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Prologue
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It was a splendid day to be dealing out death. Adhémar, king of Neroche, nodded to himself over the thought, though he suspected that nothing so exciting would actually come to pass. He was out for a simple jaunt along his northern borders, not a pitched battle. Indeed, it had been so long since he’d encountered any trouble that it seemed that the only thing he did with his sword these days was prop it up at his elbow at supper.

It was a pity, truly. He came from a long line of superior warriors. And he had to admit, quite modestly, that he had inherited more than his fair share of prowess. It wasn’t something he made mention of overmuch; his reign spoke for itself. No disasters since he’d taken the crown fourteen years earlier, no wars with neighboring kingdoms, no real trouble with the menace in the north. That sort of peace was a fine accomplishment, though it had robbed him of as many exploits to brag of as he would have liked. At least there was nothing of a disastrous nature for some bold-tongued bard to use to entertain those less respectful of a king’s burden.

Aye, it was a good life. Adhémar looked about him in satisfaction. He was surrounded by his most elite guardsmen, each of them equal to an entire garrison of a lesser king. His castle, Tor Neroche, hovered on the sheer side of a mountain behind  him like a fearsome bird of prey. Even kings of other lands shivered a bit when they rode beneath the shadows of those battlements. And who could blame them? It was impressive in the extreme.

And there were the more personal particulars to consider. Adhémar turned to those with a decent amount of enthusiasm. He examined himself, looking for flaws. It was difficult to find many, though he was surely more critical of himself than he was of anyone else. He was young, for a king of Neroche; he was handsome, based on reports by others he knew to be perfectly impartial; and his entire life had been full of might, magic, and many other kings wishing they could be him.

And now to be out and about, savoring the first days of what promised to be a glorious autumn, knowing that the seasons would stretch out ahead of him in as fine a manner as they trailed off behind him. He listened to the jingle of tack and the low conversings of his men and knew deep in his heart that today would be yet another day that would pass peacefully and quietly into the splendor that was his reign.

And then, quite suddenly, things changed.

There was the sound of a slap. Adhémar turned around in his saddle to find the man behind him looking quite surprised to see an arrow sticking out of his chest. The man met Adhémar’s eyes.

“My liege,” he said before he slid off his horse and fell to the ground. He did not move again.

Adhémar turned to face the assault. It came, somewhat surprisingly, from a bit of forest to the north of the road. Adhémar cursed as he spurred his horse forward. Surely someone could have warned him about this. There were mages aplenty in his kingdom and one in particular whose duty it was to see that their northern borders were secure. There would be words later, to be sure.

But for now he would do what he did best, and that would be to intimidate and terrify his foes with his sheer presence alone. That and the Sword of Neroche, the king’s sword that had struck fear into the hearts of innumerable enemies in the past. Adhémar drew his sword with a flourish. It blazed with a bloodred magelight that sent his enemies scattering.

Adhémar bellowed his war cry and followed, with his men  hard on his heels. They cut through the enemy easily, soon leaving the ground littered with the bodies of the fallen. Adhémar paused on the far side of the glade and examined the corpses from his vantage point atop his horse. The lads before him weren’t precisely of the sort he was accustomed to encountering. Indeed, he suspected that they weren’t precisely human. He found himself hoping, with a desperation that never found home in his breast, that he was imagining what he was seeing.

He watched his men finish up their work, then resheathed his sword and nodded to his captain to move on. The men made their way up the small hillock to the road, looking over their shoulders uneasily. Adhémar normally wouldn’t have admitted that he understood such looks, but he could not lie and say he did not. There was something fell about these creatures, fell and foul and not of this world. And here he’d thought that pesky black mage to the north had been contained.

Obviously not.

He looked over his shoulder for one last quick count of the dead. He counted two score.

But apparently that wasn’t all.

Adhémar watched, openmouthed, as from those trees stepped one last something that was definitely not a man.

Adhémar’s captain checked his horse and started back toward the creature. Adhémar called him off. If this spoil belonged to anyone, it was to the king. Adhémar wheeled his horse around and urged it forward, but despite its training, the horse reared with fear. Adhémar, despite his training, lost his seat and landed on the ground in an undignified sprawl. He scrambled back up to his feet with a curse. He twitched aside his finely wrought cloak and drew his sword. The magelight shone forth brilliantly.

Then it went out.

A blinding headache struck him at the same time. Adhémar reeled, but managed to shake his head hard enough to clear it. He took a minute to look at his sword in astonishment. This was beginning to smell like a disaster. He drew his sleeve across his eyes, trying to wipe away the sudden sweat. Damnation, would the indignities never end this day? He resheathed the sword with a curse, then drew it forth again with a flourish.

Nothing. Not even a flicker.

He took the sword and banged it with enthusiasm against its scabbard.

Dull as stone.

He spat out a spell or two, but before he could wait to see if they were going to take effect, his enemy had taken him by a gnarled, four-fingered hand and flung him across the clearing.

Adhémar narrowly missed landing in a very unyielding clutch of rocks. He sat up, looked around blearily, then realized that he was no longer holding on to his sword. He looked around frantically for it, then saw a shadow fall over him. The creature who had thrown him across the clearing was standing above him with its sword raised, preparing to plunge it through Adhémar’s chest.

Then the creature paused. His face, gnarled in the same manner as his hands, wore what might have been termed a look of surprise. Then he slowly began to tip forward. Adhémar rolled out of the way before the creature crashed to the ground. There was a sword hilt sticking out of his back.

A hand pulled him to his feet and shoved his blade back at him. Adhémar nodded his thanks and resheathed his useless sword. The headache and that unsettling weakness were receding so quickly, he almost wondered if he’d imagined both. It was with an unwholesome sense of relief that he put the whole episode behind him.

Well, except for the discovery that his sword was now apparently quite useless for anything more than carving enemies in twain.

He walked swiftly back to his horse. All was not well in the kingdom and he knew just whom to blame.

He swung up onto his horse’s back, then nodded for his company to return to the keep. Someone would need to come back to see to the corpses. Perhaps then he would have answers as to what sort of creatures they had been and who had spawned them.

He looked around him to make certain no one was watching him, then drew his sword halfway from its scabbard. Still nothing but a sword. He waited for it to speak to him, to answer to the kingship in his blood.

The sword was silent.

He, on the other hand, was certainly not. He cursed as he led his company swiftly back to the castle. He swore as he thundered through the gates, dismounted at the front doors, and strode angrily through the hallways, up and down flights of stairs, and finally up the long circular stairway that led to the tower chamber where his youngest brother was supposed to be diligently working on affairs of the realm.

Adhémar suspected that he might instead be working his way through the king’s collection of fine, sour wine.

Adhémar burst into the chamber without knocking. He allowed himself a cursory glance about for piles of empty wine bottles, but to his disappointment found none. What he did find, though, was the sort of semi-organized clutter he’d come to expect from his brother. There was an enormous hearth to Adhémar’s right with two chairs in front of it, straining to bear up under the weight of books and clothing they’d been burdened with. Straight ahead was a long table, likewise littered with other kinds of wizardly things: papers, scrolls, pots of unidentifiable substances. Adhémar supposed they couldn’t be helped, but it seemed all foolishness to him.

He found his brother standing behind the table, looking out the window. Adhémar cleared his throat loudly as he crossed the chamber, then slapped his hands on the table. His younger brother, Miach, turned around.

“Aye?”

Adhémar frowned. His brother looked enough like him that he should have been handsome. He had the same dark hair, the same enviable form, even the same flawless facial features. Today, however, Miach was just not attractive. His hair looked as if he’d been trying to pull it out by the roots, he hadn’t shaved, and his eyes were almost crossed. And they were red. Adhémar scowled. “Miach, your eyes are so bloodshot, I can scarce determine their color. What have you been doing, perfecting a new spell to cause painful rashes on annoying ambassadors?”

“Nay,” Miach said gravely. “Just the usual business.”

Adhémar grunted. He had, quite honestly, little idea what the usual business was. Spells, puttering, muttering; who knew? His brother was archmage of the realm, which Adhémar had  always suspected was something of a courtesy title. Indeed, if he were to be completely honest, he had begun to suspect that quite a few things were merely courtesy.

Or at least he had until that morning.

