowley said, “if he is doing this, he’s doing it up in those damn mountains, and we have no way of knowing what he’s up to.”

			“He’s secure up there,” Duncan said. “Three Step Pass is impenetrable. You could hold it with less than twenty men. There’s no way anyone could get up there to see what’s going on.”

			“I think I could manage it,” Halt said.
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			HALT AND THE CAPTAIN OF THE TROOPS SET TO WATCH Three Step Pass crouched at the edge of the tree line, close to a concealed observation post where a detachment was stationed to keep watch over the entrance to the pass. Beyond the trees was a hundred meters of clear ground, reaching to the foot of the sheer cliffs that led to the Mountains of Rain and Night. The cliffs, rocky and formidable, towered either side of a dark fissure, barely three meters across. It split the cliffs to their crest. But the deep shadows prevented the two men seeing any detail beyond the opening.

			“So that’s the fabled Three Step Pass,” Halt said.

			The picket captain nodded. “There’s a steep path beyond the entrance that winds up through the cliffs to the top.” He paused. “Or presumably it does. I’ve never gone farther than fifty meters past that entrance.”

			Halt glanced at him. “And why would that be?”

			The captain met his gaze. “Because I value my life,” he said. “Morgarath has built fortifications across the pass and put his men there to stop anyone getting past. And, over the past few months, he’s replaced the men with some kind of strange savage beasts. They’re semi-human, I suppose, but I have to say they terrified me.”

			“What are they?” Halt asked. He recalled Pauline’s comments about beasts called Wargals.

			The captain gave an involuntary shudder. “I didn’t get a clear look at them. It was dark in the pass, and after our first encounter, I was too busy running. They walk upright, but they’re kind of apelike. Long claws and huge fangs. They’re a real nightmare. About the height of a man but much heavier. They’re covered in dark fur and they have an opposable thumb, like a man, so they can take hold of things. I took a patrol up there two months ago to test the defenses and we ran into half a dozen of these beasts. I lost two men and the rest of us barely made it back down the pass.”

			Halt scratched his chin thoughtfully. He studied the dark entrance to the pass and the forbidding rock walls towering on either side of it.

			“There’s no other way to the top?” he asked.

			The captain shook his head. “That’s it. The only other way is to scale the walls themselves. And good luck to you if you want to try that.”

			Halt said nothing for a few moments. The cliffs were granite—hard, unyielding rock that would resist any attempt to drill or cut handholds or footholds. He shaded his eyes, squinting for better focus.

			At least it wasn’t smooth. There appeared to be plenty of outcrops and smaller fissures that should provide purchase for a good climber. And Halt was an excellent climber.

			The captain indicated the entrance to the pass. “The fissure winds up through the mountains, and the floor of the pass rises with it. The pass is rarely less than ten or twelve meters below the level of the surrounding rock walls. But the sides are smooth and slick—at least, they are in the part I’ve seen. I’d say they’ve been shaped that way so there’s no other way up or down into the pass.”

			“Hmmm,” said Halt thoughtfully. “And you’ve no idea what I might find at the top?”

			The captain shook his head. “No idea at all. I imagine there might be some kind of guardhouse there, to accommodate the men and the . . . things . . . on watch at the pass.”

			“And after the first barrier, are there others?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. But I’d say yes. It would make sense to construct a series of barricades to keep attackers out. That way, if one fell, the defenders could pull back to the next.”

			“Yes. That makes sense,” Halt said. He frowned. It was too much to hope that he would be able to bypass the first fortification, then climb down into the pass and continue to move upward unimpeded. It seemed he was going to have to climb the whole way up the cliffs.

			“Well, thanks for the information,” he said.

			The captain made a wry face. “There wasn’t a lot I could tell you,” he said. “What do you plan to do?”

			Halt studied the towering cliffs again before answering. At the very top, there was a flash of lightning and they heard a dull rumble of thunder.

			“Place has its own climate,” the captain said dourly. “And the weather always seems to be bad.”

			Halt allowed a grim smile to lighten his features. “They don’t call them the Mountains of Rain and Night because they’re a sun-drenched paradise,” he remarked.

			“So what are you planning to do?” the captain repeated.

			Halt pointed to the west. “I’ll go along the base of the cliffs until I’m out of sight of any watchers in there.” He indicated the dark maw of the pass. “Then I’ll climb up and see what I can see.”

			The captain looked at the forbidding cliffs for several seconds, trying to picture the gray-cloaked Ranger scrambling up them. Somehow, the vision always ended with the sight of Halt tumbling back down.

			“That won’t be easy,” he said, with some feeling.

			Halt patted him lightly on the shoulder. “It never is.”

			•   •   •

			He moved back to where he had left Abelard waiting with the rest of the company of soldiers. There had been no need to tether the horse. He was Ranger trained and wouldn’t wander off. Halt bade farewell to the captain and his men and mounted the stocky little horse, setting him to a trot as they rode away from the soldiers’ campsite.

			“Don’t envy them their job,” he told Abelard. “Sitting here in all kinds of weather, watching out for these bear creatures that Morgarath has recruited. Bored out of their brains most of the time, then facing sudden danger without any warning.”

			Abelard tossed his head, shaking his mane in the ways horses do.

			I’m sure they’d rather be with you, scrambling up those cliffs by your fingernails, not knowing what’s waiting at the top.

			“You’re a big comfort,” Halt told the horse.

			That’s my job.

			Realizing that he was unlikely to ever get the final word with his horse, Halt let the matter drop. As they moved farther away from the pass, and the chance that they might be observed, he urged Abelard out of the trees and closer to the cliffs, looking for a place where he might begin to climb. For the most part, the cliffs were depressingly sheer and steep.

			Are you thinking of taking me with you?

			“Horses don’t climb.” Halt nodded at the granite walls beside them.

			Abelard seemed to snigger. You could carry me. I’m not so heavy.

			“You can wait at the base of the cliff,” Halt told him. Then, a moment later, he said softly, “Hold on. What’s this?”

			This was a narrow crack, zigzagging diagonally upward. He dismounted and moved toward it. It went quite deep into the rock face, and was a little wider than his hand. He gripped the side of it, then wedged his right foot into it and hauled himself up experimentally. The hard rock provided a firm purchase and he climbed several meters up the rock face. Leaning back, he peered upward.

			“Looks like it leads up to something about thirty meters up,” he said. “Could be a ledge.”

			Or it could be a shallow little shelf that will leave you stranded up there with nowhere to go.

			“You’re a real optimist, aren’t you.”

			Just pointing out the obvious.

			Halt looked around and saw a glade of trees a few meters away. Leading Abelard into them, he was satisfied with what he saw. The horse would be well sheltered here and out of sight of any passerby. As he studied the spot, he heard a trickle of running water. Following the sound, he found a small spring emerging from the rocks about two meters above ground level, and running down into a naturally formed stone basin.

			“Perfect,” he said. “I thought I was going to have to leave you water in a bucket.” He carried a collapsible leather bucket tied to his saddle, for use on occasions like this. Abelard’s training would make sure that he drank only what he needed. “I figure I’ll be gone maybe three days. One day up, one day to scout around and one day to come back down. You’ll have plenty of water and grass for that length of time.”

			For once, Abelard said nothing. Halt unsaddled him, laid the saddle across a fallen tree and then rubbed him down. He’d replace the saddle in the morning, although he’d leave the girth strap loose. He might need to leave in a hurry and wouldn’t want to waste time saddling the horse. Abelard would be comfortable enough for a couple of days with the loosened saddle in place. He unrolled his bedroll and laid it on the soft grass. It was nearly dusk and he had no intention of trying to climb the cliffs in the dark. It would be hard enough in daylight.

			He decided against starting a fire, although his body ached for the taste of coffee. Instead, he had a frugal meal of flat bread wrapped around a few slices of smoked beef, and smeared liberally with pickles. He washed it down with clear water from his canteen, then refilled the bottle at the spring in the face of the cliff. Abelard watched him, grazing calmly and grinding his big molars together in a constant rhythm.

			“You’re a noisy eater,” Halt remarked.

			The horse stopped grinding for a few seconds. You should hear me with my mouth open. Then he resumed his steady grinding.

			Strangely, Halt found it a vaguely comforting noise. So long as Abelard continued to munch away at the fresh green grass, it was apparent that there was no danger nearby.

			“Long day tomorrow,” Halt said, and rolled into the blankets of his bedroll, spreading his cloak over the top of them. It wasn’t just for the extra warmth, although that was one consideration. When he stretched out beneath the cloak, he merged into the background of bushes and grass and was all but invisible.

			He listened as Abelard stopped grazing. Seeing that Halt had settled for the night, the little horse paced quietly to all four corners of the glade, stopping at each, ears pricked.

			He listened to the night sounds, his ears twitching to catch them more efficiently, and sniffed the breeze experimentally, searching for any foreign scent that might indicate enemies in the vicinity. After he had covered the four points of the compass, he returned to the middle of the glade and lowered his head to graze again. The grass was good here, moist and sweet, and Abelard had learned to eat whenever he had the opportunity.

			After all, a horse never knew when he might be forced to go hungry.

			Halt fell asleep to the placid, comforting rumble of those big teeth grinding away.

			He awoke just before first light. One moment he was asleep, the next he was wide-awake. But he did it without any sound, or visible sign. His eyes opened and that was the only movement he allowed himself.

			He could see the dark shadow of his horse standing a few meters away, knees locked and dozing standing up. He lay silently for several minutes, letting his ears search the dim gray dawn around him. He could hear birds beginning their dawn chorus. That was encouraging. If there was danger nearby, they wouldn’t be so uninhibited. A light breeze sprang up and riffled the upper branches of the trees around him.

			His hand was on the hilt of his saxe, where it had stayed all night. Now, satisfied that he and Abelard were alone, he relaxed his grip and sat up, casting the cloak and blankets aside. The morning was chilly and he shivered, then rubbed his face with both hands, clearing the sleep from his eyes.

			Abelard moved a few paces to stand over him, then lowered his head, blowing his warm breath into Halt’s face.

			“Time to start up that cliff,” said the Ranger.
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			AFTER A FRUGAL MEAL—THE SAME AS HE HAD EATEN THE night before—Halt began preparing his equipment for the climb. He had a long coil of strong, lightweight cord. He knew that it was capable of bearing his weight if necessary and he laid it on the ground. Then he took a leather bag of iron spikes from his saddlebags and placed them beside the rope. A mallet, its lead-weighted wooden head muffled by several layers of canvas, followed. If he was going to be hammering the spikes into cracks in the wall, he didn’t want the noise to ring out so that anyone within half a kilometer would hear.

			He strung his bow and slung it securely over his right shoulder, outside his cloak. Then, slinging the coil of rope across his body and hanging the mallet round his neck on a loop of leather thong, he patted Abelard on the muzzle, re-saddled him as he’d planned and walked toward the cliff.

			Take care.

			“I plan to,” he replied. He stopped at the cliff face and looked upward. The top of the cliff was invisible from this close. It seemed to disappear into the misty light of early morning. Still, he didn’t need to be able to see the top to know that he was faced with a long and difficult climb. He settled his equipment more securely, then reached up into the narrow crack in the wall with his right hand held sideways, and gripped the sharp edge.

			The crack wasn’t vertical, but ran at an angle from left to right, so he had some downward purchase, as well as the sideways pressure of his hand against the edge of the crack. He stepped up with his right foot, turning it slightly sideways so that it would fit into the crack, then smoothly heaved himself upward, using arm and leg muscles. His left hand scouted along the rock wall until he felt a rough outcrop of rock that provided him with a secure handhold. He heaved himself a little higher, setting his left foot into the crack and gaining purchase by pushing sideways and wedging it tightly in the split in the rock. Hands, arms and legs worked together and he went up another meter.

			He released his right foot and brought it up, knee bent, searching for purchase in the crack. When he had it wedged, his right hand followed, sliding up the fissure until he had it settled securely. His left foot followed. Then, when it had a firm purchase, he searched with his left hand for another hold, found it and heaved himself another meter up the cliff.

			So he continued, working smoothly, never rushing, choosing his handholds and footholds deliberately and always keeping three points of contact with the sheer rock wall. He glanced down at one stage. The ground below him seemed disappointingly close. He thought he’d climbed higher. Setting his hands and feet, he leaned back slightly, looking up.

			He couldn’t see the top of the cliff. But he could make out the line of what he hoped was a substantial ledge, still twenty meters above him.

			The fissure continued to provide him with secure handholds and footholds as he worked his way upward. But now he was high enough to take out a little insurance. He spied a crack in the wall to the left of the main fissure and studied it closely. The rock either side of it seemed solid and undamaged. He reached into the leather pouch at his belt and took out one of the spikes.

			Hanging by his right hand and with both feet set firmly in the fissure, he used his left hand to carefully insert the spike into the small crack, making sure it was firmly set and unlikely to fall out when he released it. Carefully, he took away his left hand, ready to snatch at the spike in case it started to fall free. But it remained wedged and he nodded to himself in satisfaction. Then he fetched the canvas-muffled mallet from where it hung around his neck and drove the spike in with three sharp blows. The mallet striking the spike gave out a dull thud and not a metallic ringing that would have been the case without the canvas padding. He angled the spike so that it drove down into the crack. Then he let the mallet hang and seized the spike with his left hand, gradually transferring most of his weight to it to make sure it was solidly set. Satisfied that it was, he looped the rope around it in a loose half hitch, paid out eight meters of cord and then fastened it under his shoulders. If he slipped now, he would fall to the end of the length of rope, then be brought up short by the loop around the spike.

			“So long as the spike holds,” he muttered, then dismissed the thought. Worrying about the outcome wouldn’t do any good. He had set the spike as firmly as he could. He didn’t tighten the half hitch. He climbed on. The rope was loosely looped over the spike. If he fell, it would tighten and bring him to a halt. But left loose as it was, he could flick the small loop free of the spike when it came time for him to set another spike in place.

			He repeated the action after another ten meters. As he had planned, the loose loop fell free of the first spike after three attempts to flick it clear. He hammered in another spike, looped the rope around it and climbed on.

			His fingers, knees and ankles were aching from the strain of supporting his weight, particularly as he didn’t have a straightforward vertical purchase on the fissure but had to force his hands and feet to either side to gain traction. He would need a rest soon and he glanced up to see how close the ledge was.

			To his surprise, he was only a meter short. He heaved himself up onto the level shelf of rock. It was less than a meter wide, but it allowed him to sit with his legs dangling over the drop and his back against the cliff wall while he took stock of his situation.

			The fault in the rock face that he had been using to help climb petered out at this stage and continued no farther. But the ledge sloped upward to his left as he faced the wall and that meant it ran back in the direction of the giant fissure that formed Three Step Pass. The ledge went round a rock buttress ten meters away and he couldn’t see how far it continued.

			“Might as well take a look,” he said to himself. A quick study of the rock face above him had showed that there were minimal handholds and footholds there. Perhaps things might be more promising over to the left.

			Additionally, there was an overhang of rock directly above him and, if he tried to continue up at this point, he would have to negotiate that. He leaned out and flicked the rope, releasing the half hitch from the spike where he had looped it and bringing the rope in, coiling it as he went and draping the coils over his shoulder.

			He sat for a few more minutes, taking a drink from his canteen, then flexing his cramped fingers and toes, and rotating his aching ankles. Finally, with a sigh, he crouched on the ledge, then rose to his full height. He glanced down. The forest floor looked a lot farther away now, but he could still make out the form of his horse, head craned back to watch through the trees.

			Not for the first time, he shook his head in admiration of the intelligence and loyalty shown by these Ranger horses. He set out toward the pass, testing each step to make sure the ledge wasn’t undermined or unsafe. Reaching the buttress, he set his back against the wall and inched carefully around the outcrop, moving sideways in the suddenly restricted space. He knew many men would have been overcome with vertigo as the ledge narrowed severely and the drop yawned below him. But he’d never been bothered by heights and went round the outcrop easily.

			He smiled as he saw what lay beyond. The pass was only forty meters away and the ledge ran all the way to it. The far wall of the pass was higher than the one closer to him, so he could see the gap easily. Even more importantly, the cliff itself lost its vertical slope and slanted inward, which would make it easier to climb. And he could see that the rock face was lined with small crevices and rock outcrops, even sturdy bushes growing from the rock. They would provide him with handholds and footholds for the rest of the climb.

			He made his way to the near side of the pass, moving carefully and avoiding any undue noise. The surface of the ledge was littered with loose stones and rocks, and he made sure not to dislodge any of them. Probably the noise of rocks falling down the cliff would be unheard inside the steep walls of the fissure. But he wasn’t taking any chances.

			Three meters from the edge of the pass, he went down on his hands and knees and crawled forward. If there was anyone, or anything, directly below him, he didn’t want his head and shoulders to be silhouetted against the sky when he peered over the edge. He stopped and checked the sun’s position, making sure it wasn’t behind him so that he would throw a shadow into the pass. Satisfied that this wouldn’t happen, he went down on his belly and crept forward, moving slowly.

			A half meter from the edge, he reached back and pulled the cowl of his cloak up. It would hide the white oval of his face and break up the distinctive outline of his head. If anyone did look up, they would see the indistinct shape formed by the cowl, which could be passed off as a rock outcrop.

			Not that anyone was liable to be looking up, he thought. But he had learned always to plan for the unlikely. The fact that there was no reason to look up didn’t mean that somebody wouldn’t, and it always paid to expect the worst.

			He used his fingers and toes to inch himself closer to the edge. Then his eyes were over the rim and he was peering down into the black shadows beneath him.

			At first, he could see nothing in the darkness. The sun was yet to pass overhead and light the interior of the fissure. But he could hear movement. He heard the scrape of a heavy boot or sandal on the rocks below him, and the sharp tink of a metal weapon or fitting hitting the rocks.

			Then he became aware of a less obvious sound—a deep, throaty grunting sound. An animal sound that made his scalp tingle.

			Gradually, his eyes were becoming accustomed to the gloom, and he could discern movement below. Then he could make out the forms of those in the pass, and his heart beat a little faster. The shadowy figures weren’t completely clear, but they matched the descriptions he’d been given by Pauline and the picket captain.

			Dark, heavyset, covered in black fur. He couldn’t make out their features but he could see they moved clumsily and awkwardly, standing erect. And all the while, he could hear the muted grunting, coming from several directions in the pass below him.

			He shivered as he thought of how it must have been for the scouting party sent in to reconnoiter. Without warning, they would have found themselves confronted by these inhuman beasts. They would have been taken by surprise, perhaps frozen with fear. And that fear had cost two of them their lives.

			Slowly, he squirmed back from the edge and, in so doing, dislodged a pile of rocks with his left foot. They clattered off down the cliff face beside him, bouncing off the rock to spin in the air, then hit the face once more.

			He froze. The grunting from the pass fell silent. The beasts shouldn’t have been able to hear the rocks. After all, they were screened by the solid walls of the pass. But they obviously had. The grunting started again, more urgent in tone now. He knew that the top of his head was still hanging over the edge and he stayed perfectly still, trusting the cloak to disguise and conceal him. He knew it was imperative that he make no movement. If anyone were looking, they would see an indeterminate shape at the top of the wall. But if he withdrew, they would see the movement and know someone was there.

			The grunting continued. He began to make out different tones, as if the beasts were voicing question and answer. He breathed deeply and quietly, calming his racing heart.

			Even if they were suspicious about the falling rocks, there was little they could do about it. They could hardly climb the sheer walls of the pass to investigate.

			Unless they had a ladder.

			At that thought, the blood seemed to freeze in his veins. He lay still, straining to listen, trying to make out what was going on below him. He heard no sound of wood on rock, which might have indicated that someone—or something, he amended—was fetching a ladder.

			Eventually, the guttural discussion below him began to die away as the guards heard no further sound and began to lose interest in the matter. He waited still. Ten minutes. Twenty.

			Now the grunts and growls had become more relaxed, losing the sharp edge of inquiry that had met the sound of the falling rocks. He reasoned that by now they had no ladder, or no inclination to investigate the sound, which, in any case, had not been repeated.

			He waited another ten minutes. If anyone had been looking up at the top of the pass, chances were good that they had now grown weary of doing so. He worked his way backward with infinite slowness and care, a few millimeters at a time. When he judged his head was well clear of the edge, he slowly raised himself to his hands and knees. He took his canteen from his belt and allowed himself a long drink. His mouth was dry from the tension. Then, when his breathing was back to normal, he turned to face the rock wall stretching above him. This time, there’d be no using the mallet to drive spikes into the rock. He was too close to the pass. He considered moving away but the slope was less severe in this spot and the climbing would be easier. He shrugged. He’d have to do without the safety provided by the belaying spikes.

			“If I fall, I fall,” he said philosophically.

			Somehow, that didn’t make the prospect any more attractive.
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			CROWLEY KNOCKED ON THE DOOR TO THE KING’S APARTMENTS and waited until he heard Duncan’s voice from within.

			“Come.”

			He pushed open the door and entered, finding himself in the King’s office. Duncan didn’t stand on ceremony. There was no anteroom or Chamberlain to delay visitors with a load of red tape. When you were summoned to see the King, you saw the King, not a series of underlings.

			Duncan was seated at a heavy oaken desk beside one of the windows. Sunlight streamed in, setting motes of dust dancing in its rays. His long legs were splayed out under the desk and he was frowning at a sheaf of papers. He made a quick notation on one, then looked up and smiled at Crowley, waving him forward and gesturing to a chair set opposite his at the desk.

			“Come in, Crowley. Take a seat.”

			Crowley settled into the seat while Duncan arranged the papers in front of him into a squared-off stack and put them to one side. The shutters were open and there was a light breeze coming through the window, so he placed a heavy granite paperweight on the sheets to stop them being scattered.

			“Are you busy at the moment?” Duncan asked.

			Crowley hesitated. He was the Ranger Commandant and that meant he was always busy. He had to prioritize the fief assignments. There were too few Rangers for too many fiefs, and he had to try to distribute his available men to the best advantage. Some fiefs could manage without a Ranger in the short term. But he had to remember that this was only a temporary solution and, as more men became available, he’d have to rectify it.

			In addition, he was overseeing the training program for the new apprentices he’d appointed. Their mentors would train them but they had to be tested at regular intervals by an independent judge. Farrel was helping out with that. His broken leg might curtail his normal Ranger duties, but it didn’t impede his ability to assess and evaluate the young men so eager to advance in the Corps.

			But these were day-to-day matters and, presumably, the King was aware of them. Crowley guessed that his question pertained to any out-of-the-ordinary tasks that might have arisen. He screwed up his mouth thoughtfully, then answered.

			“Not unduly, sir. There are rumors of a witch plying her trade in a small fief on the west coast. It’s one of the fiefs without a Ranger at present, so I’ll have to find someone to go and take a look.”

			“A witch?” Duncan asked. “Is she a real witch?”

			Crowley shrugged. “Is there any such thing as a real witch?” he asked in reply. Then he waved a vague hand in the air. “Odds are she’s just a lonely old lady who’s playing with potions and spreading the rumor that she’s raising demons and trolls and such.”

			“That’s usually the case,” Duncan agreed. Often, the women in question were healers, with a certain amount of skill with herbs and compounds. They would serve a village, tending the sick and usually helping to heal them. But on occasion, their ministrations were of no use and they would lose a patient. In those cases, the villagers often turned on the hapless woman, claiming that she was the cause of the illness that had struck their family member. The woman had tended to a sick person. The person had died. Therefore it was the healer’s fault. From there, it was a short step to claiming witchcraft.

			Sometimes, when that happened, the healer would embrace the accusation, claiming supernatural powers in order to cow the angry, frightened villagers.

			“Is it serious?” Duncan wanted to know. “I can always send one of my knights to handle it if necessary.”

			But Crowley was already shaking his head before he was half finished. “So far it’s just rumors and mumbling. It could even sort itself out. There’s no real urgency if you have something else that needs to be done.”

			He made the last statement to move the conversation along. Obviously, Duncan had a task in mind for him and they were wasting time discussing the affairs of an old woman on the west coast.

			Crowley saw that he had guessed correctly. The King fiddled with a small dagger he kept on the desk to slit open sealed documents. He seemed reluctant to speak about what he had in mind, and Crowley guessed it was a matter that was an unpleasant one for him to discuss.

			“It’s the Queen,” Duncan said finally, and the Ranger Commandant nodded his understanding. The entire court now knew that Queen Rosalind, now seven months pregnant, was having a difficult time. She had been confined to her apartment for some weeks and spent most of her days resting in bed.

			“She’s not improving, and the healers say they’ve done everything they can. And of course, as the baby grows, things become more difficult for the Queen.”

			“Is the baby all right?” Crowley asked, with genuine concern. Aside from his liking and admiring the royal couple, it was important in such uncertain times for there to be a clear line of succession to the throne. Either a son or daughter could inherit, and the Kingdom needed to be reassured that—if something happened to Duncan—there was a legitimate heir ready to step into the breach.

			“So far as they can tell,” Duncan said, the worry evident on his face. “Of course, in these cases, nobody can be sure. But they’ve listened to the heartbeat through that ear trumpet contraption my head physician brought back from Toscana two years ago and they say it’s strong and loud.”

			“Well, that’s good news,” Crowley said. He frowned, wondering what the Queen’s health had to do with him. He had no skill as a healer and no experience of such matters. He was a young, single man. Duncan’s next words enlightened him.

			“Geoffrey, my head physician, thinks that the situation here might be placing too much strain on her. He thinks she might be better to get away to someplace she can rest.”

			The court at Castle Araluen wasn’t exactly conducive to rest and relaxation. There was squabbling and bickering as people sought to gain Duncan’s attention or favor, as well as constant undercurrents of possible treachery in the wake of Morgarath’s machinations. And of course, there was the looming question of the rebel baron and what he intended.

			All these things combined to create an atmosphere of stress and worry within the palace. Every day brought a new rumor, a new potential threat. It affected Duncan himself, making him short-tempered and irritable. And, no matter how much he tried to reassure his wife, it was inevitable that she would worry about him and the dangers that he faced each day. The uncertainty nagged at her, making it well-nigh impossible for her to relax, rest and concentrate on having a healthy pregnancy.

			And all of that was in addition to the physical side of things. Even under ideal conditions, she would have been having a hard time. Her health was fragile and the demands that a growing baby placed upon her body were simply too much.

			“Where could she go?” Crowley asked.

			“Geoffrey recommends a health spa called Woldon Abbey, which is around fifty kilometers from here. The waters there are very beneficial and the sisters who run the abbey are highly skilled in looking after delicate patients. He says it could help enormously.”

			“And she’d be away from all the day-to-day rumors and uncertainty of the court,” Crowley said.

			The King nodded. “Precisely. I’ve written to the Abbess. She says she thinks they can help Rosalind get through the final months of her pregnancy—and ensure that the baby is born safely.”

			“How does Queen Rosalind feel about leaving Araluen?”

			Duncan pursed his lips. “Naturally, she would rather stay here. She worries about me,” he added with a sheepish grin. “But she’s also concerned for the health of the baby and that’s the most important aspect of the whole matter. If it will keep the baby safe, she’ll go to Woldon until he—or she—is born.”

			Crowley leaned back in his chair. “It sounds like that’s the answer then,” he said. He was pretty sure he could see where this conversation was going. If the Queen was transported to Woldon Abbey, she would need an armed escort to protect her on the journey, and someone trustworthy in command. He thought he knew who the King had in mind.

			“Did you want me to command the escort for her?”

			Duncan nodded. “I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have looking after her,” he said. “Short of myself, of course, and I can’t leave Araluen for a long period.”

			“It is only fifty kilometers,” Crowley said.

			“But it’ll be slow going,” the King told him. “She’ll have to travel very carefully in a comfortable carriage. She can’t be bounced around on rough roads and she won’t be able to do too many kilometers in a day.”

			“What size escort did you have in mind?” Crowley asked.

			The King answered immediately, which told Crowley that he had been thinking about this matter for some time. “You in command, of course. And one of my junior knights with a force of twenty mounted men.”

			Crowley considered. It was a reasonable escort. But perhaps a little too large. Twenty men would place an unreasonable burden on the inns and manor houses where they would stop along the way, and take time to assemble for each day’s march. In addition, a group that size would draw attention to itself, and people might be tempted to try to find out the identity of the passenger in the carriage. He voiced these concerns to the King. Naturally, Duncan was most concerned with keeping his wife safe on the journey, but he could see the sense in Crowley’s argument and, after considering it for a moment, he agreed.

			“Ten men-at-arms under a knight,” the Ranger said. “And I’d like to add some long-range capability as well. Maybe five mounted archers.”

			Men like Duncan—knights and warriors—tended only to think in terms of swords and lances. But when it was mentioned, he could see the value of including a force of archers.

			“Another thing,” Crowley added. “You could hardly afford to leave twenty men as the Queen’s bodyguard while she’s at the spa. Even ten would leave you short-handed. I’d leave five men-at-arms to look after her, and two of the archers.”

			Duncan nodded. “We need to keep this a strict secret. Nobody is to know that she’s traveling to Woldon. There are still people around here who resent me and I wouldn’t put it past some of them to use Rosalind to strike at me.”

			“All the more reason to make it a smaller party,” Crowley said. “I’ll pick the archers. There’s no need for them to know where they’re going or who we’re escorting. I assume you’ll select the men-at-arms?”

			Crowley could easily assess the skill of the archers he’d be taking, but Duncan had a better knowledge of the knights and warriors who were in his service.

			“I’ll put young Athol in command of the detachment,” the King said. “He’s a fine leader and he has a good head on his shoulders. Of course, I’ll impress on him that you’re in overall command. You’ll be taking any major decisions that come up.”

			“Let’s hope there won’t be too many of those,” Crowley said. There was a pause as both men pictured the coming days, and the sight of the little cavalcade making its way through the countryside.

			“When do you want us to start?” Crowley asked.

			“Is the day after tomorrow too soon?” Duncan replied. Now that the decision had been made, he wanted to see Rosalind on the road as soon as possible.

			Crowley thought for a second, then nodded. “That’ll give me time to clear a few things up,” he said. “And hand over to Farrel. In a way, it’s fortunate that he injured himself. It’s very handy having him here.”

			“Yes,” said the King, but his tone was distracted.

			Crowley leaned forward and placed his hand on the King’s.

			“Don’t worry, my lord. I’ll guard her with my life,” he said.
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			THE SECOND HALF OF THE CLIMB WAS EASIER THAN THE INITIAL section. The cliff sloped back now, making it easier to scale than the sheer wall that had confronted Halt at the beginning of the climb. And while there was no long fissure to provide him with holds, there were plenty of cracks and faults in the granite and small outcrops of solid rock that assisted him on the way up.

			A few meters from the top, he stopped to regain his breath and to consider his next move. There was a thick-trunked shrub growing out of the face of the cliff. He tested its firmness, tugging on it, and gradually placing all his weight on it. It held firm, so he swung one leg over it and straddled it, leaning back against the hard granite.

			A fine mist of rain began to drift down. As he’d seen earlier, the plateau had its own weather system, probably due to the damp sea air that blew in from the southern and eastern sides. Clouds seemed to hover over the flat-topped mountain, forming solid gray banks, whereas to the north, the sky was clear and blue.

			The rain was cool on his head and face after the exertions of the long climb. But after several minutes, he began to grow cold. He pulled his hood up again—he had tossed it back when he left his vantage point over the pass—and huddled under the cloak. The wool material, impregnated with natural oils, kept the rain running off it. It would be some hours before the water soaked into the cloak.

			He had no idea what awaited him beyond the rim of the cliff. He knew that Morgarath had left Gorlan with about one hundred and fifty troops. Presumably, most of them had stayed with him. There was every chance that Morgarath might have set guards along the cliff edge—either from the troops who had accompanied him or the new additions to his force.

			“Wargals,” he said softly. It was an ugly word and it conjured up an unpleasant picture of the half men–half beasts Morgarath had recruited. Halt wondered how many of them there were, and how Morgarath had suborned them to his will. There was so little he knew about the rebel baron’s forces and intentions. He might be facing ten of these creatures. Or one hundred. Or more.

			Halt shuddered at the thought.

			He pushed back the cowl and listened, turning his head from side to side to catch the slightest sound. But he heard nothing beyond the pattering of rain on the rocks. That raised another thought. His bowstring would be wet, and that would cause it to stretch, reducing the power of his bow. Of course, he kept the string liberally coated with beeswax to stop it soaking, but even beeswax couldn’t keep it totally dry. He kept spare strings inside his jerkin, but he mightn’t have time to restring the bow once he reached the top. And he certainly couldn’t do it here.

			That meant he had lost the use of his most potent weapon, so stealth would be his best tactic. He’d have to move slowly and silently, looking carefully over the top of the cliff to see if the way was clear.

			But what if it wasn’t? What if he found himself face-to-face with one of these bearlike creatures?

			“What if I’m struck by lightning or eaten by a lion?” he muttered. He knew he was only raising these thoughts to delay the moment when he started out for the top once more. He was rested now, and ready to move. His bow might be less than efficient, but he still had his saxe and his throwing knife.

			He looked to his left, then looked upward, seeking out the handholds he would use and tracing his path over the next few meters to the top of the climb. Then he swung his left leg over the shrub, turning his body and reaching out with his left hand for a handhold. There was a tiny ledge a meter below him that would give his left foot purchase. He set his boot on it, seized hard on a rough obtrusion with his left hand, and swung his body clear of the shrub, then set his right foot on it to give him a substantial point of support. He straightened his right knee, hauling himself up with his left hand, and let his right hand trail across the rock face until he felt a narrow ledge of rock beneath it. It was barely two centimeters wide, but it was enough to give him good, solid purchase. He tested it, putting more and more weight on it, but refusing to relinquish the support he had from his right foot and left hand. Deciding it was solid, he committed his weight to it and slid farther up the rock wall.

			To anyone watching, he thought, he must look like a giant gray spider, spread out on the rock. Except no spider ever moved so slowly. He continued, searching alternately for handholds and footholds, testing them for security, then committing his weight to them and heaving himself up, half a meter at a time.

			His face was pressed against the rough, wet surface of the rock. Thank goodness it hadn’t become slick and slippery with the rain. The granite was pocked and flawed and roughened, providing a nonslip surface for him.

			A meter to go. The top of the cliff beckoned him. He paused, letting his breathing steady, and listened intently.

			Nothing.

			Then, plotting his next three handholds and footholds, he swarmed up the remaining distance until his head was just below the rim. He hung by his hands, his fingertips clawing into the cliff face, with his right leg supporting most of his weight, his knee bent.

			Then, with infinite care, he straightened his knee, pushing himself upward, the rough rock clawing at his clothes, until his head rose above the level of the cliff rim. He paused with just the top of his head and his eyes visible above the edge and swept a look around the plateau as far as he could see.

			Nothing.

			A tumble of wet, glistening rocks. A few stunted, gray-leafed, twisted trees and shrubs. No men. No bearlike Wargals.

			He let go a sigh of relief, then heaved himself up and over the edge, making sure that he kept low in case, somewhere, unfriendly eyes were watching. He rolled onto the stony ground, feeling sharp pebbles digging into him, and gained the cover of a large boulder several meters away.

			He came to his hands and knees, then slowly raised himself behind the boulder, his eyes flicking from side to side, his ears alert for the slightest sound of danger.

			Still nothing.

			Rain pattered softly on the rocks. There was a wind blowing across the plateau. But no sign of any living being. Slowly, he came to his full height and surveyed the land around him.

			It was a desolate, depressing place. Boulders and large rocks were strewn willy-nilly—some individual, others piled into outcrops that stood higher than his head—interspersed by shrubs. Their twisted trunks and distorted limbs were covered in gray bark, lined and patterned with cracks and splits. None of them were taller than three meters. Many of them were dwarfed by the rock outcrops. All of them were tilted to one side—the same side. Obviously, this was due to the prevailing wind that blew in from the south, bringing the wet smell of the sea with it.

			There was open space among the rocks, but nothing that resembled a track of any kind. Halt moved from behind the cover of the outcrop where he sheltered and began to pick his way among the scattered boulders, zigzagging as his path was blocked but always returning to a base course that led him due south. It was hard going. Even where the way seemed clear, the ground was littered with rough, uneven stones, some as large as apples, that turned under his feet, threatening to twist and sprain his ankles at any incautious step.

			Every few meters, he would crouch in the cover of one of the larger boulders and scan the way ahead—and behind. As he progressed, his shoulders contracted and his skin crawled with the fear that someone, or something, was moving up behind him. But whenever he stopped and whirled about, there was nothing to be seen.

			Then he heard the sound.

			Guttural. Deep-throated. Rhythmic.

			It was the sound of many voices grunting, or growling, in unison. He felt the hair rise on the back of his neck. There was something intrinsically alien, intrinsically threatening, in that sound. It was coming from the south, beyond a line of rocks at the limit of his vision. The ground rose gradually here. He hadn’t noticed it earlier but now he realized that, as he was making his way through the jumble of rocks, he was moving upward, to a horizon only fifty meters away.

			The grunting, rhythmic but toneless, grew louder as he continued, setting each foot carefully in the rocks and sand. And now he could hear another sound, in time with the chanting.

			Footsteps. Boots or sandals slamming down in unison and in time.

			“Urrgh!” Crash! “Urrgh-urrgh!” Crash! “Urrgh!” Crash!

			So it continued, growing in volume as he reached the line of rocks. Constant. Unchanging. Menacing.

			It dawned on him that he was listening to a group of people—or things—drilling beyond the line of rocks ahead of him. In the last few meters, he dropped into a crouch, then to his hands and knees, and scurried forward. He headed for two rocks that were standing close together, with a V-shaped gap between them. The bottom of the V was only a few centimeters wide and he placed his eye against it and peered through.

			Beyond the line of rocks, the ground sloped away for thirty meters, then leveled into an open plain, some four hundred meters square. To the south and west, it stretched away to another jagged horizon of jumbled rocks. To the east, it was dominated by the solid wall of a low mountain. As Halt studied it, he could see fissures in the face of the mountain—at ground level and then higher. Watching, he caught a glimpse of movement at one of the openings and realized there were men, or creatures, in there. Smoke rose from several fires in the foreground, and he could see canvas shelters and awnings stretched out from the rocks. Living quarters, he realized. But it was the open plain that drew his attention once more. One hundred meters from his vantage point, a group of dark figures stood in formation. He estimated there were eighty of them. They were squat and powerful looking, covered in long, shaggy black hair. They stood a meter and a half tall on short hind legs. Their arms were long and apelike, with large, fingered hands and opposable thumbs that allowed them to grip the weapons in their hands—short, heavy spears for the most part, but some jagged-edged swords as well.

			Their faces were grotesque—bearlike, but with a hint of ape as well. Heavy brows overhung their close-set eyes and their lips were curled back from yellowing teeth. Long fangs interspersed with grinding molars. They were equipped with what appeared to be black leather armor and each one wore a metal skullcap.

			As he looked through the gap in the rocks, the chanting and stamping had ceased, and for a moment he thought they must have detected him.

			But then they began again. They raised their spears and thrust forward as one. They emitted that terrifying grunt that he’d heard, then stamped forward so that eighty right feet slammed down onto the plain, raising a cloud of dust. Then they repeated the action, stamping, grunting and thrusting their way forward, heading for the line of rocks where Halt crouched in hiding.

			Then a strange sensation came over Halt. As he watched Wargals drilling, he felt a featherlight intrusion into his consciousness.

			It was faint and fleeting, but he had the vague impression that somewhere, someone was trying to speak to him—although he could hear no words. As he tried to focus on the sensation, it faded. Then, a few seconds later, it drifted back.

			At least, he thought it was back. It was so ephemeral that he couldn’t really be sure that it was there at all. He shook his head to clear it and the feeling disappeared once more. This time, it didn’t recur.

			“I’m imagining things,” he muttered to himself.

			Unsettled, he turned away from the V-shaped aperture and leaned his back against the rocks he was sheltering behind.

			And saw a quick flash of movement behind him as someone, or something, darted into the cover of a group of rocks.
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			IN AN UPPER-LEVEL CAVE IN THE CLIFF WALL, ABOVE THE ROWS of tents and awnings, Morgarath stood by a large break in the rocks that formed a natural observation window.

			The drill field stretched out below him. Several hundred meters away, the squad of Wargals was drilling. Morgarath leaned against a rock shelf at waist height, studied the Wargals for several seconds, then closed his eyes and concentrated fiercely.

			In his mind, he created a picture of the Wargals advancing four paces in line abreast, then wheeling to the right and advancing another ten paces, stabbing out with their spears as they went.

			His brow knitted in furrows with the intensity of his concentration. He held the image in his mind, seeing the action again and again, his breath coming in short gasps with the effort he was expending. He opened his eyes, and a slow smile formed on his features.

			The Wargals had wheeled to the right and were advancing, as he had directed them.

			There was a wood and canvas camp seat beside him and he collapsed onto it, exhausted. He had been developing this mind control since he had first recruited the Wargals and was gradually becoming more adept. He still hadn’t learned to focus his mental commands tightly, but he was becoming more skilled.

			The Wargals came to the end of the ten-pace advance he had envisioned and stopped, awaiting further direction. He took a deep breath and stood at the roughly shaped window once more. He closed his eyes and concentrated.

			•   •   •

			The boulder where Halt had seen the movement was forty meters away from him. He sat, unmoving, his head hunched low on his shoulders, resisting the temptation to lean forward and look more closely.

			The watcher in the rocks—if it were a watcher—would see no sign of reaction from him, no sign that he had noticed movement and was now achingly aware, senses tautened like lute strings.

			Of course, he thought, it could have been a small bird or an animal flitting into the shelter of the rocks. But he had seen no birds since he had arrived at the top of the plateau. There was no sound of birdsong anywhere in the vicinity.

			A small animal then? A rabbit or a hare. Or even a large rat?

			But the movement had been a meter and a half above the ground—about the height of a kneeling or crouching man.

			A larger animal then? His skin crawled as he realized that it could be one of those fearsome Wargals stalking him. Even the brief sighting of the beasts drilling on the plain had imbued in Halt a sense of their implacable menace. One could be there now, watching him from a crevice in the rocks, much as he had observed the drilling force on the plain behind him. He took a deep breath. Whatever it was, whoever it was, it was essential that he showed no sign that he had seen it. He took his canteen from his belt, unstoppered it and took a deep drink of water.

			He didn’t really need it, but it struck him that a man who was aware that someone was watching him wouldn’t relax and take a drink. He replaced the canteen in the holder on his belt. His head was tilted down but he kept his eyes up, shadowed in the cowl of his cloak, searching the spot where he had seen the flicker of movement.

			And there it was again. Half a meter to the right of where he had first seen it, a face emerged from behind the rock, moving slowly. He could see the pale oval shape and felt a sense of relief. At least it wasn’t a black-furred, long-fanged Wargal. It was a man. For a moment, he wondered if it might be one of Morgarath’s human followers. Then he discarded the idea. If that were the case, the newcomer would surely have challenged Halt and raised the alarm. After all, he had plenty of reinforcements close to hand. But his stealthy manner indicated that he was as keen as Halt to remain unseen by the Wargals. The face slid back behind the boulder. Halt waited. Several minutes later, it appeared again, sliding out to stare at him. He remained motionless, seemingly uninterested.

			The face withdrew behind the boulder.

			He began counting. He had reached thirty-five when the face became visible once more. Whoever was behind those rocks, he was taking great pains to keep an eye on Halt. Perhaps emboldened by the fact that he had seemed to remain unnoticed so far, the watcher remained in the open for a period of ten seconds this time. Then, slowly, he withdrew.

			And as he did, Halt acted. He grabbed his cloak, wrapping it around him, and rolled to his right along the ground. As he rolled, he angled his body so that he could see the rocks where his observer was hiding. He covered some ten meters, then froze in place behind a row of boulders, his face hidden deep inside the shadows of the cowl.

			He counted to fifteen. Then, slowly, the face reappeared from behind the rock. This time, Halt thought he could detect a sense of surprise from the watcher. The figure rose slightly, seeking a better vantage point.

			Halt smiled grimly. To all intents and purposes, he had simply disappeared. Halt was skilled in the art of remaining unseen and he knew that the gray-and-green-mottled surface of his cloak would break up the outline of his body lying on the ground, making it merge into the gray jumble of rocks and boulders and dark green bushes.

			Trust the cloak. Pritchard had dinned that message into him hundreds of times when he had trained with the old Ranger. Movement would be the only thing that would reveal his presence. He lay as still as the rocks around him, making his breathing shallow to reduce any movement to an absolute minimum.

			The head had remained exposed for a full half minute, turning from side to side as the watcher tried to discern where his erstwhile quarry had gone. Now Halt was sure he could make out a sense of desperation and nervousness. Belatedly, the face dropped behind the rocks again as its owner sought to take stock of the situation. Halt tensed his muscles to move, but some sixth sense warned him against it and he remained where he was.

			Ten seconds later, the face appeared again, turning from side to side as the watcher scanned the rocks and trees.

			And withdrew once more.

			Halt reasoned that this time he would have longer to act. The watcher had been surprised by his apparent disappearance. He had withdrawn, then reappeared to check once more. Now, Halt thought, he’ll be thinking over what to do next—whether to move or stay put. Either way, he would remain in hiding longer than before.

			And with that thought, Halt was on the move once more, staying low and scrambling on hands and toes across the rough ground. He slipped behind a tumble of rocks some thirty meters from his original position. He stopped and crouched, peering from the shadows of a large boulder toward the spot where he had seen the face.

			Now the watcher appeared again, tentatively. There was a definite air of desperation about the movements now. He rose higher, so that he was head and shoulders above the rocks, peering at the spot where Halt had disappeared. Then, baffled, he sank back into hiding, and Halt was moving once more.

			He came up into a crouch and half ran, angling out to the side so that he could circle behind the other man. When he was level with the rocks, he dropped into concealment once more.

			Just in time, he thought, as the head and shoulders rose into view again. He was closer now and he could make out more detail. The man—for it was a man—had long, unkempt gray hair and a shaggy beard that came down to his chest. His clothes were old and ragged, patched many times. His appearance confirmed Halt’s suspicion that this wasn’t one of Morgarath’s followers.

			The man looked around, for a moment looking straight at Halt where the Ranger crouched, only twenty meters away. Halt froze, resisting the almost overwhelming urge to drop back into cover. To do that would be to reveal his position immediately. He weathered the gaze of the other man, not moving a muscle. Then the face turned away from him to search the other side of the rock field.

			Halt took the opportunity to glide another ten meters past the man’s hiding spot, so that he could come up behind him unseen. So long as the stalker didn’t move his position, Halt could be upon him within another couple of minutes.

			Then, finally, the man left his hiding place and began to move to his left, heading straight for the rocks where Halt was hidden. His eyes were still fixed on the last place he’d seen the Ranger, and he moved sideways like a crab, crouching to remain in cover, flitting from one boulder to the next.

			Halt’s hand went to his saxe. He could hear the soft scrabble of the man’s feet on the rocks, then the harsh sound of his ragged breathing. That, more than anything else, told Halt that the man was fearful, confused by the inexplicable disappearance of his quarry.

			He moved closer, and Halt could sense he was crouched on the far side of the boulder behind which he was sheltering. Which way would he go around it? Behind it or in front of it? Would he emerge on Halt’s right or his left?

			He strained his ears and heard a slight movement. Good. The man was moving in front of the rock, which would bring him out on Halt’s right, facing away from him. Silently, Halt slid the saxe from its sheath and tensed, ready for instant action.

			A gray-haired shape emerged in front of him, crouched and peering forward. Obviously, the man was still puzzled by Halt’s sudden disappearance. Halt could hear the heavy, nerve-racked breathing more clearly. He studied the man’s clothes. Ragged, patched woolen trousers, feet bound in what appeared to be animal skins, laced in place with leather thongs. A short cloak, also of animal fur, hung over his shoulders. And a shapeless felt hat covered his head. The unkempt hair hung down over his shoulders.

			Halt rose like a gray shadow behind him. At the last moment, the man must have heard some faint sound and he started to turn, sensing there was danger behind him.

			Halt brought the heavy brass hilt of his saxe down on the back of the man’s head before he could complete the turn. There was a dull, ugly thud, and the man collapsed with a small cry, his knees giving way to send him sprawling onto the coarse sand and pebbles.

			He was facedown, and Halt grabbed one shoulder to turn him over. There was no resistance. The body was limp. Halt let him lie on his back and reached down to roll one eyelid back with his thumb.

			He could see only white behind the rolled-back lid. The man was unconscious.

			Or dead, he wondered suddenly. He’d hit the stranger a little harder than he’d intended. He rested a hand on his chest now and was relieved to feel the regular rise and fall as he breathed in and out.

