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Dedication
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A God-given love of story telling - check

The cheering of family - check

The refining and polishing help of sisters - check

Readers’ praise - check

Another book launched into the world.

Woo-hoo!

I am BLESSED!
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Preface

[image: ]


[image: image]

A lone warrior stumbled into the royal hunting grounds of a distant kingdom. The castle of Veronia’s king peeked through the dense foliage. But the sun lay nearly spent. Best to rest now and continue in the morn. Come the first rays of light the foreign warrior would finish the distance to the prized destination, win the king’s favor, and learn of the weapon to free a kingdom. On the morrow, all would be right again. On the morrow.
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Chapter 1
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“Please Father. You promised as soon as you returned we could go. Please, can we go today?” The early morning breeze snaking over the high curtain-walls toyed with Wyatt’s curls.

Edmund sighed, crossed his arms, and tapped his foot on the paving stones as he looked at his ten-year-old son—the very image of his mother, God rest her soul. His blond curly hair shook in his excitement like a nest of wiggling worms.

“Wyatt, I know I promised to take you on a hunt when I returned—”

“Yes, Father—my first hunt. You gave me this new bow so we could go together.”

Edmund sighed again. Wyatt’s enthusiasm drew its energy from his very bones. His pleas started at the breaking of the fast and now continued though it was well after the midday meal. “Wyatt, son, I only arrived a few hours ago—”

“But you returned home last night. You slept well—Winslow said so. Please Father, you promised.”

“I will keep my promise, son, you know I will. Must I keep it this particular day? I need to meet with Winslow and see all that has transpired in the kingdom in my absence. You are important, son, but I have our people to consider as well.”

Wyatt kicked the ground in frustration. “You were gone an entire month.”

“A month spent far to the west crushing marauders from the sea attacking our citizens. I must see to the needs of all my people.”

“They always come before me.”

“They are your people as well, Wyatt. You are prince of Veronia. You must care for them more than yourself.”

“But Eric is older. He will be king next.”

Edmund knelt to look at the boy eye-to-eye. “Oh Wyatt, you are my son, and a son of the king must be in the business of caring for the people no matter the crown he wears.”

A tear trickled down his cheek. “But you promised. I have waited thirty-three days.”

Edmund stood and grasped the back of his own neck with a firm hold and attempted to work lose the knot growing there. Lord, help me. I can no more refuse the lad than I could his mother. How can I balance the needs of this kingdom and the hearts of my children?

The disappointed look dragging at Wyatt’s lips and the pooling tears moved Edmund to want to scale the castle itself to give him whatever he wanted. Mayhaps it was because Wyatt never knew the mother he so resembled. She died bringing him into the world. No, it was because he was the spitting image of Lady Jocelyn that tore so at his heart.

“Please Father...” Wyatt pleaded again bringing him back to the present.

He cast his eyes to the sky to judge the hour. If he took the lad now it would be over before supper. He could return to his work uninterrupted for several days.

“Majesty. An urgent matter has arrived at your gate.”

Edmund turned to look on his best friend and thane, Hawkins. His broad shoulders were squared and his light colored brows pulled tightly together.

“What news?”

“Sir Charles and three knights have arrived in haste from Kirkshire. They bear news of trouble on the border with Wexxton.”

Humph! Wyatt kicked the ground hard and ran off.

Edmund took a step to chase after him but turned to Hawk with a groan.

Hawk raised a brow.

“I promised the lad when I gave him the bow on his birthday last month I would take him on his first hunt.”

“But we were needed in the west, and now that you have returned there are new matters to attend. It cannot always be easy being the king’s son.”

“No it is not, but the boy needs to learn there are more important matters than his first adventure into manhood.” Edmund worked at the aching knot again. “Tell me more of what news Charles and his men bring.”

They turned and crossed the inner ward to enter the small hall. “There have been raids of a sort in Kirkshire. No one has been harmed, so I have allowed the men to freshen as they requested. Winslow is seeing they are made comfortable in rooms above the great hall. They will join us before supper and tell us of all they came to report.” Hawkins paused. “Ed you look tired.”

A weak smile pulled at his lips. No one in all the kingdom would dare address him so informally—except this man. “I am tired, Hawk.” He motioned toward the study at the far right of the room and Hawk followed with an easy swagger. “Veronia has known peace since the time of our grandfathers’ fathers.”

“But peace cannot last forever.” They entered the study and Hawk took a chair in front of his desk.

“No, there will always be some upstart who wishes to challenge our mettle.” Edmund worked at the knot in his neck again. “But must they all seek to test us at once?”

“These raiders Charles brings word of are behaving in an odd manner. He was not able to explain to me fully, but they don’t appear to want a direct conflict with us.”

“Then whatever do they want?”

“I can’t rightly say, Ed, but you know Charles. He is seasoned by years of great wisdom and he can well discern the times to act from those where one waits to gather information.”

“He is of the frame of mind to wait on this occasion.”

“It would seem as such.”

Hawk stood to leave. “I am sure you have much to attend before Charles comes with his report.”

“Aye, until then.” Edmund turned to the mound of parchments on his desk. How could such a pile form in so little a span of time? He worked at the knot.
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Chapter 2
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The bells for the evening meal tolled, startling Edmund from his work. He expected to meet with Charles before now. Was this urgent business or not? He straightened, rolling back his shoulders. He wondered which creaked more, his overworked body or the chair upon which he sat. Edmund stood, reaching his hands high above his head in a much-needed stretch and walked to the door.

“Charles!” Edmund took long strides across the room to greet him.

“Your Majesty.” Charles bowed with a wide grin.

