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1 
“You need to hurry.”  Guard Captain Aurel guided the young 

duchess toward the passage.  The little girl was bravely trying 
not to cry. 

Bastien swallowed past the lump in his own throat.  The 
attack had come suddenly.  Most of the guard had been cut down 
in the initial onslaught.  Duke Harald had welcomed his half-
brother and retinue with open arms.  Now the duke was dead in 
the great hall, poisoned along with half his men.  Phillip’s 
mercenaries were slaughtering the remaining soldiers. 

It had been pure luck they hadn’t been swept up in the 
initial attack.  Little Nadja had crept out of her quarters to 
visit her pup in the kennels.  She was clutching the little dog 
as if the puppy was all she had left in the world.  A glimpse of 
the carnage around the castle showed she might be right. 

They were almost to the secret tunnel when a shout revealed 
they’d been spotted.  Bastien turned to look at his father, then 
at their position.  “I can hold them long enough for you to get 
her out.” 

“Bastien…”  Aurel started to shake his head. 

He looked from the girl to his father.  “The king knows 
you.  You’ve a better chance to get her to safety.  She is all 
that matters now.” 

Aurel clearly wanted to argue.  Then he gave a furious 
shake of his head.  His voice was thick.  “Gods guide you, my 
son.”   

“Safe journey, Father.”  His sword hilt felt cold in his 
hand as he drew the blade, preparing to buy his father time. 

# 

Rien just shook his head at the pile of corpses.  The 
knight had chosen his position well.  Opponents had to come at 
him through a low, tight passage, and he had room to maneuver 
his own blade as well as cover from any arrows or spells.  The 
survivor of the Brant family had been taken this way, and the 
knight was buying time for her escape.  Too much time.  They 
needed to get that girl. 

He gave a frustrated growl as the knight gutted the last of 
the men sent against him.  What of Phillip’s men had any skill 
were with Phillip rather than anywhere near the fighting.  The 
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rest of Phillip’s men were idiots, and these were no exception.  
The money might not be worth the cost.  Rien bent and picked up 
one of the bodies, holding it in front of him like a shield. 

The knight was good.  He saw the trap and held his blade so 
as not to get caught up on the corpse.  He was not, however, 
prepared for Rien to simply hurl said corpse at him.  The half 
second it took the man to dodge was enough for Rien to get into 
position.  He swung and the knight parried, dodging what of the 
swing he couldn’t deflect.  Rien pressed, and grudgingly had to 
admit the knight was not without skill.  Unfortunately for the 
knight, he was already tired and wounded while Rien himself was 
still relatively fresh.  And Rien had the benefit of being 
considerably larger and stronger. 

A look at the knight’s eyes revealed he knew it too.  “You 
fought well.”  Rien parried the man’s swing.  “I’ll accept your 
surrender.” 

“Liar.”  The knight aimed a kick at the side of Rien’s knee 
that Rien only barely managed to avoid.  It was clear he wanted 
to say more, but had to devote his energy to keeping Rien from 
killing him. 

More shouting and footsteps approaching.  As soon as the 
others reached them, the knight was a dead man.  And the man 
knew it.  “You’re dead the moment they…”  He grunted as the 
other man’s swing turned out to be a feint.  Slowly, he looked 
down at where the knight’s off hand had driven a dagger into the 
side of his armor.  If the knight had been just a little 
fresher, it would have been a fatal wound.  But the knight was 
tired and his shoulder had taken damage.  The blade caught on 
the chain mail, lessening the blow.  It drove into his side only 
about half a finger-length.  Certainly not enough to kill him. 

With a growl, Rien batted the man’s hand away and took 
advantage of the opening to drive his shoulder into the smaller 
man.  He took the knight off his feet, and came down atop him.  
He stared down at the man’s eyes before yanking off the helmet, 
then frowned.  The man beneath the helmet was barely more than a 
boy.  A boy had blooded him.  He growled again, and instead of 
ramming his blade into the man’s throat he clubbed him upside 
the head with the hilt.  The knight went limp. 

Then Rien stood, downing a healing potion as reinforcements 
finally arrived.  “The girl was taken into the tunnels.  Get her 
back alive.  Lord Phillip —” 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 4 of 271 

“Has left already.  Along with his guard.”  Aart shook his 
head. 

“He…”  Rien blinked.  “What?” 

“Soon as the fires started in the castle, he and his 
soldiers took off.” 

A snarl escaped Rien.  “Without paying us.” 

“And with none but those loyal to him to say the whole 
attack wasn’t ours to begin with.”  Aart gave a jerky nod. 

“That…”  Rien laughed.  “Well played.”  Rien tossed the 
potion bottle aside, letting the glass shatter.  “Remind me to 
compliment his strategy before I fucking skin him alive.”  His 
eyes fell on the unconscious knight, and then he looked down the 
tunnel.  He started laughing again. 

“Rien?”  Aart raised an eyebrow. 

“The girl got away.  Who knows how many of the duke’s guard 
went with her?”  He nudged the unconscious knight.  “None of the 
duke’s men got past this guy.” 

“Shall we go after her?” 

He shook his head.  “Phillip didn’t pay up, so she and the 
king’s justice are his problem.”  He looked down again at the 
knight.  The young man was actually rather pretty.  Barely old 
enough to have earned the blade, and had come closer to killing 
him than any had in a decade. 

Aart followed his gaze.  “Finish him?” 

“No.”  Not getting paid didn’t mean he had to leave empty 
handed.  “Bring him.” 

# 

The world around him swayed and shook, occasionally jolting 
him.  At first, Bastien attributed that to the throbbing in his 
head.  It wasn’t until he opened his eyes that he realized it 
probably also had something to do with the fact he was currently 
slung over a horse.  He tried to rub his face and discovered 
that his hands were manacled behind his back.  His ankles were 
also bound.  He’d been tossed over a pack horse along with a 
couple rolled up tapestries and several sacks of loot from the 
duke’s castle.  That didn’t seem to bode particularly well for 
him. 
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“You’re awake.”  A hand caught his hair and yanked his head 
up.  Bastien recognized the big man from the passage.  “Was 
starting to worry I’d given your brains too much of a rattle.” 

“If it is ransom you wanted…”  Bastien stared at him.  “You 
should have considered that before killing the Duke.” 

“Not a concern.”  The big man smirked before offering 
Bastien a canteen.  When Bastien gave it a suspicious look, the 
big man took a drink before offering it again.  Reluctantly, 
Bastien drank the lukewarm water.   

“Then why am I tied to your horse?” 

“How else am I going to carry my spoils?”  The big man 
shrugged.  He let go of Bastien’s hair, then patted his back.  
“Wagon doesn’t do much good unless you’ve got a road.” 

Spoils?  A chill went through Bastien.  He looked at the 
ground below.  Dirt and undergrowth.  No, they were definitely 
not on any trail.  From what he had seen, it looked as though 
they were in the mountains.  “You’re of the Wildling clans.  
Phillip brought Wildlings in?  That’s high treason.” 

“Yeah.”  The big man laughed.  “And since you ensured 
someone got away to inform the king, I’d say his high and 
mightiness is going to be in a world of hurt.”  He smiled.  
“Just think, if he’d paid us instead of taking off, he’d have 
gotten away with it.  We’d have made sure whoever it was never 
made it past the river.” 

Then his father had gotten the little duchess to safety.  
Or at least had a good chance to do so.  Despite his current 
situation, he couldn’t quite stop a smile of his own.  His 
comrades, his friends, would be avenged.  Justice would be done.  
“His plan undone by his own greed.”  Bastien exhaled.  Then he 
looked up at his captor.  “So, you do intend to ransom me.  Once 
the king —” 

“No.”  The big man gave him an amused look.  “You have any 
idea how few have stood against me?  Let alone bloodied me?”  He 
shook his head.  “Besides, your king isn’t going to pay a 
Wildling in good coin.”  He shrugged again.   

“There are —” He cut off as his hair was grabbed.  “What…”  
A wadded-up piece of cloth was forced into his mouth, then 
secured in place with another strip of cloth. 
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“Sorry. Can’t risk a patrol hearing you.”  The big man 
patted him again.  “We’ve still got ground to cover before 
dark.” 

# 

Rien gave his captive a contemplative look.  The young man 
had lost consciousness again, and he’d removed the gag to pour a 
healing potion down the knight’s throat.  The man’s eyelids were 
fluttering as he slowly returned to awareness.  Almost 
immediately he started tugging at the manacles. 

“Won’t do you much good.”  Rien shrugged.  “Those are 
steel.  Paid a pretty penny for them.” 

“Where am I?”  The knight started looking around. 

“My tent.”  Rien took a drink from the goblet of wine.  
More steel lay at hand.  Manacles for ankles, a collar, chains, 
and three solid locks.  The cuffs had fit snuggly around the 
young man’s wrists.  There was no chance of him slipping out.  
He’d removed the man’s armor and weaponry before throwing him 
across the pack horse.  The knight’s tunic and breeches were 
basic; shapeless garments intended to be worn beneath armor.  
“What’s your name?” 

The knight pulled again at the shackles.  They were secured 
to a short chain, and he’d fastened the other end of the chain 
to the tree serving as one of the tent posts.  He’d left the man 
with a short range of motion, nowhere near enough to get at 
anything that could be used as a weapon or lock pick.  The 
knight looked over his surroundings before looking up at Rien.  
“Who are you?” 

“I asked you first.”  Rien stood, setting the goblet down.  
“If I rang your wits enough to make you forget your name, I’ll 
have to give you a new one.”  He smirked. 

His captive narrowed his eyes.  “I am Sir Bastien Kohler.” 

“I’ll call you Bast.”  He didn’t miss the glare the knight 
sent at the shortening of his name.  Rien picked his goblet back 
up and drained it.  “How long will it take whoever it was to get 
to the king?”  He got no response.  He’d have been a little 
disappointed if he had.  It wasn’t like it mattered anyway.  
“Phillip is already at work.  Wildlings come over the mountain 
to slaughter his poor innocent brother and family.  I’d wager he 
started spreading the word before we even arrived at the castle.  
Left his part in out, of course.”   
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“So, you are being hunted?”  Bast raised an eyebrow.  “I’m 
a hostage, then?” 

“We decided to be discrete.”  He shrugged.  “Merc band 
grabbed what we could carry, and separated.”  He laughed.  
“Hell, with what the Duke had in his coffers, I’d wager no few 
of them are retiring.”  Phillip likely hadn’t anticipated them 
having some black powder.  Breaking into the vault would have 
been impossible.  Simply blowing a hole in the wall was a 
different issue.  Soldiers had been descending on the castle 
less than an hour after they were clear, coming to the Duke’s 
‘rescue’. 

“Where are we?”  Bast looked around. 

Laughter came from Rien.  “Plotting your escape already.  
You’re in Whitehallow.  Wrong side of the mountain for you.” 

“I see.”  Bast tested his shackles again. 

“I’m Rien.”  He smiled.  “But from this point on…”  He 
looked down at the captive.  “You’ll be addressing me as 
master.” 
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2 

Bastien stared up at his captor before testing the manacles 
again.  There was no give in the chain, and short of removing 
his thumbs he would not be able to slide the metal off his 
wrists.  “Well, Rien…”  He emphasized the man’s name.  “That 
seems rather unlikely.  Now, if you wish to ensure a ransom is 
paid, I suggest —” 

The big man tossed something to Bastien.  It landed next to 
him with a clanking sound, and Bastian felt a slight chill when 
he realized the item was a heavy steel collar.  “Don’t worry.”  
Rien smiled.  “You’ll get used to the idea.  We’ve still got 
some travel ahead of us.” 

“You cannot possibly imagine I will be cooperative.”  He 
narrowed his eyes. 

“Oh, I’m absolutely sure you won’t be cooperative.”  Rien’s 
smile widened.  “That’s going to be half the fun.”  Rien rose, 
picking up a set of manacles joined by a long chain as he did.  
Then he started toward Bastien.  As soon as he reached for 
Bastien’s ankle, Bastien pulled his leg back before lashing out.  
The big man moved fast enough that the kick didn’t connect.  
Bastien tried to shift for a better angle of attack, and was 
caught by the length of chain securing his wrists to the tree.  
He growled.  Rien gave him a smug look.  “And you are definitely 
going to be fun.” 

He kicked again when Rien approached, this time connecting 
with a glancing blow.  The larger man nearly caught his ankle 
that time, and Bastien jerked back.  With his hands secured and 
little room to maneuver, he was at a decided disadvantage even 
before considering his opponent’s greater size and strength. 

On the third try, the man caught his ankle and pulled.  
Bastien slid forward before his wrists were caught by the chain, 
sending pain up his arms.  The heartbeat it took him to regain 
leverage enough to be able to pull back was enough for the man 
to close one of the shackles around his ankle.  Bastien tried to 
yank his leg back, but the big man kept hold of the chain.  He 
lifted it, yanking Bastien’s leg into the air and causing the 
wrist manacles to yank at his shoulders again.  The other end of 
the chain was tossed over a tree branch and the man used it as a 
pulley to lift and pull Bastien.  He cried out in pain, and 
heard Rien laugh. 
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“You can give me your other ankle…”  Rien shrugged.  “And 
be a bit more comfortable, or you can make me fight for it and 
I’ll leave you suspended.”  He reached for Bastien’s other leg. 

Using his trapped ankle for leverage, Bastien kicked again.  
This time his foot connected with his captor’s face.  Bastien 
felt the man’s nose break beneath the blow.  The big man dropped 
the chain, and Bastien fell back, landing painfully on his 
wrists. 

# 

He put a hand to the broken nose and tweaked it back into 
place.  Then he shrugged before wiping the blood off with a rag.  
“You’re a wildcat, alright.”  Rien gave his prize an admiring 
look.  The knight had already shifted back into a better 
position, gathering the chain with his foot to prevent Rien from 
grabbing it easily.  “I do like a spirited ride.” 

Bast’s eyes widened slightly as he caught the meaning of 
Rien’s words, and the expression immediately became an angry 
glare.  “You’d be smarter to take the ransom.” 

“Smart isn’t something I’m usually accused of being.”  He 
wiped blood away again before sniffing.  Then he tossed the rag 
aside.  “If I wanted easy, I’ve have chained you before you 
woke.” 

“You have no cage to hold me.”  Bast shook his head.  “Let 
me go now, and I won’t slit your throat before I leave.” 

“Well, Bast —” 

“My name…”  The knight’s eyes narrowed.  “Is Sir Bastien 
Kohler of Lyralind.” 

Rien walked over to his saddle bag and removed the woven 
net.  He shook it out of its fold, making it usable.  “Your name 
is Bast.  You’re mine.”  He flung the net over the other man. 

Credit where it was due, even hampered by the net and 
shackled the knight put up one hell of a fight. Rien had several 
more bruises before he’d succeeded in shackling the man’s other 
ankle.  He used one of the padlocks to shorten the connecting 
chain, giving Bast only a couple inches of play between the 
shackles.  Then he shifted so he was straddling the smaller 
man’s chest.  A smile came to his face as he held up the collar. 
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Beneath him, the knight renewed his struggles.  They were 
having an effect, though likely not the effect the young man had 
hoped.  “Address me as master.” 

“Burn in hell, wilder dog.” 

His fingers caught his captive’s ginger hair, holding the 
man’s head still.  “Address me as master.” 

“I will die first.”  Defiant green eyes stared back at him. 

“No…”  Rien closed the collar around his captive’s neck, 
securing it with the heaviest of the locks.  Solid, weighty 
steel around the young man’s throat, ensuring there was no 
chance he’d forget he was wearing the thing.  “You won’t.” 

# 

The steel was cold and heavy around his neck, and the added 
weight of the lock made it drag at him.  He swallowed.  As soon 
as the big man started to shift position again, Bastien bucked 
as hard as he could.  The big man was knocked off him.  “I will 
see you hang.” 

Rien laughed as he stood.  “Hanging.  Not a bad idea, 
Bast.”  He gathered the net, then tossed it aside.  Then Rien 
walked over and picked up a long length of chain.  Bastien 
immediately began struggling again as the man came back and 
tried to turn him onto his stomach.  Secured as he was, he could 
find no leverage to overcome the man’s greater strength.  A knee 
was placed on the small of his back, holding him in place. 

He heard the click of a padlock as the chain was attached 
to the wrist shackles.  Bastien frowned even as he struggled, 
uncertain of what his captor intended.  There was another click, 
and abruptly he realized his wrists were no longer secured to 
the tree.  If he could get to the key…  Immediately he renewed 
his struggles, and knocked the bigger man off balance again. 

Before he could gain any advantage, the big man rolled away 
and then hauled at the chain he’d fastened to Bastien’s wrists, 
pulling Bastien to the side to land with a grunt.  “Son of a…”  
Bastien yanked back, and heard Rien laugh again.  The man was 
enjoying himself. 

The other end of the chain was flung over a branch.  
Bastien realized what was about to happen and immediately tried 
moving away.  The big man caught the chain before Bastien could 
free it from the branch, and then hauled on it, pulling Bastien 
back toward him.  “Address me as master.” 
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“I’ll not kneel to some craven dog-lover.”  Bastien started 
shaking his head.  “Let me go, you gorbellied scut.” 

# 

Rien let the knight go on for a moment, amused and just a 
tad impressed at the man’s invective.  It took a fair level of 
guts for a man currently in his position to refer to his captor 
as a milk-livered hag seed.  He made a mental note to at some 
point ask the man what, exactly, a fustilarian was before he 
started hauling on the chain.  Bast was pulled to the branch, 
and then to his feet as Rien continued using the chain as a 
pulley.  “Address me as master.” 

“Gleeking cockwit.”  Bast glared at him.  “Ruttish 
ratbane.” 

He pulled again, forcing Bast to lean forward as his wrists 
were pulled up behind him into a strappado.  The knight bit back 
a cry of pain, turning it into yet another curse.  “Fen-sucked 
spleen.”  Strain showed on the younger man’s face as Rien slowly 
continued to pull on the chain, forcing Bast to rise onto his 
toes. 

“Address me as master.” 

“Ill-bred fly-bitten shit fed measle.”  Bast growled 
through gritted teeth.   

With a shrug, Rien used the last padlock to secure the 
chain in its current position.  Then he walked toward Bast, 
catching the man’s hair again.  “Address me as master.” 

Bast spat, hitting Rien in the cheek.  “Hedge-born varlot.” 

“You’ve got a mouth on you…”  He ran a thumb over Bast’s 
lower lip, then quickly pulled it away as the man tried to bite 
him.  He released Bast’s hair, then picked up another rag to 
wipe the spittle from his face.  Then he crumpled the rag back 
up, grabbed Bast’s hair again, and shoved the rag into it.  It 
took a bit of effort, with the knight struggling against him.  
Then he secured the rag in place with a bit of rope, fastening 
it tightly.  Casually, he shoved the knight off balance, and 
heard the muffled cry of pain before Bast got his feet back 
under him again.  “We’ll see how you’re feeling about the matter 
in the morning.” 

Curses could almost still be made out behind the gag.  Rien 
walked over to the lantern and blew out the flame before going 
to his bedroll.  The gag muffled the sounds his captive was 
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making enough for him to sleep.  He lay so that he could see the 
knight.  The young man had the option of going up on his toes to 
ease the pain in his shoulders, but it was not a position he’d 
be able to hold for long and he would be forced to suspend 
himself.  Eventually the pain would grow unbearable, and he’d 
find the strength to rise once more.  Sleep, however, was not 
something his prisoner was going to find tonight. 

  



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 13 of 271 

3 

The pain in his shoulders was excruciating, but he could no 
longer rise up onto his toes long enough to give them any 
relief.  Bastien focused on battlefield meditations, driving the 
pain from his mind as best he could.  His captor slept nearby, 
apparently without a care in the world.  The gag muffled his 
voice enough that his yelling was insufficient to disturb the 
man’s slumber.  He’d given up trying some time ago. 

Time passed, and he had no way to measure it.  His position 
ensured there was no way he could rest, doubtless exactly as his 
captor intended.  Everyone knew the Wilders kept slaves, but 
what the man was suggesting for Bastian’s fate was beyond 
contemplation.  Bastien tried again to slide the manacles off.  
His wrists were slick, though he couldn’t tell if it was blood 
or sweat.  Likely a combination of both.  He had no luck getting 
them over his hands. 

Even if the King’s Justice had retaken the castle there was 
little way for them to know he was still alive.  Unless perhaps 
some of the other mercenaries had been captured, but even then, 
finding him out in the woods made even that slim chance vanish.  
Had others been taken as well? It did not seem unlikely.  Of 
course, there was also still the issue of him being on the wrong 
side of the mountain in unknown territory. 

The sky began to lighten.  He wasn’t sure if he should feel 
relief or dread at the coming dawn.  His captor woke before the 
sun had peeked over the horizon.  Rien looked up at Bastian.  
“Morning.”  He stood, pulling on his clothing, then walked over.  
He worked his aching jaw when the gag was removed.  Rien caught 
his hair, tilting his head up so they were looking at each 
other.  “Address me as master.” 

“Die in the void.”  He spat.  “I’ll do no such thing.” 

Rien just smirked before unfastening the chain.  Bastien 
collapsed, falling to his knees.  Before he could do more than 
catch his breath, Rien grabbed hold of his collar with one hand 
and his hair with the other.  His head was tilted back again, 
and Rien smiled.  “Yesterday you claimed you wouldn’t kneel.”  
Rien’s smile widened.  “Now look.” 

# 

If looks could kill, the expression on his captive’s face 
would fell a dragon a mile distant.  Bast jerked himself 
backward, nearly pulling free of Rien’s grip.  Rien tugged back 
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at the collar, keeping the smaller man in place.  The sight of 
the young warrior on his knees was rather pleasant.  “Address me 
as master.” 

“Son of a pox-eating tart.” 

“Now, now…”  Rien released the knight’s hair before 
delivering a contemptuous, stinging slap across the man’s face.  
“Do you hear me talk about your mother?” 

“Son of a grease-thighed pig-felching slattern of a half-
copper dock whore.”  Bast glared.  “Putrid mange-kissing puisny 
ass-licker snorting queefs in a back alley knock-shop.  Whelping 
rat-spawn beneath a…” 

His eyes narrowed as Bast continued.  Then he shrugged 
before going back to the saddle bags and retrieving the spare 
bridle.  Bast fought him when he shoved the metal bit between 
the man’s teeth.  A leather strap secured it tightly and 
painfully into place.  It didn’t stop the invective, but it did 
render it mostly unintelligible.  “This day could have gone 
easier for you.”  He smiled. 

He only understood about a quarter of Bast’s response, but 
Rien was fairly certain the young man didn’t repeat himself once 
while Rien packed up the camp.  He picked up a canteen, and 
carried it to his prisoner.  Rather than remove the bit, he 
simply jerked the man’s head back and tilted the canteen to pour 
water into his mouth.  Bast sputtered and choked, and Rien 
released him to cough up water before repeating the action. 

Rien ate, but did not offer his captive a meal.  After 
tying the last saddlebag closed, he picked up the chain and 
secured it to the collar before fastening the other end to the 
pommel of his saddle.  Bast glared at him.  He patted the man’s 
cheek before undoing the lock that shorted the ankle chain.  The 
length between the shackles was now sufficient for Bast to walk.  
Then he caught the collar and hauled Bast to his feet.  “You can 
have food and sleep when you ask your master for them.” 

There was no response of invective this time, just another 
angry glare. 

# 

Bastien stumbled to a halt when Rien paused his short.  The 
man had set a brisk pace through the trees, forcing Bastien to 
jog or risk being dragged by the heavy collar around his neck.  
A few times the chain between his legs had caught, making him 
trip.  Rien had slowed to give Bast a chance to get back to his 
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feet, then simply kept going.  The bit between his teeth made 
his jaw ache from clenching his teeth on the blasted thing. 

Rien dismounted, leading the horses to the nearby stream.  
Bastien started to move toward the water, and Rien yanked on the 
chain to nearly pull him off his feet.  “Going somewhere?” 

That fucking horse bit rendered Bastien’s curse 
unintelligible.  His feet and legs ached, and his throat was 
parched.  A brief look at his captor made it clear that had been 
the intention.  Rien used the chain to pull Bastien toward him.  
He struggled, but between the man’s greater strength and his own 
tiredness it did him little good.  So as soon as he got closer, 
he shifted tactics.  Instead of resisting, he charged. 

His shoulder caught Rien in the stomach.  The big man fell 
back, but tugged the chain to yank Bastian down before he could 
take advantage of the man’s vulnerable position.  To Bastien’s 
irritation, the man laughed again.  He tried to reclaim his 
footing, but the larger man tackled him as he rose.  He hit the 
ground, and Rien sat atop him, straddling his thighs.  “I knew 
you were going to be fun.”  Rien smiled.  Then he tilted his 
head.  “I suppose I should see just how nice a prize I’ve won, 
hmmm?” 

He growled behind the bit, but Rien’s smile only widened.  
Bastien renewed his struggles when Rien put his hands under 
Bastien’s tunic and began lifting the garment.  Rien just 
laughed before catching it in both hands and simply tearing it 
open in the front.  He cursed again as Rien reached out to 
caress his chest.  “A nice prize indeed.”  The bastard slid his 
hand upward and grabbed the collar, using it to lift Bastien up 
and toward him.  “Address me as master.” 

When he shook his head and cursed again, Rien simply 
shrugged.  Then he rose and used the chain to haul Bastien to 
the stream.  Bastien was forced to stumble along behind him, 
half bent over by the chain serving the larger man as a leash.  
The water of the stream came up to his waist, but when he tried 
to lower himself to get a drink Rien shifted the chain to 
prevent him from reaching it.  “Address me as master.” 

Instead of responding, Bastien turned away. 

# 

If he left his captive without water he would risk the 
man’s death.  He’d no intention of allowing that to happen.  
Thus, even if it was tempting to see how long the knight would 
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hold out the situation called for another tactic.  Rien reached 
out, grabbed the collar, and shoved Bast’s head under the water. 

Immediately, Bast began struggling.  Rien didn’t hold him 
under long considering his captive would find it difficult to 
hold his breath with the bit forcing his mouth open.  He lifted 
Bast up long enough for the man to spit out water, then shoved 
him under again. 

By the time he hauled Bast out of the water some of the 
fight had left the man.  He lay on the bank where Rien tossed 
him, taking deep, ragged breaths.  Rien gave him only a couple 
minutes before pulling him upright again.  Then Rien got on his 
horse and started moving again. 

# 

The next time they stopped he simply sank to his knees, 
taking a few precious moments to rest.  Rien grabbed his hair 
and forced his head back to pour water down his throat.  Bast 
drank despite the difficulty, managing not to choke.  His captor 
ate on the move rather than allow Bastien a longer rest. 

By the time they stopped for more than water, the sun was 
nearly set.  His hair was grabbed again.  “Tired, Bast?”  He 
didn’t respond.  “Address me as master.” 

His legs were cramping, and pangs of hunger shook his 
stomach.  Bastien remained silent.  Rien began attaching the 
chain to his wrist cuffs again, and a chill went through him 
when he realized the previous night was about to repeat himself.  
Tired as he was, there would be no relief from the pain of 
strained muscles.  “Address me as master.” 

Bit or no bit, he managed to communicate the word.  “No.” 

A cry of pain escaped him as Rien used the chain to haul 
his wrists up once more. 

# 

Rien couldn’t help but feel a sense of grudging respect 
when his captive turned away from the offered food.  One word, 
and the man wouldn’t say it.  He shrugged and laid down in his 
bedroll. 

He had just drifted off to sleep when a loud noise woke 
him.  He fumbled for his sword before he caught sight of his 
captive staring at him.  The bit might have rendered him 
unintelligible but it did not render him silent.  And despite 
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Bast’s obvious weariness and pain he still managed to look 
amused.  Rien glared before rising to locate a rag. 

Bast didn’t struggle or curse when Rien approached.  In 
retrospect, that should have made him far more wary.  The moment 
he unhooked the bit from his captive’s mouth Bast twisted to the 
side and sank his teeth into Rien’s arm.  He howled in pain and 
surprise.  Before he could drive his thumb into the side of 
Bast’s jaw to force his mouth open, Bast jerked his head back, 
tearing a chunk of flesh loose. 

With a growl and a curse, Rien staggered back, covering the 
wound with his other hand.  Bast smiled, his teeth bloody, 
before spitting out Rien’s flesh. “You taste as bad as you 
smell, you porcine rent rump.” 

“Bast…”  Rien looked down at his wound.  Then he shook his 
head and went to the saddle bags.  A gulp of healing potion 
began repairing the damage.  He shrugged.  “You’ll not convince 
me to kill you that easily.  He chuckled, then drew his knife. 

There was a moment of confusion on Bast’s face when Rien 
walked toward him with the naked blade.  Rien grabbed the collar 
of the torn tunic.  Bast began cursing again when he realized 
Rien’s intention, but struggling only increased the agony in his 
tortured shoulders.  He was gasping in pain by the time Rien 
finished cutting off his breeches. 

Naked, his prize was impressive.  The knight was nicely 
muscled, his body unmarred by scars.  There were no marks save 
the bruises Rien himself had inflicted.  He was well-formed, and 
Rien couldn’t resist reaching in to touch the young man’s cock. 

He laughed when Bast responded by trying to bite him again.  
He shifted his motion to seize the man’s hair and shoved the rag 
into his mouth.  Then he tied it in place, and just because he 
could, he kissed his prisoner’s cheek.  “Good night, Bast.” 
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4 

After his refusal in the morning, the bit was put back 
between his teeth.  Rien poured water down his throat before 
again pulling him after the horse.  At the first stop, some 
hours later, Bastien let himself fall into a sitting position. 

Rien walked over to him, holding the canteen.  He let the 
man pour water into him without complaint or fuss.  That made 
Rien smile when he made the usual request.  “Address me as 
master.” 

“No.”  The word was slurred by the bit in his mouth. 

His captor shrugged, closed the canteen, and started to 
haul Bastien back to his feet.  Or he tried to, anyway.  Bastien 
didn’t budge.  When Rien grabbed his collar, Bastien let himself 
go limp.  “Get up, or I’ll drag you.” 

“No, you won’t.” 

Even with the bit, it was clear the man had understood him.  
“Won’t I?” 

“If you wanted me dead, you’d have already killed me.”  
Playing the man’s game was going to end in Bastien losing.  
Eventually, exhaustion and hunger would make him delirious 
enough to give in.  A couple more nights like the last two would 
likely manage it.  Some part of his mind was already trying to 
convince him to just give in and escape later.  Except his 
captor had already made his intentions toward Bastien clear. 

“Tell you what, Bast…”  Rien shrugged.  “Address me as 
master, and we can stop here for the day.” 

“Fuck you.” 

“Bast, let’s be clear…”  Rien tousled his hair, making 
Bastien pull away.  “Anybody here gets fucked, it’s going to be 
you.”  He walked over to the pack horse and returned a moment 
later. 

A chill went down him as he realized what Rien was 
carrying. 

# 

Rien ran a hand down the flogger before smiling at his 
captive.  “Nice, isn’t it?  Brand new.”  He let the leather 
strands trail over Bast’s shoulder.  “Yours will be the first 
flesh it tastes.”  He shrugged.  “Get up.” 
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“If it’s all the same to you…”  Bast’s words were difficult 
to make out.  “I think I’d just as soon let you beat me 
unconscious.” 

“Except I won’t.”  Rien shook his head.  “I’ll beat you 
until the blood flows, then pour a potion down your throat.  
I’ve got plenty.  Over, and over, until you are a broken wreck 
begging to service me.”  He grabbed Bast’s hair.  “Address me as 
master.” 

He wasn’t sure if he was pleased or disappointed when Bast 
stood again.  Instead of putting the flogger away, he attached 
it to his belt.  The naked form of his prize was just begging 
for a taste of the lash.  Of course, given what he already knew 
of the young knight, there would be plenty of opportunity for 
chastising him. 

# 

His body was numb enough that walking was actually less 
painful than stopping.  Rien frowned at him when they stopped, 
and turned to look back.  Bastien followed his gaze, and 
realized he was starting to leave bloody footprints.  His captor 
shoved him to his knees before pouring a dose of the healing 
potion down his throat.  “Stubborn oaf.”  Rien shook his head. 

“Grotesque monstrosity of a skunk’s scrotum.” 

“That reminds me.”  Rien tilted his head.  “What is a 
‘fustilarian’?” 

“You are.”   

Rien laughed, then took a drink from the canteen.  “You 
know I can think of a lot of better uses you could put that 
mouth of yours too.”  The man leered at him. 

“I suggest you not put anything inside you do not want 
bitten off, you execrable shard-borne eunuch.” 

“Bast…”  Rien caught his hair.  “I assure you…”  Rien 
licked his lips.  “I am most definitely not a eunuch.”  Rien 
straightened.  “Address me as master.” 

“Loathsome putrescent nut-hook.”  Bastien glared.  
“Malodorous leper.”  One good thing about being kept awake all 
night.  He had plenty of time to come up with better things to 
call the man than master.  “Withered jacka —” The bit was shoved 
back between his teeth. 
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# 

Forced marching was considered an excellent way to break a 
man.  Sleep deprivation, keeping someone in a painful stress 
position, hunger.  All good methods.  Nudity also helped break a 
man down.  They’d forced marched captives from another wilder 
clan once.  Midway into the second day, even the strongest of 
them had broken. 

Rien rolled clear of Bast’s second kick and used the chain 
to yank the man off his feet again.  There was a decent chance 
he was going to piss blood after the kick the knight had just 
delivered to his gut.  Four days, and his captive had neither 
run out of fury or invective.  “Address me as master.” 

“Arse-breathed wormwit.”  Bast glared.  “Grunge-sucking 
carrion-licker.” 

He laughed.  “Bast, I can’t wait to see what you’re like 
tamed.” 

“You won’t live long enough, you avoirdupois pillock.” 

At least the man’s struggles actually were weakening.  He 
could tackle Bast to the ground and get the bit back between his 
teeth without too much trouble.  “I think as soon as we get to a 
blacksmith, I’m going to get you a muzzle.” 

# 

The sun was full in the sky when the horses halted again.  
Bastien took a couple more stumbling steps before collapsing.  
His feet were bleeding again.  It took him three tries to catch 
the battlefield meditation again, but when his captor approached 
with the canteen Bastien could give him a defiant look. 

Water was poured down his throat.  For good measure, Rien 
also gave him a small dose of a potion.  He considered spitting 
it back out, but his chances of finding an advantage improved if 
he wasn’t crippled.  They were on a bluff.  Maybe he could push 
the rutting bastard off it?  “Address me as master.”  Rien 
unfastened the bit. 

“Froward fool-born horse drench.” 

Rien started laughing before straightening back up.  A 
frown came to the man’s face, then he shaded his eyes to look at 
something in the distance.  He shook his head.  “His high and 
mightiness may be calling up more than he can put down.” 
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Bastien turned to see what had caught Rien’s attention.  
His blood went cold.  “Phillip is gathering trolls.” 

“Mercenaries want to get paid.”  Rien shrugged.  “Trolls 
are just hungry.” 

From the positioning, Phillip’s forces were going to drive 
the trolls into the valley and the…  “He intends to destroy the 
Spire.” 

“Sound strategy.  The trolls will slaughter the Magi, but 
they won’t loot the place.”  Rien nodded.  “Trolls are resistant 
enough to magic to pull it off.” 

“We need to send a warning.  The fifth beacon is not far 
from here.”  Bastien started to get back to his feet, his 
exhaustion driven from his mind. 

“Bast…”  Rien snorted.  “Those trolls there?”  He jerked 
his head in their direction.  “Phillip is taking them out of my 
land and driving them into Solsthriem.  I’m good with that.” 

“If the Magi fall…” 

“Phillip will probably get to be king, but since he’s 
weakened his forces badly, we get to come over the border and 
pillage our little hearts out.”  Rien grinned. 

“Thousands will die.”  Had his father made it to the king?  
At least then they’d know Phillip was a traitor.  It would help, 
but not enough.  If those forces reached an unprepared Spire, 
the army might not have a chance to move in to defend the 
cities. 

His captor tugged on the chain leash before heading back to 
the horses.  “Time to get moving.  I don’t want to risk some 
troll looking up.” 

“Phillip didn’t pay you.”  Bastien shook his head.  “Here 
is an opportunity for you to avenge that.” 

“I did get paid, Bast.”  Rien pointed at the saddlebags.  
“Not sure what else thwarting him will get me.”  Rien climbed 
into the saddle. 

Fists clenched.  Bastien set his feet before looking up at 
him.  “It gets you me.”  When Rien turned to look at him, 
Bastien took a deep breath.  “Master.” 
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5 

Rien froze, staring down at the knight.  He knew, given 
time, he would succeed in breaking the young man.  The idea of 
Bast submitting to him willingly, however, was an enticing one.  
“Explain.” 

“The moment the warning drums carry the message, you have 
my oath of fealty.” 

He had no idea what such an oath would entail, but based on 
how Bast had clearly struggled to make himself say the words it 
was no small thing.  “You will obey my commands?”  He frowned.  
“You will make no attempt to escape?” 

“Yes.” 

“And that’s making no escape starting this very moment?” 

“Provided we are going to the closest beacon…”  Bast forced 
his fists to unclench.  “Yes.” 

“Your fealty, to me, in exchange for letting you warn your 
people.”  He took another look at the young man.  Bast was a 
stubborn warrior, and he’d been unhesitatingly willing to lay 
down his life to give the Duke’s last surviving blood as great a 
chance at survival as possible.  For fealty.  If the man staring 
up at him gave an oath, it would be kept. 

A heartbeat later, he dismounted.  Bast didn’t move when 
Rien walked toward him.  “And if I wanted proof of your word?”  
He narrowed his eyes.  “Kneel.”  Bast obeyed, sinking to his 
knees in front of Rien.  With the possibility of scouts, he 
dared not give the order he really wanted.  There wasn’t time.  
He settled for extending one of his legs.  “Kiss my boot.”  The 
sight of his prize obeying the order was…  Rien slowly smiled.  
“If the beacon where I think, we’ve got a few miles to travel.”  
He reached down to grab Bast’s collar.  “Address me as master.” 

“Yes…”  There was still defiance and anger in Bast’s eyes.  
He found that oddly pleasing.  “Master.” 

# 

Once again, he was tied over the back of a pack horse 
between rolled tapestries.  It said a great deal that this time 
it was an improvement on the situation.  Rien had secured him in 
place, pointing out he had promised to let Bastien rest.  He was 
under no illusions, however, that the decision was anything 
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other than pragmatic.  Rien would need Bastien functional to get 
to the beacon. 

There would be guards, but he’d seen Rien fight.  Beacon 
guards weren’t chosen for skill, but for a desire that they be 
far away.  A warrior such as Rien could probably go through the 
lot like a hot knife through butter.  He dared not act against 
the man until the message was sent, and after… 

Maybe he’d get lucky, and Rien would get struck by 
lightning upon reaching the beacon.  The bastard had to have 
pissed off at least one god.  Bastien exhaled, and closed his 
eyes before allowing sleep to claim him. 

# 

As much as he enjoyed looking at his prize, dragging a 
naked and chained knight up to a guarded beacon seemed a rather 
bad idea.  He left the manacles around his captive’s ankles in 
place, but removed the connecting chain between them.  His spare 
breeches were too large for Bast, and he was forced to add a 
rope belt around Bast’s waist to keep them in place.  He didn’t 
offer a tunic, and he left his prisoner’s hands chained.  “If 
they suspect I am a prisoner…”  Bast shook his head. 

“You are a prisoner.”  He reached up to touch Bast’s cheek.  
The knight managed to stop himself from jerking away at the 
touch.  “Mine.”  Then he shrugged.  “You almost sound worried 
about me.” 

“If they draw steel, you’ll kill them all.  I do not know 
enough drum codes to get a clear message through.”  Bast spoke 
through gritted teeth.  “And the realm doesn’t have time for the 
king to send scouts.” 

“If I unchain you, what stops you from trying to kill me?”  
Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“I am unarmed.” 

Rien snorted.  “Being unarmed and chained up hasn’t stopped 
you once so far from trying to kill me at every possible 
opportunity.”  He shrugged.  “Guess you’ll have to talk us 
through.” 

“Churlish pig nut.”  Bast took a deep breath.  “I gave you 
my word if you took me to the beacon I would not try to escape 
you.  Killing you would…”  He met Rien’s eyes.  “Break that.” 
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“I suppose it would.”  Rien shook his head.  He caught 
Bast’s shoulder and spun the man around.  Then he unfastened the 
chain from between the manacles. 

Bast went still for a heartbeat, then nodded.  “The trail 
markers say the beacon is this…”  He turned toward Rien.  “You 
may remain here if you wish.  I will return when the message is 
delivered.” 

“You know…”  Rien shrugged.  “I think you actually would.”  
He smirked.  “But I’m coming with you anyway.”  He fastened the 
horses reins so they could reach the nearby grass and stream, 
then nodded.  “Let’s go.” 

# 

The guards stared.  That was no surprise.  However, for 
once, luck was with him.  “Sir Kaspar.” 

The man wearing the rank knot stared at him.  “I…”  He 
blinked.  “Sir Bastien?”  Kaspar’s eyes went to the collar, then 
to the Wilder behind him.  And then Kaspar put a hand on his 
sword hilt. 

“Stand down.”  Bastien shook his head.  When Kaspar gave 
him a shocked look, Bastien repeated the order.  “Stand down.  
Sir Kaspar, Duke Harald is dead, murdered by Phillip.  Phillip 
is even now gathering trolls to drive into the valley.  He 
intends to attack the Spire.  Get on the drums.” 

“Duke Harald is…”  Kaspar gaped. 

“The drums, Sir Kaspar.” 

“Right.”  Sir Kaspar turned to an older man, one not 
wearing a sword.  “The drums.” 

“Yes, my lord.”  Immediately the man rushed inside the 
building. 

Bastien glanced over his shoulder.  Rien’s face showed 
clear amusement at the sight of the beacon’s seven guards.  
Bastien amended his earlier assessment.  Excluding Kaspar 
himself, Rien could probably go through this lot without 
bothering to draw a weapon, and Kaspar himself would likely hold 
no more than a few seconds.  Not the realm’s finest by any 
means.  He was pretty sure three of them were drunk.  “We can 
mark location and numbers on the map.  Rien?” 
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“Ugh.”  The man rolled his eyes, but nodded.  Then he 
followed Bastien into the building.   

The maps had the remains of a bread roll sitting on them.  
One of the guards hurriedly removed it and acted like nothing 
had been out of place.  Bastien ignored him, rolling out the 
map.  It started to curl back up, and with an irritated shrug he 
grabbed the sword one of the guards had left leaning on the 
table and used it to hold the map down.  He didn’t miss that 
Kaspar’s eyes went to the manacles still attached to his wrists.  
“Here.” 

“And here and here.”  Rien tapped the other locations.  
“They’ll have had to come through here.  Otherwise my people 
would have dumped rocks on the bastard on principle.”  When 
Bastien raised an eyebrow, Rien shrugged.  “He doesn’t pay his 
mercenaries, I doubt he paid for safe passage.” 

Hurriedly, Bastien summed up what had happened at the 
castle.  That resulted in Rien getting several angry looks, 
which the man ignored.  He found himself a chair before casually 
helping himself to a flagon of wine, leaving Bastien to talk to 
the others.   

Most of the ire was reserved for the traitorous Phillip.  
That Wilders were savages available for hire was well known.  
The idea after all Duke Harald had done for his brother Phillip 
would turn on him was disgusting.  And Duke Harald had been 
well-loved by his men.  The guard may have died at the castle, 
but little Nadja would still have an army of faithful knights at 
her call, eager to see justice done for her father.  “He can’t 
be fool enough to think he can take the crown.”  Kaspar shook 
his head.  “He’s a bastard.” 

“He’s of royal blood through his mother.”  One of the other 
knights shrugged.  “He may think that gives him a right to it.” 

“I doubt at this point he cares about rights.”  Bastien 
leaned on the table.  “He’ll take it at sword point, and —” He 
heard the drums begin, sounding the warning.  He took a deep 
breath before glancing at Rien.  Rien gave him the barest nod.  
“And we’ve just taken that opportunity from him.  
Congratulations, Sir Kaspar.”  Bastien smiled.  “You and your 
men just saved the realm.”  He frowned.  “Why are you even out 
here?” 

Kaspar gave him an awkward look.  “You remember Lord 
Ludger?” 
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“Yes.” 

The knight shuffled his feet a little.  “You remember Lord 
Ludger’s pretty new wife?” 

“You…”  Bastien stared at him.  “Idiot.” 

“Wait a minute…”  Rien looked up at him.  “Even I’ve heard 
of Lord Ludger…”  He waved a hand at Kaspar.  “And the best you 
can come up with for him is ‘idiot’?” 

# 

He knew the rhythm of the drum’s beats signified words, but 
that didn’t mean the sounds made sense to him.  Rien hadn’t 
missed the look Bast gave him though.  Fealty.  He let his 
knight keep talking to the lesser knights while the drum played.  
No use leaving early and risking falling afoul of some loophole 
in their bargain.  Solsthriem did love throwing clauses into 
treaties. 

“Over…”  Bast said, tilted his head.  The drum paused for a 
few moments before starting up again.  “Message repeats.”  His 
voice was quiet.  “It’s done.” 

Rien started to rise, but apparently, the other knight 
thought Bast’s words were meant for him.  A blade flashed out of 
its sheath and came for Rien.  He was off balance, and started 
to dodge, trying to at least avoid a fatal blow.  His hand went 
for his axe. 

There was a ring of metal on metal.  Bast stood between him 
and the other knight, a blade in his own hand, blocking Kaspar’s 
sword.  “Sir Bastien?”  Kaspar gave Bast a confused look. 

Bast took a deep breath, then glanced at Rien.  “Master, 
these men are simply doing their duty.  They will permit us to 
depart.” 

It took a moment for the meaning of Bast’s words to sink in 
fully.  Fealty.  The message was delivered, which meant he had 
Bast’s oath of fealty. He straightened.  And his knight was 
asking not to be ordered to kill the man who had just attacked 
him.  Which meant…  Which meant if he gave the order, Bast 
would.  Fealty.  “Then come, Bast.”  He slowly nodded.  “We 
still have a long way to travel.” 

With his hand on the haft of his axe and an armed Bast 
following him, the other knights got out of their way.  
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# 

Rien took the sword away from him and tossed it aside as 
soon as they were away from the beacon.  They walked back to 
where the horses had been left.  His captor unfastened the reins 
from where they’d been tied, then picked up the chain.  He 
stared at it a moment before shrugging and affixing it to 
Bastien’s collar.  “That isn’t necessary,” Bastien said quietly. 

“I know.”  Rien shrugged, then tapped his chin.  “I just 
like the way it looks on you.” 

“Perfidious horn-beast.” 

“Aren’t you supposed to be all fealty now?”  Rien tilted 
his head. 

Bastien rolled his eyes.  “There is nothing in an oath of 
fealty that prevents me from stating my opinions.” 

“Good.”  Rien laughed.  “Cause it’s actually starting to 
grow on me a little.” 

# 

Aurel sat, watching Nadja play with her pup.  By the king’s 
command, he was still her guardian.  The child had clung to him, 
sobbing, at the suggestion of parting from him.  And the king 
was a wise man.  Considering the price that had been paid for 
her safety, there was no way in any of the nine hells he would 
permit harm to befall the girl.  He turned at the sound of the 
door opening, then immediately bowed.  “My lord Isidor.” 

“Captain Aurel.”  The king’s right hand nodded, then took a 
deep breath.  “Please, sit.  I…”  He took a deep breath.  “I 
have something to tell you.” 

He sat.  “Did Phillip escape?”  The drums had sounded over 
the entire realm.  Prepared Magi with an army to back them had 
made short work of the trolls.  It was nothing short of a 
miracle the warning had arrived in time. 

“Unfortunately, yes, but that is not what I came to tell 
you.  The commander of the Fifth Beacon arrived this morning to 
give his report.  It was…”  Isidor smiled.  “It seems it was one 
of Duke Harald’s knights that brought them word of the trolls.” 

“Another knight survived?”  Aurel couldn’t help but smile.  
“He got rather lost, it seems.  Fortunately.” 
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Isidor’s smile faded.  “He was not lost.  He was taken 
prisoner by a Wilder.  Somehow he convinced his captor to let 
him deliver the warning before…”  Isidor hesitated.  “Captain 
Aurel, the beacon’s commander stated that the knight who brought 
the warning was Sir Bastien Kohler.” 

“Bastien…”  Aurel nearly knocked his water goblet from the 
table.  “My son is alive?  My son is…”  The rest of the man’s 
words sank in.  “A Wilder?” 

“The King has ordered a message sent, Captain.  He will 
ransom your son.”  Isidor put a hand on Aurel’s shoulder.  “The 
realm owes him a debt.” 

“He lives.”  Aurel nodded.  “Bastien lives.”  He swallowed.  
“Thank you, my lord.” 
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He didn’t take them far, only a couple miles.  Just enough 
he could be sure the useless guards of the beacon wouldn’t find 
them.  Rien stopped his horse, and dismounted.  A glance over 
his shoulder revealed Bast had immediately sunk to his knees 
when they’d stopped.  Aside from the couple hours he’d caught 
while thrown over a horse, his knight hadn’t slept in days.  Nor 
had he eaten. 

Rien dismounted, and walked over.  Instead of pouring the 
water into the man as he’d done the last few times, he simply 
handed over the canteen.  “We’ll make camp here.” 

Bast nodded.  “How much longer until we reach…”  He 
frowned. “Where are you taking me?” 

“Home.”  Rien shrugged.  “Darodelf.”  It had been a couple 
years.  By rights, he should have returned before the last job, 
but the raid had been too tempting to pass up.  He looked down 
at his knight.  And it had worked out well enough.  The sun was 
already starting to set; this was a good a time to make camp as 
any. 

Despite how hungry his captive likely was, the man fell 
asleep leaning against a tree while Rien prepared the meal.  
Rather than wake the man, he set aside some food and let him 
sleep.  It gave him time to think.  He’d taken the knight 
captive mostly to amuse himself.  A strong, pretty young 
warrior.  Break him on the trip, have a bit of fun, then present 
the tamed result as a gift.  That was before he’d realized 
exactly what kind of prize he had.   

At the beacon Bast had saved his life.  An oath of fealty 
only a few seconds old, given by a man exhausted and starved.  
Had Bast hesitated even a moment, the sword blow would have 
landed.  He’d dismissed the guards as a threat far too readily, 
caught up in his amusement of the situation. 

The idea of giving Bast away now was laughable.  Even if he 
could transfer the man’s oath to another, he had no desire to do 
such a thing.  Taking Bast among his people was going to be 
interesting. 

# 

Bastien woke to find the sun coming up rather than setting.  
He blinked, then turned to see Rien already at the morning fire.  
“Morning, Bast.” 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 31 of 271 

“Bastien.”  He sat up slowly.  “Sir Bastien Kohler.”  He 
shook his head, driving the last dregs of sleep from his mind.  
A small part of him had hoped the previous few days had been a 
dream of some kind.  The smell of the food the man was cooking 
made him painfully aware it had been almost five days since he’d 
eaten. 

“That may suit for others.”  Rien shrugged.  “But I am your 
master, and I’m going to call you Bast.”  He pointed at the 
ground next to where he was sitting.  “Kneel there.” 

His hand touched the collar still fastened around his neck.  
The chain was heavy, and there were still shackles closed around 
his wrists and ankles.  The warning had gone.  The kingdom had a 
chance.  He told himself it was worth it before he stood, and 
walked over to kneel at Rien’s feet.  The Wilder man caught his 
chin, and rubbed a thumb over his cheek.  “Five days, and barely 
fuzz.  How old are you, Bast?” 

“Twenty-three.” 

Rien laughed softly.  His dark brown eyes examined 
Bastien’s face, tilting his head to one side by putting pressure 
on his chin.  He didn’t resist the motion.  “You’ll need a 
better collar.”  The man frowned at him thoughtfully.  “The 
wrist cuffs will do, but the ankles cuffs leave something to be 
desired.” 

“You intend to keep me chained, then?”  Bastien raised an 
eyebrow. 

The man released his chin before shrugging.  “Yeah, I think 
I do.”  Rien chuckled.  “I like the way you look wearing nothing 
but metal.” 

“You could give me back my armor.” 

“Oh, Bast…”  Rien laughed again.  Then he reached out and 
tousled Bastien’s hair.  It was all he could do not to try 
biting the man again.  “You know, most men in your position 
would at least pretend meekness.”  He shrugged.  “Or maybe this 
is you being meek, considering you’ve yet to curse at me this 
morning.”  He gestured.  “Turn around a little, and put your 
hands behind your back.” 

He frowned, but obeyed.  There was a clicking sound as Rien 
locked his wrists together.  “This isn’t…” 

“Turn back around.”   
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“Very well.”  Bastien shifted, turning back to face Rien.  
Rien had a morsel of food between his fingers, holding it like 
he was offering a treat to…  to a pet.  “You have got to be 
kidding me.” 

Laughter answered him.  “Address me as master.” 

“You have got to be kidding me, master.”  He glared. 

“I know you are hungry, Bast.”  The man glanced down at the 
offered morsel.  “Eat.”  Rien smiled.  “That’s an order, Bast.” 

Slowly, he leaned forward, taking the morsel from Rien’s 
hand.  He didn’t miss the man’s smile widening.  The sausage, at 
least, was good.  He swallowed, then exhaled when he saw Rien 
simply pick up and offer another morsel.  Instead of holding it 
between his fingers, this time the man left it in the palm of 
his hand.   “Hag-born giglet.” 

# 

It occurred to him that Solsthriem lords probably didn’t 
make their knights eat out of their hands.  Rien couldn’t help 
but feel that was entirely their loss.  Seeing Bast sink to his 
knees on command alone would have been an excellent start to the 
morning, but the feel of the young man’s lips against his palm 
as he took the offered morsels was even more delightful than 
he’d imagined.  Despite the fact the man had to have been 
starved, he took each bite with obvious reluctance.  That just 
made it even better.  “How long have you been a knight?” 

“Five years.”  Bast’s voice was terse. 

“And you’re from Lyralind initially?” 

“Yes.” 

Rien frowned slightly.  “You had family in the castle?” 

A few moments passed before Bast responded.  “My father 
took the child to safety.” 

He let out a low whistle.  “If he’s anything like you I 
pity anybody that tried stopping him.”  Rien tilted his head.  
“Any brothers or sisters?  Cause…”  He shrugged.  “I gotta say 
if there is I might want to complete the set.” 

“It took an army of trolls for you to manage to handle one 
Kohler.”  Bast gave him a level look. 
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“Fair point.”  He frowned.  If Bast did have siblings, then 
he would have to account for the possibility they were going to 
want to rescue their brother.  The father was likely going to 
want the same.  That could present a problem.  “Do you have 
siblings?” 

“No.”   

After giving Bast a bite of biscuit, he offered water.  
Bast drank.  He continued feeding Bast by hand until the meal 
was gone.  Then he smiled, holding his fingers up to Bast’s 
face.  Bast stared at him, a trace of uncertainness on his face.  
“Clean the crumbs, Bast.”  He moved his fingers just slightly.  
“That’s an order.”   

For a half heartbeat, he saw Bast consider biting him.  
Then the man leaned forward and licked the grease and crumbs 
from Rien’s fingers.  He did a poor job, but that hadn’t been 
the point.  Rien rose, and wiped the last traces onto his 
breeches.   “I want to make the Vale by sunset.”  He started to 
pull Bast to the pack horse. 

“I can keep pace.”  Bast shook his head. 

“Easier on you if I just toss you over the horse.” 