			Now that he had the opportunity, he studied the man’s face. He was older than Halt, perhaps fifty or sixty years old. It was hard to tell beneath the tangled gray hair and beard. The face was weather-beaten and lined, turned brown by the ravages of the sun and searing winds of the plateau. The nose was long and crooked. It had been broken at some time. The eyebrows were bushy and untrimmed. It was a thin face, the cheeks sunken below prominent cheekbones.

			He was unkempt and dirty, his clothes stained and patched in a dozen places, as Halt had already observed. He was thin, his arms and legs sticklike and patterned with sinews and veins. He didn’t have the look of someone who would be working for Morgarath. He looked like a beggar, a recluse, someone who slept rough and lived on his wits.

			His forehead was grazed where he’d fallen facedown into the rocks. Halt seized his shoulders and dragged him till he was half sitting, supported by a boulder. Then he unstoppered his canteen and poured a little cold water over the man’s forehead, allowing it to trickle down across his face.

			The man twitched at the cool touch of the water. Halt placed his thumb on his bottom lip and pried his mouth open, allowing more of the water to trickle down into his mouth. Eyes still closed, the man swallowed by reflex at the touch of the water, then gulped and coughed, sitting up suddenly, eyes wide-open and filled with panic.

			He tried to rise but Halt was ready for him and placed a hand on his chest, holding him down. The man’s gaze steadied and focused and he studied the bearded face leaning over him.

			“You’re not . . . ,” he began, then stopped.

			“I’m not who?” Halt asked.

			The man shook his head, as if trying to clear his vision further. It occurred to Halt that he might well be seeing double after the blow to the back of his head.

			“You’re not . . . one of them . . . ,” the man said. His voice was thin and reedy, and the words came awkwardly, as if he were not accustomed to talking very much.

			“A Wargal?” Halt said, and saw a quick flash of fear in the man’s watery blue eyes. “No. I’m not a Wargal. But I see you know what they are.”

			The man nodded, swallowed twice, then gestured to the canteen in Halt’s left hand. The Ranger offered it to him and he took it, tilting it over his mouth and letting water fall into it. This time, prepared for it, he didn’t choke. He swallowed greedily.

			“That’s good,” he said, a little absently. Then the eyes came back to Halt’s again. “And you’re not with the Black Lord?” he said uncertainly. It was obvious who the title referred to.

			“His name is Morgarath,” Halt said.

			“I call him the Black Lord,” the man replied.

			Halt let a grim smile touch his lips. “It’s a good name for him,” he said, “in more ways than one. But, no. I’m not with him. You could say I am well and truly against him.”

			A glimmer of relief shone in the man’s eyes. This bearded stranger didn’t seem like one of the Black Lord’s people, the gray-haired man thought. After all, the man had revived him and given him water, which was not what he would expect from one of the interlopers on the plateau. Of course, he had also belted him over the back of the head and sent him sprawling, which was exactly what he’d expect.

			“Who are you?” he asked eventually, having processed these conflicting thoughts.

			“My name is Halt. I’m a King’s Ranger.”

			The man frowned. The word Ranger rang a bell, touched a chord of memory within him. In another life, he’d known that Rangers were men to be trusted—treated with a certain amount of reserve, mind you, but trusted nevertheless.

			“A Ranger,” he repeated vaguely.

			Halt nodded. He thought that perhaps he might offer a comforting smile, but such an expression wasn’t in his repertoire and he had the good sense to know that if he attempted one, he would end up looking something like a gargoyle. Hardly a reassuring sight.

			“That’s right,” he said agreeably. “And who are you?”

			The man swallowed several times, wondering if he would put himself at a disadvantage by revealing his identity. Then he apparently decided that he wouldn’t.

			“My name is Norman,” he said. “I’m the hermit of these mountains.”
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			“THE CARRIAGE IS READY, LORD CROWLEY.”

			Sir Athol was an earnest young man, who took his responsibility as head of the men-at-arms in the Queen’s escort very seriously indeed. He regarded Crowley with a deep respect that bordered on awe. After the rescue of King Duncan and the events at Castle Gorlan the year before, Crowley and his partner, Halt, had gained legendary status in the Kingdom.

			Crowley was finishing a light breakfast in the main dining hall. He looked up at the young face and smiled. “I’m no lord. Just Crowley will do fine if you want to get my attention.”

			Sir Athol shifted his feet awkwardly. “That doesn’t seem sufficiently respectful, sir.” A thought occurred as he said the last word. “Perhaps I could call you Sir Crowley?”

			The Ranger shook his head. “I’m no knight, and that’s a knight’s title,” he replied. “If you want to call me something, how about Ranger Crowley? That’s what I am, after all.”

			Sir Athol considered the suggestion and nodded. It seemed sufficiently respectful. He was loath to simply call the Ranger by his first name.

			“Very well, Ranger Crowley,” he said, trying the mode of address and finding it satisfactory. “The carriage is ready in the courtyard.”

			“Let’s take a look at it then.” Crowley finished the last of his coffee, set down his mug and rose, taking his longbow from the tabletop beside him. He led the way out of the main hall to the entrance and descended the three steps to the courtyard.

			The carriage was drawn up outside the entrance. Two gray Percherons were harnessed to its traces. He knew they had been specially selected by the Castle Araluen horse master for their smooth, matched gait. They would provide the Queen with the most comfortable ride possible.

			The carriage was something new. It had been built on the framework of a normal cart. But instead of being rigidly fastened to the axles and frames, it was suspended from them by thick straps of leather, drawn tight to absorb the bumps and lurches of the rough country roads they would be traveling. Crowley unlatched a side door and looked inside. The seats were thickly padded and there were canvas blinds on the windows to keep out dust, cold weather, rain and prying eyes. On the right-hand side, a set of brackets had been installed to hold the litter that the Queen would use.

			He shoved against the side of the carriage, setting it rocking back and forth against the suspension straps. It moved easily and he pursed his lips.

			“Wouldn’t like to travel in this at any speed,” he muttered. But then, he thought, they would be traveling slowly of necessity. The Queen’s condition meant that speed would be subjugated to comfort and smoothness on this journey, and the leather straps should do a good job absorbing the bumps and jerks as the carriage rolled along. He shut the door and latched it, then turned to Sir Athol.

			“Let the Queen’s party know we’re ready to move,” he said. “And summon the rest of the escort.”

			He looked up at the dark sky, pulling his cloak closer around him. It was chilly in the predawn, and he estimated that daybreak was two hours away. That was fine. He wanted to draw as little attention as possible to their departure from Castle Araluen. The queen’s leaving had been kept a strict secret. Aside from Sir Athol, even the members of the bodyguard hadn’t been told who they were escorting, although he expected that the more intelligent ones among them might have guessed.

			But the carriage, with its unusual design and fittings, was obviously a conveyance for someone of high rank or riches, and since the roads were unsafe and bands of brigands roamed the countryside—a legacy of the chaos Morgarath’s rebellion had caused in the Kingdom—the fewer people who knew that it had originated from the castle, the better. He wanted to be well on the way and into the cover of the trees before the sun rose.

			The five archers and ten men-at-arms formed up in the courtyard with a clatter of hooves. Horses stamped the flagstones and sent plumes of steam from their nostrils as they snorted, eager to be on their way. Without appearing to, Crowley inspected the men and their equipment and nodded to himself. Each archer wore a full quiver of arrows over his shoulder and held his longbow across the saddle bow, already strung. The hilts of their short swords and daggers were visible at their waists, and a small round shield—leather over a wooden frame—was lashed to the back of each saddle.

			The men-at-arms all wore chain-mail shirts under their tunics, and their legs were protected by metal greaves from the knees down. Their swords were longer and heavier than those carried by the archers, and their shields were kite shaped and metal clad. Each man wore a helmet with a mail aventail protecting his shoulders and neck. And each one carried a long spear that, in a pinch, would serve as a lance.

			There was a bustle of movement at the door of the keep tower, and the Queen’s party emerged, accompanied by the King. Queen Rosalind was being carried by four servants on a thickly cushioned litter, with blankets and furs pulled up around her chin to ward off the predawn chill. She was very pale—her complexion was waxen and there were dark shadows under her eyes. Duncan strode beside her, his eyes fixed on her face, holding her hand in both of his. His look of concern was all too obvious, and he spoke softly to her as they moved toward the carriage.

			She saw Crowley, and her drawn, tired features were transformed by a luminous smile. She rose against her pillows and beckoned him closer as the litter bearers paused beside the carriage.

			“Crowley,” she said, holding out her hand to him. “My very favorite Ranger.”

			She was all too aware of the role Crowley had played in foiling Morgarath’s plan to discredit her husband and usurp the throne.

			Crowley took the hand and bowed over it, bringing it to his lips.

			“Your majesty,” he said. “If you’re ready, we’ll get you settled and be on the road.”

			“Whatever you say, Crowley.” She smiled. Then he relinquished her hand and nodded to the litter bearers to set the stretcher in place inside the carriage. The King put a hand on Crowley’s shoulder and drew him aside.

			“Take care of her, Crowley,” he said. “You’re one of only two men I’d trust her life to.”

			Crowley nodded reassuringly. “I’ll guard her with my life, your majesty.”

			Duncan looked long and hard into his eyes. He had to look down as Crowley was considerably shorter than he was. After a long pause, he nodded.

			“I couldn’t ask for more,” he said quietly. Then he turned away and stepped to the side of the carriage, leaning in the open window to say his final farewells to his wife. Crowley withdrew a few paces to give them privacy.

			After several minutes, the King stepped back from the carriage and caught Crowley’s eye. The Ranger nodded at the unspoken command.

			“Sir Athol!” he called. “We’ll move out.” He placed his foot in Cropper’s stirrup and swung up into the saddle as Athol called commands to the small force.

			The order of march had been determined in the previous days as they planned this journey. Two of the archers went first, their horses’ hooves clattering on the cobbles as they trotted out under the portcullis, then thudding on the wood of the drawbridge. The archers would ride ahead, staying three or four hundred meters in advance to scout the way. Five of the men-at-arms followed them, then the carriage, followed by the other five mounted soldiers. The remaining three archers would follow as a rearguard, staying several hundred meters behind the rest of the party. Crowley and Sir Athol positioned themselves on either side of the carriage.

			They clattered across the drawbridge and onto the road that led down through the parklands to the forest. As the carriage crossed the drawbridge, Crowley noted that it made far less noise than a normal cart. Unlike the solid wheels of most carts, the carriage had been fitted with spoked wheels, bound with iron tires. They were more flexible than the solid, heavy circles of oak that were normally used and provided a smoother, quieter ride.

			They were halfway down the sloping path that led to the dark mass of trees at the foot of the hill. Castle Araluen, like most castles, was built at the top of a rise to make life more difficult for attacking forces. Crowley turned in his saddle and looked back at the beautiful building, with its graceful spires and soaring buttresses silhouetted against the starlit sky. The world around them was silent. In an hour or so, the birds would begin their dawn chorus that would herald another day. But for now they were sleeping.

			There were a few lights in the upper windows of the castle, but for the most part it was dark. He could see a small cluster of figures still at the massive gateway to the castle. One stood a little apart from the others. It was Duncan, staring after his Queen.

			Crowley knew he would be there until long after the cavalcade vanished into the shadow of the trees.

			•   •   •

			The sun had risen, although here in the forest it wasn’t quite so evident as it would have been in the open fields. As it rose higher and began to flood down onto the narrow forest road, the temperature rose and cloaks were taken off, rolled and tied behind the saddles.

			Crowley retained his. The mottled gray-green garment was integral to a Ranger, as far as he was concerned.

			In the confined space on this narrow forest road, he and Athol were riding slightly behind the carriage. He nudged Cropper to ride up next to it. He glanced in the window. The curtain had been rolled up. Two of Rosalind’s ladies-in-waiting—close friends and trusted confidantes—were traveling in the carriage with the Queen, and one of them smiled at him through the open window.

			“How is the Queen managing?” he asked. They had been on the road for three hours and soon they would have to find somewhere to stop and eat.

			The woman glanced across at the Queen on the litter beside her, then reassured Crowley.

			“She’s sleeping,” she said. “She’s quite comfortable.”

			Crowley nodded. That was good to hear. Obviously, the carriage’s newfangled suspension was working efficiently, smoothing out the roughness of the road.

			“Let me know if she needs anything,” he said. The woman nodded and he put gentle pressure on the reins, letting Cropper know that he should slow down and drop back to their original position.

			Sir Athol gave him an inquiring glance and Crowley smiled. “They seem to be fine,” he said. “The Queen’s sleeping.”

			Sir Athol yawned. It had been an early start and he had slept badly the night before, nervous about the responsibilities he would face on the journey.

			“Wish I could join her,” he said, then immediately went red as a beetroot as he realized how that statement could be misconstrued. “I mean . . . I didn’t . . . I mean to say . . . ,” he gabbled.

			Crowley leaned over and put a hand on his arm. “Relax. I know what you mean.”

			Gradually, Athol’s face regained its normal shade and he made a bitter mental note to always, always think before speaking in future. Then he realized that Crowley wasn’t paying him any attention. He had edged Cropper out to the roadside, and was peering ahead of the carriage. As he noted this, Athol became aware of the sound of galloping hooves up ahead.

			“Come on,” said Crowley, and he urged Cropper forward, overtaking the carriage and moving to the head of the column.

			One of the two forward scouts was reining in his horse as they came closer. Athol and Crowley rode closer to the scout.

			“Ranger Crowley,” the man said. His tone was urgent but he had the sense to keep his voice low. “We’ve spotted a band of brigands up ahead. They look like they’re planning to ambush the carriage.”
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			HALT REGARDED THE THIN, RAGGED FIGURE WITH NEW interest.

			“How long have you been living up here?” he asked. Norman’s expression became vague as he tried to answer. He frowned and finally spoke.

			“Dunno,” he said. “Must be five years or more. I came up here after the big floods in the Mossback Valley. My house was washed away. It was the third time I’d been flooded, but before then, the house had been all right. I thought I’d head for higher ground.”

			It was Halt’s turn to frown as he heard this. Pritchard had told him of the Mossback Valley floods. They had been the worst natural disaster in the southeast corner of Araluen in living memory.

			“But that must have been eleven years ago, not five,” he said.

			Norman nodded casually. “If you say. Been here a long time, anyways.”

			“And the Wargals didn’t bother you?” Halt asked.

			A bitter look came over Norman’s face. “Wargals was no problem. They was a peaceful folk then. Have been right up until the Black Lord took control of them. Not saying we was friends, mind you. They was shy, and they avoided contact with me. Kept themselves to themselves, and so long as I did the same, things was fine. But they was never no threat to me before.”

			“What about now?” Halt asked. He lowered himself to the sandy ground and sat cross-legged in front of the older man.

			“The Black Lord knows I’m here,” Norman said. “He doesn’t want anyone spying on him or seeing what he’s up to. So he set the Wargals after me to hunt me down and kill me.” He shrugged angrily. “I’m not interested in spying on him, mind. Live and let live is my motto. But that doesn’t seem to be the way he thinks.”

			“So how did you avoid them?” Halt asked, and Norman’s anger was replaced by a cunning smile.

			“I knows the land,” he said. “I knows every path through the rocks, every cave, every tunnel, every blind canyon.” He swept his arms around the bleak landscape. “These rocks and mountains are riddled with tunnels and caves and I’ve spent years studying them. I can come and go as I please and even the Wargals can’t track me.

			“Eventually, the Black Lord realized that trying to catch me was a waste of his time and gave it away. Mind you,” he added seriously, “I still don’t take any chances with the Wargals. I steer well clear of them. Once an idea like that has been put in their heads, they’ll keep on with it.”

			In the background, the rhythmic grunting and foot stamping had been continuing. Now, suddenly, it stopped. Norman looked quickly at the position of the watery sun in the sky and frowned.

			“They’re finished early,” he said. “That’s not a good thing. They may have got wind of the fact that we’re here.”

			“How would that have happened?” Halt asked.

			Norman shook his head emphatically. “I never stop to ask that question. Stopping is the way to get caught. The Black Lord has lookouts in the mountains above his base. Maybe they saw us moving in the rocks.” He paused. “Not me, mind you. But if you didn’t know they was there, you might have been spotted.”

			Halt raised an eyebrow. When they were on the move, Rangers weren’t “spotted,” as Norman put it. But the drill session on the open plain had definitely stopped and perhaps the hermit was right. It was time for them to move.

			He glanced in the direction of the field where the Wargals had been drilling. “We’re wasting time. Best we get out of here now.”

			•   •   •

			They moved at a brisk pace through the tumbled rocks and trackless land, zigzagging between the larger outcrops, sometimes climbing over the lower ones. At Norman’s insistence, they moved in a half crouch, seeking cover from the rocks and groves of stunted trees as they went, and angling away from the drill field and the mountain where Morgarath had his base.

			On two occasions, the ragged hermit led Halt into tunnels beneath the larger rocks. They sloped down, and the two men could see by virtue of a dim light that filtered through cracks in the rock ceiling overhead. The tunnels twisted and turned, and there were numerous side trails and forks in their path. But Norman seemed to know unerringly where they had to go.

			On both occasions, when the tunnels returned to ground level, he would pause and scout ahead, peering cautiously round the tunnel entrance to make sure the way was clear. Then he would scamper off, threading his way through the narrow spaces between the rocks. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason to the zigzag path that he took, but he never hesitated. He was obviously following a trail that only he could see.

			Eventually, they arrived at a rock wall—a sheer face of granite that towered nearly forty meters above them. The rock face appeared to be blank, and Halt hesitated, puzzled. Norman grinned at him and motioned for him to follow, leading the way to where a section of the granite stood out like a solid buttress from the cliff. Mystified, Halt followed him as he made his way down the edge of the buttress, then suddenly disappeared from sight.

			When Halt reached the spot where his guide had disappeared, he saw a narrow split in the rock, invisible until you were virtually upon it. It was less than a meter wide and he stepped sideways through it, to discover a grinning Norman waiting for him in a cavern that opened up behind the narrow opening.

			“This is my cave,” he said, gesturing for Halt to come farther inside.

			Halt stared about the cavern in wonder. It was massive. A large sandy level space stretched out on both sides, forming the floor. In the distant shadows, he could see a curved rock wall, forming a semicircle. There were several dark holes, entrances to other tunnels leading away from this main gallery.

			The ceiling soared high above them, and there were gaps in what was obviously the granite wall that they had faced outside. Daylight filtered through these, illuminating the cavern with a soft, diffuse light.

			“So this is where you live?” Halt said, staring about him. But Norman snickered and grabbed his sleeve, tugging him toward one of the tunnel entrances.

			“No. Not here! I live through here. Come and see!”

			The tunnel was dark and constricting after the light of the huge cavern. Halt followed Norman blindly as it twisted and turned, then he saw more light ahead and finally the tunnel opened into another cavern. It was smaller than the first, but still roomy and well lit. High-set cracks in the walls and ceiling allowed light to enter as in the larger cavern. Halt could see the stones of a fireplace arranged against one wall and, a few meters away, a bedroll and a rough camp chair, constructed from twisted tree limbs, with a canvas seat. Several blackened pots and pans were ranged in a line beside the fireplace, and a large wooden bucket stood a few meters away. Halt heard water trickling and looked closer. A spring ran down one side of the cavern, culminating in a shallow rock pool, then draining away as the pool filled and overflowed into the crevices and cracks in the rock floor below it.

			He looked up again, studying the network of narrow apertures in the ceiling. Smoke from the fire would be dispersed through there, he thought. With so many ways for it to exit, it would be virtually invisible from the outside.

			“What do you live on?” he asked, still looking about in wonder.

			“Coneys and birds mainly,” Norman answered. “Plenty of plovers in the rocks hereabouts. And I trap the coneys. Plenty of them too.”

			Coneys were rabbits, Halt knew. “You can’t live just on rabbits,” he said. Rabbit flesh was too lean to sustain life over a long period, although he supposed the plovers would provide the necessary fat and minerals that were missing from rabbit meat.

			Norman jerked a thumb upward. “Got me a small vegetable garden up on the cliffs,” he said. “I grows greens and turnips and potatoes there. Keep myself well fed.”

			“I’m sure you do,” Halt replied, still looking around, taking stock of his surroundings. It was a remarkable place, he thought. Roomy, airy and sheltered. And well hidden.

			“And Morgarath has never managed to find you?” he asked.

			Norman sneered. “He won’t stir himself to look for me. Guess he figures I’m beneath him. He knows I’m somewhere on the plateau but he’s learned to leave me alone. His Wargals can never find me. He set them after me a few times. But I always managed to give them the slip. These days, he doesn’t bother with me. Knows I’m here somewhere, but doesn’t have the time or energy to find me.”

			“That may change if he realizes I’m here,” Halt said. “He hates me like poison.”

			Norman shrugged. “No way he’s going to know about you,” he said comfortably. “Just stay here nice and cozy and stay out of his way. You’re welcome to whatever I have.”

			“That’s kind of you,” Halt said, and he meant it. “But I can’t stay cooped up in here. I have to find out what he’s up to—what he’s planning. And I need to know more about these Wargals that he has working for him.”

			Norman shook his head warningly. “You go traipsing around these mountains on your own and spying on him, you’ll come to no good,” he said. “I know these rocks and tunnels and caves like the back of my hand. And the Wargals have lived up here for hundreds of years, far as I know. But you—you’d be a novice out there.” He gestured vaguely toward the far cavern and the entrance. “You go out there snooping around and you’ll be seen. And once they see you they’ll come after you.”

			“I understand that,” Halt said. “I was hoping you might help me—guide me if you like.”

			Norman shook his head. “Not me. Why would I want to stir up a hornet’s nest just to satisfy your curiosity?”

			Halt spread his hands in a deprecating gesture. “Well, you might want to get rid of Morgarath—the Black Lord,” he corrected himself.

			But Norman snorted dismissively. “He don’t bother me. Can’t find me for a start. Let well enough alone, I say.”

			Halt looked at the old hermit but Norman wouldn’t meet his eyes. He was staring into the ashes of his fireplace. The Ranger decided to try another tack.

			“Maybe you’d help me because Morgarath is planning to start a rebellion in the Kingdom and seize the throne,” he said. But again Norman remained looking into the ashes and again he shook his head.

			“No worry of mine if he does,” he said. “He takes over the Kingdom, he won’t be staying up here, will he? He’ll be back in the lower country, living in a fine castle.”

			“Well,” said Halt, “I guess I’ll have to just see for myself.”

			This time, Norman looked up and met his gaze. The watery blue eyes were deadly serious.

			“You do that, they’ll kill you, sure as anything,” he said.
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			CROWLEY RUBBED HIS CHIN THOUGHTFULLY. HE WASN’T altogether surprised to hear that an ambush had been laid ahead of them. The carriage was obviously an expensive vehicle and, as such, it would carry a wealthy passenger.

			And the roads in Araluen were still unsafe and afflicted by bands of robbers and brigands. In the few years, the rule of law throughout the Kingdom had suffered badly, and Duncan was yet to restore it.

			Exacerbating the situation was Morgarath’s having weakened the Ranger Corps so badly. The Rangers would normally have led the way in keeping down such robber bands. It was one of the main priorities in Crowley’s reorganization of the Corps, but so far, he didn’t have the numbers of Rangers necessary to carry out the program.

			Athol made a gesture down the road in the direction from which the archer had ridden and spoke in a low voice to Crowley. “Do you think these brigands know that the Queen is traveling with us?”

			Crowley shook his head. “It’s possible. There are spies everywhere these days. But I doubt it. Not that it matters overmuch. They’ll know that anyone in a carriage like this will be a worthwhile target.”

			He caught the coachman’s eye and gave him a signal to halt, pointing to a small cleared space beside the road where he should take the carriage. The little cavalcade came to a stop.

			Crowley turned to the scout who had brought the warning to them. “Tell me,” he said, “what did you see?”

			“About ten minutes ago, we heard a horse galloping on the road, coming up from behind us. It was a scout for the robbers. He went past us and a little farther down the road. That’s when we saw his comrades. They rode out of the trees and he alerted them that a carriage was coming.”

			“Did he see you?”

			“No, sir. We were riding off the road, making our way through the trees to avoid being seen. He went straight past us without a second glance. We listened to him making his report and then we withdrew fifty meters back down the road. The robbers deployed to either side. They’re waiting in the trees for the carriage to come level.”

			“How many?” Crowley asked.

			“Fifteen or sixteen,” the archer told him.

			Crowley inclined his head thoughtfully. The spy had seen the carriage, so he would also have seen the size of the escort. If sixteen robbers were willing to attack a force of ten men-at-arms, they must have a lot of confidence in their ability. Still, they would assume they had surprise on their side. A shower of spears from either side of the road could take down half the escort. Then a rapid charge while the remainder were confused and disorganized would probably give them a quick and easy victory.

			But now their prey had been warned, the element of surprise would be against them. He thought quickly. The Queen’s health dictated that she shouldn’t be put under any stress or danger. Therefore he would have to deal with these brigands where they were, avoiding any direct attack on the carriage.

			“Stay here,” he told Athol, “and deploy your men around the carriage in a screen, just in case these bandits get past us.”

			“What are you going to do?” Athol asked.

			Crowley pointed down the road. “I’m going back with young Donald here”—he knew the names of all five archers, a sign of a good commander—“to discourage them.”

			“Just three of you?” Athol said. “Let me come with you. You might be able to use an extra sword.”

			But Crowley shook his head. “I don’t plan on letting them get within sword’s reach,” he said. “Three of us should be able to manage that. But when the other two archers catch up, send them forward to help us.”

			He saw the lady-in-waiting he had spoken to earlier. She was looking out the window of the carriage, trying to catch his eye. He trotted Cropper over to the vehicle.

			“Yes, Lady Ingrid?”

			“The Queen wants to know why we’ve stopped,” Ingrid said. “Is there a problem?”

			Crowley leaned down in his saddle to look into the carriage. On the far side, propped up on the litter, he could see that the Queen was awake. Her pale face stood out in the dim interior of the carriage.

			“No problem, my lady,” Crowley said, with a reassuring grin. “Just some business on the road ahead that we need to take care of. Nothing for you to worry about.”

			But Rosalind was no fool. She knew that they wouldn’t have stopped for anything trivial and she knew the situation on the roads in Araluen as well as Crowley did.

			“Be careful, Crowley,” she said, her voice barely carrying to him where he sat astride Cropper beside the carriage. “I don’t want to lose you. My husband needs you.”

			His grin widened. “I don’t plan on being lost, my lady,” he said. He nodded his head toward the young knight a few meters behind him. “Sir Athol will take care of things here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

			“Make sure you are,” she said, then, obviously exhausted by the effort of conversing, she sank back among the cushions of her litter, her eyes closing.

			Crowley glanced round at Athol. “Make sure she’s safe,” he said quietly. The young knight turned in his saddle and began calling commands to his men in a lowered tone, positioning them in a screen around the carriage and its passenger.

			“Let’s go, Donald,” Crowley said to the archer, and the two of them set their heels to their horses and cantered away down the road. After sixty or seventy meters, Donald held up a warning hand and they slowed to a trot. There was no sense in warning the enemy of their approach. They were coming to a sharp turn in the road, where it veered left to avoid a massive oak. Crowley saw the dim shape of the second archer waiting in its shadows. He rode close to the other man, who gave him an informal salute.

			“William,” he said in greeting. “What’s the situation?”

			The scout pointed with his bow down the road. “They’re about forty meters that way,” he said. “They’re concealed in the trees either side of the road, but if you look carefully you can see them.”

			Crowley leaned down in his saddle and peered along the road, under the overhanging branches of the oak.

			“Just by that blackened stump,” William said, and now Crowley could make out slight movement in the shadows of the trees.

			“They’re probably wondering where the carriage is,” Donald said.

			Crowley nodded. It had been several minutes since Donald had ridden back to warn them, and they’d taken several more to get the carriage off the road and ride back to where William was keeping an eye on the outlaw band.

			“Let’s not keep them waiting,” Crowley said, and urged Cropper out from under the trees and toward the bend in the road. “Bows ready,” he said over his shoulder. But there was no need for the command. These were experienced men, seasoned fighters. Their bows were always ready.

			He drew an arrow from his quiver and laid it on the bow, nocking it automatically, without needing to look. He rode out into the open, rounding the bend and facing the forty meters of straight road that led to the spot where the bandits were hidden. William and Donald rode with him, a few paces behind him. As they came onto the road, they spread out a few meters on either side, and all three halted their horses, keeping them at an angle so their way was clear to shoot.

			Crowley heard a startled exclamation from the trees ahead. Then silence.

			“Show yourselves!” he ordered. “We know you’re there.”

			For a long moment, nothing happened. Then there was a rustle of movement in the trees and the bandits emerged onto the road. They were mounted on a mixed assortment of horses: some of them shaggy farm ponies; some horses they had clearly stolen from wealthier victims. And they bore an equally assorted range of weapons and armor. Spears, of course, and axes, swords and clubs. Some had chain-mail shirts and others were protected by leather vests sewn with bronze plates, shaped like scales. None of them would be any protection against an arrow shot from an eighty-pound longbow.

			The man at the front, presumably their leader, wore a pot-shaped helmet with a fringe of mail hanging down behind to protect his neck. He carried a long two-handed sword, although Crowley doubted that he knew how to use it properly. Longswords required a great deal of strength and practice.

			The bandit brandished it clumsily over his head. “Throw down your weapons!” he commanded.

			Obviously, the bandits had decided they had little to fear from three lightly armed and unarmored archers. Archers, in their limited experience, were cowards—they would slink onto a battlefield, loose a few arrows, then dash to safety behind the armored lines of their armies.

			“I think that’s what I want you to do,” Crowley said pleasantly. “I’ll count to five and I want to see all those weapons on the road.” He turned quickly to his two companions and said in lowered tones, “Shoot on four. Aim to wound if you can, but if you’re not sure, just hit them anywhere. I’ll take the leader.”

			The two archers grunted agreement. Crowley began to count.

			“One. Two. Three. Four . . .”

			And as he said four, he whipped his bow up, drew, sighted and shot in a heartbeat. William and Donald shot a fraction of a second after him.

			Crowley’s arrow hit the bandit leader in the upper part of his right arm, the force of the arrow spinning him sideways and throwing him out of the saddle. He dropped the longsword as he fell, landing awkwardly across it. He tried to rise to his feet, but the shock and the intense pain in his arm made his knees weak and he collapsed back into the dust.

			William’s shot hit another bandit in the thigh. The man screamed and his horse reared, throwing him. Donald’s target moved at the last moment and the arrow, aimed for his shoulder, thudded into his chest. He reeled back over his horse’s rump and crashed to the road and lay still.

			In the time that the two archers’ targets took to hit the road, Crowley had loosed another three arrows in rapid succession. Every one found its mark, and three more bandits went down. Donald and William looked at the Ranger in wide-eyed admiration. They were good shots, but this level of speed and accuracy was something else entirely.

			In a matter of a few seconds, the band had lost their leader and nearly half their companions, dead or wounded. The remainder were stunned for a few seconds. Then two of them gathered their reins to flee.

			“Don’t move!” Crowley’s voice cracked out down the road. His bow was up again, an arrow on the string. The bandits froze where they were.

			“Next man to move, I’ll shoot,” Crowley continued. He heard a muted clatter of hooves behind him and realized that the other three archers had joined them. That made things a lot easier, he thought. The numbers were more even now.

			“Throw down your weapons,” he ordered. The bandits hesitated, and without warning, Crowley shot again, putting an arrow through the arm of one of the men who looked most reluctant to obey. Like his leader, the bandit was hurled sideways and lost his seat on his horse. He crashed to the ground with a cry of pain, dropping the heavy spear he had been holding in the process.

			Almost before the bandits could register that Crowley had shot, he had another arrow nocked, and his gaze moved across them, seeking his next target, the arrowhead following the direction of his eyes.

			There was a loud clatter as a shower of spears, axes, swords and daggers were tossed to the road.

			“Now dismount and lie facedown,” Crowley ordered.

			The outlaws didn’t hesitate. They were covered now by six longbows and they had seen that these men hit what they aimed at—particularly the one in the gray cloak, who didn’t seem to need to aim at all.

			Crowley urged Cropper forward, crabbing the horse so he could keep the bandits covered. The five archers followed suit. They were experienced warriors and they fanned out, making sure that each of them had room to shoot and a clear line of sight to the bandits. The small group stopped a few meters from the would-be ambushers.

			“Move again, green cap,” Crowley warned, “and I’ll put an arrow through your backside.”

			One of the bandits, on the fringe of the group, had been moving surreptitiously toward the shallow ditch at the side of the road. Now he hastily dropped his nose into the dirt and remained still.

			“Donald, William, take the horses’ bridles and let the horses loose,” Crowley ordered, and the two archers slid from their saddles and hurried to obey. Within a few minutes, the horses, urged on by hearty slaps on their rumps and shouts from the two warriors, were cantering off down the road.

			Crowley now urged his horse toward a group of four bandits.

			“Sit up,” he ordered and the men warily rolled over and sat in the dust. “Now strip.”

			“Strip?” one of them said, and the arrow moved to train itself on his face.

			“Strip. Lose your clothes. I want you naked as the day you were born,” the Ranger told them. When they had complied, he nodded to the two dismounted archers. “Tie them up,” he said. “Use the bridles and tie them back to back.”

			Grinning, the archers followed his orders. The former bandits were cowed under the threat of four longbows, and the certainty that if the Ranger shot, one of them would be dead.

			Then Crowley repeated the order with another seven of the bandits, stripping them and lashing them back to back in two big circles on the side of the road. The rest of the band didn’t need tying. They were already beyond escape. When that was done, he had his men gather up the weapons that littered the road, and the bandits’ boots.

			“Go and bring up the carriage now,” he told William and, as the young archer turned away, he added, “Tell our passenger to roll down the window blind. This lot don’t make a pretty sight.”
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			THEY ATE BEFORE THE DAYLIGHT HAD FADED COMPLETELY. Norman built a small fire of tinder-dry wood that was virtually smokeless, waited till the flames died down and heated an iron pot of rabbit stew over the coals.

			The food was delicious, although Halt found himself wishing that Norman had access to some salt. But the rabbit joints and turnips and greens were hot and nourishing. When they had eaten, Halt produced his small sack of coffee beans and offered some to the hermit.

			Norman shook his head suspiciously. “Water is fine.”

			Halt shrugged, filled the kettle with the pure water from the spring in the wall and set it in the coals to boil. “Your loss,” he said.

			He made a small pot of coffee and sat back, resting his back against a convenient boulder, legs stretched out to the glowing coals of the fire, and sipped contentedly. They sat in silence for some minutes, then Norman began to fidget and move restlessly. Halt watched him calmly. The older man had something on his mind. Eventually, he gathered his resolve and spoke.

			“Been thinkin’,” he said. “T’ain’t fair to let you blunder around the plateau on your own. You’ll be spotted, sure as life.”

			Halt said nothing. He was confident in his own ability to move about without being seen. He had been doing so for years, after all. Norman, despite his bravado, was a different matter, he thought. He knew the land intimately and could lose any pursuit in the twisted, unmarked trails and tunnels among the rocks. But as for remaining unseen in the first place, Halt believed Norman was overestimating his own ability. After all, Halt had spotted him easily earlier that day, when Norman had been trailing him. The older man didn’t seem to grasp one of the absolute fundamentals of remaining unseen—stillness. He had moved when Halt turned to look in his direction and that movement had given him away.

			Halt suspected that the hermit was often seen by Morgarath and his henchmen as he moved among the rocks. But he presented no danger to them, and for the moment they had decided not to bother with him. Occasionally, a patrol of Wargals might come upon him and pursue him. And then, his intimate knowledge of the land stood him in good stead, allowing him to shake off any pursuit.

			But if he were as skilled at remaining unseen as he thought he was, there would have been no need to evade pursuit in the first place.

			“What’s changed your mind?” Halt asked. Norman had been adamant that he wouldn’t help when they had discussed the matter earlier.

			The gray-haired man shifted uncomfortably. Then he replied.

			“You go blundering about out there and they’re likely to see you,” he said. “The Black Lord has patrols out all the time.”

			“They never spot you,” Halt said, although he doubted that was accurate.

			Norman nodded agreement. “I know how to move,” he said. “I know how to keep hidden.” Halt couldn’t stop one eyebrow from rising incredulously. He was tempted to remind the man that he hadn’t seen Halt while the Ranger had doubled back behind him, stalked him and knocked him out. But he didn’t want to insult him. He could use his help. Halt had no way of backtracking through the bewildering maze of tunnels and gullies they had passed through to get to the cave. Without Norman’s guidance, he’d have to return to the edge of the escarpment and retrace his original route from there to the drill field.

			“Thing is,” Norman said, finally deciding to come clean, “if they see you, you’ll probably lead them back to my cave here, and I can’t have that.”

			“Ah,” Halt said, understanding. Norman’s decision was based on self-interest and self-preservation, not on a newfound desire to help his uninvited guest.

			“In that case, I’d welcome your assistance. And I’ll try not to be too noticeable.” He added the last few words with a hint of a smile. Norman, however, failed to notice. Irony wasn’t his strong suit, Halt decided.

			“What can you tell me about the Wargals?” he asked.

			Norman frowned as he considered his answer. “They’re simple creatures, and once they get set on a course of action, they’ll carry it through regardless of what gets in the way. The Black Lord has turned them into ruthless killers. Nothing will stop them. Or rather, they won’t stop no matter what. If the Black Lord wants them to, they’ll just keep attacking and attacking, no matter how many of them are killed. They are utterly fearless.”

			“How does he control them?” Halt asked. He hadn’t heard any orders being issued while the Wargals were drilling earlier in the day.

			Norman shook his head. “That’s the strange part,” he said. “Seems they can read his mind—and he can read theirs.”

			“How do you know this?” Halt asked.

			“I heard two of his men talking about it. I was hunting one day and they nearly spotted me. I just had time to hide behind some rocks while they settled down for a rest on the other side. They were saying how eerie it was that he could just think what he wanted them to do and they’d do it.” Norman shuddered at the thought. It seemed almost supernatural to him. “They were also talking about how the Wargals are unstoppable once he gives them a task.”

			Halt stroked his beard thoughtfully. In his travels, he’d seen many mountebanks and charlatans in fairs, who claimed to be able to read minds and send mental messages. The vast majority could be exposed as fakes and tricksters. But there was a small percentage where the feat couldn’t be explained. Maybe some people did have that ability, he thought. If Norman was right and Morgarath really did have the power to control his Wargals this way, it was startling news. Then a thought occurred to him.

			“While we were watching today, I thought I . . . felt something—as if someone was trying to speak to me.”

			“Ah, you felt it, did you? I used to feel that all the time. It’s Morgarath. He’s sending them a message and you can sense it. These days, I hardly notice it anymore. I’ve taught myself to ignore it.”

			“How many Wargals does he have?” Halt asked.

			Norman considered the question. “Must be eight or nine hundred.”

			Halt whistled softy. Eight or nine hundred of these fearless, implacable monsters. That would be a dangerous army to face. And of course, Morgarath also had between one and two hundred human troops.

			Duncan’s small standing army, by comparison, barely numbered two hundred and fifty. Of course, there were levies that he could bring in from the fiefs to swell the numbers in the short term. But they were farmers and yeomen for the most part, not trained soldiers. And he couldn’t hold on to them indefinitely. There were crops to sow and harvest. The time they would spend in his army was a short one.

			“I think I need to get a closer look at these monsters,” he said. “We’ll do it in the morning.” The sooner he could gather intelligence on Morgarath’s army, the sooner he, Duncan and Crowley could begin figuring out a way to beat them.

			•   •   •

			Midmorning the following day found them crouched among the rocks at the edge of the cleared drill field once more.

			Several companies of Wargals were drilling in a different part of the field. Some engaged in mock combat, using wooden staffs to replace their vicious, short spears. The crack of wood on wood rang across the field.

			Others practiced a steady advance to within a hundred meters of their objective, crouching low behind their shields as some of Morgarath’s men peppered them with arrows. At the set moment, the Wargals rose from their crouched position and charged. They were clumsy and heavily built but they moved with deceptive speed. Halt noticed that they often used their long arms and hands to keep their balance on the ground.

			He also noticed that, the minute they charged, the archers quickly withdrew to one side. Perhaps, he thought, they didn’t totally trust their inhuman allies.

			All in all, it was a disquieting sight. The Wargals were powerful and fast moving. And they were disciplined, moving together in formation, each one working in conjunction with those on either side of him.

			They had been observing for twenty minutes when Norman’s hand closed over his forearm and he pointed to one side.

			A black-clad figure on a dead-white horse was trotting slowly onto the drill field, flanked by two other riders.

			“The Black Lord,” Norman whispered.

			Halt’s eyes narrowed as he watched that hated figure. Visions of Pritchard lying still and pale at the entrance to the tunnel from Castle Gorlan filled his mind. He wanted to send an arrow speeding across the drill field and into the former Baron’s heart, and his hand actually dropped to the quiver at his belt.

			But the range was too great. And then the moment was gone as Morgarath turned his horse and cantered back into the compound at the foot of the cliffs. His two companions remained on the drill field, observing the Wargals and riding in a large circle around the edge of the open ground.

			As they neared one group, the iron discipline of the Wargals faltered and they edged closer together, moving away from the two riders.

			Norman pointed. “See that? They don’t like horses.”

			Halt frowned. That was interesting. “Why not?”

			The hermit shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe something happened in the past. Maybe it’s because they haven’t seen too many horses before. But they always shy away when the horses get close. I’ve seen the Black Lord try to drill that out of them, but so far, he hasn’t managed completely. Time was they’d break and run if a horse got anywhere near ’em. That’s why he has his men ride around them when they’re drilling.”

			Halt watched, fascinated, as the Wargals slowly regained their discipline. The two riders, their task completed, edged their horses away from the first group and cantered toward the line of rocks where Halt and Norman were hiding. Apparently, they would ride in a long circle around the parade ground, approaching individual groups of Wargals to let them overcome their distaste for the strange four-legged creatures.

			He felt Norman stir beside him and looked round to see the shabby hermit was rising from a crouch and turning away. He grabbed Norman’s arm. The riders were only thirty meters away and they were bound to see any movement. His earlier doubts about Norman’s skills were confirmed in a rush.

			“What are you doing?” he hissed.

			The old man tugged to get free. He was surprisingly strong. “They’ll see us! We’ve got to get out of here!” he replied in a panicked whisper.

			“They’ll only see us if you move!” Halt warned him, then let out a sharp cry of pain as the old man smacked down on his forearm with a rock he’d seized from the ground nearby. Inadvertently, Halt lost his grip on the skinny arm and Norman bolted out of cover, running crouched among the rocks.

			One of the riders shouted, pointing after the shaggy figure scampering through the rocks. The ground was too broken for the horses, but there was a platoon of Wargals not far away and they reacted to the shout and the pointing arm. With a concerted snarl, they started after the figure who had eluded them for so long.

			Halt crouched in hiding, trying to figure out his best course of action. There were at least thirty Wargals, and he had only a dozen arrows in his quiver. He looked again after Norman’s crouching figure as he flitted among the boulders and low trees, zigzagging furiously. The Wargals had spread out now among the rocks, forming a rough line, seeking to cut him off if he went either left or right. Halt’s hopes rose as he saw that Norman was gaining on his pursuers.

			Then the old man made the classic mistake. He looked back at the Wargals who were chasing him.

			As he did, his foot landed on a large, uneven rock, which turned under his weight and sent him sprawling. He was up almost immediately, but the fall had twisted his ankle and it wouldn’t bear his weight properly. It gave under him as he put his weight on it and he went sprawling again.

			The Wargals snarled in triumph and redoubled their efforts. Halt could hear them barking and yipping like hounds as they closed in on the old man. Norman rose once more and hobbled away, trying to resume his flitting zigzag movement through the rocks. But the Wargals were closing in on him and he simply couldn’t move fast enough. He stumbled once more, going down on one knee.

			The lead pair were only a few meters away from him when Halt rose out of cover and his bow twanged twice in rapid succession.

			The heavy arrows slammed into the bestial creatures. One died instantly. The other was hurled sideways by the force of the arrow strike. It snarled in agony, clawing at the arrow where it protruded from its side. The broadhead had smashed through the leather-and-plate armor that the Wargal wore and was buried deep in its torso. Death was only a few minutes away, but the Wargal continued to try to rise and reach Norman, who was now hauling himself upright once more, clinging to a boulder for support.

			“It’s a Ranger!” Halt heard the cry behind him and whirled about. One of the two riders was standing in his stirrups, pointing at him. He snapped off a shot and saw the man tumble from his saddle. The other immediately dropped to the ground, behind his horse.

			Halt swung back to where Norman was now overwhelmed by the Wargal platoon. Halt heard the man’s thin shriek of fear and pain, then the furry black creatures hid him from sight, their swords and spears rising and falling in a killing frenzy. He realized there was nothing he could do for the old man. And he was in imminent danger of being cut off from the cliff face that led down from the Mountains of Rain and Night.

			He ran.
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			NORMAN’S CRIES FELL SILENT AS HALT RACED THROUGH THE rocks for the cliff face and safety.

			He could feel the uneven ground beneath his soft boots, felt rocks and stones turn underfoot, trying to bring him down. But somehow he retained his balance and ran, straining for more speed, careless of the uncertain footing and the risk of falling and injuring himself. He needed all the speed he could muster. He had to get past the Wargal line before they could cut him off from the cliff edge. He had his rope coiled round his shoulder and, if he could get a good enough lead and have time to tie it off in the rocks at the top of the cliff, he could make his escape by sliding down it.

			Mentally, he took stock of how many arrows he had used so far. Two at the Wargals who had first reached the old man. And another to bring the rider down. That left nine arrows. And there were nearly thirty Wargals pursuing him.

			Seeing a patch of clear ground ahead, he risked a quick glance over his shoulder to see where the Wargals were. He had gained on them. They were blundering clumsily through the rocks. They were not agile creatures and several had fallen and were limping in the rear, obviously injured.

			He looked to his front again and just in time. There was a shallow gully some two meters across in front of him, filled with jagged, uneven rocks. He gathered himself and sprang over it, landing awkwardly and stumbling for a few paces. Momentarily, he was off balance, and he stretched his stride to regain his footing.

			It was a mistake. By lengthening his stride, he threw himself further off balance, forcing him to increase his pace in an attempt to regain it. It was a vicious circle. The more he stretched, the faster he ran, the more he lost his balance. Finally, he could sustain it no longer. He went over. At the last moment, he let himself go and curled into a ball, rolling on one shoulder as he hit the ground, coming to his feet almost instantly. His shoulder throbbed with pain and there was a bloody graze on his cheek, but he ignored the injuries and ran, keeping a closer eye on the ground before him.

			He needed to buy some time. It would take him several minutes to anchor his rope when he reached the cliff face. Making a decision, he slid to a stop, whirling to face his pursuers and whipping the bow from his shoulder.

			His hands moved like lightning, plucking arrows from the quiver, nocking them and sending them on their way. In the space of ten seconds, he had dispatched six arrows and every one found its mark. The Wargals leading the charge after him went down, either dead or wounded. It was a devastating attack. The impact of the heavy arrows set them staggering before they fell. They screamed in anger and pain, or fell silently under the volley of shafts. In any other group, it would have caused panic and disruption, as the next in line saw that their turn was imminent and sought cover.

			The Wargals continued without hesitation, charging past the fallen bodies of their comrades or, in several cases, bounding over them and actually treading on them and rolling them out of the way. Halt felt a thrill of fear as he faced these implacable enemies. He had two arrows left and he knew they wouldn’t save him. Only speed could do that.

			He turned and ran, redoubling his efforts, throwing caution to the winds and trusting to luck that he wouldn’t stumble and fall. If he did, it would mean a horrible death at the hands of these snarling, yipping creatures.

			Rocks turned underfoot. He slipped and stumbled several times but somehow managed to maintain his footing as he raced across the plateau.

			Behind him, he could hear the snarling of the Wargals, and the sound of heavy bodies rushing after him. Several times he heard snarls of pain, followed by the sound of a body hitting the ground. The Wargals, he realized, were having just as much trouble as he was with the uneven surface.

			He looked up. The rim of the plateau was in sight. To his right, he could see a solid-looking stunted tree a few meters from the cliff edge. He angled toward it. Fortunately, the Wargals were off to his left, so the change of direction gave him an additional lead. He estimated that they were sixty to seventy meters behind him. They were slower moving across the rock-strewn surface and weaving their way through the haphazard arrangement of boulders than he was. In their frenzy to catch him, they were bumping into one another and shouldering each other out of the way. It all served to slow them down and give him a greater lead.

