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Lord Andru D’Karnn sat in his study, a book ignored in his lap. His eyes were fixed on the leaping flames in front of him, his mind a thousand leagues away. Outside, rain spattered against the windows, making a sound like hesitant footfalls.

A discreet knock at the door interrupted his reverie, followed an instant later by an apologetic Lein, his major domo. “Sir, young Master Randal had arrived with some friends. He wishes to see you most urgently.”

Andru dragged his mind back from a distance with an almost physical effort and glanced at the clock on the mantle, then blinked at Lein. “What, at this hour? Randal is traveling late. Tell him I’m on my way, please, Lein.” He reached beside his armchair and seized the stout cane that enabled him to walk. 

A strange excitement welled within Andru. Randal had been with her for some months now. He could ask Randal some questions—with care and circumspection, of course—Andru was well trained in discretion. It would be good to have firsthand word of her and not have to depend on news from the capital or the front that was weeks or months out of date.

A smile that he wasn’t even aware of illuminated his face as he walked down the hallway towards the great reception hall of his ancient manor house.

A few moments later, smiling was the last thing Andru wished to do.

Randal stood just inside the battered old front doors. Still in his traveling cloak, he was dripping with rainwater; indeed, a veritable pool had collected beneath his feet, and he looked as miserable as a drenched dog. Beside Randal in the shadowy hall, lit only by a few torches, stood two other figures, one leaning on the other.

“Uncle!” Randal strode forward to give his uncle a mighty hug. “I’m sorry to bother you so late at night, but our carriage broke a wheel and the Captain needs a place to—”

“The Captain?” Andru was sure that he felt his heart stop beating for an instant—then begin to pound as if he’d been running.

The two shadowy figures broke apart. One, a bit shorter, took three steps forward and raised a lean brown hand to push back the hood of a fur-lined traveling cloak. 

“Andru?” asked Captain Madryn Calabar. “Andru?”

Andru saw a flash of pain-filled amazement in her eyes. Almost at once, anger replaced the astonishment.

Then she slapped him.

The blow, from an arm used to wielding a sword, left Andru’s head ringing and came near to knocking him down. He shook his head to clear it, just as Captain Calabar gave a gasp of pain and crumpled bonelessly. The other hooded figure caught her before she could hit the floor...

Andru sat and stared at the woman he had first learned to love over fifteen years ago—loved and lost and never ceased to dream of in all that weary time. Captain Madryn Calabar of Her Majesty’s Army.

The woman who had thought him, Lord Andru D’Karnn, dead for that same long fifteen years.

Her slap that had nearly taken his head. Luckily for him, the wound in her shoulder had weakened the blow, or else her arm used to wielding a sword would have broken his jaw.

Andru had hoped she would sleep all night, weak as she must be. It made no difference to him. He was happy just to gaze at her, remembering...until he saw her shift on the couch. He held his breath as her eyes opened slowly, so slowly.

Madryn blinked, her eyes hazy with pain.

Andru kept silent. Surely, as exhausted as Madryn was, she could not stay awake for long. All he need do was to keep silent and still, sunk in the shadows of his chair...

“That is odd,” Madryn murmured as her eyes focused on him. “You’ve always gone away before when I opened my eyes. Why are you still here this time, Andru?” 

“Perhaps I’m not. Close your eyes and go back to sleep,” Andru whispered. 

But the traitorous fire chose that moment to pop and blaze up, throwing his features into relief against the darkness.

He heard her intake of breath, sharp in the stillness, and she struggled to raise herself.

“You mustn’t,” he begged, falling to his knees at the side of her couch, pushing her back down with gentle force. “Your Doctor Navarre will have my head if he finds you worse in the morning. I promised to watch over you,” he said as she stilled, staring at him, her eyes wide, her mouth agape.

Then her mouth snapped shut. Madryn reached up and encircled both his wrists with hands whose strength surprised him.

“I see my dream was not a dream this time,” Madryn snapped as she pushed him back from her, full into the bright firelight. Her fierce grip did not relax as she examined his face, her silver-gray eyes intent as they marked out each feature.

Then she released him; the white marks left on his wrists were clearly visible.

Madryn slumped back against the cushions. A weary hand pushed her amber hair from her face, then fell to the blanket that Doctor Navarre had spread over her.

“I hit you, I believe?” Madryn asked.

“If you want to call it that. You nearly broke my jaw, I think.” Andru fingered it gingerly. 

Madryn looked around her.

“Is this your old home, where we . . . where I...where you....”

“Yes,” he nodded, “it is. I have been here ever since—”

“Ever since you died?” she said, and her voice was a fragile thing, tired and pained and sick unto death. “Ever since the doctors told me you were dead? Did you enjoy having them lie to me, Andru? Did you hear me scream when they told me? Did they tell you how I tried to break down your door, to see you one last time, dead or no? Did they?” She reached out a hand and seized his shirt, pulled him close, his face near to hers. Anger blazed in her eyes—and deeper, the pain, the terrible, ancient pain.