“I’ll keep up.”  Bast started to dig his heels in. 

“Bast…”  Rien smiled.  “You being exhausted when we reach 
our destination would spoil my plans for the evening.”  He 
picked the smaller man up, ignoring the sound of protest, and 
set him among the other spoils.  Bast let out a fresh slew of 
curses when Rien tied him in place.  As soon as he finished the 
last knot, Rien shrugged, and smacked him across the ass.  
“Enjoy the ride, Bast.” 

“Harebrained lummox.” 

# 

Bastien tried shoving the manacles off his wrists.  No 
luck.  He really didn’t want to consider what plans his ‘master’ 
might have for the evening, but spoiling them was probably in 
his best interest.  They’d shifted direction, and were now 
heading west.  Once they passed the Vale, they were beyond any 
maps he knew.  The Wilders were a fierce people, and there was 
little beyond the Vale to make invading them worthwhile. 

He turned his head enough to look at Rien.  He was big, 
even for a Wilder, likely outweighing Bast himself by a few 
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stone and nearly a head taller.    Like most Wilders he was 
dark-haired and dark-eyed, and he wore the heavy leather vest 
common to his people.  The markings on it would have told 
Bastien the man’s clan and heritage had he known how to read 
them, but all he could make out were some stylized dragons. 

With a sigh, he let himself go limp.  It didn’t take long 
for a fitful sleep to claim him again. 

# 

The Vale was in full bloom.  Rien inhaled the scent, and 
smiled.  Almost home.  He dismounted, tying the horses where 
they could reach food and water before untying Bast.  Bast 
groaned a little when he stood, and winced.  Rien patted his 
shoulder.  “Come now, it’s not as bad as having your feet 
bleed.” 

“That is entirely a matter of opinion.”  Bast tested the 
manacles binding his wrists together before shaking his head at 
Rien. 

Rather than free the man, Rien left him shackled as he led 
him down to the stream.  He stripped off his vest and hung it on 
a tree branch before he dragged the knight into the water.  He 
let Bast drink on his own rather than force the issue.  Rien 
took a deep breath before ducking his head under the water, 
letting the rushing stream remove some of the saddle dirt and 
sweat.  Despite Bast’s restraints, the younger man did the same 
thing. 

Back at the camp he built a fire, then had Bast kneel 
again.  He secured Bast’s ankles together before sitting down.  
The young man reluctantly allowed Rien to hand feed him again, 
though he was called a couple more choice names.  Rien brushed 
the knight’s still damp hair back over his ear, then trailed his 
knuckles down the other man’s throat.  Bast glared.  Rien 
smirked.  “I wonder how many village girls are crying themselves 
to sleep in your absence.” 

“I am unwed.”  Bast tested the manacles again.  Rien 
wondered if the man were even consciously aware of how often he 
did that. 

“Yeah, but I bet there was something in the works.  Knight 
of your skill has probably won a few of those tourney things, 
yes?” 

“Yes.”  Bast’s voice was terse. 
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“Some lordling’s younger daughter is probably heartbroken.”  
Rien tilted his head.  “Am I right?” 

Bast continued glaring.  “I fail to see why it is of any 
concern of yours.” 

“I like to keep tabs on the number of people who want me 
dead.” 

“If my math is correct, it is everyone.” 

Rien laughed.  “Eh, probably.”  He shrugged.  “I’ll bet the 
girls at those tourneys practically fell over when you glanced 
their way.”  He ran a finger across Bast’s jaw.  “Was it a 
different girl every night, or did you have a favorite?” 

“I am unwed.”  Bast moved back just a little to keep Rien 
from catching hold of his chin. 

“Yeah but I’m not…”  Rien blinked, then grinned.  “Or did 
you tumble boys?” 

“No.” 

He held up another morsel of food for the knight, then 
pulled it back teasingly when Bast went to take it.  “Come now.  
Whose eye did you catch?” 

“If you…”  Bast gritted his teeth.  “Baron Henrik had 
approached my father concerning the younger of his daughters.  
He believed the match would strengthen his alliance with the 
Duke.” 

“Did you like her?”  Rien raised an eyebrow.  “Was she any 
good?  How often did you bed her?” 

“I never…”  Bast glared.  “I would not dishonor her by 
besmirching her reputation so.” 

“Wait, so…”  Rien started to hold up another morsel, then 
shook his head in confusion.  A strange thought came to him, and 
he tilted his head before shaking it again.  “Bast…”  He rested 
his arms on his knees and peered down at his captive.  “Are you 
a virgin?” 

“Why do you care?” 

“Hellfire rising, you are.”  He started laughing.  “How 
the…” 

“Ill-bred clod.” 
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“No, seriously, how does…”  He gestured at Bast.  “Not have 
eight different beds welcoming him?” 

“You think I should defile a woman simply because I take a 
fancy to her?”  Bast narrowed his eyes.  “A woman’s virtue is a 
thing of value, and I would not leave her to suffer the 
consequences of losing it for some fleeting tumble.” 

“Ugh, Solsthriem.  As if a woman’s value can be measured in 
such a manner.”  Rien smirked.  “You know, I think the next time 
we invade, we men should find a good vantage point and let our 
women teach you a few things.”  He offered Bast another bit of 
food, then give the man a contemplative look.  “Huh.” 

“And what, pray tell, has confused you this time?”  Bast 
raised an eyebrow.  “Do you need to count higher tha—” 

Rien cut off Bast’s insults by catching the man and 
dragging him backward to the bedroll.  He lay half atop the 
smaller man.  Bast started to struggle before catching himself 
and going still once more, but his eyes were furious.  “I’d been 
thinking, earlier…”  He trailed his hand down Bast’s chest.  
“Considering who I would present you to…”  The knight was tense 
beneath him, as though his body had been transformed to stone.  
“But now…” 

“Get your hands off me.”  Bast tried to shift out from 
beneath Rien as Rien’s hand moved to the knot of the rope belt. 

“Now I think I’ll not share you at all.”  Rien chuckled.  
“I rather like the idea that the only one who has ever had you 
is me.”  He began undoing the knot as Bast struggled and cursed.  
“That the only touch you’ll ever know is mine.”  When Bast 
growled and tried to move away again, Rien laughed.  Bast’s 
squirming was having the opposite effect that the young man 
likely intended.  “Come now, what happened to that whole fealty 
thing?” 

“Damn you.”  Bast shook his head.  “I won’t flee or fight 
you, bastard, but that doesn’t mean I have to let you —” 

“Tell me, Bast…”  Rien began unfastening the tie on Bast’s 
breeches.   “Would you rather cooperate and enjoy yourself, or 
have me throw you over the log there and beat you into submis—” 
Bast let out an impressive string of invective.  “Well, I guess 
that answers that question.” 
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Knowing one’s fate and accepting it are two very different 
things.  Bastien let Rien drag him over to the log, and then was 
shoved roughly back to his knees.  Raising a hand against his 
liege lord was no longer an option, so when Rien unfastened the 
manacles Bastien just clenched his fists.  Rien gave him a 
strange look before stepping back in front of him.  “Give me 
your wrists, Bast.” 

Slowly, he brought his arms around in front of him before 
offering his hands to Rien.  Rien quickly secured the chain 
between the manacles once more, then fastened the long chain to 
chain connecting his wrists.  The other end of the chain was 
tossed over a tree branch.  Rather than let Rien haul him to his 
feet, Bastien stood.  His wrists were brought over his head, 
though not enough to bring him off his feet.  The chain was 
fastened off, and then Rien reached out to touch his cheek.  He 
jerked away, and Rien laughed. 

He began struggling again when Rien started undoing the 
knot on the front of the breeches, but without the rope belt 
Rien had no difficulty just tugging them down.  The big man 
unfastened the ankle cuffs and tossed the breeches aside.  
Instead of refastening the chain between his ankles, Rien caught 
it and used it to haul his left leg over before fastening off 
the chain.  Swiftly, Rien fastened another chain to his right 
ankle and used it to force Bastien’s legs apart.  Bastien’s 
heels no longer quite touched the ground. 

There was no give in the chains despite how he pulled 
against them.  Bound by metal and oath, he simply hung there, 
naked, as Rien walked around him.  The Wilder caught his chin, 
tilting Bastien’s head up to look at him.  Rien leaned in, and 
Bastien realized the man intended to kiss him.  He jerked away, 
back as far as the chains would allow.  Rien simply laughed, and 
unfastened the flogger from his belt.  “You know, if I didn’t 
know better, I’d almost think you wanted me to hurt you.” 

“Privy-licking canker.” 

“Address me as master.” 

“Master privy-licking canker.”  Bastien glared. 

Rien stepped behind him.  The first blow from the flogger 
was lighter than he’d expected, just barely a sting.  A glance 
over his shoulder resulted in Rien giving him a playful wink.  
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“Did you enjoy that, Bast?  Do you want more, or should I simply 
fuck you now?” 

“I’ll not play your game, you corpulent imbecile.” 

“Well, then…”  Rien drew back his arm. 

The next blow sent a wash of fire across his back. 

# 

Bast didn’t make a sound until the fourth blow, and even 
then, it was more defiant than agonized.  Rien delivered six 
more blows before setting the flogger aside.  He walked over to 
Bast and brushed the man’s hair off the back of his neck before 
kissing the nape.  Bast’s body tensed, and he pulled at the 
chains again.  Rien stepped closer, pressing his body up against 
that of his captive.  His fingers gently trailed down Bast’s 
sides. 

The stripes on the smaller man’s back and his struggles 
against the chains were having an effect.  He was harder than he 
had been in weeks.  He kept kissing Bast’s neck, then reached a 
hand up to catch hold of the collar.  He used it as leverage to 
pull Bast closer to him.  With his other hand, he trailed a 
finger down one of the welts before coming to a stop at the 
beginning of the cleft between Bast’s buttocks.  “How many 
lashes would it take, Bast, for you to beg me to have you?” 

“Your arm would break first.”  Bast squirmed as Rien’s 
finger touched his entrance.  “Get your —” He began thrashing 
against the chains again as Rien probed inside him.  His prize 
was tight, virginal and resisting. 

“I can make it hurt, Bast…”  He spoke into the man’s ear.  
“Or I can make it feel good.” 

“Hag-kissed jackass.” 

“You know…”  Rien laughed.  He drew the small vial from his 
pocket, coating his fingers in the contents.  Then he found 
Bast’s passage again.  “I think I’m going to make you enjoy 
yourself.” 

More curses and invective were the response when he probed 
Bast again.  He continued letting his fingers play gently as he 
caressed the body of his knight with his other hand.  Bast 
twisted and squirmed, trying to get away from Rien’s hands.  
“Vile miscreant.” 
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Lightly, he scraped his teeth along Bast’s neck.  “Stop 
struggling, Bast.”  His lips brushed Bast’s ear.  “That’s an 
order.” 

A small, almost despairing sound escaped the knight.  And 
then, to Rien’s surprise, he felt the man stop thrashing.  
Bast’s body trembled with the effort it was taking to make 
himself remain still.  He’d had captives tremble with fear 
before.  This was the first time he’d had one trembling with 
pure fury.  His hand caught hold of the collar again as he 
positioned himself. 

Most cried out when entered for the first time.  Some with 
pain, some with pleasure.  Bast, however, growled, the sound low 
and furious.  Rien smiled.  He’d waited for days to claim his 
prize, and he was not about to waste a single moment.  He held 
the collar with one hand, and slid the other forward to caress 
Bast’s cock as he continued slowly pushing himself inside. 

# 

It hurt.  He refused to give his captor the satisfaction of 
crying out in pain.  The collar pulled against his throat, just 
enough that he had to tilt his head back to breath.  Behind him, 
Rien made a satisfied grunt, like a rutting beast.  Bastien 
tried to seek battlefield meditation, but Rien’s hand fondling 
him drove his concentration away.  Sweat stung the welts on his 
back. 

His captor slid all the way inside.  Bastien forced himself 
to remain still as the man withdrew before thrusting into him 
again.  And again.  He tried willing his body to stay 
unresponsive, but Rien’s hand was preventing that.  Pain was 
slowly starting to give way to pleasure.  He shook his head 
against the sensation.  Rien’s hand was sliding over his cock, 
and he realized that meant the man could feel Bast’s body 
responding to Rien’s actions. 

“I am curious, Bast…”  Rien’s voice was quiet.  “Will you 
beg me to stop?”  The man’s hand slid over Bast’s cock again.  
“If you beg now, I will.  Beg and plead and I will stop.” 

Meaning either way, the man would be victorious.  Bast took 
a deep breath.  “One day, I am going to shit on your grave.” 

# 

Rien smiled.  One thing he was certain his knight would 
never do is surrender.  He focused his efforts on Bast’s member.  
Bast’s breath was starting to come in pants.  For a moment, he 
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considered denying release, of making it a privilege that must 
be earned.  No.  If he was going to tame this man, it was best 
he demonstrate that Bast’s body was no longer Bast’s to control.  
And the man had come to his aid, earlier.  That deserved 
something. 

The feel of his knight shuddering when Rien finally 
overcame the young man’s will was enough to take Rien himself 
over the edge.  He could feel Bast trembling with suppressed 
rage.  “Tomorrow morning…”  Rien smiled, then kissed Bast’s ear.  
“I’m going to order you to your hands and knees, and take you 
like a dog.” 

“I suppose I can expect no more from a rutting beast.”  
Bast’s voice was thick with anger. 

Perhaps unchaining the man right now wasn’t the brightest 
idea.  Rien did it anyway, unfastening Bast’s ankles before 
freeing the manacles from the chain that held them over Bast’s 
head.  He expected the young man to collapse.  Bast remained 
solidly upright.  He let his wrists fall, but other than they 
didn’t move.  “Bast —” Rien reached a hand up to the man’s 
cheek. 

“Will that be all?”  Bast stared at him, his face somehow 
composed despite the anger in his eyes. 

He blinked.  “I suppose —” 

“Then if you don’t mind…”  Bast stalked past him toward 
where the bedrolls had been tossed.  “I’m going to bed.” 

That was…  Rien gave a small shake of his head before 
glancing after the knight in confusion. 

# 

It took some effort, but he was able to keep his breathing 
calm and steady.  His captor was still not taking chances, and 
had secured his wrists behind his back again before fastening 
the chain back to the collar, effectively leashing Bastien to a 
tree.  Rien’s intentions had been clear, and as much as he’d 
been hoping to avoid that threat, it had manifested.  Bastien 
lay still, pretending to sleep.  He’d a better idea now, of what 
the man was going to expect from him.  And he knew it could be 
endured. 

This was the least of the things he’d dreaded upon making 
his bargain.  At least the other had not come to pass.  If Rien 
was, in fact, taking him past the Vale, then it was possible it 
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never would.  Falling upon his blade might yet be unnecessary.  
There was some relief to that thought.  Suicide was a mortal 
sin.  For all others, there was a chance to atone. 

Still, he did not actually relax until he was certain Rien 
was asleep.  The welts stung, but they too could be endured.  By 
now, there were forces marching.  Phillip would be brought to 
justice.  The realm was safe, and Duke Harald’s people would be 
avenged.   

His father would have already reached the king.  Little 
Nadja and her pup would be safe.  Would his father remain at her 
side?  He found himself hoping that Aurel would.  The girl would 
need him, and it was possible he’d need her as well.  No.  Aurel 
would never walk away from the last surviving member of the 
house he’d served all his life.  Nadja would have a fierce and 
devoted guardian, and his father would…  His father wouldn’t be 
alone.  Bast had given Nadja a flower at the last tourney, a 
daisy to make a child smile, and the grinning girl had tied one 
of her hair ribbons to his lance to serve as a favor.  Then 
she’d shamelessly abused the fact her favored knight had won to 
get enough lemon cakes to make herself sick. 

Bastien swallowed.  Somehow, despite everything, it had 
taken this long to realize he was never going to see them again.  
He took a ragged breath before seeking the battlefield 
meditation once more. 

# 

“Tell me, Bast…”  He offered the knight a morsel of 
breakfast.  “What would it take to get your obedience?  Not just 
the fealty thing, but submission.” 

“Nothing you can offer.”  Bast shook his head. 

“See…”  Rien shrugged.  “That’s where I’m pretty sure 
you’re wrong.  Let me test a theory.”  He tilted his head and 
stared at the shackled, kneeling man.  “If I gave you the choice 
of bending over for me or riding back to the beacon and killing 
all those…”  Bast went utterly still.  And for the first time, 
Rien saw fear in his eyes.  “Ah.” 

“Burn in hell, you wagtailed skainsmate.” 

“That’s a demand of fealty, isn’t it?”  Rien slowly nodded.  
“My knight.  You kill at my command.” 

Bast closed his eyes, but slowly nodded.  “Yes.”  The word 
sounded as though it were being forced out of him.  
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“No.”  Rien shook his head.  “No, that…”  He exhaled.  “I 
won’t ask that of you.  I’ll expect you to come to my defense, 
but I won’t set you on your own people.  On that, Bast, you have 
my word.” 

“That’s your offer then…”  Bast lifted his head.  “I let 
you…”  He shook his head.  “Have your way and you don’t…” 

“You’re going to let me have my way because you’re my 
slave, Bast.”  Rien shook his head.  “And I am perfectly willing 
to chain you down each time.  In fact, I actually rather enjoy 
that idea.”  He offered Bast another morsel.  “I won’t set you 
on your people because…”  He shrugged.  “Because that would be 
unworthy, and a being such as yourself deserves a worthy 
master.” 

A few heartbeats passed before Bast leaned forward to take 
the morsel from his hand.  “Thank you, master.” 

Rien smiled. 

8 

Assuming the man kept his word, of course.  Though fealty 
did have its own edges.  If the man broke his oath to Bastien, 
then it freed Bastien from his own obligations.  Bastien leaned 
forward to take the last bite from Rien’s hand.  Hopefully, the 
man got tired of this particular game soon.  Being hand fed was 
rather irritating. 

Rien set the plate down, then gestured for Bastien to turn 
around.  Bastien obeyed, and felt the man unfasten the chain 
from one of the wrist manacles.  Bastien brought his hands 
around in front of him to rub his wrists.  They were abraded 
from his struggles of the last few days.  He glanced hopefully 
at the stream.  Words couldn’t really describe how badly he 
wanted to bath. 

“Get down on your hands and knees.”  Rien’s voice sounded 
slightly amused. 

His body tensed.  He was still sore from the previous 
evening.  Something told him that would not deter the man.  
Bastien took a deep breath before bending forward to take the 
demanded position.  He stared at the ground, trying to control 
the urge to rise and go for Rien’s throat. 

The touch of Rien’s hand on the welts sent a fresh surge of 
pain through him.  He pushed it away, unwilling to show the man 
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a reaction.  “You are an interesting puzzle to me, Bast.”  Rien 
trailed a hand down Bastien’s back.  “I’ve never encountered a 
slave that managed to be both obedient and unbroken.  I suppose 
this is a new experience for both of us.”  His hand moved back 
up Bastien’s back, fingers stroking the welts.  “I think I’ll 
give you a choice.  Would you prefer I take your ass…”?  The man 
caught his hair and jerked his head back.  “Or your mouth?” 

“Pribbling sheep-biter.  I’ll not play your game.”  Bastien 
shook his head. 

“No?”  Rien smiled down at him.  “Well, as I imagine your 
ass is still sore…”  He moved in front of Bastien.  “I think 
I’ll put that wicked tongue of yours to better use.”  His other 
hand brushed knuckles down Bastien’s cheek.  “Open your mouth, 
Bast.”  Rien’s smile widened.  “That’s an order.” 

He glared up at the man, saying a silent prayer that the 
sky would strike the Wilder down.  Then he grimaced, and opened 
his mouth. 

# 

Rien couldn’t help but feel this was not one of the smarter 
things he’d ever done.  The knight was possessed of a great deal 
of fury and a full mouth of teeth.  Normally, a slave would have 
been thoroughly broken and trained by an overseer before he’d 
even consider such a thing.  Then again, the element of danger 
did present a rather intriguing addition to the experience. 

Unfortunately, before he could get to the festivities he 
heard hoofbeats.  He used his grip on Bast’s hair to pull the 
man to his feet.  “Get your breeches on.”  Rien put one weapon 
away and quickly tied the front of his breeches before grabbed 
the other. 

The hoofbeats slowed, and a moment later the riders came 
into view.  Rien relaxed.  A little, anyway.  The lead rider saw 
him, stared a moment, and then started to laugh.  “Blood and 
ashes!  Rien?” 

“Broos.”  Rien grinned.  “By the fire, has no one killed 
you yet?” 

“Not for want of trying.”  Broos dismounted and walked over 
to grab Rien in a back-pounding hug.  “Was starting to wonder if 
you were ever going to get done terrorizing the soft folk. 

“What brings you to the Vale?” 
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“Wings on the heights.” 

“Speak truth.”  Rien stared.   

“I do.”  Broos nodded, his smile showing teeth. 

“Fetch water for our guests.”  Rien waved a hand at his 
knight before looking back at Broos.  “Join my fire.” 

# 

He tied the rope belt around his waist, then located the 
canteen.  Several of the wilders gave him amused looks as he 
used the canteen to fill their drinking horns.  One pointed to 
his welts before whispering something to another.  Bastien 
ignored them. 

Rien was talking animatedly with this Broos fellow about 
what sounded like a dragon sighting.  Bastien couldn’t help but 
feel a bit of excitement replacing his relief at the 
interruption.  The last confirmed dragon sighting had been well 
before he was born.  And it appeared the matter had Rien well 
distracted.  Rien spread his hands.  “If it is an omen of glory, 
then the reign of the Dragon Queen has been blessed.” 

“Aye, which is why we ride.”  Broos nodded.  “It’s already 
starting to be whispered that the return of a dragon means a 
Moot.” 

Whatever a moot was, it got Rien’s full attention.  The man 
immediately began asking questions about what other raiders had 
returned and what prizes they’d brought.  Some of the tales 
Broos told sounded impressive, but Rien just seemed to grow more 
relaxed and confident as the conversation went on. 

One of the raiders help up his drinking horn, and Bastien 
went to refill it.  The man leered, then reached a hand up to 
grope him.  Bastien caught the hand before it could make 
contact, then casually twisted his own hand to break two of the 
man’s fingers.  The raider let out a howl of rage and fear 
before rising to attack.  Bastien caught the man’s swing and 
twisted, sending the man over his shoulder and snapping the 
raider’s forearm.  A second raider took a swing, and Bastien 
blocked it before using the cuff on his wrist to club the man 
behind the ear.  The second raider slumped to the ground, just 
as the third took a swing with a sword.  Bastien leaned back to 
let the sword pass over him harmlessly, then aimed a kick at the 
man’s side.  When the man doubled over, Bastien yanked the sword 
out of his hand and used the pommel to club the man unconscious. 
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Then he shrugged, and turned to offer the sword to Rien 
hilt first.  The rest of the group fell silent.  Broos gave 
Bastien a second look, and Rien just gave a small shake of his 
head before accepting the sword and sticking it point first in 
the ground next to him.  Then he gestured.  “Broos, this is 
Bast.  A recent acquisition.” 

Broos slowly nodded, then turned to Rien.  “Trade you four 
horses for him.  Your pick, any from my herd.” 

# 

He laughed to himself as he watched Broos and his raiders 
riding away.  The one Bast had clubbed with the sword hadn’t 
regained his wits enough to ride, and had been slung over a 
horse.  His knight had taken out three armed and armored raiders 
as though they were half-trained children, and he’d done it with 
no armor or weapons of his own.  Broos had tripled his offer 
before Rien had finally convinced the man Bast was not for sale.  
“You made an impression.”  Rien let out a low whistle. 

“Good.”  Bast’s arms were folded as he watched the raiders 
leaving. 

“You’ll not be punished for that.”  Rien turned to face his 
knight.  “They had no right to touch my property without my 
leave, and as my knight you are expected to defend what is 
mine.”  He glanced over his shoulder at where the raiders had 
vanished, and smiled again.  “A dragon.  Now that is worth 
returning for.”  He reached out and ruffled Bast’s hair.  “Don’t 
worry, Bast.  We’ll pick up where we left off soon enough.” 

“I fail to be relieved.”  Bast shook his head. 

“There is a village a few miles up the path.”  Rien 
gestured for Bast to help him break camp.  “We can stop in at 
the blacksmith, get you a proper collar.”  He smirked as he 
brought the chain over to fasten it to Bast’s collar.  “And if 
you’re a good boy, we can discuss getting you some clothes.”  He 
gave Bast’s left nipple a quick pinch. 

Bast pulled away from him.  “Beetle-headed clot-pole.” 

“Ah, Bast…”  Rien just laughed again.  “Save that tongue of 
yours for later.”  He fastened the other end of the chain to the 
saddlehorn before heading mounting the horse.  They needed a 
resupply, especially since they were now two in number.  
Clothing would be a necessity, especially boots, and he should 
probably get Bast a horse.  They’d travel faster with spare 
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mounts.  A dragon in the sky meant he needed to return as 
quickly as possible.  Destiny awaited. 

The sun was high when they reached the outskirts of the 
village.  He gave Bast water and considered giving the man a 
dose of healing potion.  No.  The welts served to mark Bast for 
what he was, an unbroken slave, something to treat with caution.  
“You’ll not start any fights in the village, Bast.” 

“That does put a damper on my plans for the afternoon.”  
Bast gave a long-suffering sigh. 

Rien chuckled before grabbing the reins of the horses.  He 
left Bast’s leash attached to the saddle horn as he lead them 
into the village.  They did draw a few stares on their way to 
the smith.   

Meine broke into a wide smile as he looked up from the 
forge and caught sight of Rien.  He called Rien’s name as he set 
aside his hammer and walked toward them to give Rien’s forearm a 
hearty shake.  “You heard the news?”  He laughed.  “It would 
take a dragon to get you to stop raiding.” 

“I was already on my way.”  Rien returned the man’s smile.  
“I need a couple more horses, and some smith work done.” 

“I’ve got a few horses for sale.”  Meine nodded.  “What 
kind of work?” 

A quick haul on the leash brought Bast over.  “I need a 
decent collar and cuffs for this one.”  He ruffled Bast’s hair 
again.  “And maybe a muzzle.” 

“He bite?”  Meine raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes.”  Rien pulled Bast into the smithy.  “But don’t 
worry, old friend.  These days he only bites who I tell him to 
bite.  Isn’t that right, Bast?” 

“Unless I’m defending myself, hungry…”  Bast shrugged.  “Or 
just bored.” 

When Meine gave Rien a confused look, Rien just shook his 
head.  “It’s fine, I fed him a couple hours ago.  Now, about 
these horses…” 

# 

Inside the smithy, he was shoved to his knees once again.  
The heavy steel collar was removed from his neck, and the other 
shackles were removed from his wrists and ankles.  The smith led 
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Rien to the stables to look at horses, while the apprentice 
smith was left with the work of fitting him with the chains.  
The smith’s guards kept an eye on him, though they also gave him 
a wide berth.  As though he were some kind of dangerous beast. 

Bastien watched quietly as the smith worked, each hammer 
blow sending freedom further and further away.  Put on by a 
smith, these chains would require a smith to remove.  The smith 
was working with smaller blows now, painstakingly imprinting 
Rien’s sigil upon the metal.  A stylized dragon, similar to the 
ones on Rien’s vest. 

A dragon sigil, mention of a Dragon Queen, and now speaking 
of a dragon sighting as an omen of something.  It was becoming 
apparent he knew far too little about these people.  He glanced 
out the door, and saw Rien talking to the smith.  The smith’s 
behavior toward Rien was respectful, not unlike how a village 
smith addressed the Duke’s knights.  The raider, Broos, had 
treated Rien similarly.  The implications were…  unpleasant. 

Rien and the smith entered again just as the apprentice 
finished his work.  At Rien’s instruction, Bastien walked to the 
anvil before kneeling again.  The apprentice nervously took one 
of his wrists, and sealed the manacle around it.  The act was 
repeated with the second manacle, and then more awkwardly with 
the ankle cuffs.  The collar was left for last.  Rien grabbed 
his hair, forcing Bastien to bow his head and remain still while 
the collar was sealed around his neck. 

The muzzle, fortunately, did not materialize.  The part 
that truly startled him, however, was when Rien handed the 
blacksmith Bastien’s armor and instructed the man to repair the 
damage that had been done in the fighting.  Then he pulled 
Bastien over to the shop, and handed him a shield.  “Try that 
one.” 

“I do not understand.”  Bastien shook his head at Rien. 

“I left your shield behind when I took you from the 
castle.”  Rien shrugged.  “It was damaged.”  He gestured at the 
shield.  “You’ll need a new one.” 

He hefted the shield, then gave a small shake of his head 
before pointing to a different one.  “I prefer that style.”  

“This one’s heavier.  Makes for a better weapon.”  Rien 
frowned. 

“Too heavy.”  Bastien handed it back to him.  Rien could 
likely handle a shield of that weight easily enough, but it 
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wouldn’t be long before it was dragging him down more than 
defending him.  Though he hadn’t seen Rien using a shield unless 
the dead body back at the castle counted.  His weapon of choice 
appeared to be an axe that would require two hands to wield even 
by a man Rien’s size. 

“Hmm…”  Rien gave Bastien another look, as though 
appraising the size difference between them.  “I see your point.  
Pick one that fits you, then.” 

# 

Meine gave him a slightly aghast look when he saw Bast 
selecting armaments.  Rien just chuckled.  He’d expected the 
knight to grab one of the heavy crossbows Meine was selling, but 
Bast was frowning over the selection of short bows instead.  
He’d rejected half of them already.  Rien just smiled.  “How 
long will the armor take?” 

“No more than a day.”  Meine gave Bast another look.  “It’s 
his?” 

“He was a knight to one of the dukes.”  Rien shrugged.  
“Took him in a raid a couple weeks ago.” 

“You took him in a raid two weeks ago…”  Meine stared.  
“And you’re arming him?” 

“I am.”  Rien didn’t bother explaining.  It would be 
interesting to see what kind of rumors came from this.  
Especially when added to the other rumors that had grown up 
around him in the last few years.  “Which inn has better ale?” 

“The Black Rose.”   

Rien nodded, then noted Bast had apparently made his 
selection.  The bow he’d chosen appeared to be designed for a 
horseman.  Rien took it from him and added it to the other 
items.  “Send a runner when the armor is ready.”  He attached a 
short length of chain to Bast’s collar, and the man just gave 
him an annoyed look.  Rien smiled as he led his knight toward 
the inn. 

9 

He was not the only collared individual in the tavern.  
Others served their masters or knelt quietly until signaled.  
Some of the slaves were themselves Wilders.  Bastien and Rien 
did draw some looks though.  Rien gave a slight tug of the chain 
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as he led Bastien to a table.  He expected to be made to kneel 
near the wall, like the others who wore collars, but Rien 
indicated the chair to his left.  Bastien sat. 

Someone took the chair across from Rien before the tavern 
maid could bring their food.  “Marinus.”  A dark-haired woman 
smiled across the table.  “Heard you were dead.” 

“Don’t tell me you were fool enough to believe that, 
Annika.”  Despite his words, the nod Rien gave the woman seemed 
a gesture of respect. 

“That someone killed you?”  She laughed.  “Who’d be fool 
enough to try?” 

Bastien snorted.  Rien shot him an amused look.  “And how’d 
that work out for you?” 

“Before or after the army of trolls?”  Bastien raised an 
eyebrow. 

The woman, Annika, gave him a confused look.  Rien waved a 
hand.  “My knight.  I call him Bast.  He calls me all kinds of 
things.”  He tilted his head at the woman.  “What’s a 
fustilarian?” 

“A low sort of man.  A scoundrel.”  She shrugged.  “Word 
reached you quickly.” 

“Ran into Broos this morning.”  Rien nodded.  “And already 
spoke with Meine.”  He leaned forward.  “What news of my 
brothers?”   

“Lammert returned a month previous, and Rutger is said to 
be on his way.”  Annika hesitated a moment.  “Jurgen has not 
returned, nor has there been any word.”   

“Lammert was first, then?”  Rien wrinkled his nose as 
though he’d tasted something unpleasant.   

“He returned in a rage, with only four of the fifty that 
accompanied him.”  Annika shook her head.  “Word is he’s trying 
to gather another force.” 

Rien shrugged.  “I’ll be taking a room for the night.” 

“I’ll get you the key.”  Annika rose as the maid brought 
their meals.  

The stew smelled different than any he’d ever eaten before.  
He found himself a bit relieved that he was being allowed to 
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feed himself.  The meat was heavily spiced, enough to make him 
reach for the water.  Rien seemed to be savoring the stuff, a 
small smile on his face. 

All around them, the talk seemed to be of the dragon 
sighting.  It wasn’t just that it was a dragon.  He heard the 
words omen and portent spoken multiple times.  The dragon 
clearly signified something to the Wilders.  And Rien’s mark was 
a stylized dragon.   

Little was known of the Wilders.  Those who came over the 
border were raiders, not travelers or traders.  Actually, the 
Wilders did little trading at all with the people they 
considered ‘soft folk’, preferring instead to simply take what 
they wanted.  He knew they traded with Thatela to the north, but 
Thatela and Solsthriem were not on the best of terms most 
decades.  It didn’t help that Bastien himself had preferred 
different areas of study to reading about the Wilders.  In 
retrospect, he should have probably read at least a couple 
treatises about something other than their fighting styles. 

# 

After the meal, he led Bast up to the room.  He set the 
single bag he’d taken from the packhorse down in the corner, 
then caught Bast by the back of the neck and shoved the man 
toward the bed.  Bast arrested his forward momentum before 
falling onto it.  For a moment, he considered distracting 
himself by putting Bast on his knees again. 

Lammert it seemed had failed, and he couldn’t help but feel 
a small twinge of satisfaction.  If there really was a dragon, 
then Lammert was too late.  Rutger was still an unknown, but no 
one had ever expected Rutger to succeed.  Least of all Rutger 
himself.  Privately Rien thought Rutger had likely spent more 
time on his quest to try every ale ever brewed than he had the 
mission they’d been given. 

Jurgen hadn’t returned.  The idea that he’d succeeded where 
his eldest brother had failed was almost frightening.  If he 
knew where Jurgen was, he’d consider intercepting him, gifting 
it to the better man.  He’d have happily remained at his 
brother’s right hand, a sword for Jurgen to wield.  Perhaps this 
was a ploy of Jurgen’s, some strategy he couldn’t see.  Rien 
could hope. 

One of them had succeeded.  In the end, that was what truly 
mattered.  He nodded to himself, then caught Bast watching him.  
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“You’re being quiet.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “That concerns 
me.” 

“You didn’t go over the mountains to raid.  You were on a 
quest.”  Bast’s eyes flicked to the bag.  “And you succeeded.” 

“What makes you say that?”  Rien folded his arms and raised 
an eyebrow. 

“You wouldn’t have been returning if you hadn’t.”  Bast 
shrugged. 

“True.”  He glanced at the bag.  There were additional 
supplies he needed, and this close there was a chance people 
knew.  Lammert would not hesitate to stoop to treachery, and…  
And he was being stupid.  He went to the bag and drew Bast’s 
sword from it, offering it to the man hilt first.  Bast gave him 
an odd look, but took the sword from him.  “Do not leave this 
room.  Do not let that bag out of your sight.  Kill any save me 
that lays a hand on it unless I instruct you otherwise.” 

“It will be done.”  Bast nodded. 

“I’ll get the rest of our supplies.”  He headed to the 
door.  “Lock it behind me.  Open it for none but me.  Let no one 
in but me.”  He waited for Bast to nod, then exited the room. 

He almost pitied any enemy that tried entering that room. 

# 

The man chained him up, dragged him across the mountains, 
tortured him, raped him, enslaved him…  He looked at the weapon 
in his hand.  Then armed him and trusted him to guard something 
of unknown but likely not inconsiderable value.  It made Rien an 
odd puzzle.  Men who broke oaths rarely trusted the oaths of 
others. 

Bastien locked the door, then for good measure moved one of 
the chairs to block it as well.  It was tempting to search the 
bag, but that warred with the notion that he might not actually 
want to know what was inside.  He sat down on the edge of the 
bed, then rubbed at his neck.  The new collar fit snuggly, but 
wasn’t as heavy as the previous one.  It wasn’t as wide or 
thick.  His fingers found where Rien’s sigil had been stamped 
and he took his hand away. 

The woman, Annika.  She’d called Rien ‘Marinus’.  He knew 
all too little about the man who had taken him captive.  
Something about the name Marinus tickled his memory.  Bastien 
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ran his fingers along the blade of the sword, then touched the 
hilt.  His own family crest was marked upon the blade.  A hound 
rampant.  Centuries ago, his family had been little more than 
poachers and bandits.  Then the Duke’s ancestor had come to 
their camp with an offer.  Fight for him, as scouts and spies, 
and their crimes would be expunged.  And with that, the forest 
wolves had become the Duke’s hounds.  Going from serving an 
honorable man to serving a man partially responsible for the 
Duke’s death made him feel just slightly ill. 

He wasn’t sure how long he’d been sitting there when 
someone tried the door.  Certainly not more than an hour.  He 
heard a scratching sound, and realized someone was picking the 
lock.  They made fairly short work of it, as it clicked open 
within a few seconds.  Either that, or the locks at the inn were 
really bad.  Bastien rose, and readied the sword. 

# 

Getting supplies didn’t take long.  Rien did get some 
clothes for Bast, and brought them with after arranging to have 
the rest delivered in the morning.  A frown came to his face as 
he looked down the hallway.  There were two picks sticking out 
of the lock on his door.  Rien set his parcel aside, then drew 
his axe before heading down the corridor. 

He kicked open the door only to have the door hit a corpse 
on the floor before it was half open.  Rien blinked, then pushed 
the door open.  Bast was sitting on the edge of the bed, the 
sword laid across his knees.  There were two dead men in the 
middle of the room.  A third man was slumped against the wall, 
bleeding out from where his arm had been cut off just above the 
elbow.  A quick look revealed the arm was laying not far from 
Bast’s feet.  “So…” 

“Those two touched the bag.”  Bast nodded at the corpses on 
the floor. 

“And that one?”  He jerked his head at the soon to be 
corpse. 

“Touched me.” 

“Ah.”  He frowned.  “Why didn’t you summon the maids?” 

“You told me not to leave the room, not to let the bag out 
of my sight, and not to let —” 

“Yes, yes…”  Rien shook his head.  Annika was going to be 
seriously annoyed at the amount of blood drying on her floor.  
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The man against the wall fell to the side.  “You know, if you’d 
bound that wound, I could have questioned him.” 

“You didn’t say anything about wanting to ask questions.”  
Bast shrugged. 

Rien narrowed his eyes.  “I’m going to have to phrase my 
orders to you more carefully, aren’t I?”   

Bast just smiled.   

# 

Annika was annoyed at the ruined carpet, and insisted Rien 
pay for it.  Rien was currently arguing the point.  Annika’s 
husband, Ruud, had dragged the corpses out with the aid of two 
of the inn’s guards.  Then Ruud had offered to purchase him.  
Rien had declined the offer.  It was a little disturbing hearing 
people offer to purchase him.  Still, it would have been amusing 
had Rien taken them up on the offer.  His oath of fealty was not 
something that could be given away, thus the moment Rien turned 
him over he’d be free to kill his new ‘master’ and go home. 

Eventually, Annika and Rien split the difference on the 
carpet.  Rien narrowed his eyes at Bastien when the woman left 
the room.  “You know, she wouldn’t have been so upset if you 
hadn’t let them bleed out entirely all over her floor.” 

That thought had crossed his mind.  Which was precisely why 
he hadn’t bothered to alert anyone.  “You didn’t —” 

“Were you wounded in the fighting?”  Rien raised an 
eyebrow, then caught Bastien’s shoulder and spun him a little to 
look him over. 

“Some bruises.”  Bastien gestured at his left side.  There 
was a red mark where the man whose arm he’d cut off had tried 
punching him in the side.  It had been a glancing blow only.  
The thieves hadn’t been prepared for anyone to be in the room, 
let alone a swordsman.  They’d been armed with nothing more than 
daggers themselves. 

“Take a sip of potion.”  Rien waved a hand at the bag.  
“I’ll give you a fresh set of welts later.” 

“Pig-hearted stinkard.”  If he was going to get welts 
anyway, might as well earn them.  “What is in the bag?” 

“A prize.  Perhaps the only one among my spoils more 
valuable than you.”  Rien exhaled, then punched his fist into 
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the wall.  “I only took part in that raid on the castle to keep 
Lammert from realizing I had it.  Hoped he’d assume I was just 
trying to gain enough spoils to have some glory upon my return.”  
He made a growling sound.  

“You killed the castle to…”  Bastien stared at him, then 
waved a hand at the bag.  “To draw attention away from that?”  
His fists clenched.  People he’d known his entire life, friends, 
had died there.  The Duke had died there.  “And what, pray tell, 
were they murdered for?” 

“For Phillip’s greed.  I didn’t decide the mission.”  Rien 
shook his head.  “He was hiring and I was pretending to be a 
mercenary.” 

“Pretending to…”  Bastien snarled.  “You soulless bear-
whelp. Craven wrin—”   

He was abruptly cut off by Rien grabbing him by the neck.  
His eyes widened when the man lifted him off his feet by the 
throat with one hand.  He gripped the man’s forearm with his own 
hands in an attempt to avoid being choked.  “I am many things, 
Bast.  Craven is not one of them.”  He tossed Bastien backward 
onto the bed. 

Bastien rubbed his neck where the collar had bitten into 
him.  He’d known his captor was stronger than he was, he just 
hadn’t realized how much stronger.  “What is in the bag?” 

“You don’t need to know.”  Rien met his eyes.  “Just know 
that until I get it to where it is needed, you will kill anyone 
save me who touches that bag unless I instruct otherwise.  And 
that, Bast, is an order.” 

“Understood.”  Bastien gave a sharp nod of his head. 

10 

“Annika wants me to punish you.”  Rien took another look at 
the bloodstains on the floor.  “She’s rather annoyed at how much 
work cleaning this room is going to be for her.” 

“Then perhaps she should be more careful about who she lets 
her rooms too.”  Bast took the sip of healing potion as he’d 
been instructed. 

“See, that’s what I told her.  I did, however, agree to 
punish you.”  And he had just the thing in mind.  Now what had 
he done with that parcel?  He retrieved it, then set it atop the 
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small table.  “I got you some clothes.”  He shrugged.  “You can 
try them on in the morning.”  When Bast raised an eyebrow at 
him, Rien walked over to the door, shut it, locked it, and moved 
the chair in front of it again.  “Take off the ones you are 
currently wearing.” 

“If I’m —” Bast started to shake his head. 

“That’s an order, Bast.”  Their eyes met, and he noted that 
Bast’s were still full of anger and defiance.  Bast gave a 
frustrated growl, then began undoing the knotted rope that 
served him as a belt.  Rien watched Bast strip naked and toss 
the clothing aside.  He stood before Rien, wearing nothing but 
manacles, his body once again unmarked.  “Lay on the bed, face 
up.  That’s an order.” 

“Mangy cur.”  Bast clenched his fists before obeying the 
order.   

Rien retrieved the pieces of rope from the parcel.  He 
caught one of Bast’s ankles and fastened the rope to the cuff 
before moving Bast’s ankle closer to the bedpost and securing it 
in place.  He repeated the actions with Bast’s other ankle 
before doing the same to his wrists.  Then he tightened the 
ropes, pulling Bast’s body taut across the bed.  “Comfortable?” 

“I hope you drown in a latrine pit.” 

He laughed before stripping off his own clothes, applying 
just a bit of the oil to himself.  After a quick check to make 
sure his axe remained close at hand, he climbed onto the bed, 
settling himself between the bound knight’s legs.  He trailed 
his fingertips up Bast’s inner thigh, then gently began fondling 
the knight’s balls.  “This morning, you broke a man’s fingers 
for trying to do this.”  He smiled.  “Tell me, did the one whose 
arm you cut off make a similar attempt?” 

A growling sound came from Bast.  “I’ll not play your 
games.” 

“Bast, we both know you’ll do whatever I order you to do.  
Be grateful I don’t make you clean my arse with that tongue of 
yours.”  He saw the knight pale just slightly at the threat.  
Slowly, Rien began caressing the Bast’s cock, running his hand 
up and down the shaft.  “I did promise Annika I would punish 
you.”  He took his hand away.  “So, you’ll not enjoy this next 
bit.” 

“Get off me.”  Bast struggled against his bonds, trying to 
escape what was about to happen. 
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“No.”  Rien chuckled.  Then he shifted his hands to grab 
Bast’s hips, lifting the man up enough that he could position 
the head of his own cock against Bast’s entrance.  Then with no 
further preparation, he rammed himself inside. 

The effect on Bast was a powerful one.  The knight bit back 
the cry of pain even as his body jerked in response to the 
invasion.  He pulled hard enough against the restraints that 
Rien was a little concerned he wouldn’t be able to untie the 
knots again later.  He pulled on Bast’s legs, pulling the man 
onto his cock even as he pushed deeper.  Then he withdrew all 
but the tip before ramming himself inside again.  After the 
initial struggles, Bast endured the motions stoically, his gaze 
was focused at the ceiling.  That wouldn’t do at all.  “Look at 
me, Bast.”  Rien smiled.  “That’s an order.” 

# 

He gritted his teeth as he obeyed the command, fixing his 
gaze on Rien’s face.  Bastien imagined taking a hammer to it, 
wiping out that smug expression blow by blow.  It felt as though 
he were being torn apart each time the man thrust his hips 
forward. 

Fortunately, he did not have to endure it long.  Rien’s 
body jerked and shuddered, and Bastien realized he could 
actually feel the man twitching inside him.  It took some effort 
to fight back the urge to vomit.  Rien stayed here, inside, as 
he gently caressed Bastien’s body.  There was another twitch 
before Rien slowly withdrew.  Then he shifted to lay next to 
Bastien.  “I’m told…”  The man propped himself up with an elbow.  
“That it takes at least five times before the body adapts and it 
becomes enjoyable.”  He began fondling Bastien again.  

“Get your hands off me.”  He tried to move away from Rien’s 
hand, but the restraints held him fast. 

“No.”  Rien began lengthening the strokes, playing with 
Bastien’s member.  “Regardless of Annika’s irritation, you did 
well.  Thus, you deserve some reward.” 

“If it’s all the same…”  Bastien continued struggling in 
the restraints.  “I’d rather just have an ale.” 

Rien shifted position, putting one of his legs over 
Bastien’s to keep him in place.  His hand continued toying with 
Bastien, and to his horror Bastien felt his body start to 
respond to the ministrations despite the pain he was still in.  
The larger man laughed softly.  “And to think, I almost killed 
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you back at the castle.”  He tilted his head.  “Tell me, Bast…”  
He raised his gaze to Bastien’s face.  “Was getting that warning 
off worth it?” 

His fists clenched again as he strained against the 
restraints.  Then he growled before glaring at Rien.  “Yes.” 

“Then relax…”  The man leaned forward and kissed the side 
of his jaw.  “And enjoy yourself.” 

# 

Rien didn’t bother untying Bast before going to sleep.  
There was something oddly pleasing about having the warrior 
bound and helpless next to him.  He woke before dawn, and took 
Bast again before undoing the ropes.  He ended up having to cut 
through the knots tightened by the struggling.  Bast had fought 
him every inch of the way, even as Rien had brought the other 
man to climax as well.   

He’d been confident of his ability to break the knight, but 
he was starting to wonder if that confidence was misplaced.  
Perhaps the man really would have died first.  Rien gave him a 
dose of healing potion before instructing him to wash and get 
dressed.  Bast called him a few more choice names before obeying 
the order.  He glanced down at Bast’s sword, then handed it to 
him.  “Wear this as well. 

Word had apparently spread of the previous day.  Bast got 
several looks as Rien led him out of the inn.  Slaves were meek, 
broken things.  Rien had an armed killer on his leash.  He was 
almost to the smith when he heard a voice.  “It’s true then.”  
Rien narrowed his eyes as he turned to see a lean, scarred man 
leaning against the wall.  “The River Dragon has returned.” 

“I have.”  He should have expected Sten to be here.  The 
spy had a knack for figuring out what paths people intended to 
take.  Part of him wondered how long Sten had been waiting.   

“Victorious?”  Sten lifted an eyebrow. 

“You’ll find out soon enough.”  Rien shrugged. 

“That’s a yes, then?”  When Rien glared at him, Sten just 
rolled his eyes.  “If you weren’t, you’d be angry.”  Sten 
exhaled, then met Rien’s eyes.  “Marinus, I…”  He gave a small 
shake of his head.  “I have reason to believe Jurgen will not be 
returning and that…”  He straightened, squaring his shoulders.  
“And that one of your other brothers may be the reason why.” 
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“Lammert.”  It should come as a surprise, but he’d already 
begun to suspect as much.  Still, the idea that Jurgen was dead 
was almost unfathomable.  The Stone Dragon was undefeated.  He 
would not believe Jurgen dead until he’d seen the corpse. 

“I do not rule out Rutger as easily as you do.”  Sten 
glanced at Bast before returning his gaze to Rien’s face.  “I 
will meet you at Darodelf.”  He stepped around the corner. 

If it would have done him the slightest bit of good, he’d 
have tried following the man.  Sten, however, was already 
vanished.  No one saw him unless he wanted them too.  “River 
Dragon?”  He turned to see Bast raising an eyebrow at him.  “An 
interesting sobriquet.” 

“What’s a sobriquet?”  Rien frowned.  Why would Sten seek 
him out with that information?  Unless he intended the words as 
a warning.  If Sten suspected Rutger, then…  Then he was riding 
blind.  Still, why warn him?  Sten must have known he’d been 
successful, but even with that, the man had no reason to seek 
him out specifically.  Sten was her left hand.  He did nothing 
save by her will.  Which meant…  Which meant the warning came 
from her.  It was possible that changed everything.  “Is that 
like a fustilarian?” 

“Obtuse simpleton.” 

“Are you calling me dumb?” 

“Vacuous dullard.” 

“You’re calling me dumb.” 

“Fatuous cretin.” 

“I’m not fat.” 

“Puerile —” Bast smirked as Rien tugged on the leash to 
take him into the smithy. 

# 

Despite the situation, Bastien couldn’t help but feel 
amused at the reaction of the smiths when Rien instructed him to 
put the armor on.  He didn’t bother to ask the apprentices for 
help with the straps, as none of them seemed inclined to get 
within ten feet of him.  Word, it seemed, had spread.  He 
adjusted the scabbard, shifting the sword forward for an easier 
draw.  The new shield he attached to the harness on his back. 
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The armor felt comfortable enough that he could almost 
forget the presence of the collar.  Or he could, until Rien’s 
hand came down on his shoulder.  The man gave him a critical 
look before nodded.  “Come.  Something tells me we need to be 
moving quickly.” 

Bastien nodded before going to the horse Rien had acquired 
for him.  It wasn’t a particularly impressive specimen, but it 
seemed a solid enough animal.  He secured the bow case and 
quiver to the saddle where he could reach them easily if need.  
Rien had also purchased two spare mounts.  The notion that 
they’d be traveling fast was both relief and concern.  It meant 
Rien would be limited in what he could do to Bastien while 
traveling, but it also meant they’d reach their end destination 
quickly.  And he had no real idea of what was going to await him 
there. 

Rien had hidden it well, but the meeting with the man Sten 
had shaken him.  That was understandable.  The idea that one of 
his brothers had been killed by another was the kind of thing 
that could shake a man.  The worst betrayal.  The same one the 
Duke hadn’t seen coming. 

There was nothing he could do about it.  He mounted the 
horse, and followed Rien.  Less than a mile outside of the 
village, Rien took them off the road and into the woods.  The 
trees were thick and heavy, slowing the horses.  If Rien wanted 
to move swiftly, why leave the road unless… Bastien shifted his 
horse to approach Rien’s.  “You’re expecting an ambush.” 

“More than one.”  Rien nodded.  “I expect you to aid me in 
any fighting, but your primary duty until we reach our 
destination is to keep anyone from taking that bag.” 

“And you still aren’t going to tell me what is in it.”  
Bastien shrugged. 

“I’ll tell you…”  Rien slowly exhaled.  “I’ll tell you that 
if I die before we reach our destination, you are to take that 
bag with you when you flee this land.  Ensure no other gets what 
is inside.” 

“And why, pray tell, should I follow that order?”  Bastien 
frowned.  He’d been planning on doing that anyway, and riding 
directly for the king. 

“Because you were willing to sacrifice your life to get a 
warning to your people about mere trolls.”  Rien turned to look 
at him.  “I’ve no doubt you will do whatever it takes to prevent 
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Solsthriem from facing all the Wilder clans united behind my 
brother.” 

“Behind your…”  Bastien’s eyes widened.  “A Dragon Queen 
and a River Dragon.  You’re…” 

“The youngest of her four sons.”  Rien nodded.  “And there 
are wings upon the heights, Bast.  A dragon will rise.”  

11 

He glanced at the length of chain, then shook his head.  As 
much as he enjoyed the sight of Bast in chains, there was too 
great a chance of ambush.  “No tent.  We may need to break camp 
quickly.”   

Bast nodded, then simply loosened the girths on the saddles 
rather than remove them from the horses.  “How far?” 

“At the current pace, fifteen days.”  Cutting through the 
woods was slower, but more direct.  “Get a fire going, but keep 
it small.”  He started gathering some additional wood, piling it 
for Bast, then began preparing the evening meal.  “At our 
destination, certain behaviors will be expected of you.  You’re 
to walk to my left, at least a pace behind.  You’ll not speak 
unless spoken to, or you obtain permission.  You’re my property, 
though, which means none touch you without my permission.” 

“Understood.”  Bast gave him a sharp nod. 

When the food was done, he gestured for Bast to kneel.  The 
man looked down at his own hands before simply raising an 
eyebrow.  Rien chuckled.  “Kneel, Bast.”   

“Recreant poltroon.”  Bast rolled his eyes, but obeyed, 
kneeling at his left.   

Rien offered him the first morsel before taking a bite for 
himself.  “Most slaves would be wiggling with delight to be hand 
fed by their masters.  It’s a sign the slave is held in high 
esteem, deserving of affection and attention.” 

“Most slaves likely don’t spend the entirety of the meal 
wondering how much effort is actually required to bite their 
master’s fingers off.”  Bast accepted the next bite. 

“Any slave who did have gall to bite would have their hide 
removed with a scourge, unless they were blessed to have a 
particularly kind-hearted master.” 
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“Or served a madman.” 

“Also true.”  Rien laughed.  “Then again, most slaves 
wouldn’t command a price equal to four good horses, let alone a 
dozen.”  He reached over and ruffled Bast’s hair.  “I’ll take 
first watch.” 

# 

The first attack came the second night.  Bastien hadn’t 
been asleep long when he heard the shout, and rolled up with his 
sword in hand in time to block a blow that had been aimed at 
him.  Rien was laying too with his massive axe, and Bastien 
moved in to cover the man’s back.  He caught a blow on his 
shield, then ran his blade through the attacker’s abdomen.  
Three more came at him.  “Down.”  Rien’s voice said. 

Immediately Bastien dropped to one knee.  The axe passed 
over his head as Rien’s swing slashed open all three men.  He 
spun to the side and came up to meet the men charging out of the 
woods.  He batted the first to the side with his shield, the 
slashed open the throat of the second.  “Left.”  Rien shifted in 
response to the word, and Bastien skewered the man coming in 
behind Rien. 

A few heartbeats later, a dozen men were strewn about the 
camp, dead or dying.  “Well, that was fun.”  Rien laid his axe 
on his shoulder. 