			He was a few meters short of the tree now. He unwrapped the rope from around his shoulders and passed it round the trunk of the tree. Then he took the two ends and crossed them behind his back, finally stepping over the doubled rope and bringing it up between his legs. He took a turn and a half around his right arm to give him control, then hastily backed over the rim of the cliff, paying out the rope as he went and pushing his body out over the abyss so that it was at right angles to the cliff face.

			The Wargals were forty meters away when he pushed off from the cliff with his feet and allowed himself to drop eight meters or so, the rope burning as it passed around his right arm. He held it with his left hand to steady himself, then bounced out again, releasing more rope. He was now twenty meters down, with another twenty to go before he reached the wide ledge where he had rested on the way up. He glanced up and saw half a dozen brutish, snarling faces peering at him over the rim of the cliff. The rope shook as one of them grabbed it and tore at it with its fangs.

			Halt let himself drop again. This time he went farther and faster, the rope burning even worse now on his arm, even through the thick sleeve of his jacket and his leather gauntlets, which protected him from the fast-sliding rope. A rock bounced off the cliff face to his right, just missing him. Then another.

			He looked up again. The Wargal above had given up trying to bite through the rope. Instead, he had joined his companions in seizing rocks and stones and hurling them down the cliff at Halt.

			If they had simply dropped the rocks, they would have had better luck. But their hands and arms were clumsy and their efforts at throwing were inaccurate. The rocks cascaded past him. He saw one coming directly at his head and skipped sideways, throwing up his left arm to protect himself. He winced as the rock hit his forearm. It was painful, but it would have been much worse had it hit him in the head or face.

			He bounced out again, letting out more rope and falling even faster than before.

			And grunted in surprise as his feet hit the ledge after he had fallen less than two meters.

			His knees flexed to absorb the unexpected shock and for a moment he dangled, off balance, in danger of falling backward off the ledge. Then he recovered and pushed himself face-first into the rock wall, as another shower of rocks and stones thudded and bounced around him. Fortunately, there was a slight outcrop just above him and any rocks that were aimed straight were hitting it and bouncing out into space.

			He unwrapped the rope and released one end, pulling rapidly on the other to release it from the tree overhead and praying that it wouldn’t snag. The Wargals were savage and fearless, but fortunately they were not terribly intelligent and they were slow to react to a change in the situation. Before they realized what was happening, the rope had snaked free and the end dropped over the cliff, falling down to where Halt crouched on the ledge. He gathered it in as it came, searching the rock face for one of the iron pins he had driven in on the way up the cliff. He spotted one to his right and ran to it, crouching as more rocks cascaded past him.

			Then the shower of rocks ceased and he looked up to see that the Wargals had disappeared from the cliff edge. He heard their snarling and yipping fading away to his left and knew that they were heading for the top of Three Step Pass. They had realized that he had evaded them, and there was no chance now of catching him climbing down the cliff face.

			Now their best course was to rush down Three Step Pass and cut him off on the ground below.

			He had no idea how quickly they could make it down the pass, and he didn’t waste time wondering about it. Passing the doubled rope around the iron spike, he hastily repositioned it around his body, legs and arm and dropped off the ledge, sliding down the face of the cliff in a giant bound. The rope burned his arms and inner thighs once more as he fell fifteen meters before bringing himself to a stop, his feet against the cliff. Ignoring the pain, he pushed off again. But this time the rope was cutting into flesh that was already burned and injured, and he had to stop after ten meters. He glanced down. Ten meters to go. Only a few more seconds of pain. Gritting his teeth, he let himself fall again, shoving off with his feet so that he fell in a wide arc away from the cliff.

			His knees buckled as he hit the ground and he fell onto the soft grass. Abelard was watching him from a few meters away, ears pricked and alert. He lurched to his feet and staggered toward the horse. His knees felt weak and unsteady—a result of the tension of the last ten minutes. He fell against the horse, clinging to the saddle to keep himself on his feet.

			He had left Abelard saddled but with the cinch loosened. He realized his mistake now as he had to waste precious minutes tightening the girth strap. Had he unsaddled him, he could have simply mounted and ridden away bareback. Then, he thought, he had never realized that he’d come sliding down the cliff face, burning his hand and thighs on the rope and with Wargals hurling rocks down on him from above.

			The little horse stood steady as he tightened the straps, then Halt placed his foot in the stirrup to swing up into the saddle.

			“Nothing clever to say?” he asked.

			Abelard twitched his ear twice. You never listen anyway.

			Then Halt was in the saddle and he urged the horse through the trees before he had set his right foot in the stirrup. They burst out of the grove of trees at a full gallop and he swung Abelard’s head toward the northeast, and the road home.

			Only to see dark figures erupting from the entrance to the pass, bounding and leaping to bar the way. Now the yipping and snarling had ceased, and the silence was somehow ominous. He realized that he had lost the race. They were across the path he needed to take.

			For a moment, he hesitated, reining Abelard to a stop. The wise course was to turn away and head southwest. But somehow he knew the Wargals would pursue him if he did, driving him farther and farther away from Castle Araluen. And he had information that the King needed. If he ran, there was no telling how long or how far the Wargals would pursue him. He knew that once set on a course, they tended to carry it out. And they seemed inexhaustible.

			He considered heading toward the company of soldiers set to watch the pass. But there were only twenty of them and he sensed they would be no match for the thirty powerful Wargals who were pursuing him. He was loath to sacrifice those men for his own safety. He already felt a sense of guilt over Norman’s death, although, realistically, he could have done nothing to prevent it.

			The thought of Norman reminded him of something the old hermit had said. Wargals had an irrational fear of horses, a fear that Morgarath was trying to eradicate.

			He swung Abelard to face the line of dark, scrambling figures, then kicked in his heels and set the little horse to a gallop. They pounded across the grass and he drew his two remaining arrows from the quiver and let fly at the nearest Wargals. Two of the creatures went down, but there were still more than twenty of them and he was now virtually unarmed. He discounted his saxe and throwing knife. In a close combat with these evil beasts, he wouldn’t stand a chance. The Wargals seemed oblivious to the fate of their companions. They formed a line to stop him, raising their weapons and snarling defiance and hate at him.

			Then as he drew closer to the waiting beasts, they seemed to hesitate. Several of them faltered and backed away from the line facing him. Abelard’s hooves continued to pound the grass beneath them, sending clods of dirt and grass flying.

			Halt leaned forward over the horse’s neck and urged him on to greater speed. Abelard responded immediately, his ears pinning back and his nostrils flaring with great breaths.

			I hope you know what you’re doing.

			“Trust me,” Halt said.

			And then it happened. They were barely ten meters away from the Wargals when the massive brutes panicked and broke ranks, scattering to either side with hoarse cries of terror, leaving the way clear for the pounding horse to break through their line.

			Most of them ran, desperate to escape the terrifying sight of the horse bearing down on them. A few of them threw spears. But as Halt had noticed, their clumsy hands and long claws affected their throwing skills and the projectiles went wide.

			Then they were free and clear, and Halt let Abelard ease up a little, cantering smoothly toward the path that led through the forest and to Castle Araluen. He glanced back over his shoulder. The panicked Wargals were still scattered, still running headlong to escape their nemesis. Norman had been right.

			“How very interesting,” he said.

			Oh, I don’t know. I can be quite terrifying when I set my mind to it.
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			WOLDON ABBEY WAS A COMFORTABLE-LOOKING TWO-STORY building, built from honey-colored sandstone blocks. Around its upper floor, an open verandah ran, allowing patients to sit out and relax in the open air and enjoy the view. Doors leading to the numerous bedrooms lined the verandah.

			The abbey was set among the trees a little way back from a small river. To one side, clouds of vapor rose from the hot spring that gave the abbey its reason for being. The water there was rich with minerals and heated by underground thermal activity. It ran out through a fissure in an outcrop of rocks, filled a pool at the base, then ran away, cooling rapidly, to join the waters of the river.

			There was a level grassed section, with carefully tended flower beds, at the front of the abbey. Crowley directed the coachman to bring the carriage up to the low staircase leading to the entrance and halt there.

			Three of the sisters who staffed the abbey hurried out and down the steps to meet the carriage and their royal guests. The sisters were a nursing order, not a religious one. The Mother Abbess was a tall, grave-faced woman who gave a shallow curtsy as she reached the carriage and one of the footmen opened the nearside door. Her action was enough to show deference to the new arrival, but not so much as to reduce the Abbess’s own sense of authority.

			“Welcome to Woldon Abbey, your majesty. I am Abbess Margrit,” she said.

			The Queen was awake. She had slept for the past few hours, and her color was good and her eyes bright. As the footmen reached in to lift the stretcher out of the coach, she waved them away.

			“No. Thank you. I’m fine. I can walk.”

			She started to rise from the litter, but the Abbess held up a hand to stop her. There was no mistaking the air of command there now. And no denying it.

			“Best if you’re carried inside, your majesty, until we’ve had a chance to assess your condition.”

			Rosalind met her eyes and saw the light of determination there. Margrit was not a woman to deny, or to disobey. Giving in, the Queen sank back against the pillows and allowed the servants to lift her gently from the coach and set the litter on the ground, where its short legs held it clear of the damp grass.

			Crowley had dismounted by this stage. As was his custom, he let Cropper’s reins drop to the ground. His horse would never stray off. He approached the tall Abbess, who towered over him by a head, and smiled, nodding his head in greeting. He was a Ranger, after all. In fact, he was the Ranger Commandant, a position that ranked in many ways equal to that of a baron. He wasn’t about to start deferring to any gray-haired abbess. At least, he assumed she was gray haired. Her head and shoulders were covered by a white veil, held in place by a gray band around her forehead. Her flowing robes were the same gray color, as were those of her companions.

			“Good morning, Abbess Margrit,” he said, then nodded to the other two sisters flanking her. “Good morning, sisters.”

			It was noticeable that the two junior sisters immediately chorused a greeting to him, while the Abbess, after a pause, merely nodded an acknowledgment. Crowley grinned to himself. Power games, he thought. I’m in charge here and don’t forget it, the Abbess was implying.

			At length, Margrit elected to speak. “And you are?” she said coolly, although she obviously knew all too well. Crowley decided not to take offense. This was her abbey, after all, and she was the authority here.

			“I’m Crowley, Mother Abbess. King’s Ranger,” he said pleasantly.

			Margrit raised one perfectly formed eyebrow. In her younger days, Crowley realized, she would have been a stunning beauty. “Then mind you don’t come clumping into my abbey with your big muddy boots.”

			Crowley allowed the grin to show. “I’ll try not to do that.”

			She looked at him for a couple of seconds, then dismissed him and knelt beside the litter, taking Rosalind’s hand, noting her pulse, then feeling her forehead with one cool palm.

			“Hmmm,” she said. “Pulse is a little weak. Temperature a little high.”

			“We’ve been traveling for several days,” Rosalind said in explanation.

			Margrit nodded. “To be expected then. But we’ll soon put you to rights, my lady. Good, nourishing food, lots of rest and fresh air, and daily baths in the hot springs will do you and your baby a world of good.”

			Rosalind smiled. Crowley chipped in. “Sounds good to me. Maybe I’ll stay here too.”

			Margrit rose from her kneeling position and studied him down the length of her elegantly formed nose.

			“The abbey and spa only cater to female guests,” she said archly. “I’m afraid you’d be out of place here.”

			Crowley shrugged. “I usually am,” he said cheerfully.

			No matching smile reached the Abbess’s face. She made no reply, but gestured for the servants to take up Rosalind’s litter and carry her into the abbey.

			“We’ll get settled in, my lady.” Then, to Crowley, she said, “Who are all these soldiers?” She indicated Sir Athol and the men-at-arms.

			You know full well who they are, Crowley thought. But he continued to smile easily. “They are the Queen’s bodyguard. This is Sir Athol, their commander.”

			Athol, who had dismounted and come to join him, bowed deeply. “Your servant, Mother Abbess.”

			She sniffed. “That remains to be seen.” She studied the men-at-arms, sitting at ease on their horses. “Well, you’re not staying in the abbey. As I say, it’s women only and I won’t have a noisy bunch of soldiers disturbing the patients.”

			“The Queen does need protection,” Crowley pointed out. This time, he didn’t smile and his tone of voice let the autocratic Abbess know that this was not a matter for debate.

			There was a moment’s frosty silence, then Athol intervened.

			“We can camp down there, Mother Abbess,” he said, indicating a meadow by a bend in the river about a hundred meters away. There was a grove of trees for shelter, and the ground was well grassed and level. It would be a comfortable campsite, Crowley thought.

			The Abbess considered the suggestion. “Very well,” she said eventually. She glanced approvingly at Sir Athol. He was young and well mannered. She found the sandy-haired Ranger too irreverent and sure of himself for her taste.

			Crowley now indicated the entrance to the abbey. “Well, if that’s settled, I’ll make my farewells to the Queen and be on my way.”

			Margrit was a little nonplussed. She knew the group had been traveling all morning.

			“You’ll not stay for a meal?” she asked. She might be haughty and autocratic, but she was not one to be inhospitable when it came to a traveler’s needs.

			“Too much to do,” Crowley said. “Duty calls, I’m afraid.”

			“Ranger Crowley is the Ranger Commandant, Mother Abbess,” Athol explained. “He has a lot on his hands.” In spite of herself, Margrit looked somewhat impressed as she learned of her visitor’s rank.

			Crowley headed for the stairs and went through the double doors. There was a large reception area immediately inside, with a registrar’s table in the center and a large log fire blazing in a hearth on one of the walls. The Queen had risen from the litter and was half reclining on a comfortable settee close to the table. She smiled as she saw Crowley.

			“I’ll be leaving, your majesty,” he said, taking her hand and bending low over it.

			Rosalind allowed her disappointment to show. Crowley had been good company on the journey—amusing, capable and reassuring at all times. She had felt safe in his care. “So soon, Crowley?”

			He nodded. “I’m afraid so. The King needs me.”

			She pursed her lips. “I understand,” she said. “He needs all his loyal officers at the moment.”

			Crowley went to relinquish her hand, but Rosalind seized his with surprising strength and pulled him a little closer.

			“Tell him not to worry about me,” she said. “I’m feeling much better and I’m sure Abbess Margrit will soon whip me into shape.”

			He couldn’t help smiling. “That’s one way of putting it. She’s a bit . . . bossy, isn’t she?”

			Rosalind smiled. “I think she has to be. She has to keep order here—and make sure no rowdy Rangers breach the peace and tranquility.”

			“If you say so,” he said. Then he straightened. “Be well, my lady. I’ll be back for you when the baby is born.”

			“Thank you, Crowley,” she said, smiling at the mention of the baby. She raised her hand in farewell. He bowed slightly, then turned and strode toward the door. As he reached it, Abbess Margrit was entering and he stood aside for her. She entered, acknowledging his deference with a nod of her head.

			“Take good care of her, Mother Abbess,” he said.

			She met his gaze evenly. “Rest assured,” she told him.

			As Crowley mounted and rode away, a ragged figure watched from the trees across the river. He was dressed in ill-fitting, mismatched clothes that he’d snatched from a clothesline outside a farmhouse. A sway-backed mule, also stolen, stood by patiently as he watched the abbey. His eyes narrowed as he watched the Ranger ride away. He could hear the cheerful tune that he was whistling. Unknowingly, his lips drew back in a silent snarl.

			“We’ll see what you have to whistle about in a few days,” he muttered. He was intent on revenge. He had been one of the brigands that Crowley and his men had sent packing. As yet, he wasn’t clear what form that revenge would take. But he knew it would center on the high-profile guest that the Ranger had delivered into the care of the Abbess.

			•   •   •

			A day and a half later, Crowley was back in Castle Araluen, deep in conversation with the King and his senior battle masters, Lord Northolt and Sir David. Northolt was his supreme army commander and the battle master of Araluen. He had been Duncan’s father’s army commander for many years, and the King was grateful to have his support and experience. But he was also glad to have David’s advice. Sir David, the battle master of Caraway Fief, was the royal army’s heavy cavalry commander. He was a younger man, an accomplished warrior and tactician. Best of all, he wasn’t hidebound by old ideas.

			“We’re losing more troops every day,” Northolt was saying.

			Duncan shrugged at the inevitability of the matter. “It’s harvesttime,” he said. “I have to release them so they can gather in the harvests. Otherwise we’ll all be starving in a year’s time.”

			His standing army was a small one. In times of crisis, it was bolstered by levies from the fiefs, led by their barons. But there was no way he could keep these men under arms indefinitely. The affairs of the Kingdom still had to be attended to, and at the moment, the harvest had to be brought in and stored. That meant that hundreds of part-time soldiers had to be released to go back to their fiefs. Duncan and Northolt had tried to rotate the men released so that every group didn’t leave at once. But even so, their numbers were being seriously depleted now.

			“It also seems to me that some of the barons are using the harvest as an excuse. They’re sitting on the fence, waiting to see how things pan out between you and Morgarath,” Northolt said.

			The King nodded morosely. “At least they’re not actively taking his part. That would make things a lot worse.”

			“Things are bad enough. If Morgarath attacks now, we’ll be in a bad way.”

			“I hope he fights the conventional way,” Duncan said. “We’ve always avoided battle at this time of year because the harvest has to be brought in.”

			“Unfortunately, he doesn’t have a harvest to gather,” Crowley pointed out. “And he knows that this is a time when, traditionally, our forces will be weakened.”

			“We have fewer than three hundred infantry,” Sir David said. “And even fewer cavalry. I have around one hundred and twenty mounted troops.”

			That was a major problem, Duncan thought. The cavalry’s greatest value at a time like this was to scout for the enemy, acting as the King’s eyes and bringing information about enemy movements. With such limited numbers, the cavalry couldn’t perform this role effectively.

			“The situation with archers is even worse. Most of them have gone,” Lord Northolt added.

			The Kingdom’s force of trained archers came from the farms and villages, where young men trained each day with the bow. But they were the same young men who would be most needed at the harvest.

			“Morgarath would know we’d find ourselves in this predicament,” Duncan said. “He’s seen it all before, as the commander of Gorlan Fief. Now he’s on the other side.”

			“It depends on how his recruitment of these strange beasts is succeeding,” Northolt put in. “Have we heard anything from Halt?” He addressed this last question to Crowley. Halt, naturally, would report first to him.

			Crowley shook his head. “I expect to hear from him any day,” he said. “If he’s survived.”

			Duncan’s forehead was creased with worry. There was a long silence in the room as they all considered the situation. Then there was a gentle tap on the door.

			“Come in,” Duncan called, and a young page, holding a small sheet of parchment, entered. His eyes were wide with nervousness as he found himself in close proximity to the King and the country’s battle master. Duncan smiled at the boy—he was barely thirteen—and beckoned him forward, holding out his hand for the parchment.

			“A message pigeon just came in, my lord,” the page said, his voice breaking slightly.

			Duncan took it from him and glanced at the others. “Let’s hope it’s good news for a change,” he said. He dismissed the boy and opened the message, his frown deepening as he read. The he looked up at his three officers.

			“Morgarath’s on the move,” he said. “His forces have broken out of Three Step Pass.”

		

	
		
			16

			
				[image: ]
			

			CAPTAIN LACHIE STUART, COMMANDER OF THE COMPANY SET to watch Three Step Pass, was sitting at a camp table outside his tent, composing his biweekly report for Lord Northolt, the supreme army commander.

			As usual, there was little to report, other than the recent visit by the Ranger known as Halt, and his avowed intention to scale the cliffs leading to the Mountains of Rain and Night. Stuart hadn’t seen any sign of the Ranger since he had left on this expedition, and he had no idea whether Halt had been successful or not. Glancing critically at the sheer cliffs that stretched away to the southwest, he thought the negative answer was the more likely one.

			There had been a brief foray by a party of the strange bearlike creatures a few days after the Ranger had left. But they quickly returned to the pass, seemingly in panic. He hesitated about mentioning their apparent mental state in the report. It was an impression he had gained watching them as they ran pell-mell back to the safety of the pass. But in the absence of any concrete proof, he decided it was best not to mention it. Lord Northolt wanted facts in his reports, not suspicions or conjecture from his junior commanders.

			“Captain Stuart! Something’s happening!”

			He looked up from the half-completed report. One of his troopers was dashing through the campsite toward him, waving his arm to get his attention. The man had presumably run from the forward observation post, where a patrol kept constant watch over the entrance to Three Step Pass. Stuart rose, jolting the table and knocking his ink bottle over as he did. Hastily, he grabbed the sheets of his laboriously filled-out report and moved them out of harm’s way. Then he righted the bottle and looked around for a cloth to clean up the spilled ink.

			But he had no time to find one. The trooper was only a few meters away, red-faced and sweating, and his next words sent a chill of fear through Stuart.

			“They’re coming out, sir! Those beasts. They’re coming out of the pass.”

			Stuart dropped the fluttering pages of the report and grabbed his sword, leaning in its scabbard against the chair he had been sitting in. He clipped it onto the rings on his heavy belt.

			“How many?” he asked. It wasn’t unheard of for the monsters to sortie out occasionally, and so far they had never come out in great numbers.

			“We counted fifty so far. Corporal Jessup told me to come and get you.”

			Stuart was galvanized into action. Fifty of the creatures? And, judging by the trooper’s use of the words so far, there were more coming. This was a major sortie. He looked around the camp. His men were relaxing, carrying out minor chores such as laundry and meal preparation. None of them were armed or armored. He grabbed the trooper’s arm.

			“Sound the alarm!” he ordered. “Get the company armed and have them stand to at the palisade.”

			Company, he thought dismissively. Normally, a company would mean fifty men. But due to the reduced state of Duncan’s army, Stuart could muster barely twenty-seven. There would be little they could do if Morgarath’s troops were coming out in force. The trooper ran off, boots pounding through the soft grass, shouting the alarm. Stuart saw that men were beginning to react, seizing their weapons, pulling on their mail shirts and helmets. Then he turned and ran for the observation post.

			He emerged from the trees close to the camouflaged position. It was a small trench, roofed over with logs and covered in branches, dirt and grass to look like the surrounding landscape. He dashed down the shallow stairway at one end and into the dim interior. There was barely room to stand upright but he pushed his way past the three troops there to crouch beside the corporal at the observation slit. He caught his breath in shock as he saw the numbers deploying onto the open plain in front of the pass.

			Corporal Jessup saw his reaction. “I’ve counted ninety, sir. And there’s more coming.”

			The dark, heavyset figures were forming up in sections of twenty as they emerged from the pass. And this time, there were humans among them—members of Morgarath’s force. Each group of twenty seemed to be commanded by one of these. They stood out from their troops—taller and less bulky in build. All of them wore mail armor and helmets. And all of them were armed, with an assortment of swords, axes and war hammers.

			The ranks of creatures continued to grow as he watched. His throat was dry and he swallowed nervously. His small force was well outnumbered and becoming more so with each passing minute. The scene was made even more ominous by the creatures’ forming up without the sort of chatter or comment that would be heard from a human force falling into line. There were occasional grunts and snarls, and from time to time a jingle of weapons. Otherwise there was an eerie silence to it all.

			“Look, sir!” The corporal grabbed his arm, as much in panic as to gain his attention, and pointed to where a tall, black-armored figure on a white horse was emerging from the pass. More of the stooping, shambling beasts followed him.

			Stuart felt his heart rate accelerate. This was no raid, no reconnaissance sortie. This was a full-scale attack. He swung away from the observation slit and gestured to the troopers standing behind him.

			“Stay here and watch them,” he ordered. “The minute they start to move, fall back to the camp and let me know. You’ll have plenty of time,” he added reassuringly. The last thing he wanted was for the men to panic and run prematurely before he knew what Morgarath’s forces were up to.

			“I’m going back to send a message pigeon to the commander,” he explained. He didn’t want his men to think he was abandoning them to their fate.

			“What will we do if they attack, sir?” one of the troopers asked. His voice was high-pitched and querulous.

			But before Stuart could answer, Corporal Jessup rounded on the trooper with a snarl. “We fight the fell beggars!” he said. “We kill ’em till there’s no more left to kill!”

			His aggressive tone steadied the young trooper. He swallowed once or twice, his Adam’s apple working in his thin neck. Then he took a firmer hold of his spear shaft and nodded. Stuart clapped the corporal on the shoulder.

			“Well said,” he told him, although he doubted they would “kill them till there’s no more left to kill.” It would be more like “kill them until there’s none of us left.” Crouching under the low entrance, he emerged from the bunker and ran back through the trees, his riding boots clumsy and awkward, his left hand holding his sword scabbard to prevent it tangling in his legs.

			He reached the cleared ground of the campsite and looked quickly around. The men were almost all armed now and had moved to their positions by the palisade and ditch that protected the camp. He bellowed for his page and the young boy came dashing toward him, his young face ludicrous under the severe lines of the helmet that was a size too big for him.

			“Fetch me a pigeon!” he ordered. “For Castle Araluen.” He added the last as they had pigeons trained to home on various sites in the Kingdom. The young boy nodded and dashed away as Stuart grabbed pen and paper once more, selecting one of the small, flimsy message forms designed to go in the metal holder on a pigeon’s leg. He dipped his pen in the ink, glad he had rescued the bottle before it all spilled away, and paused, composing his message. Space on the form was limited and he had to be succinct. Finally, he wrote, taking his time and keeping his letters as small as possible:

			M’s army exiting 3SP. Full invasion likely.

			He frowned thoughtfully. Technically, it wasn’t an invasion. Morgarath was already in the country. But he needed to make it clear that this wasn’t a small-scale patrol or a sortie. This was Morgarath’s full force coming out to fight.

			The page came dashing back, his ridiculous helmet falling over his eyes. He held a pigeon in two hands and had no hand to adjust his headgear. He tried to shrug it back. Stuart reached out and removed it for him, dropping it onto the grass. He needed the boy to hold the pigeon steady while he inserted the message in the small cylinder on its leg.

			“Thanks, sir,” the page gasped as the captain carefully rolled the small sheet of paper. He forced himself to work slowly. If he didn’t do it carefully, the sheet wouldn’t fit into the container. His hands were shaking, and at his first attempt, the sheet rolled a little off angle. It wouldn’t fit that way, he knew. Nerves, he thought. He paused, unrolled the form and began again, working slowly and steadily. This time he got it right and the message slid easily into the metal tube.

			He tugged the cylinder, making sure it was firmly attached. Then he took the slightly ruffled bird from the boy’s hand and held it, settling it and steadying it. He could feel the tiny heart hammering against his hands like a kettle drum. The bird had sensed the nervousness of the two humans and was twitching and struggling. Stuart knew if he launched it now it was likely to fly back to its hutch and hide in fright. He slowed his breathing, stroking the little creature gently, and gradually calming it.

			“You’re small and frightened and not very bright,” he said under his breath. “And so much depends on you.”

			After what seemed ages, the bird stopped struggling and settled down, cooing gently as Stuart continued to stroke its head and make soothing noises. He looked into the clear sky above them. All they needed now was a patrolling hawk to set after the pigeon—although he knew if there was a hawk in the vicinity the little bird would have sensed it and been warbling frantically while it refused to take flight.

			Gently, using two hands, he tossed the bird into the air. Instantly, it unfurled its wings and began to fly. It soared up above the campsite, circled once to get its bearings, then sped off to the north.

			“Watch out for hawks, little one,” Stuart said. He heard pounding feet approaching and looked round to see the corporal and his men from the observation site.

			“They’re coming, sir,” Corporal Jessup reported. “Coming straight at us.”

			Forcing a calmness he didn’t feel, Stuart nodded. He reached down and loosened his sword in its scabbard. His shield was hanging on a low forked branch driven into the ground outside his tent. He picked it up, slid his left arm into the straps and gestured toward the men formed up at the palisade. It was constructed of heavy saplings cut down and driven vertically into the ground, held together by twisted rope at its top and bottom. Outside, there was a ditch a meter deep, with its bottom and sides lined with sharpened stakes.

			Captain Stuart joined his men at the palisade, where a walkway had been built around the inside to allow the defenders to reach over the top. He felt the eyes of his small force upon him. He glanced around and saw the corporal from the observation post. He smiled at the grim-faced veteran, who nodded back. Then he raised his voice.

			“Men!” he shouted. “Morgarath and his shaggy, evil-smelling creatures are on their way.” He had no idea how the thickset beasts smelled, but it was a safe assumption that they would stink. And none of his men knew any better. He caught the corporal’s eyes again. “Corporal! What are we going to do to them?”

			The corporal drew his sword. It was a simple, brass-hilted weapon that had seen years of service. And it was razor sharp, Stuart noticed. “We kill ’em till there’s no more left to kill!” the corporal shouted, and there was an answering roar from the men at the palisade. Then the men fell silent as they saw dark figures moving out of the trees.

			•   •   •

			Morgarath surveyed the battle scene dispassionately. None of the defenders had survived. The palisade had been smashed and torn down by his Wargals. They cut through the rope binding at top and bottom with axes, disregarding the spear thrusts from the defenders that came through the gaps in the fence. Then they levered the uprights apart with their spears. Finally, they used their bare hands to claw the fence down, even as they died.

			The beasts then swarmed through the gap and overwhelmed the defenders, ignoring their own casualties, scrambling over their comrades’ dead and dying bodies to reach the enemy. Killing and killing, even as they died themselves.

			Morgarath had lost twenty-five of them in the assault. But the losses meant nothing to him. He could afford them. And this was his first chance to blood his new troops. They crouched and sat on the blood-soaked field now, snuffling and snarling to themselves as their leader walked among them, letting praise for them radiate out through his thoughts.

			He stopped and called to the men who followed him. “Captains! Here!”

			These were men who served him at Castle Gorlan, men who were his loyal followers for years. Previously, they had commanded his men-at-arms. Now each one would be in command of a force of eighty or ninety Wargals. The beasts had learned to understand and obey simple word commands, and Morgarath conditioned them to follow the leadership of the captains without hesitation. Now Morgarath would set them free to terrorize the fiefs and villages of the Kingdom. To burn, to loot and to kill.

			His ten subordinates formed a rough half circle around him, ready for their final orders.

			“You all have your objectives,” he said, and they nodded, murmuring confirmation. Each one had a series of villages to raid and loot. “Strike each one quickly and without mercy. Seize their harvest, burn their houses and kill the villagers. Smash down their castles if you can.” His troops had no siege equipment, but many of the fief castles were small and might be taken by surprise by a ruthless and determined group. And with eighty or ninety Wargals in each troop, they would outnumber most of the garrisons they were attacking.

			“If we spread fear and destruction through the Kingdom, we will prevent the fiefs sending reinforcements to Duncan’s army. They’ll want to protect their own homes and villages. And not only will we starve Duncan of men, we’ll starve him literally. He’ll be depending on the harvest to feed his men. So we’ll take it first. We’ll feast while he starves.”

			There was a fierce murmur of approval from the men facing him.

			“So spread out and sow fear and confusion in the Kingdom. Then in three weeks, we’ll rally at Twin River Forks.” He named a spot a few kilometers south of Castle Araluen.

			“We’ll catch Duncan unawares, with his men hungry and his numbers depleted. And in a month, we will rule in Araluen!”

			His voice rose as he spoke the last few words and the assembled captains cheered. The Wargals looked up curiously. Some of them stirred nervously. They hadn’t understood the words, but the passion and fury in Morgarath’s speech was all too obvious. The disturbance spread through their ranks. They rose to their feet and brandished their weapons, grunting and growling through their grotesque mouths.

			Morgarath looked out at them and smiled. Duncan had no idea what was about to hit him.
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			ACROSS THE SOUTHERN THIRD OF ARALUEN, AS FAR AS THE eye could see, the sky was stained with columns of smoke, rising from the fiefs where Morgarath’s forces were wreaking havoc and destruction. The smell of smoke was everywhere, along with another smell: the sweet, sickly, rotting smell of dead bodies—animals for the most part. The carcasses of sheep and cattle lay bloated and rotting in the sun. But here and there one could find human bodies as well—farmhands and villagers who had dared to stand and defend their property against the remorseless tide of the Wargals.

			They were poorly armed for the most part and stood no chance against the savage raiders. They were killed, and their farms and villages were put to the torch.

			Crops waiting to be harvested were burned in the fields—after Morgarath’s army had taken all they could carry.

			The small number of men-at-arms and knights who were present in the fiefs fared little better. They killed some of the Wargals, who attacked fearlessly and without thought for their own losses. But they were all too soon overwhelmed. They either died defending their territories or escaped to hide in the forests.

			The barons were a little better off. They remained in their fortified castles while the tide of Wargals ebbed and flowed around them. The Wargals had no siege towers, trebuchets or battering rams, so most of the castles stood firm and unyielding. But their garrisons were always outnumbered and it would be suicide to venture out and attack the rampaging beasts.

			Some of the smaller castles, with garrisons numbering less than twenty armed men, succumbed to attack by scaling ladders. Once the Wargals got inside the walls, the fate of the inhabitants was sealed. There was no surrender. The Wargals didn’t recognize the word. So the surviving barons remained in their castles, husbanding their forces against attack.

			As Morgarath had predicted, the presence of his marauding forces was starving Duncan of men. Whereas previously they might have returned to bolster his numbers, now they were held back as protection against an attack that could come at any time.

			With their womenfolk and villagers to protect, the barons couldn’t risk leaving their walls bare of defenders. A few did compromise, splitting their forces and sending half to reinforce Duncan. But many of those small parties were caught in the open by the rampaging beasts from the mountains. Fifteen men against eighty or ninety blood-crazed Wargals wasn’t a contest.

			And Morgarath’s human commanders, adhering to their leader’s orders, always ensured that one or two of the men caught this way were left alive, and allowed to escape. They quickly spread the word of how futile it was to send levies to the King’s army, and the practice ceased.

			“How many of these creatures does he have?” Duncan asked, running his fingers through his hair. On every side, he was staring disaster in the face as Morgarath out-thought him and outmaneuvered him. The King simply didn’t have enough men to face Morgarath in an all-out battle. And that was the only way the former Baron of Gorlan would ever be defeated.

			“Close to a thousand,” Halt said.

			“We can’t fight that many,” Lord Northolt said thoughtfully.

			Duncan rounded on him with some asperity. “I know that! Tell me something I don’t know!” he snapped. Then he calmed down. “I’m sorry, Northolt. I know you’re only doing your job.”

			“All I meant, sir, was that at this stage, we can’t afford to stand and face them. Castle Araluen is a formidable defensive position, but once Morgarath concentrates his forces again, we’d be trapped inside it. We’d find ourselves in a stalemate, unable to sortie and drive off his army. If we’re to have any chance, we’ll have to use different tactics, retreating to favorable defensive positions and wearing them down as they try to attack us.”

			“Retreating never won a battle,” Duncan said heavily.

			Lord Northolt nodded. “No, sir. But it’s the only course left to us. At least this way we can choose the ground we’re fighting on. And we’ll be buying time, so that the fiefs can send us reinforcements.”

			“You’re suggesting we abandon Castle Araluen?” the King asked.

			“Yes, sir. With a small garrison. If you’re not here, there’s no reason for Morgarath to lay siege. He’ll bypass it and come after us. Besides . . .” Northolt paused, flushing awkwardly.

			The King gestured for him to continue.

			“Well, sir, I doubt he’ll want to damage the castle too badly. He’ll want it for himself if he beats us.”

			The King said nothing for a moment, realizing the truth of Northolt’s words. Then he turned to Halt. “Is there no way to defeat these beasts, Halt?”

			Halt hesitated, then replied. “I thought there might be a way. The old hermit told me that they had an irrational fear of horses. And they scattered when I rode Abelard straight at them. Cavalry might be the answer.”

			Sir David looked up with interest. But then he shook his head. “We’re short of cavalry. We have barely one hundred and twenty troopers. We can’t use them up in a headlong attack against nine hundred of these things.”

			Halt nodded. “Understood. And of course, Morgarath is aware of this weakness. I saw him trying to drill it out of them on the plateau. If he’s decided to attack now, he must have succeeded to some extent.”

			Northolt had been studying a map of the surrounding fiefs as Halt and David had been speaking. He jabbed his finger on a spot twenty kilometers to the northeast of Castle Araluen.

			“My lord, I suggest we withdraw to this position initially—the Ashdown Cut.”

			Halt, Crowley, David and the King gathered around him, studying the map as he explained further.

			“It’s a narrow valley with sloping ground either side, covered with thick forest. Morgarath won’t be able to deploy his forces on a wide front. They’ll be concentrated in the valley, where they’ll make a perfect target for our archers.”

			“Not that I have many archers,” Duncan pointed out. “Most of them were villagers who left for the harvest. And they haven’t come back.”

			“We’ve got eighteen Rangers,” Crowley pointed out. “Twenty including Halt and me. We should be able to lay down a fairly considerable barrage.”

			Duncan looked at him. “Good idea. I hadn’t thought of using Rangers en masse,” he said. “I always think of you lot fighting as individuals.”

			Crowley shrugged. “Usually, we do. But this is a special situation.”

			Northolt began rolling up the map. “We should get the army ready to move as soon as possible,” he said. “At the moment, all the advantages lie with Morgarath. He can choose when to concentrate his forces again and attack us. We should be ready for him.”

			Duncan nodded agreement. “Do it then.” Then he held out a hand to stop his battle master putting the map back in its protective leather cylinder. “Just a moment,” he said, as a thought struck him. “Let me see that again.”

			Northolt rolled the chart out again, placing small weights at each corner to keep it flat. Duncan leaned over and studied it, frowning.

			“Yes. I thought so,” he said at length, then tapped two locations on the map. “If we move to this Ashdown Cut you’re suggesting, we’ll be some distance north of Woldon Abbey, where the Queen is. That leaves her rather exposed if Morgarath sends any of his troops that way.”

			An uncomfortable silence fell. Halt finally broke it.

			“There’s no reason why he should,” he said. “There’s no castle nearby, and no large villages that would draw his attention.”

			“Still, she is rather exposed there,” Northolt agreed. He glanced at Crowley. “Her bodyguard is still with her, of course?”

			Crowley nodded. “Yes. But there are only seven of them—five men-at-arms and two archers. We had no idea that Morgarath was going to start the battle when I escorted her there.” He turned an unhappy look on the King. “I’d be loath to move her again so soon, sir,” he said. “The journey took a lot out of her and it could be dangerous to make her travel again.”

			It was an awkward situation. Duncan couldn’t help feeling that by moving with his army to the northeast, he was abandoning his wife to the dangers of the marauding Wargals. Yet he knew only too well how weak she was, and how dangerous another journey might be for her.

			“We’ll keep an eye on it,” he said at length. “First sign that Morgarath is moving in that direction, get down there and get her out, Crowley.”

			“Yes, sir.” The Commandant nodded.

			Halt looked at him. “I’ll come with you.”

			But the King demurred. “No. I want you here. You can get the Rangers organized into an archery force. And I may need you for further scouting. We really have to know when Morgarath is planning to gather his troops. He won’t keep raiding forever. Sooner or later, he’s going to want to attack in force. And we need to be ready for him.”

			•   •   •

			Morgarath was in his pavilion, dining alone, when the prisoner was brought before him.

			He was a miserable-looking creature who had appeared in Morgarath’s camp, riding a sway-backed mule that had definitely seen better days. Before the Wargal sentries could kill him out of hand—as was their practice—one of the human officers had heard the man screaming that he had important news for Lord Morgarath and had interceded, clubbing the shaggy beasts away from the man with the haft of a spear. The Wargals snarled angrily at him but they backed away. Discipline had been heavily and painfully ingrained in them. None of the creatures dared to defy one of Morgarath’s officers. They might snap and growl and bare their evil fangs, but they would always back down.

			Morgarath looked at the shivering figure crouched before him. The man was terrified. A first encounter with Wargals had that effect, the Black Lord thought. The man kept his eyes down, refusing to make eye contact.

			“Your name?” Morgarath asked. If the situation required it, he could rage and rant in a fury, but right now he knew it was more effective to speak softly. Soft his voice may be, but there was a definite undertone of menace behind it.

			“Luke, sir,” the wretched man mumbled. “Luke Follows.”

			“Look at me when you talk to me,” Morgarath ordered, his tone suddenly brisk. He wanted to look at the man’s eyes when they spoke. Undoubtedly, some of what he said would be lies, and Morgarath needed to see his eyes to judge that. The man named Luke reluctantly raised his eyes to meet Morgarath’s icy stare. They dropped again and Morgarath leaned forward, about to issue a stinging rebuke. Then Luke raised his eyes once more and the Black Lord relaxed in his chair, slicing segments off a peach.

			“Why are you here?”

			Luke Follows hesitated. “I’m an honest plowman, my lord. That’s why they call me Follows. I follows the plow, like—”

			Morgarath raised the hand holding the knife to stop the outburst. “You may be a plowman but I doubt you’re honest. In my experience, few people are.”

			Follows frowned, uncertain whether to proceed or not. Morgarath set the knife down sharply on the table and the man started at the sudden noise.

			“More likely, you’re a brigand,” Morgarath said and, when Follows drew breath to deny the charge, he waved him to silence. “Regardless, that is not what I asked you. Why are you here?”

			Follows’s eyes darted away. Morgarath drew in his breath with an angry hiss, and the man met his gaze.

			“Information, my lord. I have information for you.”

			Morgarath made a rolling gesture with his right hand. Taking that to be an invitation to continue, Follows took a breath and spoke further.

			“I saw something at Woldon Abbey, my lord. Something important.”

			Morgarath snorted derisively. “Who are you to tell me what’s important?” he asked. Then, seeing that his scorn had discouraged Follows’s flow of words, he made the rolling gesture once more. “Go on.”

			“It was a carriage, my lord. A fine carriage. It brought a woman there—a fine lady. The Abbess herself greeted her.”

			Morgarath was shaking his head. “Woldon Abbey? I’ve never heard of it. What is it? Where is it?”

			“It’s a healing spa, my lord. About four days’ ride northwest of here.”

			“And why should I be interested in the arrival of this lady—albeit in a fine carriage, as you say?”

			Follows hesitated. He swallowed twice, his Adam’s apple sliding up and down in his throat. Then he committed himself.

			“I think she was the Queen, my lord.”

			Morgarath, for once, was speechless. He recoiled in his chair, his dark eyes burning into the cringing figure before him. Then he recovered.

			“The Queen? Are you sure?”

			Again, Follows swallowed nervously, wondering what would be his fate if he were wrong. But there was no going back now. He nodded several times.

			“I heard them call her ‘your majesty,’ lord. She had an escort of men-at-arms—and one of those gray Rangers.”

			The former Baron’s lips twisted at the mention of the hated Rangers. But if the escort had been commanded by a Ranger, this was an important person indeed.

			“Is he still there?” he asked.

			Follows shook his head. “He left. But the soldiers stayed. Around ten of them, there were.”

			Morgarath turned toward the canvas-covered doorway to the outer chamber of the pavilion.

			“Plummer!” he called. “Come in here. Bring a map of the southwest.”

			There was a slight pause, then the canvas was pulled aside and his cadaverous second in command entered, a large chart in his hand. Morgarath gestured for him to lay it on the table.

			“Woldon Abbey,” he said. “Where is it?”

			Plummer paused while he studied the map, then pointed to a stylized illustration of a building.

			“Here, sir.”

			Morgarath craned to look, musing to himself. “Not near any castles or large villages. Do we have any forces there?”

			Plummer shook his head. “No reason to, sir. As you said, the abbey’s the only thing there. Our nearest troop would be Algar’s fifty. They’d be . . .” He hesitated, studying the map and measuring distances. “Maybe five days’ march away.”

			Morgarath thought quickly. “Send a message to him. Have him take thirty of his Wargals and make a forced march to this abbey. He can leave the remaining twenty under his sergeant to continue raiding.”

			“Yes, my lord. And what is he to look for at this abbey?”

			“There’s a woman there—a guest. I want her taken, but I want her unharmed. And he is to bring her to me.”

			“A woman, sir?” his underling repeated. He wanted to be sure of Morgarath’s order.

			Morgarath smiled at him. But it was a smile that would chill the blood.

			“Her name is Rosalind, Plummer. She’s the Queen.”
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			DUNCAN WAS PACING THROUGH THE NEAT TENT LINES OF HIS army. His quartermaster was beside him, hurrying to keep up with the King’s long-legged strides, a sheaf of reports and lists fluttering in his hands.

			The King liked to be seen by his men, liked to talk to them. Many of them he knew by name and he knew that made a gigantic difference to their morale.

			Mind you, their morale needed all the help it could get these days. Duncan glanced down one row of tents, perfectly aligned and with their flaps furled at exactly the same angle. The tents were set up in the parkland in front of Castle Araluen. Large as the castle was, there wasn’t enough room in its grounds for such an influx of men.

			“So, Abel,” he said to the quartermaster, “what is our position with supplies?”

			Abel didn’t need to consult his papers. He glanced unhappily at the King. “I’ve cut rations by a quarter, my lord. In another three days, I’ll have to cut back to half rations.”

			Duncan frowned. “That’s not a lot for a man to march and fight on.”

			The quartermaster shrugged. “I could keep issuing three-quarter rations, my lord, but we’ll be out of food in two weeks if I do. As it is, we’ll barely have enough till the end of the month.”

			Duncan paused and scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I’ll have Crowley send the Rangers out hunting,” he said. “And we’ll send to the fiefs north of here for supplies. So far, they haven’t been hit by the Wargals.”

			“Aye, my lord. But they know they will be eventually, and they’re sure to hold back most of the food for themselves.”

			“I’ll take it from them at sword point if necessary,” Duncan said grimly. But in his heart, he knew he would never do it. That would only alienate his people and drive them into Morgarath’s camp. He would have to make do with whatever they gave him willingly.

			He paused, studying a tent they were passing. The breeze seemed to be setting it billowing more than its neighbors and he knelt to look at the sliding turnbuckle on the main guy rope. He stood up, dusting his knees, and glanced around to where a sergeant was sitting inside the tent on his palliasse, honing the blade of his sword.

			“Sergeant?” he called softly.

			The man looked up, recognized the King and leapt hastily to his feet, remembering to keep his head bowed so that he didn’t slam it into the heavy ridgepole that ran the length of the tent.

			“Yes, sir . . . your majesty!” he said. He realized he was holding a naked blade in the presence of the King—a serious breach of manners—and hastily dropped it onto the straw mattress. He stepped out into the sunlight.

			The King gestured for him to relax. “Stand easy, Sergeant.” Duncan looked more closely at the homely face, recognition dawning. “You’re Hollis, aren’t you? Noel Hollis?”

			The man smiled, shaking his head slightly at the King’s powers of memory and recognition. He had served with Duncan several years back, during a short border war with the Picts.

			“That’s right, your majesty.”

			“You’re a sergeant now, I see,” Duncan said easily. He recalled that Hollis had been a lance corporal when last they knew each other. The man was a good soldier and had obviously been rewarded with a promotion.

			Hollis nodded his head, still grinning. “That’s right, sir. I were a lance-jack back in the old days.”

			“Well, Hollis, I notice this guy rope has worked itself loose. The turnbuckle has slipped.” He indicated the offending rope. The turnbuckle was a sliding piece that was used to tighten the rope, pulling it double, then twisting to create friction and hold it in place. “If any sort of wind gets up, it’s likely to let go and then you’ll have that ridgepole down on your head.”

			“Thank you, sir. Sorry, sir,” Hollis said quickly. He dropped to one knee and adjusted the offending guy rope, pulling it taut, so that the canvas of the tent no longer flapped loosely. He twisted the turnbuckle, making sure it was firm and tight, not allowing further slippage. Then he stood. “These things slip eventually, sir,” he said, by way of apology.

			Duncan nodded. “Aye. They do. All the more reason to check them morning and night, Sergeant.”

			“I’ll do that, sir, never fear.”

			Duncan grinned. “Good man. I don’t have enough soldiers to have any wounded by falling tent poles.” He raised a hand in farewell and turned away, resuming his long-striding inspection of the camp.

			The quartermaster, caught napping again, had to skip a couple of steps to catch up. He looked up at the King with new respect.

			“Do you know all the men’s names, sir?” he asked.

			Duncan shook his head, then smiled ruefully. “No. Although I’ve so few I might as well. I just try to remember men who’ve served with me before.”

			The quartermaster nodded thoughtfully. The King’s sharp memory was a useful skill for a leader, he thought. He knew the men respected Duncan for his courage and fighting ability, and his grasp of tactics. But they loved him because they knew he saw them as people—as individuals, not as a mass of faceless men that he could order into battle and watch die. Duncan cared for his men and they knew it. That meant if he asked them to fight, they knew it was necessary and they’d obey implicitly.

			“Your majesty! Your majesty!”

			The voice reached them from the end of the tent line they had been walking down. Duncan turned and saw a young man in a messenger’s uniform waving to him, half running along the lane that separated the tents, clumsy in his high riding boots. As he called out, heads appeared at the tent entrances, as soldiers looked curiously to see who was shouting for the King.