“Oh, has your time under Lord Radford forced you to be so formal, old friend?”

“I was trying to be a proper example to the younger men,” Charles stammered as Edmund embraced him in a mighty bear hug.

After a sound thumping to his friend’s back, Edmund released him. Charles bore a relaxed countenance, which further frustrated Edmund. “Please introduce me to your men, Charles, so we can get to the matter of your urgent visit.”

“Aye, Majesty.” Charles introduced each for Edmund to acknowledge.

When the formalities were complete, Edmund turned back to Charles. “Pray tell me the news you bring from the east, my friend.”

Charles opened his mouth, but several stomachs rumbled loudly drawing everyone’s attention. The knights’ cheeks pinked in an unflattering way adding to their embarrassment.

“Forgive me, brave knights. You have traveled far and fast, and without a woman in my home to aid me, I have forgotten all manners. Please come, eat and share in a cup of friendship. We can talk of border matters as you take your fill.” Edmund made a broad sweep of his arm inviting the men to his boards. When they were seated, several serving maids appeared from the kitchen and placed trays before them.

Edmund’s and Hawk’s sons soon joined Charles and his men as they partook in the sumptuous meal of roasted fowl and dark bread. Edmund tried more than once to turn the talk to the purpose of their visit, but Charles held their conversation to lighthearted banter of family and old friends.

Wyatt fidgeted at the end of high table where he picked at his food. Edmund sat in the center asking after Charles’ children when feet shuffled up behind him. Wyatt’s hand came to rest on his shoulder and Edmund frowned.

“The meal has yet to be cleared, my son. What is so urgent you must interrupt the conversation with my guests?”

“May we go tomorrow, Father?” the lad whined.

“Son, I have yet to learn the nature of the situation in the west—”

“But Father.”

“Wy-Wy, stop whimpering!” his brother snapped from Edmund’s right.

“Eric.” The king scowled at his eldest.

“Your Majesty, please excuse me for being so bold, but our news will be delivered this night and may not warrant your immediate attention.”

“Thank you Charles. I promised my son last month to take him on his first hunt. Then I became entangled in matters of the kingdom.”

Charles nodded as an eager grin filled his face. “Oh, a good hunt sounds splendid, Sire. I would relish the opportunity to hunt in the king’s forest once more. We could act as the prince’s guard if you are unavailable.”

Wyatt bounced like an untrained pup. “Oh, yes, Father, may I go with Sir Charles, please?”

Edmund sat torn between the freeing offer and the desire to accompany Wyatt on this grand new adventure. His eyes drifted between them. As always his decision held an unending pull between duty and family. Wyatt’s final plea loosed Edmund’s head in a reluctant nod.

“Thank you, Sir Charles. What time do we leave, sir?” Wyatt wiggled from foot to foot.

Charles stroked his rough, scarred chin thoughtfully, “Well, Your Highness, the best game is always brought down around dawn. I should think we might want to leave before first light.”

“Yes, sir. I will be ready before the sun is awake.” Wyatt spun on his heels and dashed across the room.

“Wy-Wy!” Eric snapped before Wyatt had traveled but a few strides.

Edmund watched as his younger son spun and narrowed his gaze on his brother. He knew the lad hated the childish moniker, but when Wyatt scanned the table his shoulders dropped.

“Father, may I be excused?”

“Aye.”

“Thank you, Father, and Sir Charles.”

“Oh, you are welcome, Highness. I look forward to our quest.”

Wyatt sped from the room.

“You indulge him too much, Father.”

“That is none of your concern, Eric. You must remember he is nearly half your age.” Edmund fixed his son with a hard gaze and challenged him to speak again.

“You make it worse,” Eric pushed.

“I have heard enough from you. Go and do a survey of the supplies we have at the ready and the horses which are fit to ride again so soon.”

“I should stay and learn of the threat.”

Edmund straightened his back. “You will do as you are told, boy.”

Eric attempted to open his mouth.

“The securing of the kingdom is made in the details. Go and see to them as directed.”

Eric bolted from his chair as if it were on fire, but Edmund knew the fire came from within. As the boy stormed from the hall, Edmund closed his eyes for a moment and prayed—not for the first time—Lord, give him self-control.

He turned back to the men sitting before him. They tried to hide their amusement as Edmund struggled to hide his shame. “Forgive my sons, gentlemen. They behave younger than I wish.”

Charles laughed, “Don’t we all, my friend?”

Edmund nodded as he stood. “Let us take our cups and move closer to the fire. We have much to discuss.”

Edmund watched Hawk’s son, Preston, speak quietly to his father before bowing and striding from the room.

Hawk took his seat to Edmund’s right with a nod of understanding.

“He is a good friend to Eric. If anyone can cool his temper it will be Pres.” Edmund said as the men followed him collecting their chairs and filling the small dark hall with their banging and scraping. They gathered nearer the central fire mead cups in hand. A sigh whispered through many of them as the large fire crackled and popped merrily.

“Now gentleman, tell of the news from Kirkshire.” Edmund settled in, relieved to at last be about business.

“Aye.” Charles agreed lifting his cup in toast and taking a long draft. “Six days ago, one of the villages in Lord Radford’s holding came under attack. They carried out an unusual assault, Sire. A band of near-naked men covered in black entered the village and forced the townsfolk to a central location.”

A dark-haired knight spoke. “The villagers reported these fremd never spoke a word. They brandished their swords about but did no more than direct them to group together.”

Charles’ gaze silenced him. Edmund recognized the look as his old friend tried to temper the impulsive knight. “Aye, Sire. These odd men huddled the people together then proceeded to search each structure.”