He caught a flash of movement from the corner of his eye, 
then raised his shield just in time to stop a crossbow bolt that 
would have taken Rien in the throat.  “It was.”  Bastien nodded.  
“Shall we do it again tomorrow?” 

“We really should.”  Rien started in the direction of the 
man frantically trying to reload. 

# 

After nearly two weeks of travel and five more attacks, 
Rien couldn’t help but note he and Bast were working together 
well.  The knight’s concentrated on defense, leaving him able to 
focus his axe and greater strength on offense.  He glanced over 
at where Bast was doing some field repairs to his armor.  Once 
they were home, he’d have a new set made for the man.  “That 
move you did, where you knocked the guy down then practically 
took his head off with your shield…”  He gestured to indicate 
the motions.  “That was good, I liked that one.”  He let out a 
low whistle.  “I mean, did you see the blood spray?” 
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“Perfidious caitiff.  Speaking of things that were a mess 
to clean up…”  Bast just shook his head.  “I’m fairly confident 
that last one was already dead.  Cutting off other leg was 
overkill.” 

Rien snorted.  “There’s no such thing as overkill.”  He 
frowned.  “So, what was the score on that last one?” 

“You’re…”  Bast blinked and shook his head.  “Keeping 
score?” 

“You’re not?”  Rien stared at him.  “You were the high 
score on two of the last fights, I was the high score on three.  
But…”  He looked around.  “I think this one might have been a 
tie, which means I win.” 

“I congratulate you on your distinguished victory.”  Bast 
finished repairing the strap, then gave his breastplate a 
critical look before setting it aside. 

“Then you won’t mind me claiming my prize.”  Rien grinned, 
then pointed at the bedroll.  “Get on your knees.” 

“Rien —” 

“Address me as master.” 

Bast gritted his teeth.  “Master, I’m not sure this is the 
best time for you to be…”  He glared.  “Distracted.” 

He walked over to where Bast was sitting, and caught hold 
of the man’s head.  His fingers tangled in Bast’s hair.  “I’ve 
been wanting to put that tongue of yours to good use for days 
now.”  He gave Bast a shove toward the bedroll.  “Get on your 
knees.  That’s an order.”  A growling sound escaped Bast, but he 
obeyed the command.  Rien caught him by the hair with one hand 
as he unfastened the front of his breeches with the other.  “I 
don’t want to feel any teeth, Bast.” 

“Then I suggest you find another activity to amuse you.”  
Bast starred daggers up at him.  “Pusillanimous dastard.” 

“You saying you’d rather bend over and grab your ankles?”  
Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“Timorous lou —” Bast was cut off by Rien backhanding him 
across the face, knocking him to the ground. 

“I know…”  Rien put his foot on Bast’s arm, pinning the man 
to the ground.  “What timorous means.” 
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# 

His vision was slightly blurry, and he could hear a ringing 
in his ears.  Bastien spat out a mouthful of blood.  Rien’s foot 
on his arm stopped just barely shy of the pressure needed to 
break the bone, and the man’s face bore a disturbing calm.  
Given how the man had reacted upon being called craven, perhaps 
calling him variations on that term for the past few days hadn’t 
been one of his brighter ideas.  “Then perhaps you aren’t as 
dense as I credited you.” 

“You’re on thin ice, Bast.  I suggest you watch your 
mouth.”  Rien narrowed his eyes. 

“Or what?  You’ll murder my friends?  Clap me in irons?  
Flog me?  Rape me?”  Bastien stared up at him.  “Worthless, 
degenerate, contemptible, cretino —” Rien grabbed him by the 
hair, yanking him upright again.  Bastien spat out another 
mouthful of blood.  “Feeble-minded, nebbish, skunk-heart —” 

Rien hit him again, but caught him before he could fall.  
He slammed Bastien’s back into a tree and held him in place.  
“Or I’ll just beat you until —” 

“Beat a man you know can’t defend himself against you?”  
Bastien spat again.  “By chains or oaths?  And you claim to be 
something other than a milksop?” 

He fell to his knees when Rien dropped him, and coughed 
before spitting out another mouth of blood.  He heard movement, 
then glanced up in time to see Rien holding a healing potion out 
to him.  “Drink it.”  Rien tilted his head.  “That’s an order, 
Bast.” 

Bastien drank the potion, letting it do its work.  Rien’s 
second blow had all but knocked some of his teeth loose.  He 
watched Rien cut two saplings and quickly strip them of leaves 
and branches.  As soon as the man was done, he tossed one to 
Bastien.  Bastien caught it.  “What —” 

“Simple.”  Rien shrugged.  “You win, we part ways here.  
You go back to your people, released from your oath to me.”  He 
twirled the makeshift quarterstaff.  “You lose…”  He smirked as 
he set the butt of the staff on the ground.  “Then you learn to 
like playing my games.” 

Slowly, he rose, testing the balance of the staff in his 
hands.  He met Rien’s eyes.  “I’m going to kill you.” 
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“Oh, Bast…”  Rien’s laughter was low.  “I have no doubt 
you’ll try.” 

# 

He had strength and reach on his opponent, but it became 
clear in the first few seconds this was not going to be as easy 
a match as he thought.  Rien took a step back, reevaluating his 
opponent.  Bast’s movements were controlled, precise, and it was 
clear he was not unfamiliar with the staff as a weapon.  They 
circled each other warily.   

Rien sent a jab, only to have it deflected by Bast’s staff.  
Before he could follow by twisting and bringing the other end 
back at Bast, his opponent shifted to deliver a kick.  Rien 
shifted just enough to take it on the thigh rather than in the 
groin.  “So that’s how you play?”  Rien narrowed his eyes. 

Bast just smirked in response before twisting to bring a 
flurry of attacks that drove Rien back several paces.  Instead 
of deflecting the last blow, Rien caught Bast’s staff on his and 
pushed it back at the smaller man, creating himself an opening.  
He lunged, forcing Bast to twist into a retreat.  He started to 
come in for the follow up blow only to find that even off 
balance Bast could anticipate the movement and dodge out of the 
way.  The butt end of Bast’s staff dealt Rien a glancing blow to 
the side, making him grunt. 

Grudgingly, Rien had to admit that his current opponent was 
quite likely the best he’d ever faced.  Bast didn’t bother with 
taunts, or perhaps he’d already said all he’d had to say.  The 
other man had managed to tag him with his weapon three times 
now, and he hadn’t managed to strike Bast once.  Then again, 
when it came right down to it, he couldn’t remember the last 
time he’d had to hit a man more than once. 

The next time Bast came in for an attack Rien lunged again, 
putting all his strength behind the blow.  Bast moved to deflect 
rather than block, but even that wasn’t enough.  The other man’s 
staff broke in half.  “It’s…”  He was starting to offer the 
other man a chance to surrender. 

It was then he realized that his earlier evaluation of the 
knight had been correct.  Bast was not a man who surrendered.  
He shifted his grip on the broken halves of the staff and 
launched another flurry of attacks.  Blocking one of the sticks 
resulted in Bast simply shifting to hit him with the other.  If 
anything, breaking the staff had given the other man a tactical 
advantage. 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 66 of 271 

Growling, Rien shifted his own tactics, using both his own 
greater range and the greater range of the staff to prevent Bast 
from closing.  The first time he tried going back on the 
offensive, however, Bast just waited for him to swing, then 
closed while he tried to recover his weapon for another blow. 

A slight chill went through him when he realized he was 
losing.  Bast was using his own size and leverage against him.  
Rien started to retreat a pace, then changed his mind.  Bast 
might be more skilled, but his earlier observation was also 
still true.  All he really needed to do was hit Bast once, while 
the other man was going to have to wear him down.  Rien 
deflected one of Bast’s sticks with the quarterstaff, letting go 
of it with one hand.  When Bast came in with the other stick, 
Rien blocked it with his forearm.  He grunted at the impact and 
acknowledged his arm was probably just a little bit broken by 
the maneuver.   

Then he charged into the opening he’d created.  He slammed 
into Bast with the power of a charging horse, taking the smaller 
man off his feet and smashing him into a tree.  Bast hit, and 
went limp. 

# 

He woke to once again find his wrists secured behind his 
back.  Rien was sitting on the other side of the small fire, 
watching him.  The big man stirred the fire, then set the stick 
down.  “Only one man ever beat me in a fight.  They called 
Jurgen the Stone Dragon, and he hit like the mountains were 
behind him.  No other ever came close…”  He gave a small shake 
of his head.  “Until you.” 

“You won.”  Bastien tugged at the manacles.  “You need not 
rub that in.” 

“Wasn’t intending to.”  Rien rolled his shoulder.  “I 
expected that fight to be over in a few seconds.  I’d smack you 
around for a bit of foreplay, then shove my cock down your 
throat.  A bit of fun to end a good day.”  He glanced at where 
his staff and the remains of Bastien’s were laying.  “You know, 
we call your kind soft folk.  I’m thinking maybe we need to 
reevaluate that a little.” 

“Were it not for the fact we’d have to march through the 
passes, we’d have dealt with your raiders a century ago.”  He 
tested the restraints again as he sat up. The manacles hadn’t 
been secured with the chain, but with a small piece of rope tied 
with a simple knot.  Freeing himself wouldn’t take long, but he 
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doubted he’d be given the opportunity.  “Binding me is not 
necessary.” 

“Wasn’t sure what kind of mood you were going to wake in.  
Worried I cracked that thick skull of yours.”  Rien rose and 
walked over to him.  His fingers brushed through Bastien’s hair.  
“Get on your knees, Bast.” 

Bastien bowed his head.  Then he obeyed the order. 

12 

Rien stared a moment at the man kneeling in front of him, 
head bowed.  He reached down, and caught Bast by the chin, 
tilting his head up.  There was still anger in the man’s green 
eyes, but the defiance had been replaced by despair.  Rien shook 
his head, then let go of Bast’s chin.  “Stand up and turn 
around.”  The knight gave him a confused look, but obeyed.  Rien 
unfastened the knot binding the man’s wrists together, then gave 
Bast a small shove toward the log.  “You’ve already had your 
sleep.  Your turn for the watch.”   

“Of course.”  Bast gave a jerky nod, then picked up his 
sword and shield before seating himself on the log. 

He put his back to the fire as he laid down, but sleep 
eluded him.  Jurgen could still return.  It would be better for 
everyone if Jurgen returned.  There was also the possibility 
Sten was right, and dismissing Rutger was a mistake.  None had 
expected him to succeed, either.  Even he hadn’t, it was why 
he’d left Darodelf alone.  He’d only tried because to do 
otherwise would have shamed him. 

If Jurgen didn’t return, then there were three contenders 
for the throne.  No one would have questioned Jurgen’s 
ascendancy, but they would splinter into factions trying to 
figure out who among those remaining would grant them the most 
power.  Lammert cared only for his ego, and Rutger for his 
pleasure.  

Finally, he turned around and sat up.  “It’s a keystone.” 

Bast’s head came up, and he gave Rien a confused look.  
“What?” 

“There were four of them, items that could unlock the crypt 
of the Dragon Lord.  An ancestor of mine, the one that united 
the Wilder clans centuries ago.  They were hidden away to stop 
anyone unworthy from claiming what lay within.”  Rien folded his 
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legs up under him.  “My mother had a premonition.  The keystone 
would return to Darodelf with one destined unite the clans 
against the danger that is to come.”  He exhaled.  “I thought it 
nonsense, a simple quest by which she would chose her successor 
but…” 

“There are wings on the heights.”  Bast slowly nodded. 

“And for it to be creating the stir it is it must…”  Rien 
took a deep breath.  “Be a true dragon, not one of the wyverns 
your people oft mistake for dragons.” 

“What would have happened if each of you had brought one 
back?”  Bast raised an eyebrow. 

“Perhaps she hoped the four of us would stand together, as 
brothers should.”  Rien’s lips twisted into a bitter smile. 

“So…”  Bast glanced at the bag, then back at Rien.  “You 
get that back to Darodelf, you rule the Wilders?” 

“As if you didn’t have enough reason to murder me in my 
sleep.”  Rien nodded.  “But if I don’t take it back, then…”  He 
exhaled.  “Then if Sten is right, the one who murdered Jurgen 
will ascend to the throne.” 

“Why tell me this?”  Bast lifted an eyebrow. 

“You’re the only one here, and I dislike talking to 
myself.” 

“If what you are saying is correct, then…”  Bast frowned, 
then met his eyes.  “Then you may be walking into a trap.” 

“Thought crossed my mind.” 

“Then…”  Various expressions settled on Bast’s face before 
he shook his head again.  “Then I recommend you stay up all 
night, fretting about it.  That will render you exhausted and 
undoubtedly get you killed, freeing me to take this keystone and 
the information you’ve just given me to my king.” 

“What’s another word for asshole?” 

“Nonpareil.” 

“You’re a nonpareil.”  Rien shook his head before laying 
back down.  This time, sleep claimed him quickly. 

# 
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He stared across the fire at the man sleeping on the other 
side.  Rien had won the duel, but chosen not to claim his 
victory.  Bastien wasn’t sure what to make of that.  Frankly, he 
wasn’t sure what to make of the man at all.  Rien had armed and 
armored him, left him unbound, and then not hesitated to go to 
sleep only a few feet from him.  Even after beating him and 
knocking him unconscious.   

Letting his mind dwell on what losing that duel was going 
to mean would not make for a pleasant night.  He shifted, 
turning to face away from the fire, and stared out into the 
darkness.  There were things to concern him other than Rien’s… 
games.  Bastien exhaled. 

If what the man was saying was true, then the danger to the 
realm was far from over.  He glanced at the bag.  Legends of the 
Dragon Lord had drifted through tavern talk a few times, some 
more fanciful than others.  One story claimed the man had been 
the scion of a dragon, born with wings and the ability to breath 
fire.  Another said the man had killed a dragon and eaten its 
heart, thereby gaining strength and power beyond mortal men.  
Still another said he’d wielded a sword of dragon bone, a blade 
that could cut through iron and stone as though they were naught 
but butter.   

Rien being part dragon might actually explain a few things.  
Bastien drew his blade, and stared down at the metal before 
taking a polishing cloth to it.  The sword was clean and sharp, 
but the familiar motions of tending to it had a way of relaxing 
him. 

By the estimate Rien had given, they would be in Darodelf 
in two more days.  Whatever destiny awaited, it would be there. 

# 

He couldn’t help but feel just a twinge of satisfaction at 
hearing Bast’s sharp intake of breath upon seeing Darodelf for 
the first time.  The Daro river split, creating a large island 
almost three miles long before it reconnected.  The city had 
been built into the cliff of the island and the nearby mainland, 
cliffs that had been carved over eons by the water.  Over the 
centuries, bridges and staircases had been added to connect the 
two halves, creating a web of elegant stonework held up by 
massive carved pillars.  Some of the bridges were wide enough to 
host market stalls.  Visible to the north was the Breath of 
Life, were a waterfall a few hundred feet tall cascaded down, 
feeding the river that carried water throughout the Wildlands.  



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 70 of 271 

He glanced at Bast.  “Still think your people could march in and 
lay siege to this city?” 

“We would need…”  Bast took a long, slow look.  “A lot of 
trebuchets.” 

“Ha.”  He pounded the knight on the back. 

“How the…”  Bast tilted his head as he looked up at where 
the bridges spanned.  “How do they stay up?” 

“As the story goes…”  Rien’s smile widened.  “Someone once 
dared them they couldn’t.” 

“Ornery churl.”  The corner of Bast’s mouth lifted just a 
little. 

“And don’t you forget it.”  Rien gave a low chuckle.  
“Remember, a pace behind, and to my left.” 

“My sword would be more effective if I was at your right.”  
Bast shook his head even as he shifted to stand where Rien 
indicated. 

“Slaves stand to the left.  And I think it may be your 
shield that is of the most use.”  Rien shrugged.  “This way.”  
He led Bast into the city proper.  At first, it was Bast that 
drew the most notice.  An armored knight was not something seen 
often this far into the Wildlands.  As they drew nearer the city 
though, more and more began to recognize him, and he heard the 
word being passed.  The River Dragon had returned. 

“There is a lizard in Solsthriem.”  Bast’s voice was low, 
pitched not to carry far.  “It’s about a foot long, not counting 
the tail.  Frills about its head.  One of the common names for 
it is a river dragon.” 

“Oh?”  Rien glanced over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow. 

“Our rivers are…”  Bast shrugged.  “A bit smaller than 
yours.” 

“Bah.  I can practically step over most of your rivers.”  
Rien kept his eyes sharp, and didn’t miss that despite Bast’s 
comments the man was doing the same.  None would try to rob him 
here, it was too late for that.  That didn’t mean no one would 
try killing him. 

They were almost to the hall when he heard a thud, and 
looked behind him to see Bast’s shield raised.  A second arrow 
thudded into it half a heartbeat later, then he heard shouting.  
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His mother’s soldiers, rushing in the direction of the shooter.  
“Angles were slightly different.”  Bast’s voice was low.  “Two 
shooters, loosing near simultaneously.” 

“Did you see them?”  He kept his own voice low. 

“Motion of the draw, not enough to make out a face.”  Bast 
shook his head.  “Good archers, whoever they were.” 

“Not comforting.”  Rien growled, and tightened his grip on 
the reins as he led the horses and Bast to a place both more and 
less safe. 

# 

It was somewhat difficult to watch for threats rather than 
gawk at the city.  Wilders were considered a primitive, savage 
people, and the Vale had given him no reason to reconsider that 
opinion.  This city, however…  There was nothing in Solsthriem 
to rival it, not even the marvel that was the High Cathedral.  
And yet it was old, clearly.  Parts had been repaired, but he 
doubted anything new had been built in over a century.  They’d 
crossed the river on one of the stone bridges, then began 
heading up to the higher levels.  People stopped what they were 
doing to stare. 

Just outside a carved archway Rien handed over the reins of 
the horses before taking the bag.  Slaves quickly emerged to 
help unload and carry.  Rien handed him the bag before 
indicating what other parcels should be brought with and what 
should be taken to his quarters.  Then Rien took a deep breath, 
glanced at him, and headed inside. 

The inside was almost as impressive as the city itself had 
been.  Murals had been laid into the walls and ceiling, 
depicting scenes of battle and glory in minute detail.  Though 
they were faded, they were also well polished and tended.  The 
floor itself was made of carved and cut stone, carefully inlaid 
in a geometric pattern.  Every few steps, one of the white 
stones inlaid in the murals was glowing, illuminating the 
hallway.  He decided to give up trying to pretend he was 
anything other than impressed. 

For a moment, he thought they’d stepped outside again.  
Then he realized the entire ceiling above them was seemed to be 
made from glass, letting the sun illuminate the hall.  Most of 
the other servants stopped at the entrance, but Rien gave him a 
signal to follow.  A pace behind, and to Rien’s left, he 
approached the dais.   
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Two men stood on the dais, some distance from the throne.  
He noted a resemblance between them and Rien himself.  The 
shorter of the two was smiling, and looked almost as though he 
wanted to come over and throw his arms around Rien.  The other 
wore a glower, and stood with his arms folded.  On the throne 
itself sat a woman, gray haired but still both lovely and regal.  
She too, was smiling as Rien approached.  Her gown shimmered in 
the light, and with some surprise Bast noted it was made of 
scales.  Dragons forged from gold encircled her upper arms, and 
her crown seemed to bear a half dozen jeweled dragon’s teeth.  A 
Dragon Queen.  The Wilders were not a subtle people. 

“My son.”  She inclined her head.  “You have returned.” 

“I have.”  Rien bowed from the waist, though he did not 
lower his eyes to the woman on the throne. 

“What have you brought for me?”  She straightened. 

Rien turned toward him.  Bastien opened the bag, offering 
it so that Rien could reach his hand inside.  He withdrew the 
silver case from inside, then gestured for Bastien to stay where 
he was before turning to approach the throne.  A pace from the 
woman, he opened it.  The gold of the keystone caught the light, 
making the contents of the case appear to glow.  All around them 
came murmurs from the onlookers.  The Dragon Queen rose, and 
reached into the case to remove the keystone.  The murmurs grew 
louder, then ceased as she raised it above her head.  “The gods 
have spoken true.” 

# 

The presentation of his other gifts, spoils laid at her 
feet, drew a few murmurs, but by and large it was the keystone 
that had everyone talking.  As well it should be.  Still, there 
were protocols to follow.  Rien gave a few other gifts, favors 
promised before he left.  Bast drew a few stares, including one 
from his mother. 

Once the ceremony was concluded, his mother ordered the 
grand hall cleared before suggesting they move to the little 
hall.  Rien signaled Bast to follow, and noted with some 
pleasure that the man obeyed silently and without hesitation.  
As soon as they were beyond the eyes of the others, Thirza’s 
smile changed.  It was not the smile of the queen, but the smile 
of his mother.  “Marinus.”  She leaned forward to kiss his 
forehead. 
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Rutger stepped forward to pound his back.  “You did it.”  
His laughter was hearty.  “You actually did it.” 

“Congratulations, brother.”  Lammert’s smile was one of 
forced cheer.  From the look Thirza sent him, she caught it too, 
and her gaze was disapproving.  Lammert flicked his gaze to 
where Bast stood.  “You’ve taken to arming slaves?” 

“Indeed.”  Thirza slid her gaze back to Rien.  “An 
explanation is required.” 

The moment her gaze went to Bast, the knight dropped to one 
knee with his shield in front of him and his head bowed.  “This 
is Bast.”  Rien smiled.  “A knight, oath sworn to me.” 

Lammert’s face started to turn red, while Rutger made a 
sound of disbelief.  His mother, however, gave Bast a strange 
look.  Then she looked back up at Rien and smiled.  “You’ve 
journeyed far, my son.  Rest.  We will speak of this in the 
morning.” 

13 

He followed Rien down the corridor.  The more enthusiastic 
of the brothers walked with them, waving his hands emphatically 
as he asked questions and then didn’t bother waiting for the 
answers.  Rien, however, seemed more amused than annoyed.  Had 
he not known better, he would have taken Rien for the elder of 
the two.  Rutger was now expounding on his own adventures, which 
seemed to involve having been chased across half the world by an 
improbable number of angry husbands. 

Then again, he was related to Rien.  Perhaps pissing people 
off just ran in the family.   

Rien opened a door, then gestured for Bastien to follow.  
Rutger just went ahead and entered.  He hadn’t been sure what to 
expect, given the city itself and Rien’s own standing.  The 
first chamber was a simple sitting room.  It was clean, and a 
fire had been laid in the fireplace.  Furs were spread across 
the floor to serve as rugs, but rather fine tapestries hung from 
the walls.  Several weapons had also been mounted, and he 
realized he was looking at trophies. 

After the door closed behind them, Rutger gave Bastien an 
appraising look before glancing at Rien.  “And you are 
absolutely going to have to tell me this story.”  He reached out 
a hand to touch Bastien’s hair. 
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Bastien caught his hand and twisted it away, stopping just 
short of the force needed to break the man’s wrist.  Rutger 
grunted, and Rien laughed.  “Careful, brother.  My dog has 
teeth.” 

Rutger pulled his hand free of Bastien, and narrowed his 
eyes before chuckling.  “I see.” 

“Within these chambers you may speak freely, Bast.”  Rien 
nodded to him. 

“I think I made my point already.”  Bastien shrugged. 

“I’d say I want one, but frankly I prefer all my bits 
remain attached.”  Rutger shook his head.  “I will let you 
settle in, brother.”  He hugged Rien again before leaving. 

“Come.”  Rien waved him deeper into the chambers.  There 
were three bedrooms as well as another small chamber with a 
pallet, clearly intended for a servant.  Only one of the 
bedrooms was furnished.  The bed was massive and opulent, piled 
high with furs.  Various treasures, likely all stolen on raids, 
decorated the room.  Somewhat grudgingly he had to admit Rien 
had good taste in artwork, at least.  The view from the balcony 
made his head swim just a little, much to Rien’s amusement, as 
did the fact the man had his own library. 

“Out of curiosity…”  Bastien picked up one of the books.  
“Have you ever actually opened any of these?” 

“I can read.”  Rien gave him a mock glare.  “And yes, 
though I’ve not read them all.  Many were already present when I 
claimed these quarters.”  He gestured for Bastien to follow him 
down the hall.  “I’ll have to acquire another servant.  I don’t 
even want to consider all the ways you’d come up with to spite 
me if I ordered you to keep these chambers clean.” 

The next room was revealed to be a bath chamber, and even 
the Duke’s had not been quite so impressive.  The bath was a 
massive pool sunk into the floor.  He’d wager at its deepest it 
would come up to his chest.  It took him a moment to realize the 
water was being drawn up through some kind of pipe, and drained 
away via a similar mechanism.  A fire had been laid in trencher 
that heated a basin filled with water, creating steam.  He was 
trying to figure out why the steam didn’t flow into the living 
chambers when he realized it was likely related to how the water 
was heated in the first place.  “Magic?” 
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“Laid into the stone centuries ago.”  Rien nodded.  He 
waved a hand toward a stone bench.  “Lose the armor.  And the 
clothes.” 

His body tensed, then he made himself nod before going over 
to obey the order. 

# 

As he’d hoped, whoever had prepared his quarters for him 
had left the bath chamber supplied.  A box contained several 
vials of scented oils and soaps.  He selected a vial, then 
turned to watch Bast strip.  A bed slave would have made a 
production of it, shifting angles and movements to tease and 
entice.  Or trembled, cowered, and removed each article 
reluctantly to provide a show of a different kind.  Bast simply 
removed armor and garments as though undertaking a routine 
activity.  When he finished, he remained where he was, waiting 
further orders. 

Rien removed his own clothing, laying the items on the 
stone bench.  He would have to get a servant to tend to them.  
Using Bast in that regard would be a waste of the man on 
multiple levels.  Rien trailed a hand over Bast’s chest, noting 
that he was tense, as though he was preparing for a fight.  In 
some ways, he was.  “I won our duel.”  He brushed Bast’s hair 
off his neck.  “I could order you to your knees to service me.” 

Bast looked away.  “Yes.”  His fist clenched.  “You could.” 

“And you would obey.”  Rien caught his hair and turned his 
head so that Bast was looking at him again.  He pulled Bast in 
closer, and kissed him.  There was no give, no cooperation.  
Bast simply remained motionless and unresponsive.  Rien smiled.  
“You lost, and thus you’ll learn to enjoy my game.”  He ran his 
free hand down Bast’s arm.  “So, I’ll let you decide what 
happens after our bath.  Would you rather kneel and put that 
mouth of yours to pleasuring me…”?  He brought his hand over to 
fondle Bast, causing the man to flinch just a little.  “Or would 
you rather I flog you and chain you down for my pleasure?” 

“Termagant fishwife.”  Bast glared.   

“I’ll take it that’s you choosing the latter option.”  He 
held out one of the vials, and Bast simply stared at it.  “I’m 
going to take you in the tub, Bast.”  He tilted the vial.  
“Prepare yourself for me.” 

“That’s…”  Bast started shaking his head. 
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“That’s an order, Bast.”  When the man simply kept staring 
at the vial, Rien narrowed his eyes.  “Bast, I gave you an —” 

“I don’t understand the order.”  Bast shook his head as he 
waved his hand at the vial. 

“You don’t…”  Rien stared at him for a moment.  “What do 
you mean you don’t understand the order?” 

“I mean I…”  Bast glared.  “I don’t know what you are 
asking me to do.” 

“You…”  Rien blinked.  He glanced at the vial, then back up 
at Bast.  “It’s oil.  You…”  Then his eyes widened just a 
little.  “You were a virgin.  You really don’t know.”  He 
laughed a little, then shook his head.  Bast’s glare only 
intensified.  “Oh, Bast.  You remember the difference between 
when I took you the first time and when I took you in the inn?”  
From the angry expression on the man’s face, it was clear he 
did.  “I used my fingers the first time to…”  He shrugged.  
“Make it easier for you.  To prepare your passage for me.”  He 
held up the vial, then offered it to Bast again.  “That’s what I 
was doing with them.  Spreading the oil, stretching you a 
little.  The second time I applied the oil to my cock, and 
didn’t prepare you.  Without the oil, well…”  He shrugged.  
“Well, frankly that wouldn’t have been enjoyable for either of 
us.” 

Slowly, Bast extended a hand to take the vial.  “You want 
me to…”  He stared at it. 

“I want you…”  He ran fingers through Bast’s hair.  “To 
prepare yourself for me.”  He caught hold of Bast’s hair when 
the man started shaking his head, then he used his other hand to 
catch hold of Bast’s chin.  Rien ran his thumb over Bast’s lips.  
“While I watch.” 

“I think I would rather be flogged.” 

“That’s for after our bath, Bast.”  He let go of Bast’s 
hair, and took a couple steps back to sit down on the bench.  
Then he nodded before leaning back and making himself 
comfortable.  “Do as you were told, Bast.” 

# 

Bastien stared down at the vial in his hand.  Knowing what 
some of the sensations had been in no way made what he was being 
told to do any easier.  Neither did the smug expression on 
Rien’s face.  Part of him had hoped that Rien’s decision not to 
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enforce his victory had meant an end to this, but he’d known 
even then that hope was foolish.  It took effort to prevent his 
hands from shaking as he opened the vial. 

The substance inside was thicker than he’d expected, and 
there was a scent he didn’t recognize.  He poured some of it 
onto his fingers, then stared a moment before frowning.  
Finally, he shook his head before looking up at Rien.  “Is this 
enough?” 

“Probably not.”  Rien shook his head. 

A string of curses escaped him.  He sniffed at the 
substance before adding more to his fingers.  “And you want…”  
He couldn’t quite bring himself to say it out loud. 

“I want you to take your oil coated fingers, insert them 
deeply in your ass, and wiggle them around a bit.”  Rien, 
however, seemed to have absolutely no trouble.   

He growled, then stared down at his oil slicked fingers.  
It took him three deep breaths before he could steel himself 
enough to begin inserting them.  It hurt, and he could feel his 
skin burning with humiliation.  Bastien didn’t look in Rien’s 
direction.  He was afraid that if he did, he wouldn’t be able to 
stop himself from attacking the man.  When Rien had put his 
fingers inside, he had…  Bastien gritted his teeth, then began 
wiggling his fingers. 

The worst part was that after the first couple seconds, it 
started to feel good.  He yanked his hand away.  “Done.” 

Rien stood and took the couple steps necessary to reach 
him.  “You sure?”  He caught Bastien’s chin, forcing his head up 
so their eyes met.  “Are you sure, Bast?  If you aren’t coated 
thoroughly, you run the risk of tearing and bleeding.” 

“If you are so concerned, you could just not —” He was cut 
off by Rien kissing him again.  

“Add more oil, Bast.”  Rien ran his fingers through 
Bastien’s hair.  “And do it again.” 

This time Rien didn’t move away.  The man caressed his 
chest as Bast obeyed the order.  It didn’t hurt as much this 
time, and to his shame he felt his body respond a little.  
Whether it was to what he was doing or to Rien’s caresses he 
couldn’t tell, but he wanted it to stop.  As soon as he took his 
hand away the second time, Rien pulled him into the tub. 
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# 

The water in the tub was hot, and he smiled at the luxury.  
He hadn’t had a truly hot bath since he’d left home.  Rien 
pulled Bast to him, and ran the back of his fingers down the 
man’s throat.  Then he spun Bast into the side of the tub before 
taking hold of his collar.  Bast’s body was tense despite the 
water.  “Relax, Bast.” 

“Unlikely.” 

“Mmmm…”  Rien released the collar and instead began running 
his hands over Bast’s body.  Then he shrugged, and pulled Bast 
over to the stone bench set into the tub.  Seated on it, the hot 
water came up nearly to Bast’s chin.  Slowly, Rien began 
kneading his thumbs into the man’s shoulders, working at the 
travel worn muscles.  Despite his denial, he could feel Bast 
starting to relax under the ministration.  “Have you experienced 
a tub like this before.” 

“No.”  Bast’s voice was just slightly curt, as though 
reluctant to admit to that fact. 

“Darodelf is the only place in the Wildlands you can find 
them.  This city is unique, built long ago if you hadn’t already 
noticed that fact.  Truth is, we aren’t sure who built it 
initially, though we’ve added to it over the years.”  He shifted 
his motions, going from a massage to a caress.  Gently and 
slowly, he began to tease Bast’s body as he expounded on various 
aspects of the city.   His hand worked over Bast’s shaft as he 
told the man of the wonders of the marketplace.  By the time he 
described the arena, Bast’s body had shifted from resisting to 
squirming.  He lowered his head a little to speak softly into 
Bast’s ear.  “Are you ready for me now, Bast?” 

“Damn you.”  Bast’s voice held a strange note of heat. 

“Are you ready —” 

“Yes.”  The word was more gasped than spoken. 

Rien smiled with satisfaction as he shoved Bast against the 
side of the tub and drove himself inside the other man.  Bast 
growled in response to the motion.  This time, when he thrust, 
he could feel Bast’s body began to move in matching rhythm.  He 
caught hold of Bast’s collar, using it to pull the man back 
toward him.  Bast arched his back in response, letting Rien 
drive even deeper. 
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This time, they came within moments of each other.  Slowly, 
Rien withdrew, then ran his hand down Bast’s shoulder.  “So does 
this mean you’re going to use your mouth?” 

“I’d rather…”  Bast panted.  “Be flogged.” 

He laughed. 

# 

It was near dawn when he woke to find Rien unfastening the 
chains.  Welts stung from his shoulders to his knees.  And yet 
despite that, Rien had managed to bring him to orgasm again, 
just as he’d done in the bath.  Bastien really, really wanted to 
punch something.  “Alright.”  Rien offered him a vial of healing 
potion.  “Things have had some time to settle in.  What’s your 
impression?”  When Bastien started to open his mouth, Rien 
rolled his eyes.  “And I’m not talking about my sexual prowess.” 

“And I had an excellent remark about flailing worms all 
prepared.”  Bastien exhaled.  Then he shrugged before downing 
the potion.  “To start with the obvious, Lammert is not happy 
you returned successfully.” 

“A hundred naked Manisarian whores in their prime couldn’t 
make Lammert happy.”  Rien nodded. 

“Rutger is happy you returned…”  Bastien considered his 
words carefully.  “But not that you succeeded.”  He felt the 
welts starting to fade.  “Based on the number of people who have 
offered to purchase me after I’ve engaged in violence, I am left 
with the impression your people place a high value on battle 
prowess.” 

“Aye.  The fact that you came closer to killing me than any 
had in years is why I took you in the first place.”  Rien 
nodded. 

“A prince of a warrior people that is not a warrior…”  
Bastien exhaled.  “With two elder brothers and a younger who 
could defeat him with one hand tied behind his back.  And yet, 
if I am not mistaken, Rutger still believes he has a chance for 
the throne.  I know little of your customs, but that makes me 
wonder.” 

“Lammert is the threat.”  Rien shook his head. 

“Lammert is the visible threat.  He makes no secret of it, 
and doesn’t seem to care that you are aware of it.  You can 
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prepare for a fight you see coming, thus if he was your concern 
you would not bother to ask me for my impression.” 

“Fair point.”  Rien nodded.  “You knelt to my mother.” 

“I am a knight and she is a queen.  There are protocols.”  
Bastien slowly stood.  His legs held him.  He began dressing. 

“Also true.”  Rien chuckled, then reached for his own 
clothing.  “Now, about my sexual prowess…” 

“Insolent lecher.” 

14 

He led Bast out to the balcony as the sun began to rise, 
amusing himself by watching the knight trying to hide the fact 
he was impressed.  Finally, Bast just gave up and stared.  “The 
river flows from the ice reaches?” 

“It does.”  Rien nodded.  “From time to time we get to see 
ice floes go over the falls.  It’s always spectacular.”  He 
reached over and caught Bast’s chin, tilting his head to the 
side.  Bast glared, but didn’t pull away.  “I should have your 
ears pierced.” 

“I would prefer not.”  Bast folded his arms. 

“Favored slaves are given jewels to wear, to show their 
status.”  Rien released his chin, then ran his hand down Bast’s 
chest. 

“I’d rather not have my ear torn apart the next time I have 
to save your ass.”  Bast rolled his eyes. 

“Fair enough.”  Rien chuckled.  He tweaked one of Bast’s 
nipples.  “We can pierce these instead.” 

“Plume-plucked plebian.” 

“Plume-plucked plebian…”  Rien shrugged.  “I like that one.  
Kind of twists the tongue around a little.”  He caught Bast by 
the back of the neck and pulled him back inside.  “Leave your 
armor here.  I’ll get it repaired for you but in the meantime, 
I’m going to get you another set.  I should get you a new sword 
as —” 

“I would prefer to keep my current sword.”  Bast’s voice 
was quiet. 
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Rien paused.  Bast was looking away from him.  He glanced 
at where the sword lay, then walked over to it.  The hilt was 
decorated but not ornate or overdone.  He drew it a few inches 
from the scabbard, examining it.  It was a well-made piece, and 
it was clear Bast kept it in good condition.  “I don’t…”  He 
turned it over, and saw the mark imprinted on the blade.  A 
stylized dog of some kind.  “Your family crest is a dog?” 

“A hound.”  There was a trace of heat in Bast’s gaze. 

His gaze went back to the mark on the blade.  “Loyal and 
faithful…”  He nodded, then looked up at Bast.  “You can hang 
this one by the fireplace so it doesn’t get ruined.  I’ll get 
you another for using.” 

“I…”  Bast met his eyes then.  “Thank you.” 

“Sketch the mark.”  He offered the blade back to Bast.  
“I’ll have the smith add it your shield too.” 

# 

Taking breakfast with a queen was an unusual enough 
experience.  Doing so while kneeling next to a chair, being hand 
fed morsels from a man’s plate gave it an even more surreal 
quality.  As instructed, Bastien remained silent.  The fact that 
he wore neither armor nor sword apparently made him beneath the 
notice of Lammert, though Rutger apparently was amused.  Rutger 
had his own slave kneeling next to him, a lovely raven-haired 
woman with exotic features.  She wore a fair amount of jewelry 
and little else. 

They were halfway through the meal when the queen glanced 
at him before looking up at her youngest son.  “Marinus, about 
this slave you’ve acquired…” 

“What about him?”  Rien ruffled Bastien’s hair.   

“I am curious.  He is something of an oddity.”  She flicked 
her eyes at him again before smiling at Rien. 

“His name is Bastien Kohler.”  Lammert moved some food 
around on his plate.  “A knight in the service of Duke Harald 
until the man’s recent demise, which I believe Marinus played a 
part in.” 

“You allowed an armed traitor into my presence?”  Her eyes 
darkened. 

“No…”  Rien immediately began shaking his head. 
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“On the contrary, the young man is considered quite a hero 
among his people.”  Lammert took a bite of his food.  “Seems he 
was the reason the Duke’s daughter escaped to warn the king of 
the actual traitor, and he was also responsible for Solsthriem 
being warned of the recent troll incursion in time to defend 
their Spire.  Their king is offering five hundred of their gold 
pieces for his ransom.”  He looked up at Rien.  “Tell me, did he 
swear his service to you in exchange for letting the girl go, or 
for getting the warning out?” 

“The warning.”  Rien chuckled.  “He did the first one by 
himself, which is how he got my attention.” 

“Impressive.”  Rutger gave Bastien an appraising look.  
“And to think I was questioning your taste.” 

“He also came to my aid against the rather large number of 
assassins who happened to find themselves in my path on the way 
here.”  Rien nodded. 

The queen laughed softly, then took a biscuit from her 
plate.  She held it out to Bastien, and after getting a quick 
nod from Rien, he leaned forward to take it from her.  “Well 
done.” 

“Foolish.”  Lammert narrowed his eyes.  “Next all the 
nobles will be wanting one of their own.” 

“The soft folk…”  Rutger started shaking his head. 

“You are just as dead smothered by a pillow as you are run 
through with a sword, Rutger.”  Lammert gestured at Bastien.  
“And I’ll bet you a hundred gold our brother’s new pet could 
face any four of your guard in the arena and be the last one 
standing.”  He set his fork down.  “You should take the king’s 
offer, Marinus.” 

“Bast is mine.”  Rien shook his head.  “I won him fair and 
square.”  Frankly, Bastien felt he could have argued the point, 
but since he wasn’t allowed to speak now, he was left with no 
option other than to simply roll his eyes.  He thought he caught 
just the faintest look of amusement on Lammert’s face when the 
man caught the expression.  “How did you know about him?” 

“You may not know this, little brother, but the word 
‘intelligence’ actually has multiple meanings.”  Lammert 
smirked. 

“You are such a nonpareil.”  Rien glared across the table 
at him. 
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“Why thank you.”  Lammert raised his glass in Rien’s 
direction before taking a drink. 

“If you two are finished swiping at each other…”  The queen 
narrowed her eyes, and Rien and Lammert’s expressions both 
became chastened.  

# 

“I send you to recover keystones for a reason.”  Thirza 
straightened.  “I believe the recent dragon sighting to be a 
portent.  Such beings have always returned to our lands to 
herald times of danger and glory.”  Her eyes focused on his.  
“There have been dragons in our history before.” 

“Aye, the Dragonlord slew one and built Darodelf.”  Rutger 
nodded.  “We all know the story.” 

“He united our people.  And the next time a dragon appeared 
our people were torn asunder once more.  I believe this to be a 
chance to reclaim our heritage, to make our people what they 
should be.”  She set her hands on the table, folded together.  
“His blade must be reclaimed.” 

A smile came to his face when he realized what she was 
implying.  His brothers, however, seemed somewhat less 
enthusiastic.  “You want…”  Lammert rubbed his forehead.  
“Marinus to go loot a tomb, then kill a dragon with a thousand-
year-old blade?”  

“The one who wields that blade can unite our people.”  She 
nodded.  “That was the other half of the dream.”  She narrowed 
her eyes at Lammert.  “A portent that came with dragon wings.” 

“Oh, the portent I take seriously.”  Lammert nodded.  “It’s 
Marinus I question.” 

“Remind me, brother.”  Rien glared.  “Which of us brought 
back a keystone?” 

“Jurgen didn’t.”  Rutger’s voice was quiet, and they all 
looked at him.  He gave a small shake of his head.  “I’m not 
particularly happy about the thought of losing another brother 
to…”  He looked up at Thirza.  “Dreams.  We can slay the dragon 
with ballistas, Mother.  Marinus need not —” 

“You’re asking me to pass up the chance to fight a dragon?”  
Rien stared at Rutger in disbelieve.  “An actual, real, true 
dragon?” 
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“And to think…”  Lammert exhaled.  “I only dropped you on 
your head once.”  He sighed.  “Mother, as much as it pains me to 
say this, Rutger has a point.” 

“You will do as I bid you.”  Her eyes flashed. 

“I will do what is best for my people, Mother.”  Lammert 
glared. 

“Does that include having archers take shots at me on my 
way to the palace…”  Rien stared across the table at him.  
“Brother?” 

“Marinus, if I wanted you dead, you would be dead.”  
Lammert gave him a level look. 

“Like Jurgen?”  Rutger’s voice was hot as he leaned 
forward. 

“I…”  Lammert’s voice went cold, and his eyes turned to 
stone.  “Was not responsible for Jurgen’s death, if indeed he is 
—” 

“Enough.”  Thirza’s voice rang out, silencing all of them.  
“You are all three excused from my table.”  She rose.  “You have 
duties to attend.  Be about them.” 

“Yes, Mother.”  They all inclined their heads toward her 
before rising. 

# 

Given what had occurred at breakfast, he expected Rien to 
be in a foul mood.  Instead, the man was appeared utterly 
thrilled.  “A dragon, Bast.”  He spread his hands.  “We are 
going to recover my ancestor’s sword and slay a dragon.” 

“We?”  He blinked. 

“What, you don’t think I’d leave you here while such an 
adventure beckons?”  Rien laughed.  “To slay a…”  He shook his 
head.  “I can’t say I’m enthusiastic about the idea of being 
king, but to be a dragonlord?” 

“I can’t say I’m enthusiastic about the idea of you being 
king either.”  Bastien shrugged. 

“What, you don’t want to be the dragon’s knight?”  Rien 
rolled his eyes.  “Come.  We have errands to be —” He cut off at 
the sound of a knock on the door.   
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Rutger entered a moment later, followed by his slave girl.  
“Did you hear Lammert?” 

“I heard him.”  Rien shook his head.  “Rutger…” 

“We need to…”  Rutger exhaled.  “I don’t know.  Do 
something.  You don’t…”  He rubbed his neck.  “You don’t think 
Jurgen is actually dead, do you?” 

“I…”  The idea was unfathomable, and yet…  “I don’t want to 
believe it.” 

“Lammert met me in Manisar.  I had a lead, was actually 
chasing it and…”  Rutger looked at the fire before folded his 
arms.  “I told him about it.  He clapped me on the shoulder and 
wished me luck.  Two days after Lammert left, the guide I’d 
hired was killed in a tavern brawl.  The scholar I’d gotten the 
lead from was poisoned in his own study.  His notes were 
missing.” 

“You think…” 

“I think he sabotaged my expedition and went after it 
himself.”  Rutger glared.  “Just his luck it had been a false 
lead, I suppose.” 

“I never crossed his path.” 

“Well, let’s be honest, Rien…”  Rutger chuckled.  “Who’d 
have thought your idea of ‘wander about aimlessly and see what I 
trip over’ would actually pan out?”  He sighed.  “Ugh, I could 
use a distraction.”  He turned toward his slave girl.  “Tyli, go 
introduce yourself to Bast.” 

The slave girl gave him a lascivious smile as she started 
to walk toward him.  Immediately, Rien began shaking his head.  
“No.” 

“Rien…”  Rutger chuckled.  “The man apparently saved you 
from getting a couple arrows up the ass.  Let Tyli…” 

“He’s mine.”  Rien shook his head.   

Despite the young woman’s beauty, he was relieved.  And 
more than a little irritated about feeling relieved.  A flash of 
anger crossed Rutger’s face, so brief that Rien’s glance at 
Bastien was enough that he knew Rien had missed it.  It didn’t 
seem to make sense, but perhaps it was a nuance of Wilder 
culture he didn’t understand.  The slave girl gave him a pouting 
look.  “Ugh, brother…”  Rutger shook his head.  “You are simply 
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no fun anymore.”  He rolled his eyes.  “I have duties to attend.  
Be careful, Rien.”  Rutger gestured for the girl to follow him 
before leaving the quarters. 

“He is going to be upset about missing a show for days.”  
Rien stared at the door.  “Did you get enough breakfast, Bast?” 

“Yes, I…”  Bastien blinked.  “A show?”  His eyes widened.  
“You mean he wanted…” 

Rien laughed.  “You really were a virgin, weren’t you?”  He 
nodded.  “Yes, Bast.  He wanted to watch you and his little minx 
perform for him.”  Rien shook his head.  “He won’t be the last 
to make such an offer, but you are not to partake.  No one 
touches you but me.  That is an order, Bast.” 

“I have no interest in…”  He clenched his fists.  “Rutting 
for the pleasure of an audience.” 

“Mmmm…”  Based on the expression currently on Rien’s face, 
maybe saying that aloud had been a mistake.  “I’ll keep that in 
mind.”  He shrugged.  “But for now, we have errands.  Come.” 

# 

He arranged more clothing for Bast, and took the man to get 
measured for another set of armor.  Bast was somewhat unhappy 
with the clothing choices.  Rien had chosen a couple vests for 
him, garments that displayed the knight’s body well.  He’d 
turned red when Rien had insisted on getting him some of the 
more traditional garb of a body-slave.  It amounted to little 
more than a fancy loincloth.  Rien was considering making the 
man wear it for him later just to see him turn red again.  He 
ordered the vests embroidered with his own draconic sigil, then 
had them add the hound as well. 

Then he headed toward the servant’s quarters.  The man he’d 
come to find was waiting for him inside the hall.  “Marinus.” 

“Jochem.” 

“You know, you could have sent me a letter telling me you 
were returning.  Or perhaps one or two letting me know you were 
still alive.”  Jochem shook his head in disapproval.  “I had to 
scramble to get your quarters ready when I heard you’d entered 
town.”  His steward glared at him, then flicked his eyes toward 
Bast before glaring at him too, then finally returning to glare 
at Rien some more. 

Odd how much he’d missed the man.  “I need —” 
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“There.”  Jochem jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  Rien 
looked in that direction to see a set of blond twins, young and 
lovely.  The one on the left was dressed in green, the other in 
blue, the tones complementing each other nicely.  Both wore 
leather slave collars.  “Let me tell you, keeping them away from 
Rutger was no easy task.  They are both nicely docile and well 
trained to suit your needs.” 

“Well now…”  Rien put a hand on Jochem’s shoulder.  “I’m 
still paying you too much, right?” 

“Yes, my lord.”  Jochem’s mouth twitched just a little in a 
smile.   

“Good.  See it remains that way.”  He glanced over his 
shoulder.  “Bast, this is Jochem, my steward.  Jochem, this is 
Bast, my knight.”  He shrugged.  “Bast, unless it conflicts with 
orders I’ve given you, do what Jochem tells you.” 

“Understood.”  Bast nodded.  And if he wasn’t mistaken, 
there was just a slightly relieved look on Bast’s face. 

“Do they have names?”  He raised an eyebrow at Jochem. 

“Maela and Rachel.  Though…”  Jochem shook his head.  “I 
can never remember which is which.  I think the blue one is 
Maela.” 

15 

Bastien tried not to stare.  Between the two women, they 
wore almost enough cloth to make a handkerchief.  The thought 
crossed his mind that if Rien had the women to occupy himself 
with, perhaps he’d leave Bastien alone.  The thought was almost 
immediately followed by guilt at the idea of the women having to 
put up with the man. 

Rien continued talking with Jochem, who it seemed handled 
all the actual responsibility that came with Rien’s position as 
a prince.  He noted there were faint scars around Jochem’s neck, 
as though he’d once worn a collar like Bastien’s.  Yet the man 
clearly knew his own importance, for he had no trouble at all 
castigating Rien until Rien presented him with a painting he’d 
looted from the Duke’s castle.  “Jochem, you knew I was alive.  
I sent spoils back more than once.” 

“Without so much as an inventory or missive save some 
hireling asking for me by name and saying ‘Marinus Draak said to 
deliver this to you’.”  Jochem threw up his hands.  “For all I 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 88 of 271 

knew, they’d looted half of it before making the delivery.  And 
how exactly was I to know what you wanted done with any of it?” 

“If I knew what I wanted done with it I’d have done it.”  
Rien shook his head.  “That’s the kind of thing I keep you 
around for.” 

“You…”  Jochem glared.  “You…” 

“Bast, help him out here?”  Rien glanced over his shoulder. 

“Imprudent wastrel.”  Bastien nodded. 

“Yes.  You imprudent wastrel!”  Jochem poked Rien in the 
chest.  “I’m having copies of the ledgers made for you.  They’ll 
be delivered to your quarters this evening.” 

“What of the aqueducts, did that work out?”  Rien raised an 
eyebrow. 

“Oh yes, quite well, in fact.  The groves have expanded out 
into the hills.  It will take a couple more years before they 
are productive, of course, but when I visited two months ago 
they actually succeeded in impressing me.”  Jochem smiled.  “The 
vineyards have expanded as well.  I sent word to Tineke when I 
heard you’d arrived.  She has quite the tithe she’s been eager 
to send you.”  He shrugged.  “I sent her a share from your last 
delivery to be used in expanding her outbuildings.” 

“Well done.”  Rien smiled.  “Aside from Bast here, you may 
tell your wife she may pick whatever she likes from my latest 
spoils.  Your son and daughter as well.” 

“Thank you, my lord.”  Jochem nodded. 

“Now get back to work.”  Rien clapped him on the shoulder.  
“I pay you to be brilliant, not to stand about in halls 
gossiping.”  Jochem rolled his eyes, but smiled before taking 
his leave.  Rien’s own smile was fond as he watched the man go, 
then he turned toward Bastien.  “I took Jochem when I was 
twelve.  My first raid.”  He chuckled.  “Brought him and the 
other spoils back with me to the encampment, then picked him at 
random to be my cupbearer that evening.  He was standing a 
couple feet from me when one of the soldiers brought me a 
report.  Jochem took one look at it, upside down mind you, and 
informed me the quartermaster was shorting the take for the men 
to gain himself a larger share.”   

“I take it he was right?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow. 
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“Turned out to be the least of what the quartermaster was 
doing.  So, I had him executed and gave the job to Jochem.”  
Rien shrugged, then turned to look at the woman.  “So, which one 
of you is Maela?” 

# 

It was rather amusing seeing Bast avert his gaze every time 
one of his eyes happened to fall on the women.  The blue one was 
indeed Maela.  She gave Rien a smile that managed to be both 
enticing and demure as she knelt before him.  Rachel’s smile was 
shyer, but no less lovely.  He questioned them briefly about 
their talents.  Both could apparently cook, and it seemed while 
they both could sing and dance Rachel also played both lyre and 
flute.  And it seemed that while Jochem had ensured Maela was 
fully trained in the pleasurable arts, Rachel was a virgin.  
Maybe he didn’t pay that man too much after all. 

He led all three of his slaves back through the market, and 
didn’t miss that Maela spared Bast an appreciative glance or two 
as well.  By the time they made it back to his quarters, palace 
slaves had delivered his earlier packages, as well as the 
belongings of his two new slaves.  He looked them over, noting 
one in particular, and smiled to himself.  “Maela…”  He 
gestured.  “Help Bast out of his clothing.” 

The knight took a step back as the woman moved toward him.  
“I’m quite capable of do —” 

“Bast…”  Rien’s smile widened.  “I want to evaluate her 
skills.  Hold still and let her attend you.”  The smile became a 
smirk.  “That’s an order.” 

“Goatish reprobate.”  Bast’s curse drew a confused look 
from Rachel and a vaguely scandalized one from Maela.  He glared 
as the Maela began undressing him before doing his best to avoid 
looking at either the women or Rien.  His skin started reddening 
as Maela unlaced his breeches.  Her movements were slow and 
sensual as she made a rather enticing show of undressing him.  
The woman had clearly picked up that she was doing it for Rien’s 
benefit rather than Bast’s, and she used her own body to 
teasingly block his view before offering him tantalizing 
glimpses.  Rien gave her an approving smile. 

When she finished, she glanced at Rien for further 
instruction.  He waved a hand at the packages.  “Bast here is 
new to our lands, Maela.  Why don’t you dress him more 
appropriately for a body slave?” 
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She inclined her head gracefully before selecting attire.  
Bast clenched his fists as Maela fastened a belt of jeweled 
metal around his waist before passing the green embroidered 
loincloth between his legs, and stared up at the ceiling.  
“Rien…”   

“Outside of these chambers, you may dress for battle.  
Within, however, you will dress for my pleasure.”  Rien chuckled 
before giving Maela an approving nod.  Then he gave her an 
apologetic look.  “My pleasure, Maela.  You and your sister are 
to keep your hands off him unless I instruct otherwise.”  He met 
Bast’s eyes.  “He will ensure everyone save myself keeps their 
hands off you.” 

Slowly, Bast nodded.  “Understood.” 

# 

Other than the fact he looked ridiculous, it was a 
surprisingly enjoyable afternoon.  Rachel did prove to be 
skilled at the lyre, and both women had lovely voices.  The best 
part, however, had been when Rien had observed that if he was 
going to use a sword to slay a dragon, he had best become more 
practiced with that particular weapon. 

Rien made a growling sound as he picked himself back up 
from the ground and looked at the fresh welt on his side.  
“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” 

“Oh…”  Bastien shifted his grip on the practice blade.  
“Only a lot.”  He gestured.  “Stop trying to hit me with the 
shield and use it to —” 

“You keep hitting me with your shield.”  Rien glared.  He’d 
stripped down to his breeches for the training session, meaning 
each and every one of the welts Bastien had raised was visible.  
All fourteen of them. 

