
Derick closed his eyes, just for a moment, feeling the rhythm of the the hooves 

beneath him. He must have swayed in the saddle. Jerad jammed an elbow into his ribs 

and he sat up.

"I'm awake."

"There's a rider on the ridge." Jerad whispered.

Dawn could not be far off, but Derick had lost track of time. They had been travelling 

hard, if not quickly, toward Merendir. Their stops were brief, urged feverishly onward by 

the man they had pulled from the river. Shefford had made his opinion clear, that they 

were endangering their horses, and themselves. Delerious and desperate, the pallid 

stranger could not or would not expain the urgency of their journey, but even trembling 

and weak as he was, he spoke with such authority and certainty that the brothers did 

not consider refusing him. Having clearly stated his case, Shefford quietly obeyed. He 

was in the brothers' employ. 

For half a night, on through the day, and into the night again, they rode at little more 

than a trot. They slept briefly, according to no schedule other than complete 

exhaustion. Once Jerad's weariness made it impossible for him to ride without abusing 

his broken hand, they rode two to a horse, changing horses frequently so that one 

might rest, and always giving the greatest burden to Foul Beast, whose energy 

seemed unflagging. A strange moon rose, streaked with red, and diffused its light 

across the thin streamers of clouds that drifted above them. It had traversed the sky 

and set and since then there had been nothing to mark the passage of time.

"Where?" Derick asked, looking toward the horizon with unfocused eyes. Shefford 

had already slowed to a cautious walk behind them. The stranger sat in front of 

Shefford, looking around in confusion and shivering. The starless sky was the color of 
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lead and Derick thought he could make out a black shape on the ridge. Shefford 

guided Foul Beast over beside the brothers.

"What's he doing?" Shefford spoke quietly, even though voices could not have 

carried so great a distance. Derick saw nothing but a shadow.

Jerad squinted hard. "He's dismounted. He's unloading some kind of cargo."

They were many miles from anywhere.

"He's seen us, then!" The stranger spoke wildly, sweat beaded his brow. His dark 

clothing, once fine, but now torn and caked in mud, had dried stiff as they rode, jutting 

out in odd directions that made every movement seem unnatural. Shefford cleared his 

throat and spat through his teeth. "He fears that we've seen him. Let's ride on."

Derick nodded. Merendir could not be more than a few hours away. He turned his 

horse back to the west and urged it forward.

"He's coming this way." Jerad pointed and Derick saw that the horseman was 

charging them. Derick hesitated and Jerad slid from the saddle.

"Hold him still," Jerad hissed, fumbling with the saddle bag one-handed. Jerad 

handed the sword in its scabbard to his brother and cursed as he pressed his broken 

hand painfully against the saddlebag, trying to remove the unwieldy crossbow.

"Get down," Shefford told the stranger. He pushed him off the horse, offering his 

arm. The stranger did not see it, or could not grasp it, and fell heavily into grass. 

Shefford was dismounted with his bow strung and an arrow notched in an instant. He 

leaned down to inspect the stranger briefly, then went to crouch in the grass a few 

yards away.

"Leave it!" Derick commanded his brother, who had still not managed to extract the 

crossbow. Derick drew his sword and wheeled his horse around to meet the charging 

horseman. Jerad swore again, this time at his brother, and stood empty handed as 
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Derick rode away.

Derick charged forward, holding his sword above his head. He had never fought 

from horseback. He was mimicking the captain of the cavalry, who he had watched 

from a distance, half bored and half panicked, when his regiment had put down the 

insurrection on the plains. He was close enough to hear the pounding hooves. They 

would meet in a few seconds. He waited for an arrow to fell the man, but it did not 

come. He glanced behind him and saw only Jerad, standing alone in the endless 

prairie.

The rider turned suddenly, reining in his mount, and called "Hold your fire!"

Derick reined in his horse as well. The two riders edged sideways, a few yards 

apart, circling cautiously around one another. Now he saw Shefford standing with a taut 

bow string, tracking the rider. The rider himself was old and bespectacled, but he 

carried a naked sword. Derick put away his blade. The other man sheathed his sword, 

too, his eyes flicking back and forth between Derick and Shefford.

"Greetings, traveller," Derick said finally, touching his water skin to keep the ritual of 

the Traveller. The rider touched his water skin as well, and Derick glanced around him. 