Edmund leaned forward. “What did they seek?”

“Food?” Hawk said.

“I can nay say, Sire. They took naught.”

“Not a coin, or a bobble, or a crumb, animal or person was touched,” another knight added before he was likewise silenced by Charles’ icy stare.

“I suspect—and it is only a notion—they were hunting for someone, Sire. Naught else makes sense. Many have tried to escape Wexxton in years past, but they were always found torn to bits prior to us being able to provide aid. The few luckless souls who survived their attack live but hours, and spoke of a savage land where even the wild beasts tremble in fear.”

Edmund felt that dragging information from the man was as great as sliding a giant log up the heights of a large hill. “What did these invaders do when they could not find their prey?”

“They set fire to barns and fields,” the dark-haired knight blurted.

“But Majesty, the fires were small and easily contained,” Charles said with a glare to the knight.

Edmund lended forward on his thighs. “What do you make of it?”

“I could not say, Sire.”

“Charles, I value your wisdom and insight. Speak freely.”

Charles took another deep draft and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Your Majesty, I believe one person, possibly more, has escaped from Wexxton. These men, or whatever they are, are hunting them but they do not wish to harm your people and thus raise your ire. They want no part of a battle with you. I further suspect this individual is coming to you.”

Edmund raised his brows in surprise. “Whatever for?”

Charles shrugged. “Possibly sanctuary. Perhaps Veronia’s aid.”

Hawk leaned forward now. “What should we tell such a one if we should find him at our gate?”

Charles smiled. “That is wholly for the king’s decision.” He turned back toward Edmund. “Your Majesty, you will have to weigh the request and give it much prayer, but I can attest—should you decide to return this hunted one to Wexxton, it will be to take his last breath. The kingdom is rot with evil and terror is its constant companion.”

“Thank you for your report Charles. Why did you bring the report so urgently?”

“As yet, none have been harmed, but Lord Radford learned of three more villages searched in similar fashion. He thought it prudent to send warning to the adjacent villages and report to you.”

Edmund smiled as he stood to shake Charles’ hand. “Thank you again, old friend. You have served me well as always.” Edmund sighed, still holding fast to the man. “You have ridden long and hard. I cannot ask you to go hunting at daybreak to indulge my son’s whim.”

“Please, Sire. I spoke truth when I said it would be a joy to hunt in your forest. And I would be honored to have the young prince, and more so his father, accompany my men and me. It would be a good diversion after such a journey.”

Still holding his hand, Edmund wrapped one arm around Charles and thumped him on the back. “You honor me, my friend. Enjoy your hunt.”

“Aye, Sire.”

Edmund bid the men goodnight and turned to the stairs nestled deep in the back of the hall. Climbing them to the second floor, he proceeded down the corridor to the last door on the right. He entered without knocking, startling Wyatt’s aging servant.

“Welcome Majesty.” He offered a stiff bow.

“Hello, Matthew. Is the lad asleep?”

“Hardly, Sire. The prince is much too excited for the morrow. I fear he won’t catch a wink, I do.”

Edmund smiled. “I nay could before my first hunt. I shall be but a minute, so he might at least rest.”

“Father!” Wyatt shouted as the inner door opened. He bounded out of the large posted bed and raced across the room, throwing himself into his father’s arms.

Edmund pulled him close and carried him back to his bed. The candlelight was low but he knew the room well. “Back under the covers with you. Then we will speak.”

Wyatt crawled over the mountain of skins and covers on hands and knees as though he trudged up a hill. He stopped in mid-motion. “You have nay changed your mind?”

Edmund coaxed him to continue before sitting on the edge of his bed. “No, I have not. But I have matters to discuss. ’Tis a father’s right to accompany his son on his first hunt, and it pains me to miss this import event.”

The lad patted his hand, as his mother had on many occasions when affairs of state kept him from her side. “I know you want to go, Father, but our people must be safe. Truly, we shall go another day.”

A deep groan roared through him. Lord, the boy even sounds like his mother. He pushed the ache for his lost love aside. “Yes, I will see we do so soon. Now, attend every word.”

The boy straightened and gripped the covers tighter. An irrepressible smile filled his face and his eyes danced in the low light. “Aye, Father.”

“I leave you in Sir Charles’ care. You are to follow his instructions exactly—without argument, or complaint—at all times. Do you understand, Wyatt?”

“Aye, father. I will do everything as if you were speaking to me. And I shall bring home some tasty game for dinner.” The boy squirmed causing his hair to wiggle again.

Edmund tried to suppress his growing smile. “I am serious, Wyatt. Every word.”

“Aye, father, every single word.” He straighten further, and his small shoulders squared as his chest puffed up.” Don’t worry. I shall make you proud.”

“Only be safe, my son.” Edmund rose, kissed the boy’s head and bid him sweet dreams. He heard Wyatt laugh.

He walked to the outer door and up the back stairway to the room above his son’s. His personal attendant greeted him and he passed through to his own bedchamber. He sat on the end of his bed. His head dropped low. Father, my heart wants to join Wyatt and Charles, but there is new trouble brewing in the land. He sighed and he yanked off a boot. “Lord, go with them and keep them safe in Your hands, as You give me wisdom and comfort as I remain behind.
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Chapter 3
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“Today we received the great honor of taking the prince on an adventure,” Charles said as he and his men strolled towards Wyatt.

The boy already sat at the boards heaping great gulps of porridge and chunks of bread into his mouth in his rush to get started.

“We will miss the hunt if you choke upon your food, Highness,” Charles warned.