“Yes, that’s because I know how.”  Bastien shook his head 
and positioned his own shield.  “The ideal in a duel is for the 
shield not to be hit at all.” 

“Then why bother with —” Rien’s eyes narrowed.  “Because 
when you hold it like that I can’t read your position to predict 
your swing.” 

“See…”  Bastien glanced at the women.  “Gradually he 
catches on.  Maela, give him a cookie.” 
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“Maela, how’d you like to give Bast here a good flogging 
before bed?”  Rien glared, then positioned his own shield.  
“Again.” 

Bastien shifted to the side to dodge Rien’s attack, 
focusing on defense.  The man could put a lot of power behind a 
swing, and was certainly not unskilled.  But he’d been right to 
acknowledge the weakness.  Used to an axe, he tended to over 
swing and reacted just a tad too late each time Bastien left him 
an opening to go for a simple thrust.  He feinted, but this time 
Rien caught it and shifted his shield into place in time to 
block Bastien’s shield.  Rien pushed back, his greater strength 
driving Bastien back almost two full paces, then swung. 

He rolled to the side to dodge the blow and came up with a 
short thrust, the tip of his blade touching just under Rien’s 
ribcage.  “Good work with the shield, but not every swing needs 
to cut a man in half.” 

“I like cutting men in half.”  Rien shook his head as he 
stepped back.  He gave a frustrated shake of his head.  “Again.” 

“No.”  Bastien shook his head. 

“That’s a —” 

“Rien, do you want me to beat the shit out of you all night 
or do you want me to teach you to use a sword?”  Bastien smiled.  
“Because if it is the former, I’m quite happy to comply with 
that particular order.” 

“I’m gonna…”  Another growling sound came from Rien.  
“Fine.  Teach me.”  He looked around.  “Where’s my cookie?” 

# 

It was full dark by the time he called a halt to the 
practice.  Bast had taken him through several sword forms before 
they’d dueled again.  He hadn’t yet managed to beat Bast in a 
sword duel, but his command of the weapon had improved.  With a 
couple months before undertaking the next part of his quest, he 
was confident he’d be able to handle a sword against a dragon.  
Rien took a drink of healing potion and felt the bruises Bast 
had inflicted start to fade.  He looked over at where Bast was 
putting the training weapons back on a rack.  At least the ones 
that had survived.  They’d broken three during the session.  
“Who trained you?” 
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“My father.”  Bast put the last of the wooden swords away.  
“There were training sessions and drills with other squires and 
later with other knights, but mostly my father.” 

“You, uh…”  Rien shrugged.  “If you want to write him or 
anything, Jochem can make sure the letter gets delivered.” 

“I…”  Bast went still for a moment before nodding.  “Thank 
you.”  

He gave the back of Bast’s neck an affectionate squeeze 
before offering him a sip of the healing potion.  “Tomorrow I 
want you to teach me that move you did where you switched your 
grip on the sword to stab the guy coming up behind you.”  Then 
he shrugged, and gestured for him and the women to follow him 
back into the sitting area.  “Maela, Rachel, you said you were 
trained in va’styden?” 

“Yes, master.”  Both women replied quietly. 

“Excellent.”  Rien smiled.  “Bast, kneel on the bear fur 
there by the fireplace.”  When Bast gave him an irritated look, 
Rien just smiled wider.  “That’s an order, Bast.”  Bast glared 
at him before going over to the fur and sinking to his knees.  
Rien turned to Rachel and gestured at Bast.  “Demonstrate.” 

“Do I want to…”  Bast trailed off when he saw Rachel pick 
up a cord of silken rope.  He gave a small shake of his head as 
she started walking toward him.  “Rien…” 

“Bast…”  Rien sat down where he had a good view and 
gestured for Maela to join him.  “You got a chance to show your 
skills off today, don’t you think our lovely Rachel deserves the 
same?”  He put an arm around Maela, pulling close before 
brushing her hair back from her shoulder.  “Don’t worry, 
sweetling.  You’ll have a chance to show off as well.” 

She made a purring sound as she pressed her body against 
his, her eyes smoldering with intent as she caressed his chest.  
“Yes, master.” 

Bast gave a frustrated shake of his head as Rachel began 
making unwinding the rope.  She glanced at him as if waiting for 
direction, and he merely nodded.  “You’re showing off, Rachel.  
Be creative.” 

“Yes, master.”  She inclined her head.  Slowly and 
carefully, she began by lashing Bast’s hands behind his back, 
placing the knots carefully to avoid damaging him.  From there 
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she began weaving the rope into a harness, creating a web that 
enhanced Bast’s body as much as it restricted it.   

Rien began caressing Maela as her sister worked, pulling 
the woman into his lap.  She responded by kissing his neck, and 
her hands began to move over his body.  He directed her to her 
knees as Rachel gestured for Bast to spread his legs apart.  
Bast shook his head until Rien directed him to comply.  He 
smiled as Rachel placed the next series of knots where they 
would press and rub against Bast’s body, then made a small sound 
of pleasure as Maela took him into her mouth.  Bast averted his 
gaze. 

Maela had brought him to climax by the time her sister had 
finished with Bast.  He ran his fingers through her hair, and 
smiled down at her.  “Good girl.”  She smiled back. 

On the fur, Bast tested the ropes, only to discover doing 
so had an effect on Rachel’s placement of the knots.  He 
grimaced, and Rien laughed softly.  He crouched next to Bast, 
and ran a finger down the ropes.  “What do you think, Bast?  Did 
she do a good job?” 

“We’re doing another training session tomorrow, yes?”  Bast 
looked up at him.  “I’ll be able to hit you some more?” 

His finger trailed down the knots to where Rachel had bound 
Bast’s cock.  A smile came to his face when he realized Bast was 
hard.  “Are you trying to claim you didn’t enjoy having a 
beautiful woman tying you up?”  He raised an eyebrow. 

“We can focus on your parries.  That will give me plenty of 
opportunity to hit you.”  Bast glared. 

“Oh, Bast…”  Rien caught his hair before kissing him.  “We 
will train again tomorrow.”  He smiled.  “And if I catch you 
going easy on me, I’ll flog you.” 

“I assure you…”  Bast narrowed his eyes.  “That won’t be a 
concern.” 

16 

Struggling against the ropes that bound him just made the 
situation worse.  He could keep his eyes away from what Maela 
and Rien were doing, but his ears didn’t have the same luxury.  
And both of them were being rather audible with their pleasure.  
Fortunately, Rien apparently decided the sofa wasn’t suitable 
and swept Maela up before carrying her into the bed chamber. 
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Leaving him rather elaborately tied up in the sitting room.  
Bastien turned a little toward Rachel.  “Would you mind untying 
me?” 

“Master Marinus didn’t say to untie you.”  Rachel shook his 
head. 

“He was merely distracted.”  Bastien moved his head in the 
direction of the bedchamber.  “It likely just slipped his mind.” 

“He seemed pleased by you in the ropes.”  Rachel shifted 
uncertainly.  She gave him a shy smile.  “You are very strong.  
I tried to show that.”  She shifted a little.  “Was he pleased?” 

“I’m certain he was.”  After all, Bastien was uncomfortable 
and embarrassed.  No doubt Rien was thrilled.  “Now please untie 
me.” 

“But Master Marinus didn’t say to untie you.”  She shook 
her head, and glanced in the direction of the bedchamber again.  
She looked apprehensive.  “Lord Jochem said Master Marinus was a 
kind man and a good master.  Is that true?” 

“I can see why Jochem would think so.”  Bastien fought the 
urge to thrash against the ropes.  “But as he had you tie me up 
and leave me here, my personal opinion may be slightly biased at 
the moment.”   He exhaled.   

“How long have you served Master Marinus?” 

“I uh…”  He tried to shrug, and the knots rubbed into him 
again.  The sensation was annoyingly pleasurable.  “About three 
weeks.” 

“And how long have you been a slave?”  She tilted her head. 

“About three weeks.”  When she stared at him, he gave a 
small shake of his head.  “He took me in a raid about four weeks 
ago.” 

“He trained you in a week?”  Her mouth dropped open in 
shock. 

“No, it’s…”  He sighed.  “Complicated.  Untie me, and I’ll 
happily tell you all about it.” 

“Master Marinus didn’t say to untie you.”  She shook her 
head at him again.  “You are very pretty in the ropes.  Do you 
not enjoy them?” 

“No, I don’t enjoy them.”  He gave a frustrated growl. 
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Rachel gave him a wounded look, and her eyes actually 
teared up.  “I’m sorry.  I put them around your shaft so you 
would.  Did I do it wrong?” 

“I would greatly, greatly appreciate it if you would remove 
them from that location.”  He could feel himself turning red 
again.  “It’s very…”  He took a few deep breaths. 

“I could relieve…”  She trailed off.  “Master Marinus said 
we aren’t to touch you.” 

“No, I don’t you to —”  He gave a frantic shake of his 
head.  “Please just untie me.” 

“Master Marinus didn’t say to untie you.” 

“Then would you…”  He closed his eyes for a few moments 
before opening them again.  “Would you adjust the ropes so they 
aren’t…”  He glanced down.  “There?” 

“Master Marinus seemed pleased they were there.”  Rachel 
looked down, and then smiled at him.  “You seem pleased they are 
there too.” 

“Oh for the love of…”  He stared at her.  “You’re enjoying 
this, aren’t you?” 

“Master Marinus said not to touch.”  She trailed her eyes 
over him.  “Master Marinus didn’t say I couldn’t look.” 

“I hope that dragon swallows him whole.”  Bastien glared.  
“Would you…”  He looked down at the fur.  “Would you at least 
help me lay down so I don’t dislocate my shoulder trying to get 
some rest?”  She complied, then laid down in front of him, only 
a couple inches away.  The garment she was wearing proved that 
it was designed only to conceal when she was upright.  He 
immediately tilted his head back to avert his eyes. She giggled.  
“Yeah…”  He took another deep breath.  “I think I figured out 
why Jochem thought Rien would like you.” 

# 

Rien woke the next morning, then rolled over to brush 
Maela’s hair back from her face.  She gave him smile, and he 
bent his head to kiss her.  “Sweetling, do you prefer sapphires 
or emeralds?” 

Her fingers caressed his arm as she pressed her body 
against his.  “I prefer whichever gets your attention, Master 
Marinus.” 
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“Sapphires, I think.  Blue suits you.”  He ran his fingers 
through her hair.  “And I prefer Rien to Marinus.”  He kissed 
her again before reluctantly rising from the bed.  He let Maela 
help him dress, then located a sapphire bracelet among his 
jewels and locked it around her wrist.   

Upon coming out of the hallway into the sitting room, he 
stopped short.  Bast was laying on the bearskin rug, with Rachel 
laying only a few inches from him.  Rachel appeared to be 
asleep.  Bast was still rather thoroughly tied up and started 
glaring the moment he saw Rien.  “You know…”  Rien laughed 
softly.  “I had this feeling I was forgetting something.”   

“Really?”  Bast narrowed his eyes.  Next to him, Rachel 
stirred and woke.  Immediately, she shifted to kneel, head 
bowed. 

“Maela is very…”  He turned to watch the woman walk through 
the room.  “Distracting.”  He shrugged.  “Why didn’t you ask 
Rachel to untie you?” 

“I did.”  Bast shook his head.  “Repeatedly.” 

“And…” 

“And she’s evil.” 

“Ah…”  Rien nodded.  “Well then.  Good girl.”  He gave 
Rachel an approving nod before turning back to Bast.  “You know, 
I was going to put her in emeralds, but if that’s the case maybe 
I’ll go with rubies instead.”  He shrugged, then ran his fingers 
through Rachel’s hair.  “Help your sister with breakfast, lovely 
one.”  She smiled before rising to obey.  He tilted his head to 
watch her leave the room. 

“Rien.  Rien.”   

It took him a few moments to realize Bast was saying his 
name, and he looked down to see the man was still bound tightly, 
with his ankles connected to his wrists.  “Oh.  Right.”  He 
started looking for the end of the rope before shaking his head.  
“Rachel?” 

# 

“No, like this.”  Bastien adjusted the sword, then 
indicated a wider stance.  “You need to brace, or you won’t be 
able to deflect your opponent’s swing enough to get them off 
balance for the riposte.” 
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Maela shifted.  “Is this better?” 

“Yes.”  He stepped back.  “Again.”  Rien’s position as an 
actual prince had kept the man busy for much of the last few 
days.  It was considered inappropriate for a slave to be present 
during various ceremonial matters, thus Bastien had been left 
behind.  Without Rien present, there was very little for them to 
do.  Bastien had tried Rien’s library, only to discover most of 
the books were in a script with which he was unfamiliar.  Maela 
had offered to teach him, and almost jokingly he’d offered to 
teach her sword play in return. 

To his surprise, she’d taken him up on the offer.  She 
moved more like a dancer than a fighter, but she was clearly 
enjoying herself.  It was hard not to stare as she went through 
the sword form, despite the fact he was growing somewhat 
accustomed to two barely clothed women wandering about.  The 
fact that Rien had decided part of Maela’s morning routine was 
selecting Bastien’s own clothing and dressing him was also 
serving to inure him to certain matters.  She took an unholy 
delight in displaying Bastien’s body for Rien’s pleasure, and 
had actually pouted when Rien had sided with him on the ‘no 
jewels’ part.  She’d immediately deployed her own wiles to get 
her way, and he’d found himself sitting for her to apply a sort 
of paint that stained his skin for days at a time.  Intricately 
patterned sea-serpents trailed up his arms and across his chest 
and back. 

Rien had approved heartily upon seeing the finished work.  
He’d given Maela a sapphire pendant before chaining Bastien to 
the bed for the night.  For the past week he’d alternated 
between Bastien and Maela, stating he was saving Rachel as a 
reward for after he’d slain the dragon.  Rachel had declined the 
sword lessons, and was working on composing a new melody for her 
lyre. 

“I can teach you, if you’d like.”  Maela lowered the sword 
after finishing the form. 

“You are teaching me.”  The language of the texts was one 
he had a passing familiarity with as a spoken language, but he’d 
never seen it written before. 

“I don’t mean the books.”  She shook her head.  “If you’re 
concerned you lack the skill to service Master Rien, I could 
teach you.” 
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It took him a moment to realize what she was saying, and he 
immediately started shaking his head.  “No, no, that’s…”  He 
took a deep breath.  “No.” 

“Inexperience is nothing to be ashamed of.”  She smiled.  
“Master Rien told me you were a virgin when he claimed you.” 

“Of course he did.”  Bastien rubbed his forehead. 

“I could demonstrate without having to disobey Master 
Rien’s edict about touching you.” 

“That’s not…”  He sighed.  “Can we not talk about this?” 

“Oh, sister…”  Rachel’s voice came from behind him, low and 
amused.  “Look you made him turn red all over.” 

“I know.”  Maela laughed.  “I wish I was allowed to pinch 
his cheeks.”  She gave him a lingering look.  “Both sets.” 

“You’re both evil.”  He shook his head at them.  “You know 
that, right?” 

# 

“Brother, if I didn’t know better…”  Rien narrowed his 
eyes.  “I’d think you were threatening me.”  He folded his arms.  
“I’m starting to wonder if Rutger is right.” 

“Marinus…”  Lammert glared.  “Killing one of my brothers is 
the last thing I would do.”  He shook his head.  “I’m trying to 
keep you alive, you blasted fool.” 

“With Jurgen out of the way, you’re next in line for the 
throne.”  Rutger shifted to stand at Rien’s shoulder.  “You’re 
only against this because you know when Rien succeeds, he’ll be 
the designated heir.  And not you.” 

“Oh I’m sure Jochem would do an excellent job of running 
the country while Marinus paraded himself about.”  Lammert 
rolled his eyes.  “Right up until Marinus pushed the limits of 
our neighbors too far and brought them all down upon us at 
once.” 

“You know, brother, I’m curious…”  Rien tilted his head.  
“How did Phillip manage to gather himself that many trolls 
without bringing any of the clans down upon him?” 

“Perhaps you should have asked him while you were in his 
employ.”  Lammert shook his head.  “You see a tomb to raid and a 
dragon to slay, and look no further.  You don’t consider the 
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consequences.  Just like you didn’t consider them when raiding 
Duke Harald’s castle.  You realize if it weren’t for your pet, 
you’re little alliance with Phillip would have turned Solsthriem 
against us?  The River Dragon himself attacking the king’s 
cousin?”  He exhaled.  “Give the man back, Marinus.  A gesture 
of goodwill to —” 

“You want to placate the soft folk?”  Rutger spat.  “Next 
you’d have us kneeling to them.  When exactly, brother, did you 
turn craven?” 

“Childish taunts?”  Lammert gave a small shake of his head.  
“Is that really your best argument?” 

“I’m done listening to you, Lammert.”  Rien folded his 
arms.  “Dismiss prophecy all you want, but the dream spoke truth 
even if you close your ears to it.  I found the keystone, and a 
dragon awaits.”  He turned, and stalked away.   

Rutger followed after him.  “A chance for glory and he’d 
throw it away.  Our people once strode from sea to sea 
unchecked, and he’d…”  He chuckled.  “Though he does have a 
point.” 

“What’s that?”  Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“If you gave your pet back, Solsthriem would let it’s guard 
down again.  You could lead the clans in, and they’d never see 
it coming.” 

“I’m not giving Bast back.”  If for no other reason than he 
currently had no one else he could trust to teach him the sword.  
Lammert would seize on any weakness, even a correctable one, as 
an excuse to convince their mother to turn away from the plan.  
“I still need him.”  He sighed.  “Warlord Petrus is expecting 
me.  I’ll see you later, brother.” 

“Give the warlord my regards.” 

# 

Bastien turned at the sound of the door unlocking, 
expecting to see Rien.  His eyes widened slightly when Lammert 
entered, and he instinctively moved into a defensive position.  
Lammert glanced at where Maela and Rachel had immediately knelt.  
“You two, leave us.”  He pointed at Bastien.  “You.  A word.”   

He waited until Maela and Rachel had scampered into the 
safety of the bedchamber, then took up a position between 
Lammert and the hallway before nodded.  “Prince Lammert.” 
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“Are you enjoying being part of my brother’s harem, or do 
you wish to return to Solsthriem?”  Lammert folded his arms. 

“I fail to see what concern that is of yours.”  Bastien 
narrowed his eyes. 

“It concerns me because your king is demanding your 
return.”  Lammert gave a small shake of his head.  “Your father 
has been named steward for Duchess Nadja, and to ensure he has 
enough authority to carry out that duty your king has elevated 
him to a baron.  You are nobility now, Sir Bastien.  Do you want 
to go home?” 

There was no way to know if Lammert spoke truth, but the 
claim was not far-fetched.  He couldn’t help but feel some pride 
that his father’s courage had been recognized.  “I…”  He took a 
deep breath.  “Of course I want to go home.” 

“Then gather what belongings you have, and come with me.”  
Lammert waved a hand.  “My agent will escort you safely to your 
father.” 

“I…”  Bastien felt a lump rise in his throat.  “I must 
decline your offer.” 

Lammert exhaled, then frowned.  His gaze went to the 
hallway behind Bastien.  “Is it the women who concern you?”  He 
raised an eyebrow.  “My brother will not punish them for your 
‘escape’, you need not worry on that account.” 

“That’s not…”  He shook his head. 

“Has one caught your eye then?”  Lammert rolled his eyes.  
“Then convince her to accompany you and I’ll pay the gild to my 
brother, but be quick about it.” 

“I must decline your offer.”  It felt as if the words were 
being ripped out of him.  He squared his shoulders.  “I gave 
Rien my oath of fealty.” 

“An oath demanded under duress is not binding before the 
gods.”  Lammert shook his head. 

“The oath was offered by me, not demanded by him.”  Bastien 
clenched his fists.  He had no clue why Lammert was offering to 
help him escape.  Possibly it was just to frustrate Rien, but 
more likely the man had ulterior motives.  Whatever the reason 
was, however, it was ultimately irrelevant.  It was the oath 
that kept him there, not the collar.  “So I must decline your 
offer.” 
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“Sir Bastien…”  Lammert straightened.  “No one need ever 
know what —” 

“I will know.”  He met Lammert’s eyes. 

The other man just stared at him for several seconds.  “So 
may it be.”  He gave another small shake of his head.  “If I 
understand an oath of fealty, it requires you to defend him 
against all threats, no matter their nature.” 

“It does.”  He shifted his stance just a little to one more 
defensive.  “Even if the threat is his own brother.” 

“Then we will see what that morrow brings.”  Lammert turned 
and exited the room. 

Slowly, Bastien exhaled.  Then he locked the door behind 
the man. 

17 

“So if your father is a baron now, what exactly does that 
make you?”  Rien tilted his head. 

“Trapped in a foreign land with a group of mad people.”  
Bast shrugged. 

“True.”  Rien looked down at the practice sword.  Lammert 
had tried to steal Bast.  Not only did that piss him off, he 
couldn’t figure out the man’s motive.  It wasn’t as though 
Lammert actually needed the gold of Bast’s ransom, and since 
Lammert wasn’t going to be king he had no reason to care about 
relations with Solsthriem.  Unless…  “I think Lammert may be 
allied with Phillip.” 

“Such coups have occurred before.  Though I fail to see 
what Lammert stands to gain by such an alliance.”  Bast began 
demonstrating another sword form, then paused.  “Unless…” 

“Unless he used Phillip to eliminate Jurgen.”  Rien 
growled.  “Which would imply Phillip knew exactly who I was when 
I joined his mercenaries.”  He shook his head.  “Lammert said if 
it wasn’t for you, Phillip could have used that to turn 
Solsthriem against the Wilderfolk.” 

“Allow Lammert to eliminate you by having you handed over 
to Solsthriem.  Phillip gets to be the king that defeated the 
River Dragon’s attack on Solsthriem, Lammert gets to be the king 
that stopped the resulting war.”  Bast went back to 
demonstrating the form. 
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“Except neither of them planned on you and your father.”  
Rien chuckled, then nodded.  “Which might be why Lammert wants 
you out of here.  You thwarted him, then kept his assassins from 
killing me.”  He started the form.  “Pretty sure you’d have met 
with some kind of accident on the way back to Solsthriem.  Some 
nice neat event that couldn’t possibly be tied to him.”  He 
adjusted his grip on the blade.  “But probably would have tied 
to me.” 

Bast gestured for him to raise the blade a little.  “The 
truth does somewhat favor his version of events.” 

“I haven’t killed you.”  Rien shook his head. 

“You’ve abducted me, tortured me, raped me, enslaved me, 
and made me wear this ridiculous —” 

“But I haven’t killed you.”  Rien glared. 

“You let your little minxes tie me up and hang me from the 
ceiling.” 

“Oh come on, you enjoyed that too.”  Rien waggled his 
eyebrows.  “Twice.” 

“Debased chump.”   

# 

Bastien read through the text again.  The description of 
the Dragon Lord’s tomb was couched in flowery terms, but it 
hinted at traps both magical and mundane.  He passed the book 
over to Maela again.  “I’m not sure if this is implying a pit 
trap lined with spikes or spikes coming from the ceiling.” 

She frowned at the passage.  “Look, here…”  She touched a 
line of text with her finger.  “This suggests the spikes come 
forth.”  She frowned again.  “Though this…”  She shook her head.  
“Speaks of falling so…” 

“So with our luck it’s going to be both.”  He took the book 
back from her.  Despite the danger, he couldn’t help but feel 
just a little excited about the upcoming expedition.  Perhaps 
Rien’s foolhardy nature was rubbing off on him a bit.  Though 
Rien had made it clear he wasn’t bring Bastien along merely for 
his fighting skill. 

“Here…”  Rachel passed the scroll she was examining to him.  
“I found another reference to the keystone.” 
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The expedition itself was being kept secret.  Rien hadn’t 
been sure how much of his mother’s edict in that regard had been 
desire to keep anyone from interfering, and how much had been 
her concern he wouldn’t succeed.  He’d thus had to leave the 
task of determining what exactly they’d be facing at the tomb to 
Bastien.  Fortunately, Maela and Rachel were happy to assist.  
He looked over the scroll.  “I think this is talking about the 
same mural from the earlier one.” 

“No, look.”  She pointed.  “Toward the bottom, it 
references a depiction of wolves.  The other mural had water.” 

“I hope that doesn’t mean more than one keystone is 
required.”  Maela looked up.  “Because the story does say four 
were made.” 

“Master Rien said he had a solution for that problem.”  
Rachel shrugged. 

“He told me his solution.”  Maela shook her head.  “It’s a 
sack of black powder and a sledge hammer.” 

“Yeah that…”  Bastien exhaled.  “Sounds like Rien.” 

“I am going to start the evening meal.”  Maela rose.  
“Master Rien mentioned he wanted apples.  I will have to go to 
the market.” 

“Let me get dressed.”  Bastien rose.  With Lammert’s 
motives still unknown, Rien was reluctant to allow any of them 
out of the quarters by themselves.  And as Rien’s knight, 
defending Rien’s property was his duty.  Though it was still 
difficult to think of the women as ‘property’ even though the 
same word did apply to himself these days.  He wasn’t supposed 
to wear his sword unless he was guarding Rien, but he wasn’t 
going to allow either of the women to go alone through an area 
where people wanted to assassinate their master. 

“Do you have to?”  Rachel batted her eyes at him. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be the innocent one?”  He glared at 
her, and she just gave him a coy smile. 

“Wear the green vest.”  Maela waved a hand at him.  “It 
brings out your eyes.” 

“Shameless vixens.”  He stalked toward the bedchamber. 

# 
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“What, exactly, do you intend to do with four kegs of black 
powder?”  Jochem looked over the list. 

“I’m just trying to be prepared.”  Rien shook his head.  
“Can you get it or not?” 

“Prepared for what?  Blowing up a mountain?”  Jochem stared 
at him.  

“I haven’t eliminated that as a possibility.”  Rien smiled.  
“Jochem…”  He put his hands on the man’s shoulder.  “Dragon.” 

“I’ve adjusted your testament.”  Jochem rolled his eyes.  
“When you blow yourself up and get eaten, I get the olive groves 
and the vineyards.” 

“You’re not taking the winter lodge?”  He blinked. 

“No.”  Jochem smirked.  “That’s going to be my daughter’s 
dowry.” 

“Make sure your son gets the horses.” 

“Of course.” 

# 

The fact that their collars marked them as Rien’s property 
meant at least half the vendors they passed tried pressing gifts 
on them in the hopes of securing the favor of the new heir 
apparent.  Maela had whispered that it was customary to accept, 
and failing to accept could be taken as an insult.  It would be 
up to Rien, however, to decide what to do with the gifts.  In 
the meantime, they apparently didn’t have to actually pay for 
anything. 

Maela was carefully selecting apples when a man dressed in 
the clothing he’d learned signified someone of rank passed and 
stopped to admire her.  He wasn’t the first to do so.  
Unfortunately, this one decided to approach.  The man started to 
reach to touch her arm, and Bastien moved to stand between them.  
A sneer came to the lordling’s face when he noted Bastien’s 
collar, and he attempted to move around Bastien to get to Maela.  
“She is the property of Prince Marinus Draak.”  Bastien adjusted 
his own position in response. 

“Marinus and I are old friends…”  The man gave Maela an 
admiring look.  “He won’t mind.”  He gestured to Maela.  “Come 
here, girl.” 
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There was a trace of fear visible in her eyes as she 
started to obey the command.  Bastien put a hand out to stop 
her.  “My orders are not to allow anyone to touch her.”   

The lordling looked Bastien over, his eyes narrowing.  
“I’ll not be spoken to in such a manner by a slave.”  He 
gestured, and one of the man’s attendants grabbed Maela’s arm 
and began pulling her away.   

Bastien caught the man’s wrist, grinding the bones together 
to force him to release her arm.  “Maela, get back to the 
palace.” 

“Why you…”  The lordling lunged for her, and Bastien 
grabbed his arm and shoved him away.  The lordling fell 
backward, landing on his ass.  He snarled, then gestured to the 
guard standing next to him as another helped him back to his 
feet.  “Take care of that cur.” 

The guard drew his sword and lunged at Bastien.  Bastien 
stepped to the side, caught the man’s wrist, and twisted it to 
take the blade away from him.  Then he kicked the guard in the 
side of the knee to send him to the ground.  Behind him, Maela 
was trying to retreat around the market stall, only to have 
another of the guards block her path.  Bastien shifted to 
intercept him and allow Maela to escape.  “Get back to —” 

“Insolent dog.”  The lordling drew his own blade and came 
at them with a wild swing.  He deflected the blade away from 
Maela, then parried the man’s next furious swing again.  The 
man’s third wild attack resulted in Bastien having to 
counterattack to keep the man from getting to the cornered 
Maela.  The stolen sword cut a gash in the man’s side, and he 
heard Maela give a terrified cry. 

A few seconds later he realized the rest of the lordling’s 
guards had decided to draw crossbows instead of blades.  Bastien 
shoved Maela behind him.  “Bast…”  Her voice sounded terrified. 

“Drop your weapon, dog, or else.”  The lordling held a hand 
to his wounded side. 

“Maela, get back to the palace.”  Bastien dropped the sword 
as four of the guards came over to seize his arms.  Out of the 
corner of his eye, he saw her obeying, running as fast as she 
could. 

# 
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Despite the animosity that often existed between himself 
and his brothers, he’d never truly considered fratricide before.  
They may have all had different fathers, but they were still 
joined by blood.  That had always given them a certain bond even 
as they competed against each other.  The thought of severing 
such a thing was unimaginable.  Let alone severing it by simply 
picking up his brother and chucking him off the balcony.  
“Rutger…” 

“I swear, I didn’t know…”  Rutger started to whisper, then 
trailed off as the chieftain Teunis began intoning yet another 
babbled series of blessings.  The man was long since become 
befuddled in his dotage, and retained his position only because 
of his clan’s genuine affection for the man.  His son was the 
chieftain in all but name. 

An offhand comment of Rutger’s, however, had resulted in 
Teunis deciding a member of his bloodline would make Rien a 
perfect queen.  Ordinarily, Rien would have entertained the 
notion.  Teunis’s clan was stable and productive, one of the few 
clans that had built much of anything new in the last decade.  
Except it had apparently slipped Teunis’s mind that the only 
unmarried female of his bloodline was his seven year old 
granddaughter.  Who he apparently had mixed up with an aunt who 
bore the same name, because he was currently claiming said seven 
year old granddaughter was an accomplished hunter of lions.  
“Remind me to break your nose later.” 

“I said I was sorry.” 

# 

He was dragged out of the marketplace.  Bastien could hear 
someone arguing with the lordling, only for the lordling to 
demand whoever it was get out of their way or face the same.  
That did not seem to bode well.  The green vest was ripped off 
him as he was dragged into an area with a sand floor.  A chill 
went through him as he realized he was being taken to a whipping 
post.  Bastien began struggling, but the four men held him 
firmly.  He was slammed into the post hard enough that he 
thought one of his ribs might have cracked. 

The men bound his arms to the crossbars of the post tightly 
enough to hurt before they stepped away.  “Cur…”  The lordling’s 
voice was cruel as he circled around to the other side of the 
post to look Bastien in the eye.  “You will learn the penalty 
for daring to strike your betters.”   

“My lord —”  Someone spoke up from where he couldn’t see. 
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“Give him the full lot.”  The lordling shook his head, and 
gave a strangely satisfied smile.   

Bastien’s eyes widened when he saw one of the lordling’s 
guards take an item from a nearby box.  He’d expected a flogger, 
or something similar.  The guard was carrying a heavy bullwhip.  
He took a deep breath as the man walked behind him, trying to 
brace himself for what was to come. 

The first blow tore a scream from him. 

18 

He managed to escape Teunis unwed, only to run into Drika.  
“Rutger let slip you’re going after the dragon.” 

“Rutger…”  Rien looked over his shoulder. 

“She was going to find out anyway…”  Rutger winced. 

“I want in.”  She folded her arms. 

“I am taking only a small team —” 

“I know.  I want on it.” 

“Drika…”  He started shaking his head. 

“You promised, if you ever fought an actual dragon, you’d 
take me with you.” 

“You’re going to hold me to a promise I made when I was 
fourteen and you were naked?”  He stared at her. 

“Yes.”  She narrowed her eyes. 

# 

He could feel blood running down his back.  As near as he 
could tell, the lordling wasn’t even bothering to count the 
blows.  Bastien had tried, but had lost the number around 
thirty.  Another blow, and the world was starting to gray around 
the edges.  The lordling signaled again, and then then took a 
startled step back, his eyes going wide.  “Prince —”  There was 
a snapping sound and a scream from behind Bastien. 

Rien.  Maela had gotten to Rien.  The last thing he saw 
before the world went dark around him was the lordling backing 
away, clearly terrified. 

# 
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“Come have a drink with me.”  Rutger slapped the back of 
his hand against Rien’s arm.  “We haven’t gotten a single 
productive thing done today, why change that?” 

“Rutger, if I’m going to get drunk and waste the rest of 
the evening I have much more attractive company to do it in than 
yours.” 

“Speaking of which I still cannot believe Jochem got to 
them before I did.  Twins, Rien.  Beautiful, identical twins.”  
Rutger shook his head.  “You know while you were gone I tried 
hiring him away from you.  Raised my offer three times.  How the 
hell much do you pay that man?” 

“Nowhere near what he’s worth.”  Rien laughed.  “I’ll see 
you tomorrow, brother.”  He turned and headed back for his 
quarters.   

Halfway there, he heard a frantic voice.  “Master Rien, 
Master Rien.” 

He turned, and his eyes widened.  “Rachel?”  He started 
toward her.  Her eyes were wet, as though she’d been crying.  
“Lovely, what…”  He reached for her hand.  “Are you hurt?” 

“No but…”  She tugged his hand, pulling him back toward the 
quarters.  “He is.  Please, Master Rien, hurry.”   

Rien broke into a run, with Rachel beside him.  Opening the 
door revealed one of Lammert’s guards standing just inside.  His 
brother was standing next to the table, his arms folded and his 
expression furious.  And laying facedown on the table was Bast.  
His back looked as though it had been torn to shreds.  A 
darkskinned woman he recognized as one of Lammert’s slaves was 
tending to him, carefully piecing his flesh back together.  
Maela sat on the floor, clinging to one of Bast’s hands.  “What 
the fuck happened…”  Rien glared as he started toward his 
brother. 

“Your pet was injured.”  Lammert turned toward him, eyes 
narrowing.  

“Rachel?”  He turned to the woman holding on to his arm. 

“There was an altercation in the market, Master Rien.  They 
tried to take Maela, and Bast stopped them.”  Fresh tears came 
from her eyes.  “We were looking for you, then…” 
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“Lammert brought him.”  Maela’s voice was soft.  “He hasn’t 
woken up.”  She let out a small sob.  “I just wanted to get 
apples.” 

He started toward the table, only for Lammert to hold out 
an arm to bar his way.  “Unless you want your pet ruined by scar 
tissue, I suggest you not distract Efua.” 

“I…”  Rien stared at where the woman was working.  Strips 
of flesh were dangled loosely from Bast’s wounds, and he could 
see places where the muscle beneath had also been torn.  “Who 
did this to him?”  He turned to look at Rachel.  She gave a 
small shake of her head before looking at her sister.  He looked 
down at her as well.  “Maela?” 

“He defended me from Lord Wessel in the market.”  Maela’s 
voice was soft.  “And drew blood from Lord Wessel in the 
process.” 

“Wessel did this?”  Rien growled.  He shook his head and 
then turned to go looking for the man.  He made it two steps 
before he was suddenly slammed into the wall.   

“Sit…”  Before he could recover, Lammert half hurled him 
into a chair.  The wooden thing broke when he collided with it, 
sending him to the floor.  “Down.”  Lammert shook his head.  
“And for once in your life think before you act.” 

“I am thinking.”  Rien stood.  “I’m thinking I’m going to 
kill Wessel.  And if you know what is good for you, you’ll get 
out of my way.” 

“You think this was Wessel’s fault?”  Lammert waved a hand.  
“You gave a body-slave orders to kill anyone who laid a hand on 
your pets, and never once considered the consequences for him if 
he actually obeyed that order.” 

“He’s not a —” 

“He’s a slave, Marinus.  Your slave.  Wearing your collar, 
your shackles, and your mark.”  Lammert drove a finger into 
Rien’s chest.  “The man you personally enslaved drew the blood 
of a chief.  Be grateful I came upon the scene before your pet 
took the full hundred lashes, because your ill-advised 
infatuation for him grants him no protection outside your 
presence.”  Lammert gave a small, almost bitter laugh.  “As 
proud as you are of your little guard dog, Marinus, when he’s 
off your leash all they see is a vicious animal.” 

“Wessel had no right to —” 
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“He had every right to, Marinus.”  Lammert glared.  “You 
spoiled, selfish little shit.  How did you manage to reach 
twenty seven years of age without learning the law of your own 
people?” 

He looked away, fists clenched, and his gaze ended up back 
on where Bast was laying.  He took a deep breath.  “Will he 
live?” 

“Provided he is properly cared for, yes.”  Lammert nodded.  
“I will leave Efua here until he can walk again.” 

“I will…”  He turned back to look his brother in the eye.  
“I’ll ensure she returns to you safely.” 

“I already dealt with Wessel.  You…”  Lammert gave a small 
shake of his head.  “Tend to your knight.”  He started to turn 
away, then stopped and looked back at Rien.  He exhaled, then 
put a hand on Rien’s shoulder.  “A man who would command loyalty 
should learn its value.” 

His brother was halfway to the door when Rien found his 
voice.  “Thank you, Lam.” 

Lammert paused for a moment before nodding.  “You are 
welcome, Rien.” 

# 

Waking hurt.  His back felt strangely numb, but there was a 
strange ache in his arms and his ribs felt as though he’d been 
kicked by a mule.  Bastien turned his head a little, trying to 
figure out where he was laying, and suddenly there was a 
pressure as someone squeezed his hand.  “Master Rien, Master 
Rien, he’s waking up.” 

“Bast?”  Rien’s voice came from his other side.  Fingers 
brushed through his hair.  “Bastien, can you hear me?” 

“What…”  The memories flooded back into him all at once.  
“Maela, is she —” 

“I’m right here.”  Someone squeezed his hand again.   

“Are you hurt?”  He tried to shift, to turn toward her, and 
a fresh wave of pain went through him. 

A voice he didn’t recognize spoke from behind him.  “Do not 
move.” 
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“Stay still, Bast.”  Rien’s voice sounded worried.  “That’s 
an order.” 

Bastien tried to focus, and looked down at Maela.  She was 
staring up at him, her blue eyes huge.  “I’m sorry…”  He winced 
as fire began igniting all over his back.  “Your painting got 
messed up.” 

“I’m sorry, Bast.”  She pressed a kiss to his hand.  “I’m 
sorry.” 

“Shhh…”  Rien’s fingers continued petting his hair.  “Just 
be still, Bast.  Let Efua tend to you.” 

“I…”  He bit back a cry as something prodded his back, 
sending pain shooting through him.  Maela’s fingers tightened 
around his hand.  Bast tried to turn, to see what was happening, 
and Rien caught hold of his other arm, holding him in place. 

“Don’t move, Bast.  Let Efua work.” 

“How bad?”  He swallowed.  Men had been crippled by the 
lash. 

Rien crouched next to him, and brushed fingers through his 
hair.  “You’re going to be fine.  Just be still.” 

“Wasn’t Maela’s fault.”  The world was going gray around he 
edges.  “Wasn’t Maela’s fault, Rien.” 

“I know.”  Rien nodded. 

“Wasn’t…”  The world went dark again. 

# 

Rien stood with an arm around Rachel, watching Efua 
instructing Maela on how to tend to Bast.  Bast sat upright, 
occasionally grimacing as the dressings on his back were 
changed.  Efua claimed the scaring would be minimal and not 
interfere with Bast’s range of motion provided they were cared 
for properly.  Which unfortunately meant just giving him a dose 
of healing potion was apparently insufficient. 

The whipping had nearly been fatal.  If Lammert hadn’t 
intervened, hadn’t brought Efua, Bast would be dead.  Both Bast 
and Maela wore his sigil, and Maela stated Bast had told Wessel 
who owned them.  And Wessel had very nearly had Bast beaten to 
death anyway.  If he could have found the man, he’d have made 
sure to inquire why before returning the favor.  Wessel, 
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however, had apparently realized just how much trouble he was in 
as he’d fled the city before Rien could find him.   

He turned at the sound of the door opening, and walked over 
to meet Lammert.  “Efua is nearly…”  He glanced over his 
shoulder and noted Rachel was already pouring tea for his 
brother. 

“Sir Bastien will recover?”  Lammert raised an eyebrow. 

“Efua says he will.  She’s…”  The woman was certainly 
skilled.  “I’d like to purchase her from —” 

“No.”  Lammert’s voice was flat.   

“I could use a healer of her —” 

“You’ve a noted tendency not to take care of your toys, 
Marinus.”  Lammert narrowed his eyes.  “You’re quite lucky I was 
willing to risk loaning her to you at all.”  He accepted the tea 
from Rachel, and took a sip before staring at Rien.  “This would 
not have happened if you’d listened to me in the first place.”  
He glanced at archway.  “Though the gods only know what would 
happen if you returned him to his people with those marks.” 

“I thought…”  Rien gave a small shake of his head before 
raising his gaze to meet his brother’s eyes. “If you were the 
one who sent the assassins, then you’d not have saved the life 
of the man who stopped them.” 

“Unless by so doing I was able to worm my way into your 
favor and put him in debt to me, plus disgrace an annoying 
chieftain and earn Mother’s good graces all at the same time.  
And in the process, completely throw all suspicion off myself.  
A very neat plan, with enough benefit in it to me that perhaps I 
am the one that set up the altercation in the market to begin 
with.”  Lammert gave him a level look.  “Be careful what 
assumptions you make, little brother.” 

“You…”  Rien clenched his fists.  “Blood and fire must you 
be so…”  He glared.  “You.” 

“One of us has to be the grown up, Marinus.”  Lammert 
shrugged.  He raised an eyebrow when Efua exited the room.  
“Finished?”  He handed the tea cup back to Rachel. 

“I will check again in two days, but the girl will not be 
careless with him.”  Efua nodded.  
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“No, the girl won’t be.”  Lammert shot a glance at Rien, 
and Rien looked away.  “Come.”  He touched Efua’s shoulder as he 
guided her from the room.   

Rien took a couple deep breaths as he watched them go.  
Then he frowned.  Lammert had plenty of servants and a strong 
sense of propriety.  Why then had he happened to be in the 
market in time to intervene?  He exhaled and turned toward 
Rachel, who was watching him with a worried face.  “Come, 
Lovely.  Let’s go check on Bast.” 

# 

Bastien looked up to see Rachel and Rien entering the room.  
Maela made a sound to draw his attention back to her, then held 
up the tea cup.  “I added honey so it won’t taste as bad.”  She 
offered it to him. 

“I appreciate that.”  He wrinkled his nose as he drank it, 
only to discover she’d added so much honey it was more syrup 
than tea.  Laughing would just make his ribs hurt.  Efua had 
refused him the healing potions, stating that the rapid healing 
would result in his back forming a mass of scar tissue.  She’d 
been rather blunt and graphic in her description of the 
potential complications, resulting in Maela promptly gathering 
every healing potion off the shelf and locking them into a 
chest.  When he’d pointed out he knew where the key was, she’d 
dropped the key into her undergarment and given him a 
challenging look.  He’d conceded the argument. 

“What’s the tea?”  Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“Something to dull the pain and prevent infection.”  He 
looked down at it.  “And your entire stock of honey.”  He 
exhaled.  “I’m sorry, Rien, I —” 

“No.”  Rien narrowed his eyes.  “You have nothing to 
apologize for, Bast.  This was…”  He exhaled before nodded.  
“This was on me.  And…”  He folded his arms.  “I am beginning to 
suspect it was because of me.” 

“The lord…”  Bastien slowly nodded.  “You think he wanted 
to start a fight with you?”   

“There are rules to govern property.  Pay the value of a 
thing you have taken or damaged, and it is not theft.  It can, 
however, still be taken as an insult, and…” 
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“And the River Dragon is known to have a temper?”  Bastien 
looked up at him, then laughed.  “The look on that lord’s face 
when you showed up was…” 

“It wasn’t me.”  Rien looked away. 

“Rien?”  Bastien blinked. 

“I wasn’t the one that rescued you, Bast.  I was…”  He 
clenched his fists.  “Occupied with trivial matters.  Lammert…”  
He looked down at his hands.  “Lammert saved you.” 

“Oh.”  He glanced at the medications Efua had left.  “Efua 
belonged to Lammert.” 

“Yeah.”  Rien gave an awkward shrug.  “I tried to buy her 
so she could keep tending you but…”  He looked over his 
shoulder.  “One would have an easier time taming a dragon than 
they would understanding my brother.” 

He let out a small string of curses before looking up at 
Rien.  “Rien, you still have to fight the dragon…” 

Realization came to Rien’s face, and he let out a few 
curses of his own.  “Whether the lash killed or crippled you, 
you wouldn’t be able to train me any longer.”   

“Except they are wrong.”  Bastien smiled. 

“You can’t practice with me in your condition.”  Rien 
started shaking his head. 

“I can’t.”  He turned to look at the woman next to him.  
“But Maela can.” 

She started to smile. 

19 

“I’m fairly confident…”  Rien glanced down at the welt on 
his side before looking over at Bast.  “That Jochem said she was 
docile.” 

“She’s a fast learner.”  Bast smiled before saluting Maela.  
“And if you’d kept your shield up like I’d told you she wouldn’t 
be hitting you.” 

Rachel brought him over a glass of water, and he drank it 
gratefully.  “Maela, sweetling…”  He grinned.  “If you manage to 
hit me twice more I’ll let you pick a set of nipple clamps for 
Bast.” 
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She twirled the blade before returning his grin.  “Yes, 
Master Rien.” 

“Hey.”  Bast shook his head in protest before accepting the 
water Rachel brought him.   

“You should get him the kind that connect with a chain, 
sister.”  Rachel sat down next to Bast before picking her book 
up and going back to reading. 

“Listen to your sister, sweetling.”  Rien shifted to the 
defensive as Maela came at him again.  “She is wise.” 

“Incorrigible imps.” 

It was tempting to let her through his defenses, but he was 
certain Bast would have called him on it.  Maela wasn’t as 
skilled as the knight, but she was able enough to take advantage 
when he performed a drill improperly.  With Bast occasionally 
calling her over to whisper instructions, she made an adequate 
enough practice partner.  He had to hold back due to her own 
lack of defensive capacity and the simple fact that she simply 
wasn’t able to take a blow the way Bast could.  That seemed to 
help him improve, forcing him to use more controlled blows. 

Two weeks to go before the stars were right.  His mother 
insisted everything match her dream.  In some ways, it was a 
blessing.  Bast was already well on his way to recovery, and 
another couple weeks would mean he could accompany Rien as 
planned.  Just to be safe though, he’d decided to bring Maela 
and Rachel as well.  Both women had been quick to learn every 
bit of wisdom Efua had been willing to impart, and Rachel seemed 
dead set on memorizing every piece of dragon lore she could get 
her hands on.   

The simple truth was that he was irritatingly limited in 
who he could trust.  Just a year ago, he would have assumed he 
could trust Jurgen and Rutger.  Now Jurgen was gone, and Rutger…  
Lammert remained Lammert, and he knew full well that man was 
watching and waiting.  Biding his time for something, and Rien 
still wasn’t sure exactly what that was. 

“Master Rien…” 

“Lovely?”  He glanced at Rachel before parrying Maela’s 
attack. 

“I’ve found three passages that suggest that when the 
dragon sheds its scales, the new ones are slightly darker in 
color before they harden.” 
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“Anything about getting it to stay on the ground so I can 
see the scales enough to compare colors and stab the blasted 
thing?”  He countered Maela’s next swing and touched the sword 
to her lightly. 

“Just what we already discussed.” 

“Live bait.”  Rien exhaled.  “I’m really not overly 
enthusiastic about any plan relying on sheep.” 

# 

Bastien held out the blade, checking the balance, before 
moving through the sword form.  His back twinged just a little, 
but he could move freely.  At the end of the form, he lowered 
the blade, then turned to see Rien watching him.  “Few more 
days, and I should be fit to fight.” 

“Good.”  Rien rubbed the back of his neck.  “Your armor is 
finished.  It should be delivered tomorrow, give you a chance to 
get a feel for it.”  He exhaled.  “Have you written your father 
yet?” 

“I…”  Bastien shrugged, wincing a little at the motion.  “I 
don’t know what to say to him.  It’s not like…”  It’s not like 
he could tell his father he was coming home. 

“You could tell him you’re about to embark on a quest to 
help a soon to be king retrieve a magic sword and slay a 
dragon.”  Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“That’s…”  Bastien shook his head.  “Would just make him 
more worried than he already is.” 

“You could tell him two stunning blonds lovelies regularly 
bath you.” 

He laughed, then the smile faded.  “He’s only forty two.”  
He looked out over the balcony.  “Young enough to take another 
wife, train more sons.”  He put the blade back on the weapon 
stand.  “Perhaps I should tell him to do exactly that.” 

“Not sure I’d wish brothers on any man.”  Rien leaned on 
the wall. 

“He’s a baron now.  He will need an heir.” 

Rien frowned.  “You’re not the sort of thing that can be 
replaced, Bast.” 
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“Well, the alternative currently is for whatever lands he 
has been given to be forfeited to you, and I don’t really think 
that’s…”  He turned, and stared out over the view from the 
balcony. 

A moment later, Rien’s hand came down on his shoulder.  “I 
didn’t ask for your oath, Bast.” 

“And yet would have happened had I not given it?”  He 
turned to face the other man.  “Phillip would have won, and I 
would still be here, wouldn’t I?”  He shook his head.  “Or do 
you actually think I made the wrong choice?” 

“I think…”  Rien looked away for a moment.  Then he sighed.  
“I think that sometimes I can be a real nonpareil.” 

“That is not the word I would use to describe you, Rien.” 

“I’ve heard the words you use to describe me, Bast.”  He 
shook his head, and smiled.  “Rachel is still amused by 
‘blundering bladder-brain’.  I’m concerned she’s going to 
embroider it on one of my tunics.”  His face became serious 
again before he reached out and brushing some of Bastien’s hair 
away from his face.  “If we’d met under other circumstances, do 
you think we could have been friends?” 

“I…”  Bastien blinked.  “I don’t know.  It…”  He shrugged.  
“Would depend on those other circumstances.”  He looked up at 
Rien.  “It’s not a far-fetched notion.” 

“Good to know.”  Rien’s smile returned.  “Tomorrow will be 
a day of ceremonies.  I don’t want you or the girls leaving my 
quarters.  At all.  If you need anything, send one of the palace 
servants for it.” 

“Yes, Rien.” 

“And from now until —”  He exhaled.  “From now on I want 
you armed.” 

“Understood.”  Bastien walked back to the weapon rack, and 
began buckling the sword belt around his waist. 

# 

“You’re not talking me out of this.”  Rien glared at 
Lammert.  “I’m aware I owe you a debt, but…”  He folded his 
arms.  “I wish I could believe this was you being worried about 
my safety rather than your own desire to be king.” 
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“Only a fool ever wants to be a king, Marinus.”  Lammert 
shook his head.  “And while I am many things a fool is rarely 
one of them.” 

“No, you’re an absolute nonpareil.”  Rien took a deep 
breath.  “Though at least you aren’t nagging me to come along.” 

“There are matters of actual import to which I must 
attend.” Lammert narrowed his eyes.  “You were correct.” 

Rien blinked.  Those were words he’d never actually 
expected Lammert to say to him.  “I was?” 

“Phillip cannot have acquired so many trolls unnoticed in 
our land without aid from our people.”  He folded his arms.  “He 
has also managed to escape Solthriem’s justice.  He did so by 
fleeing into our lands, where he and his small army of followers 
have somehow managed to remain unnoticed.” 

“They sought refuge from someone.”  Rien slowly nodded, 
then he glared at Lammert.  “And you suspect me.” 

“Don’t be absurd.  Hiding anything requires wit and 
subtlety, neither of which are traits you possess.”  Lammert 
rolled his eyes.  “Other eyes, however, are indeed turning to 
you.  The River Dragon, raider, murderer, kidnapper, and ally of 
traitors…”  He let his arms fall to his sides.  “Has been named 
heir to our throne, to fulfill a prophecy that will unite the 
clans.  The rest of the world is starting to believe they have a 
vested interest in stopping you.”  Lammert raised an eyebrow.  
“Are they wrong?” 

“I…”  Rien frowned.  “What side are you even on, brother?” 

Lammert stared at him for a moment, then gave a small shake 
of his head.  “The fact that you do not know the answer to that 
question…”  He sighed.  “Makes me doubt I am on yours.”  Music 
began to rise from the hall.  “Go parade yourself, little 
brother.  Enjoy the spectacle.”  He turned, and walked away. 

# 

He adjusted the sheath securing the dagger to Rachel’s leg 
and tried to ignore the fact she was smirking at him.  “I 
thought you weren’t suppose to touch us, Bast.”  She flicked her 
fingers through his hair. 

“If you’d quit…”  She shifted just a little, and he pulled 
his hands away.  “You’re doing that on purpose.” 
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“It’s still a little bit loose.”  She pouted as she 
positioned her leg in front of him again, hiking up the skirt 
considerably more than was either necessary or proper. 

“If I was allowed to touch you…”  He reached for the straps 
that secured the sheath.  “I’d give you a good spanking.” 

“Promise?”  She wiggled her eyebrows at him. 

“Maela…”  He looked over his shoulder.  “Make her stop.” 

“Sister, if you stop teasing him…”  Maela’s smile was pure 
evil.  “I’ll make him wear the clamps tomorrow.” 

“Ooooh…”  Rachel immediately stopped moving about. 

“Remind me…”  He finished adjusting the straps.  “Which of 
you is the evil twin?” 

“Girls…”  Rien’s voice came from the doorway.  “What did I 
tell you about torturing Bast?” 

“Wait until you can watch?”  Rachel smiled up at him. 

“Exactly.”  He caught her chin and kissed her, smiling as 
she melted against him. 

Bastien let out a steady stream of curses as he went to 
pick up the other sheath.  Maela gave him a brazen smile.  
Instead of standing, she just leaned back in her chair and slid 
her legs forward.  As soon as he approached, she raised her leg 
and set it on his shoulder, making her skirt fall back into a 
puddle on her lap.  He immediately raised his gaze to the 
ceiling.  “You’re touching me.”   

“Master Rien said touching your shoulder during dressing 
doesn’t count.” 

“Maleficent she-wolf.” 

“Master Rien…”  She leaned to the side.  “Bast is calling 
me names.” 

“Bast…”  Rien’s hand came down on his other shoulder.  “Are 
you being mean to Maela?”  Rien made a tsking sound.  “Maybe I 
should let her tie you up until you learn to be polite around 
the ladies.” 

“Does me being pretty much healed mean I can start hitting 
you with sticks again?” 
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“Now, there’s an idea.”  Rien grinned.  “I win, Maela gets 
to tie you up.  You win, you get to tie Maela up.” 

“Wait…” 

“Oh, that sounds marvelous.”  Rachel made a cooing sound.  
“Can I spank the one that gets tied?” 

“Of course.”  Rien smiled at Rachel. 

Maela licked her lips as she looked up at Bastien.  
“Mmmmm…” 

“You people are…”  He stepped back from under Maela’s leg.  
“All insane.” 