			Duncan held up a hand as the youth came closer. “Calm down, Thomas,” he said, and once more the quartermaster shook his head in quiet admiration. “Don’t let everyone see you’re excited or they’ll all be wondering what’s going on.”

			“Sorry, your majesty,” the young man replied, rather breathlessly. He came to a halt and paused to straighten his uniform, which had become disheveled as he ran searching for the King. His weapon belt had slid around so that the long dirk he carried was in the center of his back, rather than at his side. And his purse had moved to the front of his belly, where it banged dangerously at his crotch. He set himself to rights as the King waited calmly. Then, still red faced and breathless, he handed the King a message form.

			“This just came in from the south, your majesty,” he said.

			Duncan broke the seal and opened the message, frowning as he read the text. “Find Lord Northolt, and Rangers Crowley and Halt. Have them all report to my office immediately,” he said.

			The messenger nodded and turned away, breaking into a shambling run once more as he headed to carry out the task. Duncan followed, striding quickly to the headquarters section of the camp, where his large pavilion was set up.

			The quartermaster followed hastily, wondering if this would entail more problems for his beleaguered staff. Whatever the content of the message, it didn’t appear to have put the King in a positive mood, he thought.

			“Is it bad news, my lord?” he ventured to ask.

			Duncan looked at him, his eyes burning, without breaking stride.

			“Very bad news,” he said.

			•   •   •

			The three senior officers gathered in Duncan’s pavilion within a matter of minutes. Duncan was waiting for them, seated behind his travel desk, his long legs splayed out, as was his custom. The quartermaster, sensing that this meeting was above his rank, had quietly gone back to the large tents he used as storerooms. Duncan nodded perfunctorily as the others arrived and greeted him, then got straight down to business.

			He tapped the message sheet he had been given. “There’s a troop of Wargals to the southeast, near Sandalford Wood, who have been raiding villages and smaller castles. They’ve been gradually moving northwest, but now thirty of them have changed direction and they’re heading north.”

			Lord Northolt strode to the map set on an easel to one side of the room. He studied it, finding the small wood Duncan had named, and tracing a line north with his finger.

			“There’s nothing there,” he said. Then he looked more closely and his face fell. “Oh no,” he said quietly.

			“Exactly,” the King said. “That course will take them to Woldon Abbey. The message estimates they’ll be there in three days—possibly less.”

			The two Rangers joined Lord Northolt at the map, studying it intently.

			“Is there anything else they could be heading for?” Halt asked.

			Crowley shook his head, his lips set in a tight line. “Nothing worth their while,” he said. “A small hamlet or two, with less than a dozen people in each.”

			“It’s pretty obvious they’re heading for the abbey,” Duncan said in a flat voice. “My guess is, someone has betrayed the Queen’s presence to Morgarath.” He looked at Crowley. “Go and get her out of there, Crowley. They mustn’t get their hands on her.”

			Crowley nodded, but shifted his feet uncertainly. “That may not be easy, sir,” he said. “The trip there took a lot out of the Queen. It might be dangerous to move her again so soon.”

			“Might be dangerous?” Duncan replied bitterly. “It definitely will be dangerous to leave her there, with a marauding squad of Wargals on the way. How many in the bodyguard?” he asked, although he already knew the answer.

			“Seven, sir. Five men-at-arms and two archers. I brought the others back with me because I knew we were short of them.”

			“Seven men in all,” Duncan mused.

			Halt shook his head. “They won’t do much against thirty Wargals.”

			The King switched his gaze to the bearded Ranger. “They don’t have to do much. They just have to buy time for Crowley to get the Queen away.”

			Their eyes locked for a few seconds, and Halt saw the pain and the determination in the King’s gaze. The men would have to stand and fight for as long as they could, without any prospect of surrender or retreat. Not for the first time, Halt found himself thinking that he was glad he wasn’t a king, or even a commander. All too often, kings had to make decisions that sent other men to certain death. This was one of those times, he knew. And he saw that Duncan was all too aware of the fact as well. He looked down. He didn’t want the King to see the light of condemnation in his own eyes. He understood the necessity for Duncan’s decision, yet he wondered whether he could have made it himself.

			Crowley watched the two of them. Halt, he sensed, was on the brink of saying something that he would regret—that they all would regret.

			“I’d better go and get Cropper saddled,” he said quietly, breaking the lock between the two men.

			Halt glanced at him gratefully, knowing how close he had come. “I’ll give you a hand.”

			“Crowley,” the King said, and the sandy-haired Ranger stopped, turning back to his leader, eyebrows arched in a question. “If it’s not safe for her travel the full distance, take her into the woods and hide her there. Just keep her away from Morgarath’s evil creatures.”

			“I’ll keep her safe, sir. Depend on it,” Crowley said. Then, jerking his head for Halt to follow, he turned for the doorway once more.
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			HALT HAD TAKEN OVER CROWLEY’S COMMAND TENT IN THE camp outside Castle Araluen. Like Duncan, Crowley had a suite of rooms inside the castle, but he found it more convenient to have his headquarters close to the army camp, and his force of Rangers.

			“Too many stairs to be constantly going back and forth to the castle,” he had told Halt, with an easy grin.

			It was a large one-roomed pavilion, with a desk in the center and a camp bed along one canvas wall. There was little else in the way of furnishings. Crowley wanted to be ready to move at a moment’s notice. When the army moved out and marched for Ashdown Cut, he would probably leave the tent, table and bed behind, making do with his small one-man Ranger tent and his bedroll.

			Halt sat at the table now, scowling as he studied the list of Rangers that Farrel passed to him. He hated paperwork. But it was necessary for him to get an idea of the men he would be commanding in Crowley’s absence.

			Nine of them he knew already, of course. They were the ones who had joined him and Crowley as they had moved through the Kingdom recruiting a force of Rangers loyal to the King and willing to face Morgarath. Nine, he thought sadly. There had been ten before poor Pritchard was killed outside the tunnel through which Morgarath had escaped from Castle Gorlan.

			But their numbers had been boosted since word had spread abroad of Morgarath’s retreat to the Mountains of Rain and Night. A further nine former Rangers had made their way back to Araluen to resume their service to the King. Hopefully, more would follow. They had been scattered to other countries by Morgarath’s determined persecution of the Corps. Most had been wrongfully accused of major crimes and forced to resign—and flee the country.

			Halt muttered angrily. Crowley was far better equipped to assess them than he was. Crowley probably knew most of them, whereas Halt was a relative newcomer to the Kingdom and to the Ranger Corps.

			He had to admit, however, that Farrel was an enormous help. Even though he was still incapacitated with a badly broken leg, he could attend to administrative work. And he was one of the older Rangers. He knew all of the returning Rangers—if not personally, at least by name and reputation. He and Halt had been going through the records and he was giving Halt a quick assessment of the men.

			In most cases, the assessments were positive. That was hardly surprising as the Rangers were a handpicked group. But at least one of them had caused him to raise his eyebrows warily.

			“Denison,” Farrel said now, tapping the file. “He could prove to be a problem.”

			Halt glanced at the sheet in front of him. The man had been a Ranger for ten years. That should have meant he would be a solid addition to their small force.

			“What’s wrong with him?” he asked bluntly.

			Farrel pursed his lips, trying to frame his answer as fairly as possible. “Well . . . he can be a little arrogant. A little full of his own importance, if you know what I mean. I sensed when he first arrived that he was wondering why Crowley had been appointed Commandant. Denison is more experienced. He’s been a Ranger far longer than Crowley.”

			“Doesn’t mean he’s a better man,” Halt said.

			Farrel nodded agreement. “That’s true. You know it and I know it. Probably Crowley does too. But don’t try to tell that to Denison. Since he arrived, I’ve been expecting a confrontation between him and Crowley—along the lines of, Why should I take orders from you, you jumped-up whippersnapper?”

			“And of course, I’m not only younger than Crowley and newer in the job, I’m a foreigner to boot,” Halt said.

			Farrel drummed his fingers on the table, trying to find a tactful way to agree. Then he decided there was no need for tact.

			“Exactly,” he said. “I think he’ll resent it if you start bossing him around.”

			Halt pursed his lips. “I don’t plan on bossing him around, as you put it. But surely he won’t disobey a direct order.”

			“He shouldn’t, that’s for sure. Just don’t be surprised if he does.”

			“Wonderful,” Halt muttered. “Just what I need.”

			He looked up at the tent entrance as Crowley’s clerk peered around. Timothy was a young man, barely out of his teens. But he read and wrote prodigiously well, and Crowley had recruited him as a clerk.

			“Halt?” he said. “The men are assembled outside.”

			He jerked his head back over his shoulder, indicating the cleared space outside, in front of the tent. Halt had called an assembly of the eighteen Rangers he had been left to command. Crowley had spent the past week getting to know them and assessing them. Halt hadn’t seen the need: That was Crowley’s job and he was welcome to it. Now he had been caught out by his lack of attention.

			“I’ll be right out,” he said. He stood, gathering the files together in one bundle. Farrel was having a difficult time standing from the low chair he had taken. Halt seized his upper arm and heaved him to his feet. Farrel nodded his gratitude.

			“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll be glad when this leg has healed.” He set his wooden crutch under his armpit and loped out behind Halt.

			Seventeen pairs of eyes looked up expectantly as the two Rangers emerged into the sunlight. Halt scanned the group keenly. Half were strangers, although he had seen them around the camp over the past few days.

			All were dressed in the Ranger uniform and most of them were shorter than average height—although with powerful shoulders built up by years of practice with the heavy longbows they all carried. Constant practice with an eighty-pound draw did wonders for the development of shoulder and back muscles, Halt mused to himself.

			He realized that he’d been standing gawking at them for some seconds now, and they were obviously expecting him to say something. After all, he had called this meeting. He noticed one man on the outskirts of the group, leaning nonchalantly on his longbow. He was taller than the others and had a swarthy face, dominated by a large, aquiline nose.

			I’ll bet that’s Denison, he thought. Then he finally found his voice.

			“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. As ever when he was nervous, the Hibernian burr in his words was more heavily accented than normal.

			There was a mumbled chorus in reply. He sensed an air of expectation in the group. They assumed they were going to hear their assignments for the next week or two. He considered what he was about to say.

			They’re not going to like it, he thought.

			“Some of you I know already,” he continued, letting his gaze travel around the semicircle of men. He was answered by nods and even grins from the group he and Crowley referred to as the originals. The remainder regarded him expectantly. They were neither friendly nor unfriendly. They were waiting to see what to make of him.

			“The rest of you, I’m sure I’ll get to know quickly,” he said.

			“What are our assignments?” one of the men asked. He was a short and rather stout character. He was going bald on top and his hair formed a wispy fringe around the crown of his head.

			“I’ll get to that . . .” Halt paused expectantly, holding the other man’s gaze, a note of inquiry in his voice and expression.

			The Ranger got the message. “Cedric.”

			Halt gave him a friendly nod. “Cedric. Thank you. As I said, I’ll get to your assignments, but first I need to know who’s who. Let’s start with you.” He indicated a younger man on the left-hand end of the line. “Just step forward and give me your name if you would. I hope I’ll remember them. If not, bear with me.”

			He essayed a grin but none of them returned it. So much for pleasantries, he thought.

			The young Ranger declined to step forward. There was really no need to do so, Halt realized on reflection.

			“I’m Robert,” he said. “Five years’ service.”

			That’s four more than me, Halt thought. Then the next man spoke.

			“Bedford. Fifteen years.”

			And so it went on round the line, each man giving his name and length of service, Halt acknowledging each with a curt nod. Finally, it came to the taller, swarthy man at the extreme right-hand end of the line, standing back a few paces.

			“Denison,” he said. “Ten years.”

			Aside from Bedford, at fifteen years, Denison had served longer than any of the others. Halt regarded him with interest. “I’m sure I’ll draw heavily on your experience and advice, Denison,” he said.

			Denison raised one shoulder in a dismissive shrug. “I’m sure,” he agreed. But his tone was considerably less than agreeable. Halt chose to ignore the challenge implicit in the man’s voice.

			“And as you all probably know, I’m Halt. And I’ve been serving the King for a little over eighteen months now.”

			The Rangers shuffled their feet and exchanged glances. They seemed singularly unimpressed by his length of service. He couldn’t really blame them. He cleared his throat and continued.

			“As Cedric indicated, you’re all wanting to know what your assignments are for the next few weeks. Well, you have one. Archery. The King doesn’t have enough archers, so we’re going to be his archery force. We’re withdrawing to a place called the Ashdown Cut, where Morgarath’s army can only attack us on a narrow front. I figure that nineteen of us can make a pretty sizable hole in his numbers.”

			“Twenty,” Farrel corrected him. “I might have a broken leg, but I can still shoot.”

			Halt grinned at him. “Twenty then. We’ll take them on at Ashdown Cut, then withdraw again to another spot of our choosing.”

			“And what’s the point of all this running away?” Denison demanded.

			Halt met his gaze evenly. “We’re buying time,” he said. “We’re chipping away at his numbers, fighting him on ground that we choose, and giving the fiefs time to reinforce us. Once Morgarath is engaged with the main army, the barons won’t need to keep their men at home to defend their villages and castles. As Morgarath’s strength declines, ours will grow, until we can face him and defeat him once and for all.”

			Most of the Rangers nodded. They could see the sense of what he said. He added something he knew they wouldn’t like.

			“That means I need to see how well you shoot,” he said. “I know how good the nine men who’ve been serving with Crowley and me are. But I need to see how good the rest of you are.”

			Their disapproving expressions told him he’d been right. On the other hand, several of the originals made no attempt to hide their grins.

			“It seems to me,” said Denison, “that we’re all being too frightened by these fuzzy-wuzzy creatures Morgarath has recruited.” Several of the others made noises of agreement. “I say we attack him now and have done with it.”

			“These fuzzy-wuzzy creatures you talk about,” Halt replied, keeping his voice low to contain his anger, “are totally ruthless, totally fearless. They will climb over each other’s dead bodies to get at us and kill us. I have seen them tear a man to pieces. And he has nearly a thousand of them.”

			That brought a few startled expressions from them. Nobody had told them so far how many Wargals Morgarath had recruited. The Rangers exchanged uncertain looks. But Denison plowed on.

			“I’m more than a little concerned,” he said, “that our leadership group is lacking in experience. We have a new King and a Ranger Commandant who’s still wet behind the ears.” He paused, and looked meaningfully at Halt. “Then there’s you.”

			Farrel had been standing behind Halt and to the left, leaning on his crutch. Now he shuffled forward to stand level with Halt.

			“Denison,” he said pleasantly, “how did you spend the past eighteen months?”

			Denison scowled at him. “As you know, I was forced to leave the Kingdom. I obtained employment with Baron Heinrich von Grall of Teutlandt. I was commander of his foresters.”

			“In other words, you were a glorified gamekeeper,” Farrel sneered. “That sounds pretty dangerous. I’m surprised you weren’t gored by an enraged stag.”

			Denison opened his mouth to reply, but Farrel forestalled him, raising his voice to talk over him.

			“Let me tell you what Halt was doing while you were chasing bucks and does,” he said. “Halt and Crowley decided that something had to be done about Morgarath. A lot of us felt that way, but they were the ones who did something about it. They scoured the Kingdom, searching for Rangers who hadn’t run off to Teutlandt at the first sign of trouble.”

			Denison flushed and Halt noticed that a few of the other Rangers suddenly looked down, as if they’d found their shoes very interesting.

			Farrel kept on. “They captured one of Morgarath’s messengers and discovered the plot he was hatching. They rescued Prince Duncan from Castle Wildriver and sent the rest of us to capture the man who was impersonating him on the northern frontier. Then they led us all at Castle Gorlan while King Duncan and Baron Arald faced off against Morgarath and drove him back into his castle, not to mention organizing the rescue of King Oswald from Gorlan. Since then, Halt has reconnoitered Morgarath’s stronghold in the Mountains of Rain and Night—something no one else has been able to do—and brought back vital information on these terrible beasts he has recruited.

			“On top of that, he rides better than most of us and shoots better than all of us. He’s no beginner. He was trained for four years by Pritchard. Some of you may remember him.”

			The newer additions to the group exchanged looks. They were impressed by Halt’s credentials, as enunciated by Farrel.

			“Now I, for one, am happy to follow his lead and obey his orders. And I think that goes for the rest of us who have followed him and Crowley for the past year and a half.”

			He paused and looked around the group. The Rangers who had campaigned against Morgarath all growled agreement. The others reluctantly signified their assent. Only Denison remained recalcitrant. He tried another tack.

			“You say we’re buying time until the fiefs reinforce us,” he said. “What makes you think that’ll happen?”

			Halt smiled and pointed to the edge of the forest beneath the park. A party of armed men was riding slowly up the slope toward them. There were at least forty of them, and he could make out the blue-and-gold banners of Castle Redmont. The rider at the head of the column was unmistakable. It was Baron Arald.

			The Rangers watched as the new arrivals drew closer. Then Arald detached from the group and cantered toward them. He greeted Halt and Farrel cheerfully.

			“Morning, Halt. Morning, Farrel. How’s the leg?”

			Farrel smiled. “Hurts like blazes, sir. But it’s mending. It’s good to see you.”

			“Have the enemy gone from Redmont Fief, sir?” Halt asked.

			Arald shook his head, his cheerful expression fading at the mention of the Wargals overrunning his fief.

			“No. But they won’t stay there long. They won’t break into the castle. I’ve left Lady Sandra in command, and my battle master Rodney is an excellent soldier. I’ve brought half our garrison to join you. The others will be along as soon as these cursed Wargals have moved on.” He looked around the assembled group. “Good to see we’ve got so many Rangers to call upon,” he said. They mumbled greetings. “Well, must be off. I’d better let the King know I’m here.”

			He cantered away, his horse’s hoofs throwing clods of grass and dirt in the air behind him.

			Halt smiled at Denison. “You were wondering if the fiefs would ever send reinforcements,” he said. “I’d say that’s starting to happen.”

			Reluctantly, Denison allowed an answering smile to cross his face. “I’d say you’re right,” he said. He held out his hand in a gesture of peace, and Halt took it, shaking it firmly.
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			WITHOUT THE ENCUMBRANCE OF THE QUEEN’S CARRIAGE and the need to stop continually to allow her to rest, Crowley made much better time on his return journey to Woldon Abbey.

			A day and a half after leaving Castle Araluen, he rode into the clearing in the trees where the abbey was situated. As he reined Cropper in, Sir Athol stepped off the colonnaded ground-floor verandah to greet him. One of the archers was a few paces behind.

			“Ranger Crowley, you’re back,” Athol said. There was an obvious question behind the simple statement of fact.

			Crowley nodded. “We’ve got trouble headed this way,” he said. “A band of Morgarath’s creatures has changed direction and is on its way here.”

			“Creatures?” Athol said. “What creatures?”

			“Morgarath has recruited an army of semi-human beasts called Wargals,” Crowley told him. “They’re like your worst nightmare.”

			Athol’s face betrayed his concern at this news. He turned to the archer. “Where’s Edmund?” he asked, then explained to Crowley, “Edmund is the other archer who’s with us.”

			“He’s scouting to the south,” the archer replied. “If these beasts are anywhere within one day’s ride, he’ll warn us.”

			“Expect to see him then,” Crowley said sharply. “Because they’re coming.” He glanced to the main door of the abbey, where Abbess Margrit had just emerged, her hands folded in front of her, in the wide sleeves of her habit. She looked calm and unruffled.

			“Ranger Crowley,” she said. “What brings you back so soon?”

			“Morgarath’s forces are heading this way, Mother Abbess. The King sent me to fetch Queen Rosalind and take her back to Castle Araluen.”

			There was an awkward pause as the Abbess and the two members of the Queen’s bodyguard exchanged a glance. They obviously knew something that Crowley didn’t.

			“That could be difficult,” the Abbess said eventually. “The Queen is already in labor.”

			“In labor?” Crowley repeated stupidly.

			Margrit frowned at him. “She’s having the baby. That’s how these things happen.”

			Crowley groped for words. He had no idea how to deal with this turn of events. “Isn’t it a little early?” he asked. He had the impression that the baby wasn’t due for another month, at least.

			Margrit nodded solemnly. “Yes, it is. And it’s all the more difficult for the Queen because of it. The labor is not going well. She’s very weak.”

			“Can I see her?” Crowley asked.

			Margrit raised an eyebrow. “To what end?”

			He hesitated, uncertain as to what he should say.

			She continued, with a hard edge to her voice. “Perhaps you don’t believe me?”

			Crowley made a hasty negative gesture. “No! No! I just thought . . .” His voice trailed off and then he looked the Abbess squarely in the eye. “I don’t know what I just thought,” he admitted, and she nodded.

			“Perhaps you should rest and have something to eat,” she said. “You’ve obviously ridden a long way. We’ll attend to the Queen.”

			Unconsciously, he beat the dust off his jacket, then he dismounted, realizing how stiff he was from the many kilometers he had ridden. “Do you have any idea how much longer it will go on?” he asked.

			Margrit shook her head. “It’s been sixteen hours already. As I said, it’s a difficult birth and the poor woman is exhausted. The longer it goes, the weaker she’ll become.” She paused. “She may not have the strength to deliver the baby.”

			Crowley felt the blood leaving his face at the thought. “You mean she might die?” he said at length.

			Margrit nodded somberly. “It’s a very distinct possibility.” She didn’t believe in raising false hopes. She was a practical woman, and a realist. She went to turn away, but Crowley reached out a hand to stop her.

			“Assuming she has the baby,” he said, “and she’s all right, would it be safe for her to travel?”

			Margrit sniffed scornfully. “Only if you want to kill her,” she said. “The journey here was bad enough, but in her present weakened state . . .” She didn’t say anything more, but slowly shook her head.

			“She can’t stay here,” Crowley protested.

			Margrit’s shoulders lifted in a shrug. “She can’t travel. There’s no point in our using our skill to save her here, only to have you kill her by putting her in a carriage and bouncing her along the back roads to Castle Araluen.” Margrit believed in dealing with one problem at a time. The current, and most pressing, one was to help Rosalind have the baby safely. They could worry about the approach of Morgarath’s forces after that was done. With that thought in mind, she turned on her heel and went back inside the abbey.

			Crowley absently patted Cropper’s soft muzzle while he thought through this latest development.

			“Maybe I could find a place to hide her in the woods,” he said, half to himself. It wasn’t an ideal solution, but it was the only one he could come up with at the moment.

			Athol rested a hand on his shoulder. “We could fight them,” he suggested. “My men are ready to give their lives for the Queen.”

			“They may have to,” Crowley said dully. “There are thirty of these Wargals and, from what I’ve heard, they’re virtually unstoppable. They don’t care how many they lose in a battle. They just keep coming until they win.”

			A flicker of fear showed in the young knight’s eyes for a second, then he recovered and drew himself up.

			“We’ll fight them,” he declared firmly. “I’m not afraid of them.”

			Crowley patted his arm. “Well, you should be.”

			But before Athol could reply, the air was split by a shuddering scream from the abbey. Both men started. Then Crowley set off at a run for the door.

			He blundered into the lobby. The polished wood floors and paneled walls reflected a sense of peace and orderliness. A faint smell of incense permeated the room. There was nobody behind the registrar’s desk. Once more, the air was split by a terrible scream. Indoors now, and even closer, they heard it more clearly and the sound was enough to freeze their blood.

			There was another nerve-rending scream, then an ominous silence. The two men exchanged a fearful look. Then a different sound broke the incense-tinted silence of the abbey.

			A baby crying.

			Instinctively, Crowley made for the door leading to the inner rooms. As he reached it and put his hand on the door handle, it swung open before him to reveal Abbess Margrit. In contrast to her usual calm demeanor, she was flushed. There was a stain of blood on her gray gown.

			She composed herself quickly. She hadn’t expected to be confronted by Crowley the moment she opened the door. She managed a wan smile.

			“It’s a girl,” she said. “A healthy baby girl.”

			The baby’s cry echoed through the room once more, louder than before.

			“And possessed of a fine pair of lungs,” she added.

			“The Queen?” Crowley asked, fearful of what the answer might be.

			The Abbess’s smile faded. “She’s alive. But she’s very weak. She lost a lot of blood and the birth was difficult. It’ll be touch and go if we can save her.” She admitted the last with an air of desperation.

			“I want to see her,” Crowley demanded, but the Abbess shook her head.

			“She’s sleeping now. I’m not going to wake her so you can bother her with a lot of stupid questions. Rest is the best thing for her.” She turned a shrewd eye on him. “And a little rest wouldn’t do you any harm either. You’re going to have some big decisions to make over the next twenty-four hours and you’d better be in good condition to make them.”

			Crowley passed a hand over his brow. Now that she mentioned the idea of sleep, he realized how much his body craved it. He swayed slightly and she steadied him with one firm hand on his arm.

			“Maybe twenty minutes,” he said, and she led him forward.

			“I’ll take you to a chamber,” she said.

			•   •   •

			“The Queen is asking for you.”

			The words penetrated the fog of sleep that had seeped into Crowley’s brain. His eyes opened and he looked around the room, disoriented for a moment and not knowing where he was.

			Then he remembered. The Abbess leaned over him, one hand out to shake his shoulder, then saw his eyes were open and withdrew it. Hastily, he swung upright. He had thrown himself on the bed without bothering to even remove his boots or weapon belt. He glanced apologetically at the dust and mud stains he had left on the coverlet.

			“I’m sorry—” he began.

			The Abbess waved his apology aside. “No matter.”

			He stood up. His eyes were bleary and he rammed the heels of his hands into them, rubbing them side to side to clear his vision. He shook his head, then looked at the Abbess.

			“Take me to her.”

			She led him out of the small room into the corridor and past three other doors to an end room. She opened the door and gestured for him to go on. Queen Rosalind was propped up against a pile of soft pillows, in a bed by the window. Sunlight streamed into the room. Outside, he could hear the soft murmur of doves.

			But it was the Queen who drew his attention, and he tried to stop the shock showing on his face. She mustered the strength to raise one hand and beckoned him toward her. She was pale, deathly pale. The flesh seemed to have melted from her bones, and she gazed at him through feverish eyes that were sunk deep in her cheeks. Huge dark shadows circled the flesh under her eyes and her cheekbones were in stark relief. The skin was waxy and had a dreadful pallor to it.

			He knew straightaway she was dying.

			He stepped closer to the bed, leaning down to take her clawlike hand in his. He couldn’t believe how she had deteriorated since he had last seen her. It was evidence of how badly the delivery of the baby had wracked her already weakened body. Behind him, he was conscious of the Abbess watching them, ready to step in at any moment if the Queen needed her.

			“My lady . . . ,” he said uncertainly. Then he stopped, not knowing what to say next. He felt the weak pressure of her hand on his and her lips moved. He could barely hear her and he bent closer.

			“Crowley. Why are you back here?”

			He tried to smile reassuringly. “I’m to take you back to Castle Araluen, my lady,” he said.

			But she shook her head weakly. “I’ll never make it. I’m dying, Crowley.”

			He started to protest, but the look in her eyes stopped him. She knew, he realized, and no platitudes or words of false cheer would help her. She saw the decision in his eyes and she nodded weakly.

			“Morgarath’s men are coming, aren’t they?” she asked. Before he could begin to answer, she added, “Don’t lie to me. I need to know.” Her voice was still soft, but it held an intensity now that he couldn’t deny.

			He nodded sadly.

			“Then take my baby to safety,” she said. She began to rise on the pillows and repeated the command with more force. “Take her out of here and keep her safe. Swear you will do that!”

			The effort drained her and she sank back on the pillows, her eyes closing. For a few seconds, he feared she was dead. Then her eyes flicked open, locking on his, bright and feverish and demanding.

			“Swear it to me, Crowley.”

			He bowed his head. Then he looked up again and met her eyes.

			“I swear it, my lady,” he said miserably. He knew she was right. The end was very close for her and he had to get the royal baby to safety.

			She closed her eyes again for several seconds, then opened them and patted his hand weakly. She smiled at him, a ghastly travesty of a smile.

			“Thank you,” she said weakly. “I know she’ll be safe with you.” This time, when her eyes closed, they didn’t reopen. He could see her chest rising and falling and knew she was still alive. But for how long, he wondered.

			Margrit touched his arm. “Leave her now,” she said. “She needs to rest.”

			He nodded dumbly and allowed the Abbess to lead him from the room. At the door he stopped and turned for one more look back at the Queen.

			A ray of sunlight was coming through the window beside her, from a high angle. It lit on her face and transformed it from a ghastly, pallid skull-like thing, giving it a translucent, delicate beauty.

			“Good-bye, my lady,” he said. At least, his lips moved with the words, but no sound emerged.
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			HALT PACED SLOWLY ALONG BEHIND THE SHOOTING LINE, watching the Rangers practice their shooting. In rapid succession, arrows whirred over the field toward the line of targets set up two hundred meters away, thudding into the canvas stretched over the tightly packed straw. The majority of shafts were concentrated in the central gold ring of the targets. Occasionally, a shooter would mutter a low exclamation of disgust as one of his shots went wide. Although none went wider than the red inner circle of the target, next to the central ring.

			The Rangers’ shooting was good—better than good. It was phenomenal, considering the distance and the casual way the arrows were dispatched. There was no deliberate and painstaking aiming going on. The line of Rangers simply nocked, drew and shot in one almost continuous action, sending the arrows whistling out over the field in a constant stream.

			Several of the members of the small company of archers attached to the army had wandered over to the field to watch the Rangers at work. They were all carrying their bows slung over their shoulders, hoping for a chance to show these much-vaunted bowmen a thing or two. After the first few seconds, they had exchanged surprised glances and left their bows where they were. They knew they couldn’t match the speed or the accuracy on display here. They had never seen so many expert archers in one spot.

			Halt, who had seen their arrival and noticed their original cocky attitude dissolve, stepped away from the shooting mound and indicated a couple of spare targets at the end of the line.

			“Care to join in?” he asked, with a smile.

			The senior of the three archers shook his head. “Thanks, but our egos have taken too big a battering already. We’d heard about you people, of course, but we’ve never seen so many of you in one spot. Or such good shooting.”

			“Even those young ones can show us a thing or two,” another soldier declared, nodding his head to the spot where the six new apprentices were also practicing. None of them could yet handle the eighty-pound longbow, and they were shooting lower-powered recurve bows over a shorter distance. But even so, they were displaying remarkable skill already.

			“Well, we won’t be shooting at one another when Morgarath gets here,” Halt said, “and we’ll want every arrow to count. Make sure you get in as much practice as possible when we finish.”

			“Aye, we’ll do that,” the senior archer said, appreciating the Ranger’s friendly and cooperative tone.

			Halt bade them farewell and returned to the shooting line. He put his fingers in his mouth and emitted a piercing whistle. The line of shooters all turned to look at him.

			“That’s enough,” he said. “I’ve seen how good you are. No need to keep showing me.”

			The Rangers relaxed, lowering their bows from the shooting position and turning to face him, sensing he had something further to say. Cedric, one of the new arrivals, allowed a challenging grin to cross his face.

			“You’ve seen us shoot,” he said. “But we haven’t seen you. After all, if you’re—”

			He got no further. Halt swung his bow down from his shoulder and, in the same motion, flicked an arrow from his quiver and laid it on the string. Without seeming to aim, he sent the arrow whistling on its way. Then another. Then another. Then a fourth, which was in the air before the first arrow had reached the target he had selected.

			They could hear the rapid series of thuds as the arrows slammed into the gold central ring of the target, the fourth virtually having to shoulder the others aside as they clustered together in the very center.

			There was a low murmur of approval from the Rangers, and a quiet exclamation of surprise from the three archers who were still watching.

			Halt raised an eyebrow at Cedric. “Happy now?”

			Cedric shook his head slowly in admiration. “I think you know which end of an arrow points outward,” he said.

			Halt nodded, a trace of a smile on his face. Then he became serious again.

			“All right. Sorry to have put you through that practice session but I wanted to make sure none of you have got rusty while you’ve been away.” He paused, then added, with a slight smile, “Obviously, you’ve all kept up your skills. Thank you for that. We will be needing them. But now we have tasks that are more suited to your other skills. We need to know what Morgarath’s troops are doing. We need to know when he decides to gather them together again and head this way to confront us in force. So we’ll be heading out individually, to scout the surrounding fiefs and see how long Morgarath plans to keep up these nuisance raids and when he plans to fight us in strength.”

			There were nods of approval along the line of faces. As Halt had intimated, this was closer to the traditional role that Rangers played when there was an impending battle.

			“I’ve drawn up a list of fiefs and assigned Rangers to scout each of them,” he said. “Let’s regather at my—or, rather, Crowley’s—command tent and I’ll pass them out. I want you on your way this evening.”

			Again, nods of approval and agreement. Then another thought struck Halt and he went on. “One more thing: Which of you have been assigned apprentices?”

			Six hands went up and he met their expectant gazes.

			“You’ve done well with them so far. They all shoot well already.” The six heads nodded, knowing more was to come. “But we need them to shoot better than well. You six stay here and keep drilling them. I want them shooting morning and afternoon until their arms ache.” A saying of Pritchard’s occurred to him. “You know what we say: An ordinary archer practices until he gets it right. A Ranger—”

			“Practices till he never gets it wrong,” more than a dozen voices finished for him and he grinned, a little shamefaced.

			“Oh, I see you’ve heard that,” he said. “Well, keep them at it. We’re going to need them in the coming battle and we want every arrow to count, as I told our friends the archers.” He nodded to the three men who were still standing a little apart, watching.

			“Now, the rest of you, let’s get back to the command tent and I’ll tell you where you’re going.”

			•   •   •

			It was a sad little group that trudged back to the abbey from the small cemetery, set in a clearing among the trees. They had laid the Queen to rest in a simple grave and the Abbess had said a few words over the freshly dug earth. Even though she was not of a religious order, she seemed the most fitting to speak over Rosalind’s grave.

			Crowley watched the brief ceremony, staying until two of the soldiers had finished filling in the grave. Athol wanted them to level the mound and cover it with old earth.

			“We can’t let the Wargals find her grave,” the young knight said miserably.

			Crowley turned a steady gaze on him. “On the contrary, it would be better if they did,” he said. “Have one of the men carve a headstone for her. Wood will do. But mark it clearly as the grave of Queen Rosalind of Araluen.”

			“But Morgarath’s men might despoil the grave!” Athol protested.

			Crowley nodded agreement. “They might. But it won’t harm the Queen. She’s beyond all that now. On the other hand, if they find the grave, they’ll stop looking for her—and the Abbess and her nurses.”

			A thought had occurred to him as he remembered the earlier idea of finding a hiding place for the Queen in the woods. They could do the same for the Abbess and the other women who staffed the abbey, keeping them safe.

			“We’re going to need skilled healers when this is all over,” he said to the Abbess an hour later when he described his idea. Somewhat to his surprise, she agreed with him. He had been worried that she might refuse to leave the abbey, staying to face the approaching enemy armed only with her powerful personality. But she understood that empty gestures of defiance were a luxury they couldn’t afford.

			“I’ll leave Athol and one of the archers to help you,” he said. “I’m sorry I can’t spare more men, but the King needs every soldier he can find.”

			Margrit waved his apology aside. “I’m sure we can cope by ourselves.”

			But he shook his head. “No. You’ll need them to set up the camp, and to hunt for food.”

			She considered his statement and nodded. “You’re right. We’ll be glad of their help. Now, have you considered how you’ll get the baby back to Castle Araluen?”

			The Ranger hesitated. Truth be told, he hadn’t had time to give the matter a great deal of thought. He assumed he’d carry her in his arms while he rode Cropper. The horse had a steady, even gait that would prevent the baby being jolted and jerked, even as they traveled at speed. But now he wondered how he might feed her. He had a vague idea that babies required constant feeding. He voiced his concern and Margrit solved the problem for him.

			“Take a water skin full of cow’s milk,” she said. “Stop two or three times a day and pour some milk into a bowl—”

			“Will a baby this young drink from a bowl?” Crowley asked.

			Margrit raised one eyebrow at him, her expression somewhat annoyed. She didn’t enjoy being interrupted.

			Crowley dropped his gaze. “Sorry.”

			She waited a few more seconds, making her point, then proceeded. “We’ll give you some small strips of linen. Soak them in the milk and put them in her mouth. She’ll suck the milk from them.”

			“Ingenious,” said Crowley.

			Margrit raised that eyebrow again. “We have done this before, you know,” she said dryly.

			Over the next day, Athol and Crowley scouted the area and found an ideal hiding place for the nurses. It was a blind gully in the forest, with steep, wooded hills on either side. At the end, it appeared to peter out into a blank rock wall. But on closer examination, they discovered a right-angle turn that concealed the entrance to a large cave. The floor inside was cool sand and light filtered down from above, through half a dozen fissures. Unless one was two or three meters away, the entrance was effectively hidden.

			They moved Margrit and her nurses to the cave immediately. Fortunately, there were no other patients at the abbey. The women had already packed what they would need to live in the woods. The Abbess inspected the site and declared herself satisfied.

			“Thank you, Crowley,” she said, in a rare moment of warmth. “You’ve done well by us.”

			Satisfied that he had done all he could to keep the women safe, Crowley mounted Cropper and leaned down to take the baby in his arms as one of the nurses handed her up to him. Margrit passed him the water skin full of milk and the linen strips he would use to help the baby feed. He would ride on alone. The other men would follow at their best pace—but that would be nowhere near as fast as the pace Cropper could keep up.

			He settled the baby in the crook of his left arm, making sure the shawl she wore was tucked up around her neck and head. The grave little eyes looked up at him, calm and full of trust. Then he wrapped his cloak around her.

			“Keep her safe, Crowley,” the Abbess said.

			“I will,” he said. His voice thickened as he spoke, as he thought of the selfless devotion of the baby’s mother, and her determination to see the baby born safely. Only then had she succumbed to the weakness that had ravaged her.

			He nudged Cropper with his heel and the horse turned away, ready to canter, when the Abbess put up a hand to stop him.

			“What is it?” he said, and she indicated the precious bundle in his arms.

			“The Queen chose a name for her,” she said. “Her name is Cassandra.”
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			TRAVEL-STAINED AND WEARY, CROWLEY RODE ACROSS THE drawbridge of Castle Araluen. The sentries on duty, recognizing the Commandant of the Ranger Corps, withdrew to either side at the portcullis to allow him entry.

			He checked Cropper with a click of his tongue as he reached the steps leading up to the keep. Carefully, he slipped his right leg over the pommel and, clutching tight to the precious bundle concealed beneath his cloak, he slid down from the saddle. He had ridden nonstop from Woldon Abbey. His knees were weary and his leg muscles ached. He leaned back against Cropper for a few seconds, regaining his balance.

			The horse looked as fresh as a daisy, as if he hadn’t been cantering smoothly, with only brief rest periods, for the past sixteen hours. Crowley patted his neck with his right hand, then mounted the steps and entered the great hall.

			Duncan’s chamberlain, who was speaking quietly to two of the castle servants across the hall, looked up and saw the dusty figure just inside the doorway. He hurried across to him, his boots clacking loudly on the bare floorboards.

			“Commandant Crowley!” he said. “You’re back!”

			He glanced curiously, trying to see behind Crowley. Then the significance of the Ranger’s early return registered on the Chamberlain’s face. The Queen was obviously not with him. But now, as he watched, Crowley eased back his cloak and a small bundle was visible in the crook of his left arm.

			Small it may have been, but its lungs were obviously in good condition as it let out a lusty howl. Crowley, by now well accustomed to dealing with the princess’s moods, jiggled her gently in his arms and spoke soothingly to her.

			“Hush hush, my girl. You’re safe now,” he said, his voice gentle and reassuring. The words meant nothing, he knew, but the tone was all important.

			Gerard, the chamberlain, leaned forward to peer more closely at the red-faced, squalling infant.

			“Is that . . . ?”

			Crowley gave him a weary smile. “It’s Princess Cassandra, heir to the throne of Araluen. Although at the moment, she looks like any other bad-tempered newborn brat,” he added, the smile widening.

			Gerard, caught unprepared, essayed an awkward bow in the direction of the screaming child. Then, as Crowley continued to rock her, the squalling slowly died away and she nuzzled at one knuckle and emitted a series of burps and grumbles and squawks, sounding somewhat mollified by the Ranger’s actions. Then the significance of the fact that Crowley was carrying the child struck Gerard with its full import and the blood drained from his face.

			“The Queen?” he began uncertainly, not sure how to continue.

			The smile faded from Crowley’s face and a look of intense sadness replaced it. He shook his head. “The Queen passed away shortly after the baby was born.”

			Tears sprang to Gerard’s eyes. He had loved the Queen. More than that, he was a loyal servant to Duncan and he had seen how the Queen brought light and happiness into the King’s day, easing the cares and worries that he had to cope with on a regular basis. Her death, he knew, would be a massive blow to Duncan.

			As if reading his mind, Crowley asked, “Where is the King now?”

			Gerard gestured helplessly at the upper floors of the keep, where Duncan’s offices were situated.

			“He’s in his office,” he said. “Shall I have someone tell him?”

			Crowley shook his head. “I’ll do it,” he said. “He’ll want to see his daughter.” He started toward the stairway in one corner.

			Gerard hesitated, then declared, “I’ll come with you.” He knew that it would be wrong to simply let Crowley walk into the room with the princess in his arms. The King would need some advance notice. He hesitated, looking at the two servants who were now watching curiously. He flapped a hand at them, dismissing them.

			“Get on with your work!” he told them, then hurried after Crowley, mounting the stairs two at a time to catch up with him. They left the stairway on the third level and headed for Duncan’s suite of apartments. Gerard laid a hand on Crowley’s arm, stopping him.

			The Ranger looked at him, annoyed. He was tired and dispirited. He had ridden a night and a day without stopping to rest, intent on one thing: to bring the new princess safely back to her father.

			“You can’t just burst in on him with the baby!” Gerard told him now. “It’ll be a terrible shock. Let me announce you. Let me prepare him.”

			Crowley nodded, seeing the good sense in his words. He had no wish to cause the King any more pain than was absolutely necessary.

			“Go ahead,” he said wearily, and Gerard, with one last, sad look at the child, turned and knocked twice on the door to the King’s apartment. He was one of the King’s close confidants and there was no need for him to await permission to enter. After a brief pause, he turned the handle and went in, closing the door quietly behind him.

			Duncan was hunched over his desk, peering at a poorly written report from the chief armorer. The armory had been working overtime to manufacture the vast number of arrows that would be needed by the Rangers and the small archery force in the coming battles. The report detailed the numbers currently available.

			“What is it, Gerard?” he asked, without looking up. The double knock had identified his visitor.

			“My lord,” Gerard said hesitantly, “Commandant Crowley has returned.”

			That caused the King to look up in surprise. Crowley was not expected for at least another week. A puzzled frown crossed the King’s face.

			“So soon?” he said, rising from his seat and moving round the table. “What’s happened?” He knew the Queen could not have traveled so quickly and he also knew that Crowley would never have left her behind.

			Gerard shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other. Now he regretted the kindly instinct that had led him to suggest he should break the news to the King. But he saw a look of foreboding growing on Duncan’s face and knew he had to go ahead with it.

			“He’s brought the princess with him, my lord,” he said.

			Duncan actually staggered a pace, putting his hand on the table to steady himself. Without being told, he already knew the worst. “Is the Queen with him?” Duncan asked, although he knew that was an impossibility.

			Gerard shook his head, searching for the right words. Then he realized there were no right words. “The Queen is . . .” He hesitated, then started again. “The Queen didn’t survive the birth, my lord,” he said wretchedly.

			Duncan’s lips moved soundlessly, then he found his voice. “She’s dead,” he said flatly.

			Gerard nodded confirmation. “I’m so sorry, my lord.”

			Duncan drew himself up to his full height and stood for a moment, with his eyes shut tight. The lines on his face seemed to have deepened, Gerard thought—lines carved there by stress and pain and sadness. He seemed to have aged in the past few minutes, as unlikely as that was. He took a shuddering breath as he absorbed the terrible news. Then he straightened his shoulders and his eyes opened.

			“Is the baby healthy?” he asked.

			Gerard nodded hurriedly. “Crowley says she is.”

			Duncan nodded once. “Send him in,” he said quietly.

			Gerard, about to utter further condolences, realized that the words would mean nothing. He turned on his heel and went out through the door, leaving it ajar behind him. Crowley stood waiting in the outer room, the baby cradled now in both arms. Gerard gestured to the half-open door.

			“Go on in,” he said. “He wants to see his daughter.”

			Crowley strode into the room, his soft boots making virtually no sound on the floorboards. The King was still standing by the desk, his back straight and his shoulders squared. His face was set in stone, but behind the eyes, Crowley could see the unutterable depths of sadness. He stepped closer to the tall figure and held out the little bundle. Cassandra gurgled once or twice, seeming to peer up at the figure before her as if, somehow, she recognized him.

			“So this is my daughter,” the King said finally. He gazed down on the tiny face. The eyes were wide-open and they were a mirror of his own. He reached out one hand to ease back the shawl around her face, and as he did so, a tiny hand emerged and seized his forefinger with surprising strength. He allowed it to stay captured as he gazed at the baby.

			“The Queen called her Cassandra, my lord,” Crowley told him. He didn’t utter any words of sympathy or condolence. He knew they would be meaningless. He’d done his duty and brought the baby safely home to her father—as he’d promised the Queen he would.

			Duncan nodded. “Cassandra,” he repeated dully. “That’s a fine name.”

			“She’s a fine girl,” Crowley told him. He proffered the little blanket-wrapped bundle to the King. “Would you like to . . . ?”

			Duncan reached gingerly to take his daughter. Like so many new fathers, he was awkward and clumsy, worried that he would drop her or hurt her in some way.

			Crowley smiled. “Don’t be afraid, my lord. She’s a sturdy little thing. She just rode for sixteen hours without complaining.” He amended the statement. “Well, without complaining too much.”

			Duncan held the baby close. He put his cheek down against hers, marveling at the velvet touch of her skin against his rough beard.

			“So soft,” he said.

			Gently, he rocked his daughter in his arms. Her face lit into a beaming smile and she chuckled—the most magical sound in the world. He looked up at Crowley.

			“She laughed,” he said.

			The Ranger nodded, looking a little proprietorial. “She does that a lot,” he told the King. Then he realized that tears were flowing down the King’s cheeks as he looked down at the laughing little figure in his arms. He wasn’t sure if the King himself realized. And in that moment, Crowley knew that this baby, this tiny scrap of humanity, would be the key to the King’s recovery from the devastating tragedy that had struck him and the path to his future happiness.

			“Thank you, Crowley,” the King said, his eyes still riveted on Cassandra. Then he looked up to meet the Ranger’s gaze. “Thank you for bringing my daughter safe home.”

			Crowley bowed slightly and began to back away toward the door.

			“Shall I send some of the women to help you with her, my lord?” he asked. The King’s attention had gone back to the laughing baby.

			“Yes. Yes, do that,” Duncan said softly. He reached for the little face again with his forefinger and once again felt it trapped in the baby’s remarkably strong grip.

			“But tell them to take their time,” he said.
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			TIMOTHY ENTERED THE TENT WHERE HALT SAT AT THE COMMANDANT’S desk. The temporary commander looked up at the young man, a question on his face. Usually, he didn’t like to be interrupted while he was working, and Crowley’s clerk knew this.

			“Four pigeons have come in, sir,” Timothy explained. He held up four tiny message slips that had been taken from the pigeons’ legs. Halt gestured for him to hand them over.

			The Rangers who had been sent out scouting Morgarath’s troop movements all carried messenger pigeons with them. Halt took the tiny sheets of paper and studied them quickly. They had been rolled up in the small metal cylinders attached to the pigeons’ legs and they began to furl up once more as soon as they were released.

			He noted the locations from which they had come. They were four fiefs to the south and west of Araluen Fief. They would have been the first to be attacked by Morgarath’s raiding bands of Wargals.

			“When did these come in?” he asked.

			Timothy replied promptly, expecting the question. “The first came in twenty minutes ago. The others arrived pretty much all together about five minutes ago.”

			Halt frowned, placing the message slips side by side and reading them. The wording on the forms were all slightly different, but the message was the same.

			“He’s gathering his forces,” he said.

			Timothy frowned. “Sir?” he said, not understanding.

			Halt tapped a forefinger on the message forms. “Morgarath’s raiding parties are withdrawing from the fiefs they’ve been attacking. They’re all heading for a point south of Araluen. That means he’s ready to start coming after us. I imagine there’ll be more messages from the other Rangers before too long.”