Adhémar drew his sword and threw it down upon Miach’s worktable. “Fix that.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It doesn’t work anymore,” Adhémar said, irritated. He glared at his brother. “Did you see nothing of the battle this morning? Don’t you have some sort of glass you peep in to see what transpires in the realm?”

“I might,” Miach said, “but I was concentrating on other things.”

Adhémar thrust out his finger and pointed at his sword. “Then perhaps you might take a moment and concentrate on this.”

Miach looked at the sword, clearly puzzled. “Is there something amiss with it?”

“The magelight vanished!” Adhémar exclaimed. “Bloody hell, Miach, are you up here napping? Well, obviously not because you look terrible. But since you weren’t watching me as you should have been, let me tell you what happened. We were assaulted by something. Many somethings, of a kind I’ve never seen before. My sword worked for a moment or two, then ceased.”

“Ceased?” Miach echoed in surprise.

“It was as if it had never had any magic in it at all.”

“Indeed?” Miach reached out to pick up the sword. “How did that—”

Adhémar snatched up the sword before his brother could touch it. “I’ll keep it, thank you just the same.”

Miach frowned. “Adhémar, I don’t want your sword. I only wanted to see if it would speak to me.”

“Well, it’s not going to, so don’t bother.”

“I think—”

“Don’t think,” Adhémar said briskly. “Remedy. I can’t guide the bloody realm without the power of this sword, and I can tell you with certainty that there is no power left in it.”

“Adhémar,” Miach said evenly, “let me see the damned sword. You can hold on to it, if you don’t trust me.”

“A king can never be too careful,” Adhémar muttered as he held his sword out to his brother. Point first, of course. There were limits to his trust.

Miach looked at it, ran his fingers along the flat of the blade, then frowned. “I sense nothing.”

“I told you so.”

Miach raised his eyebrows briefly. “So you did.” He looked at his brother. “What of you? Have you lost your magic as well?”

Adhémar thought back to the spells he’d cast as the creature had attacked him. He’d left the scene of battle too quickly to determine if they’d taken effect or not, but he wasn’t about to admit as much. Who knew how closely and with what relish Miach might want to examine that? “I’m having an off day,” Adhémar said stiffly. “Nothing more.”

“Here,” Miach said, taking a taper and putting it on his table. “Light that.”

Adhémar drew himself up. “Too simple.”

“Then it shouldn’t be too hard for you.”

Adhémar glared at his brother briefly, then spat out a spell.

He waited.

There was nothing.

“Try it a different way,” Miach suggested. “Call the fire instead.”

Adhémar hadn’t done the like since his sixth year, when his mother had taken him aside and begun to teach him the rudiments of magic. It had come easily to him, but that was to be expected. He had been the chosen heir to the throne, after all.

He now closed his eyes and blocked out the faint sounds of castle life, his brother’s breathing, his own heartbeat. There, in the deepest, stillest part of his being, he called the fire. It came, a single flicker that he let grow until it filled his entire mind. He opened his eyes and willed it to come forth around the wick.

Nothing, not even a puff of smoke.

“An aberration,” Adhémar said, but even he had to admit that this did not bode well.

“Let me understand this,” Miach said slowly. “Your sword has no magic, you apparently have no magic, and you have no idea why either has happened.”

“That would sum it up quite nicely,” Adhémar said curtly. “Now, fix it all and come to me in the hall when you’ve managed it. I’m going to find a mug of ale.” He turned, walked through the doorway, slammed the door behind him, and stomped down the steps.

Actually he suspected it might take several mugs of ale to erase the memories of the day he’d just had. Best to be about it before things became worse.

 

 

 

Miach looked at the closed door for a moment or two before he bowed his head and blew out his breath. This was an unexpected turn of events, but not an unanticipated one. He had been archmage of the realm for fourteen years now, having taken on those duties the same moment Adhémar had taken the throne, upon the deaths of their parents. In that fourteen years, he had constantly maintained the less visible defenses against the north, passing a great deal of his time and spending a great deal of his strength to keep Lothar, the black mage of Wychweald, at bay. Those defenses had been constantly tested, constantly under siege of one kind or another.

Until the previous year.

It was as if the world outside the realm of Neroche had suddenly fallen asleep. His spells of protection and defense had gone untouched, untested, untroubled. He’d known it could not last and was not meant to last.

Perhaps the assault had begun, and in a way he hadn’t foreseen.

But what to do now? He was quite certain Adhémar’s sword hadn’t given up its magic on its own, and that Adhémar hadn’t lost his just as a matter of course. If a spell had been cast upon the king, the king had magic enough to sense it. Or at least he should have.

Miach considered that for a moment or two. Adhémar was the king and as such possessed the mantle that went with such kingship. Yet perhaps he’d spent so many years not using his magic for anything more desperate than to hasten the souring of his favorite wine that he’d lost the ability of it, a bit like a man who lost his strength because he sat upon his backside  with his feet up and never lifted anything heavier than a fork.

But to have had the sword lose its power as well?

Miach rose and began to pace. There had been no spell laid upon the blade that he could discern, but perhaps there was more at work than he could see. Perhaps Adhémar had been stripped of his magic in the same way. But why? And by whom? He was very familiar with the smell of Lothar’s magic and this had no stench of that kind.

Miach paced until the chamber ceased to provide him with room enough to truly aid him in his thinking. He descended the stairs and began to wander about the castle. He tramped about restlessly until he found himself standing in the great hall. It was a place made to impress, with enormous hearths on three sides and a raised dais at the back. Countless kings of Neroche had sat at that table on that dais, comfortable in the magic they possessed.

In the beginning of the realm, the magic had been the king’s and his alone. The first pair of kings of Neroche had guarded the realm by virtue of their own power. In time, the kings had either had enough power in and of themselves, or they had found other means to augment that power. The Sword of Neroche had been endowed with a bit of magic itself, but it had always been dependent on the king.

That had changed eventually. It had been the grandson of King Harold the Brave who had looked upon his posterity, considered the queen who had left him for one of Lothar’s sons, and decided that the only way to assure the safety of the kingdom was to imbue his sword with all of his power. He did, chose his least objectionable son as king, and made his magically gifted nephew archmage as a balance. It had been the Sword of Neroche, from that time on, that had carried most of the king’s magic, folded into the steel of its blade.

Miach looked down at the floor and rubbed the back of his neck. Of course, he had magic of his own, more than he had ever admitted to his brothers, more than even he had suspected when he’d become the archmage. But he knew, in a deep, uncompromising way that reached down into his bones, that it would take all the magic he could muster, as well as all the  king could draw from the Sword of Neroche, to keep Lothar at bay should he mount an all-out attack.

Unless there was another way.

He heard the faint hint of a song. He looked around him, startled, but the great hall was empty. He frowned, then resumed his contemplation of the floor.

Again, he heard the whisper of a song.

He realized, quite suddenly, where the music was coming from. He looked up slowly until his eyes fastened on a sword, hanging above the enormous hearth at the end of the great hall.

The Sword of Angesand.

Miach crossed slowly over to the dais, stepped up, and walked around behind the king’s high table. He looked up, finding that it was impossible not to do so. The sword was hanging well out of reach, so he was forced to fetch a chair. He pulled the sword down and looked at it.

The Sword of Angesand, fashioned by Mehar of Angesand, queen of Neroche, and laced with enough magic to make even the most strong-stomached of souls quake. Miach held the sword aloft, but saw nothing but firelight flickering along the polished steel, firelight that revealed the tracery of leaves and flowers along the blade. All the things that Queen Mehar loved . . .

It whispered the echo of the song he’d heard, then it fell silent.

Miach looked at the blade. If the Sword of Neroche was unresponsive, was it possible the Sword of Angesand might not be? Could not a soul be found to awaken its magic? If a wielder could be found, perhaps it would be enough to keep Lothar curbed until Miach could solve the mystery of Adhémar and his sword.

Perhaps.

Miach’s hand shook as he replaced the sword—and that wasn’t from the exertion. It might work. Indeed, he couldn’t see why it wouldn’t. He turned and walked out of the great hall, convinced that there was no other path to be taken. Neroche’s king had lost his magic and the archmage could not win the battle on his own. The Sword of Angesand had power enough bound into its elegant steel to tip the scales in their favor.