# 

His skills had improved, and Bast was recovering from a 
brutal injury.  Rien glanced down at his new welt before shaking 
his head.  And the man was still knocking him around the 
practice ring.  It wasn’t doing a lot for his dignity.  “You 
know, there are other ways to release your pent up frustra —”  
He barely managed to parry Bast’s next attack. 

“You have one more day to train…”  Bast struck him on the 
side with another stinging blow.  “And you still come in from 
the shoulder.” 

“It’s not like the dragon is going to have a sword.”  Rien 
tried to feint, but Bast shifted to hit him with the shield.  
“You said the shield isn’t for hitting.” 

“I said that’s not it’s primary purpose.”  Instead of 
stepping back to let him recover, Bast came at him with a 
renewed flurry of attacks that he only barely managed to block.  
“Don’t block.  If you’re going to use your strength, parry and —
”  Rien knocked Bast’s blade askew on the next one and nearly 
managed to tag him in the side.  “Better.” 

“We leave in two days.”  Rien sent another swing at Bast, 
but the knight spun out of the way before countering.  Rien 
caught the blade on his shield, then managed to tag Bast’s leg.  
“Will you be ready?” 

“I think so.”  Bast stepped back, lowering his sword and 
shield.  “Did you decide if your brothers are coming?” 

“Lammert hasn’t asked, and I told Rutger no.”  Rien lowered 
his own weapons.  “Of course, that’s not really a guarantee they 
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won’t show up.”  He looked down at his side, then gave Bast a 
critical look.  “I think you’re the victor tonight.” 

“We should get some sleep.” 

“Oh, don’t think you’re getting out of it that easily, 
Bast.”  He started taking the practice weapons to the rack.  
“You don’t want to disappoint Maela, now, do you?”  He waved a 
hand.  “Rachel will be happy to assist you —” 

“Are you seriously going to make me do this?”  Bast tossed 
his shield onto the rack before turning to face Rien. 

Rien blinked.  “You…”  He tilted his head, then rubbed the 
back of his neck.  “Are you saying you’d rather she tied you 
up?” 

“For the love of…” 

“Bast.”  He took the practice sword out of the man’s hand 
and put it onto the rack.  “Speak truth.  If I made you choose 
one, would you pick to tie her or for her to tie you?” 

“Vapid vulgarian.” 

“Bast…” 

“If I had to pick…”  He looked away.  “I’d rather she tie 
me.” 

“Well then.”  Rien caught his neck and began pulling him 
into the other room.  “Why didn’t you say so?” 

# 

Bastien sighed as Rien half-dragged him back into the other 
room.  As much as he wasn’t happy about the idea of being tied 
and at their mercy, he dreaded what Rien might demand if he were 
the one tying Maela.  Rien, however, seemed happy enough with 
the turn of affairs.  “Good news, girls.  Bast has insisted you 
tie him up.” 

“That’s not —” He glared at Rien. 

“Ooooh.”  Rachel’s grin was wide as she came forward to 
grab one of Bast’s arms.  “Do I still get to spank him?” 

“That’s —”  He tried to pull his arm free, only for Maela 
to grab hold of his other arm. 
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“Of course, Lovely.”  Rien kissed Rachel.  “Take him into 
the bedchamber, tie him well, give him a good spanking…”  Rien 
offered Maela a vial.  “And prepare him for me.” 

His eyes widened.  “No, that’s —” 

“Bast…”  Rien ran his fingers through Bastien’s hair.  
“Cooperate for the ladies.  That’s an order.” 

“Devil-spawned wanton libidinous…”  He couldn’t quite bring 
himself to speak aloud any actually cruel insults towards either 
woman, even as they dragged him to the bedchamber.  Despite 
their teasing, they were generally kind to him.  And ultimately 
it wasn’t as though they had a choice in the matter either.  He 
grunted as they hauled him to the bed and pulled him onto it, 
even as he kept talking.” 

“Shameful?”  Maela removed his loincloth and belt before 
she caught his neck and pushed him face down onto the mattress. 

“Don’t you mean shameless?”  Rachel pulled the end of the 
rope free from the coil. 

“You two manage to be both.”  He glared. 

“Oh, Bast…”  Maela ruffled his hair before catching his arm 
and pulling it behind his back.  Then she caught the other one.  
He didn’t bother struggling.  Rien would have just made him stop 
if he did.  Maela folded his arms behind him, holding them in 
place as Rachel bound his wrists to his elbows. 

Both women moved carefully, despite their obvious glee in 
their activity.  He gave a small hiss when a knot brushed an 
area still tender, and it was immediately moved.  Rachel 
whispered an apology into his ear.  Then she wrapped the rope 
around his balls.  His ankles were bound to his thighs, 
positioned to not interfere with Rien’s access.  The man hadn’t 
touched him while he was healing, but it appeared that respite 
was ending.  He gritted his teeth against the faint flutter of 
anticipation in his stomach. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Rien watching 
quietly, occasionally smiling at the antics of his little 
hellcats.  Bast exhaled as they continued weaving a rope harness 
around him.  Then Maela whispered into his ear.  “Smile for me, 
Bast, and I won’t add the nipple clamps.” 

“Merciless minx.”  He glared at her.  And smiled. 

# 
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The girls really weren’t showing Bast a lot of mercy.  By 
the time they were done, he doubted the man could move more than 
an inch in any direction.  Rachel proved that true a heartbeat 
later by bringing her hand down across Bast’s ass.  The knight’s 
yelp was more surprise than pain, but it made the women giggle.  
Rachel rubbed the spot gently before bringing her hand down 
again. 

Bast squirmed against his bonds before rather creatively 
expressing the opinion that Rachel was quite possibly just as 
evil as she was beautiful.  Frankly, Rien agreed.  It was Maela, 
however, that dribbled oil onto her fingers before shifting to 
straddle Bast.  The knight actually bucked when he realized was 
going on, making Maela laugh as she managed to maintain her 
position.  She began fondling Bast’s passage, teasing her victim 
before she slowly slid a finger inside him.  Her smile 
practically glowed as she took her time preparing the cursing 
knight.  Bast’s breath was coming in pants and soft moans before 
Maela looked up at Rien. 

He waved them both away before approaching the bed, and ran 
a hand over Bast’s shoulder.  “Comfortable?” 

“Oh, yes.”  Bast craned his neck to glare up at Rien.  “You 
should try this sometime.” 

Rien laughed before going to position himself behind Bast.  
He was already hard from watching the girls, and he knew Bast 
was well-prepared.  So he simply grabbed Bast by the rope 
harness and drove himself inside.  Bast growled in response, 
though the sound contained more pleasure than pain.  He didn’t 
withdraw, instead shifting to drive his full length inside.  
Then he slid a hand forward to fondle Bast. 

They’d bound Bast well.  Rien doubted the man would be able 
to cum in his current situation.  That really wasn’t a reason 
not to play with him.  Slowly, he began caressing Bast’s length, 
moving his own hips in a matching rhythm.  A smile came to his 
face when he heard Bast moan.  Rachel had shown him how the knot 
worked.  A simple tug would free the knight’s manhood.  “Address 
me as master.” 

The sounds Bast made bore no resemblance to the requested 
word.  He made out ‘loathsome’ and ‘toad’ but the rest was 
fairly unintelligible due to Bast pressing his face into the 
blanket.  Rien leaned forward, driving himself deeper into Bast 
once more.  “Address me as master, Bast.”  He caressed Bast’s 
shaft again.  “Say please.”  More muffled curses came in 
response. 
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A groan escaped Rien as he thrust again.  Feeling Bast 
squirming beneath him was a pleasure he’d sorely missed.  He was 
enjoying himself so thoroughly he almost missed the whispered 
words.  “Please, master.” 

“Bast?”  Rien paused. 

His knight struggled against his bonds, then exhaled.  
“Please, master.” 

With a single quick motion, he tugged the rope, freeing 
Bast’s manhood.  Then he drove himself into the knight with 
renewed vigor.  The sound of Bast’s soft cry when the knight 
came was enough to take him over as well. 

Rien withdrew slowly, then shifted to lay next to the 
knight.  They lay for a few moments, both panting, before Rien 
reached out and brushed Bast’s hair from his face.  “Would you 
like to be untied now, Bast?” 

“Yes.”   

It took him only a moment to release Bast’s legs.  “There.” 

“What about…”  Bast pulled at the ropes still binding his 
arms. 

“Well…”  Rien leaned forward and kissed him.  “I’m trying 
to protect you from temptation.  He sat up and glanced at where 
the two blonds were peering in the doorway.  Bast immediately 
turned red at the realization there had been an audience.  Rien 
just laughed, and patted the bed.  “Come get some sleep, girls.” 

Another serious of curses escaped Bast as both women 
practically leapt into the bed. 

# 

Bastien finished adjusting the barding on the horse he’d 
been given.  Horses had been brought for Maela and Rachel as 
well, though it had been decided they would spend most of their 
time in the wagon.  He was checking the wagon over one final 
time when he heard Rien arguing with someone.  He turned to see 
Lammert walking toward him, with Rien moving to intercept. 

“I wish to speak to your pet for a moment.”  Lammert glared 
at Rien.  “In private.” 

“You can step back there, where I can see you.”  Rien 
glared back. 
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Lammert rolled his eyes, then gestured for Bastien to 
follow him to the corner.  Bastien squared his shoulders before 
accompanying him.  “I’m aware I owe you my life, but that 
doesn’t mean I am going —” 

“Sir Bastien…”  Lammert tilted his head before glancing at 
Rien.  Then he looked back at Bastien.  “I am curious.  What 
does he think nonpareil means?” 

Bastien blinked, then gave Lammert an incredulous look.  
“He’s been…” 

“He seems to enjoy the word.”  A small smile played at the 
edges of Lammert’s mouth.  “But it is clear he doesn’t know the 
actual meaning” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose.  “He wanted to insult 
me, and asked for an equivalent to asshole.” 

“And you…”  Lammert nodded.  “Well-played.” 

“Thank you.”  He waited a moment.  “Was that really all you 
wanted?” 

“Well, that and to be there to see the look on his face 
when he finally does learn the word’s actual meaning.”  Lammert 
shrugged.  “Good luck, Sir Bastien.”  He started walking away.  
“You’re going to need it.” 

20 

Aurel held the parchment with trembling fingers.  The neat, 
slightly cramped handwriting was recognizably his son’s.  
Bastien was alive.  He read the words again.  Bastien was alive, 
but he wasn’t coming home.  His captor had declined the king’s 
ransom. 

Bastien congratulated him on his elevation to the nobility, 
even suggested he find a woman and remarry.  The words were left 
unwritten, but he knew what his son was saying.  Bastien wasn’t 
coming home, thus Aurel would require another heir.  He set the 
parchment down, and sighed. 

“I can pay more ransom.” 

He turned at the sound of Nadja’s voice, and saw the girl 
standing in the door, clutching her pillow to her.  “Nadja…” 
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“If the bad man wants more gold, you can use mine.”  Her 
eyes were wet.  “Sir Bastien was always nice to me.”  She walked 
over and sat down next to him. 

“He’s alive, poppet.”  Aurel put an arm around her.  “We’ll 
get him back.”  His eyes flicked again to the second letter.  
Then he ran a hand down Nadja’s hair.  “You should be in bed, 
poppet.” 

“Can’t sleep.”  She trembled just a little.  “Thought I 
heard Mama calling me.” 

“Come.”  He stood, then picked her up.  “I’ll read you a 
story.”  He carried her back to her bedchamber. 

# 

“Are we there yet?”  Rien walked over to where Bast was 
looking at the map. 

“Rachel, tell Rien if he asks me that one more time I’m 
going to roll up this map and beat him to half to death with 
it.” 

“Master Rien, Bast says —” 

He cut Rachel off by putting an arm around her shoulders 
and pulling her to him for a kiss.  Then he turned back to Bast.  
“Seriously, we should have reached the first marker by now.” 

“Here’s the stream.”  Bast trailed a finger across the map.  
“Meets up with the ravine here.  Since we are here…”  He moved 
his finger a little north.  “The marker is still about a dozen 
miles west of us.” 

Rien slid his hand up under Rachel’s tunic, fondling her 
breast as he listened to Bast.  “That’s putting us two days 
behind already.” 

“It would help if half your army wasn’t hung over every —”  
Bast glared when Rien made Rachel giggle.  “That is incredibly 
distracting.” 

“You’re just jealous I’m not fondling you.”  Rien kissed 
the top of Rachel’s head. 

“Gleeking joithead.”  Bast looked down at the map again.  
“If we — 

“Do you think those are actual words —”  Rien looked down 
at Rachel.  “Or is he making them up as he goes along?” 
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“I’m a sadistic siren.”  She grinned. 

“I’m a tyrannical temptress.”  Maela spoke up from where 
she was cooking. 

“Oh, I quite agree.”  Rien nodded.  “You should embroider 
those on your belts.” 

Bast sighed. 

# 

Bastien tried not to smile.  Despite his irreverence of the 
previous evening, Rien had apparently decided to do something 
about the rather lax discipline of the small army accompanying 
them.  Said something had involved Rachel, the first crack of 
dawn, and a very loud warhorn.  They were moving.  Grumbling, 
cursing, and whining, but they were moving. 

A woman named Drika had apparently appointed herself Rien’s 
second in command.  The trouble was she didn’t take things any 
more seriously than Rien did, and was more used to commanding 
raiders than an expedition.  Though given the fighting skills of 
the Wilders, it was probably a good thing they lacked military 
discipline.  The idea of them as a cohesive, unified fighting 
force was frankly terrifying. 

And yet, he was currently part of an expedition that could 
lead to them being exactly that.  Fortunately, the expedition 
was lead by Rien.  Who was currently juggling rocks.  As threats 
to the realm went, he’d seen worse. 

The keystone would return to Darodelf in the company of one 
who could claim the DragonLord’s blade.  And the one that 
wielded the DragonLord’s blade could unite the clans.  Could, 
not will.  He might owe his fealty to Rien, but that ‘could’ was 
something of a balm.  Even if Rien succeeded and became king, 
there was no guarantee the man would unite the Wilderfolk.  For 
that matter, he wasn’t actually convinced the man even wanted 
to.  Slay a dragon, yes.  Become king?  He had a sneaking 
suspicion that would just end in Jochem ruling the Wildlands. 

He heard a commotion, and noted someone arguing with Maela.  
Immediately, he headed in that direction.  The man was 
apparently demanding Maela cook him more sausages.  Bastien 
shifted to stand in front of her.  “The food has been packed 
away.” 

“I didn’t ask you.”  The raider sneered. 
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“That does not change the facts.”  Bastien shook his head.  
“Get to your duties.” 

“You need to learn your place…”  The raider drew himself up 
to his full height. 

“He has a point, Bast.”  Rien’s voice was a lazy drawl.  
“Everyone here should learn their place.”  Rien’s eyes narrowed.  
“And I stated we were to be underway.” 

“If the bint wasn’t argu —” 

“Bast, is he referencing Maela?”  Rien raised an eyebrow. 

“I believe he is.”  Bastien nodded. 

“I see.”  Rien nodded.  “Bast…”  Rien squared his 
shoulders.  “Show this man his place.” 

“My p —”  The raider was cut off by Bast grabbing the front 
of his armor and driving his knee into the man’s groin.  Behind 
him, Maela wisely stepped away from the altercation as two of 
the raider’s companions moved in, drawing weapons. 

There was no need yet to draw a weapon of his own.  He spun 
the first raider into the second, then shifted to avoid the blow 
of the third before grabbing the man’s wrist.  He twisted to 
disarm the raider, caught the blade in his off hand, then kicked 
the side of the raider’s knee to bend it in a direction it had 
never been intended to bend.  The man howled.  The second raider 
came at him, and Bastien parried with his off hand, disarming 
the man of the blade.  He caught it, then straightened, a sword 
in each hand.  The first raider started to come up and draw his 
own weapon, then blinked.  Bastien raised an eyebrow, and the 
raider took a step back. 

“Mannes…”  Rien gave a small shake of his head.  “I believe 
you stated that you and your men would be an asset to this 
expedition.” 

“Prince Marinus —”  The man started shaking his head. 

“You disobeyed my orders, attempted to delay our progress, 
and…”  Rien folded his arms.  “Just got your ass handed to you 
by my bed slave.” 

“I…” 

“Take your men and leave, Mannes.  This expedition is for 
the worthy.”  Rien squared his shoulders.  “You do not qualify.” 
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# 

Drika brought her horse up to match pace with his, then 
glanced over her shoulder to where Bast rode at his left.  “I’ll 
trade you the twenty acres on Vestin’s Bluff for him.” 

Rien laughed.  “Broos offered me a dozen horses, Luuk 
offered me six kegs of prime whiskey, Jantje offered a bluesteel 
axe, and Rutger offered me four Manisarian dancing girls.” 

“You turned down four Manisarian dancing girls?”  Drika 
turned and stared at Bast again before looking back at Rien.  
“Does he have siblings?” 

“My Bast is one of a kind.”  Rien smiled.  Then he glanced 
back at the raiders following them.  Rabble, Bast had called 
them.  The irritating part was the man was right.  For all they 
looked down on the soft folk, if he was leading knights he’d 
have the blade in his hand by now.  “Tomorrow morning, if camp 
is not broken in under an hour, then in the evening they can all 
sleep on the ground.” 

“Rien —” 

“You heard me, Drika.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “This isn’t 
a game.  This isn’t a raid.  At the end of this journey there 
lies a dragon, and such a creature is owed a greater respect 
than…”  He waved a hand at the rabble behind them.  “This.”  He 
met her eyes.  “See it done.” 

“Yes, Prince Marinus.”  She nodded before moving her horse 
away to go berate stragglers. 

“Well done.” 

He blinked at the sound of Bast’s voice, then exhaled.  
“Should have let you beat up Mannes three days ago.”  He sighed.  
“It should be Jurgen riding lead.  He was born to rule.” 

“And what were you born for, Rien?”  Bast raised an 
eyebrow. 

“To be his sword, in his right hand.”  Rien smiled.  “That 
was the way it was supposed to be.  Jurgen on the throne, 
Lammert on his left and me on his right, with Rutger as his 
herald.  Brothers.”  And now Jurgen was lost, his fate unknown. 

“Duke Harald embraced his father’s bastard son, saw him 
educated and trained.  He thought Phillip would make a fine 
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general.”  Bast’s smile was bitter.  “Some men are not satisfied 
with what they have, and seek more regardless of the cost.” 

“I never wanted this.”  Rien shook his head.  “To kill a 
dragon, yes, but what boy doesn’t dream of such things?”  He 
turned to look at Bast.  “Speak truth.  Can you actually see me 
on a throne?” 

“Upside down and passed out drunk upon it, perhaps.”  

“I haven’t flogged you in a while.”  Rien exhaled.  “I 
should remedy that.” 

“You asked for the truth.” 

“So I…”  He pulled his horse up.  “There.  The marker.  I…”  
He trailed off, staring. 

“Rien…”  Bast’s voice was soft. 

Rien stared at the smashed edifice.  Chips of white stone 
lay around it where all the carvings had been demolished.  White 
dust lay, not yet washed away by…  “When did it rain last.” 

“Six days ago.”  Bast dismounted.  He examined the ground 
before turning to look back up at him.  “There are tracks, 
Rien.” 

Without the marker, the only information they had on their 
next destination was what Bast, Rachel, and Maela had gleaned 
from the books, couched in often poetic terms.  “Tell Drika to 
send scouts to follow the trail.  No more than six.  They are to 
report, not engage.  We…”  He met Bast’s eyes.  “The map you, 
Rachel, and Maela crafted…”  He slowly nodded.  “Let’s hope you 
three are as smart as I think you are.” 

# 

He’d expected Rien to fly off in a rage at the marker’s 
destruction, and go after those responsible.  No doubt that was 
what whoever had destroyed the marker expected as well.  Bastien 
walked over to where Maela and Rachel were going over their map 
with Rien.  “Drika’s scouts lost the trail at the stream.”  
Personally, he had his doubts, but he wasn’t skilled enough at 
tracking to actually prove them wrong. 

“Then they’ve enough of a lead to…”  Rien leaned on the 
table, then looked down at the map.  “The girls are in agreement 
with the map.  Are you?” 
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“For this leg, yes.  If the next marker is…”  Bastien moved 
to the table.  “The further along the trail, the less 
information there was.  The first few markers served as 
pilgrimage points for the first century or so after the Dragon 
Lord’s death, but the rest were harder and more dangerous to 
reach.” 

“But if they are continuing along the trail, then they are 
also leaving tracks.”  Rien nodded. 

“Rien, as soon as I was certain you were following me I 
would prepare an ambush.  And with a few days lead, against an 
undisciplined force and a green commander —” 

“I’m not green.”  Rien glared.  “I’ve lead hundreds of 
raids.” 

“This isn’t a raid, Rien.  In a raid, you have the element 
of surprise, you know what you’re facing, and you have avenues 
of retreat.”  Bastien shook his head.  “Give me…”  He smirked.  
“Give me ten men and I could take out this entire company of 
yours.” 

“I believe that of you, Bast, but we have no idea who we 
are actually facing here.”  Rien straightened. 

“Who does Master Rien failing this quest benefit?”  Rachel 
frowned as she looked up. 

“My brothers.”  Rien sighed. 

“Everyone.”  Bastien shrugged. 

“Bast…”  Rien turned toward him. 

“Rien, if I wasn’t oathsworn to you I would be doing 
everything I could to see to it this expedition failed.”  
Bastien squared his shoulders.  “Because if your mother’s 
prophecy is true, it makes the Wilderfolk the single greatest 
threat any other nation could face.  Your people, united, once 
rolled over the entire rest of the world.  The rest of the world 
has a vested interest in ensuring such a thing never happens 
again.” 

“And the River Dragon is a known raider…”  Rien slowly 
nodded.  He looked down at the map again.  “This wasn’t outside 
forces.  Not this far into the Wildlands.”  He took a deep 
breath.  “This was one of my brothers.” 

“Rutger.”  Bastien nodded. 
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Rien blinked as he looked up.  “You sound certain of that.  
Explain.” 

“He’s right, Master Rien.”  Maela’s voice sounded just a 
little nervous.  “Efua was in your quarters for three days.  She 
saw the map.” 

“So Lammert would know smashing a marker wouldn’t delay 
you.”  Bastien shrugged.  “And frankly with two months lead time 
to plan, Lammert would have come up with something a lot better 
than smash a marker a couple days before you got to it.” He 
looked over his shoulder at the tent flap.  “And Rien…” 

“Bast?” 

“If the people who smashed the marker weren’t part of the 
rabble…”  He shook his head.  “I’ll get on my knees for you.” 

21 

It was still dark when he woke.  For a time he just lay 
there, staring up at the tent canvas above him.  With the 
heightened possibility of danger, he hadn’t bound Bast when 
bedding him, choosing instead to simply command the man to be 
still.  Feeling him tremble as he forced himself to obey the 
command was almost as good as feeling him squirm against 
restraints. 

The man still lay next to him.  Asleep, he’d curled in on 
himself a little, and his head rested on Rien’s arm.  Gently, 
Rien kissed his shoulder before trailing a hand down Bast’s 
body.  Bast stirred, turning to look at him.  There was no 
bleariness in his eyes.  Bast always seemed to wake fast and 
alert.  Rien smiled.  “Feel like sucking my cock to get the 
morning started?” 

“I’m insanely jealous of all the people who’ve had the 
pleasure of not meeting you.” 

“That a no?”  Rien grinned before reaching up to flick 
Bast’s hair out of his face.  “Your hair is getting long.” 

“I will ask Maela to cut —” 

“Nah.  I like it this way.”  Rien shrugged.  “Maybe have 
her braid it instead.” 

“Dankish minnow.”  Bast started to sit up, and Rien pulled 
him back down.  “It’s nearly dawn.” 
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Rien slid his leg over Bast’s.  “But it’s not dawn yet.”  
He caught hold of Bast’s wrist and pinned the man beneath him.  
Then he tilted his head as he looked down at his  captive.  
“Kiss me.” 

“Rien.” 

“That’s an order.”  Bast rolled his eyes before raising his 
head up and putting a quick kiss on Rien’s cheek.  Rien rolled 
his eyes.  “No, Bast.”  He shook his head, then slid his free 
hand beneath Bast’s head.  “Kiss me.” 

Bast exhaled before raising his head again.  Rien used his 
hand to hold Bast in place as he kissed the man, for once 
feeling him return the kiss.  Bast’s lips were soft, and they 
parted for Rien’s tongue.  He smiled before releasing Bast 
again.  “That’s better.”  He stroked a hand down Bast’s body 
again. 

“There is much to do today, Rien.” 

He let out a reluctant sigh.  “Yeah.”  Then he shrugged 
before using his knee to spread Bast’s legs.  “But it’s not day 
yet.” 

# 

Bastien sighed when he caught Maela staring at him, a small 
smirk on her face.  Rien had left several bite marks on his 
chest and shoulders, which she apparently found amusing.  “Help 
me with the buckles?”  He put the breastplate on. 

She moved in to assist, her fingers deft.  As squires went, 
he’d certainly worked with worse.  “I wish I had time to paint 
you.”  She sighed as she finished the last buckle. 

The images that had been on his arms were faded almost to 
nonexistent.  “I’m sorry your last one got —” 

Her finger pressed on his lips, silencing him, then trailed 
it down his throat to touch his collar.  “Efua did good work.  
You only have a few scars.  They are almost silvery.”  She 
chewed her lip.  “I would incorporate them into the picture.  
Lightning around a dragon in flight.  Make them into trophies.” 

He smiled at her, then rubbed his neck.  “You’re a good 
artist.” 

Maela smiled up at him.  “Come, I saved you breakfast.” 
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Rien being occupied usually meant he escaped the indignity 
of being handfed.  Usually.  Maela held out a bite of sausage to 
him.  He rolled his eyes before taking it from her with his 
teeth, then he grabbed the plate from her hand.  She made a 
disappointed sound before collecting her own plate.  “You and 
Rachel have adapted to camp life.” 

“We were trained to do whatever our master might require of 
us.”  Maela shrugged.  “Jochem knew Master Rien raided, so he 
made sure we knew how to set up and break down a camp.”  She 
smiled.  “I like Master Rien.  He’s a much better master.” 

“You…”  He blinked.  “He’s not your first master?” 

“We were sold to a Manisar broker when we were seven.  My 
father got enough to buy an inn.  He promised to name it after 
us.”  She took another bite of her breakfast.  “The broker 
invested a lot into our training, and when we reached menarche 
he put us on the market.  A marquise in Thatela paid our weight 
in silver for us.”  Her smile was proud. 

“Slavery is illegal in Thatela.”  Bastien shook his head. 

“Bast…”  Maela laughed softly.  “You are so adorable 
sometimes.”  She sighed.  “The marquise owned a castle on the 
big lake.  It was a lovely view, and he liked to watch us swim.  
The river at Darodelf is too cold and fast for swimming.” 

“Jochem bought you from the marquise?” 

“No.  The marquise took us on a hunting trip, and crossed 
paths with raiders.  They brought us to Darodelf figuring they 
could do better selling us than keeping us for themselves.  They 
even left Rachel alone when they learned she was still a 
virgin.”  Maela drank from her cup.  “Jochem bought us almost 
before we got to the city.  He took good care of us while 
waiting for Master Rien to return.” 

For a moment, he stared down at his plate.  Then he looked 
up at her.  “They left Rachel alone.” 

“Yes, because —” 

“But not you.”  He met her eyes.  Considering how Jochem 
had praised her skills he was beginning to wonder just how much 
‘care’ the man had given her. 

“They didn’t hurt me.”  She touched his hand.  “I pleased 
them well enough they had no cause to punish either of us.”  She 
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offered him another bite of sausage.  “It’s sweet of you to 
worry for me.” 

He hesitated a moment before leaning forward to take the 
sausage from her fingers.  She gave him a delighted smile in 
response. 

# 

The next marker was also smashed.  And yet, they’d found 
it.  Rien brushed Rachel’s hair back behind her ear before 
nodding to Bast and Maela.  Slowly, the camp was becoming more 
orderly, but there was murmuring.  Bast had been the first to 
suggest the sabotage came from within.  He had not been the 
last.   

Drika walked toward him.  “I’ve a dozen reports of people 
leaving the camp during the night.”  She shook her head.  “I’d 
wager most went to take a leak or fuck, but…” 

He’d known these people once.  Raided with them.  Called 
some of them friends.  It was galling to realize that he trusted 
a bed-slave that had repeatedly tried to kill him more than he 
trusted any of them.  He wasn’t sure if it had been Bast who’d 
arranged it, or if Maela and Rachel had decided it on their own, 
but the two of them had quietly joined Bast in keeping a watch 
while Rien slept.  “Keep an eye.”  He shrugged carelessly.  
“Could be Mannes decided to follow and be an ass.” 

“Good point.”  Drika narrowed her eyes.  “I’ll send someone 
to check our back trail.”  She headed over to give the orders. 

As she’d been doing since they’d left.  He frowned.  Then 
he turned to look at Rachel, who smiled up at him.  “Lovely…”  
He played with a lock of her hair.  “If you wanted to keep me 
distracted, how would you do so?” 

Rachel arched an eyebrow before shifting her position just 
a little.  Her new pose allowed him an excellent view of her 
breasts straining against the leather jerkin she wore, and she 
gave him a smile that promised all kinds of wicked sin when he 
finally bedded her.  “Distract you from what, Master Rien?” 

“I…”  He turned to look in the direction Drika had gone 
before looking back to Rachel.  “A very convincing argument, 
Lovely.  Thank you.”   

Her position shifted again to one more demure.  “You’re 
welcome, Master Rien.” 
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It wasn’t as though his foibles were completely unknown.  
He wasn’t supposed to be in the running to rule, which meant his 
time could be spent indulging in his pleasures.  Lammert pointed 
out that particular flaw at almost every opportunity.  Except 
he’d always thought it was a flaw Rutger shared.  Easily 
distracted with…  He stopped.  With trivial matters.  Wessel and 
Rutger had been friends.  And he’d told Rutger that he needed 
Bast only a couple days before Wessel had nearly had Bast 
killed. 

Rutger had no chance of being king.  Both Jurgen and 
Lammert were older than he was, and Rien was far stronger.  The 
only way he take the throne would be by eliminating his 
brothers.  Now Jurgen was gone and Rien was in the wilderness 
surrounded by men he couldn’t trust.  Be careful what 
assumptions you make, little brother.  Lammert’s words rang 
through his head.  “We’re walking into a bloody trap.” 

“Yes, Master Rien.”  Rachel nodded.  Then she frowned.  
“Master Rien?” 

“Yes, Lovely?”  He raised an eyebrow. 

“The men who smashed the markers must have read them first.  
They had to, to get to the next one before us.”  She chewed her 
lip.  “Which means they know where the next one should be.” 

“I…”  He nodded.  “Good girl.” 

# 

“Ten men.” 

Bastien turned toward Rien.  “Eleven dogs.” 

“What?”  Rien blinked.  Then he shook his head.  “You said 
you could take out this ‘rabble’ with ten men.”  He pointed at 
the map.  “Where, how, and which ten?” 

Either Rien had gone mad, or he had a plan.  And then there 
was the uncomfortable likelihood both were true.  “I’d have to 
scout the exact terrain to find the right spot.” 

“What would you be looking for?”  Rien leaned on the table. 

“A place I could divide your numbers and control your 
escape routes.  Alternately, a place where my forces can remain 
hidden and yours are unprepared.”  Bastien straightened.  
“Wilders are formidable, but you fight as individuals.  As 
raiders, you have no equal.” 
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“Why, thank —” 

“It wasn’t truly a compliment, Rien.”  Bastien shook his 
head.  “Five minutes.” 

“I always last longer than five minutes.”  Rien glared. 

“Oh for…”  Bastien took a deep breath.  “Your people are 
raiders who fight as individuals, in surprise attacks.  You 
overwhelm most of those you fight within five minutes.”  He 
straightened.  “Any force that can hold against you longer than 
five minutes is going to kick your ass.  This rabble will 
shatter.  You won’t be able to regroup a large enough force for 
a second attack.  I doubt you could even get them all the flee 
in the same direction.”  He met Rien’s eyes.  “I’d take Maela 
and Rachel over any dozen of what you’ve got out there.  They 
know how to cooperate with each other.” 

“A fair point.  I doubt a dozen of what I have following me 
could manage to tie you up.”  Rien exhaled.  “Some of them are 
traitors.  The question is which ones.” 

“And what do you intend to do about it when you figure out 
which ones?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow. 

“Oh, probably kill everyone.”  Rien shrugged.  “I do have a 
reputation to uphold.” 

“Let me know how that works out for you.”  Bastien rolled 
his eyes.  Maybe he’d been just a bit off on the whole ‘not 
actually stupid’ evaluation. 

“You’re my knight.  If I have to kill everyone, you’re 
going to be right there helping.”  Rien pounded him on the back.  
“I have a plan.” 

“I’m struck by a sudden, ominous sense of foreboding.” 

“Actually…”  Rien turned to give the woman behind him a 
warm smile.  “It’s Rachel’s plan.” 

“Oh, well, then…”  Bastien shrugged.  “What do you need me 
to do?” 

Rien stared at him through narrowing eyes before glancing 
at Rachel again.  “Remind me to flog him later.”  She smiled as 
Rien turned back to Bastien.  “Next time I ask which path to 
take, send me the wrong way.” 

“I…”  He glanced at Rachel, who nodded.  “Alright.” 
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# 

Rachel had been correct.  As soon as he deviated from the 
course, Drika got a smug expression on her face.  That meant 
several things.  First, that the map his minions had crafted was 
accurate.  Second, that Drika worked for Rutger.  And third… 

“Your rabble has gotten smaller.”  Bast’s voice was quiet. 

“We are down…”  Rien nodded.  “Twelve men.  Comforting.” 

“Comforting?”  Bast raised an eyebrow. 

“Means Rutger isn’t as good as you are.”  Rien folded his 
arms.  “He’ll have plenty of time to position his ambush while 
we are lost and backtracking.” 

“Is this all still Rachel’s plan?” 

“Until we get to the actual fighting part.”  Rien glanced 
at Bast.  “You know, I do have a reputation as a successful —” 

“No, no, you’re probably better at planning the actual 
fighting part than she is.”  Bast nodded. 

“Except Rutger knows my tactics.”  Rien squeezed the back 
of Bast’s neck.  “That’s why you’re going to plan it.”   

“A glorious battle.”  Bast slowly nodded. 

“Exactly.”  He was looking forward to seeing what he and 
his knight could do in a battle for which they were actually 
prepared and ready.   “We’ll —” 

“Skip the fighting part.”  Bast started for the tent. 

“Wait, what?”  Rien shook his head before following.  
“Bast?” 

Maela and Rachel were inside, setting up the tent.  They 
looked surprised to see them enter.  Bast gestured.  “Hand me 
the map.” 

“Oh, you’re planning the fighting part.”  Rachel 
immediately turned to get the map. 

“No, he’s —”  Rien frowned. 

“We’re skipping the fighting part.”  Bast glanced up at 
Rachel before unrolling the map. 
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“Oh…”  Maela immediately moved to hold the map down.  
“That’s better.” 

“No it’s not.”  Rachel glanced at Rien. 

“Listen to Rachel, Rachel is wise.”  Rien pointed at her. 

“Here.”  Maela touched the map. 

“Or here.”  Bast nodded.  “Still a chance of other traitors 
in the camp.” 

“Drika.”  Rachel glared.  “She’ll probably try to backstab 
Rien during the fighting part.” 

“And we don’t know who is with her.”  Maela glanced at her 
sister. 

“Which is why we are skipping the fighting part.”  Bast 
smiled at Maela.  

“But I don’t want to skip the fighting part.”  Rien folded 
his arms again.  “The fighting part is my favorite part.” 

“There will probably still be fighting.”  Bast gritted his 
teeth. 

“Alright then.”  Rien walked to the table.  “What’s your 
plan?” 

22 

Bastien shaded his eyes with his hand as he looked over the 
terrain.  He and Maela had been right.  They could cut through 
to another marker.  In the time of the Dragonlord, the nearby 
volcano had been active.  For the past century, however, it had 
laid near dormant.  With a few precautions, they could traverse 
the region safely enough.  And bypass whatever trap awaited them 
on the path. 

Rien’s hand caught the back of his neck and squeezed 
gently.  “Drika’s wearing more armor.” 

“I noticed.”  Bastien nodded. 

“They know you’re dangerous, now.”  Rien frowned.  “Good 
chance they’ll try to take you out before they come for me.” 

“I’m more concerned about Maela and Rachel.”  Bastien shook 
his head.  “Can’t put them in armor without giving the game 
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away.”  He glanced at Rien.  “Figured out yet who is loyal to 
you?” 

“Broos.”  Rien sighed.  “And his men.  Joeri and Machteld 
are here because I wanted them.   Sjaak has no love for Drika 
since she bested his brother.  He’ll side against her if for no 
reason other than to deny her whatever reward Rutger promised.” 

“You’ve decided it was Rutger behind this?”  Bastien 
surveyed the terrain again.  Privately, he agreed.  It had been 
Rutger who’d arranged Drika, and she was definitely up to 
something.  “Tell me more of your brothers.” 

“I’ve spoken of Jurgen already.”  Rien leaned his elbow on 
Bastien’s head, causing Bastien to move away and glare at him.  
“He made me look almost as small as you.”  He sighed.  “A 
warrior, an example of all Wilders aspire to be.” 

“A true nonpareil.”  Bastien shrugged. 

“You’d probably think so.”  Rien exhaled.  “He was to be 
king, knew it, and embraced it.  Led his men from the front, 
sought to inspire them.  Wanted to unite our people, lead us to 
glory once more.”  He gave a small shake of his head.  “The 
Stone Dragon.” 

“You loved him.”  Bastien turned to look at Rien. 

“Nearly twenty years time between our births.”  Rien looked 
down at his hands before looking back up at Bastien.  “I’ve 
heard you speak of your father.  That’s who Jurgen wa—”  He 
exhaled.  “Is to me.  I won’t believe him dead until I know 
more.” 

“Then we…”  Bastien nodded.  “Hopefully we will learn his 
fate when we get to the bottom of what is happening here.” 

“I hope you are right.”  Rien exhaled.  “Rutger and I have 
only three years between us.  I had thought we were close.  His 
father was a skald.  Decent enough in a fight, but a man of 
words and poetry.  My mother purchased him after he composed a 
poem to her beauty with only a few moments of preparation.  I 
think…”  He sighed.  “She grieved his death more than she did 
the deaths of any of her husbands, and I think she indulged 
Rutger because of their resemblance.” 

“You said he should have been Jurgen’s herald?”  Bastien 
started back toward the camp. 
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“I did.  Rutger talks better than he fights, by far.  He’s 
not a pacifist, by any means, but he’s the one that can talk his 
way out of situations.  The one who makes promises.”  Rien 
frowned as he apparently considered what those words meant for 
their current situation.  After a few moments, he added, “and 
he’s not a bad musician.” 

“You two were the youngest.  You were never really in the 
running to rule.”  Bastien nodded.  Both Rutger and Rien enjoyed 
their pleasures, indulged in base hedonism.  Though Rien did 
seem to care something for his responsibilities, at least enough 
to put someone as competent as Jochem in charge of handling 
them. 

“We were to lead men under the command of Jurgen.  Raid for 
glory.”  Rien nodded.  “We used to talk about it, when we were 
younger.  I was going to take boats through, raid up and down 
the waterways, while Rutger plundered the fertile fields of 
Akobul.” 

“The River Dragon.”  Bastien chuckled. 

“Yes.”  Rien clapped his shoulder.  “And Rien the Grass 
Dragon.”  He shrugged.  “Not quite as inspiring.” 

“And Lammert?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow.  “The Forest 
Dragon?” 

“No…”  Rien frowned again.  “No, Lammert…”  He folded his 
arms and looked down, his face contemplative.  “Lammert isn’t a 
dragon.” 

“The sons of the Dragon Queen.  I thought…”  Bastien tilted 
his head. 

“Lammert’s sigil is a phoenix, not a dragon.”  Rien 
exhaled.  “He’s five years younger than Jurgen.  Each of us went 
on our first raids at twelve.  It’s a right of passage, earning 
our sigils.  Jurgen, Rutger, and I, we were out for a month, 
brought back some lovely spoils for our mother to fawn over.”  
He met Bastien’s eyes.  “Lammert was gone for three years.” 

“Three…”  Bastien blinked.  “Years?” 

“He and those sent with him vanished after crossing into 
the Unitafels.  I think half the reason my mother chose to have 
another child was she thought he was lost.  A king needs right 
and left hands.  He returned only a few days after I was born.  
As the story goes, he arrived during the ceremony in which my 
mother announced my name.  He arrived alone, then walked across 
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the courtyard barefoot and in rags…”  Rien gave a small shake of 
his head.  “And laid the Scepter of Asael at her feet.” 

He felt his mouth drop open.  “The Scepter of Asael?” 

“The very one.” 

“The Wilderfolk have the Scepter of Asael?”  He stared at 
Rien. 

“What?”  Rien grinned.  “You didn’t know that?” 

“There were rumors, but…”  Bastien exhaled, then gave a 
small shake of his head.  So that is why their queen was having 
prophetic dreams.  She was the holder of the scepter.  “You do 
realize if you get yourself killed walking into this disaster, 
I’m taking all this information back to my king and the Magi?” 

“Bast…”  Rien put a hand on his shoulder.  “You do realize 
you’re walking into this disaster with me?” 

“And you wonder why so many people want to kill you.” 

# 

Rien jumped down from the rock, then offered a hand to 
Rachel.  He and Bast were keeping the girls close.  Frankly, 
though, he wasn’t sure it would have been smarter to leave them.  
Rutger had made the fact he wanted them clear, and if Rutger did 
think he was out of the way…  He tried not to worry about 
Jochem. 

They were nearly to the second to last marker, and had cut 
days off their trip.  Whatever force waited in ambush was behind 
them now, and would have no luck getting ahead.  He’d spoken to 
Broos, and his men were watching their backtrail.  In theory, 
they were watching it against those who had destroyed the 
markers.  He dared not hint about the ambush.  Broos was many 
things, but he made even Rien look subtle.   

It had been Rachel who’d raised the point that really had 
him worried.  How had the man who had recovered the Scepter of 
Asael at barely fifteen failed to acquire a keystone with almost 
two years to search?  Lammert had traveled, often being gone for 
more than a year at a time.  Most of his life, the man had been 
a stranger that entered his world for only brief periods before 
vanishing again.  It had only been the past couple years before 
the dream that Lammert had stayed in Darodelf.  His second 
eldest brother had a prickly and aggressive nature that made him 
difficult to like, but how much did he actually know the man? 
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Drika appeared confident.  He’d acted like he hadn’t 
noticed the missing men.  It was frankly just a bit insulting 
that she bought the act.  Maybe he shouldn’t be.  While he did 
have a reputation as a raider, it was galling to realize he 
didn’t exactly have one as a leader.  It was too late with this 
bunch, but…  “Master Rien?”  Rachel was giving him a concerned 
look. 

“Do not fret, Lovely.”  He kissed her cheek.  “It’s a most 
unbecoming expression on your pretty face.”  He paused.  “If 
things do go wrong, Lovely, you and your sister go to Solsthriem 
with Bast.  I am certain he will take care of you.” 

“But he will not let us take care of him.”  She sent a 
small pout in Bast’s direction, which the man apparently didn’t 
notice.  He was busy scanning the horizon again. 

“He can be rather a stick in the mud, true.”  Rien chuckled 
before sending her to join her sister.  Then he walked over to 
Bast.  “Drika will act soon.” 

“My guess is tonight.  She’ll wait until you’re asleep.”  
He nodded.  “She’ll assume you’re occupied and distracted.” 

“With you.”  Rien frowned.  “Making us easy marks.”  He 
turned to look down at Bast.  “If you were me, what would you 
do?” 

“So many ways I could answer that…”  Bast exhaled before 
his face became serious.  “What’s your goal here, Rien?” 

“My…”  Rien blinked.  “To win.” 

“Is winning defeating Drika and Rutger…”  Bast turned to 
look at him.  “Or getting the blade and killing the dragon.” 

“Both.” 

“And if you couldn’t have both?”  Bast raised an eyebrow. 

“I…”  Drika was betraying him.  Rutger was betraying him.  
He wanted to best them, to show them why the River Dragon was a 
being to be feared.  And…  “What I want is irrelevant.  It is my 
duty to get the blade, and slay the dragon before the portent 
turns dark.” 

“That’s the part that makes little sense to me.”  Bast 
frowned.  “The dragon exists, but if Rutger eliminates you 
before you kill it, then he has to deal with it, and…” 

“And he can’t.”  Rien growled.  “We are missing something.” 
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“Which means…”  Bast met his eyes.  “We may need to let 
Drika attack.  There is a place the girls can hide, where they 
will be safe.” 

“Good.” 

# 

The attack came almost exactly when they’d predicted.  
Drika and her men expected to find Rien and Bastien asleep or 
occupied when they rushed into the tent.  Instead, they found an 
empty tent.  Bastien brought his sword down on the rope, 
collapsing the tent with her and some of her men inside.   

And for the first time, he saw Rien in his true element of 
war.  Rien brought his axe into play with enough force to kill 
two men in a single blow.  Then he roared before spinning and 
slicing open three more before they could respond.  The sound of 
Rien’s battle cry brought the rest of the camp to arms. 

Bastien moved in, covering Rien’s flanks to ensure no one 
could get behind him.  He used his shield to parry a blow, then 
hamstrung the attacker.  He spun, moving back to back with Rien, 
providing defense to Rien’s offense.  They moved through the 
small battleground almost as a single unit.  Rien’s lighter 
armor kept him mobile, and Bastien simply ensured any blow that 
would have hit the man landed on his heavier armor instead.   

Five minutes.  He’d told Rien that any force that could 
hold against the Wilders for five minutes would break them.  The 
force arrayed against them lasted less than one.  When Rien 
lowered his axe, nearly twenty men were dead or dying, and the 
rest of their force was staring in shock.   

Rien snarled as he went to the tent, yanking the materiel 
away to reveal Drika and the four survivors of what had turned 
from ambush to massacre.  Drika’s face was white.  “When 
exactly…”  Rien drew himself to his full height.  “Did you 
forget who I was, Drika?  What I was?” 

“Rien…” 

He caught movement from the corner of his eye.  The knife 
thrown at Rien’s back from the crowd clanged harmlessly off 
Bastien’s raised shield.  He glanced at the direction it had 
come from.  It was Broos who turned on the thrower, and took the 
man’s arm off with a single blow from his massive blade. 

“Did you really think you were enough?”  Rien ignored it 
entirely.  He took a step toward Drika, and she stepped back.  
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“That this rabble was enough?  I am Marinus Draak.”  He caught 
her by the throat.  “I…”  He lifted her nearly a foot off the 
ground with one hand.  “Am the River Dragon.” 

23 

He’d considered just crushing her throat.  But he needed 
information from her.  Drika sat, bound tightly.  Rien stared at 
her.  “You tried to kill me.” 

“It was nothing personal, Marinus.”  Drika shook her head. 

“Well, that’s too bad.”  Rien straightened.  “Because I’m 
taking it personally.” 

“Lammert said to keep you from the temple, even if we had 
to kill you.”  Drika exhaled. 

“Lammert?”  Rien blinked. 

“You can’t actually be surprised, Marinus.”  Drika smirked.  
“You think a man like Lammert could stomach having you or Rutger 
over him as king?”  She shook her head.  “He couldn’t even 
stomach Jurgen, and Jurgen was twice the man you are.”  She 
laughed bitterly.  “He’s right, too.  A jumped up hedonist 
ruling us because of some stupid dream?  You’d lead us to our 
doom, Marinus.”  She met his eyes.  “And you know it.” 

“It was Rutger who told you about the expedition.”  Rien 
shook his head.  Rutger had fessed up to doing exactly that, 
right in front of him. 

“Gods, you really are that stupid, aren’t you?”  She rolled 
her eyes.  “You and Rutger are so easy to lead around by the 
nose.  Wiggle a bit, and neither of you can think straight.”  
She glared.  “Lammert is far better suited to be king than any.” 

He glared at her before walking out of the tent.  Bast was 
waiting just outside.  “Well?”  Rien raised an eyebrow at Bast. 

“Broos reports there is an additional force on our 
backtrail.” 

“We knew…” 

“It’s nearly three hundred raiders.”  Bast folded his arms.  
“Broos claims they are from Kruisuk clan.” 

“A weak clan.  Clan Draak took most of their best territory 
fifty years ago, and…”  Rien shook his head.  “And half of my 
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current holdings lay within that land.”  He inhaled.  “She says 
Lammert is behind this.” 

“Do you believe her?”  Bast tilted his head. 

“I…”  Rien sighed.  “I don’t know.  Rutger is my brother.” 

“So is Lammert.” 

“It’s not…”  Rien rubbed his neck.  “Rutger and I are only 
three years apart.  We grew up together, trained together, 
fought together, usually under the tutelage of Jurgen.  Lammert 
was this man who occasionally dropped into our lives for a month 
or two before vanishing again for another year.  I thought I 
knew Rutger.  I know I don’t know Lammert.” 

“You told me…”  Bast took a deep breath.  “That you’d only 
taken part in the raid on the castle because you didn’t want 
Lammert to know you had the keystone.” 

“Lammert…”  Rien shook his head.  “Knows things.  You saw.  
Knew who you were two days after you arrived in Darodelf.  Which 
is why I assumed the assassins…”  Be careful what assumptions 
you make, little brother.  Lammert’s words. 

“Lammert knew who I was.  He tried to get me away from you, 
but…”  Bast looked away a moment before looking back.  “He had 
the opportunity to remove me from your service and not only 
didn’t take it, took steps to ensure I was able to carry out my 
duties as before.” 

“My mother married Jurgen’s father to cement ties between 
the clans.  I don’t know if they loved each other, but they were 
by all accounts a good match and between them strengthened 
Darodelf.”  Rien leaned on a rock outcropping, and folded his 
arms.  “When Jurgen was barely four, Gerlach took sick.  Despite 
the best efforts of the healers, he wasted away and died.  A 
year later, Mother wed one of her advisers, Levi.”  He took a 
deep breath.  “Just after Lammert was born, Jurgen became ill.  
Only this time…”  He looked up at Bast.  “Levi was caught with 
the poison.  When she learned that Levi had poisoned her 
previous husband, seduced her, then tried to kill her firstborn, 
Mother…”  Rien showed teeth.  “Showed Levi what it meant to 
incur the wrath of a dragon.  It took him four months to die.” 

“And you think…” 

“Children tend to favor their parents.”  Rien exhaled.  
“Levi killed so that Lammert could be king.  With ice in his 
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veins, he seduced a widow and lay with her in the bed of a man 
he’d murdered.  Tell me, Bast, what am I to think of Lammert?” 

Bast was silent for a few moments.  “You entered a castle 
under the cover of darkness, and murdered a good man and his 
family, along with many of his loyal adherents, for no reason 
other than you wanted gold and a distraction.  You abducted a 
knight with the intention of torturing him for your own 
amusement, then giving him away as a bed slave after you were 
done breaking and raping him.”  He met Rien’s eyes.  “Tell me, 
Rien.  What am I to think of you?” 

“Bast…”  Rien frowned. 

“Of the sons of the dragon queen…”  Bast shook his head.  
“The one I respect is not the one I owe fealty to.” 

“I…”  Rien clenched his fists, then slowly forced them to 
relax.  That Bast’s words hurt was something of a surprise.  He 
took several deep breaths, making himself calm down.  “What did 
he want, when he spoke to you before we left?” 

“He asked why you kept calling him a nonpareil.” 

“Well…”  Rien shrugged.  “It just sounds so much classier 
than calling him an asshole.” 

“Yes.”  Bast nodded.  “Yes it does.” 

“He is one, though.  Biggest nonpareil I know, other than 
you.” 

“Starting to get that impression, certainly.” 

# 

Bastien handed the finished rubbing to Maela, who rolled it 
carefully.  Rachel was hurriedly copying the letters on the 
marker, though the script itself was difficult to read.  It 
seemed smart not to take the chance.  Rien had been quiet the 
last day.  He’d mentioned a prior relationship with Drika, and 
Bastien couldn’t help but wonder just how strong the man’s 
feelings toward her actually were.  Rien hadn’t yet demanded her 
death. 

It was hard to not feel sympathy toward him.  Rien was 
learning some lessons the hard way, and it was clear that deep 
down he’d not actually believed either of his brothers would try 
to kill him.  And they still weren’t sure which one had.  For 
all Bastien knew, it was the missing Jurgen that had 
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masterminded everything.  It wasn’t as though he had a good read 
on either Rutger or Lammert.  For that matter, he still knew all 
to little about the Wilders themselves.  “Where were you born?”  
He glanced at Maela. 

“Selaglade, in Lethiun.”  Maela turned toward him.  Then 
she tilted her head.  “You are from Solsthriem?” 

“Lyralind, yes.”  He nodded. 

“This is very different from Lethiun.”  Maela turned to 
look over the view.  They were nearly into the icy reaches, and 
the mountains were tall and jagged.  A bit further, and he 
doubted they even could be traversed save by skilled climbers.  
“I remember when I thought the hills of Thatela were mountains.”  
She shook her head.  “The world up here is so…”  She took a deep 
breath.  “Big.”  She glanced up at him.  “Do you miss 
Solsthriem?” 

“Every day.”  The Wilders were different enough from his 
own people that at times he found it hard to believe they were 
all the same species. 

“In Thatela, they said the people of Solsthriem would faint 
if they caught a glimpse of a naked ankle.”  She shifted her 
skirt to reveal her calf.  

“That’s not…”  He laughed softly.  “Entirely true.” 

“Really?”  She lifted the skirt up a little more.  He 
looked away.  “Ah.  So it’s knees.” 

“Illicit imp.”  He shook his head as a smile played around 
the edges of his mouth. 

Maela’s laughter was silvery.  “Prudish prig.” 

“Wanton wildcat.” 

“Frigid fumbler.” 

“Scandalous swain.” 

“Dolorous dunce.” 

# 

His options were annoyingly limited.  After dealing with 
Drika, he had less than fifty men.  And there was still the 
possibility there were men among them he couldn’t trust.  Rien 
sighed.  Lammert had spent most of his life outside the 
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Wildlands.  How could he have won the loyalty of someone like 
Drika?  Could…  Rien frowned.  Could he have offered to make her 
his queen?  That Lammert was still unwed and childless at his 
age was something of an oddity.  Jurgen’s wife, a chief in her 
own right, had four children, and he had three more by various 
bed-slaves.  Rutger had two children by bed slaves.  Rien 
himself had at least one son, though he’d allowed the boy to be 
adopted by the husband of the child’s mother.  A king would need 
an heir, and Drika might have been tempted by the idea of her 
child ruling the Wildlands. 

Three hundred raiders.  What was it Bast had said?  Any 
force that could hold against raiders for five minutes would 
break them.  Bast had proved that back at the castle.  He’d 
chosen a defensible position, then held it against everything 
they’d thrown at him until Rien himself had come along.  And 
even then he’d nearly won.  Rien turned and surveyed the terrain 
around them.  The path took them through cliffs and ravines, and 
narrowed just before the marker.  Joeri and Machteld weren’t 
quite as hard-headed as Bast, but they both had a reputation as 
stubborn men. 

He headed over to find Bast.  “We are leaving the army 
here.”   

Bast blinked at him.  “Rien?” 

“This position is the best available.”  Rien shook his 
head, and pointed at the map.  “This is a chokepoint.  Doesn’t 
matter that they have three hundred, because they can only send 
a few at a time.  My men can pick them off, easily.” 