			The canvas door flap was pushed aside and Crowley entered, catching the last few words.

			“What messages would they be?” he asked, and Halt rose from behind the desk, a huge smile of welcome on his face.

			“You’re back!” he said. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.” The Hibernian hated the day-to-day paperwork of being in command. He would be glad to hand it all back to Crowley. Then, before Crowley could reply, the smile faded.

			“The Queen?” he asked. “Is she all right?”

			Crowley looked at the two worried faces before him and slowly shook his head.

			“She didn’t survive,” he said flatly. “It was a very difficult labor and she was too weak.”

			Halt lowered his eyes, shaking his head as he thought of how devastated the King must be. He and the Queen had been intensely happy together. Now that was over. And, Halt realized, he’d have no time to mourn her properly. Morgarath’s forces were on the move. Once they were assembled, they’d come after the royal army with devastating force.

			It was left to Timothy to ask the next question. “What about the baby?”

			“She’s fine,” Crowley told them both. “Healthy and strong and fit. She’s about the only bright spot in Duncan’s life at the moment.”

			“Well, here’s more bad news for him,” Halt said, indicating the small pile of message forms on the desk. “It looks as if Morgarath is starting to reassemble his army.”

			He passed the messages to Crowley. As the Commandant studied them, Halt explained. “I sent Rangers out to scout the fiefs where his Wargals have been attacking.”

			Crowley nodded approval. Halt may have hated administrative work, but he had good command instincts, he thought.

			The Hibernian continued. “These are the first reports to come in. He’s seized the harvest for his own army and drawn hundreds of our men away to defend their castles and villages. Now he’s ordered his forces to assemble to the south of us. He’s obviously planning to attack us before our soldiers can rejoin the army.”

			Crowley nodded, glancing at the large map on an easel against the canvas wall of the tent.

			“Yes. The fiefs will naturally take their time to make sure he’s really withdrawn. And then, to rejoin us, the men would have to fight their way through his main force. And they’d be in smaller numbers.” He shook his head. “He’s a cunning swine.”

			“We’d better let the King know,” Halt said, beginning to move toward the door.

			But Crowley stopped him. “We’ll take this news to Lord Northolt and Sir David first. They can get the army ready to move. Then we can let the King know what’s happening.”

			Halt nodded. “Yes. We might as well give him a few more minutes with his daughter.”

			Crowley eyed him sadly. “It may be the only time they get,” he replied. Then, as a thought occurred to him, he turned to his clerk. “Timothy, not a word about the princess. Not to anyone.”

			“Of course not, sir,” Timothy replied. His attitude indicated that he thought the caution unnecessary. He never spoke about events discussed in the Commandant’s tent. Crowley noted the expression and decided to explain further.

			“The fewer people who know about her existence the better,” he said. “So far it’s the King and his chamberlain and the three of us. Let’s keep it that way.”

			Timothy nodded, a little reconciled to the order. “Of course, sir.”

			Crowley had a flash of recollection as he remembered the two palace servants who had seen him arrive in the great hall. He made a mental note to tell Gerard to warn them against talking about Cassandra as well. Or to place them somewhere they couldn’t talk to anyone.

			“Come on,” he said to Halt. “Let’s find Lord Northolt.”

			As the three of them exited the tent, they almost ran into a servant hurrying to find them. The man recoiled and apologized. Crowley waved his apologies aside as he saw the message slips in the man’s hand.

			“Sorry, Commandant. These just came in. I thought you’d want to see them.”

			He handed the message forms to Crowley, who scanned them quickly, then glanced up at Halt.

			“Three more fiefs,” he said briefly. “Morgarath’s really on his way.”

			He thrust the message forms into Timothy’s hands, then turned toward the castle, striding briskly to find the royal battle master, with Halt a few paces behind him.

			•   •   •

			The advantage of having a small army was that it took less time to get it mobilized. Within an hour, the tents had been lowered, folded and stowed on wagons, leaving only neat lines of dead grass squares where they had stood. The field kitchen had prepared a meal for the soldiers. Thankfully, the ration situation had improved. The Rangers had brought in deer to supplement the available meat, and a foraging party sent north had returned with bushels of grain, loaves of bread and stocks of potatoes, cabbages and carrots. Some of the latter were old and withered, but they were still edible.

			The men sat on the grass by the field kitchens, hurriedly downing the meal. They’d be on the march within an hour and they wouldn’t see hot food again until they reached the Ashdown Cut. Lord Northolt planned to have them continue marching through the night, with only a few hours around midnight to snatch some sleep. It was vital that they reach Ashdown Cut well before Morgarath’s troops, to give them time to prepare the ground for his attack.

			Duncan and his senior advisers ate as well—sharing the same rations issued to the rest of the army. But they ate in the relative comfort of Duncan’s office in the castle. Weapons and armor leaned against the walls and the desk, their martial appearance softened by the sight of the tiny crib in the corner by the window.

			Halt, Lord Northolt and Sir David had, of course, given Duncan their condolences on the death of his wife. Duncan had nodded his gratitude, his face bleak.

			Kings have little time for mourning, Halt thought. There’s always something to take their attention.

			Yet it became obvious that Duncan had considered the best course to take with the new princess.

			“She’ll stay here in Castle Araluen,” he said. “My mother will be in command.”

			Crowley frowned thoughtfully. “Have you considered taking the princess with us, my lord? She’s a good traveler.” He smiled wryly. “I should know,” he added.

			Duncan regarded him and a slight smile creased his face—a welcome expression amid all the gloom that had befallen him, Crowley thought. But he shook his head.

			“All things considered, Crowley, I think she’ll be safer here. I’ll leave thirty-five men to garrison the castle . . .”

			Sir David looked up from the bowl of stew he had balanced on his knees. “Can we afford to leave so many?”

			Duncan met his gaze evenly. “Yes,” was all he said, and David subsided.

			“Normally I wouldn’t leave so many,” Duncan explained. “But Cassandra is the future of the Kingdom, and she must be kept safe. As must my mother. The walls here are high and strong. There’s plenty of food in the castle now and there’s a well inside the walls. I think that’s enough men to keep Morgarath’s beasts at bay until we have the numbers to drive them off.”

			Halt nodded, shoving his empty bowl to one side. “As you’ve said, my lord, Morgarath has no siege towers or catapults. The only way his Wargals could get into the castle would be with ladders.”

			“Take a mighty long ladder to scale these walls,” Crowley put in, and Halt nodded agreement. Castle Araluen’s walls were among the highest and thickest in the Kingdom.

			“In fact,” the Hibernian said, “I’d rather like to see them try. Wargals aren’t particularly agile beasts. They’re clumsy and their hands have thick claws that wouldn’t grip a ladder’s rungs too well. I could see Morgarath losing large numbers of them if they tried scaling a long, high ladder.”

			“In any case,” Duncan said, “I’m his prime target and I’m guessing that the first item on Morgarath’s agenda is to close with the army and destroy it before we’re reinforced. Once he’s done that, he can take his time breaking into Castle Araluen.”

			There was a general mumble of agreement around the room. That was the Black Lord’s logical course of action. The army was small and lacking in essential forces like archers and cavalry. The castle was strong, and even a small defending force could make it well-nigh impregnable. Morgarath would be better served attacking the army, and leaving Castle Araluen, and others like Redmont, to wither on the vine. That was his logical course.

			There was a rap at the door and Duncan looked up.

			“Come,” he called, and the door opened to admit one of Lord Northolt’s captains. He bowed his head to the King, who acknowledged the greeting with a wave of his hand, deferring to the battle master with a quick gesture. The captain turned his commander.

			“Lord Northolt,” he said, “the army is ready to move.”
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			THE ARMY MARCHED AWAY FROM CASTLE ARALUEN IN THE early afternoon.

			Sir David sent out a screen of twenty of the precious cavalrymen to scout ahead. Crowley deployed half a dozen of the Rangers to follow the army as a rearguard and keep watch for Morgarath’s forces. Before his command tent in the castle grounds was struck and packed away, he and Timothy prepared messages for the Rangers who were observing Morgarath’s forces, ordering them to rejoin the army immediately, at a point halfway to the Ashdown Cut. He sensed he was going to need all his men before much time passed.

			Once the messages were sent, he, Timothy and Halt mounted and rode out after the army.

			They caught up with them after an hour and a half. From the top of a ridge, they could see the long, winding, snakelike force of men marching across an open plain. The infantry was making good time, marching in four columns, and wearing half armor. Every company had a horse-drawn cart with it, laden with the rest of the men’s armor and their heavier weapons.

			Weapons and rations were in half a dozen other carts, each pulled by two draft horses. A small herd of additional horses plodded alongside, allowing the wagoners to change their beasts every two hours, so that the fresh animals could maintain the fast pace set by Lord Northolt at the head of the column.

			Out to either flank, the Rangers could see the small cavalry force deployed. As they cantered down the slope toward the plain, they were greeted by the rearguard of Rangers, who seemed to materialize out of the trees and bushes.

			“Any sign of Morgarath and his beasts?” called Egon, one of the originals, as they rode past.

			Crowley shook his head. “Not so far. But they’ll be along, you can be sure of that.”

			Halt studied the line of fast-marching men ahead of them. He tried to make a mental comparison to the awkward, jogging gait of the Wargals. He suspected that perhaps the mysterious beasts would move faster than Duncan’s army. But they had a long way to go before they would catch up.

			“Keep your eyes peeled,” he called to Egon and the others. The gray-cloaked men nodded grim agreement. Then he and Crowley touched their heels to their horses’ flanks and accelerated away from the line of Rangers ghosting in and out of the trees and long grass.

			As they neared the tail of the army, Halt could see pale ovals of faces, as the soldiers looked anxiously behind them at the sound of cantering hoofs.

			“Keep moving,” he said to the nearest men. “No sign of Morgarath and his performing bears yet. Keep up the pace and we’ll make Ashdown Cut before they’re up with us.”

			He saw the relieved expressions as the men turned back to the road ahead of them. It must be nerve-racking to be in the rear of a retreating army, he thought. In that position, you’d never know when the enemy might suddenly appear over a ridge or round a bend behind you. You would constantly feel vulnerable.

			The two Rangers continued to canter along beside the marching ranks of men, overhauling them easily and reaching the vanguard, where King Duncan, Lord Northolt, Sir David, Baron Arald and their respective staffs rode at ease. Northolt called a greeting and beckoned them to ride beside him. Duncan rode alone, several meters ahead of the small command party. His face was set in grim lines. No wonder, thought Halt. He’s in the open with a small army. He’s left behind his mother and daughter, hoping that Castle Araluen will provide shelter and protection for them. And in a day’s time, he’s facing a battle against a vastly superior force.

			That would leave little time for small talk.

			“Any word?” Northolt asked.

			Crowley shook his head. “Not so far. I’ve recalled the Rangers who were keeping watch on his forces. We’ve had enough messages to know that he’s mustering his entire army into one large force. Then he’ll come after us.”

			“Of course, assembling his forces and getting them on the road will take some time,” Northolt said thoughtfully. “We should reach Ashdown in plenty of time to set up a good defensive position.” He glanced up at the sun, now low in the western sky. The shadows of the trees stretched out across the ground, elongated and ungainly. So did the shadows of the marching men—seeming to be twice as high as the men who cast them.

			“We’ll take a couple of hours’ rest around ten,” he said. Then we’ll get moving again once the moon rises. That should be some time after midnight.”

			The two Rangers nodded agreement. At the start of a grueling journey like this, a few hours’ sleep would be enough to refresh and revitalize the men. Later, as their energy reserves were depleted by the constant marching, and the nervous strain of waiting to see if they might be attacked, they would need more time to rest and recuperate.

			“Anything you need us to do?” Crowley asked, but Northolt shook his head.

			“Just keep marching with the rest of us,” he said, glancing sadly at the despondent figure of the King riding a few meters away, his tall form slouched in the saddle.

			The army continued to march, eating up the kilometers beneath their nailed boots. Every two hours, Northolt would call a brief halt. The men would break ranks, drink from their canteens and sit in the long grass beside the road, while the wagoners unharnessed one team, then put a fresh pair of horses into the traces. Then the horns would blow along the small column and the march would resume.

			As darkness fell, the routine continued. The men were now sunk deep into the cocoon of weariness that affects any body of marching men after a few hours. Feet and leg muscles were numb and unfeeling. Shoulders were rubbed raw where leather straps passed over them, suspending the heavy swords they all wore at their waists. Each man carried his spear, and the outer two files wore their long triangular shields, to protect the column from any surprise attack by archers or slingers. They moved in a daze, almost asleep on their feet, concentrating on nothing but maintaining the plodding, unvarying rhythm, dully anticipating the next short stop and the chance to relax and ease tired muscles.

			As night fell, lanterns were lit and carried by every tenth man in the second file, held high on the end of their spears. The screening cavalry moved in closer to the column. To the rear, the ever-watchful Rangers cantered back and forth across the line of march. Occasionally, two or three of them would drop back and find a vantage point from which to keep watch to the rear.

			Periodically, one would ride forward and report to Crowley. Each time, the Commandant watched with apprehension as the cloaked figure drew nearer. But each time, he let his shoulders slump in relief as he heard the negative report. There was no sign of the pursuing force.

			On one occasion, when Samdash, another one of the originals, reported, Halt gestured out to the flanks of the column.

			“Keep watch on the flanks as well,” he said. “Morgarath may not come up directly behind us.”

			Samdash grinned and nodded. “We’re already doing that.”

			Halt shrugged. “Sorry. I should have known. There’s no need to teach you your job.”

			But Samdash’s grin widened. “Never hurts to remind us,” he said. Then he wheeled his horse around. “Better be getting back.”

			They marched on. The army plodded up a long slope, men groaning as their calf muscles strained and tightened and cramped. At the summit, Halt looked back. He could see for perhaps five or six kilometers behind them. It was dark, but he could see no sign of a large force following them. Naturally, he couldn’t make out the Rangers forming the rearguard. They knew how to remain unseen.

			“We might be in the clear,” he said to Crowley.

			The sandy-haired Ranger considered the statement for a few seconds, then came to a decision. “We’ll ride back and check the trail behind us,” he said. He apprised Lord Northolt of their decision and the battle master nodded agreement. Truth be told, Northolt would have liked to go back with them. Riding at this constant, unvarying pace was exhausting and mind-numbing, and he was having trouble keeping his eyes open. Of course, he admitted to himself, it was a lot more tiring on the men marching. He glanced up at the stars, searching for the Great Cartwheel. Finding it, he estimated that it was close to nine in the evening. In another hour, he planned a two-hour halt, so it might be a good time to have their back trail checked and cleared.

			“Go ahead,” Northolt said. “Take care.”

			“That’s what we do,” Crowley told him. He and Halt wheeled their horses out of the line and cantered swiftly back down the column.

			Northolt watched them go. Those Ranger horses were amazing, he thought. They’d been traveling for hours but showed no signs of tiredness. His own horse was plodding, head down.

			A Ranger’s life was a good one, he decided. A Ranger enjoyed freedom of action and the opportunity to scout and reconnoiter almost at will. They weren’t subject to the strict discipline imposed on the soldiers and commanders of the army. They could urge their nimble little horses out of the line and go and check the situation for themselves.

			“Must be nice,” he muttered.

			One of his captains, riding close by and half dozing in the saddle, jerked upright. “Beg pardon, sir?”

			But Northolt made a negative hand gesture at him. “Nothing. Just thinking aloud.”

			The captain grunted and settled himself more comfortably in the saddle. His head drooped and he dozed off again. Northolt glanced at him enviously. Must be nice to be a junior officer, too, he thought. He can doze off in the saddle, knowing I’m keeping an eye on things.

			But this time, he made sure he didn’t say it aloud.

			•   •   •

			It took longer than Duncan had estimated for Morgarath to gather his forces together and set out for Castle Araluen. Bands of Wargals kept drifting into Morgarath’s appointed rendezvous area long into the evening. He was tempted to punish his commanders for their tardiness, but realized that there would be no point in it. Assembling a large number of men was always time-consuming. When they weren’t men but the brutish, clumsy Wargals, it took even longer.

			Then, of course, once they were assembled, they had to eat and pitch their tents. Angrily, he resigned himself to not moving until the following morning.

			As a result, it was nearly noon by the time he reached Castle Araluen. His huge army deployed out onto the neat parkland in front of the castle. He rode forward, scanning the walls. He could see men there, manning the catwalks behind the lofty battlements.

			But there didn’t seem to be too many of them.

			He studied the site where the Araluen army had pitched its tents. The field was marked by squares of dead grass where the tents had stood. There weren’t a lot of them either, he noted. His plan to raid the fiefs and restrict Duncan’s numbers had worked. But now that the threat of the raiding parties had been removed from the fiefs, he knew that the troops would begin to drift north and augment Duncan’s forces.

			He rode in a giant circle around the massive, soaring castle, accompanied by Stott, one of the human officers who had served under him at Gorlan.

			The moat was wide and deep, and the drawbridge was raised. Behind that, he knew, was a massive iron portcullis. There was no easy way in. As Duncan had stated, Morgarath had none of the siege equipment he would need to take such a well-built castle.

			And even if he did, he didn’t have time to engage in a long siege. He had to move quickly, before Duncan’s scattered forces had time to rejoin him and bolster his numbers. At the moment, Morgarath knew all the advantages were on his side. But if he allowed too much time to pass, that equation would change.

			They completed the circle and sat on their horses before the drawbridge, staring up at the impossibly high walls.

			“How are we going to take this?” Stott asked.

			Morgarath glanced at him contemptuously. Was he so stupid that he couldn’t see that would be an impossible task?

			“We’re not,” he said.

			Then, as Stott went to ask a further question, Morgarath heard an ugly hiss-thud and a crossbow bolt from above slammed into Stott’s chest, sending him reeling back out of the saddle, dead before he hit the ground.

			Morgarath wheeled his horse and galloped away out of range. Typically, he didn’t look back at his fallen officer.

			•   •   •

			High on the battlements, on one of the many turrets situated along the walls, Queen Deborah, the Queen Mother, handed the crossbow back to the sergeant standing beside her. He looked at her in admiration. She was gray-haired, and her face was lined and wrinkled. But she had just pulled off a remarkable shot at pretty much maximum range. He began to understand why her son had left her in command of the castle.

			“Good shot, ma’am!” he said, but she shook her head angrily, watching the black-clad figure galloping away to safety.

			“Didn’t allow enough for the wind,” she said. She glared after the retreating former lord of Gorlan. “Don’t come back, Morgarath,” she muttered. “I won’t miss again.”
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			THE ARMY REACHED THE ASHDOWN CUT THREE HOURS after sunrise.

			The Cut was a valley that sloped uphill. Its sides were steep and rocky, and so heavily overgrown with trees as to be virtually impassable. The Cut narrowed as it followed the slope upward. At the top, it was less than fifty meters wide; at the base, one hundred.

			Beyond the top was a downhill slope that led north, with a broad highway twisting through the trees—an easily defensible escape route for the army.

			Duncan, Arald and Northolt selected a spot almost two-thirds of the way up the valley, where the slope grew steeper and then leveled out before beginning to gradually climb again. The men were set various tasks to create a defensive position. Some were put to cutting and stripping young saplings to form a barricade of sharpened spikes facing out and down. Others began digging a deep ditch across the valley in front of the spikes. An enemy attacking would have to negotiate the steep slope of the hill, then the deep ditch with its soft crumbling sides, before forcing his way through the thick hedge of stakes facing outward.

			And of course, there would also be heavily armed soldiers with long spears behind the earthworks, ready to discourage any would-be attacker.

			During the night, all but one of the Rangers had rejoined the company. Berwick had been assigned to a fief in the southwest and had the greatest distance to travel. Crowley expected him to arrive sometime late in the morning. He gathered the Rangers, and their six apprentices, in a small group behind the fortifications.

			“We’ll split into two groups,” he told them, indicating the earthworks being built. “Each group will take up a position at the end of the line. I’ll command the left wing, and Halt the right.”

			“Wouldn’t we be more effective in one group?” Robert asked. “There are only twenty of us, after all.”

			It was a reasonable question and Crowley had considered this option. But he shook his head. “I want to catch them in an enfilade from either side,” he said. “If my group shoots first and they turn their shields toward us, they’ll expose themselves to Halt’s group—and vice versa. Besides, our rate of shooting will make a smaller group seem like a big one.”

			Robert nodded assent, as did a few of the others. He hadn’t been querying Crowley’s arrangement to be contentious and he could see the good reasoning behind the plan.

			Crowley scanned the line of faces, each one shadowed and grim beneath their hooded cloaks. He found the one he was looking for—Denison.

			Since his first brush with Halt, Denison had fallen quickly into line and lost his initial propensity to query and dispute orders from the two young Rangers. He had spoken at length with Samdash, Jurgen and Leander, who were all well-known to him from earlier days. He had been impressed by their wholehearted endorsement of the sandy-haired commander and his grim, bearded friend.

			Now Crowley singled him out because he was one of the most experienced and longest-serving Rangers in their group.

			“Denison, you’ll be in my ten,” he said. “But first I have another task for you.” He jerked his thumb back in the direction they had traveled. “I need you to ride back down our trail for fifteen kilometers or so. Find a good vantage point and keep watch for Morgarath’s army. The minute you see them, ride flat out back to us and let us know they’re coming. That way we’ll have plenty of time to get ready for them.”

			Denison nodded, then made a suggestion. “Can I take Cedric along with me?” he asked. “Two sets of eyes will be better than one, and it’ll mean one of us can rest while the other watches. After all, Morgarath could be a few days behind us.”

			Crowley agreed instantly. “Good idea,” he said. He glanced at Cedric. “That all right with you?”

			The balding Ranger grinned. He was a cheerful enough fellow, Crowley thought.

			“That’s fine by me,” Cedric said, then added, “Whose group will I be shooting with?”

			“Halt’s,” Crowley said immediately. If anything happened to the two rearward scouts, he didn’t want one of the shooting parties weakened by two archers.

			Cedric turned his grin toward Halt. “I’ll look forward to that,” he said. He had seen Halt demonstrate his shooting skills on the practice range and he was keen to see how the Hibernian accounted himself in a real battle. He expected to be impressed.

			“What about the apprentices?” Chase asked now. He was mentoring one of the six apprentices and wanted to know where his protégé would be stationed.

			“We’ll put them in the middle of the line, behind the barricade. Farrel, can you supervise their shooting?”

			The limping Ranger nodded. The apprentices would be using lighter-powered bows and would need an experienced eye to gauge the most effective range for them to begin shooting.

			“You won’t mind if I take a shot or two myself?” he asked, with a grim smile.

			Crowley smiled back. “I’m counting on it,” he said. Then he slapped his hands together briskly. “Right, gentlemen, we’ve got a lot to do. Let’s get to it.”

			The assembly broke up, with Denison and Cedric heading for the horse lines, where their horses were grazing. The rest of the army’s horses were tethered to rope lines. The Ranger horses were left to wander free. No Ranger horse would ever stray from its master. As they saddled the two shaggy, muscular ponies, a thought occurred to Denison.

			“What’s your code word?” he asked.

			They were going into a dangerous situation, and neither of them knew what emergency might befall them. It might become necessary for either of them to ride the other’s horse, and without the code word neither horse would allow it.

			“Here I come,” Cedric replied in a lowered tone. His horse pricked its ears at the phrase and he slapped it affectionately on the neck. “Yours?”

			“Upsy-daisy-do,” replied Denison, his look challenging Cedric to comment on the phrase. Cedric couldn’t prevent that grin of his from spreading across his face. Denison was a good Ranger, but he could tend to be a little pompous. Perhaps the horse trainer, Young Bob, had selected the phrase intentionally, to take some of the starch out of him. Wisely, Cedric didn’t joke about it. He merely nodded several times.

			“I’ll remember that,” he said eventually, forcing his face into a deadpan expression.

			Denison sighed. “Be hard not to,” he replied in a long-suffering tone.

			As the two Rangers cantered out of the camp and headed down the army’s back trail, Halt and Crowley were sitting on the grass outside Crowley’s low field tent, adjusting arrows. Each of the Rangers had drawn forty shafts from the armorer’s wagon. They loaded their quivers with a dozen, and kept the other twenty-eight in canvas arrow bags. The arrows had been produced in their thousands in Castle Araluen over the preceding week. They were all made to a standard length, but each Ranger’s draw varied, according to the length of his arms. In some cases, the arrows needed to be shortened and have their warheads refitted.

			Halt had a standard draw length, so he didn’t need to adjust his arrows. Crowley, however, drew his arrows two centimeters less than standard. He and Halt worked in companionable silence now, removing the warheads, cutting two centimeters from the shaft, then resetting the warheads on the shortened shafts. A small pot of glue simmered on the fire between them and they daubed each bare shaft with glue before refitting the warhead.

			A shadow fell across them and the two Rangers looked up. Halt recognized the newcomer. He was Wearne, the senior archer from the small company attached to the army—the man who had watched the Rangers practice their shooting.

			“What do you want from my men?” Wearne asked, without any preamble. He addressed the question to Halt, as he’d seen him as the commander on their previous meeting. Halt made a gesture to Crowley, deferring to him.

			“We’re going to be in two groups, one on either wing,” Crowley said. The archer nodded. It was a sensible arrangement. “I’d like you and your men—how many do you have, by the way?”

			“Twenty-eight,” Wearne replied gruffly. “Not many of us, but we’re all good shots.” There was no boastfulness about the statement. It would be pointless to exaggerate his men’s skill at such a time.

			“So Halt tells me,” Crowley replied.

			The archer turned his gaze to Halt again, who shrugged. “I watched you practice after our men left the range,” he said. “You all shoot well.”

			Wearne acknowledged the compliment. He hadn’t seen the Ranger watching them. Then he realized that often you didn’t see a Ranger, if the Ranger didn’t want to be seen.

			“I’d like your men in the center,” Crowley continued. “About twenty meters behind the army, on the higher ground. Once we start shooting at the front ranks of Morgarath’s army, I want you to direct a plunging barrage on their rear.”

			Wearne considered the idea. Plunging arrows were shot high into the air to come down—plunging, as the term indicated—from a steep angle. It was a skill that Araluen’s archers practiced constantly.

			“Sounds good,” he said. “That way we’ll hit them from three directions at once—left, right and above. That should get ’em confused.”

			“I rather hope it gets them dead,” Crowley said succinctly.

			A humorless smile touched Wearne’s rugged features. “That’d be even better,” he agreed.

			“Just wait for the signal before you start shooting,” Halt said. “I’m going to be conducting a little experiment when they start to move up the hill.”

			Crowley turned an inquisitive eye on his friend. “You are? And what might that be?”

			Halt chewed his lip thoughtfully. “I’m going to feint a cavalry attack on their front line.”

			Crowley frowned. “We don’t have enough cavalry for a frontal charge.”

			Halt made an appeasing gesture with one hand. “That’s why it’ll be a feint. I’ll take thirty troopers and make it look as if we’re going to charge. I want to see if the Wargals still react to horses the same way they did when I saw them on the plateau. We won’t actually make contact. I’ll bring them back before we hit their front line. But while I’m doing that, I don’t want the rest of you shooting my backside full of arrows.”

			Crowley and Wearne exchanged a glance. Both of them smiled.

			“We’ll do our best to miss you,” Crowley assured his friend.

			Halt raised an eyebrow. “The way you shoot, that should be easy for you,” he said.
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			DENISON AND CEDRIC CANTERED THEIR HORSES TO A POINT twenty kilometers in the rear. As the light began to fade, they selected a tall hill to the right of the trail as their vantage point and urged their horses up to the summit.

			From here, they had an excellent view of the surrounding countryside. To the south, the direction from which they expected Morgarath’s army to appear, there was a high ridge four kilometers away. Beyond it, they could see the open countryside and the high road.

			“There’s a lot of dead ground beyond that ridge,” Cedric commented. “Maybe we should set up on the ridge itself.”

			Dead ground was ground that wasn’t visible to them, by dint of the fact that it was hidden by the ridge. Denison considered the suggestion, but shook his head.

			“We’re not sure where they are,” he said. “For all we know, they could be just behind that ridge, and I don’t want to bump into them. We’ll still have plenty of advance warning when they top the ridge itself.”

			“Fair point,” Cedric agreed. They loosened the girths on their horses’ saddles. They didn’t want to waste time re-saddling them if the Wargals suddenly appeared.

			They settled down in the long, soft grass. Their horses moved to and fro, cropping the fresh shoots. Cedric glanced at the sky and saw that it was clear, with only a few clouds chasing each other across the heavens.

			“No need for a tent,” he said.

			Denison grunted agreement. “I suppose there’ll be no fire, either?”

			The other Ranger shook his head. “It’d be visible for kilometers if someone’s watching,” he said. “And you never know when someone’s watching.”

			They had a cold meal of dried meat and fruit wrapped in bread. They washed it down with cold water from their canteens. Luckily for them, they hadn’t developed the taste for, and dependence on, coffee that Halt and Crowley shared.

			As the sun began to disappear over the western horizon, the evening grew chilly and they drew their warm cloaks closer around themselves, sitting with their knees drawn up, scanning the countryside behind them in silence as the last of the sun’s rays faded in the western sky.

			Then they became aware of a new light source. It loomed over the ridge they were watching, an orange light that reflected in the sky. The light of hundreds of campfires.

			“That’s them,” Denison said, gesturing toward the sky above the ridge.

			Cedric stood up, shading his eyes, and peered toward the south. “Just over the ridge, do you think?”

			But Denison shook his head. “I’d say they’re a kilometer or so back. From memory, there’s a large open space there where they could pitch their tents.”

			“Well, at least we know they’ve stopped for the night,” Cedric said.

			“True. No sense in our both staying awake. Why don’t you grab a few hours’ sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s your turn to watch.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Cedric replied. He settled his knapsack as a pillow, leaned his quiver of arrows against a bush a meter or so from it, then lay down and rolled himself in his cloak. There was a nip in the night air, and he enjoyed the feeling of warmth and comfort that the cloak brought. He kept his bow strung and wrapped in the cloak with him to protect the string from the damp night air. Within a few minutes, he had fallen sound asleep, a skill that all Rangers possessed.

			•   •   •

			They changed watch halfway through the night. When Denison opened his eyes next morning, he heard the familiar sounds of the horses pawing the earth and cropping the grass. Their harness jingled softly.

			He sat up. There was a familiar smell in the air. Cedric, who was standing a few meters away, heard him move and turned to him.

			“Wood smoke,” Denison said, tossing aside the cloak and standing up. Cedric nodded and pointed to multiple columns of smoke rising into the air beyond the ridge. There was little wind close to the ground and the smoke rose to some height before dissipating in the higher air.

			“They’ve got their cook fires going,” Cedric said. “Obviously, they’re not in any great hurry.”

			“They know where we’re going,” Denison said. It was impossible for an army, even a small one such as Duncan’s, to move through the countryside and not leave a clear trail. “If they’ve got trackers, they probably have a good idea how far ahead of them we are.”

			Cedric said nothing. Then, after a few minutes, he glanced to where his horse was standing.

			“Maybe we should get back and report to Crowley,” he said. “We know how far behind us they are.”

			“Good idea,” Denison told him. “You go ahead with that. I’ll stay here a while longer. There’s something I want to see.”

			Cedric cocked his head to one side in a question. “What’s that?”

			“I want to get an idea of how fast they’re moving,” Denison replied. He gestured to a grove of trees on the flat ground below the ridge. “Would you say those trees—the ones with the really dark green one in the center—are about a kilometer from the ridgeline?”

			Cedric squinted, glancing from the grove of trees to the top of the ridge and back again several times. “Close enough to,” he replied.

			“Then I’ll see how long their army takes to pass that point. That’ll give us some idea of when they might arrive at the Cut.”

			Cedric pursed his lips. It was a good idea, he thought. “Of course, they’ll move faster this morning when they’re rested and fresh. By this afternoon, they’ll be slowing up.” Denison was studying him with a long-suffering expression on his face, and he realized he had been stating the obvious. “Sorry,” he said.

			Denison waved a hand, dismissing the apology.

			Cedric turned and strode to where his horse was waiting expectantly. He leaned down and tightened the girth straps, then swung up into the saddle in one easy movement. He trotted the horse to where Denison was standing at the summit of the hill, his eyes fixed on that distant ridge.

			“I’ll be off then,” he said.

			Denison smiled up at him. “Travel safely.”

			Cedric nodded toward the ridge. “You too,” he said. “And don’t leave it too long before you start back after me. Remember, we’ll need every shooter we’ve got.”

			Denison patted Cedric’s horse’s neck several times. “Don’t worry. I’ll be on Sparrow,” he said, nodding toward his own horse, who was watching events with her ears pricked in interest. Ranger horses always wanted to know what was going on around them. “She can outrun any band of shambling shaggy bears any day of the week.”

			“Make sure you give her the chance to do it,” Cedric said. Denison had a reputation for being painstakingly thorough when he took on a task. Cedric could see him leaving it too long to make his own escape from the hill, giving Morgarath’s mounted men time to overtake him. Then he shook his head. No ordinary horse could match the speed and endurance of a Ranger-bred horse. He touched his heels to his horse’s flanks and they trotted off.

			Denison watched them go. He preferred to work alone, as did most Rangers. But it had been comforting to have company, especially when he was so close to the enemy, and they were such an unknown quantity. He hunkered down in the long grass and fixed his eyes on the distant ridge.

			It was just under two hours before he saw movement there. A group of figures appeared on the crest, spreading out to study the land before them. They were all mounted, and he realized they would be Morgarath’s staff and commanders. He counted twenty of them. In the center of the line he could make out a tall figure on a white horse. Morgarath, he thought. Idly, his fingers dropped to the quiver at his side, and he touched one of the arrows nestling there. Of course, the Black Lord was well out of range. But if Denison angled down through the trees, heading toward the high road, he might well bring the enemy general within bowshot.

			Then he shrugged the idea aside. Morgarath was no fool. He was an experienced campaigner and he wouldn’t expose himself to the risk of a single archer. Besides, Denison had other things to do. He watched as the first of the horsemen started down the slope. Morgarath waited, he noticed. Denison hurried back to his horse and fumbled in the saddlebags for a small sandglass. He glanced back at the enemy, now moving down the slope. The first of the infantry had crested the rise now and dimly, he could hear the tuneless chant that they uttered when they marched. He turned the sandglass and began to measure their progress.

			As more and more Wargals appeared over the ridge, he felt his heart rate accelerate. There were a lot of them, he thought. They appeared to outnumber Duncan’s small army by at least four to one.

			“Well, we’re going to have to do something about that,” he muttered. He noted that the last few grains were running through the sandglass and quickly turned it, glancing up to see that the lead elements of Morgarath’s army were still well short of the grove of trees he’d selected as a marker.

			Big armies move slowly, he thought. They take a long time to muster, and then they’re restricted to the pace of the slowest man—or monster.

			At least that was something the Araluen army had going for it.
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			“THEY WERE MAKING ABOUT THREE AND A HALF KILOMETERS an hour,” Denison told the command team in Duncan’s pavilion. “But they’ve got a big, unwieldy baggage train that will slow them down.”

			“Probably full of the food from our harvests,” Duncan said bitterly. “So we should expect to see them toward the end of the day?”

			Denison nodded. “I doubt they’ll make it before then.”

			Lord Northolt rubbed his hands together in a satisfied gesture. “Good! That’ll give us time to make a few more preparations—and to get our own wagons started for our next destination.”

			“Where is that?” Crowley asked.

			Northolt deferred to Sir David, who strode to the large map mounted on an easel and tapped a point to the northwest of their current position. “Hackham Heath,” he said. “It’s a good defensive spot in the fief where I was battle master to Baron Siskin.”

			“So you know the territory well?” Halt asked.

			David nodded. “Yes. Although not as well as my son Gilan. He spent all his time roaming and exploring in the woods and hills.”

			Baron Arald glanced at him curiously. “How old is Gilan now?” he asked. He recalled meeting the boy at the annual tournament several years ago.

			“He’s twelve,” David replied. “But he’s big for his age. Shows a lot of natural talent with the sword. I’ve had him training with MacNeil for the past year.”

			Arald raised his eyebrows, impressed. “MacNeil indeed?”

			“Who’s this MacNeil character?” Halt said in an aside to Crowley.

			Crowley suppressed a grin. Only Halt would refer to the Kingdom’s legendary sword master as this MacNeil character, he thought.

			“He’s the foremost swordsman in the Kingdom,” he said. “An absolute master—and an excellent teacher. He only accepts the most talented young men as his students. Young Gilan must be something special.”

			“Hmmm,” Halt muttered, storing the information away.

			Arald asked a question of the room in general. “Do you think Morgarath will attack this evening?”

			There was a pause as the others considered the matter. Finally, the King looked to Lord Northolt for his opinion.

			“I doubt it,” the battle master replied. “They’ve been marching all day. They’ll be tired and hungry—even these indefatigable beasts that Halt has told us about have to rest and eat sometime.”

			“Plus they’ll arrive with the last of the light. If they do attack, they’ll soon be fighting in darkness—and that’s always risky,” Crowley put in.

			“Let’s not take any chances,” Duncan said. “Morgarath has a habit of doing the unexpected. And we know he has little affection for his troops. They’re a means to an end. But most likely they’ll make camp tonight and attack in the morning, when they have a full day to finish us off.”

			Northolt rose. “If that’s all, sir?” he addressed Duncan. “I have a few tweaks to add to the defenses, seeing we’ve got some extra time.”

			Duncan waved a hand in dismissal. “Get on with it then.” He looked at the others. “The rest of you, draw whatever rations and weapons you need for tonight and tomorrow from the baggage train. Then get the wagons on their way.” With any luck, they all knew, and by dint of traveling through the night, the baggage train would reach their next defensive position at Hackham Heath before dawn and be ready to receive the army as they withdrew from Ashdown Cut.

			There was a stir of movement around the table as the meeting broke up, and they all headed back to their respective commands.

			“David,” said the King, “could I have a word?”

			The erstwhile cavalry commander waited as the others filed out of the tent.

			“I know you normally command the heavy cavalry,” Duncan began.

			David’s mouth twisted in a rueful smile. “Not that we have any heavy cavalry,” he said. “We only have lancers, and precious few of them.”

			“Precisely,” Duncan replied. “That’s why I have a new job for you.”

			David regarded the King with interest. Truth be told, in the absence of any heavy cavalry to command, he had been wondering where he could best serve the army.

			“This battle is going to be fought on foot,” the King said. He saw David draw breath to speak and, correctly guessing what he was about to say, waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, I know Halt has some far-fetched plan to pretend to attack the Wargals with thirty troopers, but in the main, we’re going to be fighting on foot. That means what cavalry we have will fight dismounted, and take their place in the line. Lord knows, we can use them.”

			David nodded and the King continued. “We’re outnumbered. You know that. And it’s likely that, at some stage, Morgarath’s troops will break through our line. When that happens, I want a fighting reserve ready to plug the gap and drive them back. You, Arald and I are the most skilled warriors in the army. I want the three of us to be ready as a kind of roving reserve. If the Wargals break our line, the three of us will charge in, rally our men and throw the enemy back down the hill.”

			David nodded slowly. “Sounds like a good plan,” he said. “What about Lord Northolt?”

			Duncan shook his head. “His job is the overall supervision of the defenses. But he’s a little old to be involved in hand-to-hand fighting.”

			David realized this was true. Northolt was no longer a young man, and this was definitely a young man’s job. He smiled.

			“I’ve been wondering what I’d be doing when the fighting starts.”

			“You’ll be doing plenty,” the King replied gravely. “We all will.”

			•   •   •

			Lord Northolt set men to the task of digging a further ditch forty meters downhill from the main defensive position. This one was lined with sharpened stakes and covered in light branches and grass to conceal it. Two solid bridges were left on either side that would bear the weight of his horses and men as they moved down the hill. Ropes were attached to the bridges so they could be withdrawn when required.

			Another party was digging two diagonal trenches, running down the hill in the shape of a V and culminating at the new trench. At the top end of each, the men had placed a large cask of oil from the supply wagons.

			Baron Arald was watching all this with interest. “What’s the idea here?”

			“When it’s time for us to withdraw,” Northolt told him, “this will give us a little extra time. We’ll pour the oil into the two ditches, then set fire to it. With any luck, and if the wind’s in the right direction, it’ll set the grass burning on a broad front between us and Morgarath. That’ll give our men time to fade back over the hill and run like the blazes.”

			Arald nodded, impressed. He studied the slope below them, visualizing the twin rivers of flame running down the hill, then setting the long grass alight. The smoke and flames would form an effective barrier against their attackers. And they’d conceal that the army was vacating its position and withdrawing over the hill.

			“That will give us a start,” he agreed. “But will it be enough?”

			“Possibly not. But Crowley’s Rangers are going to act as a rearguard. They’ll set up ambushes at every bend in the road or every narrow valley. Morgarath will have to constantly stop and take up a defensive formation. That’ll slow him up.”

			Arald scratched his chin. “Crowley’s a good man,” he said. “We’re lucky to have him.”

			Northolt agreed. “Morgarath may have done us a favor without knowing it,” he said. “Crowley’s more energetic and imaginative that any Commandant I can remember—particularly the fop Morgarath appointed to the position a couple of years ago.”

			“Halt’s no slouch either,” Arald commented. “He’s been working in Redmont Fief for the past months and I can’t remember a better Ranger.”

			“They make a good pair,” Northolt agreed, then he turned to shout directions to some of the men working on the new trenches.

			Arald turned away. “Speaking of Halt, I want a word with him,” he said, heading back up the hill to where the Rangers were preparing their shooting positions. They had no need of any protective breastworks, as Morgarath had few archers or crossbowmen among his men. But they were building a light screen of saplings and brushwood. If the enemy couldn’t see where the volleys of arrows were coming from, it would keep them a little more confused.

			Arald found Halt dragging a large bundle of branches and saplings into position and beckoned him over.

			“David tells me you’re planning a cavalry charge on Morgarath’s front line tomorrow,” he said, without any preamble.

			Halt nodded. “It’s a feint. We won’t actually make contact. We don’t have enough troopers to risk losses in a frontal engagement.”

			“Then what’s the point?” Arald asked, frowning slightly.

			“I want to test something I discovered when I was scouting the plateau,” Halt told him. “The Wargals seem to be leery around horses. They seem to be the one thing that can unsettle them. I got the feeling that Morgarath was trying to train it out of them and I want to see if he’s been successful.”

			“So if they start looking nervous when they think they’re going to be charged by cavalry, you’ll know.”

			“That’s right. Could be a handy thing to keep in mind for a later time.”

			Arald tugged his mustache thoughtfully. “Yes. It certainly could be.” He paused, then continued, “Would you mind if I joined in on your mock attack?”

			Halt looked surprised, but recovered quickly. “Not at all. The more the merrier,” he said. “But why?”

			“Well, I thought your little feint might look more convincing if you had a fully armored knight leading it, all shiny and ferocious looking, rather than a shabby Ranger.” Arald was smiling as he said it, robbing the words of any possible offense.

			“It’s a good point,” Halt agreed. “I plan to wait till they’re assembled and ready to advance up the hill. Then I—or rather you—will lead thirty or forty troopers out in extended line formation and start down the hill. Actually, if you’re leading, it’ll give me a chance to really watch the Wargals and see how they react.”

			“Fine. I’ll join you first thing then, once the enemy are in place and ready to open proceedings.”

			Halt nodded several times. He liked Arald. The time he’d spent at Redmont Fief had shown the Baron to be an honest and courageous leader—if a little too fond of good food.

			“We’ll assemble here,” he said, “on this side of the defenses. We’ll ride downhill, until we’re a hundred meters from the Wargals. Then we’ll swing back. If they’re still nervous about horses, that’ll give us plenty of time to see it.”

			“And if they’re not?” Arald asked.

			Halt shrugged. “Well, at least we’ll know.”

			•   •   •

			Morgarath’s army arrived in the early evening.

			They heard them first. The Wargals marched keeping pace to the cadence of a guttural chant. They could hear the sound long before the enemy came into view. Then they could make out the jingle and clash of weapons and harnesses as the beasts moved in their rolling, shambling gait. Duncan’s soldiers waited nervously as the noise grew louder and more ominous. They had never heard anything like it and the disembodied sound preyed on their nerves. Stomachs tightened and mouths went dry as the noise grew, ebbing and flowing on the evening breeze.

			“Where are they?” someone asked, his voice cracking slightly.

			Duncan, standing at the head of his men, turned in the direction of the voice. “Steady,” he said, his voice firm and seemingly unconcerned. “They’ll be here soon enough.”

			Then several of the men cried out at once as the first of the Wargal horde came into sight in the indirect light of the setting sun, crossing a low ridge to their front and swarming down the near slope to the beginning of the uphill, narrow valley where the Araluen army waited for them.

			A ripple of excited comment swept across the army, then slowly died away as the soldiers became aware of the numbers facing them. The black-furred, shambling creatures came over the ridge in eight ranks—and kept coming.

			“There are thousands of them,” one of the archers said, his voice a little higher-pitched and a little louder than he’d intended it to be.

			Halt turned to face the group of men, leaning on their bows as they watched Morgarath’s army deploy onto the level ground at the foot of the Cut.

			“Actually,” he said, “there are probably fewer than a thousand.”

			But the archer who had spoken looked doubtful. “That’s still plenty more than there are of us,” he said.

			Halt patted the feathered ends of the arrows in his quiver. “By tomorrow, there’ll be a lot fewer of them if we all do our job,” he said calmly. His matter-of-fact manner seemed to calm the nerves of the archers, and those of the army who were within earshot.

			Finally, the ranks of marching creatures ceased coming over the ridge. They massed in eight extended lines at the base of the hill, facing upward to where the pitifully thin ranks of Duncan’s men awaited them. They stood, unmoving, for several minutes, simply threatening the watching men with their numbers. Then a tall black-clad figure rode forward on a white horse and stopped in front of them, facing up the hill to where Duncan and his officers stood watching.

			And waiting.

			Suddenly, without any signal seeming to have been issued, the assembled ranks of Wargals raised their weapons above their heads and let out one massive shout—a cry of defiance and threat that echoed around the hills. Early roosting birds were driven, chattering, from their trees by the sudden noise. Crowley, caught unawares by the cry, actually flinched, and cursed himself for doing so.

			Then, again without any discernible order being given, the ranks disassembled. Every tenth troop in the front rank remained in place, forming a sentry line and watching the enemy. The others broke up into six-man squads and began pitching camp. Fires were lit and several wagons came up from the baggage train, which was only now beginning to trundle over the ridge, and began preparing food.

			In the center of the camp, in the dying light of evening, Halt could make out Morgarath’s black-and-gold pavilion being erected. He turned to Crowley.

			“Maybe we should slip down the hill and put an arrow in Morgarath,” he suggested.

			Crowley considered the idea for a few seconds, then rejected it. “He’s too wily for that. I doubt we’d get anywhere near that tent,” he said. “Look how he’s surrounded it with sentries.”

			Morgarath, with the wealth of numbers at his disposal, had formed a protective screen around his pavilion. Halt studied it and reluctantly agreed. He heard a clatter of plates and pots behind him. The support staff were serving out a hot meal to the men standing behind the palisade. He nudged Crowley with his elbow.

			“Let’s get something to eat,” he said. “We’ll need it tomorrow.”
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			THE FOLLOWING DAY DAWNED CLEAR, WITHOUT CLOUDS IN the sky. There was a light ground mist lying over the hill leading down to the Wargal camp, but as the sun rose, it burned off.

			The enemy was awake. Cook fires were burning once more and their thin columns of wood smoke rose into the air above the lines of low black tents. In comparison to the neatly ordered rows of tents that Duncan’s men pitched—although these had been struck and had gone ahead with the wagons the evening previously—the Wargals’ tent lines were untidy and haphazard.

			Duncan strode along the parapet of the earth rampart thrown up behind the hedge of sharpened stakes. His men were edgy, as was to be expected. They were, after all, about to go into battle with a new and unfamiliar enemy. And they were outnumbered nearly four to one. They had stood to at first light, in case Morgarath tried to catch them napping with a dawn attack. But there was no sense in keeping them tense and ready now.

			“Relax, men,” he said calmly. “Loosen your armor and take the weight off your feet. They won’t be coming for hours yet.”

			He could see the movement among the enemy lines as the Wargals fetched food from their field kitchen and hunkered down on the earth to eat. Back in the center of the camp, Morgarath and several of his cronies sat at ease around a table, with food and drink being served.

			“Eat your rations,” Duncan told the men. “No point in fighting on an empty stomach.”

			The camp cooks, in addition to serving a hot meal the previous evening, had left cold food for the men’s breakfast: grilled meat and flat bread. There were fires lit behind the waiting army and one man in eight—the men were divided into eight-man messes—was boiling water and brewing hot drinks for their comrades.