Now, to find someone willing to go off and search for that wielder.

Miach made his way through the castle and back into the private family quarters. He found almost all his brothers gathered in their own, more modest hall, sipping or gulping ale as their particular circumstance warranted. He paused at the doorway to the chamber and looked them over. Was there a man there who might have the clearness of vision to recognize a wielder when he saw one?

Miach looked at Cathar, who sat to the right of the king’s chair. He was a serious man of five and thirty winters, a scant year younger than Adhémar, who never would have thought to take an uninvited turn in his brother’s seat to see how it felt.

Of course, that kind of testing was nothing to Rigaud, two years Cathar’s junior and as light-minded as the rest of them were serious. He lounged comfortably in Adhémar’s chair, dressed in his finest clothes. Miach looked pointedly at his green-eyed brother and only received a lazy wink in return. When Adhémar entered, he would be forced to bodily remove Rigaud from his seat, which Rigaud would enjoy immensely, though he would no doubt complain about the damage to his clothing.

Next came Nemed, a lean man of thirty-two years with soft gray eyes and a gentle smile. Miach shook his head. Cathar wouldn’t have dared take on the task, Rigaud would have forgotten the task in his pursuit of fame and fortune, and Nemed would have found himself ripped to shreds by anyone with any ambition for power.

That left him with only his twin brothers, Mansourah and Turah. They were canny warriors, but with weaponry was where their allegiance lay. They likely would have spent their time fighting over which of them might have been more suited to wielding the Sword of Angesand than searching out someone else to do it.

Miach sighed heavily as he realized what he’d known from the start. There was only one to seek out the wielder, and that soul would not be happy to hear the news.

Adhémar suddenly entered the chamber. All stood except Rigaud, who apparently didn’t want to give up his seat any sooner than necessary. Miach suppressed a smile at the squawking  that ensued when the preening rooster was unceremoniously removed from his perch.

Adhémar sat, then looked at Miach. “Well?”

Miach shut the door behind him, then leaned back against it. No sense in letting anyone escape unnecessarily. “I believe I have found a solution.”

“A solution?” Cathar echoed. “A solution to what?”

Miach folded his arms over his chest. He wasn’t about to reveal the details of the king’s current condition. Adhémar could do that himself.

Adhémar shot Miach a glare, then turned to Cathar. “I lost my magic,” he said bluntly.

There were sounds of amazement from several quarters. Cathar frowned.

“This afternoon?” he asked.

“Aye.”

“Is it permanent?” Rigaud asked promptly.

“Don’t hope for it overmuch,” Adhémar said shortly. “I’m sure it will return soon.” He shot Miach a look. “Won’t it?”

“I’m still working on that,” Miach said. And he would be, no doubt, for quite some time to come.

Adhémar scowled, then looked back at the rest of his brothers. “It isn’t permanent,” he said confidently. “So, until I regain my magic, I’m sure our clever brother over there has a solution to our problems.” He looked at Miach expectantly.

Miach didn’t want to look as if he was gearing up for battle, so he tried a pleasant smile. “I do,” he said pleasantly. “I suggest the Sword of Angesand.”

“The Sword of Angesand,” Adhémar mouthed. He choked, looked about in vain for something to drink, then pounded himself upon his chest in desperation. Cathar handed him his own cup of ale. He drank deeply. “The what?” he wheezed.

“You heard me.”

“You cannot be serious!”

“Why not?” Miach asked.

“Because it is a woman’s sword!” Adhémar exclaimed. “You cannot expect me to carry a woman’s sword!”

Miach suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. “It isn’t a woman’s sword. It was merely fashioned by a woman—”

“It has flowers all over it!”

“Think on them as nightshade, dealing a slow and painful death to those upon whom the sword falls,” Miach said. “Many men have carried that sword in battle and been victorious with it, flowers aside.” He paused. “Have you ever held it?”

Adhémar scowled at him. “I have and nay, it does not call my name. Fortunately,” he muttered, “because I wouldn’t carry it even if it did.”

“I don’t expect you to carry it,” Miach said. “I expect you to find someone else to carry it.”

Adhémar gaped at him. Miach noted that the rest of his brothers were wearing similar expressions. Except Rigaud, of course, who was calculatingly eyeing the throne.

“What kind of someone?” Cathar asked cautiously.

“I imagine it will need to be a mage,” Miach said slowly. “After Queen Mehar last used it, it has only been wielded by those with magic.”

“Why don’t you take it up?” Adhémar asked. “Or don’t you have the magic necessary to do so?”

Miach looked at his brother coolly. “I daresay I do, but the sword does not call to me.”

“Have you asked it?”

“Adhémar, I am no longer a lad of eight summers. Even I can reach up far enough to pull the blade off the wall—which I have done a time or two while you were napping.”

“I’ve seen him,” Rigaud put in helpfully. “And more than twice.”

Miach shot Rigaud a glare before he turned back to his king. “We need a sword to replace yours until we can determine what ails you.”

Adhémar grunted. “Very well, I can see the sense in it. Where will you go to find this mage?”

Miach considered. He couldn’t leave Adhémar guarding the borders without his magic. There were times he suspected it was dangerous to leave Adhémar in charge with his magic. But telling him as much was out of the question. This would require diplomacy, tact, and very probably a great deal of unwarranted flattery. Miach cleared his throat and frowned, pretending to give the matter much thought.

“I suppose I could go,” he began, “but I have no way of recognizing who the man will be.” That wasn’t exactly true, but there was no point in telling Adhémar that either. “Unlike you, my liege.”

“Bloody hell, Miach, I can’t call enough magelight to keep myself from tripping down the stairs! You go find him.”

“But no one else sees as clearly as you do,” Miach said smoothly. “And it will take a special sort of vision, an eye that discerns far above what most mortal men can see, a sense of judgment that only a man of superior wit and wisdom possesses.” He paused dramatically. “In short, my liege, it is a task that only you can possibly be considered equal to.”

Adhémar opened his mouth to protest, then shut it suddenly. Miach supposed he was grappling with the unexpected flattery and weighing the potential glory of it being true against the trouble of actually leaving Tor Neroche to traipse over the Nine Kingdoms, looking for someone to wield a sword that wasn’t his.

Miach saw Rigaud stir, no doubt to say something about keeping the throne warm for his brother while he was away. He shot Rigaud a look of warning. Rigaud made a rather rude gesture in return, but grinned as he did it. Miach pursed his lips and turned his attention back to Adhémar. His brother finally cursed.

A very good sign.

“I’ll need to be back by mid-winter, at the latest,” Adhémar announced.

“Why?” Miach asked carefully.

“I’m getting married.”

“Finally,” Cathar said, sounding rather relieved. “To whom?”

“Don’t know yet,” Adhémar said, finishing off Cathar’s ale and handing his brother’s cup back to him. “I’m still thinking on it.”

Miach was set to suggest that perhaps Adhémar choose someone with a decent amount of magic to make up for his lack, but he forbore. For now, it was enough to have time to sort out what was truly going on in the palace without his brother underfoot, bellowing like a stuck pig about his sufferings.

Adhémar scowled. “I’ve little liking for this idea.” He  looked at Miach narrowly. “I suspect this is a ruse so you can keep your toes warmed by the fire while I’m off looking for a fool ready to volunteer to take his life in his hands to protect us from the north.”

Miach didn’t offer any opinion on that.

Adhémar swore for quite some time in a very inventive fashion. Finally, he swept them all with a look. “Well, it appears I am off to find a wielder for the Sword of Angesand.”

“Have a lovely journey,” Rigaud said, edging closer to the throne.

Adhémar glared at him. “Turah will sit the Throne while I am gone—”

“What?” Rigaud shouted, leaping in front of his brother. “Adhémar, what of me! I know Nemed is worthless—”

Miach was unsurprised by either the volume of the complaints or Adhémar’s choice. After all, it was well within Adhémar’s right to choose any of his brothers to succeed him.

Adhémar held up his hand. “He is my choice and my choice is final. You will, of course, aid him as you would me.”

Miach didn’t need to look into the future to know what would happen in the king’s absence. Mansourah would shadow Cathar, Nemed would stand unobtrusively behind Turah and steady him should he falter, and Rigaud would rage continuously about the injustice of it all. Adhémar looked at Miach.