Wyatt mumbled his eagerness but the enthusiasm became muddled and incomprehensible around the dripping porridge.

“Wyatt!” Edmund said.

His son swallowed the huge mass in his mouth. “Forgive me, sir. I do not wish to miss anything.”

Charles laughed. “The sun is yet an hour in rising. We have time enough to eat in leisure, Highness.”

“Yes, sir,” Wyatt muttered, his eyes still locked with his father’s.

Hawk joined those wandering in at the early hour. “Good morn, Majesty. Sir Charles. Everything is prepared. With your men I have conscripted four additional men-at-arms from among the king’s regiment. The horses are being saddled.”

Charles slapped him on the shoulder. “Thank you, Hawk, will you be joining us?”

“Alas no, my friend. I have much to attend in preparations for the possible mobilization to Kirkshire.”

“Your steady bow will be missed.”

“I fear no game will be brought down today,” Edmund said.

Wyatt glanced up at him, his mouth agape at the ominous words.

The three men laughed and joined Wyatt at the boards. The lad turned back to his food, his feet swinging rapidly. Charles filled his plate and cup. “I expect his Highness will nay allow me to savor Margaret’s cooking for one moment longer than absolutely necessary.”

Edmund rested his hand on Wyatt’s knee as he sat mounted outside the stable. “Remember of what we spoke.”

“Aye, Father. I will follow every word.” Wyatt raced ahead toward the inner gate.

“He will listen—if he can hear you—my friend,” Edmund called after his son.
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Chapter 4
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Wyatt spurred his horse, but the closed inner gate kept him from creating any distance between him and the men charged with his care. He wasn’t a baby. Today marked the beginnings of becoming a man. Everyone was moving like sap in winter. Did they not understand how important this day would be?

At last the barrier swung open. Tinsley, the healer, stood outside his house, building a fire under a huge copper kettle.

“Making a new concoction to mend the sick?” Charles called as they passed.

“Aye, sir, I make remedies by the vat in preparation for the winter illnesses.”

“Success to you, healer.”

“Thank you sir, and good hunting.”

At the outer gate, a couple of annoying guards prevented Wyatt from flying out to his adventure. “We are going on a hunt. Let us pass.” It tumbled from his lips as more of a whine than an order. Wyatt squirmed in frustration. Please hurry, he begged in silent protest.

Charles drew alongside. He sighed and turned to look at him. “There is an order to doing all things, Highness. Procedures give our lives structure.”

“Aye, sir,” he muttered.

“We will allow two of your father’s men to lead us. They will serve as our protection and our guides.”

“Now we follow?” Wyatt stammered, as he made ready to urge his young stallion forward.

“No, two of my men will follow next. The path from the castle is steep and winding. We must travel in pairs until we reach the valley floor. These men will be our guards on either side when we can ride four abreast, so they must go ahead of us now.”

“Yes, yes. Now we go?”

“Aye, Highness,” Charles said with a chuckle and directed his horse to move through the gate with him.

[image: image]

“Are your guests so quick to leave?”

Edmund turned from the squire he instructed to look into the shadows of the stables at the voice he grew to loath more with each day. “Does it matter whether the king’s knights come or go?”

The man remained an ominous silhouette. “It matters when their travels involve the personal attention of me men.”

Jocelyn’s cousin grew bolder. “Then, you have no need to fret, Selvyn, as my men-at-arms were chosen to accompany my knights.”

The man’s broad chest led the way into the faint morning light. Hard brown eyes locked on Edmund’s. The ragged scar snaking from his left ear to below his collar shimmered when he spoke. “Did I see your young son go with them?”

“Prince Wyatt is definitely none of your concern. When you insinuated yourself as the captain of the standing guard, I tolerated it out of deference for my late wife. I will nay allow you to promote yourself further. See to the proper training of my men, Selvyn, and mayhaps you shall remain in my good graces another day.”

Selvyn’s eyes narrowed and his jaw set. “Careful, Edmund, remember I lead the men with the swords within yar walls.”
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Wyatt fidgeted and wiggled in his saddle unable to harness his excitement. They crept from the high fortification to the wide valley floor. Charles looked off into the distance and muttered, “I fear we will bring down no game this day, Highness.”

“Oh why, Sir Charles? Did we leave too late?”

“Nay, this is the best time.”

“Is the season wrong?”

“There is no wrong time of year to bring down plentiful game of one kind or another.”

“Is it the weather?”

“Nay, we will have a fine crisp autumn day.”

“Then what is it, sir?”

Charles fought to control his amusement and hold his tone serious. “I fear over one of our company, Highness. You see, he is driving his mount to distraction, for he twitches and squirms in his saddle so his poor horse will take flight at the first snapped twig. It will be a shame, for the fleeing horse is sure to make the game go to ground.”

Wyatt sat as though a great beam were thrust down his spine. “I will do better, sir, but I think I have waited my whole life for this day.”

Charles’ laughter took form tumbling in the cool air. “I completely understand, Highness.”
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At first Wyatt thought the older knight made sport of him, but it did appear as if he understood his eagerness. Wyatt grinned.

The band of hunters rode at an infernally slow pace as they circled the castle-mount to the east. The sun broke over the far Kestron Ridge and welcomed them into the king’s private hunting grounds. Only a few paces into the dense trees, the lead man stopped and held up a closed fist before pointing to a small opening where a couple of young bucks grazed.

Wyatt spotted the contented pair and flew into activity. He scrambled to seize his bow and his hand slid off it several times. It lay slung across his body as all the older men wore theirs, but when he finally seized it in his eager hand it became tangled with his quiver. Wyatt pulled and wrestled with a frantic fear—sure the deer would leave in the next breath.