“As long as your men hold, certainly.”  Bast slowly nodded. 

“At this point, it’s a matter of pride.”  Rien grinned.  
“But they don’t need to hold long.  Just enough for you and I to 
get to that blade.  You know the way, yes?” 

“No.”  Bast shook his head. 

“Bast…” 

“While I appreciate how high your opinion of me is, Rien, 
two months is not long enough to become fluent in the script.”  
Bast nodded toward the tent.  “Maela and Rachel are translating 
the marker now.” 

“Fine.  Then we’ll bring them.” 

“Rien…”  Bast glared. 
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“Not into the dangerous part.  Just into the first bit, so 
they can help us figure out what exactly we are getting 
ourselves into.”  Rien glared back.  Maela might be able to play 
at dueling, but he wasn’t going to put his girls into any more 
danger than absolutely necessary. 

“We brought an army for a reason, Rien.”  Bast folded his 
arms. 

“To fight the dragon.”  Rien smirked.  “Getting the blade 
is the easy part.” 

“Once again, I am filled with an ominous sense of 
foreboding.” 

“You know, you can just say you’re scared.”  Rien patted 
Bast’s head.  “You don’t need to hide it with fancy words.” 

“Banal ignoramus.” 

# 

After pointing out that any force that managed to skirt the 
defenders in the pass would be able to come up upon them 
unawares, Bastien had managed to convince Rien to bring along 
another half dozen raiders.  It still wasn’t a good situation, 
but it was likely the best they could do.  Sjaak had balked a 
little at following Bastien’s instructions, but Rien had backed 
him up.  They took their positions as ordered. 

The entrance to the tomb was…  “Admit it.”  Rien’s hand 
came down on his shoulder.  “You’re impressed again.” 

“Your people were once…”  He stared at the magnificent 
edifice set into the mountain.  “This.”  He glanced at Rien.  
“Doesn’t it bother you?” 

“Huh?”  Rien blinked.  “What do you mean?” 

“I mean, the Wilders once ruled the world, built marvels.  
Now you just…”  He shook his head.  “Scavenge and live amongst 
past glory.” 

“So what…”  Rien snorted.  “We should wall ourselves away, 
wrapped in lace, and live soft lives?”  He glared at Bastien.  
“Go twenty-three years without ever touching naked flesh?”  He 
waved a hand.  “Get the keystone.” 

He obeyed, retrieving the thing from the box Maela carried.  
It took them a few minutes to figure out where to put it into 
the mural to open the tomb.  “Bast…”  Maela’s voice was soft. 
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“Hmmm?” 

“Look.”  She used her finger to remove a build up of dirt 
from a crevice in the mural, then pointed again at the keystone 
opening. 

His eyes narrowed.  “Rien.” 

“What is it?”  Rien walked over. 

Bastien pointed at the opening.  “Look at this.  There is 
sand and dirt in it, enough that we need to clean it a bit to 
get the stone in, but compared to…”  He pointed at the rest of 
the mural.   

Rien’s eyes narrowed, and his face paled just a little.  
“Someone else has been here.” 

“Not recently.  I mean, not in weeks at least, but yes.”  
Bastien exhaled.  “Someone else has been here.” 

24 

Rien couldn’t quite contain his excitement as the entrance 
to the tomb rolled open.  “Yes.”  He turned and kissed Rachel, 
who laughed.   

She pointed.  “Look.”  She moved to glyphs carved into the 
rock.  “We need to either leave the keystone where it is or put 
it here to keep the door open.” 

“Move it there, to the inside.”  Rien nodded.  “In case we 
need it.” 

Rachel obeyed.  Fortunately, the door itself moved slowly.  
She had plenty of time to get the keystone into its new 
position.  “Guess that’s why the idea was to have more than 
one.”  Bast was looking around.  “If anyone was here…” 

“If anyone was here, they were stupid.”  Rien smirked.  
Various treasures were visible in the room, prizes that would 
net the average raider considerable prestige. 

“Maybe someone tried to get in, but couldn’t?”  Rachel 
examined a ruby pin sitting on a pedestal.  Rien picked it up, 
blew the dust from it, then placed it on her tunic before 
kissing her. 
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Bast and Maela were a little further in, examining the 
glyphs. “No.”  Bast’s voice was quite.  “Someone was here.  
Look.”  He pointed. 

“Footsteps in the dust.”  Maela nodded.  “Not many, but…”  
She frowned.  “They are old.” 

“Who knows how old?”  Bast bent to examine them.  “If the 
chamber was sealed, they could have been made a decade ago.” 

“Find the sword.  It’s what matters.”  Rien handed Rachel a 
lantern before moving further in.  “It won’t be in the first 
chamber.  We’re looking for his actual resting place.”  He 
frowned.  “No, this makes no sense.” 

“Master Rien?” 

“If any of my brothers wanted what was in here and got the 
keystone before I did, all they had to to was take it to 
Mother.”  Rien turned a slow circle.  “So what would be the 
point of coming here in secret?” 

“Unless…”  Rachel hesitated. 

“Lovely?” 

“One of your brothers didn’t come back, Master Rien.  
Perhaps the one that came here is the one that…” 

“Killed Jurgen.”  Rien growled. 

“The footprints don’t seem to leave this chamber, Rien.”  
Bast shook his head as he held up his lantern, then looked back 
toward Rien.  “Whatever they wanted, it must have been in here.” 

“Perhaps whoever entered…”  Rachel tilted her head.  “Did 
not expect the dragon to come?” 

“That’s a good point, Lovely.”  Rien followed her through a 
passage, letting Bast and Maela take the other one.  “They 
wanted some prize, but the dragon threw their plans into chaos.”  
He chuckles.  “That is the sort of thing dragons do.”   

They were deep into the tunnel when Rachel spoke up.  
“Master Rien, there is the mural.”  She pointed. 

“Right, so now —”  He took a step forward as the floor 
beneath her opened.  “Rachel.”  He dropped the lantern and just 
barely managed to catch her before she fell.  The lantern rolled 
and hit part of the wall.  A portcullis dropped from the 
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ceiling, smashing the lantern and trapping them.  The lantern 
sputtered and went out, leaving them in total darkness. 

“Master Rien?” 

“Rachel?” 

“Would you like me to yell for help?” 

“Yes, Lovely.”  Any other time he wouldn’t have minded 
holding Rachel tightly in the dark.  “Yes, I would.” 

“I see.”  She raised her voice.  “Help.” 

# 

“This is absolutely incredible.”  Maela’s eyes practically 
shown as she examined the mural.  “It’s like out of the 
stories.”  She pointed.  “Look, the mark on the floor.” 

“Trap.”  Bastien couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm.  
He stepped over the marked area, then offered her a hand. 

“None…”  She hesitated.  “Almost no one, has been here for 
a thousand years.  Until us.”  She giggled.  “History waiting 
until we show up.” 

“You’re having way more fun digging around a dusty old tomb 
than I would have expected.”  He brushed dust away from another 
series of glyphs so she could read them. 

“The best part of the training was learning to read.  I 
couldn’t, until we were sold.”  Maela leaned forward eagerly.  
“I remember thinking it looked like chickens had scratched on 
the paper and then it became words and stories.  The days became 
easy because at night I could fade into the paper and go 
anywhere I could imagine.”  She grabbed his hand and pressed his 
fingers into the markings in the stone.  “A thousand years ago, 
someone carved these words.  To talk to us, across the ages.”  
She ran her own hand down the markings.  “Like we were their 
friends.” 

“What are they saying?”  He held up the lantern. 

“They are warning us.”  She moved her fingers under the 
runes.  “Telling us not to make the same mistakes they did.  
That a dragon…”  She frowned.  “Cannot be ridden.”  She 
chuckled.  “I ride Master Rien all the time.” 

Bastien winced.  “Maela.” 
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Her laughter was warm, but it faded as she kept reading.  
“It cannot be tamed, cannot be mastered.  It is not a toy or a 
weapon.  It is not even real, but a manifestation of darkness 
and evil.  Those who try to control it will be consumed by it, 
and the land will weep blood.”  She tilted her head.  “This next 
part is strange.  It’s kind of hard to translate.” 

“Try?”  He juggled the lantern to get out ink and a scrap 
of parchment.  “I’ll write it down.” 

“Beneath fire the lamb will slay the dead and find the 
dreams.  He will rise from the ashes and be claimed by the sea.”  
She moved her finger down.  “The rock will cry out, begging 
mercy from the water.  The measure of a man decided within the 
moment.”  She moved down again.  “The blade is bound by honor, 
not by chain.  The fate of oath and crown are sealed together.”  
She moved to the last line, and her eyes widened slightly.  “A 
dragon drowned by the breath of life.  He speaks the truth, and 
thus they die.” 

“That, uh…”  Bastien looked down at the parchment as he 
wrote the last bit down.  “I wonder what our friend was drinking 
when he wrote that?” 

 

# 

“I’m starting to suspect no one can hear us.”  Rien 
growled.  “What kinds of traps did you find in the books?” 

“Ones like the one I nearly fell in.  Spikes that fall from 
the ceiling.  And monsters but —”  They both froze at a scraping 
sound.  “But we thought anything that had been put in here to — 
”  The sound came again.  “Would have — ”  It came again closer.  
“Died of old age long ago.” 

“Lovely, I’m going to set you down on the floor.  Stay low, 
with your back to the portcullis, and try not to move.”  He let 
her go, and felt her obey.  Then he drew his axe.  “Remain very, 
very quiet.”  He stepped away from her, hoping he didn’t fall 
into a pit trap, and readied his axe.  “Who goes there?” 

A low growling sound answered him.  He tilted his head, 
turning toward it.  No idea where it was safe to put his feet, 
no idea what he was facing, no way to see what he was facing, 
and no possible way to retreat.  Rien smiled.  This was going to 
be fun. 
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Jurgen had blindfolded him.  As much his elder brother 
teasing him as it was an actually training exercise.  The first 
few times he had managed to take his Jurgen, it had been by 
homing in on the sound of Jurgen laughing at his flailing about.  
Feel the air against your skin, trust your ears.  His brother’s 
voice in his ears.  Now move.  He spun, and the axe connected, 
biting into whatever approached.  It roared with pain and fury.  
He jerked to the side, felt something brush against his skin.  
There was the faint coppery smell of blood in the air, as much 
taste as scent. 

A brush of flesh on stone, and he whirled again.  The axe 
hit, but a glancing blow.  Something struck him in the side, 
making him grunt in pain.  If I’m touching you, you know where I 
am.  He sent the butt end of the axe in a retaliatory blow.  It 
struck, and he heard something thud against the wall.  He 
brought the axe down again.  The axe trembled in his hand.  He 
yanked it free and brought it down a second time, and felt the 
resistance of flesh give way beneath the blade.  There was a 
gurgling sound, and then whatever was on the other end went 
still. 

Rien took a deep breath.  “Rachel?  Lovely?” 

“I’m here.”  He breathed a sigh of relief at the sound of 
her voice.  “Is it safe?” 

“I…”  Rien shrugged.  “Maybe?” 

There was a spark as she struck a flint against her knife, 
and it lit the spilled oil from the lantern.  It illuminated the 
hallway, and Rien took an involuntary step back.  Rachel made a 
small squealing sound.  “Master Rien?” 

The thing he’d killed was a troll, but not a kind he’d ever 
seen before.  It was covered in stark white fur, and it’s teeth 
longer than Rien’s hand.  And it’s blood was…  Trolls were 
supposed to have red blood.  The stuff puddling beneath this 
creature was nearly black.  He swallowed.  “Lovely, maybe not…”  
She was already scrambling away from the spreading pool.   

Rachel reached for one of the torches on the wall, but it 
fell apart in her hand.  Quickly she tore a length from her 
skirt and wrapped it around the sheath from her dagger.  Then 
she soaked it into the burning oil.  “Okay.” 

“Oh, that’s my clever girl.”  He kissed her, then took her 
hand.  “Alright, let’s find a way out of here before that burns 
out.” 
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“Master Rien?”  Rachel shook her head as she followed him.  
“How did that get in here?” 

“I…”  Rien glanced over his shoulder.  “Really am not sure 
I want to know.” 

# 

“Do you hate Master Rien?” 

Bastien blinked, and turned toward Maela.  “What?” 

“When you call me names, you’re teasing.  When you call him 
names, you’re not.  At least, not all the way.”  Maela shrugged 
a little.  “Do you hate him?” 

“I…”  Bastien sighed.  “Sometimes.”  It was rather 
difficult to admit it was harder to hate Rien than it had been 
at first.  The man was more childish than evil.  He gestured to 
another marked section of floor, and they skirted around it.  
“Do you hate your father, for selling you and Rachel?” 

“No.”  Maela shook her head.  “If he hadn’t, then the 
others would have gone hungry.  And he promised to name the inn 
after us.  ‘The Golden Sisters’.”  She smiled.  “I wish I could 
see it.  Mother was going to hang lace curtains.” 

“Is it…”  He frowned.  “Common, in Lethiun to…?” 

“Most families have an extra to sell.  Manisar coin spends 
good, and for many it’s a better life.”  Maela shrugged.  
“Master Rien treats us well, and we don’t go hungry.  Plus there 
is you, and we got to learn to read and play music and…”  Her 
eyes widened, and she pointed.  “And that.” 

He looked in the direction she was pointing, and felt his 
jaw drop slightly.  The statue was incredible, a dragon rampant, 
standing guard over a casket.  It had been carved from volcanic 
glass, and the edges of the wings looked as sharp as knives.  
The entire thing was vaguely translucent.  He wasn’t sure how 
such a thing could be made, let alone transported.  “That’s…”   

“A problem.” 

“A…”  He turned toward her in confusion.  “Problem?” 

“Master Rien is going to want to take that home.” 

“Yeah…”  He let out a low whistle.  “That’s going to be a 
problem.”  He sighed.  “We should probably figure out where he 
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went, let him know we found the sword.”  It was laying atop the 
casket.  He walked over and picked it up.  “Let’s go.” 

# 

“Why…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “Is a place that has been 
left sealed for a thousand years…”  He hauled the axe out of the 
dead troll.  “Full of monsters?” 

“They aren’t alive.”  Rachel’s voice came back.  She was 
holding up yet another makeshift torch, and gesturing at 
markings on the walls. 

“Lovely, I’ve killed seven of them.”  He wiped the black 
blood off the axe. 

“They were sealed by magic to serve as guardians.”  Rachel 
nodded, then frowned.  “And there were twelve of them.” 

Another growling sound came from one of the nearby 
corridors.  Rien exhaled.  “This stopped being fun two trolls 
ago.” 

# 

“Maela…”  Bastien looked around. 

“Bast.” 

“Wasn’t there a arch here earlier?” 

“Yes.” 

“The arch that lead back to the entrance.” 

“Yes.” 

“Did the books say anything about disappearing arches?” 

“No.” 

“So we’re lost.” 

“Yes.” 

He sighed.  “Has anything gone right this trip?” 

“Well…”  Maela shrugged before smiling at him.  “At least 
we’re lost together?” 

Bastien smiled at her.  “Come on, let’s try this way.” 

# 
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“Lovely, how many was that?” 

“Twelve, Master Rien.” 

“All twelve?”  He looked around, then shrugged.  “I’ll have 
to apologize to Bast for not leaving one for him.”  He chuckled, 
then looked over at her.  “Are you alright?” 

She was staring at him, her expression full of awe.  “That 
was amazing, Master Rien.”  She gestured.  “The way you…”  She 
looked around.  “The books say it takes at least five men to 
bring down a troll.” 

“Well, Lovely, you can’t believe everything you read.”  He 
gestured at the writing on the wall.  “See if you can find us a 
way out of here, before you run out of skirt.”  He chuckled.  
“Never thought I’d be glad you were wearing clothes.” 

# 

“We passed this way already.”  Bast pointed.  “Look, here’s 
the mark you made.” 

“But we can’t have.  We turned down the other corridor this 
time.”  Maela made a vexed noise.   

“Okay, if we turned…”  He walked over to the dust covered 
wall and started trying to draw the map, then stopped.  “Maela, 
if we came this way already…” 

“Where are our footprints?”  Maela immediately began 
looking at the ground. 

“But that’s your name, signed on the…”  He froze, then 
turned and walked forward to the archway.  The dragon statue was 
there, along with the casket.   

“Bast?”  He turned toward her.  Maela took a deep breath.  
“I have an idea, but if it doesn’t work I’m going to look really 
stupid and I need you to promise not to laugh.” 

“You could never look stupid, Maela.” 

She beamed at him.  “Take my hand, and follow me.” 

He took her hand, and squeezed it once.  “Alright.  
Following you.” 

Maela took a deep breath, and then walked straight toward 
the wall where the arch had once been.  He started to pull her 
back, then caught himself and let her walk.  Then his eyes 
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widened as she passed through the wall.  Only her hand remained, 
clinging to his.  He smiled, then let her pull him through the 
illusion.  On the other side, she was smiling.  “The book said 
not to trust your eyes.” 

“Oh you gorgeous genius.”  Bast laughed.  He squeezed her 
hand, and for a moment wished he was allowed to kiss her.  
“Let’s go find the others.” 

# 

“Okay so if that one…”  Rachel stuck her tongue out of the 
side of her mouth a little as she moved pieces on the mural.  
The expression looked utterly adorable.  “There.” 

From the corridor behind them, there was a faint rumbling 
sound.  Rien looked out the door and saw the portcullis had 
lifted.  “Lovely, when we get back to Darodelf I am going to 
dress you in the biggest ruby necklace in the Wild.”  He caught 
her hand, and pulled her to him for a kiss.  “And nothing else.”  
She giggled before returning the kiss.  “Then I’m going to have 
you figure out what I pay Jochem and double it.” 

He pulled her with him back the way they came.  Light could 
be seen as her torch started to flicker once more, and instead 
of letting her relight it he just tugged her hand.  Hopefully, 
Bast and Maela had found something on their side of the tomb. 

Rien stepped out of the corridor and froze in his tracks.  
He stared in shock at the man standing there, a dozen other men 
behind him, all heavily armed. 

“Hello, brother.” 

25 

“I don’t recall the corridor being this long.”  Maela 
glanced back at him.   

“Whose turn is it to walk into the wall?”  Bastien raised 
an eyebrow at her, knowing full well what the answer was. 

“Yours.”  She grinned. 

He exhaled, and then put his hand out in front of him.  It 
took him three tries before he passed through a section of wall.  
He smacked his shoulder on part of the archway, and grunted.  A 
moment later, he was through.  The chamber contained another 
door, similar to the one that had brought them into the tomb.  
It had a place for a keystone.  “Maela?”  He glanced at her. 
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She held up the lantern and read before turning back to 
him.  “It leads to…”  Her eyes widened and her face lit with 
glee.  “The library.”  She bounced up on her toes.  “Think 
Master Rien will let us look?” 

“I’m pretty sure you can convince him.”  Bastien chuckled. 

Maela turned back to the writing.  “Oh, and then there is 
another exit from the tomb, one that lets you leave on the other 
side of the mountain.”  She exhaled.  “This was carved all the 
way through the mountain.  Can you imagine what it took to build 
this?” 

“Magic.”  Bastien nodded.  He took the lantern, holding it 
for her so she could keep examining the writing.  She 
practically cooed over the words carved into the wall, 
occasionally reading off passages to him.  The room seemed to 
contain a history of the Dragonlord’s life.  “You’re going to 
have to write all this down for Rien.” 

“This is amazing.”  She touched one of the murals, running 
her fingers over it.  “I never dreamed I’d get to…”  She threw 
her head back and sighed happily, then her eyes widened.  
“Master Rien is going to kill the dragon.” 

“That’s the —”  He started to nod. 

“It’s a legend, Bast.  A legend.”  Her face was flushed in 
the lantern light.  “And I’m here for it.  I can…”  She spun 
before turning to face him again.  “I can write it.”  She 
exhaled, and closed her eyes before sighing again.  “I can write 
it.” 

“As if the man needed more flattery…”  Bastien just 
chuckled.  

“I could make it a poem.”  She nodded. 

“He crept through the tomb as though he were a mole…”  
Bastien shrugged.  “The mighty Rien, the world’s biggest 
asshole.” 

Her lands lowered, and she glared at him.  “Bast.” 

“Come on, let’s go find them.”  He gestured at an archway. 

They hadn’t gone far when he heard the sound of voices. 

# 

“I didn’t want it to come to this.”  Rutger sighed. 
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“You know, if you’d introduced yourself properly the first 
time we met…”  Phillip stood just slightly behind Rutger.  “You 
could have saved everyone a great deal of trouble.” 

He stared at his brother, feeling fury start to rise.  Rien 
started to reach for his axe.  “That’s a bad idea, brother.”  
Rutger shook his head. 

“Is it?”  Rien snarled.  “It took forty men to kill my 
father.”  His hand closed around the haft of his axe.  “You 
brought twelve.” 

“Oh for…”  Phillip rolled his eyes, then glanced at a man 
with a crossbow.  “If he takes one step, shoot the girl.” 

Rien froze in his tracks, and saw a faint flicker of 
surprise cross Rutger’s face.  Rachel made a small frightened 
sound.  Rien pushed her behind him.  He doubted Rutger would 
actually kill Rachel, but he wasn’t inclined to take a chance on 
Phillip.  He focused his gaze on Rutger.  “You allied with this 
dog?” 

“So did you.”  Rutger smirked.  “Funny.  I discounted you 
completely.”  Rutger shook his head.  “Frankly I didn’t think a 
keystone was shiny enough to get your attention.  I thought I’d 
be able to leave you alive, let you lead our armies.”  Rutger 
sighed.  “I am sorry for this, Rien.” 

“Leave me…”  Rien felt a chill go through his blood.  
“Jurgen?” 

“You know…”  Phillip chuckled.  “I thought a man who called 
himself the Stone Dragon would be a lot more difficult to deal 
with.” 

Phillip had…  And if it hadn’t been for Bast, Rien himself 
would have helped his brother’s murderer take over a kingdom.  
“Even if you kill me, you won’t win.  Everyone knows you didn’t 
bring back the keystone.”  He shook his head.  “Lammert will —” 

“Lammert?”  Rutger smirked.  “Our brother may fancy himself 
a spymaster, but he never saw me coming.  Couldn’t even find a 
keystone of his own.  He’s only still alive because he got 
lucky.  The men I sent after him got taken by pirates.”  Rutger 
shrugged.  “Works out better this way.  He makes such a fine 
scapegoat, don’t you think?  Blood tells.”  Rutger spread his 
hands.  “After all, Drika confessed to being in his pay, didn’t 
she?  Everyone heard.”  He gave an exaggerated sigh.  “Pity I 
wasn’t able to get her in time to save you from him, little 
brother.” 
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“Where is the sword?”  Phillip narrowed his eyes. 

“Troll ate it.”  Rien clenched his fists.   

“You were in here half the day and couldn’t find one 
fucking sword?”  Rutger stared at him.   

“How the hell did you even get a keystone in the first 
place?”  Phillip chuckled.  When he killed that man, it was 
going to be slowly.  Maybe he’d even let Jurgen’s sons take a 
turn with the flensing blade. 

“Do you really think the likes of you can take on a dragon, 
Rutger?”  Rien shook his head.  “Even with…” 

“I don’t need to kill the dragon.”  Rutger rolled his eyes.  
“Ballistas can handle that.” 

“The prophecy —”  Rien glared.  Rutger would throw the 
entirety of their people into chaos.  Despite everything, he’d 
never thought Rutger would actually betray their mother.  And 
Rutger…  Rutger had loved Jurgen too.  Hadn’t he?  Had he ever 
actually known his brother at all? 

“Oh for the love of…”  Phillip ran a hand down his face.  
“He really is that stupid, isn’t he?” 

“There is no prophecy, Rien.”  Rutger gave a tired shake of 
his head. 

“The staff…”  If he moved right, maybe he could get Rachel 
into cover before engaging them.   

“The staff can only be passed to a new bearer by killing 
the previous bearer.”  Phillip folded his arms.  “And it was 
entombed with the corpse of its last bearer.  So unless someone 
figured out a way to kill a desiccated corpse, the staff is just 
a pretty stick.” 

“Asrael imparted a curse into the staff, passed on to 
whoever gains its gift.  The oracle cannot tell a lie, Rien.”  
Rutger smirked.  “And Mother lies whenever she damn well feels 
like it.” 

“It’s a good story though.”  Phillip chuckled.  “Shoot the 
dragon down, Rutger here goes back with a sword, and we have an 
army of Wilders to loose upon the world.” 

“Where is the sword, Rien?”  Rutger folded his arms. 
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The tomb was full of traps, monsters, and a knight who 
would take considerable glee in stabbing Phillip in the face.  
The only downside to that would mean that Rien wouldn’t get the 
pleasure of personally ripping the man’s throat out.  But that 
would still leave Rutger.  And he was going to enjoy smashing 
that pretty face into pulp.  “Find it yourself.” 

“I am sorry about this, brother.”  Rutger shook his head, 
then gestured at the man with the crossbow.  “Kill him.” 

The man lifted the weapon, and Rien braced himself.  He 
could pull Rachel with him when he dodged, or perhaps even take 
the shot, then charge, and if nothing else he could take the 
cretins with him.  A half heartbeat before the man could fire, a 
thrown dagger hit the crossbow, severing the string and knocking 
it away.  The bolt clattered to the ground as Bast came out of 
the other corridor.  Rien shoved Rachel toward cover and drew 
his axe. 

# 

It had been tempting, far too tempting, to put Maela’s 
dagger into Phillip’s throat.  The oath had never weighed 
heavier than in that moment.  He’d passed the sword to Maela, 
who had gone back to the chamber hidden behind the illusion.  
Even if they lost, she’d still be able to keep the sword from 
them. 

Losing, however, did not seem likely.  The light crossbows 
the men had may have been effective against the lightly clad 
Wilders, but the bolts did nothing against his shield.  Rutger 
and Phillip were already retreating as more men entered.  Sjaak 
and his raiders.  And from the looks of it, they hadn’t come to 
back up Rien.  He heard Rien cursing even as the big man brought 
his axe into play. 

Bastien wanted to ignore the situation, to focus on getting 
to Phillip.  To kill that traitorous bastard at any cost.  Duty 
warred with duty, and he growled in frustration before moving in 
to aid Rien. 

“We need the sword.”  Rutger shook his head as he lifted 
his club. 

“Screw the bloody sword.”  Phillip grabbed Rutger’s 
shoulder.  “Any sword will do, once the dragon is dead.  Move.” 

Rien howled a war cry as he smashed his axe into a knight, 
trying to push past to get at his brother.  Bastien caught a 
blow on his shield, then hamstrung the man who’d delivered it.  
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He yanked his sword free just as he heard a panicked cry from 
Rachel.  “Master Rien, the stone.” 

He looked up in time to see Rutger pulling the keystone 
free.  The door started to slide closed.  “Goodbye, brother.”  
Rutger followed Phillip through the closing door.  Sjaak and two 
of the knights retreated after them. 

Knights still stood between them and the door, and even if 
they could get through they didn’t have time to get Maela first.  
Bastien slammed his shield into a man, trying to get a path open 
for Rien.  He had the best chance of getting the keystone from 
Rutger.  With a mighty blow, Rien cut the man he was facing in 
half, then charged at the door.  He reached it just as it closed 
with a thud.  “Rutger.”  Rien smashed his fist into the door.  
“Kinslayer!”  He smashed his fist into the stone again, then 
again.  “Murderer!” 

# 

He started to hit the stone again, and Bast caught his arm.  
He nearly drove his fist into the man’s face instead before 
catching himself.  “He killed Jurgen.”  Rien flung his axe away.  
It smashed into one of the stone pedestals, knocking it over.  
“He killed Jurgen, and now he…” 

“Phillip the king of Solsthriem.  Rutger the king of the 
Wildlands.”  Bast yanked a crossbow bolt out of his shield, and 
flung it away.  “That’s a powerful alliance.”  He looked at the 
stone door.  “And without that keystone, there isn’t a damn 
thing we can do about it.”  He looked like he wanted to smash 
his own fist into the stone.  “We’re trapped.” 

“He…”  Rien took several deep breaths.  His brother was 
dead.  Jurgen was dead.  The Stone Dragon was dead.  “Murdered.  
Jurgen.” 

“I heard you, Rien, I…”  Bast started to shake his head. 

“No, Bast, clearly you did not.”  Rien narrowed his eyes.  
He clenched and unclenched his fists, and his voice shook with 
fury.  “Those pieces of shit murdered Jurgen.  And I will not 
let either of them get away with it, even if I have to claw 
through this stone with my bare hands.  They…”  He drew himself 
to his full height.  “Will not rule either of our peoples, Bast.  
I will not allow it.”  He waved a hand.  “There is a way out of 
this.  Find it.” 

Slowly, Bast nodded.  Then he took a deep breath of his 
own.  “Maela and I found another door.  It would allow us to get 
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past whatever guard they leave, but it still takes a keystone to 
open.”  He shrugged.  “We found the sword.” 

“Where’s Maela?”  Rien frowned. 

“Hiding with the sword.”  Bast headed for the corridor.  
“I’ll get her.”  He looked up, then stopped and frowned.  
“Rachel, you alright?” 

She slit the throat of one of the enemies that was still 
breathing, then nodded before moving to the next.  “Yes.” 

Rien smiled.  “Good girl.” 

# 

Bastien looked over the weapons they’d taken from the dead.  
The crossbows were fairly light, and could be managed by Maela 
or Rachel.  He’d given each woman a couple more daggers.  At 
least they had a couple more lanterns, but their supply of water 
was already low, and they had no food. 

“He taught me how to ride.”  Bastien turned at the sound of 
Rien’s voice.  Rien dusted off an ancient helmet and set it back 
on a pedestal before sighing.  “Jurgen.  I was…”  His voice was 
thick.  “I was actually afraid.  Of the horse.  It was huge and 
it’s feet were the size of my head and…”  He rubbed his arm 
before sighing.  “But Jurgen said I’d be fine, and Jurgen said 
it, so…”  He looked down.  “So I let him put me on the horse.” 

“I’m sorry, Rien.”  Bastien swallowed. 

“And I…”  Rien shook his head.  “Phillip killed my brother.  
Then I, damn fool that I am, helped him kill his.”  He leaned on 
the pedestal.  “I never even…”  He looked up at Bastien.  “If I 
had stopped, just for a moment, to think about…”  His laughter 
was bitter.  “If it hadn’t been for you, they’d have already 
won.  Phillip would be king of Solsthriem, and Rutger would have 
killed me on my way back and taken the keystone for himself.”   

“Rien…”  As much as he thought Rien needed to learn, this 
was a brutal way for it to happen. 

“And now he’s going to kill Lammert.”  He kicked another 
helmet.  It soared across the chamber, bounced off a wall, and 
clattered to a stop behind a stone bench.  “No, he’s going to 
have Lammert blamed for killing me, and executed.  And Mother 
will believe every word.  He’ll trick Mother into killing her 
innocent son, unless we find some way out of this fucking 
chamber.”   
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“Maybe there is something else further in.”  Bastien 
glanced at the women reading the markings on the stone.  
“Anything?” 

“I’m not…”  Maela stood up on her toes a little to see 
something, then frowned.  She looked around, then grabbed a 
wooden crate from behind one of the stone benches and dragged it 
over to stand on. 

Bastien stared a moment, frowning.  He shook his head a 
couple times, then frowned again.  Something about…  His eyes 
widened.  “Maela?” 

“What?”  She turned toward him. 

“What are you standing on?”  He started toward her. 

“A…”  She looked down at the crate, then around at the 
chamber.  Then she looked down at it again before stepping off 
of it.  “Crate.” 

“What’s odd about a crate?”  Rien looked over at them. 

“It’s not ours.”  

“And…” 

“Rien, it’s not ours.  It’s not theirs.”  Bast gestured at 
dead men.  “And it sure as hell wasn’t put here by whoever built 
the crypt.”  He turned to look at the crate.  “So…” 

“Someone was here before…”  Rien slowly nodded.  “And they 
left…”  He stared, then nodded to Maela.  “Open it.” 

# 

Rien walked toward Maela as she took the lid off the box.  
Beneath the lid there was folded leather, and a sealed piece of 
parchment.  She picked up the parchment and looked up at him.  
He nodded, and she broke the seal.  Her voice trembled just a 
little.  “It’s a map, Master Rien.  And a note.” 

“What does the note say?”  Bast joined them, as did Rachel. 

“It says…”  Maela swallowed.  “As much as I envy you your 
ignorance, there are lessons that must be learned.  You will 
find the dragon here.  I will buy you what time I can, but it 
would be best if you do not linger.”  She spread the parchment 
out before handing it to Rien. 
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It was indeed a map, one showing both their current 
location, and another that based on the apparent scale of the 
map was at least two days away.  The writing itself was neat, 
painstaking block strokes, giving no clue to their origins.  “We 
still need to find a way out of here.” 

Maela started to lift the leather, and then gasped.  She 
pulled the leather away entirely.  Rien stared at the contents 
of the box.  “Are those…”  Bast shook his head.  “What I think 
they are?” 

Slowly, Rien reached into the box, and pulled out one of 
the three keystones that lay inside.  He laughed, then set it 
back in the box.  Then he pinched the bridge of his nose.  
“Rachel, Lovely…”  He turned toward her.  “You are a wise and 
clever woman.  Please tell me what I am seeing here.” 

“Someone came here before us, with three keystones…”  
Rachel tilted her head.  “And left them here along with a note 
before exiting the chamber again without taking anything.”  
Rachel frowned.  “Despite the fact that your mother had 
announced whoever brought back a keystone would be named her 
heir.” 

“Bast, Maela…”  Rien looked at each of them in turn.  “Do 
you agree with her assessment?” 

Bast gave him an odd look before nodding.  “Yes, Master 
Rien,” Maela said. 

“Ah.”  He looked down at the box.  “So I’m not going mad?” 

“If you are…”  Bast rubbed the back of his neck.  “You’re 
taking us with you.” 

26 

“We can always come back later.”  Bastien held out a hand 
to help Maela down the small embankment.  With only the four of 
them and no horses, they couldn’t bring any of the ancient 
scrolls or tablets with them.  Maela’s face suggested she’d been 
asked to abandon her children.  “I mean, if this all works out, 
Rien’s going to be the king and…”  He sighed.  “And maybe that 
won’t end in the world exploding.” 

“I heard that.”  Rien’s voice came from below.  “Hand the 
girls down.” 
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He took Rachel’s hands and carefully lowered her down to 
Rien.  “Well?” 

“The note was written.  And not pidgin.”  Rien set Rachel 
down before reaching back up for Maela.  “That narrows it down a 
lot.” 

After lowering Maela, he climbed down himself.  “The part 
that…”  He exhaled.  “Okay, one of the parts that makes no sense 
is whoever put that note there had to do it some time ago.  So…” 

“So how could they know where the dragon is now?”  Rien 
nodded.  “Yeah, I’m kind of stuck there too.”  He exhaled.  
“Except they knew enough to know I was going to need two 
keystones to get out…”  He shrugged.  “And one to later get back 
in, so…” 

“And their footprints did not leave the main chamber.”  
Maela spoke up from where she was shading her eyes against the 
sun. 

“How could someone else have retrieved three keystones, 
when Master Rien only found one?”  Rachel wrinkled her nose. 

“Well, once I found one, I had no need to go looking for 
any others.”  Rien started down an outcropping of rock, 
occasionally reaching back to give a hand to the girls.   

“How did you find the one?”  Bastien brought up the rear.  
Despite his smaller size, Rien was the better mountaineer.  
Letting him find the path was their best option.  Whoever had 
drawn the map had given enough detail to give the location, but 
not enough to give them clear directions. 

“As much as I hate to admit it…”  Rien exhaled.  “Blind 
luck.”  He gave a small laugh.  “So much so I thought it was 
fate.”  He tested some handholds, then rejected them before 
leading them to another path.  “Some travelers I met on the road 
told me there was a manticore in a nearby marsh.  I thought it 
sounded like good sport, so I tracked it and killed it.”  He 
shrugged.  “Found the keystone in it’s lair.” 

“So you…”  Bastrien rubbed his forehead.  “Really were 
wandering about aimlessly and tripped over it?” 

“Lovely, by any chance to we happen to have a flogger among 
our gear?” 

“No, Master Rien.”  Rachel made a disappointed sound.  Then 
she brightened.  “We have a leather belt.” 
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“If the keystones were scattered about that randomly 
though…”  Maela frowned.  “How could anyone acquire three?” 

“No idea.”  Rien leaped up a small bluff, then offered 
Rachel a hand after.  “But if the man who can do that gives me a 
map and says there is a dragon at the end of it…”  He pulled 
Rachel up.  “I’m going to go take a look.” 

# 

Rien used a small crystal to check the water.  It glowed 
just a little white, so he nodded.  “Safe enough to drink.”  
Maela breathed a sigh of relief before she and Rachel began 
filling the waterskins and canteens.  Rien straightened and 
looked around.  With less than an hour of daylight left, he 
shrugged.  “We’ll make camp here.  And we should get a fire 
going.  I wouldn’t be surprised if there are both yeti and 
trolls here.” 

“There is water here, so there is probably game around.”  
Bast started to get out one of the crossbows. 

“You stay here, guard the girls.”  Rien took it from him.  
When Bast started to narrow his eyes, Rien glared.  “Remind me.  
Which of us grew up in this section of the world?” 

Bast shrugged and handed him the case of bolts.  By the 
time he returned with a rabbit, they had a fire going.  Rachel 
made short work of skinning the thing and spitting it to be 
roasted, and Rien made a mental note for him and Bast to hunt as 
they traveled tomorrow.  One rabbit wasn’t going to fill four 
bellies.  “The note said do not linger.”  Bast leaned back 
against a rock outcropping.  “Rutger and Phillip are hunting the 
dragon too.” 

“Yes, but we…”  Rien took the note out again, looking down 
at it.  “Know where it is.”  He frowned.  “No.  Rutger leaving 
Darodelf would have been remarked.  Phillip may be hunting the 
dragon, but Rutger…” 

“Will be framing Lammert for your death.”  Bast nodded.  
“And possibly Jurgen’s.  Will your mother believe it?” 

“Yes.”  Rien sighed.  “Yes.  Fuck, Drika had me half-
convinced he was…”  Rien closed his eyes, then nodded.  “Rutger 
has always been Mother’s favorite.  And Lammert is…”  He opened 
his eyes again.  “Not.”  He looked at the fire.  “She tortured 
his father to death over a span of months and…”  He leaned 
forward.  “Jurgen once told me that when Lammert went missing, 
she didn’t send anyone to look for him.  Even stopped him from 
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going out to search.  Jurgen said it took him almost a year to 
work up the nerve to ask Lammert to forgive him for that.” 

“Rien…”  Bast frowned. 

“Yes?”  Rien looked up at him. 

“In the Vale, we met a man.  He suggested Rutger might be 
behind…”  Bast shrugged.  “Then he said he’d —” 

“Sten.”  Rien’s eyes widened.  He stared at Bast for a 
moment.  “He said he’d meet us in Darodelf.” 

“I’m guessing from your expression, he didn’t?”  Bast 
raised an eyebrow.  “Who was he?” 

“My mother’s left hand.  Her spymaster.”  Rien laughed 
bitterly.  Sten had brought the warning to him in the Vale.  
He’d thought it had come from his mother, but it was too clear 
that Rutger was still her pet.  So Sten had been acting on his 
own accord, which could only mean that he did have something on 
Rutger and knew Thirza would listen.  Dammit, he should have…  
“No doubt Rutger felt the need to remove him from the field.”  
It was possible he actually was stupid.  Or perhaps just 
oblivious.  It had cost him Jurgen.  He was starting to worry it 
was going to cost him Lammert as well.   

“Lammert has an intelligence operation.  What are the odds 
he’s figured any part of this out?” 

“He figured out Phillip had sought refuged in the 
Wildlands, and clearly knew it wasn’t with me, so…”  Rien 
shrugged.  “He suspects Rutger, for all the good it will do him.  
If we don’t kill that dragon and get back in time, Lammert…”  He 
clenched his fists.  “If Rutger convinces Mother that Lammert 
killed me, I dread to think of what she’ll do.”  Especially if 
Rutger goaded her.  He wasn’t sure he’d put it past the man.  
Jurgen had been well loved.  If Lammert were blamed for Jurgen’s 
death, then…  Rien swallowed. 

“Our mystery note writer said they’ll try to buy us time.”  
Bast nodded.  “Let’s hope it’s enough.” 

# 

Both the women had tried to give him and Rien their shares 
of the rabbit.  They’d both declined.  Rachel was laying next to 
Rien, using his leg as a pillow.  Maela was writing in the small 
bound book she’d brought with her.  She set it down after a 
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moment, and looked over at him.  “Are the stars the same here, 
as they are in Solsthriem?” 

Bastien looked up at the sky, then nodded.  “Yes.  The 
nations aren’t that far apart, and both border the ice.” 

“They were different than in Manisar.  Not all of them, but 
some.”  She shivered a little, and he picked up one of the 
cloaks and draped it over her shoulders.  She smiled.  “What was 
your mother like?” 

“I…”  Bastien shook his head.  “I don’t know.  She died, 
when I was still very young.  She was trying to bring my sister 
into the world, and they were both lost.”  He added a couple 
branches to the fire.  “My father loved her very much.  He never 
could bring himself to take another wife.” 

“That’s…”  Maela swallowed.  “Beautiful.” 

“A woman dies in childbirth and that’s beautiful?”  Rien 
raised his head up a little. 

“Rien…”  Bastien rubbed his forehead and gave Maela an 
apologetic look.  She rolled her eyes, and he smiled.  Then he 
shrugged and looked back at Rien.  “How, exactly, are we 
supposed to kill a dragon with just us?” 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”  Rien sat up, 
then ran his fingers through Rachel’s hair.  “Our plan was to 
lure it in with the sheep as bait, then have archers target the 
wings to keep it on the ground.”  He took a deep breath.  “But 
we don’t have bait, or archers.” 

“Yes you do, Master Rien.”  Rachel’s voice murmured 
sleepily. 

“Lovely, we…” 

“Maela and I can get its attention and use the crossbows, 
while you and Bast kill it.” 

“No.”  Rien and Bastien spoke the word in unison. 

“But…”  Maela started shaking her head. 

“Absolutely not.”  Bastien narrowed his eyes at her. 

“Not a chance.”  Rien caught Rachel’s arm and pulled her 
around so she was facing him.  “No.” 
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“If anyone plays the bait…”  Bastien looked over at his 
shield.  “It’s going to be me.” 

“No.”  Rien lifted his head and glared at Bastien.   

“Do you have a better plan?”  Bastien lifted his eyebrow.  
“It’s either kill the dragon or go back to Darodelf with nothing 
to show for any of this.  Even if you can stop your mother from 
killing Lammert, it’s pretty damn clear Rutger has a hell of a 
lot more influence than you do.  Darodelf will be a deathtrap 
for all of us.” 

Rien went silent, taking deep breaths.  “I don’t want you 
hurt, Bast.” 

“Well, it’s a hell of a lot too late for that, Rien.”  
Bastien rubbed the back of his neck.  “So just focus on killing 
that damn thing before it eats me.” 

# 

They spent a few minutes the next morning teaching the 
girls how to use the crossbows.  Fortunately, the girls were 
fast learners, and the crossbows themselves were simple.  He 
just hoped they were enough to do damage to the wings.  Rachel 
seemed to think they were, talking about main brains or 
something.  But she sounded like she knew what she was doing, 
and that was enough. 

A small bit of luck had been with them, at least.  Maela 
had managed, much to her surprise, to shoot one of the mountain 
goats.  Rachel had found some plants, and it was starting to 
smell like they were going to have a decent dinner.  Part of him 
had wanted to press on, to travel past the twilight, but without 
a trail he dare not take the chance. 

Tomorrow, they’d reach the dragon.  He was supposed to have 
almost a hundred raiders with him for this part.  Instead he had 
a knight and two bed-slaves.  Rien rose, and walked over to 
where Bast had found a slightly sheltered area and was trying to 
bath in privacy.  The water was far too cold to actually immerse 
themselves, but he’d managed to use his helmet to heat enough 
water to wash.  “Waiting your turn?”  Bast raised an eyebrow.  
“Might need more —” 

Bast cut off when Rien grabbed him and pushed him into the 
rock wall.  He kissed Bast, running a hand to the back of his 
neck to hold him in place.  Bast froze like a startled prey 
animal, and Rien reluctantly drew away.  “You had a chance to 
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kill Phillip.”  He brushed his thumb over Bast’s jawline.  “You 
saved me instead.” 

“The bolt might have hit Rachel.”  Bast shrugged. 

“The beacon.  The crossbow in the woods.  The archers in 
Darodelf.  The knife back when…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “And 
every fight, you’ve had my back.”  He sighed.  “I…”  He shook 
his head.  “And the time it was your life on the line, Lammert 
saved you.” 

“Rien…” 

“It’s sad, isn’t it?”  Rien stepped away from him.  “I took 
everything from you, I tortured you, and…”  He laughed bitterly.  
“And you may be the closest thing I actually have to a friend.”  
He looked down, then sighed before looking back up at Bast.  
“I’m sorry, Bast, for…”  He shook his head.  “Being me.” 

“I…”  Bast closed his eyes, then exhaled before looking at 
Rien.  “You should get some sleep.  Tomorrow we have to save the 
world, or something.” 

“Just…”  Rien nodded.  “Try not to die, alright?  I think…”  
Rien managed a smile.  “That I would miss you.” 

“You know…”  Bast shook his head.  “Even if you die killing 
the dragon, I’ll still have to go back to Darodelf.” 

“If I die, you —”  Rien blinked. 

“Like you said, Rien.  Lammert saved me.  I owe him my 
life.  You die…”  Bast shrugged.  “I have no idea how I can help 
him, but I have to try.” 

“Thank you, Bast, for…”  Rien put a hand on his shoulder, 
and squeezed it lightly.  “Being you.”  He glanced at the 
helmet.  “Mind?” 

“Sure, I was done.”  Bast nodded before heading back to the 
camp. 

27 

The night was cold enough they all huddled together under 
the cloaks.  The chill was sufficient Bastien couldn’t bring 
himself to even half-heartedly object, despite the fact that if 
Maela were any closer she’d actually be inside his skin.  Though 
asleep, Rien was holding Rachel to him.  The gesture seemed more 
protective than anything else. 
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From what little he’d seen, back in the tomb, Rien had 
stood down when Rachel was threatened.  That was not something 
he’d expected from the man.  Then there were the events of this 
evening to consider.  When Rien had pushed him against the wall, 
he’d expected…  Had the man actually apologized?   

Bastien looked up at the stars.  Rien had lost two 
brothers.  One murdered, the other a betrayer.  If they were too 
late, Rien would lose the third as well, and he did owe Lammert.  
From what he’d managed to understand later, Lammert had taken a 
not inconsiderable risk by intervening, and perhaps a greater 
one by stopping Rien from going after Wessel.  According to 
Rachel, Lammert had thrown Rien into a wall.  He wished he’d 
been conscious to see that. 

They were taking a risk, and that was taking its toll on 
Rien.  If killing the dragon delayed them too long, Lammert 
would probably die.  If they failed to kill the dragon, Lammert 
and they would all die.  But if they went back without killing 
the dragon, it would be Rien’s word against Rutger’s.  And 
Rutger was far better with words.  The best they could hope for 
would be Rien’s mother sending them all to their respective 
rooms.  That Rien hadn’t been able to arrange a group of a 
hundred friends without half of them being willing to kill him 
didn’t bode well for their odds at that point.   

But Wilders were Wilders.  If Rien came back as the 
dragonslayer, Rutger’s political maneuvering would be washed 
away.  However clever Rutger was with words and promises, it was 
strength and glory the Wilders prized.  It could be done.  Maela 
and Rachel had both pointed out all the stories said the 
Dragonlord had killed the dragon by himself, and there were 
similar legends. 

Whoever had left them the keystones had said they would buy 
time.  Hopefully, they could buy enough.  And hopefully their 
motives were virtuous. 

In the air a dragon was nigh unstoppable.  But if they 
could get it on the ground and keep it there… 

He sighed, and let sleep claim him. 

# 

“It’s there.”  Rien stared.  “It’s…”  The dragon was 
perched on a rock outcropping, sunning itself with its wings 
half-spread.  The creature was big, though not quite big enough 
to swallow him whole.  Maybe.  Wicked horns curled over its 
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head, and even at this distance he could see spikes on its body.  
It’s claws were likely bigger than his hands, and if Rachel was 
right the same would be true of its teeth.  The tail ended in 
spikes, and Rachel had stated that the creature would use it as 
a weapon.  Along with wing buffets, an agile neck, and those 
teeth and claws.  

His hand closed around the hilt of the sword.  And if he 
failed, he would die.  His brother would die.  His brothers’ 
murderer would claim the throne.  He took a deep breath, then to 
his surprise, he felt Bast’s hand on his shoulder.  “Rien?”  
Bast raised an eyebrow at him. 

“I saw you praying, this morning.”  Rien glanced at him.  
“Don’t suppose you put in a good word for me?” 

“The Paladin teaches that a true heart is the greatest 
strength.”  Bast shrugged.  “I asked him to please help you 
anyway.”   

“Well, I’ve got some frustrations to be taking out on this 
thing.”  Rien tried to keep his voice light.  When Bast raised 
an eyebrow, Rien leered at him.  “Proper oil isn’t among our 
supplies.” 

Bast rolled his eyes.  “Focus on the dragon.” 

“I believe that’s what I said I’m doing.”  Rien turned to 
survey the territory, then pointed.  “There.  Relatively flat, 
but there are some boulders and the like to serve as both high 
ground and cover.  It’s probably our best location.” 

“I agree.”  Bast glanced at the dragon, then nodded at the 
direction.  “If I start at that bluff, I should be able to 
attract its attention, then run down that way.  Assuming it 
follows, the girls will be able to get a couple shots in at the 
wings and you’ll have a clear field to work with.” 

“This sword is supposed to have magic to help slay a 
dragon.”  Rien exhaled.  “Let’s hope that part of the story was 
right, or this might be a little more fun than I’d like.” 

“Alright.  Take your position, and signal me when you’re 
ready.”  Bast nodded. 

“Master Rien?”  Maela’s voice trembled a little. 

“Sweetling?”  He turned toward her. 

“May I kiss Bast?”  She glanced at Bast.  “For luck?” 
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“Good idea.”  He grabbed Bast, kissed him, then shoved him 
toward Maela. 

# 

This was the stupidest thing he had ever done.  He could 
only pray it was the stupidest thing he ever would do.  Bastien 
lifted the crossbow, took aim at a slumbering dragon, and fired. 

# 

Rien glanced again at both his girls.  Maela was pale, but 
Rachel looked almost eager.  He’d never asked Jochem what he’d 
paid for them, but he knew damn well they were both beyond 
price.  He looked up again at the sound of the dragon’s roar, 
and saw Bast coming toward them. 

# 

He leaped from the rocks just as the dragon’s tail struck 
where he’d been standing.  Jagged bits of stone flew everywhere.  
Bastien didn’t stop to look, but headed in for cover.  He heard 
the twang of a crossbow, and the dragon’s snarl.  From the 
shadow, the creature was starting to turn in the direction of 
one of the girls.  He grabbed his shield and sword and came out 
from behind cover again.  “Hey, goat breath.” 

The dragon turned toward him. 

# 

Rachel fired her crossbow just as the dragon started for 
Bast again.  Rien dove from cover and brought the blade across 
the back of the thing’s leg.  It didn’t go deep enough to 
hamstring it, but the dragon gave a roar of fury before turning 
toward him.  It’s wings unfurled as it spun, and both girls took 
the opportunity to fire again. 

# 

The thing was bigger than he’d thought.  When it spun back 
toward Rien, Bastien closed.  Rien had opened a gash.  Bastien 
drove his own blade into the same wound, narrowly managing to 
keep hold as the dragon spun back toward him.  But this time, 
the leg faltered.  There was blood on the thing’s wings.  The 
girls were doing their part.  He rolled to the side and slashed 
at the thing’s belly, though his sword barely pierced the 
scales. 

# 
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The dragon flapped it’s wings, creating a gust that threw 
Bast backward.  Rien growled.  The crossbows weren’t doing 
enough.  He lunged forward and used the sword to rip open a 
section of the thin part of the wing.  Blood splattered, and the 
dragon roared before turning to focus on him.  He dove behind a 
rock, only to have the force of the dragon’s blow turn the rock 
to rubble.  Shit. 

# 

Bastien regained his feet and charged in before the dragon 
could take advantage of Rien’s poor position.  He drove his 
sword directly upward, driving it into the dragon’s side.  The 
dragon roared and jerked away, taking his sword with it.  He 
cursed and retreated.   

“Bast.”  Maela tossed him another sword, and the dragon’s 
head whipped in her direct.  It snarled. 

# 

He came up again as the dragon started for Maela, and 
sliced a gash into its other wing.  The dragon spun faster than 
he’d have thought possible for a creature its size, and used 
it’s long neck to sweep him off his feet.  Rien flew backward, 
hitting a rock.  The sword was knocked out of his hand. 

# 

Rien wasn’t moving, and the dragon had started toward him.  
Dammit, not even ten minutes and he was about to top the 
stupidest thing he’d ever done.  He switched his grip on the 
sword and leaped, landing on the dragon’s tail.  Before it could 
raise the tail enough to throw him off he’d run up it’s back.  
He drove the sword down into its shoulder, then held on for dear 
life as the dragon began trying to shake him off. 

Rachel was already moving toward Rien, a potion in her 
hand. 

# 

He coughed as the potion did it’s work, then gestured for 
Rachel to get to cover again.  She was already moving.  Rien 
looked around for the sword, and realized it was beneath the 
dragon’s feet.  The dragon was jerking it’s body around, and he 
realized that was because Bast was desperately clinging to it’s 
back.  He was positioned just at where the dragon couldn’t get 
it’s head at him, so it was trying to claw him free. 
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Just as Rien started for it again, the dragon switched 
tactics.  It threw itself at a rock.  He lost sight of Bast, and 
felt a sickening dread.  Had the man been crushed?  The dragon 
caught sight of Rachel diving behind a rock, and started toward 
her.  He couldn’t get to the sword, so he drew his axe instead.   

# 

He cut the strap from his crushed breastplate, and flung 
the armor off him.  Bastien took a deep breath.  At least one 
broken rib, but he could move again.  Maela was desperately 
shouting, trying to draw the dragon away from her sister and 
Rien.  Rien had his axe, and was doing his best to keep the 
dragon at bay as Rachel reloaded her crossbow.  He realized 
Rachel’s leg was twisted.  If Rien tried to move to get to a 
better position, the dragon would be able to get to Rachel 
easily.   

And his sword was still stuck in the thing’s shoulder. 

# 

Rien stood over Rachel as she fired again.  The crossbow 
bolt bounced harmlessly off the thing’s scales.  He saw a darker 
section of scale on the thing’s neck, and tried to hit it with 
the axe, but the thing dodged.  It roared at him again, then 
came to try and bite him.  He managed to hit it’s jaw with the 
axe, and got splattered with blood again.  It drew it’s head 
back, then unfurled its wings.  The gust of air knocked him 
back, and then a swipe from it’s foreleg took him off his feet.  
His axe clattered to ground several feet away.   

“Master Rien!”  Rachel yelled.  She rolled toward him, 
dodging the dragon’s claws. 

He grabbed her and pulled her to him, trying to shield her 
with his body as the dragon came again.   

# 

It extended it’s neck to go after Rien and Rachel, and 
Bastien rolled beneath it.  He drove the sword straight up, 
putting all his strength behind it.  As the blade pierced it’s 
flesh, it began to glow.  Blood sprayed over him, and the blade 
suddenly seemed to leap in his hands as it found the beast’s 
heart. 