			Duncan sensed a relief in the tension as his men sat on the damp grass and loosened their armor, laying aside their heavy helmets and spears and beginning to eat. He realized that he was doing nothing to ease their nerves by pacing up and down the parapet. He saw Arald and David also inspecting the enemy camp below them and called them over.

			His orderly had been following him and he turned to the man now. “Bring us some breakfast, Walter,” he said quietly, as the other two joined him.

			Walter bobbed his head obediently. “Yes, sir. Shall I set up a table?”

			Duncan shook his head. He wanted his men to see him sharing the same food and the same conditions they were.

			“I think the ground will be good enough,” he said. Then, turning to the nearest group of soldiers, he asked with a grin: “What do you say, men? Is the ground soft enough for a royal backside?”

			The soldiers chuckled. One of them, a grizzled veteran, rose and walked over to where Duncan and his two senior officers were standing. He made a show of inspecting the ground, brushing aside a few twigs and rocks, then spread out a none-too-clean neckerchief and gestured for the King to sit.

			“There you go, my lord. Your royal bum should be comfortable there.”

			The others nearby joined in the laughter. Duncan grinned at him. “If it’s not, I’ll have you in the stocks later tonight,” he said. “We did bring the stocks, didn’t we, Sir David?”

			“I’m sure we did, sir,” David answered gravely.

			The veteran cackled at him and resumed his place among his companions. The three senior officers sat on the edge of the ditch, their legs dangling over it, and munched on the bread and meat that Walter brought them. He also brought a steaming pot of coffee. Duncan hesitated, then looked round to make sure the men had been served with hot drinks as well. Then he took a deep sip and smacked his lips appreciatively.

			“Ahhh!” he said. “Nothing like hot coffee in the morning!”

			“When do you think they’ll be coming, my lord?” It was one of the younger soldiers sitting behind them who asked.

			Duncan gave him a reassuring smile. “I should think they’ll be a while yet. They’re not the most organized troops, or the most disciplined. They’ll have to eat, then form up and then advance. I’d say you have a couple of hours. Get some sleep if you can. I’m going to.”

			And so saying, he stretched his arms over his head, took off his helmet and lay back on the soft earth, hitching his sword around so that he wasn’t lying on it. He closed his eyes and spoke to Arald out of the corner of his mouth:

			“Keep an eye on things. Wake me if anything happens.”

			Arald exchanged a grin with David. The sight of the King sitting eating on the edge of the ditch, then sprawling back and napping, had reassured the men around them. They elbowed one another and pointed, grinning at the reclining monarch.

			An hour passed and there was little of note happening in the Wargal camp. Then, as the sun grew higher in the sky, they heard bugles sounding and they could see the black creatures shambling into a loose formation. It took them some time. As Duncan had noted, they weren’t the most disciplined or thoroughly drilled troops. But eventually, they formed into four ranks, about fifty across, and began to shuffle forward.

			“He’s not committing them all to the first attack,” David observed.

			Duncan opened his eyes, feigned a yawn and sat up reluctantly. In truth, he had been wide-awake the entire time, his nerves trembling like fiddle strings. But to look at him, you’d never know it. He appeared to be annoyed that Morgarath’s troops had decided to interrupt his nap. Reluctantly, he rose and turned to the watching troops.

			“Get your armor on and move up to the ramp, men. Looks like they’re on their way.”

			The men began to take up their defensive positions. Unlike the Wargals, they were drilled and disciplined and they were in place in a few minutes.

			Arald glanced down the hill and gestured to the right-hand side of the line. “I’d better join Halt. We’ve got a cavalry charge to fake,” he said. He shook hands with the other two and strode off, his spurs clinking. His orderly had already led his battlehorse to the assembly point Halt had indicated. As Arald reached the spot, Halt greeted him. There were thirty cavalry troopers mounted behind him in two files.

			Arald called to them cheerfully. “Morning, men. Ready to shake up these shaggy black bears?”

			There was a chorus of assent. They were glad to be given a job in the upcoming battle. They knew their numbers were too small to waste on direct attacks.

			“Remember,” Halt told them, “we don’t make contact. We’ll trot forward to within fifty meters, then I’ll give a horn signal and we wheel and come back. Understood?”

			The men chorused their understanding.

			Halt studied them for a moment or two, making sure they had all grasped the idea. He didn’t want anyone to get carried away in the excitement of the moment and charge down on the massed ranks of Wargals. Cavalrymen did tend to get excited, he knew. But he could see from their faces that they all knew this was to be a feint.

			“All right. There are two bridges across the second ditch, marked by willow wands. See them?”

			The men stood in their stirrups and peered down the hill. The two stripped willow sticks were clearly visible. They assured him that they could see them.

			“We’ll cross the ditch there. The left file take the far bridge, the right file this near one. Once we’re across, form an extended line behind the Baron.” Halt gestured to Arald, now looking quite fearsome in his blue-and-yellow armor. “After that, I’ll leave it to you, sir.”

			Arald nodded. “We couldn’t just dash down and skewer one or two of them before we turn back, could we?” He gestured with the long spear he was carrying.

			Halt gave him a long-suffering look. Arald, after all, was a cavalryman.

			The Baron shrugged. “Didn’t think so.”

			Halt glanced down the hill. The Wargal line was finally formed up. Morgarath was riding his white horse across the field behind the fourth and last rank. The Wargal front line stepped out, shields raised before them, spears and swords held to the front. They started up the hill, their shambling, rolling gait, which could have looked comical, now looking ominous.

			“Let’s go,” Halt said, and swung up into Abelard’s saddle.

			He led the way forward, angling across the hill. He could hear the jingling of harness behind him, and the dull thuds of multiple hoofbeats on the soft grass. He increased the pace to a trot as they neared the two markers. The left-hand file peeled off for the farther marker. Halt pulled his horse to one side as Baron Arald led the right-hand file toward the nearer bridge.

			Hooves clattered on the timbers of the bridges as the two files crossed the ditch. Arald marshaled his men into an extended line, circling his spear over his head, then pointing it out to right and left. From the bottom of the hill, Halt could hear the guttural chant as the enemy began to slog their way up the slope. He rode forward, staying out to the right and moving ahead of the line of cavalry so he could observe the Wargals more clearly.

			Arald raised his spear and was pointing it down the hill. “Form arrowhead!” he shouted as his battlehorse paced forward, pulling against the reins, eager to come to grips with the enemy. Nobody had told the horse that this was a feint. He was eager to charge headlong into the enemy line.

			The troop followed, the two lines angling back to form a V shape as they advanced down the hill. Arald and Halt had discussed this. They had agreed that Arald should put the men into whatever formation he would use for a real attack. Arrowhead was the most effective.

			They were still moving at a walk. Halt glanced down at the approaching Wargals. They were in one line, forging their way up the hill. They were clumsy and unbalanced in their marching, and from time to time one of them would stumble and fall. His companions didn’t wait for him. A beast from the next rank would fill the gap, treading over his fallen comrade to get there. The fallen Wargal would be left to regain his feet and get back into formation in the second rank.

			“Trot!” Arald commanded, raising his spear above his head again, then circling it.

			The jingle of harness and weapons and the thudding of hooves grew louder as the V-shaped force began to move faster down the hill.

			Halt looked keenly at the Wargals, and his heart leapt as he thought he saw the first signs of hesitation among them. It was only a moment of indecision, but he was sure it was there.

			“Canter!” Arald’s voice rang out, and the cavalry surged forward, moving from a trot to a canter in the space of one stride.

			“Hold your positions!” Arald shouted, as some riders began to move ahead of their neighbors. Troopers hauled on their reins, bringing their horses back into formation. Along the line, the riders held their spears pointing upward, waiting for the order to gallop. In order to conserve their horses’ energy, Arald wouldn’t give that order until the very last minute. Halt, eyes slitted with concentration, studied the Wargals.

			There! He saw it clearly. In the center of the line, half a dozen of the black, shambling monsters slowed and actually began to shuffle back from the horses bearing down on them.

			The half dozen became a dozen, then the entire front line was disrupted, either stopped in place or edging back against the following rank. As they bumped into one another and shoved others aside, the line became disrupted, milling in aimless confusion and doubt.

			“It’s working,” Halt breathed to himself. Then he saw a black-clad figure riding forward through the lines, the horse shouldering Wargals aside without any care for their well-being. Morgarath reached the front of the third rank and swung his horse to ride parallel to the disrupted and hesitating front line.

			Instinctively, Halt drew an arrow from his quiver and laid it on the string. Then he shrugged. Morgarath was well out of arrow range, he knew. He replaced the arrow reluctantly.

			Then he saw the Wargals steady and resume their advance. He realized that Morgarath was goading his troops to return to the attack. The Wargals might have been frightened of the horses, but an enraged Morgarath was a far more frightening prospect. Slowly, they regained their formation and began to march forward once more.

			Halt raised his horn and blew a long, descending note—the signal for recall. He saw Arald’s right hand go up, holding the long spear high overhead. Then he began to circle the spear in an unmistakable signal. The cavalry halted, and Arald wheeled his horse in place, the riders behind him following in turn until the V formation had reversed its direction and was heading back up the hill again. As they neared the bridges, they split into two files and rode across. The rearmost riders leapt down from their saddles and hauled the bridges back across the ditch. Then they remounted and followed their comrades, riding round the end of the line to take up their position in the rear of the army. They’d be fighting as infantry, ready to reinforce any part of the line that faltered.

			Arald saw Halt waiting in front of the ditch and rode across, raising his visor.

			“We shook them up,” he said.

			But Halt shook his head. “Only until Morgarath was able to get among them and drive them on,” he said. “If we do that again, we’re going to have to take him by surprise.”

			Arald looked back down the hill. The Wargals had regained their discipline and were moving steadily up the slope, like a malevolent black tide.

			“Still,” he said, “it’s something to keep in mind. We’d better get to our positions.”

			He urged his horse through the gap at the end of the palisade and swung to the right, heading for the command position in the center of the line. Halt waited a few moments, still watching the indefatigable march of the Wargals, hearing the grunted cadence as they kept in time and the rattle and jingle of weapons and shields.

			Then he wheeled Abelard to the left and cantered to his position on the right flank of the line.

			The battle that might determine the fate of the Kingdom was about to begin.
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			“URRGH! URRGH-URRGH! URRGH!”

			The guttural chant of the advancing Wargals was getting louder and louder. Some of the men behind the palisade glanced nervously at their comrades beside them. A few of the veterans snarled in response to the Wargals’ chant. The sound seemed to put heart back into their less experienced companions.

			One gray-bearded veteran looked fiercely at a group of younger soldiers standing beside him, licking dry lips with even drier tongues.

			“Let ’em get close,” he said, “then let ’em have it. See how their chanting sounds when they’re stuck on the end of a spear.”

			Elsewhere along the line, other experienced fighters were muttering words of encouragement to the younger members of the army. Their savage confidence transmitted itself to the novice soldiers, and they set themselves more firmly, eyes riveted on the black line slowly advancing up the hill.

			Mouths were dry; hands were damp. But the soldiers of Araluen stood resolutely, ready to fight for their King against these creatures of ill omen.

			Then the Wargals reached the concealed trench, covered by nets layered with light branches and grass. The first of them failed to see the obstruction in time. When they did and tried to halt, the rank behind cannoned into them, knocking them over the lip and into the trench—where sharpened stakes were waiting for them.

			Perhaps twenty Wargals tumbled into the ditch. Five of them were impaled on the stakes and let out shrill shrieks of pain. The chanting stopped, and the steady march was disrupted as the survivors tried to clamber up out of the ditch, shoving at the rank behind them to make room.

			On the left wing, a bugle sounded.

			Within a heartbeat, a withering storm of arrows flashed across and down the field. Most of the Rangers fired two shots in quick succession. Crowley managed three. All of them were aimed at selected targets, not released haphazardly at the mass of figures on the edge of the ditch. Along the first and second ranks, Wargals cried out in pain and surprise. At least a dozen went down and lay still. Others were wounded, blundering wildly, tearing with teeth and claws at the cruel arrows caught in their flesh.

			On the right, Halt’s party waited, arrows nocked but not yet drawn.

			“Steady . . . ,” Halt growled. Then he saw the Wargals identify the direction from which the arrows were coming. Their small shields swung to their right, exposing their left sides and backs to Halt’s shooters.

			“Now!” he yelled, and let three vicious shafts fly in less than the time it takes to tell about it. His companions shot as well, each of them releasing two shafts. Cedric, trying to match Halt, managed three, but his third was rushed and he snatched at the release, sending the shaft skimming over the Wargal army. He cursed at his own impatience.

			Now the shooting became independent, with the Rangers selecting targets at will. Inevitably, several would choose the same Wargal, and many of the black-furred beasts fell with two or three shafts in them.

			Another trumpet blast. Halt heard Wearne’s rough voice calling orders from the rear of the defensive position, then there was a loud clatter and hiss as twenty longbows released their arrows high into the sky. Before that volley had fallen back to earth, Wearne’s men released another. Then the long, barbed shafts began falling almost vertically into the rear ranks of the attacking force. Wargals tumbled and fell, or staggered, clutching arrow wounds in their arms and upper bodies. They blundered into their comrades, who shoved them roughly aside, leaving them to their fate.

			Still the Wargals pushed forward, ignoring their losses. Already, almost thirty of them were lying dead or mortally wounded on the field. But the remainder closed up the gaps in their lines and forged forward, picking their way through the obstacles in the ditch, then scrambling up the far side, eyes blazing with hatred and rage, intent on one thing: to reach the Araluen line and strike and strike and strike.

			As the first of them scrambled over the uphill side of the ditch, Farrel’s little force joined in. The six apprentices shot coolly and steadily. Their lighter bows didn’t have the same power as the massive longbows wielded by the senior Rangers, and the shafts often broke or deflected from the Wargals’ shields and leather breastplates. But some of them plunged home.

			And all the while, the two parties of shooters on the flanks of the army continued to single out individual Wargals in the attack force and kill them.

			“More arrows!” Halt shouted. He’d emptied his quiver in the first few minutes. An orderly ran forward with a canvas bag full of shafts. He placed it against a wooden stand by Halt’s side and flipped the cover aside. Instantly, Halt began selecting arrows, nocking, drawing and shooting.

			And more Wargals fell before the vicious onslaught.

			He heard several other Rangers call for arrows. In the heat and confusion of battle, there was no time for tailor-made shafts. Everyone shot standard-length arrows and adjusted their aiming point as well as they could. From the rear, he heard the whooshing rush as Wearne’s men released another plunging barrage.

			And still the Wargals came on, lurching and chanting, into the storm of arrows that greeted them. There may have been only twenty Rangers shooting, but their ability to shoot rapidly seemed to magnify their numbers. The Wargals had never faced such a deadly arrow storm before. As they had raided across the southwest of Araluen, they had encountered a few archers. But their discipline and rate of shooting was nothing like this. These grim-faced, gray-cloaked figures kept up a nonstop, accurate barrage.

			But still the Wargals came on, not knowing what else to do.

			And therein lay the weakness of Morgarath’s Wargal force. It took the Black Lord some time to outline their targets for them and to set them on a course toward the enemy. They would fight doggedly to attain the goals he set. But they were inflexible in the face of the unexpected. Their minds were blanked by the fury of the battle, and it was difficult for him to penetrate their brutish consciousness with new or revised objectives. Once engaged, they would blindly follow his initial orders and respond only to the simplest changes.

			He could set them on a path—order them to attack or to retreat. But he couldn’t change the direction or the nature of their attack. He couldn’t direct them in intricate tactical maneuvers or give them conditional orders—if Plan A doesn’t work, go to Plan B. They were a blunt weapon, and their basic technique was the frontal attack. Once he ordered them forward, they would continue, in spite of the fact that Halt, Crowley and the other Rangers were ripping huge holes in their ranks. The Wargals had been ordered to attack the center of the Araluen line and they would continue to do so until there were none of them left.

			They didn’t even have the initiative to direct some of their numbers to the flanks where the Rangers were situated. They continued forward, intent only on breaking the Araluen line and killing the King.

			Morgarath watched, appalled, as twenty Rangers shot his attack to pieces. Already, he had lost at least a hundred and twenty troops in this attack, and they hadn’t yet closed with the main army.

			He had no sense of compassion for the Wargals who had died for him. They were nothing more than a tool for him to use. But he knew he couldn’t continue to lose troops at this rate for much longer. Already, more than ten percent of his army lay sprawled, dead or dying, on the slope. The grass ran red with their blood.

			Another commander might have called them back, ordered them to retreat. But Morgarath watched them advance and die with a pitiless eye. They had less than twenty meters to go before they reached the Araluen defenses. And there were still a hundred of them in the line. Given any luck, they might just break through the palisade and kill Duncan and his senior officers.

			He closed his eyes, concentrated fiercely and sent out a mental command to them.

			Kill. Kill. And kill again.

			As his order reached them, the Wargals surged forward with a new determination, clambering down into the ditch, then up the other side, shouldering their way past the sharpened spikes set to slow them down. They could see the enemy now, and their minds were filled with their commander’s order. Some of them lost all sense of the discipline and fighting methods that Morgarath had instilled into them in the past months. They reverted to wild, primitive beasts, casting aside their shields and weapons, and lunged for the defenders, seeking to kill them with their savage claws and massive yellow fangs.

			They were met by an impregnable hedge of steel-pointed spears, thrusting at them, tearing into them, then withdrawing to thrust again.

			Those who did manage to get past the spears found themselves facing shields and swords and axes as the defenders met them, their blades glittering in the sunshine, then suddenly turning red as they struck home.

			But now the fighting wasn’t so one-sided. The Wargals might have had no answer to the withering arrow storm that tore their numbers apart as they mounted the hill. But they were fearsome hand-to-hand fighters. And they knew no fear. They struck out at their enemies even as they were dying, knowing only one thing—they were ordered to kill and keep killing.

			There were fewer than eighty left from the two hundred who had set out from the base of the hill. But now they were making their presence felt as the soldiers of Araluen were forced back and battered to the ground. The snarls of the massive beasts filled the air. In a one-on-one contest, they were stronger than most of the soldiers they faced, and what they lacked in skill they made up in brute force.

			They were in behind the hedge of sharpened stakes now, and slowly the line facing them began to buckle as they struck and snarled and bit and slashed with swords and claws in a frenzy of savagery and hatred.

			Arald saw it first. Saw the line of defenders weakening, saw the uncertainty growing as the Wargals simply refused to give way, refused to die. Many of them had blood streaming from what should have been mortal wounds. But they continued to surge forward, snarling, snapping, striking.

			Arald, Duncan and David had been observing the battle from a raised mound just behind the lines, directing reinforcements to points where the integrity of the defenses was threatened. Now Arald realized there was no time to order anyone else forward. He drew his sword, set his shield on his arm and lowered his visor. Then he plunged down from the mound and raced into the milling mass of enemy troops.

			His long sword was a glittering circle of light as he swung and hacked and stabbed at the Wargals, cutting them down like a scythe cuts through chaff. Some of them turned to face him. But, fierce and heavily muscled as they were, they were no match for him. He was a champion warrior. He was strong and powerfully built and he was trained to use his weight and strength to best advantage. He plowed into them, hacking and shoving. He used his shield as a weapon, striking with its steel edge at their faces and necks and arms. When they got inside the shield and the long sword, he used his helmet, head-butting them and sending them reeling. And all the time, that dreadful sword continued to rise and fall and dart forward.

			For a few seconds, he fought alone, surrounded by the black beasts. Then he felt a movement beside him and Sir David was there, wielding a terrible two-handed battleax that smashed and hammered through the Wargals, beating down their defenses, shattering bones and severing limbs.

			The two knights fought shoulder to shoulder, hacking their way through the Wargal ranks. Then they were joined by a third juggernaut as King Duncan thrust forward beside them, his sword never seeming to pause as he slashed and thrust at Morgarath’s troops, cutting them down.

			As the soldiers of Araluen saw the three nobles smash into the Wargal ranks, they found new heart. And when they realized one of the new attackers was the King himself, a veteran corporal bellowed an order.

			“To the King! The King! Help the King!”

			And twenty men surged forward, striking the Wargals from an oblique angle.

			The fur-covered, apelike creatures fell and died, struck by the twin onslaught. But true to their kind, they never gave in. They never gave way to fear. Morgarath had given them no such option. Intent on the chance that they might reach Duncan and kill him, the Lord of Rain and Night kept them fighting to the last Wargal.

			Literally.

			The last one fell, fittingly, to a savage thrust from Arald’s sword. As the creature crumpled and fell to one side, the Baron of Redmont stepped back, swaying wearily, and raised his visor. Around him, the soldiers cheered. They had watched in awe as he fought his way single-handed through the Wargals. He leaned on his sword and scanned the battlefield. Around him, the ground was littered with Wargal bodies. Many of the men of the Araluen army had paid the price as well.

			But the losses to Morgarath’s forces were horrifying. In one engagement, he had risked—and lost—twenty percent of his forces.

			The Baron of Redmont met the King’s eye. Arald’s face and arms and clothes were covered in the blood of the beasts he’d killed. He smiled weakly, looking round at the carnage that surrounded them.

			“I think Morgarath’s going to have to change his tactics,” he said.
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			AS THE DEFENDERS REGAINED THEIR BREATH AND TENDED TO the wounded and dying, a deathly hush fell over the body-strewn battlefield.

			The Wargals were simple-minded creatures and they had been molded by Morgarath’s superior intellect to respond without question to his orders. In battle, they were seized by a red rage. They fought without mercy and without regard for their own losses. As Halt had remarked, they would clamber over the bodies of their fallen comrades to reach their enemies. They fought with one overarching idea—to kill the enemies Morgarath directed them against.

			In years to come, Morgarath would refine and perfect his mental control over the arcane creatures. But at this time, his dominance over them was clumsy and without subtlety. As long as battle was joined, they would respond to his simple, direct commands—basically, go forward or retreat, and kill or be killed.

			But once the rage of battle had died, their traditional attitudes and values reasserted themselves. They were an ancient race, with strong tribal bonds. They had existed and developed far from the sight of man—and from his interference—for thousands of years.

			Now hundreds of them had been killed in the space of a few hours. Their simple minds were unable to articulate the fact, but they felt the loss—and felt it deeply.

			The close-knit clans and families within their ranks had all lost members during the terrible advance up Ashdown Cut. They sensed the loss—sensed it at the most primitive level. And with that loss they began to feel a distrust for the Black Lord who commanded them. It would take him hours to reassert his control over them. In the meantime, the Wargals shambled about their campsite in a haze of grief. They pushed and prodded at the bedrolls in the empty tents where their companions had been. They asserted their grief in low, deep-throated moans.

			Unsure of their intentions, or what their reactions might be to the disaster that had befallen them, Morgarath’s human soldiers gave them a wide berth. Early on, several of his subordinate commanders had attempted to shove them into a formation. They were met with snarls and bared fangs and hastily backed off.

			Morgarath eyed his bestial troops with suspicion. He sensed he would have to leave them time to overcome their feelings of grief, and their mistrust of him as a commander. He ordered his men to withdraw from the Wargals’ tent lines and to wait until their disturbed minds had settled down. Bitterly, he realized that he would have to change tactics in their next attack. He couldn’t afford to lose troops at this rate. And if he persisted with his frontal attacks, he risked losing control of his army altogether. Better to wait, let them grieve, let them come to terms with their losses, then reassert his dominance over them. He would start with kindness and understanding, then gradually move to rebuilding a fierce, mindless hatred for the Araluen leadership—in particular, the King.

			It would take time, he knew, and he cursed the fact. But it was unavoidable.

			And besides, that time would give him the opportunity he needed to plan a new method of attack—one that would nullify the deadly hail of arrows that the Rangers had used to lash his troops.

			•   •   •

			By mid-afternoon, Duncan’s army was ready to withdraw from Ashdown Cut. He was loath to delay their departure, but he had let his men rest in sections, allowing them to snatch several hours’ sleep. Although they had been engaged for only a short period, the strain of combat quickly depletes a man’s physical reserves.

			So the men rested, then rose and ate their cold rations. Their company commanders began to form them up behind the defensive ground they had prepared. The slope of the hill flattened out here and the resultant dead ground hid their preparations from the enemy army on the flat land below.

			They had won a significant victory here at the Cut. In all probability, Morgarath would not expect them to withdraw from such a strong and successful position. The command team agreed that it was highly unlikely the Black Lord would attempt another frontal assault that same day. His army had been too badly mauled in the first encounter. Even from their position high on the slope, they could see how disorganized the Wargal army was. The beasts seemed to have lost any sense of purpose. They shambled without purpose through the uneven tent lines and the watchers on the hill could hear their tragic keening as they mourned their dead.

			“Fire the hillside,” Duncan ordered. Northolt stepped up onto the earth mound behind the palisade of sharpened stakes. At either end of the line, small groups of men were standing by the two large oil barrels. He put his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle, gaining their attention. Then he made a rolling motion with his arm and the men bent and tipped the heavy barrels on their sides.

			Instantly, the thick, glutinous oil began to chug out of the bung holes in the top of each cask. It gurgled down across the packed earth for a meter or so, then found the V-shaped trenches and began to run downhill more rapidly.

			As the last few liters ran out, Northolt gave another signal. Two of the men at each post had flint and steel ready. In a matter of seconds, they had a fire burning. They dipped torches into the flames, waited till they caught, then set them into the oil at the top of the diagonal ditches.

			The fire flared up, red and angry, with black smoke billowing above it. The flames ran down the hillside from either side of the line, setting the grass beside the ditches alight as it went. It reached the cross ditch, where the first of the Wargals had come to grief, and flared higher as it caught the pooled oil in the base of the ditch. The flames spread from the oil itself to the dried grass and branches that had concealed the ditch, then caught on the grass and bushes on the hillside itself.

			Within a few minutes, the breadth of the hill was burning fiercely, and billows of thick, dark-gray smoke rose up as the flames began to eat their way steadily downhill.

			“Let’s go,” said Duncan. He smiled grimly. The towering smoke and the vivid flames would hide their departure from the hilltop. By the time the flames had died down, they would be long gone on the road to Hackham Heath, with Morgarath none the wiser.

			Northolt caught Duncan’s expression and raised an eyebrow. “Something amusing you, sir?”

			Duncan turned to him and urged his horse a little closer so he could speak comfortably to his battle master. “I just had a vision of Morgarath driving his men up the hill again tomorrow, only to find we’re no longer here.”

			Northolt frowned as he shared the thought. “Let’s hope he doesn’t find out until tomorrow,” he said. “There’s always the chance that he’ll attack again today.”

			“I doubt it,” Duncan said. “His troops are totally demoralized.” He paused, then added, “As well they might be.”

			•   •   •

			The twenty Rangers, now riding as a single group, were the last to leave the hilltop at Ashdown Cut. They were to form a rearguard, setting ambushes at suitable locations to delay the pursuing army.

			“Let’s make every valley, every hill, every bend in the road a potential killing ground,” Crowley had told them. “We’ll hit and run—five arrows each, all aimed shots. We’ll force Morgarath to deploy into a defensive formation, then we’ll get out before his men can make contact. That way, they’ll start to be wary of every bend, every grove of trees, every spot along the way where we might be waiting in ambush.”

			With their swift and tireless horses, there was little risk that the ambushers would be caught by Morgarath’s forces. They could wait till the last minute, then skip away, rapidly outdistancing any pursuers.

			Their first selected spot was a point where the road led through a heavily wooded forest. The trees grew down to within twenty meters of the road, their densely growing branches providing perfect cover for the camouflaged shooters.

			They selected shooting positions either side of the road. The Wargals would pass within forty meters of the concealed bowmen. The party on the left would shoot first, driving the Wargals into cover on the right side of the road, where they would be enfiladed by the second party. Each Ranger would shoot five arrows, then mount and gallop away. If any Wargals or any of Morgarath’s human troops followed, the Rangers would wait until they were strung out along the road, then stop and begin shooting again.

			“With any luck, we should account for forty or fifty of them,” Crowley said.

			In fact, their score was nil. The Wargals didn’t come.

			Puzzled, Crowley sent Berwick and Lewin to reconnoiter their back trail. After several hours, the two Rangers returned, their cantering horses covering the ground at a rapid clip.

			“They’re still in their camp at Ashdown Cut,” Berwick told a surprised Crowley. “They’re milling about, making that keening noise. They haven’t struck their tents or loaded their baggage train. It’ll be hours before they’re ready to move out after us.”

			“What about Morgarath?” Halt asked. “What’s he doing?”

			“He’s sitting outside his pavilion with a group of his officers, just waiting,” Lewin told him.

			Crowley and Halt exchanged puzzled glances. “Waiting for what?” Halt asked.

			Lewin shrugged. “Who knows?”

			Berwick rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Looks like he’s waiting for them to settle down,” he suggested.

			Again, Halt and Crowley exchanged a glance.

			“Not much point in our waiting to slow them down,” Halt said. “They’ve slowed themselves down.”

			“I agree,” Crowley said. He glanced around and nominated two more Rangers. “Chase and Bedford, set up an observation point on that small hill to the east. Keep an eye out for them and let us know when they’re on their way.” He looked around the group. “The rest of you, mount up. It’s time we rejoined the army.”

			Quickly the group mounted and set out, riding in two files. Halt and Crowley, naturally, took the lead. They had gone several kilometers when Crowley glanced curiously at his friend. The dark-bearded Hibernian seemed lost in thought.

			“You’re quiet. Something on your mind?” Crowley asked.

			Halt shook himself out of the reverie that had seized him. “Just thinking about how the Wargals reacted to Arald’s mock cavalry attack.”

			Crowley made a small moue with his mouth. “They didn’t seem to react at all, from where I sat.”

			But Halt shook his head. “I was a lot closer and they definitely reacted. They hesitated and lost their cohesion for a moment. They were still worried by the horses.”

			“So what happened? They didn’t hesitate for too long, as far as I could see.”

			“No. Morgarath was there almost immediately, and he rallied them quickly.” He paused, thinking hard, then added in a quiet tone, “He saw us coming. Maybe we can do something about that.”
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			“HE WON’T TRY THAT AGAIN,” DUNCAN SAID, AND HIS SENIOR officers nodded agreement.

			“Another frontal assault like that and he’ll have lost almost half his army,” Lord Northolt said. There was a note of satisfaction in his voice.

			“Let’s not get too cocky,” Halt said quietly, and they all turned to look at him. Several of them raised their eyebrows in surprise and glanced at the King. Most rulers didn’t take well to being told they were being cocky. But Duncan was watching the bearded Ranger with a questioning look.

			“What do you mean, Halt?” he asked.

			Halt was sitting on the edge of a table in the tent. He hitched himself up to a more comfortable position. He sensed every eye on him, and as usual, that attention made him slightly uncomfortable. The fact that Lady Pauline was among the group, her clothes muddy and dirt-smeared from riding all night, didn’t make him any more comfortable.

			“It’s just,” he said, after a short pause to gather his thoughts, “Morgarath isn’t the type to take a beating like that and give up. He’s smart. He’s ruthless. You can bet he’ll come up with a new tactic to counter our arrows. So we should be ready to surprise him.”

			“Do you have anything in mind?” Baron Arald asked.

			Halt hesitated, then committed himself. “I may have. Let’s step outside for a minute.”

			The group of commanders exited from the pavilion, making way for Duncan to go first. Outside, they stood surveying their new position, and the work that was going on to fortify it.

			Hackham Heath was an open space covered with knee-high gorse, interspersed with clumps of taller bushes. It stretched for half a kilometer and on either side it was bounded by thick forest. The ground sloped upward, and at the beginning of the slope, the Slipsunder River ran in a huge U-shaped curve. The river widened at the semicircular curve, and the water shallowed, providing a ford. The army had crossed that spot the previous day. Around the ford, the banks were wet and muddy, but by no means impassable. To either side, in the arms of the U, the river ran among thick trees. It was narrower, but much deeper. And the current was fast and treacherous. The ford was the only point where it was possible to cross.

			The army was camped on the eastern side of the heath, where the ground rose steeply to form a grass-covered knoll. It was this feature that had caused Lord Northolt to select the site. The defenses—another ditch and palisade—were set in a semicircle, protecting three sides of the knoll. The fourth was anchored against the thick trees. Any attacker would have to labor up the steep sides of the knoll, where he would be confronted by the ditch and another line of sharpened stakes, behind which the defenders would be waiting for him.

			The six men and one woman all studied the ground for several minutes. Then Halt pointed downhill.

			“We’re assuming Morgarath will camp across the other side of the river,” he said, “where he’ll be protected from any surprise attack on our part. Then, when he’s ready, he’ll cross the river, form his assault line, and head up the hill.” He looked around at the others. “Anyone disagree?”

			There was a general mutter of concurrence and he went on. “It seems to me that if we could hit him with a cavalry charge—a real one this time—when his men are halfway up the hill, we could completely disrupt his attack.”

			David frowned thoughtfully. “But we saw yesterday that the Wargals have overcome their fear of horses—if it was ever there.”

			“Oh, it was there all right. And they haven’t overcome it. I’m sure of it. I was watching them yesterday. When Arald started to canter toward them, there was a definite reaction in the front line. They stopped. They tried to back off. For a few moments, they were disorganized and vulnerable. Then Morgarath rode forward and steadied them. He was goading and threatening them.”

			Crowley rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “That’s certainly the way it looked.”

			Halt nodded to him. “That’s what it was. The point is, Morgarath had plenty of time to order them back into line. He saw you coming”—he gestured to Arald—“then he saw his troops faltering and he rode forward to shore up their confidence. Once he did that, they started forward again.”

			“Why should it be any different next time?” Duncan asked.

			“Because next time, I plan to hit them from the rear. He won’t see us coming and he won’t have time to reorganize his troops. They’ll be disrupted and surprised. I’m hoping they’ll lose confidence and their old fear will reassert itself before Morgarath has time to stop it. Besides . . .” He hesitated.

			“Besides what?” Crowley asked.

			“Well, I wouldn’t be surprised if his mental control over them has been weakened by yesterday’s fight. They saw hundreds of their kind killed as they tried to follow his orders. Looking at their camp yesterday afternoon, they were demoralized and disorganized, wandering around aimlessly. If we follow up with a surprise attack from the rear and catch them off guard, we might manage to completely disrupt his hold over them and force them to retreat.”

			“How do you propose to hit them from behind?” Duncan asked.

			Halt gestured to the wide plain at the base of the hill. “I thought I might take what cavalry we have back across the river and hide over in the trees to the south,” he said. But even as he spoke, he could see the weakness in his plan.

			Crowley articulated it, shaking his head. “Too risky. You couldn’t help leaving a trail. You’d have more than a hundred men with you, after all. And their horses. You couldn’t move a party that size through that damp ground without leaving obvious signs. And then you could find yourself cut off, facing a thousand Wargals, bent on revenge.”

			“Eight hundred Wargals,” Halt corrected him.

			“Eight hundred then,” Crowley retorted. “If that makes you feel any better.”

			Halt opened his mouth to argue. But he knew Crowley was right and he said nothing.

			“Perhaps,” Duncan said thoughtfully, “you could go north and find another ford, then circle round behind them.” He looked at Sir David. “David, you said you were stationed here. How well do you know the terrain?”

			David shook his head. “Not well, sir. But my son Gilan knows it like the back of his hand. He’d know if there’s another ford within a day’s ride.”

			“Let’s have him up here then,” Duncan said. He turned back into the pavilion while David sent an orderly to find his son. The others trooped back into the pavilion and took their seats again, waiting on David’s young son.

			Halt studied the young man as he entered the tent. Gilan was tall for a twelve-year-old, and gangly. But he had a wiry strength to him and intelligent, calm eyes as he looked around curiously. He seemed unflustered to find himself in the presence of so many senior officers. He glanced around the group, nodding greetings as his father introduced him.

			He wore a sword slung over his right shoulder and a heavy dagger in the belt around his waist. The weapons were strangely at odds with the young, serious face. Halt shrugged mentally. That was the way of the world these days. Young people grew up fast.

			“Gilan,” his father said, “do you know of any fords across the Slipsunder? Preferably within a day’s ride from here.”

			The boy considered the question. A slight frown furrowed his brow between his eyes. He answered carefully, not willing to commit himself absolutely.

			“There used to be one to the north. I found it several years ago. But . . .” He spread his hands uncertainly.

			“But what?” Halt asked quietly.

			Gilan turned his gaze on the bearded Ranger, assessing him for a few seconds. “But since then, there could have been floods through that part of the river that might have washed the sand away.”

			“But you have no evidence that has happened?” Halt asked.

			The boy shook his head. “No. I’m just saying it could have.”

			“We’ll assume the ford is still there,” Duncan said. He indicated the map on the easel by the tent wall. “Can you show us where it is?”

			Gilan crossed to the map, peering at it with that small frown on his face again.

			They were interrupted as a messenger knocked on the tent pole by the door and entered. He looked nervously around the King and his advisers, his eyes wide. Then his eyes fell on Lady Pauline, and she beckoned him forward, glancing apologetically at the King. He made a gesture for her to continue. The messenger leaned close to her and spoke in a low voice. When he had finished, she looked at the King again.

			“I’m sorry, my lord. I have to attend to this.”

			The King made the same gesture of permission and she hurried out. They all turned back to Gilan, who had stepped back from the map.

			“I can’t show you on this,” he said flatly.

			Halt frowned. “You can’t read a map?” He realized he had been rather abrupt and Gilan was, after all, only a boy. He softened his tone. “Or have you forgotten where it is?”

			Gilan shook his head, unabashed. “Neither. The map is totally inaccurate. There’s no detail—or very little. I couldn’t indicate where the ford is within ten or fifteen kilometers.” He tapped his finger on the depiction of the river, at a point where it twisted in a series of curves. “This stretch, for instance. I assume it’s supposed to indicate the Serpentine Tumbles. But it’s nowhere near this spot. It’s easily five kilometers farther north. Maybe more.”

			The boy spoke with confidence and Halt realized he knew what he was talking about. “So you can’t show us where the ford is?”

			Gilan nodded confirmation. “No.” He paused and glanced at his father, then said, “But I could take you there.”

			“Take me?” Halt said. “You mean come with us?”

			Gilan said nothing, simply nodded. Again, he glanced at his father. Halt did the same.

			“Sir David,” he said, “I’m not sure about this. If he comes with us, I’ll be taking him into danger. He’s only a boy . . .” Out of the corner of his eye he saw Gilan’s face redden.

			Sir David glanced at his son, then back at Halt. “He’s young, Halt, I’ll grant you that. But he’s not wearing that sword for decoration. He’s faster than me—and more skillful. He can look after himself.”

			Halt chewed his lip. His previous observation about young people growing up fast in this world came back to him. “I suppose we could always leave him behind once we’ve found the ford,” he said. “Or send him back.”

			Gilan snorted scornfully, but restrained himself from further comment.

			Sir David actually grinned. “You could try that,” he said. “But don’t expect to succeed.”

			Halt opened his mouth to reply but was forestalled by Lady Pauline’s sudden reappearance. The Courier was smiling widely.

			“What is it, Pauline?” Baron Arald asked. She was his senior Courier, after all. Yet Pauline addressed her answer to the King.

			“Two drafts of troops have just come in, my lord,” she said. “One from Norgate and one from Swinton, in the west. Word is going out that Morgarath has recalled his army and has stopped raiding the fiefs.”

			“How many troops?” Duncan asked immediately.

			“Fifty in all. Thirty of them cavalry,” she said, and there was a general chorus of satisfaction. The tide was beginning to turn against Morgarath. And as it continued to do so, more and more troops would join the royal army. The King came to a decision.

			“Halt, take the one hundred and twenty troopers we have already, along with the thirty new arrivals. Have Gilan here show you the ford. Then get back here and hit Morgarath where he least expects it.”

			Halt nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			Gilan allowed himself a small grin of triumph.

			Duncan saw it and addressed him directly. “Gilan, you stay out of trouble and do as Halt tells you. This isn’t a game.”

			Gilan dropped his eyes and muttered an acknowledgment.

			The King sat back in the high-backed chair behind the table and looked around the tent. “Gentlemen—and Pauline, of course,” he said, “this may be the beginning of the end for Morgarath.”
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			BY THE FOLLOWING MORNING, THERE WAS STILL NO SIGN OF the Wargal army. Crowley had sent a series of two-man patrols out on the high road leading back to Ashdown Cut. They traveled back fifteen kilometers but saw nothing.

			“It might be a good time for me to head out with the cavalry,” Halt said to Sir David. “I assume Gilan will need some time to locate the ford. And it’ll be better if Morgarath isn’t here to see us leave.”

			Accordingly, they mustered the cavalry—the one hundred and twenty troopers who were the original cavalry force and the thirty new arrivals. David and Halt inspected their horses and equipment. Two men were excused from the expedition because their horses weren’t in first-rate shape. One was limping slightly as the trooper walked him around. David knelt and gently felt the horse’s lower leg.

			“Feels a little hot,” he said doubtfully. He gestured to an orderly and sent him to fetch Duncan’s horse master, Brogan.

			The heavily muscled horse master repeated David’s examination and confirmed his verdict. “There’s definitely heat there. He could well go lame if we send him on a long journey.” He glared at the hapless trooper. “Couldn’t you see he was having trouble?” he demanded.

			The trooper hung his head. “Didn’t want to be left behind,” he said. “I thought he was just a little stiff and he’d work it out.”

			Brogan studied him carefully. On the whole, he believed him. The young man was open-faced and guileless and didn’t seem the type to intentionally neglect his horse’s well-being.

			“He’ll need rest and treatment,” he told the young man. “Bring him to the horse lines this afternoon. Tell the apothecaries that I sent you and your horse is to be looked after.”

			“Yes, sir,” said the young trooper, his eyes downcast. “What shall I do while he’s being treated?”

			“You can join the army, my boy,” David interrupted. “Welcome to the infantry.”

			The trooper greeted that news with a glum expression. In his world, the infantry was the last assignment one would choose. Infantry walked into battle. Cavalry rode. There was a big difference, both in prestige and comfort.

			Brogan was less understanding about the other horse that didn’t pass muster. It was a bay gelding and it was suffering from very painful saddle sores—a sure sign that its rider had not been looking after it properly.

			As before, Brogan told the rider to take his horse to the horse lines for treatment. The trooper, however, was demoted for not caring properly for his horse and set to cleaning out the horse lines and taking care of the army’s latrines.

			So it was that by early afternoon, Halt had a force of one hundred and forty-eight cavalry men, all equipped with mail armor, helmets, mail aventails and round shields. Each man was armed with a heavy spear, which could be used as a lance or for throwing, a long sword and a heavy, double-sided dagger. Each man carried rations for three days, and two water skins. Behind their saddles they tied bedrolls and rolled tarpaulins. The latter could be joined with those carried by each man’s riding partner to make two-man tents. Sir David had appointed a young captain named Lorriac as their commander.

			Gilan arrived at the mustering point half an hour before the due time. He wore a thigh-length mail shirt under a linen surcoat. His helmet was a simple cone-shaped one, with a mail aventail that spread down and protected his neck and shoulders. His sword was now in a scabbard attached to his saddle, alongside his left knee. He had a round shield as well—lightweight but reinforced with strips of brass and with a large central boss made of the same metal. The boy looked eager and enthusiastic about his assignment. Halt inspected him critically, without appearing to do so, and was pleased to see he didn’t appear to have any self-doubts about his mission.

			“Ready to go?” he asked.

			The youngster nodded eagerly. He pointed to the fringe of the trees that delineated the heath.

			“We’ll stick to the tree line, heading north. Once we’ve gone about twenty kilometers, I’ll be looking for landmarks. Then we’ll head into the trees and make for the river.”

			Halt nodded. “Sounds like you know where you’re going,” he commented. Then he made a gesture toward the trees. “Lead on.”

			Gilan hesitated. He may have been confident, but he wasn’t sure that he could order the troop to move out. He was concerned that they might ignore him. Or, worse still, laugh at him.

			Halt hid a smile and turned to the captain in command of the company. “Move them out, Lorriac.”

			“Troop, in column of threes . . . trot!” the captain barked. It was a firm, carrying and authoritative command voice. He lowered his raised hand, the signal for the order to be carried out, and the column began to move forward at the trot. Their harnesses jingled and weapons clanked against each other as they headed north. Halt, Gilan and Lorriac rode in the lead. As the column passed the spot where King Duncan and Sir David were standing to watch them go, they all saluted, turning their eyes to right as they came level with their commanders, then snapping them back front again as they passed.

			The two senior officers stood watching until the last of the cavalry had passed them. The little column of riders angled up the slope toward the trees, eventually disappearing over the crest a hundred meters away. For a short time, a slight cloud of dust hung in the air to mark their passing. Then it settled and there was no further sign of them.

			“I hope that boy of yours knows what he’s about,” Duncan said.

			David glanced at him, seeing the strain and worry on the King’s bearded face. “He does,” he replied, with a lot more conviction than he felt.

			They made their way back to Duncan’s pavilion, where his servants had set out a simple meal. They were halfway through the inevitable flat bread, cold meat and dried fruit when Crowley entered the tent.

			“My patrol has come in,” he said. “Morgarath’s on his way.”

			Suddenly the food seemed to have no flavor. The King and Sir David exchanged a glance, then pushed back from the table. Duncan drained his tankard of watered wine and the three men stepped outside, hurrying to the earth parapet the army had thrown up behind the protective ditch with its hedge of sharpened stakes, where Lord Northolt greeted them. Most of the soldiers had gathered there to watch as well. Word had spread quickly of the enemy’s arrival.

			They could hear the rattle of equipment and the guttural chanting of the Wargals as they made their way onto the open ground beyond the river, spreading out to pitch tents in their usual ragged lines.

			“There are still a lot of them,” Crowley observed.

			The others said nothing, then Duncan pointed. “What are they?”

			Several of the baggage wagons were loaded with strange wooden frames. Each was about five meters long and fitted with a large, solid wheel at either end. As they watched, teams of Wargals unloaded them from the wagons. There were five of them in all. Then men hurried forward, placing panels made from saplings across the front of the frames and nailing them into position. Each panel was further reinforced by oxhides. The sound of the hammering carried on the wind to where the Araluen army waited.

			“Portable barricades,” Northolt said after several minutes. “They’ll wheel them up the hill, with their troops crouching behind them. That should reduce the effect of our archers.”

			Crowley nodded, suddenly seeing the purpose of the strange, elongated structures as the battle master explained.

			“Why the oxhides?” he asked. “They’ll hardly stop an arrow.”

			Northolt nodded, agreeing. Then he explained further. “They’ll soak them with water before they start out,” he said. “It’ll stop us using fire arrows to burn the barricades. Morgarath has borrowed the idea from siege towers that you’d use against a castle.”

			“You said he was no fool,” Duncan muttered, his eyes fixed on the structures. They were roughly made and, as a result, not perfectly aligned. But they would be effective in protecting the advancing force from the arrows of the twenty Rangers.

			“I’m beginning to wish I wasn’t always right,” Crowley replied. He glanced at the sun, low in the western sky. “Still, I don’t think they’ll have time to mount an attack before dark. We may as well get a good night’s rest. We’re going to need it.”

			Arald of Redmont had joined them as word went round the camp that Morgarath had arrived. He studied the strange barricades, then looked around the slope of the land and the shallow ford at the base of the hill.

			“Maybe we can do something about spoiling their sleep,” he said.

			Northolt looked at him curiously. “What do you have in mind?”

			Arald paused, collecting his thoughts and choosing his words before replying. Then he pointed to the supply wagons, parked on the left side of the Wargal campsite.

			“I’m thinking that if I took twenty men later tonight and forded the river quietly, we might raid Morgarath’s supply tents and set fire to his food and weapon stores. Then, when he’s thoroughly distracted, Crowley and his men might manage to get in among those barricades and burn them.” He glanced at the Ranger Commandant, saw the quick nod of agreement, and continued. “Then you and your Rangers could skip back across the river and cover our retreat.”

			Northolt pursed his lips, considering the plan. He could see that Crowley was in total agreement. But he was the battle master, and he was charged with preserving the King’s forces as far as possible.

			“It’s a risk,” he said.

			Arald thrust out his bottom lip in an attitude of dismissal. “It’s war,” he said. “War is full of risks.”

			“The question is,” Duncan put in, “whether the risk is outweighed by the potential benefit.” He didn’t seem to be making a judgment one way or the other, so Arald continued.

			“What’s the alternative?” he asked. “We can sit on our backsides here and watch Morgarath push those glorified wheelbarrows up the hill tomorrow until they get close enough to charge.”

			“You could always use plunging volleys against those things,” Northolt said, but Crowley was already shaking his head before he completed the sentence.