Charles drew his horse closer and tried to help.

Wyatt pushed the helpful hand aside and yanked the stave over his head, but the string caught under the quiver upending it and spilled arrows all about the ground.

Wyatt’s horse snorted.

The deer looked up.

Wyatt grunted in frustration.

As a cool vapor in the warm sun, the deer vanished.

One of Charles’ knights dismounted and collected the wayward arrows. “Here, Your Highness. We will go further into the forest where plenty of game will be found.”

“Do you think so, sir?” Wyatt hated the whine in his voice.

The knight smiled as he mounted again. “I do, Highness. And if you listen, I hear something coming our way right now.”

Wyatt set an arrow, held his breath, and waited.
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Chapter 5
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Edmund left the stable, his hard angry steps reverberating even off the dirt of the ward. Selvyn pricked his fury and now Edmund fought for control, but he knew God had yet to appoint the time for dealing with Selvyn and his threats. His steps quickened as he neared his study. There were too many things to attend to this day to fret over Selvyn as well. He sighed and dropped into his chair, pulling the first piece of vellum from the pile to his left and placing it before him. Too much screamed for attention, but his heart remained with Wyatt.

A solid rap sounded on the sturdy oak door.

“Enter.”

Eric stomped in and flung himself in a chair opposite him.

“Did you collect the information I requested?”

“That is what you ordered me to do, is it not?”

Edmund sat back and gazed upon his eldest son. While Wyatt embodied his late wife, Eric was his father’s son. Both were dark of complexion, hair, and mood. They oft struggled with their ill tempers and lost.

Edmund took a slow calming breath. “Report.”

“Thirty horses are ready to ride today. There are enough supplies still in the wagons for a week, and more could be gathered by the end of the day or along the journey. If Selvyn speaks truth, twenty-five men could be spared now, more in a week if word were sent to Lincolnshire.”

“Thank you.” He dismissed him with a nod.

“When do we leave?”

“I shall not be leaving for a day or more, if—”

“I will be going.”

“As your father—and your king—I will decide if and when you join a war band.”

Eric shot to his feet almost toppling the chair, “I am of age. Crown Prince. Knighted over a year ago. I have every right!”

Edmund rested his forearms on his desk, fingers clenched so tight they turned white, and leaned forward. His jaw locked in his fury. “You have no right, save that which I grant you. Until you contain your temper, boy, I will have you nowhere near a battlefield. You are dangerous to yourself and your men.”

Eric threw the parchment containing the gathered information at his father. “You cannot cage me here forever!” The door slammed shut behind him.

“No, but I need only do so long enough to temper your fire,” Edmund muttered. Threats from within and without, one son fuming at him, and one off on a grand adventure without him—all fell on him with an oppressive weight.

“Lord, my burden is too great.” He worked again at the knot in his neck.
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Twigs snapped to Wyatt’s left. Leaves rattled to the right.

The men readied their bows for the game charging their way, but Charles moved closer to him. “Four-legged beasts do not approach,” he hissed.

Tension shaded his voice making Wyatt turn to look at him. A bumpy crease between what remained of his brows formed. Wyatt swallowed hard.

“A bevy of deer, mayhaps?” one of father’s men whispered.

Charles shook his head as his horse came so close to Wyatt’s their legs hit. “Nay, the footfalls are too heavy. Boar?”

Battle cries burst from the trees. Swords flashed with murderous intent. Enemy warriors with covered faces bore down on them.

Arrows flew. One of Charles’ men fell from his saddle.

Charles dropped his empty bow and drew his sword.

His companions’ swords sang as they were drawn from their sheaths, shifting from the pursuit of game to the defense of their lives.

Wyatt screamed as his horse reared. He caught a glimpse of Charles before he lost the grip and dropped in the leaves. The horse fled. Wyatt lay motionless on the ground. He couldn’t breathe. He felt as if his lungs no longer sat within his chest. His mouth opened wide and his heart thundered in his ears, but he could not capture a drop of air.

The resounding echo of crossed blades filled the forest like the frantic ringing of many church bells.

Wyatt heard his own panic echoed in Charles’ bellowed orders. “Save the Prince!”

A stuttered gasp of air entered his quivering body, followed by another. Swords banged together and he raised his head to watch the frantic battle around him. Though Charles’ blade came back bloody, a new enemy appeared where the last fell. Another thrust left the arm of an enemy dangling lifeless. The next swing slit a throat and showered Charles in blood.

The scene was the same anywhere he looked for Charles’ men and his father’s surrounded him. They fought an unending foe.

Wyatt trembled, and rose up to his elbows. Charles jerked the head of his horse around and Wyatt started to crawl backwards. More than a rod lay between the two. Charles spurred his horse toward him. Wyatt’s heart thundered in his ears. Convinced that Charles’s horse would trample him into the soft turf, Wyatt scurried away from him.

An enemy rider broke through the trees to Wyatt’s left. His eyes locked with Wyatt’s and he pumped his heels into the flanks of his charger.

Wyatt looked back toward Charles and his heart seized when he realized the newcomer would reach him first.

As if by magic, an odd figure materialized between the two charging men. He wore a white cap, and a baggy white tunic. His breeches were white as well, and tucked into his tall light leather boots. He ran toward Wyatt.

“Let the boy be!” Charles commanded above the mayhem.