“And you will do as you see fit, I suppose.”

“As he bloody pleases, you mean,” Rigaud grumbled.

“As I usually do,” Miach said with a grave smile. “I have quite enough to do to keep me busy.”

“You watch your back, Adhémar,” Cathar rumbled. He wrapped his hands around his cup of ale. “I’ve no mind to crown Turah any time soon.”

“Heaven preserve us,” Rigaud gasped. “My liege, perhaps I should come and defend you.”

“With what?” Cathar said, scowling. “One of your brightly colored tunics? Aye, blind the bloody buggers with your garb and hope they don’t stick you in spite of it.”

Rigaud, for all his preening, wasn’t above defending his own honor and he launched himself at his elder brother with a curse. Adhémar moved his legs out of the fray and helped himself to Rigaud’s ale. The king’s respite was short. Soon  he was pulled into the skirmish. Miach sighed. Things never changed, or so it seemed.

Or perhaps not.

Miach looked over the scene of skirmish and though things seemed the same, they were indeed not. Adhémar was powerless. His remaining brothers, even put together, did not have enough magic to keep the brooding darkness at bay. Nay, a wielder for the Sword of Angesand had to be found, and Adhémar was the one to do it.

“Miach!” Adhémar bellowed from the bottom of the pile. “Any thoughts on where I should go?”

“Probably to the most unlikely place possible,” Miach offered.

“Ah, but there are so many choices,” Adhémar said sourly. He shoved his brothers off him one by one, then sat up and sighed. “The kingdom of Ainneamh?”

“Only elves there,” Miach said. “I wouldn’t bother. I would turn my eye to a more humble place.” He paused. “Perhaps the Island of Melksham.”

“What!” Adhémar exclaimed. “The Island of Melksham? Have you lost all sense?”

“It was but a suggestion.”

“And a poor one at that.” He shook his head in disgust as he crawled to his feet. “Melksham. Ha! That will be the very last  place I’ll look.” He glared at Miach one last time, then he strode from the room, his curses floating in the air behind him.

Miach watched as his remaining bothers untangled themselves, collected their empty cups, and made their way singly and with a good deal of commenting on the vagaries of the monarchy from the chamber.

Miach was left there, alone, staring at the empty place where his brothers had been. Unbidden, a vision came to him of the chamber before him, only it was abandoned, desolate, ruined, uninhabitable—

He shook his head sharply. That was no vision; it was a lie spawned by his own unease. All would be well. He was doing all he could. No doubt this was the worst of the disasters.

He reflected again on the places Adhémar might possibly go to find the wielder. Melksham Island was certainly the least likely, which would make it the most likely—but he wouldn’t  tell Adhémar that. With any luck, he would make it there eventually on his own.

Miach turned and left the chamber, leaving the search for the wielder in his brother’s hands.

For the moment.




One
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Morgan of Melksham walked along the road, cursing both autumn’s chill and her journey that caused her to be traipsing out in that chill instead of hunkering down next to a warm fire. This was not what she had planned. Her life had been proceeding quite nicely until she’d received the missive in the middle of a particularly muddy campaign in which she’d been trying to pry one of Melksham’s nobles from a keep that did not belong to him. The message from Lord Nicholas had been brief and pointed.

Come soon; time is short.

Morgan didn’t want to speculate on what that might mean, but she couldn’t help herself. Was the man suffering from life-threatening wounds? Was his home under siege from nobles he had exacted donations from once too often? Had he had a bountiful harvest and needed an extra pair of hands to bring that harvest to the cellar?

Was he dying?

She quickened her pace, forcing her thoughts away. She would know soon enough and then that uncomfortable, unwholesome pounding in her chest would cease and she actually might be able to eat again.

She reached the outer walls of the orphanage just as the sun was setting. Melksham Orphan’s Home at Lismòr had begun  many years ago as a home for lads, but at some point it had also become a place of study that had brought together a collection of the finest scholars from all over the Nine Kingdoms. Nicholas, the lord of Lismòr, was the orphanage’s undisputed champion and the university’s chief procurer of funds.

Over the years, it had become different things to those who had experience with it. Many called it “the orphanage.” Others referred to it as “the university.” Nicholas simply called it “home.”

Morgan agreed with the latter, though she never would have admitted it.

The outer walls of Lismòr soon rose up before her, forbidding and unfriendly. It made her wonder, not for the first time, why a university merited anything more than a sturdy gate. It was rumored that Lismòr hid many things, including chests of marvelous treasure. Morgan supposed those rumors could have been referring to the offerings that appeared each night on Lord Nicholas’s supper table, but she couldn’t have said for certain.

There were rumors, though, of another sort that swirled around Lord Nicholas. It was said that he never aged, that he conversed with mysterious souls who slipped inside the gates after dark and left well before dawn, and that he even possessed magic.

Morgan snorted. She had never seen any display of otherworldliness at the orphanage, and she’d lived there for many years. No doubt Nicholas’s garden bloomed in the depth of winter because he was a damned fine gardener, not for any more magical reason. He was a man of great intelligence, quick wit, and an ability to convince others to fund his ventures. He possessed no magic beyond that.

Surely.

And surely his missive had nothing to do with his health.

She knocked on the heavy gate, then waited impatiently as a single square of metal was slowly pulled back and a weathered face appeared, looking out suspiciously.

“Hmmm,” he said doubtfully.

Morgan pursed her lips. “Aye, hmmm.”

The porthole was slammed shut and the gate opened without  haste. Morgan tapped her foot impatiently until the moment she could slip inside. She shut the gate herself, then looked at the gatekeeper.

“Is he dying?”

“Morgan,” the gatekeeper said pleasantly. “You’ve been away long.”

“But I have returned, in haste, and my hope is that it is not to attend a wake. Master James, is he dying?”

“Who?”

“Lord Nicholas!”

Master James scratched his head. “Not that I know of. I think he’s holding court with the lads in his solar. Best to seek him out there, aye?”

Morgan could hardly believe her ears. Nicholas was well?

She wasn’t sure if she was relieved that he was apparently hale and hearty or furious that he’d tricked her into coming by means of such a cryptic, panic-inducing message. One thing was certain: they would have words about the wording of future missives.

What she wanted to do was sit down and catch the breath she realized she’d been holding for almost a se’nnight. Instead, she nodded to the gatekeeper and walked weakly away. She would sit when she reached Nicholas’s solar. And then once she recovered, she just might put him to the sword for her trouble.

She made her way across a rather large expanse of flat ground that the students and lads used to play games on, then continued on toward the inner walls that enclosed the heart of the university. Now, these were walls that offered protection against a foe. Morgan walked through the gate, casting a surreptitious look up at the heavy spikes of the portcullis gleaming dimly above her as she did so. Perhaps Nicholas was more concerned about the safety of his scholarly texts than he appeared.

Or perhaps he was concerned about the safety of his lads. She suspected she understood why. He had only mentioned once, in passing, that he’d had sons of his own at one time who had been slain. She supposed that since he hadn’t been able to protect them, he felt compelled to protect others who could not  see to themselves. Whatever the true reason, there were many, many souls that had benefited from his altruism. She certainly counted herself as one of them.

She threaded her way through many buildings and along paths until she reached the heart of Lismòr. It was an enormous building, with chambers and apartments surrounding an inner courtyard. Nicholas’s chambers took up one half side of the building, and his solar happily resided in one of the corners. Morgan had spent many a pleasant hour there, conversing with an exceptional man who had made an exception in her case, allowing her to remain at the orphanage in spite of her being a girl.

Which was no doubt why she found herself standing not fifty paces away from his chambers, instead of at a siege that had been destined, thanks to much effort on her part, to yield quite a tidy sum. Her comrades had thought her mad for walking away; she had agreed, yet still she had packed her gear and left.

All because of a message from a man who had been like a father to her.

Morgan pursed her lips and continued on toward Nicholas’s private solar. She would contemplate her descent into madness later, perhaps when she was sitting before a hot fire with a mug of drinkable ale in her hand and Nicholas before her to answer a handful of very pointed questions.

She stopped in front of a heavy wooden door, turned the handle, and slipped inside. The chamber was an inviting one, luxuriously appointed yet not intimidating. A cheery fire burned in the hearth, fine tapestries lined the walls, and thick rugs were scattered over the floor to spare the lord’s feet the chill of cold stone. Candles in abundance drove the shadows back into their corners and sweet music filled the air.