			“Plunging volleys aren’t anywhere near as effective as direct shooting. And they’ll be sure to have shields over their heads to protect themselves. I say we try Arald’s plan.”

			Duncan eyed Arald and Crowley for several seconds, then looked sidelong at Northolt.

			The battle master shrugged. “It’s worth a try,” he said. “If they’re discovered, Arald and his men can always fight their way out. And Crowley’s men will be on hand to cover them.”

			The King looked at the three of them and saw the determination in their eyes.

			“All right. We’ll do it,” he said. Then he added, in mock desperation, “And here was I, hoping for a peaceful night’s sleep.”
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			HALT’S LITTLE FORCE RODE NORTH, MAINTAINING A STEADY trot. At regular intervals, they would stop and dismount, leading their horses for several kilometers before remounting and setting the horses to the trot once more.

			At three, they halted and unsaddled the horses, letting them graze while the men ate a simple meal. They rested for forty minutes. Halt reclined with his back against the trunk of a tree. He noticed that Gilan was prowling restlessly around the camp and beckoned him over.

			“Relax,” he told the boy.

			Gilan shook his head anxiously. “We should be moving on,” he said. “Morgarath and his Wargals could be attacking while we sit here twiddling our thumbs.”

			“I doubt it,” Halt told him. “We had scouts out looking, and when we left, there was still no sign of them. So the odds are they aren’t attacking while we ‘sit here twiddling our thumbs,’ as you put it.”

			Gilan flushed and looked away.

			Halt rose to his feet a little regretfully. That tree trunk was very comfortable, he thought. He dropped a hand onto Gilan’s shoulder.

			“We have a hard fight facing us in the next few days,” he said. “And we need the men in top condition for it, not worn out by rushing around looking for the ford. Even more important, we have to conserve the horses’ energy. We don’t have remounts, and they’ll need to be fit and ready when we charge Morgarath’s army. Once a horse is exhausted, it takes a long time for it to recover sufficiently. Fighting is hard work. So when we hit Morgarath’s army, I want to hit them as hard as we can. And that means we keep the horses fresh and ready for battle, all right?”

			Gilan nodded morosely. “All right,” he said. But he sounded only half convinced. He was young and the idea of hastening slowly was totally foreign to him.

			Halt glanced at the sun, estimating that they had rested long enough. He gave a signal to Lorriac and the men began to saddle up and remount once more. Gilan was first into the saddle, waiting anxiously for the rest of the men to form up. His horse seemed to sense his impatience. When they moved out, it pulled against the reins, so that the boy had to work hard to keep it down to a trot.

			They rode on for several more kilometers. They came to a point where the path led up a narrow defile, fringed by steep rocky cliffs surmounted by thick-growing trees. Halt saw Gilan nodding to himself, a satisfied look on his face. This was clearly a landmark he recognized. But over the next two kilometers, the boy’s confidence started to wane and he began to look anxiously from side to side, occasionally standing in the saddle to get a better view of the surrounding landscape. The land had leveled out again and they were in open country and still moving uphill. The heavy forest lay on their right. To the left, there was broken scrub with the occasional clump of trees. None of these looked like old growth. The tallest was barely five meters high.

			Gilan pulled his horse to the side of the track they were following and stood in his stirrups again, looking back the way they had come. Halt rode to join him as the troop filed past, the soldiers glancing at them with mild interest. They knew the young lad was their guide, and one or two of them started to comment on his obvious uncertainty.

			“Problem?” Halt said quietly.

			Gilan turned an anguished face to him. “It’s all changed,” he said. “It’s not the same!” His voice was cracking with the strain of uncertainty. He had been sure he could lead them straight to the ford, but now everything seemed to be going wrong.

			Halt put up a calming hand. “Keep your voice down. Don’t let the men see that you’re not sure what you’re doing.”

			Gilan made an effort to calm down. He took several deep breaths. But then he looked around again and made a helpless little gesture.

			“When we came up that gully back there”—he waved vaguely to the rear—“I thought we were fine. I remember that. But now there’s no sign of my main landmark. We should have seen it by now.”

			“What was it?” Halt asked.

			“It was a double-trunked pine tree—like a huge V,” Gilan replied, the anxiety creeping into his voice once more. “You could see it for miles. It was over there . . . I think.” He pointed to the west, toward the new growth Halt had noticed.

			“But now it’s gone,” he repeated desperately. He was very conscious that he had led them here, away from the main battle. And now he had managed to get himself, and the cavalry, lost. He was also aware of the pivotal role that the cavalry had to play in the coming battle.

			“We’ll lose the battle,” he said. “And it’ll be my fault.”

			“Get a grip,” Halt told him crisply. He was just a boy, and Halt could see his confidence ebbing away. But he needed to be brought up sharply. This was no time for soft words. Halt urged Abelard toward a clump of low trees. “Let’s take a closer look.” He turned back to the captain. “Halt the column, Lorriac.”

			“It’s not there,” Gilan told him as the column came to a halt, horses stamping and snorting, then lowering their heads to crop the fresh grass underfoot. “We’d see it if it was. It was ten meters tall, for pity’s sake.” But he urged his horse to follow Halt.

			The Ranger allowed him to come level with him, then spoke again.

			“Trees can fall down,” he said. “Particularly big, old ones. Or they can burn in a forest fire. Or be struck by lightning.”

			They reached the section of new growth, a tangled mass of young trees, festooned with vines. He edged Abelard forward, peering into the jumble of branches that faced them.

			“There,” he said, pointing. Concealed in the tangle of greenery, they could make out an old, splintered stump. It had once supported a massive pine, but its edges were blackened, a sign that it had taken a lightning strike.

			Looking farther afield, they saw the charred remains of the V-shaped tree it had once supported, lying in the long grass, overgrown with creepers. More charring was visible on the old timber.

			“There’s your V-shaped pine,” Halt said calmly, and he saw the relief flood into Gilan’s young face.

			“So it is. So it is,” the boy said, his confidence returning with a rush. He looked eagerly up the slope to the crest.

			“What do we look for next?” Halt asked.

			Gilan indicated the higher ground ahead of them. “At the ridge, we should be able to see two mountains to the west. If we line them up, they’ll show us the way to the ford.”

			He began to trot up the hill. Halt allowed Abelard to follow him.

			“Well, at least they won’t have been struck by lightning,” Halt murmured.

			They reached the crest of the ridge and looked west. Immediately, Halt could see two large hills—hardly mountains, he mused. Gilan seemed to echo his thought.

			“They seemed taller when I was young,” he said.

			Halt smiled. “That’s often the way. I used to think my father was a giant, and he was actually quite short. But they are the mountains you spoke about?”

			“Oh yes,” Gilan said, nodding emphatically. “I remember that bare white patch halfway up the nearest one.” He pointed and Halt could make out a white scar among the trees on the distant hill. Probably chalk, he thought.

			“So now,” Gilan said, concentrating, “we line up the crest of the first hill with that U-shaped gap in the second one . . .” He urged his horse forward until he had the alignment fixed. “And that’s the direction to the ford.”

			He turned in his saddle to look behind him, checking once to make sure he was looking along the line indicated by the two hills. “So we go into the forest right beside that very dark green tree. Then, if we keep heading east, we’ll come to the river—and the ford.”

			Halt regarded the young man for a few seconds. He was handling this situation very well for someone so young, he thought. Then he glanced back and forth several times, getting the alignment and the direction set in his mind. Once they were in the trees, he knew, it would be all too easy to lose their direction. But he had a way of preventing that.

			“How long before we reach the river?” he asked.

			Gilan considered his answer. “An hour,” he said. “Maybe a little longer.”

			Halt looked at the cavalry troop, sitting at ease a hundred meters down the hill. It’d take a lot longer with nearly one hundred and fifty riders pushing through the closely set trees, he thought. And that meant it would be getting on for dusk by the time they reached the ford—assuming they found it without any further delays. He came to a decision.

			“We’ll leave the men here and go on alone,” he said. “Once we find the ford, we’ll come back for them. But realistically, I don’t think we’ll get them all across the river before dark.”

			He cantered down the hill and apprised Captain Lorriac of the plan. As the men dismounted and began unsaddling their horses, Halt cantered back up the hill to the spot where Gilan was waiting for him. They rode into the trees together, Gilan leading the way.

			Instantly, Halt realized that he’d been right to leave the men behind while they found the ford. The trees grew closely together so that he and Gilan had to wind their way through them, riding single file. And it was dark under the heavy leaf canopy. He knew it would be almost full dark under here in an hour or so.

			“There used to be a game trail,” Gilan called back to him as he edged his horse round the trunks of three trees growing closely together, then resumed his course on the far side, shoving saplings and lighter growth aside and trampling the knee-high undergrowth. Thankfully, with the thickness of the overhead leaf canopy, there wasn’t a great deal of underbrush. Halt followed him, but his innate sense of direction told him they were straying from their course. He reached into his belt pouch and produced his Northseeker—a magnetized steel needle balanced on a slender pin in a brass case. The needle always pointed north–south. He let it steady, then saw they were heading slightly north of east. He pointed his arm in the right direction as he studied the little instrument.

			“That way,” he said. “Swing back to the right a little.”

			Gilan complied, glancing with interest at the instrument in Halt’s cupped palms. “That’s very handy,” he said.

			They continued in that fashion for the next hour, with Halt pausing at intervals to correct their course. Every five meters, he drew his saxe and cut a long notch in a tree, marking their course for the following day.

			Eventually, Gilan drew rein and waited for Halt to force his way alongside him. He was frowning.

			“We should have reached the river by now,” he said.

			Halt glanced around at the dark forest surrounding them. “Was the growth as thick as this last time you were here?” he asked, and Gilan shook his head. “That’s it then,” Halt continued. “We’re having to force our way through, and we’re making detours around the bigger trees all the time. Stands to reason we’re taking longer than you used to.”

			Gilan opened his mouth to reply, but Halt held up a hand for silence. He leaned forward in his saddle, listening, his ear cocked to the east. “Listen,” he said. “What’s that?”

			They both listened. They could hear the birds chirping in the forest, and the occasional rustle of small animals moving between the trees. Then they heard another sound—a musical ripple of running water.

			“That’s the river,” Halt said. Without discussing it, they both urged their horses forward, heading for the sound. After thirty meters, they saw the gleam of light on water through the trees. If the last of the day’s light was reaching the water’s surface, Halt thought, that meant there must be a sizable gap in the forest canopy. And that meant the river widened at this point.

			And that usually indicated the presence of a ford.

			They rode out of the trees onto a level, sandy bank. The river gurgled past them, widening to around fifty meters. To the left and right, it narrowed down to around fifteen, with the current flowing rapidly between the banks, and the water dark and deep. But at the wider part, they could see the sandy bottom. Gilan rode forward for ten meters. The water barely rose to his horse’s belly. He turned and grinned at Halt.

			“I knew I could find it!” he said triumphantly.

			Halt raised an eyebrow. “Of course you did.”
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			“READY?” ARALD SAID IN A LOW VOICE. THE MEN AROUND him all replied in hoarse whispers that they were and he gestured down the hill. “Then let’s go.”

			He led the way out from behind the palisade, crossing the ditch on a temporary plank bridge that would be withdrawn as soon as he and his men were on their way. The moon had set half an hour ago and the land was dimly lit by starlight. Scudding clouds rode the wind across the sky, sending their shadows rippling over the ground and making it all the harder to pick out the movement of the small group as they headed downhill.

			Behind him, a man slipped and fell on the long, smooth grass, hitting the ground with a slight rattle of his sword in its scabbard. The party froze, waiting to see if the enemy had heard the slight noise. But they were still a long way from the Wargal camp and it seemed to have gone unnoticed.

			To his right, Arald heard a single owl hoot and glanced across the slope. At the far side of the palisade, he could just make out Crowley and his party of Rangers as they ghosted out of the armed camp and slipped away to the right. He shook his head in admiration. The Rangers were skilled movers, and even though he knew where they were and where they were heading, he was hard put to see any sign of them. Occasionally, a dim form might be fleetingly visible above the long grass. But then it was gone again, melting into the land, using the moving cloud shadows as cover.

			He wished his own group could move with such skill. But then he realized they were a diversion. They were supposed to be seen by the enemy to draw their attention from the real threat—the Rangers intent on burning the wheeled barricades.

			Still, he thought, it would be nice if his men didn’t bump into one another and utter muffled curses. And it would be better if they didn’t allow their weapons to clatter as they moved and their equipment to creak quite so loudly.

			He led them obliquely down the hill, until they were hugging the tree line on their left. As they became more accustomed to the terrain and the lack of light, he was glad to hear that they moved more stealthily. From time to time, he halted them, gesturing for them to sink into the long grass while he studied the enemy camp, looking for any sign that they had been seen.

			So far so good, he thought, as they stopped for the third time. There was no reaction from the Wargals. He could see their sentries patrolling, but none of them seemed to be alarmed. He looked across the hill again to where he knew the Rangers must be. He thought he saw a slight blur of movement. Perhaps it was one of Crowley’s men. Or perhaps, more likely, it was a cloud’s shadow moving across the grass or the grass itself rippling under the wind.

			“Come on,” he whispered, and started off again, heading for the eastern end of the ford. On the far side, the bank was a vertical drop about half a meter high. It would give them better cover than the sloping beach that formed the main part of the ford.

			They reached the river and he held up his hand once more for his men to stop. They sank to the ground, lying prone. Crowley had given them a briefing earlier in the evening.

			“When you stop, resist the temptation to move. It’s movement that the eye notices first. So just lie still, even if you think you’ve been spotted. Chances are, you haven’t been. But chances are, if you move, you will be.”

			The little band of raiders wore no armor or helmets to make noise or reflect the light. Each man had a war belt, with a sword and a heavy dagger in scabbards on their left and right sides. They were all dressed in dark clothing—overshirts and trousers—and had black scarves wound round their heads. Their faces were blackened in irregular patches—another of Crowley’s dictums, to prevent their faces showing as pale ovals or regular shapes under the starlight.

			At the edge of the ford, a thick clump of bushes grew down to the water’s edge. They would use this as their entry point into the water. Arald belly-crawled toward it, grunting softly as he did so. It wasn’t the most comfortable way for him to move. His belly tended to get in the way.

			Have to do something about that, he thought, then mentally shrugged. He’d been saying that for years—usually at the urging of his wife, Lady Sandra.

			He reached down and unclipped his scabbard from the belt. Glancing back, he gestured for his men to do the same. He couldn’t wade across the river with the scabbard dangling around his legs. He’d hold it horizontally, above the river surface.

			He heard the subdued clinks and rattles as his men released their own scabbards. Then, turning side on, he edged his way into the slow-flowing water of the ford, crawling on one hand and both knees until the water grew deeper, then rising into a crouch to continue. Finally, as the water reached its full depth, he stood erect and forced his way against the sluggish current as the river rose to his chest.

			He glanced behind and saw other dark forms entering the river, gradually transforming into heads and shoulders as the men found their feet on the sandy bottom. He heard movement on the far bank and, looking up, could see the dark shape of a Wargal sentry shuffling along the bank in that rolling gait they all shared. He froze, standing still in the water, bending his knees until only the upper part of his head was above water, his nostrils just brushing the surface.

			The beast went past, barely paying any attention to the river surface, uttering those small, almost percussive grunts that the Wargals seemed to make when they were moving. Arald waited until the sentry had reached the end of his beat and turned to go back the other way. Once it was past him again, he resumed his movement. He felt desperately exposed out here in the water. The bank was only twenty meters away now and he was tempted to cover the last of the distance in a rush. He suppressed the urge to do so. Speed meant noise, he knew. And noise was something he couldn’t afford.

			Slowly, infinitely slowly, he continued to forge his way through the black water, even though every instinct was urging him to rise to full height and run. He glanced once to the west, looking for some sign of Crowley and his little force.

			Of course, there was none.

			•   •   •

			Crowley and nine of his Rangers flowed down the hill like the wind that stirred the long grass. They were all experts at silent and unseen movement, and there was no need for Crowley to give them any instruction.

			Like Arald, they resisted the temptation to move quickly. But in their case, it was second nature borne of long practice, not something they had to force upon themselves. They had discarded their cloaks—the long garments would be too cumbersome crossing the river, and once they were soaked, they would be too noisy, with water dripping out of them. Instead, they wore their dull gray-and-brown overshirts and woolen trousers, tucked into soft, calf-high boots. They had dark scarves wound round their faces, and like Arald and his men, their faces were streaked and smeared in irregular patterns with dark coloring.

			Robert and Jurgen carried flint and steel and an assortment of combustibles, secured in waterproof wrapping. Each man had his bow and quiver, which they left on the bank of the ford as they entered the water. They would need them to provide cover for Arald’s party as they made their way back across the ford. Naturally, they all wore their double scabbards, with their saxes and throwing knives held snugly against their left-hand sides.

			As he reached the water, Crowley took stock of the situation. There was a sentry at this end of the ford as well, with another patrolling the middle section. Crowley waited until the Wargal was shambling back toward the middle of the ford, then slid into the water, crawling initially, then rising to his hands and knees and finally to a crouch as the water rose. Behind him, the others entered the river. Only Leander remained behind, his bow in hand, waiting to take care of the sentry once they heard Arald’s diversion.

			Keeping an eye on the sentry, Crowley slid through the water, stopping and sinking lower as the beast came back into view. He didn’t need to check that the others were doing the same. They’d all been trained in the same hard school.

			•   •   •

			Earlier that evening, Morgarath had summoned one of his lieutenants, a man who had served under him at Castle Gorlan for the past ten years. The Lord of Rain and Night sat outside his black pavilion, drinking deeply from a silver tankard filled with wine, staring up at the hill opposite them, where the campfires of the Araluen army twinkled in the dark night.

			His subordinate approached carefully, wondering if he had done something to annoy his leader. You never knew with Lord Morgarath, he thought. The man was capable of flying into a tearing rage at the slightest provocation—or at none. It paid to make your way carefully until you ascertained his mood.

			“You sent for me, my lord?” he said deferentially.

			Morgarath didn’t reply for several seconds. When he did, he didn’t look at the man. Instead, he gestured with his tankard at the Araluen camp. “You see those men, Trask?”

			For a moment, Trask thought Morgarath had actually seen someone on the hill. Then he realized he was referring to Duncan’s army in general. He nodded carefully, still unsure what Morgarath had in mind. The silky, low-pitched voice gave no hint.

			“Yes, my lord,” he said.

			Again, Morgarath paused before replying. Perhaps it was an intentional gambit, designed to keep his men off guard and uncertain. Or perhaps he was just thinking carefully. Trask realized he’d never know.

			“I know those men,” Morgarath said at last. “Duncan. Arald. Crowley. And Halt—especially Halt.” There was a note of pure hatred in his voice as he repeated the Hibernian Ranger’s name.

			Trask sensed that some kind of reply was necessary. “Yes, my lord,” he said. His reply was as noncommittal, as nonjudgmental as he could make it.

			“They’re clever men,” Morgarath said. “Clever, clever men. And they’ll be making a clever, clever plan.”

			Trask hesitated. A further Yes, my lord didn’t seem appropriate. He held his tongue and waited for Morgarath to continue.

			“They’ll have seen our wheeled barriers. And they’ll have worked out what they’re for.”

			“Do you think so, my lord?” Trask asked, with a note of surprise creeping into his voice. He had been puzzled by the strange wheeled contraptions until their purpose was explained to him.

			Morgarath turned a basilisk stare on him. It didn’t do to question the former Baron of Gorlan. “Yes. I do,” he said carefully. But behind the simple words was a dire warning. Do not question me again.

			Trask swallowed. His throat was suddenly dry and he found the action difficult. He dropped his gaze from his commander’s.

			Morgarath noted the subservient action and nodded. It was all to the good to keep his followers in fear of him. “As I say, they are clever men and they’ll be up there, scheming, thinking of a way to try to destroy my machines. They’ll creep down the hill tonight, cross the river and try to destroy them. I can sense it.”

			“Shall I double the sentries along the riverbank, my lord?” Trask asked.

			Morgarath looked at him once more. It was the typical sort of nonthinking answer to a problem that he had come to expect from the men who served him. Extra sentries might drive any prospective raiders away. And he saw this as a chance to rid himself of some of the men who faced him. Particularly the Rangers. He expected that they would be the ones assigned to try to destroy the barriers. With any luck, Halt himself might be among them. Or Crowley. It would be a good night’s work if he could kill or capture one of them.

			“No. I don’t want to stop them. I want to kill them. Let them cross the river, then kill them. Take thirty Wargals and form a perimeter around the machines. Stay hidden and, when the Rangers come, let them get close, then cut them off from the river. And kill them all.”

			“Yes, my lord. Will thirty be enough? I could take fifty of the beasts.”

			Morgarath shook his head. “No, no. It’ll be dark, and if you have too many you’ll be blundering around getting in each other’s way. I doubt they’ll send more than half a dozen men, so thirty will be plenty. Just stay hidden and be ready for them.”

			Trask hesitated to ask the next question, but knew he had to. “My lord, how will I know they’re coming?”

			Morgarath smiled. He’d wanted the question because it gave him a chance to show how he could outthink the enemy. It was important that he maintained a certain reputation for ingenuity.

			“Because they’ll stage a diversion to draw us away from the machines,” he said. “Probably on the far side of the camp. It will be noisy and obvious and you will not respond to it. Understand?”

			“Yes, sir. I understand.” There had been an unspoken threat in that last word of Morgarath’s. Unspoken but very clear.

			“When you hear an uproar somewhere else in the camp, stand fast. Stay hidden and wait for the Rangers to come.”

			Now those unblinking eyes bored into Trask’s once more. He wanted to drop his gaze but realized that, if he did, it would only fan Morgarath into a rage. He swallowed again. And Morgarath smiled. A thin smile that touched only his lips as he spoke.

			“And when they come, kill them.”
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			THE WARGAL WAS COMING CLOSE AGAIN ON HIS REGULAR patrol. Arald crouched below the low step of the riverbank, listening as he heard the creature’s feet approaching, then stopping directly above him. His men crouched on either side of him, hard up against the bank so that the sentry couldn’t see them.

			Arald felt for the heavy club that he carried on a leather thong around his neck. They had debated the best way to deal with the Wargal sentry, with the minimum of noise. A knife had been suggested, but they were all unfamiliar with the Wargals’ physical shape. It might be difficult to hit a vital spot with one thrust. One could always muffle the sentry’s cries with an arm around his face and mouth. But Wargals were equipped with powerful fangs, making that alternative an undesirable one. Nobody would want to put their arm or hand close to those massive yellow teeth.

			All in all, a club seemed to be the best solution.

			Now, as the sentry passed the point where Arald crouched beneath the bank, the baron thrust himself up and out of the water, the club drawn back and ready to strike.

			His movement made noise, of course, as water cascaded off him, out of his soaked clothes and back into the river. The Wargal began to turn, but Arald knew speed was his ally. He may have been slightly overweight, but he was an expert warrior, trained to strike swiftly. The sentry’s head was only halfway round to him when the club thudded down onto its head, crushing the flat leather cap it wore and knocking it senseless. Arald was poised for a second strike if it was necessary, but the massive, shaggy beast uttered a low moan and collapsed on the soft ground of the riverbank with no more than a dull thud.

			“Let’s go!” the Baron of Redmont said softly, and his men rose from the river, dripping water, and swarmed onto the bank.

			Arald took a moment to get his bearings. They knew the supply wagons were on their left-hand side, set back behind the first of the tent lines. He shoved the club inside his jerkin, drew his sword and hurried in that direction. His men followed him, their boots squelching as water was forced out of them.

			At first he was worried about the noise. But then he realized that the Wargals were anything but silent sleepers. The night around them was filled with groans, grunts and yips—as well as the occasional shattering fart. A little bit of dripping water would hardly cause any notice.

			Moving in a crouch, they reached the far edge of the tent lines and started toward the wagons and supply dump. Arald picked his way carefully. The tents were pitched in haphazard lines—not neat, geometrical lines like those in the Araluen camp—and there was a constant danger of catching one’s feet in the guy ropes that stretched out in the darkness, difficult to see and to avoid. He turned to the men following him and whispered a warning.

			“Watch out for the tent ropes.”

			A few of them nodded. Then, inevitably, one of them caught his foot in a rope, windmilled his arms wildly, and fell onto the side of one of the black animal-hide tents, collapsing it and landing on a sleeping body inside.

			The Wargal gave a startled grunt and thrashed around to free itself from the collapsed tent. One of the other men seized the fallen raider by the arm and hauled him off the half-collapsed pile of black leather. Then, with a flurry of movement, the Wargal who had been so rudely awoken scrambled out of the entrance, rising to its feet and glaring around, bewildered and still half asleep. It saw the dark forms of the men crouching close by and began to utter a challenging snarl.

			Arald lunged and ran it through, and the creature staggered, clutching at the blade through its middle until Arald could withdraw it. Then it tumbled over, falling back onto the ruined tent and shrieking in pain.

			All around, they heard the snarling cries of the other Wargals as they came awake, lumbering out into the open, and onto the swords of the small party who had infiltrated their camp. The supply tents were only a few meters away and Arald gestured toward them with his sword.

			“Burn the supplies!” he ordered. “Three of you stay with me and hold them off.”

			As he spoke, he hacked down at another Wargal, dropping it to the ground. But more and more of them were scrambling out of the tents, searching for the source of the commotion. Then one of the men in Morgarath’s army started shouting.

			“Alarm! Alarm! We’re being attacked! Sound the alarm!”

			And suddenly the night was filled with snarling, snapping Wargals, some armed, some unarmed, lurching toward Arald and his party as they recognized them as interlopers. The Baron cut down another two of them in quick order. The soldier beside him stopped a third.

			There was a flare of fire from the supply tents as Arald’s men tossed oil onto the canvas and then struck flint and steel to set the combustible liquid aflame.

			The Wargals were barking and snarling in alarm as more and more of them rushed to the site. Arald glanced around. His men were still standing. Those who had fired the supply tent were back behind him.

			“Get to the river!” he shouted, and led the way, the others following him with pounding, squelching feet. The darkness was their ally—as was the large number of Wargals who had rallied to the supply tents. They actually were fighting with each other in some cases, and most of them had no idea where the sudden attack had come from, nor where it had gone.

			But before long, the dark, running figures were spotted, and Morgarath’s bestial soldiers lurched and lumbered in pursuit.

			Two of them were closer than their brothers. Arald glanced back and saw them leaping and bounding after his men. He moved to one side, letting his raiders pass him, then stepped in front of the two Wargals.

			These two were armed. One had a short spear and the other a sword. Arald parried the spear thrust, engaging the shaft and whirling his sword in a fast, circular motion that tore the spear from its owner’s grip. Then he thrust at the bulky figure, feeling the point go home, hearing the beast shriek in agony as it fell.

			The second Wargal aimed a massive overhand cut at him. Had it gone home, it would have split him from shoulder to waist. But Arald swayed to one side, feeling the wind of the blade as it just missed him, then struck the ground by his feet. He hammered the hilt of his sword into the off-balance Wargal’s head, then, as the beast staggered, he cut at its neck with a carefully controlled movement.

			He didn’t wait to see it fall. He turned and ran for the river once more. Dark shapes blundered out of the tent lines in front of him, and he cut them down with a ruthless efficiency before they could register that he was an enemy.

			“Into the river!” he shouted, although, as he heard the sound of violent splashing, he realized the order was unnecessary. In front of him, a man staggered and fell as a spear took him squarely in the back. It was an obviously mortal wound, and Arald had no time to waste checking on him. He ran on, hearing the sounds of pursuit close behind him, and blundered into the river, throwing a curtain of spray high in the air.

			•   •   •

			On the far side of the enemy camp, crouched in the shallow waters of the ford, Crowley heard the sudden outbreak of shouting and saw the vivid flare of flames in the night. He turned back to see Leander, no more than a dark shape crouched on the far bank, bow ready, and waved his arm.

			Leander rose to his feet. He already had an arrow nocked. He drew back, sighted and released, in one smooth continuous motion. The arrow took the Wargal sentry in the middle of his back. The creature gave a low grunt of surprise and pain, then fell to the sandy bank, already dead.

			Instantly, Crowley was on his feet, leading the rest of his men into the Wargal camp and heading toward the spot where they knew the wheeled barricades were stored. As they came level with the dark, bulky structures, he beckoned Robert and Jurgen forward. Jurgen was already striking flint and steel together, letting the sparks fall into an oil-soaked torch that he carried, and blowing on the tiny sparks until they suddenly flared into fire. Robert was carrying a large bladder of oil. He unslung it from his shoulder, ready to throw it over the barricades.

			And at that moment, the night erupted with dark shapes, snarling, grunting and yipping as they rose from their hiding places behind wagons and tents, and the barricades themselves. Crowley heard a human voice yell, “Attack!” and he drew his saxe, cursing the fact that he had left his bow on the far bank.

			One of the Wargals lumbered toward him. He slipped under its wild roundhouse swing, hearing the sword whistle over his head. Then, without pausing, he stepped forward and drove his saxe into the heavy body. He heard a grunt of surprise, then pain, and the Wargal staggered back, nearly ripping the saxe from his grip as it went.

			All around him, he heard the clash of weapons and the grunts and snarls of the Wargals as they ambushed his small party. He didn’t know how many of the enemy there were, but he knew his men were badly outnumbered.

			There was no way they could carry out their mission. Their only mission now was to survive and escape.

			“Back to the river!” he shouted. “Retreat!”

			Hopefully, Leander would be ready to provide covering fire once they made it back to the water. He parried another sword stroke, cut at the Wargal’s hand and saw the sword fall from its nerveless fingers. Still the beast came on at him and he thrust with the saxe, taking it in the throat and killing it instantly.

			Then, a few meters away from him, he saw Robert whirling the bladder of oil over his head, then releasing it to spill its contents over a small group of Wargals who were preparing to charge. They recoiled as the oil sprayed them, then realized it was harmless and started forward again.

			Which was a mistake. Jurgen hurled the burning torch after the oil bladder and it fell among them, catching instantly in the highly combustible liquid.

			There was a WHOOSH of flame, and three of the beasts were engulfed in fire. The fourth leapt back, its arm and hand burning. It beat at the flames, snarling in terror.

			It was enough to give the Rangers the opportunity they needed to escape. As one, they wheeled and ran for the river. After a moment’s hesitation, the Wargals followed them. Crowley could hear their human commander yelling orders at them, urging them to pursue the fleeing raiders.

			He looked around, eyes slitted in the uncertain light. The flames that had engulfed the Wargals were still burning fiercely, and now there was a vile smell of charred fur and burning flesh in the air. Finally, he saw the commander, standing to one side, sword drawn, and shouting at his troops until his voice cracked.

			Crowley slid his saxe back into its scabbard and drew his throwing knife. His arm went back and forward again in one smooth action and he sent the knife spinning across the open space between him and the Wargals’ commander.

			“Don’t let them get—” the man was yelling as the knife came spinning out of the darkness and struck him in the chest. He staggered a few paces, looking down stupidly at the hilt that protruded from his body. He clutched at it with both hands, trying to withdraw it, but somehow he didn’t have the strength. Then his knees gave way and he sank to the ground, finishing his command in a barely audible whisper.

			“. . . away.”

			Then Crowley was splashing through the shallow waters of the ford, along with his men. The Wargals hesitated as Trask went down and his voice fell silent. They weren’t good at directing themselves in battle. As the leading group stopped at the river’s edge, Leander began shooting from the far bank.

			“Rangers! Stay down!” he yelled, and they needed no second bidding. Crowley, crouched low in the water, heard the air-splitting hiss of Leander’s shafts as they whipped overhead, barely a meter above him. He heard the dull thuds as the arrows went home. The first four Wargals went down in rapid succession, with barely a heartbeat between them. Those behind them hesitated for a second or two, waiting for Trask to issue more orders. It was a fatal few seconds. It gave Crowley and the first three of the Rangers time to scramble ashore and take up their own bows. A volley of arrows flashed across the river, killing or disabling another half dozen of the enemy.

			The Wargal ambush had started with thirty troops. Now they were down to less than half that number, in the space of a few minutes. Leaderless, they milled about uncertainly. Then, as more shafts flashed out of the night and killed two more of them, they turned and took cover from that relentless arrow shower.

			“They’re not following!” Crowley shouted. “Get along the bank to cover Arald and his men.”

			They followed him at a run. But where there had been nine of them originally, now there were only eight. Crowley looked around desperately, trying to ascertain who was missing. But in the darkness and the general confusion, he couldn’t make out the faces of his companions.

			As the far side of the ford came into sight, they could see the dark shapes of Arald’s men pushing through the waist-deep water toward them, pursued by more dark shapes as the first of the Wargals plunged in after them.

			•   •   •

			Realizing that they were about to be caught, Arald turned in the waist-deep water, facing his pursuers, and shouted at the two men closest to him.

			“Hold them back!” he yelled.

			The men, swords drawn, pushed back through the water to join him. He parried a blow from the leading Wargal, then cut sideways, nearly severing its head from its body. The beast went over with a massive splash, its blood staining the water for meters around them, looking black in the flickering light that illuminated the scene. His nearest companion deflected an ax stroke from a second Wargal and Arald’s sword darted out like a striking death adder—fast and lethal.

			But more and more Wargals were pushing into the river, fanning out to encircle the three men protecting their comrades’ retreat.

			“Where are those damn Rangers?” Arald’s second companion demanded, as he parried and cut desperately with a huge, powerful Wargal.

			Then they heard the now-familiar hiss-thud! as multiple arrows rained down over them, dropping the Wargals like wheat before the scythe.

			Suddenly, the river was clear of the beasts. There were another dozen hesitating on the bank, and they took the brunt of the next volley. Five of them toppled over in less than two seconds. The others, not yet controlled by the mad killing rage that Morgarath could incite in them, retreated a few paces. Then, as more arrows fell among them, they sought cover from the pitiless scourge.

			“Let’s get out of here!” Arald said gratefully, and the small raiding party waded quickly back to the far bank and ran up the hill.

			•   •   •

			“I lost three men,” Arald said bitterly, as they convened in Duncan’s tent to assess the results of the raid.

			“And we lost Jurgen,” Crowley added. His voice was low. He hated losing men and to lose a Ranger was almost unthinkable. In his eyes, each Ranger was worth at least five normal troops.

			Duncan glanced at him, sympathy in his eyes. “How did that happen?”

			Crowley gave vent to a deep sigh. “He and Robert saved us. They used the oil and a torch to break up the first Wargal attack—when they took us by surprise. Robert hurled an oilskin over a group of them and Jurgen dashed forward with a burning torch to set the oil on fire—and the Wargals with it. It gave us the time we needed to regroup and withdraw. But it left him exposed and one of the Wargals threw a spear and hit him in the side.”

			The men fell into a depressed silence. Then Crowley spoke again, his voice bitter. “It wouldn’t be so bad if we’d actually achieved something. But they were waiting for us and we never got near the barricades.”

			Arald nodded gloomy assent. “We didn’t even do much damage to their supply dump,” he said. “Morgarath out-thought us from the word go. He knew we’d be coming and he was ready for us.”

			Duncan noted the sunken shoulders of his two commanders, and their downcast eyes.

			“Morgarath is no fool. We know that,” he said softly. “We can’t expect to win every battle against him.”

			Crowley and Arald looked up at the King and saw the steely determination glittering in his eyes.

			“We just have to make sure we win the last one.”
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			HALT CALLED AN EARLY START THE FOLLOWING DAY, PLANNING to get the troop through the forest and across the ford by midmorning. They ate a quick breakfast in the predawn darkness. There was no enemy in the vicinity, so Halt permitted the men to light cook fires. This wasn’t done entirely from selfless concern for their comfort. A cook fire meant that water could be boiled, and boiled water meant coffee. Halt hated starting any day without coffee.

			He sipped appreciatively on a steaming cup while he discussed the order of march with Lorriac. Gilan paced the campsite, full of nervous energy and anxious to be on the move. Gilan was always anxious to be on the move, Halt thought, although there was no point in starting out before daybreak. In the darkness under the trees, men would become lost and disorientated.

			“Gilan and I will lead the way to the ford,” he told Lorriac. “We’ll have the men ride in single file. The trees are too close set for them to travel any other way. I’ve blazed the trail on trees every five meters or so, so there should be no problem with people getting lost.”

			Lorriac nodded understanding. “Where do you want me?”

			“You bring up the rear and keep any stragglers moving,” Halt said. “I expect that we’ll get strung out. That always happens when you have a single line of riders moving through difficult country.”

			“True,” Lorriac agreed. “But as more and more riders follow the path, it should become a little easier for the ones at the rear.”

			Halt hadn’t considered that. As a hundred or so men traveled the narrow, winding trail he and Gilan had followed to the ford, the undergrowth would become progressively beaten down, saplings would be forced aside and the trail would widen. The last fifty men would be able to move more easily through the trees.

			“Nevertheless, keep the pressure on them,” Halt said.

			Lorriac swallowed the last of his breakfast. He took a swig from his canteen—he was no coffee drinker—and strolled off to organize his men as they struck camp.

			Halt drained his coffee, considered making another cup and then glanced at the sky in the east. The sun was beginning to show over the treetops and he reluctantly decided there was no time. He tossed the dregs of his cup into the campfire beside him and made his way to where he and Gilan had pitched their one-man tents the previous evening.

			Anxious for something to keep himself occupied, Gilan was there before him, striking the tents and rolling them into tight bundles that would sit behind their saddles. Halt nodded his thanks.

			“Good work,” he said, and Gilan grinned at the praise. Must remember to do that more often, Halt thought. He recalled his own younger days, when words of praise were few and far between and his days were shadowed by his twin brother’s resentment and plotting against him. He rolled his bedroll into a tight cylinder and fastened it with the leather ties that would keep it in shape. He had used his saddle as a pillow the night before and now he clicked his fingers to Abelard.

			The little horse ambled obediently to him and stood while he lifted the saddle onto his back and tightened the girth.

			“Wish my horse would do that,” Gilan said enviously. His pony was displaying all the fractiousness of its kind in the cold early-morning air, prancing and dancing, stepping sideways as he tried to settle the saddle in place, then taking a deep breath to expand its belly as he went to fasten the girth. Halt pointed a warning finger. If Gilan didn’t nip that in the bud, his horse would exhale when he had buckled the girth strap and it would become loose. But Gilan was up to the horse’s tricks.

			“I know,” he said. “He always tries that on.”

			He pulled the horse a little closer and firmly drove his knee up into its belly, forcing it to let the pent-up breath go. Before the horse could breathe in again, he pulled the cinch tight and buckled it.

			“You’d think he’d understand that I’m onto that trick by now,” Gilan said.

			Halt grinned. “They all like to try it.”

			Gilan raised an eyebrow. “Even Abelard?”

			“Not anymore. He tried it for the first few weeks I had him. But he’s smart enough to realize that it’s a lost cause.” He patted the horse’s velvety nose affectionately. Abelard blew out a cloud of steam as he snorted in acknowledgment.

			“I’d love a Ranger horse,” Gilan said, eyeing the sturdy little beast.

			“Have to become a Ranger first,” Halt told him easily. He was joking, but Gilan took him seriously.

			“Is that possible?” he asked.

			Halt was taken aback by the swiftness of his reply. “Well . . . yes. Of course it is,” he said, not sure how much he should encourage this sudden interest. “You’d have to apply to Crowley first. He’d assess you.”

			“I don’t imagine there’d be any trouble there,” Gilan said. “After all, my father is a battle master.”

			A slight frown creased Halt’s forehead. “Doesn’t matter who your father is when you apply to become a Ranger. Or what he is. It’s who you are that’s important.”

			Gilan flushed. “I didn’t mean to sound as if I’m privileged or anything,” he said. “Or that I’d have a better chance than someone else because of who my father is.”

			Halt said nothing. But he smiled quizzically and raised an eyebrow.

			Gilan said nothing for a few moments, then dropped his gaze. “Actually, I suppose I did mean that, when I come to think of it,” he admitted.

			“Well, as long as you admit it,” Halt said, hiding a smile. Then he swung up into the saddle and Gilan followed suit. But now the idea had been raised, the boy wanted to pursue it further.

			“How old would I have to be?” he asked.

			“I believe most apprentices are fifteen,” Halt told him. “So you have a couple of years to wait.”

			“Oh. Right.” Gilan considered that for a few seconds. “Are you planning on taking an apprentice?”

			Halt sat straighter in the saddle, surprised by the question. “Not if I can help it,” he muttered. He touched his heels into Abelard’s sides and cantered to where Lorriac had the troop formed up in three files. Gilan followed a few strides behind him, sensing that the subject of his becoming a Ranger was now closed.

			Lorriac nodded as Halt drew up to one side. The captain was slouched comfortably in the saddle, facing the assembled troop.

			“Ready, Halt?” he asked. Halt made a gesture for him to proceed with his briefing and he raised his voice so that those in the rear of the troop could hear him.

			“We’ll travel single file,” Lorriac said. “The Ranger and the battle master’s son will lead the way.”

			“His name is Gilan,” Halt said quietly, and Lorriac hesitated, then realized that by referring to Gilan as “the battle master’s son” he might be diminishing the boy’s sense of individuality. He corrected himself, with a nod to the Ranger.

			“The Ranger and Gilan, our guide, will lead the way. We’ll follow in this order. Left file first, then the middle file, then the right. I’ll bring up the rear. Sergeants and corporals, keep the men moving. Don’t let them get separated.”

			Lorriac had formed the troop up with his best and most reliable men in the left and right files. The shirkers, potential troublemakers and the thoughtless individuals who were always present in any group, he had placed in the center rank. That way, they would be sandwiched between the more reliable troops in front and behind.

			“Stay closed up. Don’t cause delays. The trail is marked every five meters by blaze marks on the trees, at eye height.” He glanced at Halt to confirm that this was correct. The Ranger indicated that it was and Lorriac continued. “We want to be through the trees and across the ford within the next two hours. Chances are, Morgarath’s army will attack today and our comrades are going to need us. So if the rider in front of you is slowing you up, poke his horse in the backside with the butt of your spear to get him moving. If that doesn’t work, poke the rider with the point.” There was a muted chuckle from the troopers. He paused, glancing along the triple line of faces. “Questions?”

			One trooper raised his hand. “When we reach the ford, do we push on across, or do we wait for you?”

			Lorriac glanced at Halt and indicated that he should answer.

			“Gilan will cross first,” Halt said, raising his voice, “to make sure there are no deep holes or problems with the ford. Then I’ll wait on the bank on this side while the rest of you go across. There’s more open space for you to form up on the far side.” He glanced at the left-hand file and singled out a sergeant. “Sergeant, you take charge forming them up on the far side. By the time the last man is across, we want to move off.”

			They paused, scanning the ranks to see if there were any more questions. Three lines of faces stared back at them. Lorriac raised his right hand and pointed to the forest.

			“Ranger, Gilan, lead us out, please.”

			Halt and Gilan tapped their heels into their horses’ ribs and cantered toward the trees. Behind them, they heard the jingle of harness and weapons and creaking of saddle leather, as the men began to follow them in a long, snaking file.

			They rode into the dimness under the trees. The sudden loss of light caused Gilan to hesitate for a moment, then he made out the first of the white slashes Halt had made in the bark of a tree and his confidence returned. He headed toward it, saw the second marked tree slightly to the right, and urged his horse forward. Halt followed a few strides behind him.

			The men grew silent as they moved into the forest, following the slightly zigzag path laid out by their guides. There was no real reason for them to maintain silence, but the dimness and the close presence of the trees tended to inhibit idle conversation.

			Halt glanced back over his shoulder. He could see the first ten men behind them, then the irregular path they were taking, and the lack of light, made it difficult to see any farther. But he could hear the noises of horses shoving their way through the undergrowth and the jingle of harness behind him.

			“Keep closed up. Keep moving,” he called. Already, he could see that the first few men behind him were leaving greater spacing between them than was necessary. He assumed it would be the same for the men behind them. As he called the order, he heard the sound of voices urging the horses on and the line closed up a little. In the near distance, he heard a sergeant calling the same order.

			He was glad now that he’d thought to mark the trees along the path. Using the Northseeker would have been time-consuming and awkward. This way, Gilan could move confidently from one marker to the next, his eyes searching the shadows for the white marks in the darker bark of the trees.

			They moved on. Gradually, the sun rose higher, sending its rays slanting down through the forest canopy. Birds began to sing in the trees and the day grew hotter. Halt wiped the perspiration from the back of his neck. The close-growing trees allowed no breeze and he thought that soon he would have to take off his cloak.

			Still Gilan moved on, aided by the marks on the trees, and the line of men moved steadily toward the river, twisting first one way, then the other as the track avoided the thickest growth of trees. But always it came back to that constant easterly path.

			They came to a small clearing and Gilan paused, looking round the open space for the sight of the next blazed tree. Halt urged Abelard up beside him and smiled encouragingly.

			“How are you doing?” he asked.

			Gilan was frowning in concentration. Then his face cleared as he saw the next mark and pushed forward. He glanced round at Halt and smiled quickly.

			“Fine,” he said. “We should be there soon.”

			Halt realized there was no need for him to stay with the lad. Gilan was having no trouble finding the trail. He edged Abelard to one side and let the following men move past him. They were keeping good formation, with only a few strides separating each man from the one following. Then there was a longer gap and he assumed he had reached the beginning of the middle file—the slackers and woolgatherers who would lose concentration and allow the column to get ahead of them.

			“Pick it up!” he called abruptly, and the first few men reacted as if they had been stung. He realized that, wrapped in his green-and-gray cloak, sitting astride his unmoving gray horse, he had faded into the background and they had no idea he was there until he spoke.

			The startled troopers urged their horses to close the gap between them and the men in front. Halt smiled grimly and remained where he was. Ten men went past, then there was another gap as a trio of riders, having lost sight of the men preceding them, ambled away off the path.

			“Wake up!” he snarled, and had the same reaction of sudden surprise. “Keep the line closed up! There’s your next marker! There!” He urged Abelard forward a pace to block their sideways movement and pointed to the next marked tree. Hurriedly, the riders corrected their course and began moving in the right direction. But there was still too big a gap between them and the riders ahead.

			“Pace it up!” he snapped at them. They hurried to obey and the men behind them, hearing the anger in the Ranger’s voice, needed no urging to follow them. Halt watched them go, gradually closing up the line, and shook his head in disgust.

			“We’ll be in this damn forest all day if they don’t lift their game,” he said. Then, without even checking that he needed to, he snapped once more. “Come on! Close it up!”

			Again, the urgent voices of the troopers and the sudden increase in the speed of the horses’ movement told him that he had been right to give the order.

			With Halt chivvying and driving the middle of the column and Gilan keeping a good pace at the head, they reached the bank of the ford just after two hours had passed.

			By the time Halt had caught up with the head of the column again, shouting curses and admonishments at the slower riders as he forced his way past them, Gilan had ridden across, testing the ford. Thirty of the troopers were already across with him, forming up under the eye of the sergeant Halt had detailed for the job. As the Ranger had told them, the close-growing trees thinned out somewhat on the far side of the ford. They could see open country beyond.

			Gilan had left a trooper by the edge of the river to pass on directions. As Halt began to walk Abelard into the water, the man warned him.

			“There’s a deep hole eight meters out from the bank. It drops away quickly, but your horse will manage it. Just be ready for it.”

			Halt nodded and rode forward. The men behind him hesitated, giving him a chance to move clear, then followed him into the river. At the point indicated, the water suddenly rose up past Abelard’s body, coming higher than the saddle. Halt held his bow high above him, keeping the string clear of the water. He felt Abelard hesitate, then urged him on. The horse found firm footing and moved with more confidence. Then the bottom of the river rose and he was clear of the water once more, the horse shaking himself violently.

			Halt rode up the far side of the ford to where Gilan sat astride his horse, watching anxiously. The Ranger gave him a nod of approval.

			“Well done, Gilan. That’s a good morning’s work.”

			The boy glowed under the words. Once again, Halt remarked to himself how a few words of praise could do wonders for a young man’s confidence. He dismounted, sat on the ground and took off his boots, pouring the water out of them, then hauling them back on again.

			As the men continued to cross, the sergeant chivvied them into formation. Finally, Halt saw Lorriac bringing up the rear. The trooper Gilan had detailed for the job warned him about the deep hole, then followed him into the river. Lorriac rode up the firm sand and glanced at the men, assembled in three files once more, the wet horses steaming under the sun.

			“Everyone here?” he asked the sergeant, and received an affirmative answer.

			“Then let’s head south again,” the captain said, and trotted his horse to the head of the column, signaling for the front rank to follow him.

			With the now-familiar jingle of equipment and harness, the troop rode out.
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			LATE IN THE MORNING, THE WARGAL ARMY BEGAN TO ASSEMBLE on the flat ground on the far side of the ford.