The white warrior paid neither raging rider any heed as he ran straight at Wyatt who crumpled into a ball in the leaves. The foot-bound soldier reached Wyatt and yanked him to his feet. He stood with his twin short blades drawn facing away from Wyatt. Acting as his shield, the unknown defender faced the charging horse of the approaching attacker.

The number of the enemy went on without end—as though one hid behind every tree fighting like the wild beasts of nightmares. Wyatt couldn’t stop shaking. Tears stung his eyes and stuttered his breaths. “Father?” he whimpered.

Charles still tried to reach him but Wyatt watched as the attacking rider dropped lifeless into the dirt, felled by the white warrior’s blades. The odd knight turned back toward Wyatt gripping both his blades in one gloved hand. The knight drew a dagger from his waist, and hurled it end-over-end toward Wyatt. When he dared look up again Wyatt saw the blade—having flown over his head—lodged in the throat of a man who had charged them from behind.

Charles fought three men in rapid succession. The white warrior stood over the body of another rider he had unseated and executed him. Wyatt watched—his eyes taking in more death than his mind could comprehend.

Charles urged his men. “Be valiant, good knights.”

The white warrior charged toward them—blades raised.

Charles waved him off. “Get the prince back to the castle.”

The warrior pulled up short and stared at him as though Charles had slapped him across the face.

“Aye, sir. Take the boy to the castle.” Charles’ blood-drenched sword pointed the way.

Another wave of enemy fighters joined the fray. The white warrior turned on his heel and in a few strides swung atop a rider-less steed and charged at him. Wyatt’s protector leaned far over the animal’s left shoulder, his hand extended.

Wyatt’s whole chest seized painfully. He became rooted to the ground.

“Your hand, boy!” the warrior ordered.

Wyatt’s arm shot straight up on its own. In a half a heartbeat, he sat clinging to the warrior as they flew from the forest. He dared a glance back. The dead covered the ground nearly as thick as the leaves. Swords dripped with blood. Charles and his men continued to fight.

Wyatt clenched his eyes closed against the sight making his stomach lurch. He clung to the warrior, feeling the hardness of his muscles under the white tunic. He did not know which roared louder—the pounding of their charger’s hooves or his thumping heart. Why did he come without Father? Bright light pried his eyes open. They were beyond the last of the trees. The warrior he clung to was skilled. His heart did a giddy leap at the thought. Perhaps he would stay and Wyatt could learn the art of the sword from him.

Wyatt loosened an arm and pointed as they raced into the open. “My horse.” Before Wyatt realized what the white warrior intended, he leapt to the ground and ran toward the wandering stallion. Wyatt’s mount never broke stride as it sped toward home. How did he do that? Wyatt’s admiration grew.

A few more strides and Wyatt would gain the trail leading to the safe walls of his home. As Wyatt took the first corner, he saw the white warrior pull up and slide from his stallion. He gathered the reins and held them out for one of the men coming behind.

Charles never slowed as he thundered past him. “Come with us.”

As he took the next switchback turn, Wyatt saw the stranger still standing by his horse. One of Father’s men stopped. The last Wyatt saw of the warrior, he was swinging back into the saddle to follow.

I want to learn to mount like that. Wyatt dreamed as he thundered through the open gate.
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Chapter 6
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Edmund emerged from the hall for a bit of fresh air well before midday. He worked at his tight neck. His mind jostled like the balls in a juggler’s hands. Too many concerns weighed on him. It was no wonder he had completed so little today. A moment to clear his head, then he could face the mound afresh—he hoped.

After only a few steps, the pounding of hooves rattled his thoughts and his teeth.

“Father, father.” Wyatt flew through the inner gate as Edmund stepped off the lowest stair. The boy’s windblown hair looked a tangle of knots. His cheeks resembled ripe apples marred with mud trails streaked by tears.

Wyatt catapulted from the saddle of the unknown horse into Edmund’s arms. He smiled thinking the boy returned the victorious hunter. After the barest of embraces, Wyatt dropped to his feet and exploded in a torrent of words that Edmund couldn’t hear fast enough.

Wyatt’s words flowed like a stream through a broken dam. “Father, we were attacked in the forest ... they came from everywhere and they wore masks on their faces, and there were hundreds of them, I dropped my bow, my horse threw me and knocked me crazy, my head is still spinning, and Sir Charles and his men were fighting all around me, but I couldn’t stand, the horses were coming closer and closer, and I crawled away, but a magnificent knight in a white hood came and pulled me to my feet ... he used two swords, they flew like lightening, and cut the leg of one attacker while he charged at us on a horse, then when he bent over in pain the white knight jerked him from the saddle ... the dumb man got up but the white knight kicked him high in the shoulder, Father, and spun him around, but then the white knight kicked him behind the knees so he went down and then the white knight cut the man’s head clean off!” The boy inhaled a rapid gulp of air as he pantomimed the warrior’s actions.

Attacked in his own forest? Edmund’s mind whirled trying to decipher his son’s telling and accept that Wyatt could be attacked within sight of the castle. Were the mysterious raiders who had attacked the villagers around Kirkshire responsible? Were there others within his land who wanted to see harm come to him? His heart pounded out the questions. Edmund became torn between drawing Wyatt into a tight embrace and ordering for the war band.

Having replenished his lungs Wyatt resumed and his wild tale held Edmund’s rapt attention. “Then the white knight turned to me and threw a dagger over my head which hit another enemy right in the neck ... then the white knight’s swords whirled around like a windmill and he cut another to pieces, then another, and then Charles yelled at him to take me home and the white knight ran fast towards a horse and swung into the saddle—without stirrups! He charged at me with his hand over the horse’s side and yelled for me to put my hand up and I did and then I sat on the horse behind the white knight and we were almost flying to the castle, but when we came out of the trees I saw my stallion—I have named him Luke, Father—and when I pointed Luke out to the white knight, he handed me the reins put his leg over the horse’s neck, and slid off while we were still at a full gallop! But he didn’t fall, Father, he kept running until he reached Luke and swung up in the saddle again and came after me.”