Until she closed the door behind her, that is. The music faltered. The young man who plied his lute averted his eyes when she looked at him.

“Continue, Peter,” said a deep voice, roughened by the passage of many years. “Now, lads, I seem to remember one of you asking for a tale.”

The dozen or so lads strewn about the floor like so many shapeless garments were successful in varying degrees at tearing  their gazes from her. Morgan was acutely aware of the filth of her clothing and the poor condition of her cloak. She looked about her for a place to sit. She settled for a corner and sank down onto the stool that had been handily placed there for just such a need as hers. She pulled the edges of her cloak closer around her and did her best to become part of the shadows.

Then she glared at the man holding court, for Lord Nicholas looked fit and strong and certainly in no need of anything from her.

He only winked at her and turned his attention back to his lads. “What will it be tonight?” he asked. “Romance? Adventure? Perilous escapades that should result in disaster but do not?”

“Peril,” Morgan said before she could stop herself. “Imminent death. Something that requires an immediate and drastic rescue. Something that might include missives sent and travels made when apparently there was no need.”

The lads again turned to look at her briefly, many of them slack-jawed, the rest looking quite confused.

“Oh, nothing so frightening,” Nicholas said smoothly. “Lads? Any suggestions?”

“The Tale of the Two Swords,” a young lad piped up.

Half the lads groaned. Morgan groaned right along with them. Too much romance in that one. Unfortunately, it was one of Nicholas’s favorites; he would never do the decent thing and refuse to retell it.

“The Two Swords,” Nicholas agreed readily. “So it will be.”

Morgan rolled her eyes and leaned back against the wall, preparing to completely ignore all she would hear. Obviously, she would have no answers out of the man before he was ready, and if he held true to form, his nightly tale-telling would last for at least an hour. It was his ritual, repeated as consistently as the sun rising and setting each day. It gave the lads a sense of security, or so he said.

Morgan closed her eyes, wondering if she might be able to snatch a bit of sleep and block out the romance that would ooze out of the tale Nicholas was beginning to spin. But, despite herself, she found herself listening. Gilraehen the Fey was bold, Mehar of Angesand was beautiful, and Lothar of Wychweald was evil enough to make the most hardened of listeners shiver.

In time, the romance in the tale increased. Morgan was quite certain there would be tender sentiments exchanged soon between Gilraehen and Mehar—things entirely too sugary to be inflicted upon the hapless lads in the chamber. Morgan shot Nicholas a warning look, but he blithely ignored it.

She gave up and turned her attentions to the condition of her own hands. As she listened to Mehar placing her hand in Gilraehen’s and giving herself to him as his queen, she pursed her lips. She herself hardly had time for such pleasantries; it was just as well, for no man would look at her hands, scarred and rough, and ask her to do anything with them besides curry his horse. A mercenary’s life was not an easy one.

It was especially hard on one’s hands.

“What of the two swords?” a lad asked. “The king’s sword, especially.” He paused. “I hear it is very sharp.”

Nicholas laughed. “Well, of course the king keeps the Sword of Neroche. But the other—” He paused and shrugged. “The Sword of Angesand hangs in the great hall at Tor Neroche.”

“But,” another asked, sounding quite worried, “isn’t the king afraid someone might make off with it?”

“Nay, lad, I daresay not. Before she died, Queen Mehar, she who fashioned the blade, laid an enchantment of protection upon it, that it would never be stolen. She also prophesied about several special souls who would wield that blade at a time of particular peril, but that is a tale for another night.”

The lads protested, but not heartily. They were secure in the knowledge that the following night would bring more of the same sort of pleasure. Morgan watched them file past her and understood precisely how they felt. She’d been orphaned at six, taken in by a company of mercenaries for several years until she’d begun her courses, then heartlessly deposited without a backward glance upon Nicholas’s doorstep at the tender age of ten-and-two. She had had her own share of those long evenings passed in the comfort of Nicholas’s solar, listening to him tell his stories. But she had never, for reasons she never examined if she could help it, allowed herself to luxuriate in that sensation of security.

There were times she suspected she should have.

An older lad, one who looked as if he spent far more time thinking about heroic tales than determining how he might become  a part of them by some time spent in the lists, stopped by the door and turned back to Nicholas.

“I know the prophecy, my lord,” he said quietly.

Nicholas remained seated in his chair, resting his chin on his steepled fingers. “The prophecy?”

“Queen Mehar’s prophecy about the Sword of Angesand.”

“I imagine you do, lad.”

“I can recite it for you—”

Morgan was about to tell him not to bother, but Nicholas beat her to it.

“Not tonight, my son. I’ve a guest, don’t you see, and you need to be abed.”

“I could speculate,” the lad offered.

Nicholas rose slowly and walked over to stand by the door. “In the end, my son, unless you are intimately involved in either the doing of the deeds or the making of the tales, it is naught but speculation. And since we are neither, we should leave the speculating to others and retire to our beds before our nerves are overworked.” He held the door open pointedly. “Good night, Harding’s son. Have a peaceful sleep.”

“And to you, my lord,” the lad said, then unwillingly made his way from the chamber.

Nicholas closed the door and turned to look at Morgan. “You came.”

Morgan rose and looked at him narrowly. “Your missive said to hurry. I feared you were dying.”

Nicholas laughed merrily and enveloped Morgan in a fatherly embrace. “Ah, Morgan,” he said, pulling back, kissing her soundly on both cheeks, then drawing her across to sit upon his exceptionally comfortable settee, “I’m not dead yet. What a pleasure to see you.”

Morgan scowled at him as she sat. “You asked me to come.”

“Did I?” he said, sinking down into an equally comfortable chair.

“It sounded as if your trouble required my immediate attention.”

“And so it does,” he said with a smile. “But not tonight. Tonight you will eat, then go to your rest. We’ll speak of other things tomorrow.”

“My lord—”

“Tomorrow, my girl.”

She frowned fiercely at him. “I made great haste away from a very lucrative bit of business, simply because you called. I’ve hardly slept in a se’nnight for worry that I might arrive too late and find you dead. I daresay I deserve to at least know why you wanted me here!”

He smiled. “Is it not enough for an old man to simply wish to see the daughter of his heart?”

Morgan felt a sudden and very uncomfortable burning begin behind her eyes. She rubbed them to ease the stinging and to give herself time to recapture her frown. She was better off in a pitched battle. She did not do well with these kinds of sentimental utterings.

“A pleasant visit does not seem a good reason to me,” she managed finally.

“Doesn’t it?” he asked kindly. “A pleasant visit, a se’nnight of comfort, a chance for me to make sure you’re still alive?”

“I suppose,” she conceded, but she wasn’t sure she agreed. She did not need the luxurious surroundings she found herself in. She did not need the affection of a man who had taken her in as a scraggly, snarling, uncivilized lass who had been accustomed to sleeping with a dagger under her pillow and holding her own against men three times her age. She did not ever dwell with pleasure on those many years in Nicholas’s care when he taught her of letters and numbers and the quiet beauty of the seasons changing from year to year.

She also did not think on him each time she drew the sword at her side, the glorious sword he’d had made for her and adorned with gems from his own personal treasury.

“Morgan?”

“Aye, my lord?”

“What were you thinking on?”

She sighed deeply. “I was contemplating my condition as an appallingly ungrateful wretch.”

Nicholas laughed. “I daresay not. There is a chapel nearby, my dear, which you may use on the morrow for your penance. For now, fill this old man’s ears with your adventures. We’ll speak about other business tomorrow.”

Morgan lifted her eyebrows. “Other business? Is that why you sent for me, in truth?”

“Tomorrow.”

Morgan shot him a final, disgruntled look that he completely ignored, then she relented, and sat back against his dreadfully comfortable couch to give him the tales he wanted.

She told him of her travels, leaving out the more unsavory encounters. She told him of the places on the island she’d seen, the wonders she’d seen come in on ships at port, the tidy sums she’d earned.

“Obviously not of late,” Nicholas said dryly, casting a look at her clothes. “A rough year so far, I’d say.”

“Not the most profitable,” Morgan agreed.