“I heard them tell you. I heard you scream. I heard everything.”

“And hearing, you let me think you dead? Let me think you dead and that I had killed you?”

“I let you think me dead.”

All at once the anger in her eyes fled, washed away by her weakness. 

Only the pain remained.

“Why, Andru?” 

“Because...I could not tie you to a cripple. Because I knew you well enough to realize you would not leave me if you knew I lived. So I had the doctors lie to you. I thought it...best.”

Her hand tightened on his shirt. 

“That simple. Let me think you dead. Let me live all these years in agony, believing I had killed you.” She released him, tore her burning eyes from his face. “Thank you for your kindness, my lord. The gods preserve me from friends like you. My enemies are more tender.”

Madryn shifted and eased back against the cushions, looked into the fire.

“At the time it was the only thing I could think of to do,” Andru said. “Doubtless I was not thinking too clearly; as you will no doubt recall, I had just been thrown from my horse into a rather deep hole and was struggling with a number of broken bones and a crushed leg.”

Madryn turned her head away, dismissing his explanation as if he had not spoken.

“Where are Doctor Navarre and Sir Randal?” she asked, addressing him as though he were a servant. 

“I sent them to bed. They were exhausted. So are you.”

“Randal is....”

“My nephew,” said Andru.

“He resembles you greatly.”

“As I once was, perhaps.”

“No. You were never that handsome. But he has something of your air. It made me uncomfortable at first, but I came to like having him near me.”

“Is he one of your lovers?” Andru asked.

Madryn looked at him. “One of them? How do you get gossip out here in the wilderness?”

Andru reached behind him and dragged a pillow from his armchair onto the floor. Kneeling so long had awakened the old pain in his damaged leg. He arranged himself as comfortably as possible. 

“I have kept a close watch on your career,” he said. “You’re talked about, as you well know, and written about; you’re a famous captain in the Queen’s army. Of course, a certain amount of gossip will creep in from time to time...” 

Madryn’s lip curled. “The one about my dozens of lovers, I suppose?”

“I heard a hundred, actually,” Andru said.

“A hundred! By the gods, they credit me with vastly more energy than I possess.”

Andru rejoiced to hear the merest hint of amusement in her tone, though her voice was still frighteningly weak.

“I thought it sounded a bit—exaggerated. But one never knows, with you. I thought you might be, ah...”

“Drowning my sorrows in the sins of the flesh?”

Madryn glanced at him then away, as though the sight of his face hurt her in some way. Restlessly she tugged at the blankets, then stiffened in pain as the wound in her shoulder protested. 

“I confess to...a certain number of lovers,” she said. “But far fewer than that amazing estimate, I do assure you. A handful. A dozen, perhaps.” She spoke as if the matter were of little importance.

“Still an impressive number,” Andru said.

Madryn shook her head once, as if shaking the subject off. “And you, Andru? You are wed, I suppose, with a gaggle of heirs?” 

“You forget,” Andru said softly. “I knew that my love was still alive.”

He heard her sharp intake of breath. She turned to look at him. Her face was a pale blur, the marks made by pain and sorrow almost erased by the firelight. She looked much as she had done at their last meeting, almost fifteen years ago.

“Do you mean that...?” Her voice was hushed and hesitant.

“I mean that I had taken a vow. To love no other till death should take us. Were not those the words we spoke? We swore on our honor, on our names, on our hearts. And I have never forgotten.”

Madryn stared into his eyes, an unreadable expression in her own. Andru smiled at her, reached out and touched her face, stroked her hair with one finger. Her eyes closed. She seemed to drink in his gentle touch, quenching an age-long thirst. 

Andru drew closer, his lips just brushing hers, and his own thirst grew. Her smell, so familiar after so many years, enveloped him, erasing the past, the present. It was only now, and she loved him.

“Stop,” Madryn cried, pushing him back. 

His breath was racing, his heart pounding. As was hers...or was it?

“Damn you, Andru,” she said. She kept her hand raised as if for protection. “It seems that...too many years and the acquisition of an impressive set of scars and gray hairs has not lessened your power over me. No, don’t touch me again just yet,” Madryn said as he reached for her. “I can’t... I need to prepare myself.”

The door opened behind them.

“Captain? I heard your voice; are you in pain?”

“Yes, my dear Navarre, I am in pain—beyond even your abilities to cure, I fear,” Madryn called. Andru could hear the relief at the interruption in her tone.

The doctor strode to the couch, ready to do battle in defense of his charge. 

“I told you to call me at the slightest change,” he began angrily to Andru. “If you were not— “

“Calmly, calmly, Navarre, I am perfectly well. Or as well as may be, considering this great hole in my shoulder. However I managed to
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