Wyatt devoured air, arms swirling about him, acting every movement.

Charles thundered through the gate, stirring up dust like a desert storm.

Wyatt abandoned his startled father and ran to greet Charles. “Charles, did you see him? Did you see the white knight?”

Charles jumped from the saddle, took two great strides, and took a knee before Edmund. “Your Majesty, I regret to report we were attacked in your forest, and two of your men are dead along with one of Lord Radford’s men. I bear the blame for not recognizing the danger sooner and protecting them.”

Gratitude consumed Edmund. He pulled the contrite man to his feet. “There is no blame for you, my friend.”

Hawk appeared through the thinning dust and approached.

“Hawk, collect as many of the garrison as are at hand and ready your horses. You must go to the royal hunting ground, route the enemy, and collect our dead,” Edmund said.

Hawk didn’t wait for an explanation. He turned, shouted orders at the stable hands, and charged out the gate.

Turning to Charles, Edmund laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. “You returned with a large number of our men and my son. I will be eternally grateful to you for his life, Charles.”

“Thank the Lord, for we were greatly outnumbered, and could not have been saved by our own hand.”

Wyatt bounced up and down, grabbing Edmund’s arm. “There he is, Father. There is the white knight who saved me.”

Edmund glanced up at the last two riders coming through the gate. The oddly-dressed fellow wore a near-complete covering of unbleached linen—now heavily covered in vivid red splatter. Only his young face could be seen. His eyes darted about the collection of men until they met Wyatt’s, and the boy raced to his side.

Wyatt nearly pulled the man from the saddle and dragged him to stand before Edmund. “Father, this is the white knight. White knight, this is my father, King Edmund.”

The man dropped to his knees, “Your Majesty, I thank God Most High, for He alone saved your son this day.”

“As I hear it, He chose your hand to wield the swords and bring about such a rescue.”

“He is God almighty, and He is capable of using even one such as I.”

Edmund reached for the man’s forearm and pulled the knight to his feet. He looked lean but Edmund could feel well-toned muscles through the rough tunic. He kept his eyes cast to the ground as Edmund addressed him. “What is your name, friend, so we might honor you for your kindness and your bold service?”

“I require no such honor, Majesty, it belongs to God and God alone.”

“Nevertheless, I will honor you for being His willing servant.”

“Truly, there is no such need, Your Majesty. I am but a foreigner in your land. I have lost my companions and must return to search for them.”

“Good knight, do you refuse to give me your name?”

“Ari, Majesty.”

“Welcome Ari, warrior of the Most High, and defender of the defenseless. What brings you to Veronia?”

“A matter of grave concern for my people.”

Edmund’s eyes moved to Charles and they both nodded in understanding. “You hale from Wexxton?”

Now the knight looked up, eyes wide in surprise. Unable to form words on his tongue yet his head bobbed once.

“I received reports only yesterday of blackened warriors searching my shires on our shared border.”

The knight crumpled to the ground again, his face covering the toes of Edmund’s boots. “Oh Majesty, forgive us please, we never meant to bring harm to your people. We believed we escaped the horde undetected. We have come seeking only knowledge with which to carry back to Wexxton. I am so sorry. Please forgive us. We will leave at once.”

Edmund bent and, taking the knight by the upper arms, hauled him to his feet again. “Peace brother, there is no call for such distress. The horde, as you say, has harmed no one.”

Again Ari’s hazel eyes stood out in his thin oval face, “Truly?”

“Aye, no harm has been done. I spoke with the villagers myself before bringing King Edmund the report,” Charles said.

“Praise You, Lord,” Ari said lifting his face to the heavens. He turned again to Edmund. “I am grateful beyond all measure for this news, Your Majesty. Now I must find my companions and return before the horde does harm to any of your people.”

As Ari pulled from his grasp, Edmund noted the blood covering his hand. “You are injured.”

“It is but a minor cut, Majesty.” Ari turned further and his stomach bellowed in complaint.

“Hold, sir.” Edmund raised his chin to the guards at the inner gate and they secured it.

Ari turned once more toward him. His shoulders sagged and his chest rose and fell in a deep sigh.

Edmund did not wish the knight to believe he was being held prisoner so he spoke with a gentle calm. “Sir Ari, you have traveled far to receive the aid of Veronia. You have saved my son. You are wounded and obviously hungry. I will see you fed, mended, and hear of your need before you take your leave. Now, please come and make yourself to home. You are welcome.”

“Please, Majesty, allow me to leave before I bring trouble upon your kingdom.”

“Not until these matters are seen to, good knight.”

Ari’s shoulders and head slumped further and a large expanse of air escaped from his lungs. “Sire, please.”

“I will hear no more.” Edmund swept his hand toward the hall. “Come, Ari, my friend.”

With slow steps, the knight followed.
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Chapter 7
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Winslow hurried from the kitchen and raced across the ward. The castle stirred with the report of the attack on Charles and his men while they hunted with young Wyatt. Winslow sighed as his joints protested each step into the hall. As the king’s steward, things were supposed to be calmer when his lord sat in residence. But Winslow had seen enough years to know things did not always proceed as they ought.

The small hall echoed with the excitable chatter as the few warriors who had remained behind pried information from those who had returned safely. Several tried to coax Ari into conversation, but he stood far removed looking like a caged creature about to become their next meal.