“I told you the last time you were here, my child, to marry one of Harding’s sons, not fight the man’s battles for him. He is notoriously stingy.”

“Only because you’ve coerced so many donations out of him, my lord.”

“Goodness,” Nicholas said with a laugh, “you’ve been too many years out of polite company. Although it is all too true about the funds, we usually don’t like to bring it up. Now you realize I have Harding’s youngest here. He’s a handsome lad.”

“He’s likely half my age.”

“But he is rich.”

“Was rich,” she corrected. “I hazard a guess he will be less rich still once you’re through with him—”

A discreet knock prevented her from discussing with Nicholas his extortionary techniques. Soon she found herself with a hearty repast sitting atop a table before her. Nicholas invited her to help herself, which she did without hesitation. It had been, after all, a rather lean autumn. Nicholas watched her thoughtfully as she ate.

“You know,” he said casually, “there are richer prizes farther afield.”

Morgan stopped chewing and looked at him. “What?”

“There are nine kingdoms, Morgan, my dear. The last time I checked, those nine kingdoms contained at least nine kings. I would imagine that any of them would be more than happy to pay you quite handsomely to raise your sword in his defense.”

Morgan continued to chew. When she thought she could swallow successfully, she applied herself to her goblet of wine.  “I don’t fancy traveling,” she said with conviction—the conviction of one who truly did not enjoy traveling.

“A pity,” Nicholas said, admiring his own wine in the hand-blown glass goblet. “Gold, silver, renown. Glorious deeds.” He looked at her placidly. “Hard to resist.”

“And yet I manage,” she said. “What are you about in truth, old man? I’ve resigned myself to a decent meal and pleasant conversation, but I only find one of the two here.”

Nicholas smiled. “Finish your meal, my dear, then get yourself to bed. We’ll speak on other things tomorrow. You’ll stay for a bit, won’t you?”

“Perhaps,” she said, but she knew she didn’t dare. Too many nights with her head on a soft goose-feather pillow and the rest of her under an equally soft goose-feather duvet would completely ruin her for hard labor.

“However long you can manage will be long enough,” he said enigmatically. “Eat some more, Morgan. You’re too thin.”

She ate her fill, ate a bit more just in case, then sat back with a cup of the orphanage’s finest and savored polite conversation for a bit. She and Nicholas spoke of the weather, of the harvest, of his garden that still produced a very fine grape even past the hard frost. Morgan learned of new lads who had come to be sheltered and of older lads who had come to study, then gone on to make their way in the world. All of it perfectly normal; all of it unremarkable and secure. It eased her heart.

All but the part of her heart that knew such peace was not to be hers for long.

She thanked Nicholas for the meal, bid him a good night, and walked with him to the door. He put his hands on her shoulders, then kissed both her cheeks. “A good sleep to you, daughter. You’ll need it before you start your next journey.”

“My next journey?” she asked blankly.

“Aren’t you going on a journey?”

Ah, so this was where it lay, apparently. “I don’t know. Am I, my lord?”

“An assumption, my dear,” Nicholas said easily. “Sleep in peace tonight.”

Morgan wondered if he had lost his wits, or it was that a decent meal and promise of a gloriously comfortable bed had robbed her of hers. She frowned at him, thanked him again  kindly for his hospitality, then escaped his chambers before he could say anything else unsettling.

She had hardly made it ten steps from his solar when she was accosted by a voice from the shadows.

“My lady.”

Morgan stopped and sighed. “I’m not your lady. I’m just Morgan.”

“My lady Morgan.” The lad from Nicholas’s solar stepped out from the shadows.

He stood there, Harding’s youngest son, squirming uncomfortably until he finally gained control enough of his gangly limbs to stop and look at her. Morgan was not given to shifting, having earned her own measure of self-control on the other side of Melksham Island where self-control was a particularly important subject to learn, but there was something about the moment that left her with an almost uncontrollable urge to rub her arms.

She managed not to. “Aye, lad?” she asked.

“Lord Nicholas won’t speak to me about it,” the young man whispered, “but I’ve heard rumors.”

“Rumors are dangerous.”

Apparently not dangerous enough to deter him. He leaned closer to her. “I heard,” he whispered conspiratorially, “that the king of Neroche has lost his power.”

She felt her eyebrows go up of their own accord. “Indeed. And where did you hear that?”

“I eavesdropped on Lord Nicholas while he was discussing it.”

Morgan waved aside his words. “He worries overmuch.”

“I don’t think so. ’Tis rumored the king also searches for a warrior of mighty stature to wield a sword for him.” He paused, looked about him as if an enemy might be listening in, then leaned closer to her. “The Sword of Angesand,” he whispered.

She blinked in surprise. “The what?”

“The Sword of Angesand. It was fashioned by Mehar of Angesand, who wove into it—”

“Aye, I know all about it,” Morgan interrupted. That was all she needed, to have to listen to another of Nicholas’s romantic and completely unsuitable tales while outside his solar. At least inside she had a warm fire to distract her. Here she  only had a skinny, trembling lad who couldn’t have been more than ten-and-two, who was making her cold just by looking at him.

“Go to bed,” she ordered, “and forget what you’ve heard. The king is well. Indeed, all is well. I would say that listening to too many of Nicholas’s stories has worked a foul work upon you.”

The lad hesitated.

Morgan nodded firmly toward the dormitories. The lad nodded in unison with her, looking only slightly less miserable than before. He cast her one last desperate look before he turned and disappeared into the darkness.

Morgan snorted to herself. Rumor and hearsay. The lad was confusing fact with the stuff of Nicholas’s evening’s entertainment.

She put the matter out of her mind and sought her chamber, finding it just as she had left it two years earlier. Indeed, it looked just as it had for the six years she’d called it her own. She hadn’t used it very often since going on to make her way to other places, but each time she’d returned, she had found it thusly prepared for her. She leaped into her bed with a guilty abandon she would regret in a se’nnight’s time when she was reduced to rough blankets near a weak fire. She closed her eyes and promised herself a good, long march through bitter chill at some point in the future as penance.

But not tonight.

The king has lost his magic.

It couldn’t be true. Morgan rolled over and pulled the covers up over her ears. The king of Neroche was as full of vile magic as ever, the Nine Kingdoms were safe, and she was indulging in a guilty pleasure she rarely allowed herself.

Surely all was well.




Two

[image: 005]

The next morning found Morgan not in her warm, deliciously soft bed under an equally delightful goose-down duvet, nor banging on Nicholas’s door demanding answers as she had briefly contemplated, but in a cold, drafty chamber of scrolls where a sharp-eyed, suspicious man made noises of disapproval each time she unrolled a scroll or turned a leaf. He complained even more bitterly each time she dared ask for something else.

And it was barely dawn.

After a terrible night’s sleep passed dreaming of swords and darkness and skirmishes against things one did not normally find on the field of battle, she had descended into the bowels of the university where she had hoped to find something to ease her mind about the state of affairs in the kingdom of Neroche.

She realized, with a start, that she was resting her chin on her fist and staring at the shelves of manuscripts without really seeing them. She shook her head to clear it, then rose and wandered about the chamber until she found herself standing before a large book. It had been set in a place apparently built exactly for it, for it fit in its niche with neither too much nor too little room.

Morgan looked at the keeper of records. He was beginning  to wheeze, which she took as a sign she might be standing near something quite interesting. She raised one eyebrow in challenge.

“You cannot,” he squawked, finally.

“Master Dominicus, I am only taking it over to the table to read it. I am not putting it in my pack to then sell off to the highest bidder the moment I can escape through the front gates.”

He hopped down off his stool and strode over to her. He frowned fiercely. “I, at least, will carry it to your place. Have you washed your hands?”

“I haven’t eaten anything to dirty them.”

“Then perhaps you should—and return later.”

“I’ll manage without, thank you.”

He frowned a bit more, then carefully and with great ceremony removed the book from its place and carried it over to the table. He set it down reverently, then he spun around and glared at her.

“Do not tear the pages.”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

He watched her as she sat, then hovered over her until she slowly drew a dagger from her belt and very carefully set it down next to her. Then she looked up at him pointedly. He scowled, but retreated to his seat with all the dignity he could likely muster, under the circumstances.

Morgan looked at the book before her, then carefully and with a terrible sense of inevitability, opened the cover and turned over the first leaf.