# 
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He looked up as the dragon roared.  Instead of biting them, 
it threw its head back, jerking from side to side.  It took him 
a moment to realize he was witnessing the creature’s death 
throes.  Bast stood beneath it, his hands on the hilt of the 
dragonblade.  Then the knight yanked the blade free.  Heart’s 
blood poured, coating the blade and Bast himself as he narrowly 
escaped having the creature collapse atop him. 

The dragon jerked one last time, and went still. 

And in Bast’s hand, the blade was glowing. 

28 

Rachel’s leg was a clean break.  Rien carried her over to a 
shaded area before giving her one of the potions.  Maela was 
cleaning the dirt from his abrasions before he took a potion for 
himself.  His breastplate was a loss without a blacksmith to 
repair it, and both he and Rien were covered in dragon blood. 

Bastien looked up when Rien walked over.  “I’m sorry.  I…”  
He glanced at the blade.  It sat on a rock, inert unless he 
touched the hilt. 

“No.”  Rien shook his head.  “If you hadn’t, Rachel and I 
would both be dead, and…”  He hung his head.  “I can’t look at a 
single portion of any of this without seeing how clearly it is 
my own fault.”  He glanced at the corpse.  “The dragon is done.  
That portent, at least, is…”  He exhaled.  “That threat is 
done.” 

He drank the potion, and within moments the pain from where 
he’d hit the rock started to fade.  “You hurt?”  He raised an 
eyebrow at Rien. 

“A couple bruises.  Rachel…”  He looked back at the girl.  
“She’s brave.” 

“They both are.”  Bastien nodded.  He sat there, waiting.  
Rien was still staring at the dragon’s corpse.  Finally, he took 
a deep breath.  “What happens now?” 

“I…”  Rien rubbed his forehead.  “I don’t know.  I…” 

“The stories didn’t say the sword glowed.”  Maela spoke up, 
her voice nervous. 

“Maela’s right, Master Rien.”  Rachel nodded.   
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“If we bring back part of the dragon as a trophy…”  Maela 
gestured.  “And you carry the blade, no one has to know.” 

“I’ll know.”  Rien’s voice was flat.  “I’ll not claim glory 
won by another.” 

“Not even to save Lammert’s life?”  Bastien raised an 
eyebrow at him. 

“I…”  Rien took a deep breath, then turned to look at the 
blade. 

“Whoever wields it.”  Rachel’s voice was contemplative. 

“Yes, Lovely, we…”  Rien turned toward her, then trailed 
off.  He sighed.  “Speak your mind, Lovely.” 

“The prophecy said whoever wields the blade, not whoever 
claims it.”  Rachel stood, testing her leg.  “Bast claimed the 
blade, Master Rien.  But he’s your knight.  He owes you fealty.” 

“Oh, yes.”  Maela clapped her hands together.  “Yes, Master 
Rien.  You wield the blade still, because you command Bast.” 

“You’re arguing…”  Rien glanced at Bastien. 

“Semantics.”  Bastien rubbed the back of his neck. 

“Semantics.  That’s not the way…” 

“But it is, Master Rien.  Prophecies are like that.”  Maela 
folded her arms. 

“There are hundreds of stories where prophecies had such 
twists.”  Rachel nodded. 

“And if you think about it, it’s better this way, even.  
Bast can fight and slay dragons, but if someone as mighty as him 
answers to you…”  Maela gestured. 

“It could work.”  Bastien turned toward Rien.  “At least 
enough to muddy the water and give us a good chance at stopping 
Rutger and Phillip.” 

“But it means…”  Rien sighed.  “I don’t have a choice here, 
do I?  It’s this or…”  He shook his head.  “They killed Jurgen.  
They need to pay for that.” 

Phillip had betrayed the duke, arranged for the murder of 
his own brother.  He needed to pay for that.  It was bitterly 
ironic that the best chance he had of seeing that done was 
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serving one of those that had taken part in that very murder.  
“Yes, Rien.”  Bastien nodded.  “They need to pay.” 

“Then let’s figure out what part of that fucking thing 
we’re bringing home to show off.” 

# 

The head itself was more than they could carry, but using 
one of the cloaks as a makeshift travois enabled them to bring 
back the things horn’s and fangs.  Rachel had entreated Bast to 
help her cut out the thing’s heart, and had succeeded in 
convincing them to eat it.  Well, convinced him anyway.  He’d 
had to order Bast.  After a moment, he’d had Rachel and Maela 
take bites as well.  If partaking of a dragon’s heart did give 
strength and blessing, they had more than earned the right to 
take part. 

Washing the blood off themselves was almost an exercise in 
futility.  And it wasn’t as though they actually had clothes to 
change into.  Slowly, they began making their way down the 
mountain.  He and Bast took turns with the travois.  Maela and 
Rachel were already composing an epic song, lauding the feat of 
killing the dragon.  At Maela’s request, he’d forbidden Bast 
from offering assistance.  Bast had just laughed, and neither of 
them had explained why such a thing was necessary. 

That night they dined on stew made from the meat of both 
dragon and goat.  He couldn’t help but feel somewhat amused by 
that, though he’d have been hard pressed to explain exactly why.  
“Bast…” 

“Rien?”  Bast looked over.  He frowned.  “Something wrong?” 

“I…”  Rien sighed.  He’d made a decision the night before, 
and now…  “I can’t let you go now, Bast.” 

“What do you…”  Bast raised an eyebrow. 

“Last night, I…”  Rien shook his head.  “I told myself when 
this was done, when we’d killed the dragon and gone back to 
Darodelf, I’d send you home.  Back to Solsthriem.”  He saw Bast 
go still.  “But I can’t now.  I can’t…”  He swallowed.  “I’m 
sorry, Bast.” 

“Guess that’s what I get…”  Bast leaned the back of his 
head against the tree.  “Saving you from a dragon and all.”  He 
hit his head against the tree.   
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“Once things…”  Rien looked away.  Then he shook his head 
again.  “Once I’m king, Bast, you can…”  Rien sighed.  “I don’t 
know.  I never planned any of this.  I…”  He laughed bitterly.  
“I never plan anything.  I suppose that’s the problem.” 

“Why tell me this?”  Bast turned and stared at him.  “If 
you weren’t…”  He took a deep breath.  “Why tell me at all, 
Rien?  Do you just…”  He glared.  “Enjoy dangling hope in front 
of me?” 

“I thought —”  Rien cut himself off.  “I didn’t think.”  He 
looked up at the sky. “Rutger is going to have covered his 
tracks.  But Broos and the others may well still be alive.  
They’ll be there to testify against Lammert, that Drika worked 
for him.” 

It took a few moments for Bast to respond.  “Think Drika is 
still alive?” 

“Good question.”  Rien frowned.  “Depends on what Rutger 
promised her, and how much he thinks he can trust her loyalty.  
He could try playing it as her seeking to redeem herself by 
testifying against Lammert.” 

“Rutger might…”  Bast slowly nodded.  “But Phillip 
wouldn’t.  It depends on which of them is the man in charge.” 

“That…”  Rien tilted his head.  “Is a good point.”  He 
folded his arms, and rested them on his knees. 

“Thus far, we’ve been spoiling their plans by accident.”  
Bast’s laughter was slightly bitter.  “I’m interested to see 
exactly what happens when the River Dragon starts actively 
trying to fuck things up.” 

# 

They were almost to Darodelf before they crossed paths with 
anyone.  Bastien gave them a wary look, but Rien smiled.  
“Aart.” 

“Rien.”  The man stared at him.  “But…”  He blinked.  
“Lammert had you killed.” 

“Where is Lammert now?”  Rien shook his head. 

“On trial for your murder.  We were on our way to…”  Aart 
frowned.  “Well, go cheer Ludo on.” 

“Wait, what do you mean, cheer Ludo on?”  Rien stopped and 
gave Aart a confused look. 
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“But if you’re still alive…”  Aart scratched his head. 

“Aart…”  Rien growled.  “What do you mean, cheer Ludo on?” 

“Well, the queen couldn’t be expected to sit in judgment 
while grieving, so there was going to be a Moot.”  Aart 
shrugged.  “But Rutger was seriously pissed.  You should let him 
know you’re alive, because he’s all but frothing at the mouth 
over your death.” 

“Considering he’s the one that tried to fucking kill me, 
I’ll just bet.”  Rien glared. 

“Rutger…”  Aart’s eyes widened. 

“What did you mean cheer Ludo on?”  Rien waved a hand. 

“Rutger demanded Lammert be tried by combat.  Ludo is 
serving as the champion.” 

“What?”  Rien actually went pale.  “When?” 

“Today.”  Aart gestured.  “That’s why we…”  He stared.  
“Blood and ashes, Rien, you need to…”  He turned and waved a 
hand.  “Get those horses over here, now.” 

Bastien stepped to Rien’s side as Aart’s spare horses were 
being brought over.  “Does Lammert stand a chance against Ludo?” 

“I’d hesitate to fight the man.”  Rien clenched his fists.  
“If Lammert bests him I’ll get on my knees for you.  I doubt 
Lammert would last a full minute.” 

“We’ll make it, Rien.”  He nodded. 

“I hope you’re right.”  Rien swallowed. 

# 

He’d have to pay Aart back for the horses later, because 
they rode them at a hard gallop all the way back to the city.  
He didn’t know if he could trust Aart, but there was little 
choice.  Aart was fairly beneath the notice of the likes of 
Rutger and Phillip anyway.  The only reason he knew the man was 
because he’d been pretending to be a mercenary.  Aart had been 
shocked when he’d learned who Rien really was, and even now was 
grinning like a proud fool at riding in the company of the River 
Dragon. 

There was a small outcry when he didn’t bother to slow the 
horse while riding into the city.  Fortunately, everyone got the 
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hell out of his way as he led his party up to the heights.  If 
it was to be a trial by combat, they would be at the arena.  He 
headed directly there, dismounting almost before the horse had 
stopped. 

Bast stayed at his left, and Aart took up a position as his 
right as he stormed in.  Eyes began to widen as he was 
recognized, and several guards looked about to panic. He heard 
his mother’s voice in the arena’s judgment hall, and headed in 
that direction.  

Everyone went silent as he entered, and various faces 
turned pale.  Many started to break out in smiles, and he noted 
those ones.  He was not without some friends, it seemed.  And 
the look of shock on Rutger’s face was something he was going to 
cherish for all time.  It was going to be right up there with 
the look on the man’s face when Rien put an axe through him. 

Lammert stood on a small dais, ringed by their mother’s 
guards.  His hands were bound behind his back, but he looked 
unharmed.  Rien walked toward him.  One of the guards started to 
block his path, and Rien grabbed the man by the front of his 
leather armor and tossed him aside.  Bast stepped over the guard 
as he followed.  “Marinus.”  Lammert nodded to him.  “Nice 
entrance.” 

“Lammert.”  Rien nodded.  “I heard a rumor you killed me.”  
He drew his knife and cut Lammert’s hands free.  “Any truth to 
that?” 

“Marinus.”  His mother was standing, staring at him with a 
smile on her face.  “Marinus.” 

# 

Most of the onlookers were made to clear the hall.  Rien 
gestured for him and the girls to stay where they were.  Rutger 
was still staring at them, and Bastien could almost see wheels 
turning in the man’s mind.  He had no idea how this was going to 
play out.  Lammert gave Bastien an appraising look before 
nodding, and Bastien returned the nod.  He still was unclear on 
the intricacies of Wilder culture, but none of the guards 
present seemed to wear the phoenix sigil.  Quite a few wore 
Rien’s sigil, and were even now assembling behind him.  Rien 
stood at Lammert’s side, glaring at anyone who dared to come 
close. 

“Rien.”  From the sound of Rutger’s voice, one would think 
he was overjoyed to see his younger brother.  “Blood and ashes, 
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you’re alive.  When we found the entrance to the tomb buried in 
rubble, we thought the worst.” 

As Rien started to step forward, Bastien heard Lammert 
whisper.  “Be careful, little brother.” 

“You’re the one who buried that tomb in rubble.”  Rien 
clenched his fists as he stared at his brother. 

“Marinus.”  Queen Thirza.  Her voice went from warm to ice.  
“Explain yourself.” 

“Gladly.”  Rien stepped to the side, so he was between 
Lammert and Rutger.  “Rutger filled the expedition with his 
loyal adherents, instructing them to claim they worked for 
Lammert if any of them got caught.  He told them to stop me from 
reaching the tomb, even if that meant killing me.  And when that 
failed, he and Phillip of Solsthriem tried to take me out 
themselves.”  He glared at Rutger.  “You failed.  Not only did 
you fail, we killed the dragon.” 

“The dragon is dead?”  Queen Thirza drew herself up to her 
full height. 

Rien turned, and Rachel handed him one of the teeth.  He 
tossed it to his mother’s feet. 

 

# 

One of his mother’s attendants handed her the tooth.  She 
turned to look at Rutger.  Rutger just gave a sad shake of his 
head.  “I told you, did I not, that Lammert had planned this 
well?” 

“This was you, Rutger.”  It was all he could do not to draw 
his axe and go after the man right then and there. 

“Really?”  Rutger shook his head.  “Think it through, 
Rien.”  The man actually sounded like he was patiently 
explaining something to a child.  “An alliance with those 
outside our country?  Who among us but Lammert could set up 
that?  You know how little time he spent within our borders, and 
he has no love for any of us.” 

“I’m not dead, Rutger.”  Rien glared.  “I’m not dead, so 
how the fuck can you put him on trial for killing me?” 

“He is not on trial for killing you, Rien.”  His mother’s 
voice was firm. 
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“What?”  Rien blinked. 

“He killed Jurgen.”  Her eyes were hot.  “Just like his 
father once tried to do.”  She drew herself up once more.  “That 
is what he is here to answer for.” 

“Rutger had Phillip kill Jurgen.”  Rien waved a hand.  “He 
confessed to it himself.”  He glanced over his shoulder.  
“Rachel here heard him.” 

“You’ll make such a claim on the testimony of a bed-slave?”  
Rutger sounded insulted. 

“You confessed it to my face, Rutger, with Phillip by your 
side.” 

“Rien, I couldn’t pick Phillip out of a crowd.”  Rutger 
shook his head.  “You’re the one who worked with him before.”  
Rutger turned to the queen.  “He said such upon his return here.  
How he helped this Phillip murder his own brother.” 

“Are you in league with Lammert, Rien?”  Her eyes narrowed. 

Rien couldn’t help but stare.  Hadn’t she heard a word he’d 
said?  “Lammert didn’t kill Jurgen.” 

“The evidence against him is damning, Marinus.”  Her voice 
was cold.  “If he is innocent, he can prove it in the arena.” 

“Mother, you can’t be…”  Rien started shaking his head.  
“You can’t be serious.  Rutger confessed.”  He stared.  “Mother, 
we killed the dragon.  We fulfilled the prophecy, the dream you 
foretold.  I stand here as your son and heir.  And I am telling 
you Lammert did not kill Jurgen.” 

There was a murmur of agreement from the crowd, and he saw 
his mother’s guards start to move to side with his.  Rutger 
shifted his weight just slightly.  “Perhaps he did not kill 
Jurgen with his own hands, Rien, but who else among us would 
have had enough resources outside the Wildlands to kill the 
Stone Dragon?” 

“You did.”  Rien raised his voice.  “I should —” 

“Enough.”  His mother spoke with the voice of the queen, 
sending the room silent.  “His fate was already decided, 
Marinus.  It cannot be forestalled.  He will stand in the arena 
before the gods.” 

“Then I will stand as his champion.”  Rien drew himself to 
his full height. 
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“He’s the condemned, Rien.”  Rutger shook his head.  “He 
doesn’t get a champion.” 

“You can’t…”  Rien stared.  This couldn’t be…  He shot a 
look over his shoulder at those behind him.  Both Rachel and 
Maela looked horrified.  Bast was clearly waiting for orders, 
and Lammert…  Lammert’s face was calm and composed.  Dammit, the 
person who’d written the note said he’d buy time.  They hadn’t 
lingered, and still they were too late.  He turned back.  
“You’re the queen, Mother.  The decision is yours.  Lammert 
didn’t…”  He could see her eyes starting to harden. 

A hand touched his shoulder.  “Enough.”  Lammert’s voice 
was quiet.  “Do not turn her upon you, little brother.”  

A chill went through him as he saw her turn to look at 
Rutger.  Rutger smiled at her, and then Rien knew.  Jurgen had 
told him years ago.  Lammert had gone missing, and she had sent 
no one to look for him.  And the simple truth of the matter was 
his mother would rather condemn Lammert to death than believe 
Rutger was in any way responsible for the death of Jurgen.  If 
he pushed…  If he pushed then all he’d accomplish was getting 
himself, Bast, the girls, and probably most of his guard killed, 
and Lammert’s situation would not improve.  Rien sighed, and 
bowed his head. 

# 

“Rien?”  Bastien wasn’t sure exactly what was happening 
here.  He’d thought they’d arrived in time, but the look of 
slowly dawning horror on Rien’s face was making it clear that 
wasn’t true.  And then Rien had bowed his head.  Bastien 
swallowed. 

Several of the queen’s guards started toward Lammert, and 
Rien’s head came up again.  “Get.”  Rien’s eyes narrowed.  
“Back.” 

“He needs to be taken to the —”  One of the guards started 
shaking his head. 

“I know the way.”  Rien growled.  “Get back.” 

The man bowed, and retreated with the others.  Rien shot 
another glare at Rutger, then turned to Lammert.  “He won’t 
outlive you long.” 

“I have no doubt of that, little brother.”  Lammert nodded.  
He glanced at Bastien, his eyes going to the sword that was 
slung across Bastien’s back, then went back to Rien.  “I must 
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admit I’m somewhat relieved I won’t have to live under your 
rule.” 

Rien actually laughed a little, then started walking down a 
corridor, gesturing for them to follow.  “You are such a 
nonpareil.”  Rien’s voice was thick.  “Ludo likes the axe, and 
he lunges.  If you…” 

“You can’t actually imagine I stand a chance of beating 
Ludo in a fair fight, do you?”  Lammert raised an eyebrow. 

“Shut up and listen.  When he lunges, he leaves himself 
open on the right.  If you…”  Rien growled and kicked a door 
open, revealing a small armory.  Then he kicked the door again.   

Lammert sighed, and turned to Bastien.  “Rutger has to kill 
Marinus now, but he will need to make it look like an accident.  
By now too many know the dragon is dead, and that Marinus 
returned with the blade.  Until he is back in his quarters, do 
not get more than five feet from his side and keep watch for 
arrows.” 

“I will.”  Bastien nodded.   

“If you can get him to open up his stance, you could get at 
his legs, maybe.  Slow him down.  He’s too good for a definitive 
blow, but you might be able to wear him down and…”  Rien kept 
talking as he began looking over weaponry and armor.  He picked 
up chainmail tunic and started to bring it over. 

With a sigh, Lammert took it from him.  Rather than put it 
on, he tossed it aside.  “Marinus…” 

“Try.”  Rien swallowed.  “Please.” 

“Marinus…”  Lammert stepped over to a weapon rack, and 
selected a spear.  “Rutger is going to try to kill you before 
you get out of this arena, so you had best pay attention.”  He 
tested the balance of the spear, then shrugged.  “If you get 
yourself killed because you are distracted, I am going to be 
very annoyed.” 

A portcullis on the other side of the armory opened.  Rien 
sighed.  “I’m sorry, Lammert.” 

“Everything will be fine, Rien.”  Lammert nodded.  “Go take 
your seats.  Lingering in a dark corridor is not your wisest 
course of action at this point.”  He turned, and headed through 
the opening. 
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29 

He wanted to smash everything.  To race back to the hall 
and put his axe through Rutger and damn the consequences.  The 
worst part was Lammert hadn’t even been surprised that his own 
mother was willing to condemn him to death.  Once he’d wondered 
why Lammert had left so often.  Now he found himself wondering 
why the man had ever come back.  Rien turned and headed for the 
stairs. 

“You don’t have to watch this, Rien.”  Bast’s voice was 
quiet. 

“Yes.”  Rien swallowed.  “I do.  I missed this, Bast.  I 
never wondered why Sten wasn’t here.  I nearly got you killed by 
telling Rutger I needed you.  And somehow, in twenty seven years 
I never fucking realized my mother hated my brother despite 
knowing…”  He shook his head.  “I closed my eyes too long, Bast.  
Lammert deserves better than for me to turn away now.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“If there is a way, if…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “An 
opportunity presents itself…” 

“I owe him, Rien.”  Bast nodded.  Behind him, the girls 
also nodded, and he realized they were both still carrying 
crossbows.  “Just give the word.”    

# 

They walked through the crowd furious and still wearing 
clothing stained with the dried blood of the dragon.  Even Maela 
and Rachel were given wide berths.  Word, it seemed, had spread.  
A good portion of Rutger’s influence appeared to be crumbling, 
just as they’d expected.  Whispered voices carried Rien’s 
accusations.  The plan had worked perfectly.  They’d just 
foolishly expected the Dragon Queen to be a reasonable woman. 

Jochem was at the top of the stairs.  The moment his eyes 
fell on Rien he broke into a relieved smile.  For a moment, 
Bastien saw the glint of actual tears in his eyes.  “Prince 
Rien.”  He started toward them.  “You do live.  Thank the gods.” 

“How long ago did Rutger return?”  Rien’s voice sounded 
empty, even as he gestured for Jochem to join them. 

“Seven says.”  Jochem swallowed.  “They say you claim 
Lammert didn’t kill Jurgen.”  That was spreading fast then.  
Rutger would not be able to stop word from getting out. 
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“He didn’t.”  Rien glared. 

“I…”  Jochem actually cringed.  “Forgive me, my prince.” 

“Jochem?”  Rien glanced at him, though he didn’t slow his 
pace.  They arrived at a stone balcony.  One of the queen’s 
heralds was giving a speech.  Rien turned to face Jochem.  
“Forgive you what?” 

“I testified against him.”  Jochem cowered a little as he 
answered. 

“You…”  Rien started to take a step forward, and Bastien 
put a hand on his arm.  Rien took a deep breath.  “Why?” 

“The day before Rutger returned, Lammert came to me.”  
Jochem wrung his hands.  “He had me draw records, dividing his 
holdings among Jurgen’s children.  All his holdings.  When I 
heard…”  Jochem shook his head, his face pale. 

“You took it as a sign of guilt.”  Bastien turned to look 
at Rien, who had closed his eyes.  Rien nodded before reopening 
them.  “That he knew he was about to get caught and was trying 
to alleviate his conscience.” 

“Yes.”  Jochem bowed his head.  “He sent his slaves away.  
Both vanished before Rutger returned.  Then the queen ordered 
him stripped of his guard and servants.” 

“So my brother was standing alone these past few days.”  
Rien folded his arms.  “With nothing.” 

“I…”  Jochem sighed.  “Yes.” 

“They were supposed to buy time…”  Rien’s voice trembled 
just a little.  “I…”  He exhaled.  “My anger is not at you, 
Jochem.” 

The speech ended.  A horn was blown.  Rien let his arms 
fall to his sides, clenched his fists, and turned toward the 
arena. 

# 

A condemned man’s testament was invalid.  His holdings 
reverted to his clan’s leader.  That was why Lammert had 
inherited nothing from his father.  Nothing save a reputation, 
anyway.  Lammert must have seen it coming, figured out…  Why 
hadn’t he run?  He’d sent his slaves away, but he hadn’t gone 
himself. 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 191 of 271 

Lammert had brought him a box that played music when a key 
was turned.  It had come all the way across the sea, from Sahit.  
Jurgen had hung a map on Rien’s wall so Lammert could show him 
where it was.  Almost as far away from Darodelf as one could get 
on a map, at the bottom of the world.  He’d listened to it play 
every night after Lammert left again, listening as he fell 
asleep.  For months, it’s tune had played as he dreamed of where 
on the map Lammert might be then.  Rutger had knocked it off the 
shelf, shattering it on the floor.  An accident, he’d claimed.  
Rien found himself humming the tune as he watched the gates 
open. 

Ludo was the queen’s champion.  He was slightly shorter 
than Lammert, but he more than made up for it in mass.  The man 
was a solid wall of muscle, and known to be one of the best 
fighters in the Wildlands.  Rien hadn’t been lying when he’d 
said he’d hesitate to fight him.  And Ludo was known to toy with 
his opponents, drawing out the kill to put on a better show.  He 
liked making his kills suffer.  If he did that to Lammert, Rien 
wasn’t sure he’d be able to refrain from killing the man. 

Rutger sat next to the queen, talking quietly, pouring 
poison into her ear.  The queen herself looked calm and 
composed, but the faces of some of the guard were dark.  They 
knew what they were witnessing here.  Word was spreading.  The 
arena itself was much more hushed than usual. 

The gods, the ancient heroes, determined who won in a 
trial.  There were stories of crippled men facing warriors in 
their prime and winning because they were innocent.  He’d never 
believed in the stories.  No one really did.  Everyone knew a 
trial by combat was just an exciting execution of a man everyone 
knew was guilty.  Except this time, it was his innocent brother 
down there. 

Making himself watch was going to be more difficult than he 
had anticipated. 

# 

The man Lammert was facing was a mountain of a man.  There 
was a moment of confusion on his face when few among the crowd 
cheered at his entrance.  However, no one cheered for Lammert, 
either.  Rien kept silent, so Bastien did as well.  Maela’s 
fingers fumbled for his hand, and he caught them in his before 
squeezing gently. 

Rien’s back was straight as he stared down at the scene 
below.  Despite the flashes of temper he’d shown earlier, this 
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rage was eerily calm.  Bastien found himself wishing for  armor 
and shield.  The queen’s champion charged at Lammert, axe in 
hand. 

Lammert sidestepped it, bringing his spear up and twirling 
it as he backed away from Ludo.  Bastien felt a little relieved.  
It appeared Lammert was going to fight, despite rejecting Rien’s 
attempts to help down below.  Or at least, Lammert had no 
intention of simply standing there while Ludo killed him. 

A moment later, it seemed perhaps Lammert may have actually 
listened to Rien.  He moved back again when Ludo started for 
him, making the bigger man open up his stance.  Then Lammert 
came in from the right, his spear drawing a small amount of 
blood from Ludo’s leg.  A scratch, but it was first blood. 

Ludo, however, didn’t seem at all concerned.  Lammert began 
backing away as Ludo began twirling the axe.  Ludo took a couple 
steps toward him, then stopped.  The axe wavered a little in 
Ludo’s hands.  Lammert set the butt of his spear on the ground, 
and stood calmly. 

A strange sound came from the champion.  He started toward 
Lammert in what at first looked like a charge, then fell to the 
ground after only a few steps.  He lay, face down in the sand, 
unmoving.  Blood was pooling under his head. 

Silence descended on the crowd.  Lammert tilted his head as 
he looked at the man, then went to the head of his spear.  With 
a shrug, he shifted this spear, then used the head to cut a gash 
on his own arm.  “It appears…”  He held the bleeding limb up.  
“The gods have spoken.” 

# 

Rien stared.  What the hell had just…  He’d started to 
assume a poisoned blade, but clearly Lammert had drawn the same 
conclusion.  And the fact that he was still standing there 
proved it wrong.  His eyes went to the queen’s box.  Both the 
queen and Rutger were staring.  “Bast, come.”  Rutger wouldn’t 
let this stand.  He needed to get to his brother. 

Bast and the girls followed.  By the time he got to the 
arena gate, Rutger’s guard was already moving.  Fortunately, by 
the time he got to the arena gate, he’d been joined by not only 
many of his own, but dozens of others.  And they had Rutger and 
his men outnumbered.  If not for the presence of the queen’s 
guard, he’d have gone after Rutger right then.   
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Instead, he moved to stand between Rutger’s men and Lammert 
as his brother exited the arena.  “That was a trick.”  Rutger 
was nearly red-faced with fury.  “The spear is poisoned.”  He 
sneered.  “Blood tells.” 

The wound on Lammert’s arm was still bleeding.  Lammert 
shrugged, and with all of them watching, cut his arm a second 
time before setting the spear upright again, the butt on the 
ground.  Rien smirked as he turned toward Rutger.  “Then how 
come Lammert is still standing?” 

“I…”  Rutger started shaking his head.  “It was poison.” 

“I was searched, thoroughly, before being brought for 
trial.”  Lammert drew himself up.  “By your men.  And I have 
been under observation ever since.  By your men.  Pray tell us…”  
He held up his bleeding arm.  “When had I the opportunity to 
poison Ludo?” 

“You…”  Rutger glared. 

“This spear came from the weapons the queen provided.  Ludo 
was clear across the arena, surrounded by your guards, and the 
queen’s guards.”  Lammert set the spear on his shoulder.  “I was 
stripped of my own guard, and as you reminded me just this 
morning I have no loyal men to my name, nor any wealth left to 
me to buy loyalty.  I have been your prisoner since you returned 
with your false accusations, Rutger.  So explain how…”  He held 
up his bleeding arm.  “Exactly I poisoned Ludo?” 

“The gods have spoken, Rutger.”  Rien’s smile widened.  
“Lammert didn’t murder Jurgen.”  His smile vanished as his voice 
went cold.  “You did.” 

“Enough.”  The queen’s voice rang through the chamber, and 
Rien saw a trace of relief on Rutger’s face.  Her eyes went over 
the crowd, but he noted they never once rested on Lammert.  “The 
trial is concluded.  We will discuss all other issues on the 
morrow.”  She turned to her guard.  “Clear the hall.” 

He glared at Rutger one more time before turning and 
catching Lammert’s arm.  “Come on.”  Rien gestured at his 
followers to accompany him.  “Let’s get where a quick knife 
can’t reach our backs.”  He began pulling his brother through 
the crowd. 

# 

He was relieved, and just a little surprised, when they 
made it back to Rien’s quarters safely.  From the look on Rien’s 
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face, he felt the same way.  He instructed his guard to keep 
watch, then locked the door.  Then Rien frowned, stared at the 
lock, and set a chair beneath it.  “Maela, would you tend to my 
brother?” 

“Yes, Master Rien.”  Maela set the crossbow down and 
immediately went to get a healing potion. 

“What…”  Bastien glanced at the door.  “If the spear wasn’t 
poisoned, then…”  The spear couldn’t have been poisoned.  That 
much had been made clear.  Bastien rubbed the back of his neck.  
He still had no idea what it was he’d just witnessed.  One 
moment the queen’s champion had been hale and hearty, and the 
next he’d been dead on the ground, bleeding from his eyes, nose, 
and mouth.  He’d heard of poisons like that, but any use of 
poison was chance at best.  To time something that precisely, so 
it didn’t kill Ludo before the fight was impossible.  And 
entirely too risky, since there was no way to know exactly when 
the fight would start.   

Rien exhaled.  “We should probably get cleaned up.  Blood 
and ashes, we’ve been wearing the same bloodstained clothes for 
the better part of two weeks.”  He shook his head and took two 
steps toward his chamber before turning back.  “Lammert, are 
you…”  He sighed.  “Alright?” 

“As well as can be expected, I suppose.”  Lammert nodded.   

“Have you eaten?”  Rien gave him a worried look. 

“Marinus, you are covered in bloodstained clothes that 
you’ve been wearing for the better part of two weeks.”  Lammert 
gave a small shake of his head.  “I would appreciate it greatly 
if that were remedied before we discussed the option of food.” 

“Right.”  Rien laughed.  “Right.  Alright, everybody…”  He 
shrugged.  “Everybody relax, we’re safe enough for the moment.”  
He glanced at the door.  “Rutger is going to try to regroup, and 
he might…”  He exhaled.  “Clean up.  We’ll deal with it after 
we’ve bathed.” 

Rachel went to take the spear from where Lammert had leaned 
it against the wall, and Lammert held out a hand to stop her.  
“Be careful with that, my dear.”  He picked it up again. 

“Why?”  Rien blinked. 

Lammert walked over to the fire and stuck the head of the 
spear into the flames.  He gave them a look that suggested they 
were all idiots.  “Because it’s poisoned.” 
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“It’s…”  Bastien shook his head.  “What?” 

30 

He tried questioning his brother, but Lammert refused to 
explain anything or answer any questions until they’d bathed.  
It made for an unprecedented experience.  Bast, Rachel, and 
Maela were all naked in the basin with him, and he wasn’t 
inclined to luxuriate.  Rien didn’t even object when Bast pulled 
on trousers instead of the loincloth.  Bast must have also been 
distracted, because he didn’t protest when Maela handed him just 
a vest instead of a tunic. 

They emerged into the living area to find Lammert had made 
tea.  He held a cup out to Rien.  Rien stared at it a moment.  
“You just poisoned a man.” 

“Marinus, if I wanted you dead you’d never have made it to 
your first birthday.”  Lammert lifted the cup.  

“Right.”  He took the cup.  “I’m sorry we were too late, 
Lammert.” 

“On the contrary, your arrival was just in time.”  Lammert 
handed cups to Rachel, Maela, and Bast.  Then he took one for 
himself.  “Had you not been present, I imagine I’d not have been 
permitted to walk away from the arena.” 

“Probably not.”  Rien sniffed at the tea.  It actually 
smelled pretty good.  Then he sighed, and took a deep breath.  
“Rutger had Phillip kill Jurgen.”  

“So you said.”  Lammert sat down.  “The only way the likes 
of Phillip could kill Jurgen would be through treachery.” 

“We’ll bring charges against Rutger.”  Rien drank from his 
cup. 

“Don’t be a fool, Marinus.” 

“Lammert…”  Rien started shaking his head. 

“What charge will you bring?”  Lammert took a sip from his 
own cup.  “That Rutger allied with the man responsible for our 
brother’s death?”  He glanced at Bast.  “Sir Bastien, would you 
be so kind as to remind Marinus who he was working with when he 
took you prisoner?” 

“But he —”  Rien cut himself off.  He made himself take a 
couple breaths.  He’d missed too much already.  If he went 
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charging in, he’d end up tripping and falling on his own axe.  
He sat down in the chair across from Lammert.  Rachel sat beside 
him, and he put his arm around her.  “I spoke to Jochem.  He 
said you…”  He frowned.  “He said you gave your holdings away 
before…”  He looked up at Lammert.  “Why?” 

“Because the next time I leave these lands, Marinus…”  
Lammert swirled his tea before taking another drink.  “I’ll not 
be returning.  One way or another, they were going to cease to 
be mine anyway.  I’d rather Jurgen’s children have them than 
Thirza give them to Rutger.” 

“They were supposed to…”  Buy time.  Whoever had left him 
the keystones had promised they would buy time.  Perhaps they 
had, just not enough of it.  He couldn’t blame Lammert for 
wanting to leave.  He sighed.  “Damn it.” 

“What happened with the dragon?”  Lammert raised an 
eyebrow. 

“We found it and…”  He hesitated.  Then he glanced at Bast, 
and sighed.  “And Bast killed it.  The blade bonded to him.” 

“That…”  Lammert leaned back.  “Makes everything more 
complicated than it should be.” 

“No, it’s alright.”  Maela spoke up.  “It still fits the 
prophecy, because Rien wields Bast.” 

“She’s got a point.”  Bast’s voice was resigned.  “I owe 
Rien fealty.” 

“I brought the keystone, and led the expedition that got 
the blade and killed the dragon.”  Rien nodded.  “That makes me 
the future king.” 

“No, Marinus.”  Lammert shook his head.  “That makes Sir 
Bastien there the kingmaker.” 

“Bast belongs to me.”  Rien frowned. 

“For now.”  Lammert exhaled.  “Until someone finds means of 
taking him away from you.”  He looked up at Bast.  “I do not 
mean to impugn your honor, Sir Bastien.  But the fact that you 
kneel to Marinus proves you have a price, and even if that were 
not true…”  He sighed.  “Every man has a breaking point.” 

“Bast can’t be bought.”  Rien glared. 

“You bought him with warning drums, Marinus.  Thirza won’t 
bother to find his price.  She’ll have him shattered, smelted, 
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and reforged into whatever manner of blade she feels best suits 
Rutger’s hand.”  Lammert leaned forward.  “You’re the heir 
apparent, Rien, for now.  But you are not the king.” 

““The blade is bound by honor, not by chain.”  Maela spoke 
up.  “The fate of oath and crown are sealed together.” 

# 

Kingmaker.  Perhaps it would have been better for everyone 
if he’d just let the dragon kill them all.  Bastien sighed.  He 
and Maela had told them of the prophecy they’d found, and 
Lammert had laid the situation out for them quite plainly.  
Rutger had been served a considerable setback, but he was not 
out of the game and there was still whatever other plans he and 
Phillip had.  Rien had even offered to free him, but Lammert had 
pointed out that if he did, then Rien was no longer the heir and 
Rutger would be able to rally the Wilders behind Phillip. 

It was a bitter pill to swallow.  The only way to see 
Phillip’s plan undone was to remain Rien’s slave.  Rien hung his 
head.  “I don’t…”  He sighed.  “I don’t know what to do now.”  
He looked up at Lammert.  “Blood and ashes.  I should just kill 
Rutger and leave you the heir apparent.”  

“Even if we assumed Thirza would allow me to live long 
enough for that to matter, I am leaving the Wildlands.  Soon, in 
fact.”  Lammert shrugged.  “And I will not be returning.  I will 
rule no land.  Especially not this one.” 

“You don’t…”  Rachel gave him a confused look.  “Want to be 
king?” 

“Of the Wilders?”  Lammert snorted.  “I’d rather set myself 
on fire.”  

If Lammert truly had no interest in taking the throne, 
then…  Lammert was older, and it was clear he knew more than 
they did.  Rien had said Lammert ran a spy network, and he had 
contacts outside the Wildlands.  “Will you help Rien?” 

“Can you explain why I should?”  Lammert lifted an eyebrow. 

Bastien frowned.  “Rien’s a child of prophecy, Lammert.  He 
has a destiny, and…” 

“Marinus is a disappointment.”   

“Lammert…”  Rien looked as though Lammert had struck him. 
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“Should I say differently?”  Lammert set his cup aside.  
“For years, every time I returned, you were all Jurgen could 
talk about.  Your strength.  Your courage.  Your skill.  Water 
is the source of life, in all its glory.  And then…”  He sighed.  
“Jurgen has never stopped loving you, Marinus.  Never stopped 
believing in you.  Never stopped trying to teach you, to prepare 
you for what was to come.  All your gifts, all your potential, 
and this…”  He gestured at Rien.  “This is who and what you 
chose to become.  A wanton hedonist who does his best works by 
accident, who gained loyalty by enslaving it rather than by 
earning it.  This is the man who would rule the Wildlands?”  
Lammert gave a short, bitter laugh.  “I almost find myself moved 
to pity the land of my birth.” 

# 

It hurt.  More than he thought it would.  He’d raced back 
to save Lammert, and this was the thanks he…  No.  The bitter 
truth was until Rutger’s confession, he too had blamed Lammert.  
Rien took a deep breath.  “I once asked Jurgen why he went to 
you for advice.  And why those conversations never did end in 
him breaking your jaw.”  Rien looked away.  “He said it was 
because you always told him the truth, no matter how much he 
didn’t want to hear it.”  He shook his head, and exhaled.  “I 
wish I could say you were wrong.”  Then he turned back to his 
brother.  “It doesn’t matter.  This isn’t about the throne.  
This is about seeing justice done.  Rutger and Phillip both 
betrayed their brothers.” 

“That they did.”  Lammert nodded. 

“Then will you help me?” 

A hundred heartbeats passed before Lammert replied.  “Yes.” 

“Thank you.”  Rien inclined his head.  “Let’s start with 
what you know of this prophecy.” 

“It was written by the Dunalith, the people of Asrael.  
They were lost, and with them their language.” 

“So any who know of it are relying on translations.”  Maela 
frowned. 

“And incomplete translations at that.”  Lammert nodded to 
her.   

“And…” 
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“It is a matter of heroes and monsters”  Lammert stood, and 
walked to the fire.  He began making another pot of tea.  “And 
men who are both.  There were portents around a birth, though 
one is unknown to the Magi’s scholars.  Those that are known…”  
He straightened.  “Marinus fulfilled them.”  He turned back 
toward them.  “As did Phillip.” 

“That’s why Rutger needs Phillip, but it doesn’t explain 
why Phillip needs Rutger.”  Bast frowned. 

“And where does Bast come in, if he’s the one that claimed 
the blade?”  Maela shook her head. 

“The prophecy makes mention of a dragon knight.”  Lammert 
glanced at Bast.  “Though in the context, translating it as ‘the 
dragon’s knight’ would seem to fit.” 

“If you knew this…”  Rien looked up at him.  “Why did you 
try to convince me to send Bast away, and offer to help him 
escape?” 

“I wanted his measure…”  Lammert frowned.  “And yours.” 

“He passed your test.”  Rien looked away.  “But I didn’t.” 

“Correct.”  Lammert added tea leaves to the water.  “What 
you found in the tomb are portions of the prophecy…”  He nodded 
to Rachel and Maela.  “And an excellent job of translation, by 
the way.  Not many can read the old script.”  Rachel lifted her 
head proudly, but Maela blushed a little at the compliment.  
“Phillip needs Rutger because dragons feature heavily in the 
prophecy.  Some are actual dragons, like the one slain by you.  
Others are much more metaphorical.” 

“You know about the prophecy…”  Rien’s eyes widened.  “I 
always thought you started calling Jurgen the Stone Dragon as an 
insult of some kind, but it’s part of the prophecy, isn’t it?” 

“Well, let’s be fair…”  The edge of Lammert’s mouth lifted 
a little.  “It’s not like he isn’t also notoriously hard-
headed.” 

“What do Rutger and Phillip gain from stealing Master 
Rien’s destiny?”  Rachel put her hand on Rien’s shoulder. 

“The world.” 

“Naturally.”  Rien exhaled.  “We can’t touch Rutger, not 
here, so…”  He nodded.  “Guess we’re going after Phillip.  
Besides, if we stay here, then…”  He gave Bast a worried look.  
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Lammert was right.  His mother would break Bast.  He couldn’t 
let that happen.  “Then I guess we’re all leaving the Wildlands 
together.” 

Lammert sighed.    

# 

Once Phillip learned the dragon was dead, they’d be coming 
after him.  Which meant they’d be leaving the Wildlands soon.  
Their best bet was actually to head into Solsthriem, where 
Phillip was wanted for treason.  It seemed he was going home 
after all.  Lammert had apparently intended to head there when 
he left, and told them he had a contact who’d be waiting for 
them at the border. 

“And you are certain we can trust this contact?”  He gave 
Lammert a skeptical look. 

“Yes, Sir Bastien, I am certain you can.”  Lammert nodded.   

When it came down to it, if there was one person he didn’t 
trust…  “I still don’t understand”  Bastien frowned.  “How did 
you poison Ludo if…” 

“I ensured there was a poisoned spear waiting for me in the 
armory.” 

Bastien blinked.  That didn’t…  “But if the spear was 
poisoned why aren’t you dead?” 

“I took the antidote ahead of time.”  Lammert shrugged 
before gathering his dishes.  Rachel took them out of his hands. 

“Wait…”  Rien sat back and stared at his brother.  “You 
stripped yourself of your holdings, prepped a poisoned weapon, 
and went…”  He shook his head.  “Blood and ashes, Lammert, why 
the hell didn’t you just run?” 

“Without me to delay him, Rutger would have gathered men 
loyal to him and Phillip and gone dragon hunting.  He’d have 
found and killed you, bringing back both trophies and blade, and 
Phillip would have his Wilder army.”  Lammert rolled his eyes.   

“Would you…”  Rien hesitated before looking up at Lammert.  
“Would you answer a question for me?” 

“That depends on the question.”  Lammert shrugged and 
picked up another dish, only for Maela to take it from him.  He 
gave her an annoyed look. 
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“Why did you ever come back to the Wildlands?” 

“It…”  Lammert sighed.  “It was where my brothers were, 
Marinus.” 

Rien’s smile trembled for a moment.  “I’m sorry.  For…”  He 
rubbed the back of his neck.  “Bad as things are for us, suppose 
you’ve got it even worse right now.  Your entire life here is 
pretty much ashes.” 

“True.”  A ghost of a smile crossed Lammert’s face.  “But 
then again…”  He spread his hands.  “I am the Phoenix.”  Despite 
himself, he laughed.  Rien gave him an irritated look, but 
Lammert inclined his head toward Bastien.   

Maela started to bend to put another log on the fire, then 
straightened again.  She frowned, then tilted her head.  Then 
she gave a small shake of her head before turning toward 
Lammert.  “If you bought time, to delay Rutger…”  She bit her 
lip. 

“Good point.”  Rien stood.  “If you did all that to delay 
Rutger, then why…”  Rien glared.  “Why be such a nonpareil about 
agreeing to help us?” 

“Ah, Marinus…”  Lammert just shook his head again.  “As 
much as I envy you your ignorance…”  He looked up, meeting his 
brother’s eyes.  “There are lessons that must be learned. 

31 

It took Rien a few moments to comprehend what his brother 
had just said.  Next to him, Rachel had gone utterly still.  
Maela and Bast were staring.  Rien swallowed.  “It was you.”  He 
looked at Lammert as though he’d never seen him before in his 
life.  “You left the note and the…”  He trailed off, uncertain 
what to say. 

“Currish venomed beef-witted boil-brained full-gorged 
spleen-clotted piss-filled moldwarp.  What sort of loggerheaded 
warped fen-sucked shard-borne doghearted maggot-minded froward 
monstrosity of a dankishly ill-bred fucking perfidious shit-
skinned game are you playing?” 

Trust Bast to rise to the occasion.  Rien jerked his head 
in the knight’s direction.  “What he said.”  He shook his head.  
“Blood and ashes, Lammert!  If you found the keystones that 
would make you the fucking heir!  Whoever finds the keystones —” 
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“No.”  Lammert shook his head.  “Whoever brought a keystone 
to Darodelf.  I was very, very careful not to so much as set 
foot in Clan Draak’s territory while those stones were in my 
possession.”   

“You…”  Rien tilted his head.  “You don’t…”  He took a deep 
breath.  “But you could have been king of the Wildlands, 
Lammert.” 

“I don’t want to be king of the Wildlands, Marinus.”  
Lammert sighed.  “Is that really so hard for you to comprehend?” 

“Yes.”  Rien waved a hand.  “This is…”   He clenched his 
fists.  “All of this is because of some half-assed garbled 
prophecy?” 

“Because some felt the prophecy was of value rather than 
mere words, and sought to ensure it comes to fruition.”  Lammert 
nodded.  “We are pieces in a larger game, Marinus, one we dare 
not take the chance of losing.  As small a hope as you are, 
little brother, it seems you may be the only one we have.” 

“But you could have been king of the Wildlands!”  Rien 
growled.  “Ruled our people, our home.” 

“These are not my people, Marinus.  This is not my home.”  
Lammert shook his head.  “And it never was.” 

“It’s…”  He swallowed.  “Do you really hate us that much?” 

“Marinus…”  Lammert hung his head a moment, then lifted it 
to meet his eyes.  His voice softened.  “You were the only 
reason I came back to the Wildlands the first time.”   

“I…”  He took a few more deep breaths.  “Alright, we…”  He 
exhaled.  “We should all get some rest.  You’ll stay here, 
Lammert.  Should be safe…”  He shrugged.  “Ish.  I’ll talk to 
Jochem in the morning, let him…”  He frowned, then nodded.  “Let 
you tell him what to do while I get what we need for going after 
Phillip.  You aren’t to leave these chambers without Bast and I 
accompanying you, got that?”   

“I’ll humor you.”  Lammert inclined his head toward Rien. 

“Good.  Cause if you don’t, I’m going kick the shit out of 
you and let the girls tie you up.”  Rien stood.  “Everyone 
relax, and maybe try to get some sleep.”  He scooped Rachel up 
into his arms.  “We’ll talk in the morning.” 

# 
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Bastien remained still as Maela painted the image on his 
back.  The girls weren’t stupid.  They’d taken part in the 
dragon slaying, and they were Rien’s slaves.  Being left behind 
could actually be more dangerous for them than going along.  
Letting Maela paint him seemed better than letting her sit and 
fret.  Rachel, at least, seemed happy.  Of course, she and Rien 
had kept the rest of them awake half the night.  “Is Solsthriem 
nice?”  Maela tilted her head before adding something to the 
painting. 

“Yes.”  Bastien smiled, but stayed still.  “In the summer, 
there is the Grand Tourney.  It’s a tournament, but it’s more 
than that.  Craftsmen come from all over to show their finest 
wares.  Artists and minstrels come to, and compete just as 
fiercely as the knights looking for patrons.  The nobles like to 
show off, and it can be like walking through a crowd of colorful 
birds.”  His father was one of the nobles now.  “The Magi even 
get in on things, performing displays of magic and testing 
people to see if they have potential.  And traders bring in 
wares from all over the world.” 

“Did you participate in the tournament?”  Maela gave her 
work a critical look before leaning in with the paintbrush 
again. 

“No, it…”  He caught himself about to shrug and stayed 
still.  “My father did.  I didn’t want to compete against him, 
not in what was going to be his last tournament.” 

“Lammert said if we are going, we will have to start 
wearing clothes.  Lots of them.”  Maela made a vexed noise.  
“And I can’t dress you as I please anymore.” 

“Thank the gods.”  He breathed a sigh of relief.  She 
glared at him. 

# 

He didn’t have to alter his testament much.  Jurgen’s 
children were already to receive his holdings in the event of 
his death.  At least they were with clan Valyk, and thus 
somewhat distant from current events.  Clan Valyk wasn’t quite 
as powerful as Clan Draak, but if Diantha thought for a moment 
her children were threatened the chieftess would not hesitate to 
go to war.  Rutger’s forces were no match for her.  And her 
eldest, Petrus, was definitely his father’s son.  And a year 
older than Rien, for that matter.  He named the man as his 
official heir.   
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Jochem would keep things in order here.  He always did.  It 
was slightly galling to Rien to realize just how unnecessary he 
was in his own daily life.  Fortunately he’d freed Jochem years 
ago, thus he couldn’t be simply taken away by the queen.  The 
man might have been Ipruci by birth, but he’d lived among them 
for fifteen years now, even married a Wilder woman.  

Rachel brought him tea, and he kissed her, holding her 
tightly and feeling her melt against him.  Despite the fact 
she’d been a virgin when he’d taken her last night, she’d been 
an incredibly enthusiastic lover.  And more than a little 
wicked.  He actually had teethmarks on his shoulder.  A rather 
new experience.  The only other person that had ever dared sink 
their teeth into him was Bast.  It was rather more enjoyable 
when Rachel did it. 

“Getting supplies without making it obvious what we are 
doing is going to take some time.”  Rien sat down at the table.  
Maela was painting Bast’s chest, and he smiled at the sight.  
She was taking the ‘dragon knight’ thing rather seriously.  
“Though Rutger probably has some clue already.”  He glanced at 
what Lammert was writing, then frowned when he realized he 
didn’t recognize the script.  “What are you doing?” 

“I was stripped of my holdings here in the Wildlands.”  
Lammert continued writing, dipping a quill into ink.  “However, 
Thirza has no authority to strip me of what I own in other 
lands.  I am preparing missives authorizing your usage of said 
resources.” 

“I…”  Rien blinked.  “You’re actually going to trust me 
with something like that?” 

“Is there a reason I should not?”  Lammert kept writing. 

“It’s just the other day you…”  Rien trailed off.  “I 
remember when I was seven, and Jurgen told me you’d just ridden 
into the city.  I was so eager that I went charging off and…”  
He chuckled.  “Fell off the bridge.  You had to fish me out of 
the river.” 

“I did not appreciate the reminder of just how cold that 
water is in the spring.”  Lammert finished one parchment before 
setting it aside and starting another.   

“My teeth were chattering so hard I could barely manage to 
ask if you’d brought presents.”  He hesitated, then ducked his 
head a little.  “You know I still have that puppet.  Strings are 
busted, but…”  He swallowed.  “Always thought I’d get it fixed 
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one day, give it to my kids when I got around to having some.  
Where was it from?”  He looked up at Lammert.  “I can’t recall.” 

“Petobae.”  Lammert wrote in yet a different script.  “They 
use puppet shows to both teach and entertain the children.” 

“I was an ungrateful little brat and I never did thank you 
for it.  So…”  Rien put a hand on Lammert’s shoulder.  “Thank 
you, Lam.” 

“You are welcome, Rien.” 

# 

There was, of course, the downside of Maela’s artistic 
talent: Rien appreciated it.  Rien didn’t want to break out the 
chains or even the rope when there was the possibility of 
assassins, so instead he proved he was a creature of pure evil.  
He told the twins to hold Bastien down.  Each of them pinned one 
of his arms, keeping him on his back for Rien.  

Rien’s mouth was hungry on his, and the man’s hands roamed 
him freely.  Now and then the twins helped, pointing out when 
Rien found sensitive areas or just offering enthusiastic 
encouragement.  Bastien gasped when Rien’s teeth nipped lightly 
at his left nipple.  He tried to pull a hand free, but Rachel 
tugged it back down, giggling.  “I think he liked that, Master 
Rien.” 

“Well…”  Rien repeated the action on the right, making 
Bastien squirm.  “I think you’re right.   

“Writhled carbuncle.”  Bastien panted as Rien’s hand 
trailed down his side to his hip. 

“I’m not convinced that’s even a word.”  Rien’s mouth found 
his again, and to his irritation Bastien found himself returning 
the kiss.  He gave serious consideration to biting the man, then 
moaned as Rien lifted his hips. 

Maela made a purring sound when Rien drove into him, making 
Bastien struggle against the grip of the twins.  They both kept 
hold of him, preventing his escape as Rien took him.  He arched 
his back, and Rien drove himself deeper inside.  Rien’s hand 
began fondling him, lightly at first, then with increasing 
insistence.  Bastien could actually hear Rachel moaning as she 
watched. 

He came, only to realize Rien had no intention of stopping 
the onslaught that easily.  The big man stayed inside him, but 
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reached up to grab Bastien’s hair, pulling his head upright to 
kiss him.  His tongue thrust into Bastien’s mouth, probing 
deeply.  As Rien drew back, he caught Bastien’s lower lip in his 
teeth, nipping lightly before releasing him. 

Then he continued fucking Bastien, keeping up a steady 
rhythm. Rien grabbed Bastien’s legs, lifting him slightly to 
better drive the full length of his massive cock into Bastien 
over and over.  Bastien found himself moaning at the invasion, 
and realized to his shock that he was enjoying the sensation.  
His entire body shuddered when he came a second time, from no 
more than the feel of Rien pounding inside him over and over. 

Only then did Rien finally cum, his cock twitching deep 
inside Bastien.  He released Bastien’s legs before all but 
collapsing atop him.  “You can let him go now, girls.” 

Rachel sighed.  “Do we have to?” 

“Well…”  Rien chuckled.  “No.” 

“But it would…”  Bastien panted.  “Be appreciated.” 

# 

They’d packed what they needed out of his quarters, and now 
just needed the additional supplies Jochem was getting for them.  
And the horses.  A couple more days, and they’d be underway.  
He’d actually started to think they’d be allowed to leave in 
peace.  Then word came from his mother, ordering him to send the 
majority of his guard back to their normal duties tomorrow 
instead of leaving them at his door.  He tried not to feel sick, 
and told himself that she wasn’t actively trying to kill him.  
She just didn’t believe Rutger was a villain. 

He passed the order reluctantly.  Come morning, they’d be 
undefended save for a token presence.  They ate dinner silently, 
and it was clear none of them was going to sleep anytime soon.  
He was starting to ponder means of distracting himself when…  
“Lammert, what are you doing?”  His brother had grabbed a sack 
out of the storage room and was dragging it to the balcony. 