Winslow saw Ari turn as he passed and the crimson stain on the upper arm of Ari’s tunic reminded Winslow that Tinsley needed to tend the fellow. He would see to it next.

He rapped on the study door and entered when the king beckoned.

Wyatt sat atop Edmund’s desk as his father examined him. Edmund glanced up from his survey, relieved. “Aye, Winslow?”

“Sir Hawkins and his men have left to fulfill your orders.”

Edmund sighed. “I should have gone with them.”

“You needed to be with your son, Sire.” Winslow’s gaze dropped to the boy. “Are you well, Your Highness?”

“Oh, aye!” Wyatt said. “The White Knight, Sir Ari, saved me. You should have seen him, Winslow. His swords flew like magic—”

“Enough, Wyatt.” Edmund seized his son’s hands as he recreated the motion of Ari’s blades in flight. “The Good Lord forbids us from seeking the dark arts and our new friend, thus far, appears to be an earnest follower of our God. He would therefore not use magic.”

“Aye, father, but he has skill.”

“Charles and those with him are in agreement with the young master, Majesty. Your hall is already filling with talk of what the warrior did and their desires to see more of his abilities.”

“How does Ari fair?”

“Trapped, Sire.”

Edmund nodded. “Is there anything further?”

“I have requested Margaret begin the dinner early Sire, and she is already well under way. You should be able to eat within the hour. I also made the chamber maids aware of our new guest and they are preparing a room upstairs for Sir Ari.”

“Can he stay next to me?” Wyatt pleaded.

“Son, you must leave this man be. He has done enough.”

The boy opened his mouth to argue, but Winslow interrupted.

“I am heading to Sir Tinsley next. He will need time to collect his medical satchel and all he requires for the treatment of the knight’s wound. Ari may be finished with his meal before there is proper time for the tending.”

“Thank you, Winslow. As always you have seen to every detail. I believe this castle would cease to function without your faithful service.”

Winslow bowed his head. “Thank you, Sire.”

He left the king and started back across the hall. Again Ari turned as he approached, this time stepping into his path.

The warrior’s gaze bore into him like arrows shot from a bow.

Winslow slowed and turned to step around the young man.

Ari moved with the stealth of a predator into his path preventing Winslow from continuing. Winslow said naught and made another attempt.

Ari spoke. His voice resonated in the small space and all turned. “The king wishes to see me?”

Delivered as a question, but said with conviction, the intensity of the words raised the hairs on Winslow’s neck.

Ari’s eyes pleaded with him. “May I enter his study or will you escort me?”

His bearing willed Winslow to turn and walk back to the king’s door. Winslow knocked again and Ari stepped to the threshold with bold confidence before being announced.

“You wished to speak with me, Your Majesty?” Ari stood in the king’s doorway, for all to hear, back straight and head level.

Winslow watched as Edmund looked past the warrior at him with a raised brow. Edmund waved the men in and dismissed Wyatt to wash before the meal.

Winslow closed the door and watched as Ari dropped to his knees on the hard stone floor, hands in his lap and head bent low.

Edmund stood to see him.

A great moan rent from the crumpled warrior. “Please, Majesty, you must allow me to leave. Keeping me here will only cause you trouble—great trouble I fear. You have been more than hospitable in your offer to feed me and tend my wound, but I wish no harm to come to you or your people.”

Edmund came around his desk, rested back against it, and crossed his arms and his ankles. “As we have told you, good knight, no harm has come to my people. You are safe here.”

“Aye Sire, but you are not.”

“You will have to explain yourself, sir. Surely the king is safe in his own home?” Edmund fought to keep the bit out of his words.

Ari’s shoulder’s dropped even further, and Winslow feared he would soon be prostrate.

But Ari did not continue to cower. He pulled off his gloves and Winslow caught a glimpse of flesh as a small hand worked at the top buttons of the high-collared tunic. The hand moved to loosen the buckle of his hood, and long graceful fingers of the man’s right hand bearing two gold bands lingered on the crown of his head. Ari sighed and removed the covering releasing a cascade of long straight hair the color of copper ore in the mid-day sun.

“A woman!” The words tumbled from Winslow before he could stop them.

Edmund’s arms dropped to his sides and his jaw swung slack.

“Aye. I am a warrior, and a woman therefore, for your sake, Majesty, I must be allowed to leave.” Her voice, softer and of a higher pitch, washed over Winslow like a gentle breeze.

Edmund stood riveted for several moments before leaning forward and bringing the woman to her feet.

As she stood, Winslow caught her face framed by her rich red hair and marveled at her beauty. The mistaken youth of her features was in fact the fine-cut features of a handsome woman, leaving Winslow to wonder how he could not have seen it before.

Edmund’s words broke into Winslow’s thoughts. “I would not allow you to leave when I thought you a man. I think you need to explain your situation from the beginning before I will even contemplate sending you back out to face your fate now.” He motioned for her to sit in the chair behind her.

She plopped into the seat with a heavy sigh.

Edmund turned the other chair to face her. “Please, my lady, tell me what has brought about these events?”

Ari sat wringing her gloves and hood in her hands and Winslow marveled at the power they wielded. Her strength convinced him that if she willed it so, she could rend the items in two.

“Wexxton is a land beset,” she said, staring at her hands. “Many years ago the Black Knight came and, seeing our people divided and squabbling amongst ourselves, made himself to home. He turned the young and the old to his evil will by filling them with a blackness of soul, which oozes out into their flesh.

“When he arrived
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