The Tale of the Two Swords.

She should have known.

She sighed and began to read it again. But this time, however, she found herself reading the tale of Queen Mehar and King Gilraehen with a new eye, ignoring the romance that seemed to be slathered all over the story at every opportunity, and finding that there were several details she had missed.

She’d known that Mehar had forged her sword with her own hands and laid upon it many enchantments. That the queen had possessed the wherewithal to make such a thing left Morgan with warm feelings toward her; that she apparently  knew how to use it as well was another thing to like about her. Mehar had been rumored to be a spectacular horsewoman as well as a lover of all things bright and sharp. Morgan supposed she could even forgive the woman her dabblings in magic for those two things.

Morgan hadn’t remembered, however, that Mehar had possessed the magic of Camanaë. Even she had heard enough of Nicholas’s tales over the years to know that Camanaë was a powerful matriarchal magic—one that Lothar had been from the beginning determined to eradicate. If that was the magic that Mehar had bound into her sword, it was powerful indeed.

Morgan was half surprised that the blade still existed. One would have thought Lothar would have made a special effort to find that sword, or steal it or destroy it.

She mused about that possibility for several moments. What would happen, she wondered, if the sword were destroyed? Would Neroche cease to be or would it merely limp on in a crippled fashion?

She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

She continued to read about Harold the Brave, Uisdean the Wise, Edan the Fearless. She continued on through the years, finishing with King Anghmar and his lady wife Queen Desdhemar. It was his son, Adhémar, who sat the throne at present. The line of kings had always retained some bit of magic, some more, some less, but always enough to keep Lothar at bay.

Where the current king stood on matters of magic, she couldn’t have said. She knew nothing of him save his name, and that only because she could not be in a battle where she did not either fight alongside or against half a dozen men whose parents had obviously thought his name to be a good one for their own sons. But of the king himself, she knew little. She had troubles enough of her own without adding to them things he should have been seeing to himself.

She sat back and sighed, wondering if she had the stomach to read through any more histories of any of the other kingdoms who were so dependent on the strength of Neroche. Watching the world unfold before her eyes was wearying.

She turned the leaves back toward the beginning, glancing  idly at pieces of history, wondering how it had been for those who had gone before and done such glorious deeds—The Wielders of the Sword of Angesand will come, out of magic, out of obscurity, and out of darkness . . .





Morgan went still. That was part of Mehar’s prophecy, but what could it mean? That there were three poor, unfortunate souls predestined to carry a sword so magical that all sensible souls would flee from it? She pitied any who found themselves so burdened. At least she would never find herself in such terrible straits.

She closed the manuscript before it could trouble her further, rose, and nodded politely to Master Dominicus. “I will be on my way now,” she announced.

He looked no less relieved by that than by her arrival. He muttered indignantly as he gathered up what she’d been reading and continued to complain rather loudly as he put things away. Morgan thanked him politely and left the cellar. Perhaps he needed to be aboveground more often where he could at least see the sun. It might have improved his temperament.

She walked up the steps and paused at the doorway to let her eyes adjust to the brightness. It was obviously well past noon; that she hadn’t noticed was proof enough of the distressing nature of what she’d read. She sighed and rubbed her hands over her face, wishing that so doing would wipe away her unease.

“Have you heard nothing about her?”

The whispered voice from just around the corner startled her back to herself. She would have continued on out of the shadowy stairwell, but there was something about the intensity of the whisper that kept her where she was. Besides, she would likely give the man fright enough to render him useless for the day if she popped out into the light. It was only altruism that motivated her.

“The lady Morgan?” said another man.

Morgan paused. When the gossip was about her, how could she not listen?

“Aye.” The first voice lowered. “You know, she spent a handful of years on the other side of Melksham Island.”

Morgan pursed her lips. She could just imagine where this was going. There were many sides of Melksham, but none containing anything so famous as the university.

Except Weger’s tower, of course.

“It cannot be,” the second voice whispered in astonishment. “At Gobhann?”

Morgan nodded her head in time to the first man’s wheezing.

“Aye, ’tis so.”

“But rumor has it Weger trains assassins there!”

“Mercenaries,” the first voice corrected, but he didn’t sound any less troubled. “Or so ’tis said. Who knows what really happens behind those impenetrable walls?” He paused. “I’ve heard that he turns out men who will only take on tasks that are extremely dangerous or impossibly difficult. Ones that no simple soul would dare contemplate, and no seasoned soldier would dare attempt.”

“In truth?” the second said reverently.

“So I’ve heard.” He paused, perhaps to gather the courage to divulge even more appalling details. “He marks them, you know.”

“Who?” the second breathed.

“Weger, you fool! He marks those who win their freedom from his tower.”

“How?”

“None so marked will speak of it. But you can tell. The coldness in their eyes speaks for them.”

Morgan snorted. These men would do better to attend to their lectures more and listen at doors less. She cleared her throat loudly and stepped out into the passageway. It was an open passageway that surrounded a courtyard full of flowers and a fountain. The passageway contained two wheezing scholars who gaped at her then sped away as quickly as if she stood to draw her sword and end their gossiping lives at the slightest provocation.

Morgan shrugged. There was truth to what they’d said about her, though she didn’t think her eyes were all that cold.

“Good day to you, my dear.”

Morgan pursed her lips as she turned around to find Nicholas behind her. He was leaning against a post, watching her with a smile.

Morgan scowled. “Eavesdropping, my lord?”

“It seems to have occupied your time well enough.”

“Ha,” she said with a snort. “Idle gossip might be interesting, but it never yields anything of substance.”

“Hmmm,” was his unsatisfactory response.

Morgan turned to face him.

“And what of you?” she asked. “Are you going to divulge your secrets now or will I need to pass another dreadful night on that horrible bed?”

He laughed and came over to draw her arm through his. “Dreadful indeed. Come, my dear, and let us find supper. I will tell you all you want to know after that.”

She soon found herself yet again on that comfortable bench, with a hot fire nearby and the promise of a fine repast to come. But apparently Nicholas wasn’t going to wait for victuals to arrive before he said his piece.

“I need a favor,” he said, without preamble.

“Anything, of course,” Morgan said, before she thought better of it. It wasn’t in her nature to promise before determining the lay of the land, but how was she to deny this man any whim he might have? Besides, he wouldn’t have sent for her if he hadn’t needed her.

Nicholas studied her in silence for several moments, then rose. He walked to a table set against a wall, rummaged about through stacks of papers, and came up with a key. This he used to open a plain wooden box that sat on the windowsill, in the company of several other ordinary wooden boxes. He drew forth something wrapped in cloth and brought it back with him. Resuming his seat, he laid his burden on his knees.

“There is a history behind this,” he said, “but the knowing of it will not aid you at present.”

“If you say so,” she said, looking with interest at what Nicholas held in his hands.

Nicholas smiled at her briefly, then pulled back several folds of cloth, finally revealing a slim dagger. The late-afternoon sunlight that streamed in through the window burned fiercely along the blade, as if the metal had been freshly forged. The hilt was studded with rubies and emeralds and surrounded by graceful swirls of gold and silver. The blade was a tracery of flowers and leaves, worked in a most elegant and pleasing fashion.

Morgan reached out toward it. Nicholas caught her hand before she touched the metal.

“It is not an ordinary blade,” he warned.

“I’ve handled sharper, I’ll warrant.” After all, she was a connoisseur of all things deadly. She reached out and started to take the knife.

But she had scarce touched it before a faint hint of magic had already run up her arm. She jerked her hand back in revulsion.

“ ’Tis a mage’s blade,” she choked out. She scrubbed her hand against her leg, but the feeling of magic was still on her skin. “It is covered with magic!”

“Is it?” he mused, fingering the hilt of the blade. “I suppose it might be.”

“It is vile,” she said in revulsion.

“Why are you so opposed to magic?” he asked. “I daresay it could be quite useful in the right situation.”

“It’s cheating,” she said promptly. “And unmanly. I find it to be quite a prissy way to be about your business, muttering and waggling fingers when you could just be wielding a sword.”

Nicholas smiled. “Now, that is Weger speaking through you.”

“And he was perfectly correct,” she said. “Never rely on magery was his first lesson.” And it was one she had had no trouble learning. She trusted what she could see and what was solid under her hand. Anything else was suspect. “A sword,” she repeated with a knowing nod. “There’s something to rely on.”