His companions were approaching slowly through the tall grass.

"Would you have me believe that chance brought us together at this hour, in this 

place?"  The old man asked sharply, as if he were in a position to demand 

explanations. Derick stammered, finding himself compelled to try to answer. When he 

said nothing, the old man adjusted his glasses and glared sternly at him, then around 

at the others as they reached Derick's side.

"Lord Corvyne!" The stranger exclaimed, his voice cracking with emotion, and the 

old man peered at the man's grey face and ruined clothing.

"Malhalen?"
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"Yes, Seer," Malhalen went to his knees before the man, tears brimming in his eyes. 

"We ride for Merendir. My lord father has been murdered, and I escaped with my life 

thanks only to the bravery of these strangers. I believe that the Emperor is in danger."

"The Emperor is dead." Lord Corvyne spoke without emotion. The Lord Malhalen 

closed his eyes and swayed slightly. Shefford muttered a half-hearted prayer and put 

away his bow. Jerad looked at the nobles, and then back to Derick with wide eyes.

"And the Seer flees from Merendir?" Malhalen's voice was choked, and as he spoke 

these words he swooned. Shefford caught him as he fell, and layed his sweaty, 

trembling body on the ground. Foam flecked Malhalen's dry lips, and only the whites of 

his eyes showed.

Lord Corvyne looked critically at Derick and his companions, then closed his eyes, 

looked to the sky, and spoke a few words that Derick did not understand.

"This man needs rest and sustenance." Lord Corvyne spoke hestitantly. "My family 

has an estate near here, no more than two hours of easy riding. Will you bring him and 

come with me?"

Derick nodded. Shefford grunted. "The horses would not have made Merendir, 

anyway."

Lord Corvyne turned his horse. "Get Malhalen back in the saddle. I will return in a 

moment."

Jerad whispered, awe struck, as Corvyne's horse galloped back toward the ridge. 

"The Imperial Seer?"

Back on the ridge, the Seer was loading some burden into his saddle. Shefford had 

roused Lord Malhalen enough to get him back in the saddle. When Corvyne 

approached again, Derick saw that the Seer held a young woman tightly in front of him, 

bundled in a cloak that was too large for her. Her head lolled and bounced as they rode 
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and her muscles were slack. Long, dark, hair played slightly in the still air, and clung to 

the fabric of her cloak.

Now it was Derick's turn to whisper. "The Emperor's sister." If Jerad responded, 

Derick did not hear it. He kicked his horse forward, and they followed the Seer as he 

guided them south, toward the ocean. Derick's limbs tingled, they were beyond 

soreness. His mind was numb, too. Black clouds rolled over the prairie, obscuring the 

dawn and any sense of how far they rode. Derick had just caught the scent of the 

ocean when the rain came at them in great pulsing waves. No sooner had the rain 

started than they were soaked through, and no sooner were they soaked through than 

their destination emerged in front of them them. It was a dark house, brooding at the 

edge of a jutting cliff where the prairie dropped away to the crashing sea.

In spite of the rain, Lord Corvyne waited for a long moment before dismounting and 

taking the senseless Princess into his arms. The rest of the travelers followed Lord 

Corvyne uncertainly, and Lord Malhalen leaned heavily on Shefford as they walked.

The Seer set the Princess on her feet and she stirred. He held her up with one arm, 

and took hold of the knocker, a great iron bird with its wings spread wide, worn and 

rusted in its crevices. Rain streamed from his glasses, and he looked somberly over 

the top of them at his companions before raising the knocker and slamming it several 

times against the door.

The woman who answered the door wore a nightgown and clutched a shawl around 

her shoulders, but she did not seem to have been sleeping. The gentle light of the 

candle she carried did nothing to soften the haggerdness of her face.

"You have chosen an ill time to come visiting, Ashir Corvyne." She addressed the 

Seer. "Evil times are upon us. I fear you will find our hospitality meager."

"Evil times are upon us all, My Lady." Lord Corvyne greeted her in return. "The 
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Emperor is dead, murdered along with nearly all of his court."

If any new emotion came to the woman's face, it was nothing but a deepening 

distance in her eyes.

"Alas, that is great trouble for the land. Our cares are small beside such tragedy, but 

that may not lessen their sting for you. Your brother fell ill three days ago and died in 

the night. We were preparing to send a messenger when the storm came."