			They formed up in three ranks, each consisting of one hundred and fifty troops. Morgarath was committing over half his remaining force to the attack, and the defenders on top of the hill knew this would be a fight to the death. There would be no carefully planned tactics used here. It would be a simple, brutal frontal assault. An attack designed to bludgeon their meager forces and smash its way inside the defensive position.

			The command party watched as groups of Wargals lumbered to the wheeled barricades and carried them across the ford. They were easy to handle in the water, as it bore a great deal of their weight. The barricades were placed end to end, with a slight gap between each one. Set that way, they stretched across a front of nearly forty meters.

			Once the barricades were across, the rest of the attack force followed, moving in line abreast, and taking their positions behind the barricades. The Wargals who had carried the devices across the river now lifted them again and began to jog up the slope, the ranks of warriors behind them, ready to take shelter behind the protective barriers. The watchers on the hilltop could hear the nerve-grating chant of the Wargals as they advanced.

			“Urrgh, urrgh, urrgh-urrgh-urrgh!”

			It was repeated over and over, without variation. Crowley fingered an arrow in his quiver, but the enemy was still out of range.

			“Wish they’d learn another song,” he said. “I’m tired of this one.”

			“It’s certainly not very tuneful,” Arald said. “Why do you suppose they do it?”

			“Probably to keep in time. It’s a cadence so they all move together,” Duncan said.

			Crowley stared down the hill through slitted eyes. Most of the ground cover on the slope was long grass, slippery underfoot—although the Wargals, with their heavily clawed legs, seemed to have no trouble finding a firm footing. He had marked a small scrubby bush sprouting out of the grass a hundred and twenty meters below them. When the Wargals reached that point, they would be well within range. They were five meters short of the bush now. They were still in open formation, those directly behind the barricades marching upright, so their heads and shoulders were unprotected. As they came level with the bush, and trampled it underfoot, he nocked an arrow, raised his bow, found a target and released. He heard two of the other Rangers shoot as well and silently berated himself for not organizing a full volley from all of them. His shaft hit the target, sending the Wargal he’d selected staggering back down the hill, clutching at the heavy arrow in its throat.

			Then the barricades moved together and the Wargals carrying them lowered them until the barricades were rolling on the heavy wheels at either end. The troops massed behind them dropped into a crouch, so they were completely concealed. The grunted cadence became slower and more deliberate now as the barricades rolled forward at a slow walking pace. The archers, under Wearne, released a volley, but the shafts smacked harmlessly into the soaked hides covering the timber frames.

			“Save your arrows!” Crowley called.

			Wearne repeated the order to his men, then ran forward to speak with the Ranger. “Will we try a plunging volley?” he asked.

			Crowley considered the suggestion, frowning. He pointed to where the rear ranks of the advancing Wargals had produced shields and were holding them over their heads for protection against such a ploy.

			“Save your arrows until they’re at close range,” he said. “They’ll have to show themselves sooner or later.”

			The art of shooting nearly vertically and letting the arrow plunge back to earth with devastating speed was a difficult skill to master. All archers practiced it, but it was usually employed against a static target. With the Wargals moving forward, even slowly, it meant the range was changing all the time. And the downhill slope didn’t help. The arrows would come down not vertically, which was their most devastating angle, but obliquely, which would cause them to skip off the tilted shields.

			Wearne nodded, studied the inexorable approach of the Wargal army, then hurried back to his own men. Crowley saw a gap between two of the barricades widen momentarily, exposing a Wargal behind them. He raised his bow and shot. The Wargal screamed and fell.

			“Good shot,” Arald said beside him.

			“We’re not getting enough chances for them,” Crowley said bitterly. His men could kill the occasional enemy warrior with shots like that, but they couldn’t match the devastating volleys they had released at Ashdown Cut. Their shots were mere pinpricks against the massed forces.

			He shaded his eyes, searching the hill for Morgarath. If they couldn’t kill the Wargals in large numbers, perhaps he’d manage a shot at their leader and controller. He scanned the advancing army and finally saw Morgarath off to his left. His black armor and white horse should have made him stand out, but he was surrounded by a group of riders, all carrying long, kite-shaped shields. Crowley could see only occasional glimpses of him. His head was above the shield barrier, but he was wearing a full-face jousting helmet and not even a Ranger longbow could send a shaft to penetrate that.

			Arald had followed the direction of Crowley’s gaze. “He’s no fool,” he said.

			Crowley laughed bitterly. “More’s the pity. He’s certainly out-thought us this time.”

			“Keep an eye on him,” Arald said. “He may get careless.”

			Their conversation was interrupted by a sharp command from Lord Northolt. “First squad! Stand to!”

			There was a rustle of armor and equipment, and forty men moved to the first defensive position. They stepped up onto the waist-high earthwork, standing above the deep ditch, with the pointed stakes between them, angled down and designed to funnel the attackers into set channels. Each of the soldiers was armed with a heavy spear and a triangular shield of wood reinforced with metal strips. They all wore armor—mainly a knee-length tunic of hardened leather with brass scales riveted to it. Their helmets were simple iron caps, each one with a nasal—a protective strip that came down over the nose, guarding the nose and face from attack. They wore long swords at their belts and heavy-bladed daggers. But in this first engagement, the spears would be their most effective weapons.

			“Second squad! Stand ready!”

			Another forty men moved forward and stood behind the earthworks. They’d take over when the first squad tired, bringing fresh muscles into play.

			The enemy barricades were thirty meters away now, and the chanting was almost deafening. It grated on the nerves of the waiting men, a bestial, inhuman sound. Hands clenched and unclenched around spear shafts as the Araluen soldiers waited in silence.

			Crowley leapt up onto the earthworks and scanned the enemy lines. He saw another Wargal raise his head to peer over the barricade toward the enemy. It was the last thing the Wargal did. Crowley’s arrow hit him on the forehead, below the iron peak of his metal skullcap.

			Then they were a mere ten meters away and a horn sounded. The barricades swung open like gates and the Wargals behind them surged forward, growling and snarling their battle cries. As they did, Crowley’s men, who had been waiting for this opportunity, released a volley and twelve of the beasts went down. Not all were dead, however. At least half of them, some with more than one arrow in their bodies, scrambled upright and continued to charge for the ditch.

			The Wargals swarmed down the far side of the ditch and pushed forward. Now the defenders were close to them and the Rangers couldn’t continue to shoot, for fear of hitting their own men in the snarling, struggling mass.

			Duncan’s troops stabbed down at the black shapes below them, their spears taking a terrible toll. For a moment, the first Wargals into the ditch faltered. Then a second wave poured in behind them, pushing them forward, grabbing their comrades and lifting them up to help them scale the far bank of the ditch. They slashed and hacked with spears, swords and clubs, attacking the legs of the men standing above them. And now the defenders began to fall as well, and their comrades behind them dragged them back and replaced them in the line, even as they called for the healers to come and take care of them.

			One Wargal, mortally wounded, dropped his sword and shield and reached up for the leg of the man who had just speared him. His clawed hands fastened round the leg, and even as the soldier beat frantically at him with the shaft of his spear, he dragged him, screaming in terror, into the ditch. A host of black-furred bodies swamped the man, hacking and stabbing until his screams grew silent.

			A Wargal clambered up from the ditch onto the earthworks, snarling hatred and defiance. He was promptly spitted on the end of a spear and sent crashing back onto his comrades. But now more and more Wargals made it out of the ditch, urged on and boosted by their comrades. As the defenders turned to repel them, they left gaps in the line, which allowed still more of the terrible beasts to clamber up the earth slope and drive their way forward.

			Crowley, finding a clear spot from which to shoot, cut down half a dozen of the beasts in a matter of half a minute. But more of them came to take the place of their comrades and, slowly, the line of defenders was thinning. Gaps were appearing and men began to take their first tentative steps backward. They gave ground slowly at first, but that rearward movement could become a panic-stricken retreat at any moment.

			King Duncan, standing back several meters on a raised earth platform, saw the line begin to fade back. He drew his long sword, turned to Arald and David, standing beside him, and pointed to the spot where the defenders were faltering.

			“Come on!” he shouted, and dashed forward. The other two drew their swords as well and followed him, setting their shields more firmly on their arms as they went.

			Duncan hit the Wargals like an armored battering ram. Swords clanged harmlessly off his helmet or were deflected by his shield. His own sword rose and fell and swept and thrust with deadly efficiency as he mowed down the clumsy enemy troops. And right behind him, at either shoulder, Arald and David joined in, their own swords flashing in the early afternoon sun, the blades at first bright-burnished silver, then slowly becoming stained with red.

			The three expert warriors were unstoppable, hacking and cutting and stabbing as they forced their way into the Wargal ranks. A sword caught Arald a glancing blow on his left shoulder, tearing through the mail armor there. The steel links held firm long enough to prevent any serious injury, although blood began to cascade down his arm, mixing with the blood of the Wargals he had killed.

			In the heat of battle, he didn’t even notice the wound. A Wargal rose in front of him, fangs bared in a snarl, and Arald slammed his shield into the beast, using the reinforced center boss to smash bones and the force of his lunging body to send the Wargal toppling back into the ditch. He fought like a man possessed, the sheer speed and power of his sword strokes carving great gaps in the Wargal ranks.

			David was more clinical in style. Lacking Duncan’s and Arald’s size and massive strength, he substituted speed instead, lunging with the point, withdrawing it instantly, then lunging at a new target. Where Arald smashed and battered and hacked his way through the enemy, David fought coolly and precisely, seeing a gap in a Wargal’s guard and darting his sword point out like a striking death adder.

			And, like a death adder, his strikes were fatal.

			The three warriors, each one a champion in his own way, broke the impetus of the Wargal attack and rallied the defenders to go forward once more. Then, from his vantage point on the mound, Northolt bellowed an order.

			“Second squad! Forward!”

			The second squad, standing ready behind their comrades, had been waiting for this moment. Fresh arms and legs thrust forward into the Wargal ranks. Now the Wargal line began to bend backward, the rearward movement gathering speed and momentum.

			From the left, they heard a horn blast, and the enemy began to retreat. But it wasn’t a wild rout. Defeated for the moment, they fell back to the barricades and formed behind them, as arrows rattled and quivered against them. Then, under Morgarath’s mind control once more, they retreated down the hill.

			Over a hundred of their comrades lay dead or seriously wounded, sprawled on the earthworks or tumbled together in the ditch. Morgarath had paid dearly for this attack.

			But forty-three of the defenders lay dead as well. And another fifteen were seriously wounded, carried back to the healers’ tents.

			There was no question of pursuing the Wargals down the hill. They were still in relatively good order, and the men of Duncan’s army were exhausted—and their numbers seriously depleted.

			Crowley, his quiver empty, joined the senior commanders as they leaned on their swords, breathing deeply. All of them were wounded, and all three were stained with the blood of the Wargals they had killed.

			Duncan shook his head wearily and watched Morgarath’s troops receding down the hill.

			“We can’t afford another attack like that,” he said.

			David wiped his hand across his forehead, leaving a smear of blood there, some of it his own.

			“There’s not much we can do to avoid it,” he said.
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			THE EXHAUSTED ARALUEN SOLDIERS DROPPED TO THE ground where they stood, draining the last few drops of lukewarm water from their canteens. Fighting like this set a man’s thirst raging and they reacted gratefully as stewards moved among them with full water skins.

			The water skins themselves had been soaked on the outside, then hung from tree branches in the morning breeze. As the wind evaporated the water from the exterior of the skin, the contents inside became cooler. For the last hour or so, when they’d had time to gulp a mouthful of water, the soldiers had been drinking slightly leather-flavored warm water from their canteens. The cool, fresh water was deeply appreciated.

			Other servants moved among the fighting men, handing out food—flat bread wrapped around dried meat, cheese and pickles.

			Still others carried baskets of crisp, juicy apples on their hips, handing them out as they passed. Duncan crunched appreciatively on one of these, feeling the tart juice spring to life in his mouth, quenching his thirst and overcoming the metallic taste of battle.

			“This was a stroke of genius,” he said, looking appreciatively at the glossy fruit. “Who thought of this?”

			“My man Chubb,” Arald told him. “He’s the young kitchen master at Redmont.”

			“Kitchen master? What’s he doing with the army?” Duncan asked.

			Arald shrugged. “I tried to leave him behind but he can be downright disobedient at times.”

			“Good for him!” Duncan said, finishing the apple and sucking the last juice out of the core before he hurled it aside. “I might steal him from you when this is over.”

			Arald’s smile disappeared. “You could try,” he said, a warning note in his voice. Duncan raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. One rebellious baron at a time was enough for him.

			“Someone’s coming!” one of the sentries shouted, and the men stirred, some climbing wearily to their feet and reaching for their weapons.

			Duncan stood up on the parapet and looked at the valley below. “Relax,” he called. “It’s one man. And he has a flag of truce.”

			The Wargals had withdrawn as far as the near side of the ford, setting the rolling barricades down in position there and sitting on the grass to rest and recover. A single horseman was pushing through their ranks, urging his horse up the slope. He carried a white banner on the end of a spear, waving it from side to side as he came.

			As the men saw him and heard Duncan’s words, they relaxed. Those who had stood sank gratefully back onto the soft grass. Duncan took his sword from where he had placed it, point down, into the earth as the Wargals withdrew. Now he slid the blade back into its scabbard and stepped up onto the earthwork, an audible groan escaping his lips with the effort. Every muscle in his body was aching. The multiple flesh wounds that he had received during the battle, hastily bandaged by a medical orderly, throbbed painfully.

			“Give me something white,” he called back over his shoulder. One of the soldiers stepped forward and handed him a white surcoat taken from a wounded comrade when the healers had begun to work on him. The King glanced at it, wrinkling his nose at the blood and dirt smeared on it. Then he raised it over his head and waved it slowly from side to side.

			Morgarath’s messenger paused momentarily, then rode another twenty meters uphill. He was now well within arrow range and Crowley fingered a shaft thoughtfully. Maybe Morgarath would come as close, he thought.

			“Lord Morgarath offers a parley,” the herald shouted, his voice just carrying to them.

			Duncan straightened, filled his lungs and bellowed back. “Tell Morgarath to come ahead,” he called, intentionally leaving out any title.

			“Will you respect the flag of truce?” the herald shouted.

			Below and behind him, Duncan heard Crowley mutter, “Right up until the moment I shoot him.”

			The King glared at his Ranger Commandant and spoke out of the corner of his mouth. “Touch that bow, Crowley, and I’ll cut you down myself. You will not dishonor my word.”

			“As you say, my lord,” Crowley said. But his tone was rebellious.

			Duncan caught Arald’s eye. “Arald, keep him from doing anything stupid.”

			Arald nodded. “Aye, my lord.” He eased his dagger out of its scabbard. He stepped closer to Crowley, and the Ranger felt the point of the weapon poke into his ribs. “Do be sensible, Crowley,” he said.

			Crowley shrugged and set his bow down on the grass. “All right. But we’re making a mistake,” he said. I’ve been spending too much time with Halt, he thought.

			The herald sat his horse uncertainly, waiting for Duncan’s answer. The King hurriedly shouted it.

			“Tell Morgarath he’s safe. We’ll respect the white flag,” he said.

			The herald nodded and raised a silver whistle that he wore on a lanyard around his neck. He placed it to his lips and blew a long, trilling blast. From the ranks of Wargals and human troops below, a black-clad figure on a white horse detached itself and began to ride slowly up the hill.

			“And here he comes,” said Crowley softly.

			Morgarath’s white horse paced deliberately up the slope. The black-clad former Baron was in no hurry, content to let his enemies’ speculation about the subject of the parley take hold. He passed his herald and continued riding uphill for a further twenty meters, finally reining his horse in thirty meters from the earth rampart. Still he said nothing. He sat impassively, letting the silence drag out and, by his silence, forcing Duncan to open the discussion.

			Duncan was having no part of Morgarath’s mind games. When they had confronted each other at the tournament at Gorlan, he had been caught out by the former Baron’s smooth tongue and honeyed words, and his way of twisting the truth ever so slightly, so that it suited his own purposes.

			Now he simply turned his back and stepped down from the earthworks, disappearing from Morgarath’s view.

			“Tell me when he feels like talking,” he muttered to Arald and Northolt.

			Morgarath cursed. This wasn’t what he had expected. He rose in his stirrups, trying to catch sight of the King. Finally, he was forced to speak first.

			“Duncan!” he called, and waited as the King slowly remounted the earth barrier.

			“You had something to ask me?” Duncan asked. The wording was intentional. It implied that, in this scenario, Morgarath was the supplicant. It was only a small point, but parleys like this were made up of small points, with each participant trying to gain the ascendance.

			Morgarath’s forehead contorted in an angry frown. In the past, he had become accustomed to besting the King in these verbal confrontations. It seemed Duncan had learned quickly. He decided to do away with petty one-upmanship and get straight to the point—which was what Duncan had intended.

			“You’re defeated!” he shouted now, the anger obvious in his voice.

			Duncan smiled. “Yet here I am. And there you are below me,” he replied smoothly.

			Morgarath gestured to the lines of Wargals at the base of the hill. “You’re outnumbered. You can’t possibly win.”

			“So you say,” Duncan replied smoothly. “Yet I’m still inside the palisade here and you and your men are still outside.” He gestured to the bodies of the Wargals who had died assaulting his position. The army had taken in its own dead and wounded, of course, and had laid them out for treatment or burial behind the defenses. The lack of any of their bodies emphasized the fact that so many Wargals had died.

			“Don’t bandy words with me—”

			But Duncan cut Morgarath off, his voice rising in volume to shout over the top of the enemy general. “Morgarath, when a person calls for a parley, it’s usually to make some kind of offer—not make meaningless threats. Say what you came to say or ride away.”

			There was another silence. Morgarath swallowed his anger, allowed his breathing to steady and slow. Then he spoke in a deliberate tone.

			“I’ll offer you a chance to surrender,” he said. “One chance and one chance only. In spite of your prevarication, you know your situation is hopeless. You don’t have the numbers to continue.”

			“As a matter of fact,” Duncan said calmly, “we’re expecting reinforcements from three of the northern fiefs any day now.”

			Morgarath’s laugh was harsh and scornful. “Any day will be too late for you. You won’t last another day. Do you want to hear my terms or not?”

			Duncan shrugged. His claim about the imminent arrival of reinforcements was more wishful thinking than fact. Lady Pauline, riding frantically between the neighboring fiefs to engender their aid, had been given assurances of support. But assurances were one thing. Troops were another matter entirely. Duncan was convinced that many of the barons, without actually declaring for Morgarath, were standing by to see how matters transpired here at Hackham Heath.

			“Go ahead,” he said, keeping his tone as matter-of-fact as possible.

			“Your soldiers can lay down their weapons and walk away—back to their farms and villages. I’ll do nothing to stop them,” Morgarath said. “Your commanders’ lives will be spared. They’ll be banished from Araluen, of course. I can’t have them here fomenting another rebellion against me.”

			Duncan smiled mirthlessly, noting the way that Morgarath had typified their present conflict as a rebellion against him.

			“My commanders?” he asked. “Whom do you include in that?”

			Morgarath nodded toward the small group standing behind Duncan. “Arald, David, Northolt and Crowley. Naturally, they’ll all have to swear an oath never to return and try to create an uprising against me.”

			Behind him, Duncan heard Arald snort scornfully.

			“What about the other Rangers?” Crowley demanded, stepping forward a pace.

			Morgarath studied him calmly. The red-haired Ranger’s face was flushed with anger. He shrugged. “They can continue in the Corps,” he said. “So long as they swear allegiance to me. Otherwise, they will be banished with you.”

			“Does that include Halt?” Crowley asked.

			Morgarath’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the faces behind the earthwork barrier. “Where is Halt?” he demanded suddenly.

			Crowley bit his lip, wishing he hadn’t raised the subject.

			Arald stepped smoothly into the gap. “He’s in the healers’ tent. He was wounded in the raid last night,” he said.

			Morgarath nodded in satisfaction. He had no idea who had taken part in the failed raid, but it stood to reason that Halt would have been among them.

			“Let’s hope it’s nothing trivial,” he said viciously. “But I’m afraid the offer of amnesty doesn’t apply to Halt. He’s caused me too much trouble.” The black-clad former Baron had a special antipathy to Halt. The Hibernian had refused his offer of a place in his army—and had then gone out of his way to thwart Morgarath’s plans for seizing the throne.

			“And what do you have in mind for me?” Duncan asked.

			Morgarath studied him for a few seconds before replying. “You know I can’t afford to let you live, Duncan,” he said. “You’d be a rallying point for rebellion against me as long as you were around. But I’ll guarantee you your execution will be as quick and as painless as I can manage.” He paused and shrugged diffidently. “You know I have to do it.”

			Duncan slowly nodded. It was no less than he expected. “I’ll need time to think about it,” he said.

			Morgarath gestured for his herald to ride forward. He held out his hand for the spear the man carried, then leaned down and scraped a groove in the ground, before planting the spear at the end of the groove.

			“I’ll give you until the shadow of the spear reaches that mark,” he said. “That should be about two hours. If you accept my terms, wave a red flag. Otherwise, no quarter.” He turned abruptly and spurred his horse away down the slope. The herald, caught unawares, hurried after him.

			Duncan stepped down from the parapet and faced his comrades. “Perhaps we should consider it,” he said. “There’s no way we can defeat him and there’s no reason for all of you to die.”

			“He’ll kill us anyway,” Crowley said, and the other two muttered agreement.

			Duncan shrugged his shoulders. He agreed with them. Morgarath was a liar and a cheat and a murderer. The King had no faith in his word.

			“I say we fight on, sir,” Northolt said. “We’re not beaten yet. And Halt may well turn up any moment.”

			Duncan sighed. “Ah yes. Halt. I wonder where the devil he’s got to?”

			•   •   •

			The two hours passed quickly. The shadow of the spear seemed to race around the ground until it was level with the mark. As it crept past the shallow groove cut by the spearhead, they heard a rattle of armor and equipment from the base of the hill.

			The Wargals were lifting the wheeled barricades once more and beginning to set out toward the small group of defenders huddled behind the palisade. As before, they moved in time to the toneless chant that had become familiar to Duncan and his men.

			“How many would you say?” Duncan asked.

			Northolt pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Two hundred. Maybe two-fifty.”

			Duncan sighed. “And we have ninety-three to face them.”

			Still the Wargals came on. But then the defenders saw something new. The remainder of the Wargals across the river began to form up in ragged lines and march into the ford, splashing and lurching in the waist-deep water. On and on they came, until the camp was empty and the entire force was moving up the slope—nearly seven hundred in total. Morgarath was committing everything he had to this last battle.

			A low murmur of despair went round the beleaguered army as they saw the numbers facing them.

			Northolt turned and called an order. “Still!” he shouted, and the murmuring died away. But the sense of doom continued to hang over them all. They could see their fate lumbering up the hill toward them—implacable, unstoppable, unbeatable.

			“They’ll stay out of range until the first group have closed with us,” said Duncan. “Then they’ll charge and swamp us with sheer numbers.”

			The air was filled with the ominous chant of the Wargal army as they continued up the hill. Crowley and the other Rangers began shooting whenever they saw a target. But the opportunities were rare.

			“Maybe we should have accepted his offer?” Crowley grinned. “Do you think it’s too late?”

			As before, Morgarath was out to the left, just behind the rolling barricades, and protected by a ring of riders bearing shields. From close behind his troops, he was mentally urging them on, exhorting them with one simple message: Kill and kill and kill again.

			Then Crowley, in the act of nocking an arrow to his string, stopped and looked more closely at the deserted camp on the far side of the river. A long line of armed riders had emerged from the trees behind the camp and were threading their way through the lines of deserted tents. They were led by a gray-cloaked Ranger on a small gray horse.

			“It’s Halt,” said Crowley. “He’s made it in time.”
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			ASIDE FROM A FEW SUPPORT STAFF—COOKS, ORDERLIES AND servants—who fled into the trees at the sight of the grim-faced riders, the Wargal camp was deserted. The great majority of its occupants were marching ponderously up the hill to the redoubt where Duncan’s army waited for them.

			Halt led the troops through the empty, irregularly spaced tent lines, halting them in two extended files on the edge of the ford while he consulted with Lorriac.

			“How do you plan to do this?” he asked.

			The cavalry officer twisted his lips in thought as he considered the situation. “We’ll go up the hill in three wedges of fifty men, echeloned to the right. I’ll lead the first squad. We’ll hit the rear of the Wargal line, drive into them, then withdraw. As we get clear, the second wedge will hit them ten meters to the right. They’ll hit and run, then the third wedge will follow. When they withdraw, we’ll go in again.” He paused, then glanced at the Ranger. “It’s a standard maneuver. We practice it constantly.”

			Halt nodded agreement. Cavalry’s best weapon was the crushing force of the charge as it hit home against infantry. The horses’ momentum and weight would smash into the enemy ranks, scattering them and leaving individuals vulnerable to the troopers’ lances and longswords. But once the speed and impetus of the charge dissipated, as the cavalry became entangled in the milling scrum of enemy fighters, that advantage was lost. The maneuver Lorriac was suggesting meant the Wargals would be subjected to a continuing series of thundering assaults along their line.

			Halt glanced around. The cavalrymen were formed into a long line along the edge of the ford. He rode out ahead of them, then turned Abelard to pace along the line.

			“No noise,” he told them. “No cheering. No bugles. Keep quiet for as long as you can. We want to take them by surprise. That’s our best chance of panicking them. They’ll have their eyes on the battle at the top of the hill.”

			Their faces turned to follow him as he rode past. Here and there, a man nodded, but for the most part they simply set their lips and gripped their spears more tightly, occasionally glancing up the hill at the advancing enemy army.

			Halt turned to Lorriac, who was riding slightly behind him, and gestured toward the hill. The captain gave a hand signal and wheeled his horse toward the ford. The troop followed him forward, splashing through the shallow water. Horses tossed their heads at the sudden contact with the river, but kept going. The men stopped on the far bank, the horses twitching and shaking themselves dry.

			Lorriac called out his two senior sergeants and told them the plan of battle. Then he rode to the left wing of the line and called softly, “First squad, on me. Wedge.” He supplemented the verbal order with a hand signal, then began to walk his horse forward.

			The first fifty men formed on him as he did, creating an ever-widening wedge behind him.

			Halt, seeing that all was in hand, cantered out to the left wing of the force. He saw Gilan hesitating, wondering whether he should join the cavalry. “Gilan!” he called. “With me.”

			Gilan urged his horse alongside Abelard. He looked slightly disappointed. “Aren’t you going to charge with them?” he asked.

			Halt shook his head firmly. “I’m not equipped for it,” he said. “And neither are you. Our horses are much smaller than cavalry horses.”

			Glumly, Gilan had to admit that what Halt said was true. Much of the smashing impact of a cavalry charge came from the cavalry’s riding tall, heavy-boned animals that could crush the enemy beneath their weight. Gilan’s own horse, and Abelard, were both small and agile. They didn’t have the sheer mass of the cavalry mounts. On top of that, a horse needed to be specially trained to take its place in the battle line. A rider relied on his horse to cause injury and confusion to the enemy—biting, kicking out with iron-shod rear hooves and rearing high over an opponent. A trained, seasoned battlehorse was deadly to the enemy. An untrained horse could be just as deadly to its rider, panicking in the noise and confusion of battle, rearing without warning and throwing its rider off, leaving him vulnerable to the surrounding enemy troops.

			“No. You’re right,” Gilan said.

			Halt brought Abelard to a stop some ten meters to the side of the advancing line of troops, and thirty meters ahead of them. He studied the formation keenly. The horses were trotting and their riders had formed into the three wedge formations Lorriac had ordered, with each wedge to the right of and slightly behind the preceding one. Halt could hear the jingle of harness and the rattle of weapons, along with the soft thud of trotting hooves on the long grass. He glanced uphill anxiously. So far, Morgarath’s troops had no idea there was a force to their rear. The Wargals lumbered upward, the lead group still crouched behind the rolling barricades, the second wave safely out of range of the defenders’ bows.

			Any minute now, he thought. He looked around the enemy formation, searching for Morgarath. Finally, he saw him, surrounded by his small group of shield bearers, out on the right wing. His head was bowed as he concentrated on sending orders to his troops, committing them to the coming battle.

			Then the rolling barricades were flung to the side, opening like gates to release the first Wargal assault group as they plunged forward up the hill. The Araluen force waited in place as Crowley and his Rangers released a killing barrage of arrows onto the charging Wargals. Once the Wargals were at the palisade and fully engaged, Halt knew, the major part of the force would advance and roll over the defenders, sweeping them aside with their crushing numbers. He looked across at Lorriac and waved his arm forward.

			“Now!” he yelled. He saw the cavalry captain nod, then turn to the bugler behind him.

			No need for further stealth. Now was the time to shock and surprise Morgarath’s fighters. The bugle rang out. Two long blasts followed by two short. Then the first wedge began to canter forward, the noise of their approach increasing with their speed.

			The bugle sounded one long sustained note now and the horses went to a gallop, their hooves pounding, nostrils flaring, harnesses creaking and jangling. The troopers’ spears came down level, forming a bristling hedgehog of steel around the wedge, then the lead riders smashed into the Wargals’ rear ranks with a rolling thunder of noise.

			“Stay with me!” Halt yelled at Gilan. He urged Abelard forward, nocking an arrow to his bow as he went.

			He stopped fifty meters from the Wargal line and began shooting. Each arrow slammed home and dropped a Wargal to the turf. At the same time, Lorriac’s force were smashing their way deep into the Wargal formation, thrusting with spears, slashing with their longswords, smashing into the Wargals with the massive weight of their horses, hurling the black-furred creatures to either side.

			They bit a deep, V-shaped hole into the Wargal ranks, then, as their speed began to drop off, the bugle blared again and the leaders turned inward, reversing the V as they withdrew, still striking out to either side and leaving broken, slashed bodies behind them as they went.

			They didn’t get off scot-free. Some of the riders went down and were engulfed by the enraged beasts. But their comrades quickly closed up to seal any gaps in their line. Then Lorriac’s men were cantering into the open, and as the last of them emerged, the second wedge slammed into the Wargals’ rear rank.

			The Wargals—at first surprised, then infuriated by this unexpected attack—were now overcome by a new feeling, as the first stirring of their ancient fear of horses was awoken. They began to look around fearfully, losing their formation and concentration as the second wedge struck them. It didn’t happen immediately. It was a gradual cancer of fear that spread progressively through their ranks, beginning with those closest to the horsemen and spreading out like the ripples on a pond. Some of them began to turn away, seeking to escape from the terrible pounding hooves and snorting nostrils.

			Out on their left flank, Halt’s hands flew from quiver to bow as he nocked, drew and released, sending a stream of deadly shafts hissing across the battlefield, every one finding its mark and either killing or wounding one of the bestial warriors.

			The second wedge crashed home, thrusting, hacking and cutting. Then they were clear, and the third wedge began to repeat the action. Halt’s hand went to his quiver and came away empty. He’d used all his arrows.

			“Look out, Halt!”

			Gilan’s voice cracked with tension as he called the warning. Halt twisted in his saddle and saw three Wargals only a few meters away, lumbering across the long grass toward him. They were among the first to leave the strictly formed ranks of the attacking army, slinking away to the side. Now they sought revenge against the solitary rider before them. His horse wasn’t plunging and kicking. It stood calmly while its rider loosed arrow after arrow, and in their brutish minds, they saw an opportunity to kill.

			As they came on, Halt tossed the useless bow aside and drew his saxe, but he was in serious trouble. The Wargals were armed with swords, and one of them had a long-hafted ax. Too late, he realized he should flee, but that would leave Gilan alone.

			He touched Abelard with his knees and sent him dancing backward, away from the danger of that long ax and the swords. The thought of exposing his horse to those cruel weapons sent his mouth dry. The Wargals, encouraged by the fact that the horse was retreating before them, snarled viciously, baring their cruel yellow fangs at him.

			Then a gangly figure darted between Halt and the three vicious beasts, Gilan’s sword catching the light as he took guard in front of them. Halt took a breath to shout at him, realized that he might distract the boy if he did so, and slipped from Abelard’s back to help him.

			But Gilan needed no help. The first Wargal swept his sword down in a brutal overhead cut. The boy swayed slightly to his left, and the massive blade hissed past him, missing by centimeters, then burying itself in the soft earth. As the snarling beast tried to withdraw it, Gilan thrust off from his left foot and lunged under its arm, driving his sword through its leather breastplate and deep into its chest cavity.

			The Wargal gave an anguished roar, staggered and fell.

			Its comrade lumbered forward clumsily, the long-handled ax sweeping in a deadly horizontal arc that would have cut Gilan in two at the waist.

			If it had connected. The young fighter saw the ax coming and, a split second before it caught him, hurled himself forward in a somersault. The ax passed harmlessly above him, and as he rolled to his feet, he was safely inside the ax’s reach. Again, he thrust out with the razor-sharp sword, taking the Wargal in the middle of its body. The beast gave an unearthly shriek, fell to its knees and crumpled forward.

			Which left one remaining enemy. Gilan withdrew his sword from the body of the second Wargal and took a guard position. The Wargal lunged at him, striking forehand and backhand in short, savage strokes. Gilan’s blade met the blows without any seeming effort. Knowing that the Wargal was putting all its weight and strength into the blows, he didn’t try to block them directly. Rather, he deflected them, letting the creature’s heavy blade slide off to either side without making solid, arm-wrenching contact.

			He retreated a pace, and the Wargal, encouraged, surged forward. Only to be struck by Halt’s saxe, thrown with all the Ranger’s considerable strength.

			The heavy knife slammed into the beast’s throat and it staggered back, dropping the sword and clutching in vain at the knife that was buried hilt deep. It let out a gargling scream, then its legs gave out and it toppled sideways onto the grass.

			Gilan looked around, surprised. He had been so focused on the fight that he had forgotten Halt’s presence. Now he saw the Ranger a few paces behind him and grinned at him.

			“Thanks,” he said. “But I did have his measure.”

			“Well, forgive me for spoiling your little fight,” Halt said. He was somewhat amazed by the boy’s skill and speed. “Your father said you’re quite useful with a sword.”

			Gilan shrugged. “I have a good teacher,” he said. Then he turned toward the Wargal army, advancing up the hill. He pointed his sword.

			“Look at that!” he said.
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			IN LATER YEARS, WHEN HE RECALLED THE BATTLE OF HACKHAM Heath, Halt would be convinced that he saw a physical tremor run through the ranks of Wargals.

			The third wedge of cavalry had just smashed into the rear of Morgarath’s army. Lorriac’s first squad was wheeling round to strike again as soon as the third squad withdrew.

			The Wargals, already unsettled by the cavalry attack, stopped moving uphill at their steady, inexorable pace. They began to move in haphazard directions, all cohesion gone from their formation. They blundered into one another and struck out at their own comrades.

			One of them began to retreat down the hill, then three. Then a dozen. Then the hillside was covered with hundreds of Wargals, running blindly from those terrible horses, panicking, terrified by the resurgence of that old fear that had been ingrained in them for so long.

			Lorriac and his men withdrew to the side to let them go. Their horses stood, heads down, sides heaving, nostrils flaring as they drew in great, shuddering breaths.

			At the palisade and ditch, the initial assault group sensed that something was wrong. They looked back to see their brothers in full retreat, sensing the panic and terror that was in their minds. Morgarath, on the right wing of his army, tried to hold them in his control, but it was an impossible task. His mental orders were drowned by the ancient panic that seized Wargals when they encountered horses. He realized that he had lost control and wheeled his horse, galloping down the hill, passing his own troops as he went.

			On the earthen mound behind the palisade, Duncan saw the enemy troops hesitate as their leader deserted them. He recognized that this was the pivotal moment in the battle and turned to Sir David and Baron Arald on either side of him.

			“Come on!” he roared, and charged forward, shield raised and sword flashing in the sunlight. The two armored knights followed him and plunged into the Wargals’ faltering ranks. Forty of the defenders—those still unwounded—followed them, yelling battle cries and challenges. Some of them just yelled—inchoate cries wrenched from the gut in the moment of triumph.

			And the Wargals broke.

			A score of them died under that first charge. The others gave way to the terrible sense of panic that was sweeping through their ranks. Within minutes, the entire remaining force was streaming downhill, without formation or control. Some stumbled and fell on the smooth long grass. Their comrades trampled over them. They hit the river and spray flew high in the air as they fled across it, and kept going.

			Duncan raised his sword and halted his small force. He watched the retreating army below them and shook his head wearily. For the moment, the Wargals were routed and terrified. But he had no idea how long that state would continue and there were still hundreds of them. At any moment, Morgarath might regain control and turn them back against the Araluen army. If that happened, all they had achieved this day could be lost.

			“Do we go after them, my lord?”

			It was Sir David who asked, but Baron Arald answered before the King could.

			“With what?” he said. “Our men are exhausted and we’re still outnumbered. Halt’s cavalry have ridden over fifty kilometers in the past day, then pulled off one of the finest cavalry charges I’ve ever seen—riding uphill to do it. Their horses are spent. The riders are exhausted.”

			“But . . . they’re running!” David said, gesturing toward the Wargals far below. Tactical wisdom said that when your enemy broke and ran, the best course was to pursue them. To harry them. To give them no rest.

			But tactical wisdom didn’t allow for the fact that your own men might be exhausted, wounded and their numbers decimated. That your cavalry might be at the end of its tether. If they went after Morgarath and his army now, the Wargals might recover and turn back on them. And the weary soldiers might be overwhelmed by a sudden resurgence.

			If that were to happen, the Wargals’ confidence would soar and the victory might be reversed. Perhaps it wasn’t likely. But it was possible.

			“We’ll go after them tomorrow,” Duncan said. “We’ll chase them back to their dark, rainy mountains and bottle them up there.”

			He glanced up as two riders walked their horses up to the small command group. Halt and Gilan slid down from their saddles. The boy embraced his father. Halt nodded at David.

			“He did very well,” Halt said. “Killed two Wargals who had me cornered.”

			“Halt killed the third before I could,” said Gilan, still a little aggrieved.

			Halt hid a smile. “Well, I did apologize.”

			The King stopped further conversation. He stepped forward and embraced the bearded Ranger. “Good work, Halt. You saved us today,” he said.

			Halt sighed. “Pity we missed Morgarath.”

			The King glanced down the hill at the enemy army, streaming across the plain and disappearing over the distant ridge.

			“We’ll get him next time,” he said. “I think we need a few reinforcements before we take that lot on again.”

			All around them, men were stripping off their helmets and mail shirts, sinking wearily to the ground, unable to believe that they had secured a victory when everything had seemed lost. Baron Arald’s indefatigable cook had his orderlies out once more, passing out cold water, apples and bread and meat.

			Crowley pushed through the crowd and joined them. He embraced his fellow Ranger, then stepped back, grinning. “Did you have a nice little ride in the country while we were here doing all the fighting?”

			Halt glanced down at his friend’s belt quiver. Like his own, it was empty.

			“Lost your arrows somewhere, did you?” he said, and the two of them laughed. Crowley put an arm around Halt’s shoulder.

			“Come and see the others,” he said. “They’re all keen to hear what you’ve been up to.”

			Halt glanced at the King, who made a gesture to indicate that the two Rangers had permission to withdraw. Duncan turned to Northolt.

			“We’d better do a roll call,” he said. “We need to find out how many men we have left. We’ll have to fight again in the next few days. Then I want to visit the wounded and thank them.” He left unsaid that they faced another, grimmer task: the burial of those who had given their lives in the battle.

			Northolt nodded. A commander’s work was never done, it seemed. Once the battle was over, the soldiers could rest. But the leaders had to make sure they would be ready to fight again when needed.

			The two Rangers had gone half a dozen paces when Halt stopped and turned back. He eyed Gilan keenly. “You did very well, Gilan. I owe you my life.”

			The boy flushed at such praise, particularly as it was delivered in front of his father and the King. Before he could reply, Halt continued. “If you still want to be a Ranger, come and see us in a couple of years.”

			A huge grin spread over Gilan’s young face. His father regarded him curiously. This was the first he had heard of Gilan’s desire to join the Rangers. The boy bobbed his head in gratitude.

			“I’ll do that, Halt,” he replied.

			Halt hid his answering smile, maintaining a deadpan expression.

			“I’ll put in a good word for you,” he said. “I have a certain amount of influence with the Commandant.”

			Crowley raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Is that so? It’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

			Halt slapped him on the back. “You’re always the last to know things,” he told his friend.

			•   •   •

			As it turned out, the army was called upon to fight again over the ensuing days, in a series of bitter engagements with the retreating Wargal army. Once he had put sufficient distance between himself and Duncan’s forces, Morgarath managed to regain partial control of his troops, although it would be years before he managed to reclaim the complete dominance he had enjoyed over them at the start of the campaign.

			While Morgarath headed back to the Mountains of Rain and Night with the bulk of his army, his Wargal forces set ambushes and made surprise attacks on the royal troops as they doggedly pursued the rebel baron.

			The army fought half a dozen skirmishes, all of which served to delay them while Morgarath made his escape. Crowley had his men out scouting and reporting on his progress. There came a day when Berrigan rode into camp, dust-covered and weary.

			“He’s made it back to Three Step Pass,” he reported, and there was a general chorus of anger from the command group gathered in Duncan’s tent.

			“We can’t touch him there,” Northolt said bitterly.

			The King nodded. “His time will come,” he said. “In the meantime, we have a hundred Wargals camped a few kilometers away. Tomorrow, we’ll have to fight them.”

			“They’re the last of the troops he set to cover his retreat,” Crowley said. “After tomorrow, we’ll be rid of them.”

			“And after that, we’ll need to set a force to contain Morgarath in the mountains,” Northolt said.

			Duncan nodded agreement, then smiled.

			“I’ll leave that in your capable hands, Northolt,” he said. “After tomorrow, I’m heading back to Castle Araluen. I have a daughter I want to get to know.”
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			IT WAS LATE AT NIGHT IN CASTLE REDMONT. ONE BY ONE, the windows in the keep went dark as the occupants retired to their beds. One light remained burning.

			Halt and Lady Pauline sat in comfortable chairs in the parlor of her suite of rooms. On the floor between them lay a large basket, holding a small infant, wrapped in blankets. His alert brown eyes peered over the top of the covers, swiveling between them as they spoke in lowered tones.

			“His father saved your life?” Pauline said.

			Halt nodded. “Without a doubt. It was the last skirmish with Morgarath’s Wargals, south of Hackham Heath. I was knocked down and I thought I was done for. I was done for, to all intents and purposes. Then he was there.”

			His eyes had a faraway look as he thought about that day. Pauline said nothing. After a traumatic event like that, a person often just needed to talk—to relate what had happened, to exorcize the mind-numbing fear that could leave one helpless and exposed.

			“He leapt over me, armed only with a spear, and fought them off. Then one of them smashed the head of his spear and he used the shaft like a quarterstaff, knocking them senseless, sending them reeling left and right. Then he ripped a sword away from one of them and struck out again.” He shook his head over the memory. “Bear in mind, he wasn’t trained as a swordsman. He was a simple soldier—a sergeant, as it turned out. I was dazed and not seeing too clearly, but I figure he killed a dozen of them before they eventually brought him down.

			“Then the other soldiers reached us and drove the Wargals off. But they were already beginning to back away, even as Daniel fell.”

			“Daniel. That was his name?” Pauline asked.

			“Yes. He managed to tell me that. And he made me swear to find this little fellow and his mother and see that they were safe. Of course, I promised I would. Then he was dead.”

			“What became of the mother?” she asked.

			Halt sighed unhappily. “It took me days to find out where they lived. When I finally reached their farm, she was being attacked by two of Daniel’s so-called comrades. Seems they specialized in robbing the homes of soldiers who had been killed during the battle.

			“There was a fight. One of them dragged me down, and the other was about to stab me. Then the mother threw herself on him and gave me a chance to fight back.” His face set in grim lines as he remembered the scene. “But he killed her before I could stop him. As she was dying, she told me the boy’s name: Will.”

			They both fell silent, looking down at the little person in the basket. As before, the lively brown eyes switched back and forth between them, watching them. Pauline reached down a hand to touch the baby’s face. Instantly, a tiny fist emerged from under the blankets and seized her forefinger. The baby smiled and gurgled happily at the contact.

			“He’s a cheerful fellow,” she said, jiggling her hand. The baby clung tightly to her finger, refusing to release her. His smile widened.

			“He is,” Halt agreed. “He was no trouble at all on the trip here.” He paused, then sighed once more. “The question is, what do I do with him now?”

			“You can hardly look after a baby,” she said. “You’re always away.”

			“I know,” he said despondently. “And even if I could, it might not be the best thing for him to be associated with me.”

			She raised her eyebrows in an unspoken question and he explained.

			“You know how people feel about Rangers. They trust us to a certain degree, but they do have suspicions about us. Some of them even think we’re wizards. They’re frightened of us, more often than not.”

			She made a small moue. “I’m not. Nor are any of the people here in Redmont.”

			“Not the Baron or the knights or their ladies,” he agreed. “But the common folk definitely want to keep their distance from us. The people in the villages are only happy to talk to us when they need us.”

			“I suppose that’s true,” she said. “Mind you, the Rangers have done a lot to encourage that attitude. It adds to your sense of mystery.”

			“I know that. But I wouldn’t want him to grow up facing that sort of prejudice. Oh, there’s the Ranger’s boy,” he said, in a fair approximation of a countryman’s accent. “Don’t get too close to him. You can’t really trust them.”

			“I can see that might be a problem,” she said, and another silence fell over them. Then she frowned and said suspiciously, “You weren’t hoping that I’d take care of him for you, were you?”

			Halt threw up his hands in surprise, rejecting the suggestion. “Lord no! You have your own career, and you’re away nearly as much as I am. More, sometimes.”

			The suspicion cleared from her face and she relaxed. She jiggled her finger again, but the baby resolutely refused to release her. She smiled at him. There was something endearing, something trusting, in the warm grip around her finger.

			“What about the Ward?” she said eventually. “The Baron set it up to look after the orphans of parents who died serving the Kingdom. He’d be well treated there. He’d be educated and trained. Eventually, he’d be able to choose a career path for himself.”

			Halt was nodding as she spoke. “I was thinking about that.”

			Pauline took his hand in both of hers. “It’s a perfect solution,” she said. “It’s a happy place and the children are loved and cared for. Arald keeps an eye on it and takes a personal interest in the children raised there—as does Lady Sandra.”

			He rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “They couldn’t know that I brought him there,” he said. “People mustn’t know I have any involvement with him or the stigma will apply to him.”

			She nodded. “Of course. You’d need to leave him there anonymously.” She rose and went to a small writing table by the window. She rummaged in the drawers and produced a plain sheet of paper, took up a quill that was resting in the inkwell, then hesitated, searching for the right words.

			Halt gently took the quill from her hand and wrote rapidly, speaking the words aloud as he did. “His mother died in childbirth.” He looked up at Pauline. “That’s not strictly accurate, of course.”

			She considered the point, then dismissed it with a hand gesture. “You’re right. But the full details of her death are too complicated. People would ask questions and your involvement could be revealed.”

			“I suppose so,” he said slowly. He continued writing for a moment.

			“His father died a hero,” he said softly as he added the words, “Please care for him.” He weighed the sheet of paper in his hand, then placed it in the basket, tucking it in at the foot of the blankets, away from Will’s questing little hands.

			“Seems like that’s the answer,” he said. “And of course, I can keep an eye on him as he grows older.”

			She grinned, finally securing the release of her forefinger. “Who knows, you might even train him to be a Ranger one day.”

			But Halt shook his head. “Not me. I’m not the type. I don’t have the patience for it.”

			“You might surprise yourself,” she said.

			Halt rose and made his way to the window. The castle outside was dark, the courtyard deserted. The three-story building that housed the Ward was opposite Pauline’s room. There was an oil lamp burning over the front door, but the rest of the rooms were in darkness.

			“I may as well take him there now,” he said, “while there’s no one to see me.”

			He picked up the basket and headed toward the door. Pauline held up a hand to stop him.

			“I’ll check and make sure there’s nobody in the corridor who might see you,” she said. She started toward the door, then stopped beside him and smiled down at the little face on the pillow.

			“Interesting, isn’t it?” she said. “We’ve been through so much death and destruction and yet here he is, a brand-new life.”

			“Just like the King’s daughter, Cassandra,” Halt said.

			Pauline nodded. “Yes. Life keeps renewing itself, doesn’t it?” She gave a little laugh. “I wonder if he and the princess will ever meet?”

			Halt shook his head. “A princess and the orphan son of a farmer? How could that happen?”
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