“I suppose so.”

Morgan looked with disfavor upon the blade. “Why do you keep such a thing?”

“Because I am the keeper of many secrets,” Nicholas said mildly.

“Well, if I were you, I would rid myself of that particular secret.”

“I agree,” he said. He patted the blade on his knees. “And that is the favor I need from you. I need you to take this blade to Neroche for me. To the king.”

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

“You did say anything,” he reminded her.

“I didn’t mean that kind of anything!”

Nicholas only smiled. “The king will need it.”

Morgan scrambled for something to say. She was almost certain she could not, for any price, touch that blade again. Carrying it all the way to the king was out of the question. “Why don’t you take it to the king yourself?”

“Bad knees.” He patted his knees gingerly, as if to convince her that they were indeed less than useful. “The cold makes them worse.”

She snorted. “Scholars should not lie. It reflects poorly upon you as a group.”

He coughed weakly. “Would you send an old man on a perilous journey and deny him his few meager comforts—oh, lads, just set that down here on the table near me where I don’t need to reach too far for it.”

The servants came inside with enough food to feed half a dozen people. They arranged everything, then bowed to Nicholas and left the chamber.

“Morgan, mulled wine? Delicacies from Ghermalt?”

Meager comforts, indeed. Morgan accepted what he gave her only because it allowed her more time to think on a good reason why she couldn’t do what he asked. Unfortunately, the offensiveness of the blade aside, she was having a difficult time dredging one up. Nicholas had given her a home, a sword, and all the peaceable things in her life. How could she refuse him anything?

“So,” Nicholas said, setting the blade beside his plate and tucking into his meal, “you will do this thing for me, won’t you?”

“Ah—”

“I daresay it will be difficult,” he continued, as if he hadn’t heard her. That, or he wasn’t listening, which she suspected was the case. “So difficult, that there are surely few who would dare attempt the quest. Fewer still who would succeed. Indeed, I daresay there is only one who could manage what needs to be done. That one is, of course, you.”

Morgan glared at him, then buried her curses in her cup.

“In the end, taking this blade to the king might possibly mean the difference between victory and defeat,” Nicholas said.

Morgan looked at him sharply. “Victory and defeat against whom, my lord?”

“Lothar,” he said easily.

Morgan wanted to apply herself to her meal, but found that quite suddenly she could not. She sat back, not trusting herself with a goblet of wine either. “In truth?”

He looked at her seriously for the first time that day. “In truth, my girl.”

She rubbed her hands over her face and sighed deeply. “Has the king lost his power?”

Nicholas paused, seemed to consider his words, then nodded. “So I’ve heard.”

“How long ago?”

“Two months is what I understand.”

She felt a little faint. “That long?”

“Aye. But again, it could be nothing but a rumor. I suppose when you take the king this blade, you’ll find out the truth of it for yourself. You’ll return and let me know?”

“Have you no shame, old man?” she said in exasperation. “I haven’t agreed to go!”

“But you will,” he said confidently. “How could you resist such a challenge?”

She wanted to say easily, but before she could get the word out, a servant broke into the solar.

“Your pardon, Your Lordship, but you are needed immediately,” he said breathlessly. “A pitched battle in the buttery!”

“I must attend to this,” Nicholas said, springing to his feet and striding spryly to the door. “Priorities, you know—”

The door shut firmly behind him. Morgan snorted. Bad knees, indeed. The man could likely outrun her. She turned her attentions back to the meager offerings before her and applied herself with single-mindedness to them. Soon, though, she found she could not eat anymore. She pushed the table away from her, then rose and began to pace about the solar.

She had absolutely no desire to go to Tor Neroche. It meant leaving Melksham and she had more than enough to do on her own poor island. Besides, she did not like to travel. Off the island, that was.

She glanced at the blade sitting next to Nicholas’s plate.  She did not like the feel of it, though she could not help but admit that the blade itself was beautiful.

She turned away abruptly and found herself facing Nicholas’s desk. There was a thick book open there beneath the window and she practically leaped toward it in an effort to keep herself from having to pay any more attention to that lovely bit of silver slathered with such vile things.

She turned the pages, perhaps a little desperately, wanting nothing more than a distraction from a journey she did not want to contemplate.

And then she found she could turn no more.

She stared down at the words swimming before her and wondered why it was they seemed so perilously cold and brittle.

Then came the black mage of Ceangail, Gair by name, who never aged and begat children after a thousand years . . .



A noise outside the door startled her and she jumped as if she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t have. She hastened away from the desk and went to stand near the fire before the door was fully opened. She shifted nervously, her face flaming, her heart racing. Nicholas shut the door behind him and returned to his seat. He sat with a gusty sigh.

“Bloodshed averted,” he said happily. He looked over his shoulder. “Come and sit, my dear.”

Morgan did, praying that he wouldn’t notice her appalling condition. She reached for her goblet of wine, but her hand was shaking so badly, she could hardly hold it.

But why?

She knew nothing of mages or magecraft and she couldn’t have cared less about the bloody black mage of Ceangail. Perhaps he had a tale that was so truly dreadful, even just the reading of his name was enough to make one unsettled. She drank deeply of her wine. No doubt she had heard his tale at some point, found it unbearable, and forgotten it, only to remember the horror and not the details . . .

Nicholas wrapped the blade back up in its velvets, then patted it meaningfully. “Now, let us seal this bargain. You will take this to the king for me, won’t you?”

“Why me?” she asked, in one last attempt to escape what was beginning to feel like Fate.

“Because you are the only one I would trust,” Nicholas said.

Well, if he was going to put it that way, she could protest no further. Besides, there was no point in arguing with Nicholas when he’d decided upon something. He would wear her down until she relented.

She sighed. “Stow it in the bottom of my pack where I need not touch it and I will do as you ask.”

He looked at her for quite some time in silence, then he leaned over and brushed the hair back from her face. He hadn’t made the gesture often, not after she was grown and needed no father’s comfort. But he’d done it the morning she’d left the university for her trip across the island to Gobhann, and he’d done it the first night she’d returned after winning her liberty.

He ran a finger over the faint mark above her brow.

“I never can decide,” he said quietly, “whose you are: mine or Weger’s.”

“You say that often.”

“I think it often.” He smiled and sat back. “You are your own, Morgan, my dear, and you carry in your heart the best of both worlds.” He patted the knife. “Take this to your king and offer him your sword as well.”

“I’ll take him the dagger,” she conceded, “but I will not stay. I have business here on the island. Important sieges.” She said it firmly, but it sounded rather hollow to her ears, as if those sieges might not be so important after all.

“Is the island big enough for important sieges?” Nicholas asked.

Morgan glared at him. “It is full to the brim with bickering lords bent on mayhem and willing to pay for aid in perpetrating it. There is work enough here for me.”

“If you say so,” Nicholas said. “Perhaps you will change your mind when you reach Tor Neroche.”

“I doubt it,” she said grimly. “Very well. I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow? Surely not. You’ll need supplies. It will take me at least a se’nnight to see to them.”

“A week, old man, will leave me too spoiled to make it across Melksham, never mind finding my way to the king’s hall.”

“Then sleep on the floor, Morgan, my dear.”

She frowned. “The floor? And leave that bed to go to waste? I couldn’t.”

Nicholas laughed. “Sleep on the bed, love. It may be a while before you have another one.”

“I shudder to think,” she muttered, but she suspected that she would indeed sleep on the bed and be grateful for it.

The remainder of the afternoon passed almost pleasantly. Morgan managed to ignore the book open behind her on Nicholas’s desk, as well as the knife lying wrapped next to it. She forced herself to taste the rest of her meal, managed nods in response to Nicholas’s questions, and endured the arrival of the lads and the tale they were treated to. By the time the evening ended and she had sought her bed, she thought she might have herself back under control.

She would take the blade to Tor Neroche, hand it to the king, then turn right around and head for home. She would only have to touch it long enough to hand it off, then she would be free of it and back to herself. Surely she had that much discipline within her.

She fell asleep without trouble, but she did dream.

She dreamed of a slim, elegant sword.

Covered with a tracery of leaves and flowers, all the things that Queen Mehar loved . . .
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