“Not dying.”  Lammert shrugged. 

“Wait, where did that…”  Rien blinked.  That sack wasn’t 
his.  “Lammert?”  He gestured to the others, and they followed 
him after Lammert. 

Lammert dumped the sack out, revealing ropes and climbing 
harnesses.  Swiftly, Lammert began securing one of the ropes to 
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the railing.  “Come morning, Rutger will be able to start 
arranging opportunities to kill all of us.”  He tested a knot.  
“I would prefer to deny him those opportunities.” 

“But where did…”  Rien scratched his head.  “This stuff 
isn’t mine.” 

“I stashed it here.”  Lammert looked at him as though he’d 
asked what color the sky was. 

“When?”  Rien glanced at the bag.  Lammert hadn’t left 
these quarters once since the trial. 

“After I arranged the spear.”  Lammert just shrugged. 

“But…”  Rien turned toward his companions.  Oh, good, he 
wasn’t the only one confused.  It was starting to occur to him 
how very little he actually knew his brother. 

“We are climbing down from the balcony, in the dead of 
night, to escape under the cover of darkness?”  Maela tilted her 
head.   

“Oh, that is going to be wonderful in the poem.”  Rachel 
nodded eagerly before accepting the rope Lammert handed her and 
going to tie it off. 

“I…”  Bast glanced at the girls.  “Are they actually 
enjoying this?” 

“Well…”  Rien found himself smiling.  He just hoped Rutger 
underestimated Lammert as thoroughly as Rien himself had.  
“Aren’t you?” 

Bast shrugged, then smiled before nodding.   

32 

The girls required only a small amount of assistance to 
climb down from the balcony.  The rope harnesses prevented any 
chance of them falling, even carrying their packs and weaponry.  
Lammert had brought five sets of climbing harnesses and hidden 
them in a sack in Rien’s own quarters.  He’d planned this ahead 
of time, somehow.  Bastien stared helping Maela out of her 
harness when they reached safety.  Something kept nagging at 
him.  He looked up at Maela.  “We are missing something here.” 

She nodded.  “I think you are right, but…” 
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“We need to be moving.”  Rien’s voice was firm.  “This 
way.”  He started moving. 

To Bastien’s surprise, Lammert didn’t object.  Instead he 
followed Rien like the rest of them.  Unlike Rien and Bastien, 
he had no armor of any kind, but he was carrying the spear.  
Rien had said Lammert was a competent fighter, at least.  Maela 
and Rachel weren’t wearing armor either, but both carried their 
crossbows and fierce expressions.  “Keep your heads down.”  
Bastien nodded to them. 

“He’ll try to take us alive, at least.”  Rien frowned, then 
glanced at Lammert.  “Well, most of us.”  He gave Rachel a 
worried look before turning back to Bastien.  “Rutger isn’t 
stupid.  He’ll target the girls to make you and I stand down.” 

“If he tries, Master Rien…”  Rachel checked her crossbow.  
“I will aim for his testicles.” 

“That’s my girl.”   

# 

Rien yanked his axe out of the wall, sending the head he’d 
just taken off an attacker bouncing along the ground.  “I 
thought the point of climbing down from the balcony was to sneak 
out of the city quietly.” 

“Rien…”  Lammert sighed.  “Considering the plan involved 
you, why in the world would you assume stealth was going to 
occur?” 

“I…”  Rien glared.  He pointed at the corpses.  “That was 
not my fault.” 

“It kinda was.”  Bast shrugged.  When Rien narrowed his 
eyes, Bastien sighed.  “Rien, you literally ran into him.”  
Maela and Rachel nodded in agreement. 

“Oh for…”  Rien shook his head at them.  “You three are 
supposed to be on my side.” 

“Perhaps you should try watching where you are going?”  
Lammert whirled, loosing his spear.  It took the man trying to 
sneak up on Rien square in the throat and pinned him to the 
wall.  “And not stopping to argue in the streets?” 

He made a growling sound before grabbing the spear and 
tossing it back to his brother.  “This way.” 

# 
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Bastien kicked the corpse off the end of his blade, then 
retrieved a crossbow bolt for Rachel.  “I think Rutger figured 
out we are on the move.” 

“He still has to be subtle.  Use his own men rather than 
the queen’s men.”  Rien exhaled.  “The problem is I can’t call 
in mine without it turning into a fucking civil war and…”  He 
shook his head.  “I don’t want my people caught between two 
armies.” 

“Makes you a better king than some.”  Bastien smiled.  
“What if we swam the river?” 

“It’s freezing, fast, and deep.”  Rien shook his head.  “A 
few dozen drown every year trying.” 

“He’s got lookouts on the bridges.  No matter which one we 
pick, there will be a welcoming party.” 

“Head downriver.”  Lammert gestured. 

“He’s right.”  Rien nodded.  “We can get horses at the 
stables there.  I’ll tell the owner he can go to Jochem in the 
morning and get replacements from my herd at Falcon’s Rest.” 

Rachel fired her crossbow as men came around the corner.  
“We should hurry.” 

“Blood and ashes.”  Rien growled.  “Never thought I’d be 
fighting my way out of my own city.” 

# 

They were almost to the edge of the city when more shouts 
rang out behind them.  “Shit.”  Rien grabbed his axe.  “They are 
between us and the stables.” 

“How many?”  Bast shifted his shield. 

“More than we can fight through quickly, even with Lammert 
and the girls helping out.”  Rien shook his head.  “Alright, we 
can go on foot through the gorge, then maybe pick up horses in 
the Vale…”  Rien sighed and shook his head as Lammert started to 
raise an eyebrow.  “I know, I know, assuming Rutger hasn’t cut 
that off as well.” 

“Rien, it took you and I almost two weeks to get from the 
Vale to Darodelf with fast horses.”  Bast turned toward him. 

“I know.”  Rien growled.  “Maybe we’ll kill some of 
Rutger’s men and steal their horses.” 
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They hit only small pockets of fighting, easy enough for 
them to deal with, until they reached the last bridge.  A couple 
dozen of Rutger’s men were there, though they wore no sigil.  He 
recognized their leader though.  The real problem was the men 
were carrying bows.  “Stand down, Rien.”  Hugo shook his head.  
“I’d rather not have to shoot you down like a dog in the 
street.” 

“Touching, Hugo, really.”  Rien shifted his grip on his 
axe.  “If you let us pass, I won’t cut you in half from the 
groin up.” 

“Aim for their —”  A shadow moved behind Hugo, and tossed 
something into their midst.  Smoke abruptly exploded among the 
armed men. 

He exchanged a look with Bast and they both immediately 
charged, taking advantage of their distraction.  Lammert’s spear 
took one of the archers in the throat, and Lammert recovered it 
as he joined the fray with them.  A smaller figure moved 
alongside Lammert, a dagger in each of its hands.  Hugo came at 
Rien with an axe, only to get two crossbow bolts to the chest.  
The man’s mouth gaped a moment before he tumbled into the river. 

“This way.”  The figure gestured.   

“Who is that?”  Bast frowned. 

“That’s…”  It took Rien a moment to remember the name.  
“Mikaere.  One of Lammert’s slaves.”  He chuckled.  “So you sent 
them away, but not far?”  He glanced at Lammert. 

“No far at all.”  Mikaere glanced at Lammert before 
starting to walk out of the city.  “Last time you make it all 
the way clear of castle before getting caught.  You slowing 
down.” 

“It’s possible I am getting too old for this shit.”  
Lammert nodded, then gestured for them follow the little man. 

“Seriously, what take so long?”  Mikaere frowned. 

Lammert pointed at Rien and the others.  Mikaere nodded.  
“Right.” 

“Hey.”  Rien glared.  Then he frowned.  “Wait, you two have 
done this before?” 

Mikaere and Lammert exchanged an amused look.  “Children.”  
Lammert rolled his eyes. 
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“They grow up fast.”  Mikaere grinned as he lead them to a 
small camp.   

Efua was there, with horses.  The twins greeted her with 
smiles, which the dark-skinned woman returned.  “What took you 
so long?”  Efua raised an eyebrow. 

“He let Marinus lead.”  Mikaere shrugged as he went to a 
horse.  “No his best idea.” 

“Or perhaps it was.”  Efua mounted her own horse.  “At 
least this time the castle did not explode.” 

“For the…”  Lammert gritted his teeth.  “I’m never going to 
live that down, am I?” 

“Wait…”  Rien blinked, halfway into the saddle.  He looked 
at his brother.  “You blew up a castle?  Why did you blow up a 
castle?” 

“Oh, believe me…”  Mikaere leaped into the saddle.  “That 
castle had it coming.” 

“True enough.”  Lammert got on his own horse. 

“I…”  He exchanged a look with Bast, and was gratified to 
see the other man looked equally confused.  “Lammert, as soon as 
we aren’t running for our lives you and I are going to have a 
long talk.” 

# 

Bastien looked over the supplies.  Lammert’s slaves had 
prepared well.  They could skip the Vale without difficulty, and 
cut through the forest to hopefully avoid ambushes.  “He can’t 
have planned all this.”  Maela’s voice was soft. 

“Maela?”  Bastien turned toward her. 

“Bast…”  Maela met his eyes.  “He can’t have…”  She shook 
her head.  “Bast, he spoke with Jochem a few times, I saw him.  
He was in Darodelf already when the dragon was first sighted.  
How could he know where to find something he had no way of 
knowing existed?” 

“But he…”  Bast frowned.  “Then he…”  Even if Lammert had 
lied about taking the keystones to Darodelf, that crate had 
still be placed weeks before they’d arrived at the tomb.  The 
dragon’s territory was big, and tracking it down was to have 
been one of the difficulties of their quest.  Yet Lammert had 
left a map telling them exactly where to find it.  Exactly where 
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to find a beast that never stayed in one place for long.  “He 
knew more of the prophecy.” 

“Maybe I can get him to tell me more.”  Maela frowned.  “I 
will ask Master Rien for permission.” 

“Permission?”  Bastien blinked. 

“You are adorable.”  She patted his hand.  “Men say many 
things when their heads are on their pillows.” 

“You’re suggesting…”  His eyes widened. 

“Well, unless you want to do it.”  She frowned.  “He is 
unmarried, maybe he…” 

“Gods above.”  He winced. 

“Master Rien wouldn’t let you though.  He doesn’t want 
anyone to have you but him.”  She tilted her head thoughtfully.  
“Though it’s important enough that he —” 

“I beg you to stop talking.”  Bastien rubbed his forehead.   

“Okay.”  She shrugged, then shook her head.  “Not really 
convinced your seduction skills would be up to the task anyway.” 

“I…”  Bastien started to object, then caught himself.  “I’m 
insulted by that.  Why the fuck am I insulted by that?” 

# 

Five days into the trip.  So far they’d encountered only 
one group of Rutger’s men, though the men had clearly not 
expected to actually encounter them.  And he was learning just 
how much he didn’t know.  Mikaere had served Lammert for years.  
A demure little exotic, a foot and a half shorter than his 
brother.  For the first couple years, Rien hadn’t even known 
Mikaere could talk, and even after that he’d barely been able to 
understand a word the man said through his thick accent.  The 
man had been utterly servile to his brother, a meek little mouse 
of a man. 

Or so he’d thought.  It was hard to reconcile that 
impression with the man who wielded a long knife in each hand 
with speed and precision.  In the fighting, Mikaere and Lammert 
had moved into the fray smoothly, as though they’d fought back 
to back a thousand times.  And Lammert’s own fighting style had 
shifted dramatically from how he’d fought the few times he and 
Rien had spared.  His brother was a complete stranger to him.  
Reluctantly, Rien gave Maela permission. 
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She hadn’t been successful yet, though that had a lot to do 
with Efua.  The older woman had served Lammert a long time, and 
knew his needs well enough that Maela rarely had a chance to 
come up with an excuse to get near him.  Half the time Lammert 
and his companions weren’t even conversing in a language the 
rest of them understood.  After another failed attempt, Maela 
came back over to their side of the camp.  “Maybe Bast would 
have better —” 

“Don’t start.”  Bast glared at her, and she laughed. 

“Don’t feel bad, Sweetling.”  Rien patted her back.  “For 
all we know, he’s a eunuch.” 

“This is…”  Maela exhaled.  “Much more frustrating than I 
imagined.” 

“There there.”  Rien rubbed her back soothingly.  “Would 
you like to spank Bast until you feel better?” 

“Yes, please, Master Rien.”  She smiled at him. 

Bast sighed. 

# 

Bastien shrugged.  Maybe there was more than one way to get 
information.  He went to where Mikaere was getting the horses 
ready, and picked up one of the saddles.  Standing near Mikaere 
was a bit of a strange experience.  The man was a good hand 
shorter than he was.  His hair was thick and deep black, and his 
eyes were shaped differently, slanting upward.  Even his skin 
looked different, having undertones more gold than pink.  “Mind 
if I ask where you are from?”   

“Uhses.”  Mikaere shrugged. 

He blinked.  “Uhses?  Across the sea Uhses?” 

“Is only Uhses.”  Mikaere fastened the girth of the saddle.   

Curiously, he glanced at Efua.  The woman’s skin was dark 
enough to be almost black.  Rien had said that Lammert had spent 
most of his life traveling, and if his math was right Lammert 
was the same age as Bastien’s father.  It wasn’t impossible 
Lammert’s travels had taken him that far.  “And Efua?” 

“Ilael.” 

“I never…”  Bastien exhaled.  “I’ve spoken with merchants 
who traded with the sea-people, but…”  He shook his head.  “I 
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always thought they never left their boats and…”  He turned back 
to Mikaere.  “I’ve never met anyone whose even spoken with 
someone from Uhses.” 

“So this is part where you ask how we know Lammert, or you 
going to dance around question more?”  Mikaere grinned.   

“I uh…”  Bastien shrugged.  “Well, I was going to try to be 
subtle about it.” He picked up another saddle.  “So how do you 
know Lammert?” 

“I accidentally started worshiping him.”  

“How…”  Bastien blinked.  “Do you accidentally start 
worshiping someone?” 

“Well I thought he was a god.  Is long story, many funny 
bits.  Better to tell over drinks.  Made game from it.”  Mikaere 
shrugged.  “How you know Marinus?” 

“He kidnapped me.” 

“Oh.”  Mikaere raised an eyebrow.  “For real?”  He frowned.  
“Thought was metaphor.” 

“No.”  Bastien nodded.  “He really did kidnap me.” 

“And you fight for him anyway?”  Mikaere gave Bastien a 
surprised look.  “I thought Marinus was the crazy one.” 

“It’s contagious.”  Bastien sighed. 

“True words.”  Mikaere laughed.  “Is very true words.  Efua 
and Lammert know each other some years before I meet Lammert.  
She is…”  He shrugged.  “Don’t know words in your language.  His 
shaman, I think?  Healer and things.  You know that part, she 
fix you up.” 

“And well.  I think I’d have died, or at least been 
crippled, if she hadn’t.”  He scratched his head.  “How do you 
mistake someone for a god?” 

“When did say was mistake?”  Mikaere grinned, then gestured 
at where the others had finished breaking the camp.  “No more 
time talk.  Time to go.” 

Rien came up behind him as he was preparing to climb into 
the saddle.  “Learn anything?” 

“Yeah, and it disturbs me more than I can say.”  Bastien 
sighed. 
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“What’s that?”  Rien frowned. 

“Based on what I’m concluding about this group so far, I am 
forced to acknowledge a very real possibility…”  Bastien rubbed 
his forehead.  “That you’re the sane one.” 

“Blood and ashes.”  Rien stared at him.  “We are fucked.” 

33 

He took watch.  Maela and Rachel both curled by Bast, their 
heads resting on his torso.  Frankly, he considered it a rather 
heroic act of willpower that he didn’t kick his brother awake 
and then go pounce on his bed-slaves.  They looked rather 
adorable in their little dog-pile.  Early on, Bast had objected 
to the girls using him as a pillow.  The knight had lost that 
particular battle without the girls even having to call upon 
Rien for aid.  Maela even had hold of Bast’s hand. 

They were all in danger.  Because of him.  He’d had bed-
slaves before.  The last one he’d kept for almost a year.  She’d 
pleased him well enough he’d told Jochem to free her before he’d 
left.  He’d been fond of her but…  He’d been fond of her the way 
he was fond of his good boots.  Rutger had been surprised when 
he’d stepped between the archer and Rachel.  Looking back, so 
was he.  He’d told Bast that Rutger would target the girls to 
make him and Bast stand down.  Frankly, he hoped he was wrong, 
that Rutger wouldn’t use such a tactic.  It was somewhat 
terrifying to realize if Rutger did, it would work. 

Rien was considering pouring himself some tea when 
Lammert’s eyes abruptly opened.  He sat up, then exhaled before 
pinching the bridge of his nose.  Nearby, Efua stirred and 
looked up at him.  “Mi’sala ven adomas?” 

“Se cha.  Vola drisis non sala.”  Lammert shook his head at 
her. 

Efua nodded before laying down and going back to sleep.  
Lammert however, rose and went to the fire.  Rien shrugged, and 
grabbed a second cup.  He filled both before handing one to 
Lammert.  “What language is that?” 

“Ilael.” 

“Those are the sea people, right?”  Rien nodded.  “You 
know, I’ve never actually heard you speak other languages 
before.  I mean, I guess it’s not a surprise you can, just…”  He 
shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Suppose I just hadn’t thought about 
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it before.”  Rien tilted his head.  “How many languages are 
there?” 

“Hard to say.”  Lammert shrugged.  “Some regional dialects 
differ enough they may very well be separate languages, and then 
there are written works that have outlived any speakers of those 
dialects.  Even more have been lost save for a relic or two.”   

“This contact of yours, where are we meeting him?”  Rien 
kept his voice quiet, and added another piece of wood to the 
fire.  The fire was small, but there was a chill in the air.  
Maybe he should start fresh tea. 

“He’ll find us, you needn’t worry.” 

For a moment, he was quiet.  “Did you mean it?” 

“Marinus?”  Lammert raised an eyebrow. 

“When you said…”  He sighed.  “When you said that this time 
when you leave, you’re not…”  He looked down at his tea.  
“You’re not coming back?” 

“Yes.”  Lammert hesitated, then looked up at him.  “You 
offered to stand as my champion.” 

“Yeah I…”  Rien snorted softly.  “Thought you didn’t stand 
a chance against Ludo and I…”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  
“I was pretty sure I could take him.” 

“I appreciated that, little brother.  Perhaps more than you 
can understand.”  Lammert was quiet for a moment.  “Kindly ask 
Maela to stop, if you would.” 

“Maela to…”  Rien blinked, then looked up at Lammert.  “You 
mean you did notice?” 

“I would rather Efua not decide she needs to handle the 
matter.”  Lammert shrugged.  “I will answer your questions, 
Marinus, in time.” 

“Alright.  I just…”  Rien shrugged.  “You know I don’t 
actually mind, really.  I mean, if you want Maela to…”  He 
looked up.  “I could share Bast if you…” 

“Sela tenai, Rien…”  Lammert began taking items from their 
food store.  “You do realize I’m the same age as his father, 
yes?” 
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“Yeah, I guess.”  He chuckled.  “So…”  He shrugged.  “Are 
you and Efua…”  He glanced at Lammert’s side of the camp.  “Or 
you and Mikaere…?” 

Lammert sighed.  “Oh, Marinus.” 

# 

“The Vale is the quickest path, and in terms of terrain, 
the safest.”  Rien squared his shoulders and folded his arms.  
“Rutger will have had the majority of his forces with him in 
Darodelf.”   

“I—”  Bastien watched Lammert attempt to speak again, only 
to be cut off by Rien continuing to state his case. 

“Even assuming he scrambled them behind us, they still 
won’t have reached the Vale quickly enough to set up a decent 
ambush.”  He stared at his brother.   

“That —”  Lammert rolled his eyes as Rien interrupted him 
yet again. 

“Messenger birds would already be carrying word.”  Rien 
shook his head.  “The dragon is dead, and the only folks that 
know Bast was the one that killed it are all right here so 
anyone not already completely loyal to Rutger will back me.” 

Bastien found himself wishing he had an ale or something as 
he continued to watch the two men.  He was a little curious as 
to how long it was going to take Rien to figure out Lammert was 
agreeing with him.  Rien continued explaining why they should 
stop at the Vale, pointing out it was their last chance to 
resupply and get whatever gear they hadn’t been able to get in 
their rush.  He pointed out they’d need to learn what had 
happened since they left, and that it was possible someone there 
had news of Phillip.  Lammert tried to speak again.  “Mari —” 

“And I have friends in the Vale too, you know.”  Rien 
glared.  This time Lammert didn’t try to say anything.  He just 
stared at Rien.  Nearly a full minute passed before Rien finally 
shook his head.  “What?” 

“I am curious to know why you think I am arguing with you.”  
Lammert tilted his head. 

“I…”  Rien blinked.  The look on his face was somewhat 
comical.  Like a fish trying to breath outside of water.  
Bastien tried not to smile, but he was pretty sure he was 
failing miserably.  “Wait, you’re not?” 
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“One, you haven’t let me speak.  Two, I happen to agree 
with your conclusions.”  Lammert gave him a level look.  “And 
three, you are the one leading this farce.” 

“I…”  Rien’s eyes widened.  “I am?” 

Lammert stared at him a moment before turning to Bastien.  
“How have you not stabbed him?” 

“I did stab him.”  Bastien shrugged.  At least he was 
pretty sure he had.  The last little bit of the fight was kind 
of fuzzy.  “Within five minutes of meeting him.” 

“Yeah, and then I knocked you out and tossed you over a 
horse, so…”  Rien glared at Bastien before turning back to 
Lammert.  “You’re letting me lead.” 

“Do you want me to argue with you?”  Lammert raised an 
eyebrow. 

“I uh…”  Rien frowned, and rubbed the back of his head.  
Then he shrugged.  “Yes, if you think I’m wrong.  I mean…”  He 
swallowed, then sighed.  “I remember you and Jurgen arguing 
whenever you went on raids together.” 

“I am your elder brother.  It is my duty to provide you 
with guidance and to help you learn from your mistakes.”  The 
corner of Lammert’s mouth twitched slightly.  “I am Jurgen’s 
younger brother.  It is my duty to prick his ego and mock his 
mistakes.” 

“How…”  Rien smiled.  “Did he never break your nose?” 

“Marinus…”  Lammert shook his head before turning to finish 
packing his saddle bags.  “He broke my nose seventeen times.” 

# 

Despite his earlier words, he felt hesitant when the Vale 
came into view.  The air around them grew warmer as they went 
into the valley.  Last time he’d been here, he’d been concerned 
about assassins.  The more things changed, the more they stayed 
the same.  “So…”  Rien started to turn toward his companions.  
They dismounted, preparing to lead the horses in rather than go 
in through the road.  “We’ll sneak in.  And once we are in, try 
to be polite and diplomatic.  We need to make some friends, get 
people behind us rather than behind Rutger and Phillip.” 
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A shout rang out, and then more shouts started coming in 
their direction.  “Refresh my memory…”  Bast tilted his head.  
“We were trying to sneak in, yes?” 

“Oh shut up.”  Rien yanked his axe out of its harness.  He 
saw Efua grab Maela and Rachel, pulling them back and into cover 
as Mikaere took up a position next to Lammert.  Bast moved into 
position next to Rien himself.  “Alright, let’s politely and 
diplomatically kill these jackasses.” 

# 

Out of the corner of his eye, Bastien saw Mikaere roll and 
come up on the other side of a man to drive his dagger low into 
the attacker’s spine.  He made a mental note to see if he could 
get the older man to teach him a few tricks later.  Bastien 
caught a blow on his shield, then took the man’s arm off just 
above the elbow.  The group they were fighting were all Wilders, 
and not particularly skilled ones. 

Then again, Rutger had probably sent his best with Phillip, 
not expecting Rien to return.  Rien was showing he could just 
about handle this lot on his own.  Then again…  Lammert was 
using his spear more like a quarterstaff, and to Bastien’s 
surprise the tall man twisted and kicked an oncoming Wilder in 
the head with enough force that the man’s skull actually 
deformed a little.  He fought very differently than Rien did, or 
any other Wilders Bastien had faced so far. 

A couple fired crossbow bolts revealed Maela and Rachel 
weren’t particularly interested in staying out of the fight.  It 
was over a few moments later.  Bastien wiped his sword clean.  
“I have to imagine Rutger is eventually going to get tired of 
wasting his soldiers.” 

“These weren’t his men.”  Rien shook his head, then 
gestured at the dead man near him.  “Clan Varkin.  Mercenaries.”  
Rien sighed.  “Cheap ones, and the ones we kill are ones he 
doesn’t have to pay.” 

“Not to mention Marinus has raided Clan Varkin before.”  
Lammert bent to examine one of the dead, then frowned before 
standing up again.  “Rutger will be able to find many like this, 
and pay them with promises.  Convince them they will benefit if 
he is king.” 

“And by…”  Rien frowned, then turned toward Lammert.  “By 
running I give up my chance to convince them otherwise.” 

“Marinus, you will not defeat Rutger in a battle of words.” 
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“I can —” 

“Rutger currently operates within the accord of praxis, 
sanctioned by perceived magisterial authorization to which the 
monarch will tacitly acquiescence upon consummation.” 

“I…”  Rien stared at his brother.  Then he turned towards 
where Rachel was standing.  “What did he say?” 

“He said right now Rutger isn’t breaking any laws or 
customs and people will think the queen is okay with it.”  
Rachel frowned at Lammert.  “And the queen won’t say anything if 
Rutger does win.” 

“Right.”  Rien nodded.  “Right, you made your…”  He took a 
deep breath, then turned to Bastien.  “Call him something rude.” 

Bastien shrugged and complied.  “You’re an insolent 
entity.” 

“Well played.”  Lammert nodded to him.   

“Bast.”  Rachel glared.  Behind her, Maela was covering her 
mouth to hide a smile.  “You’re supposed to be on Master Rien’s 
side.” 

# 

He set the story straight for Annika, and for a few others.  
Word would spread.  The simple truth was the dragon was dead, 
and it hadn’t been Rutger who killed it.  Once he was able to 
thwart the rest of Rutger’s plan, that would allow him to claim 
the throne. 

Upon the advice of Lammert, he gave a twist to the story.  
It was still true, just slanted a bit.  Phillip was the villain, 
who had killed Jurgen.  Killed the Stone Dragon, and was even 
now leading Rutger astray.  Whatever mad influence Phillip had 
over Rutger, Rien intended to see it destroyed, and justice 
done.  The story was easy to tell.  There was a part of him that 
desperately wanted it to be true. 

They took a room.  It was normally the bunk room, but he 
wanted to keep all of them together.  Any of them who wandered 
off alone would be picked off.  Bast frowned when he ordered 
food brought to them.  “What if someone slipped poison into it?” 

“That’s not really a…”  Rien trailed off, then glanced at 
Lammert.  “Actually, that might be a concern, considering your 
stunt at the arena.” 
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“Efua make sure no food poison.”  Mikaere began making tea. 

“You can do that?”  Bast turned toward Efua. 

“He still lives, yes?”  She nodded in Lammert’s direction. 

“Can you teach us?”  Rachel looked up at Efua hopefully.   

“Oh, yes.”  Maela nodded eagerly.   

To Rien’s surprise, Efua did not look at Lammert for 
permission before replying.  “I can teach you some.”   

“Efua.”  Lammert’s voice carried a small note of warning. 

“Belis ta aborna si sala.  Vala slithria ashera so na —” 

“Se cha.  Salana sala methona —” 

“Ashera.  Vhena seladai.”  Efua’s eyes narrowed.  Lammert 
looked away from her.  “Vhena seladai.” 

“Dosemi.”  Lammert sighed before nodding. 

“Uh…”  Rien frowned.  “Reasonably sure you aren’t speaking 
the common tongue.”  And that whatever it was they’d just 
argued, it had been Efua giving an order, and Lammert accepting 
it.  Which made even less sense than the words they’d exchanged.  
Lammert might not be a prince anymore, but Efua still wore his 
collar.  “What are you two talking about?” 

“There was a reason we weren’t speaking a language you 
understood, Marinus.”  Lammert gave a small shake of his head.   

# 

“Would you like us to hold Bast down over the cot, Master 
Rien?”  Rachel gave him an evil smile. 

Bastien winced.  “There are people trying to —” 

“That’s not a bad idea.”  Rien smiled. 

“— kill us that could attack —”  Bastien grunted as Rien 
shoved him toward one of the cots. 

“Face down, girls.” 

“— at any moment.”  Bastien sighed as each of the twins 
grabbed one of his arms and pulled him down onto the cot.  There 
was only a thin curtain separating their half of the room from 
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where the others were, and Rien and the girls weren’t exactly 
known for being quiet. 

He heard Maela giggle, and she let go of his arm.  For a 
moment, he hoped they were going to be reasonable.  Then Rien 
caught hold of his arm and he realized Maela had only let him go 
because Rien had handed her the small vial of oil.  He felt her 
weight on his back as she straddled him. 

A small gasp escaped him as she inserted her fingers to 
prepare him for Rien.  Then Rien caught hold of his hair, 
holding him in place as Rien’s mouth came down on his.  He felt 
Rien’s tongue, and parted his lips.  After a moment, Rien pulled 
back, and then used his hair to make Bastien turn his head.  
Rachel’s lips found his, and she nipped lightly at his lower lip 
before tasting him with her own tongue.  She wrapped one arm 
around his arm, holding him in place, then her other hand caught 
his hair. 

When his head was turned again, it was Maela holding that 
arm once more.  Her kiss was more tender than her sister’s, and 
she held his arm with one hand while she raised the other to 
caress his cheek.  He moaned when Rien entered him, and felt 
Maela’s mouth smile at the sound. 

Rien at least didn’t go out of his way to make extra noise, 
and with the girls taking turns kissing him they weren’t 
offering their customary cheers and suggestions.  At least there 
was no audience but the girls and that…  Strange how that didn’t 
bother him.  He tasted Maela’s lips, then groaned as he felt 
Rien twitch inside him.   

For a few moments, Rien just lay partly atop him.  Then he 
kissed the top of Bastien’s shoulder before withdrawing.  “I’m 
sorry, Bast.” 

“You…”  He blinked.  “Sorry for what?” 

“With the fighting earlier I…”  Rien sat up and patted his 
shoulder.  “I didn’t give you a chance to finish.  Next time.” 

The man was apologizing for not…  Bastien couldn’t quiet 
believe what he was hearing.  “Well…”  Rachel let go of his arm.  
“I know how you could make it up to him.” 

“Lovely?”  Rien raised an eyebrow at her. 

It was Maela that answered.  “You did say if Lammert beat 
Ludo, you’d get on your knees for Bast.” 
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“I…”  Rien’s eyes widened.  “I said that?” 

“Yes…”  Bastien couldn’t help himself.  He started 
laughing.  “You did.” 

“But…”  Rien looked like he’d just stepped into an icy 
pond.  “I…” 

“Don’t worry, Rien.”  Bastien patted his shoulder.  “I 
won’t take you up on it…”  He grinned.  “Tonight.” 

“Blood and ashes…”  Rien exhaled.  “You’re going to enjoy 
holding that over me, aren’t you?” 

“Oh…”  Bastien rolled over and reached for a blanket.  “You 
have no idea.” 

34 

As much as it went against his nature, he had everyone 
sleep in separate cots.  It felt strange not having any warm 
bodies curled up next to him.  Rien woke well before dawn.  
Mikaere was awake, having taken the last watch.  He still 
couldn’t get over just how tiny that man was.  Even the twins 
were taller.  

They’d brought most of their gear in with them.  Mikaere 
and Efua had clearly expected them to come with Lammert, as 
they’d had horses and food enough for everyone.  His own gear, 
however, was distressingly light.  The girls had brought the 
jewels he’d given them, and he’d packed others as well, to trade 
for what they might need.  It had seemed a smarter idea than to 
try to pack for every contingency. 

He’d forgotten to pack himself a bow.  Not that he really 
minded sticking to the axe and letting the girls do the 
shooting, but from time to time someone needed to die and 
insisted on standing all the way over there.  Rien shrugged, and 
walked over to the bundle of extra weaponry Lammert’s people had 
brought with them. 

“What are you doing?”  Mikaere frowned as he caught sight 
of Rien. 

“Borrowing one of your longbows.”  Rien untied the bundle. 

“I will get one for you.”  Mikaere started to rise, 
stumbling out of his chair a little.  Around them, the others 
started to stir. 
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Rien pulled back the woven blanket that had been wrapped 
around the bundle of weapons, and then stared in shock.  A 
shorter spear, one made of a gleaming silvery metal, was at the 
center of the bundle.  A faintly glowing emerald was set into 
curved blade, and ornate runes were inlaid into the haft in a 
coppery metal.  Rien looked up at where his brother was rising.  
“You stole it?”  He shook his head.  “You actually stole it?” 

“Rien…”  Lammert took a deep breath. 

Laughter escaped him.  “You stole the Scepter of Asrael 
back.”  Rien pulled the woven blanket back over it.  “Brother, 
that’s…”  He ran a hand down his face as he kept laughing.  
“Nice to know you aren’t above a little petty vengeance.”  He 
rolled his eyes.  “She’s going to be furious when she finds 
out.” 

“We should get moving.  It will be dawn soon.”  Lammert ran 
a hand through his close-cropped hair. 

“Right.”  Rien went back over to his side of the room.  
Maela and Bast were already up and dressing.  Rachel was up, 
sitting on the side of her cot.  There was a small frown on her 
beautiful face.  “Lovely, is everything alright?”  He put a hand 
on her shoulder. 

“I…”  Rachel looked up at him, then smiled.  “Just 
pondering.” 

“As long as it is only pondering.”  He bent and kissed her.  
“You don’t have to do all the worrying.” 

“Yes, Master Rien.”  She let him pull her to her feet. 

# 

Another look over his shoulder.  Still nothing.  Bastien 
frowned.  He looked again.  Still nothing.  “Stop it.”  Rien 
said from where his horse was next to Bastien’s. 

“Nobody is chasing us out of the Vale.”  Bastien looked 
over his shoulder again.  “Rien, nobody is chasing us.” 

“Isn’t that a good thing, Bast?”  Maela glanced at him. 

“It’s a thing that makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.”  
Bastien frowned.  “They knew we were there.  They had time to 
get people into position.”  He looked over his shoulder one more 
time.  “So why is nobody chasing us out of the Vale?” 
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“They are preparing an ambush a short way ahead.”  Mikaere 
shrugged.  He pointed.  “Where road narrows.” 

“Oh.”  Bastien relaxed.  “Rien and I didn’t come by the 
road the first time we visited the Vale.” 

“He tells you there is an ambush coming and you stop 
worrying?”  Rien turned to stare at him. 

“Rien, consider what generally happens to people who try 
ambushing us?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow.  Rien snickered.  “My 
point exactly.  It’s the unknown that worries me.” 

“If we know we are going to be ambushed over the next 
rise…”  Rachel frowned.  “Why are we still on the road?” 

“That’s a good point.”  Rien nodded.  “Lammert, if we know 
we are going to be ambushed over the next rise, why are we still 
on the road?” 

“Because you are on the road, and we are following you.”  
Lammert turned toward him.  “Are you claiming you do not have a 
plan to deal with the upcoming ambush?” 

“I…”  Rien stared at him.  “You were just going to follow 
me into an ambush you knew was coming?” 

“Is there a reason I should not trust your judgment of a 
situation, Marinus?”  Lammert gave him a level look. 

“Uh…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “Well that is the logical 
place for the ambush.  I was going to have us break off the road 
just before the next rise, and circle around to take them from 
behind.  But maybe it’s better if we uh…”  He glanced at 
Bastien.  “Just skip the fighting part.  Go the way Bast and I 
came, through Whitehallow.  Solsthriem patrols it, so Rutger 
won’t be able to have an large bands.” 

“You’re suggesting skipping the fighting part?”  Bastien 
gave him a disbelieving look. 

“Rutger has fallback points.”  Rien shook his head.  “Right 
now, we don’t.  Someone gets hurt worse than a potion can handle 
then Efua has to try to treat them on the move and if its her 
that gets hurt we are in deep shit.  They’ve got supply lines.  
We don’t.  We don’t even know how many men they have.  If that 
ambush is knights with crossbows?  You’re the only one with 
enough armor to possibly make it through the first volley.”  He 
sighed.  “Yeah.  We are skipping the fighting part.” 
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“And as a bonus…”  Bastien shrugged.  “It’s pretty much the 
last thing anyone who knows you would expect.” 

“This is…”  Rien shifted his horse to leave the trail.  
“Actually causing me physical pain.” 

“Want me to kiss it and make it better?”  Rachel grinned. 

# 

When they’d passed through the first time, it had been mid 
spring.  Now it was nearly the start of autumn.  The first time 
he’d been returning a hero.  Now he was…  Rien sighed.  He 
accepted the tea Rachel brought him, then pulled her into his 
lap.  She giggled as he nuzzled her neck.  They’d made camp 
early rather than end up still in the gorge at nightfall. 

On the other side of the small fire, Maela was sitting with 
Efua, paying rapt attention to the older woman’s words.  Bast 
had convinced Mikaere to demonstrate some fighting techniques, 
and the two men were currently sparring.  Lammert was leaning 
against a tree, his arms folded and his eyes closed.  He thought 
his brother might be asleep.  He frowned a little as he caught 
Efua giving Lammert a worried look. 

Rien looked at the woman in his lap.  Rachel’s eyes were 
just a little bluer than her sister’s.  Maela had a dash of 
green around her pupils.  The easiest way, though, to tell them 
apart was to simply close his eyes.  Rachel melted into his 
arms, while Maela arched a little.  They both carried a floral 
scent from their lotions and soaps, but Maela’s scent was 
softer.  A small smile came to his face.  On the road, Bast had 
managed to avoid having the girls bath him and no longer smelled 
of flowers himself. 

He shrugged, then stood, picking Rachel up as he did.  She 
put her arms around his neck as he carried her a bit away from 
camp.  Not too far, just in case, but enough to give them some 
privacy.  Rachel wasn’t as practiced a lover as Maela, but made 
up for it with a delighted enthusiasm.  He bent his head to 
taste her breasts, smiling as he elicited a gasp from her.  Then 
she shifted to straddle him, arching her back as she rode him.  
He ran his hands up her sides, luxuriating in the feel of her 
soft skin. 

When they came within moments of each other, she collapsed 
atop him.  He pulled her close, holding her gently tucked in 
next to him as they lay watching the sunset.  “I’m sorry I have 
dragged you and your sister into danger.” 
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“It is an adventure, Master Rien.”  Her hand caressed his 
chest.  “I will go anywhere with you.” 

Her hand was soft in his when he caught it and brought it 
to his lips.  “I just dislike the thought of you two in harm’s 
way.” 

“You will protect me, Master Rien.”  She smiled up at him. 

“Yes.”  He kissed her hand again.  “I will.”  He smiled 
before reaching up and brushing fingers through her hair.  
“Though I have not forgotten that you also protected me.  Racing 
across a battlefield that contained a rampaging dragon…”  He 
kissed her.  “You are brave, Lovely.”  He trailed a hand down 
her arm.   

“I am yours, Master Rien.”  She gazed up at him. 

“Yes.”  He kissed her again.  “You are.” 

# 

They were technically over the border before they ran into 
real trouble.  Not Wilders.  Dozens of armored men on horseback, 
wearing no colors.  Not knights.  Mercenaries, and heavily 
armed.  He doubted the light crossbows the girls carried would 
so much as dent their armor.  Rien apparently drew the same 
conclusion.  “We’ll not stand a chance in the open.” 

“Ride for the pass.”  Lammert adjusted his grip on his 
horses reins before nodding in the correct direction.  “We are 
close.” 

“You heard him.”  Rien jerked his head in the same 
direction.  “Move.” 

Even with their gear, their horses were carrying lighter 
loads.  The problem was that the knights appeared willing to run 
their own horses into the ground.  “They are going to catch us.” 

“My contact will be waiting.”  Lammert shook his head.   

“Will he back us up?”  Rien shouted back. 

“That is the plan.”  Lammert nodded. 

“Well…”  Bastien shifted his horse so he was between the 
girls and the oncoming knights.  “At least we have a plan.” 

# 
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If he’d been the one that had chosen their path, how the 
hell could Lammert’s contact know to meet —  Rien saw a crossbow 
bolt go whizzing past him.  “I think they are in range.” 

“Not enough to aim properly.”  Bast’s voice responded. 

“Around that outcropping.”  Rien pointed.  “That’s a 
defensible position.  We can…” 

“Keep riding.” 

“Lammert?”  Rien glanced at him. 

“Trust me, Marinus.”  Lammert nodded.  “Keep riding.” 

He gave a frustrated growl, but called the order.  “Keep 
riding.”  He winced as he passed their defensible position.  
Ahead was a small ravine.  It was going to severely limit their 
options, forcing them to keep fleeing in the same direction.  He 
gritted his teeth, shooting another glance at Lammert, and kept 
riding.   

His worse fears were realized just a bit further in.  
Someone had piled brush to block the path.  “We’re trapped.”  
Rachel’s voice sounded terrified. 

“Blood and ashes.”  Rien pulled his horse to a stop.  He 
looked behind him to see the mercenaries coming up behind them.  
“Weapons out, they’ll not take us without a —”  From the cliffs 
above, arrows and rocks started raining down.  Rien blinked as 
the mercenaries began falling.  “Fight?” 

Before the mercenaries could retreat from the sudden rout 
they were facing, knights appeared behind them.  These ones wore 
colors.  Actual knights, not mercenaries.  He yanked out his axe 
as the surviving mercenaries decided they had a better chance of 
fleeing through his group than the newcomers. 

# 

Bastien caught a sword on his shield, then reached up to 
pull the mercenary off the horse.  Mikaere actually leapt onto a 
horse behind one of the mercenaries, driving one of his knives 
down into the small gap between breastplate and helmet.  Then he 
shoved the corpse off the horse. 

The newcomers wore the Duke’s colors.  His colors.  A small 
smile came to his face.  The knights at the castle may have died 
in the ambush, but there had been many not present during the 
attack.  And now they were getting a little payback.  Taken by 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 229 of 271 

surprise and realizing they were now both outnumbered and 
outmatched, many of the surviving mercenaries were throwing down 
their weapons and surrendering.  He lowered his own blade, then 
looked toward Lammert.  “Your contact?” 

Lammert nodded.  “I needed a man whose honor I could 
trust.”  He shrugged.  “I found one.” 

“You…” 

“Bastien?”  The leader of the knights came toward him, 
yanking off his helmet.  “Bastien.” 

He stared a moment, then his face broke into a wide smile.  
“Father.” 

35 

Even if Bast hadn’t identified the man it would have been 
obvious who he was.  The resemblance between his knight and the 
knight currently hugging him was obvious.  Which meant they were 
once again in Solsthriem, in what had been the duke’s territory.  
Surrounded by knights loyal to the deceased duke and following 
Baron Kohler.  Who happened to be Bast’s father.  This had the 
potential to be…  Rien blinked.  “Wait a minute.”  He turned 
toward Lammert.  “He’s your contact?” 

Baron Kohler turned toward Lammert.  “You’re the one, 
then?”  He was smiling, and his hand stayed on Bast’s shoulder.  
The older knight laughed softly before looking at the prisoners.  
“The captain of Phillip’s mercenaries.” 

“That was our arrangement.”  Lammert nodded. 

“True, it’s just…”  Baron Kohler laughed again, then his 
voice softened.  “Until I saw you riding in I didn’t dare hope…”  
He turned toward his son again.  “Come, we should head back to 
the castle.”  There were actual tears in the man’s eyes.  And if 
he wasn’t mistaken, the same was true of Bast. 

Nervous as he was about riding into that castle again, he 
couldn’t deny this to his knight.  If for no reason other than 
he likely wouldn’t survive doing so.  “Thank you, Baron Kohler.” 

# 

He didn’t miss that his father’s gaze lingered a little on 
the collar and manacles.  Fortunately, a distraction presented 
itself rather quickly.  The knights caught sight of Maela and 
Rachel, and eyes nearly fell out of heads.  His father started 
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turning red before quickly stripping off his cloak and offering 
it to Maela.  “My lady, if you would be so kind…”  Aurel gave a 
pointed look at one of the other knights, who immediately 
offered his cloak to Rachel. 

Both glanced at Rien, who nodded, before taking the cloaks.  
His father smiled again, then patted his shoulder before going 
to the horses.  Bastien glanced at Rien before going to his own 
horse.  Rien gave him the barest nod.  Hopefully no one realized 
Rien had been one of the people that had attacked the castle, or 
that Rien was the one who had taken him prisoner in the first 
place.  From what he’d heard, Solsthriem knew the River Dragon 
had been involved in the attack, and even credited him with 
leading it.  If they identified Rien as Marinus Draak, they were 
going to have a problem.  And his oath demanded he take Rien’s 
side.  

It was quickly decided formal introductions and stories 
could wait until they got to the castle.  No one wanted to find 
out the hard way that there were more mercenaries about.  Most 
of the knights were assigned to take the prisoners back, with a 
small group sent to scout out their camp.  Six, however, rode 
with them and his father.  Those six wore the same colors as the 
other knights, but the heraldry on their badges was different.  
Not the duke’s lion, but a hound.  These were…  These were his 
father’s men.  He’d known, but it only now truly struck him.  
His father was nobility. 

“Sir Bastien.”  One of the knights glanced at him.  It took 
him a moment to remember the man’s name.  Sir Noel.  “Good to 
see you still among the living.” 

“It has been…”  He blinked.  “An interesting five months.” 

“I can imagine.”  Sir Noel moved his horse aside as Aurel 
slowed his to ride alongside Bastien. 

“You’re alive.  You’re…”  Aurel took a deep breath.  “Even 
after the letter, I…”  He smiled. 

“I know the feeling.”  Bastien smiled.  “I feared you’d run 
into trouble getting…”  He blinked back tears.  “Nadja, is she?” 

“She’s well.  She’s at the castle, and she’ll be glad to 
see you.”  Aurel put a hand on Bastien’s shoulder.  “We’ll get 
the irons off you first.” 

That could get awkward.  “There’s a lot to…”  Bastien shook 
his head.  “I hardly know where to start.”   
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“I’m Duchess Nadja’s steward, but she’s given me the old 
fort at Silver Ridge to…”  Aurel smiled.  “To be the seat of our 
house, Bastien.”  He straightened.  “Your warning may have saved 
the kingdom.  The king is going to want to speak with you.” 

The king was going to get involved.  He glanced at where 
Rien was furiously whispering to Lammert.  There was no way that 
was going to end well.  “So…”  He shrugged.  “I killed a 
dragon.” 

Aurel nearly fell off his horse.  “You what?” 

# 

“His father?”  Rien made sure no one was in earshot before 
hissing the words at his brother. 

“As I said, I needed someone whose honor I could trust.”  
Lammert shrugged. 

“But the man didn’t even recognize you.”  Rien shook his 
head. 

“The one time we met was twenty-two years ago.” 

“The…”  Rien blinked.  “You’re trusting a man you met once, 
twenty-two years ago?” 

“I’m trusting the man who raised Sir Bastien to be the man 
he is.  A man who would repeatedly save the life of a man who 
should be his mortal enemy for no reason other than he swore an 
oath.”   

“I…”  Rien trailed off.  Then he took a deep breath.  “He’s 
taking us to the duke’s castle.” 

“Then I highly suggest you be on your best behav…”  Lammert 
frowned.  “No, that will likely be insufficient.  I suggest you 
do your best to pretend you have both manners and a self-
preservation instinct.  Alternately, just keep your mouth shut.”  
He glanced at Rien.  “Or better yet, both.” 

“You are such a nonpareil.” 

# 

He felt lighter than he had in months.  Bastien was alive, 
and he was home.  Aurel couldn’t keep himself from smiling.  
Bastien was safe.  He glanced again at his son.  The past few 
months had resulted in some changes.  Bastien’s armor was styled 
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differently, and lighter than he’d worn before.  He wore Wilder 
style boots and trousers, and his hair had grown longer. 

On his back he wore two swords in a Wilder-style weapon 
harness.  The first one, Aurel recognized.  He’d given it to his 
son.  The other had a black hilt, and the scabbard was made out 
of some kind of scaly material.  There were iron cuffs around 
Bastien’s wrists, and a collar around his neck.  That part made 
him want to punch someone.  But his son was home now. 

Aurel glanced at the others.  His contact was man his own 
age, almost unnaturally tall.  He and one of the others wore 
Wilder style vests, and there was a resemblance between them.  
Father and son?  A woman who looked Ilael, and an unusual 
looking man whose origins he couldn’t place at all.  The man 
drew almost as many stares as did the barely clothed twins.  
Aside from the Wilders, all of them wore slave collars.  Though 
aside from Bastien’s, the other collars were leather. 

“I’d heard there was a dragon but…”  Aurel shook his head.  
“It almost defies belief.” 

“I’m still having a bit of trouble with it myself.”  
Bastien ducked his head before smiling.  “It’s almost as 
unbelievable as you being a baron.” 

“Hasn’t changed much.  I’m still protecting our liege.”  He 
chuckled.  “When I told Duchess Nadja what I was doing, she 
wanted to come.  To welcome her favorite knight home.” 

“Probably best she didn’t.”  Bastien straightened in the 
saddle as they crested a rise and the castle came into view.  
“Though I imagine she doesn’t feel safe in the castle anymore.”  
He sighed. 

She wasn’t going to be comfortable with a couple Wilders 
around, but at least he could tell her that Phillip’s right hand 
man was no longer a threat.  And if his contact had been 
truthful, the Wilder threat was greatly lessened as well.  “We 
will make it safe.” 

# 

Servants took the horses, and Aurel led them into the 
castle’s foyer.  He’d all but grown up in this castle, walked 
its floors a thousand times.  It felt different, being back 
here.  Bastien shook his head, then shrugged and decided to 
start with the safest introductions first.  “Father, these are 
Maela and Rachel.”  He gestured to the twins.  “Maela, Rachel, 
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this is my father, Si…”  He caught himself, and saw the small 
smile on his father’s face.  “Baron Aurel Kohler.” 

Maela curtsied.  “Baron Kohler.  We have heard the most 
wonderful stories about you.” 

Rachel copied the gesture.  “The way he speaks of you, we 
expected someone ten feet tall and armored in gold.” 

His father coughed and blushed a little.  “Well, I…”  He 
coughed again.  “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, ladies.” 

And that pretty much ended the part of the introductions 
that weren’t going to end in bloodshed.  He turned to look at 
Lammert.  This situation was his idea, surely he must have 
planned for what happened now.  Aurel turned toward Lammert as 
well.  “Lord Liam, your message said you had someone that was 
going to require protection.”  He took a deep breath.  “You 
certainly held up your end.”  He glanced at Bastien again, and 
smiled.  “Who are we protecting and from whom?” 

A chill went down Bastien’s spine, and he took a step 
toward Lammert before he caught himself.  “You son of a bitch.” 

“Well…”  Lammert nodded.  “Yes.” 

“Uh…”  Rien glanced from Lammert to Bastien and back again.  
“I’m missing…”  His eyes widened.  “You son of a bitch.” 

“Yes.”  Lammert shrugged. 

“Bastien.”  Aurel’s voice was sharp.  “This man has…” 

“Has just put you in a position where you may be guilty of 
treason.”  Bastien glared at Lammert.  “If you get my father —” 

“Explain.”  Aurel folded his arms. 

“Certainly.”  Lammert nodded.  “Baron Kohler, the man you 
are protecting is my brother.  Prince Marinus Draak.” 

“You…”  Aurel stared.  “Son of a bitch.” 

“Oh…”  Lammert clasped his hands behind his back.  “You 
really have no idea.”   

# 

“You had no right to…”  Rien glared at Lammert.  Bast was 
standing by his father, or rather somewhat protectively in front 
of him.  Aurel looked like he’d been kicked by a mule.  Maela 
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and Rachel were looking about uncertainly, and Efua and Mikaere 
had both taken positions behind Lammert.  He took a deep breath.  
“What was this arrangement?”  He turned toward Baron Kohler. 

“His letter said…”  Baron Kohler gave a small shake of his 
head.  “That I was to meet his party at a certain location, and 
that in return for protecting…”  The man’s fists clenched.  
“You, he would deliver to me the captain of Phillip’s 
mercenaries and ensure I saw my son again.”  He glared.  “Your 
brother will be perfectly safe in the castle dungeon.” 

“That is an option.”  Lammert nodded.  “He’s somewhat less 
likely to get himself in trouble from in there.” 

“You…”  Rien shook his head. After everything, Lammert 
would betray him this casually?  It made no sense at all.  None 
of this did.  How the hell could Lammert have arranged this in 
the first place? 

“Whose fucking side are you even on?”  Bast stared at 
Lammert. 

“And you can join him there.”  Baron Kohler narrowed his 
eyes as he turned his own gaze toward Lammert. 

“On the contrary, you’ll find you have no cause to place me 
under arrest, Baron Kohler.  I have committed no crime in your 
land, and I have raised no arms against your citizenry.” 

“I…”  Baron Kohler glared before turning to Bast.  “If he’s 
that one’s brother, does that make him —” 

“I am not a prince.  I have, by order of Queen Thirza, been 
stripped of all rights, titles, and holdings in the Wildlands.  
I am not…”  Lammert shrugged.  “A Wilder.” 

“Is that true?”  Baron Kohler raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes.  He’s the one they call the Phoenix, but…”  Bast’s 
face was clearly reluctant.  “You have no cause to imprison 
him.” 

“Master Rien?”  Rachel shifted her weight from foot to 
foot. 

“Stay with Bast, Lovely.”  Rien nodded to her.  He glanced 
at Bast, who nodded.  “He’ll keep you and your sister safe.” 

Baron Kohler signaled the knights.  Four of them.  Under 
other circumstances, he’d consider that a compliment.  “Take 
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this man to the tower cell and make him comfortable inside.  He 
is not to be harmed.” 

“Yes, my lord.” 

Rien glared at his brother again before following the 
knights.  Hopefully, Bast could — and would — find a way to get 
him out of this. 

36 

Bastien watched as another knight escorted Lammert, Efua, 
and Mikaere to rooms within the castle.  His father was no fool.  
Though Lammert could not be arrested, his father ordered a guard 
placed.  He’d be watched at all times and if he did try 
anything, he’d quickly find himself in a cell.  Maela and Rachel 
exchanged worried glances.  Aurel turned toward them.  “Ladies, 
I can arrange rooms or an escort to take you wherever…”  he 
trailed off uncertainly. 

“Master Rien told us to stay with Bast.”  Rachel shifted 
her weight from foot to foot before turning her eyes to him.  
“Bast?” 

“It’s alright, Rachel.  You’ll be safe here…”  He trailed 
off when he saw the scared look on Maela’s face.  Bastien 
swallowed.  The last time she’d been in a castle…  “Father, 
could we arrange them a room near mine?” 

“Bastien?”  Aurel blinked before giving the women an 
uncertain look. 

“They are under my protection.”   

“Of course.”  Aurel nodded.  “Yes.  It will be arranged, 
and I will have one of the servants fetch them, er…”  His father 
blushed a little.  “Proper attire.”  He shifted a little.  
“Come.  Let’s get those collars off all of you.” 

“But…”  Rachel’s eyes went wide.  “Bast, what if someone 
thinks we…” 

“It’s alright, Rachel.”  Bastien held up a hand.  “It’s 
alright.  We’ll get…”  He exhaled.  “Trust me.” 

Rachel gave him another fearful look, but Maela put a hand 
on her shoulder.  “Sister, it’s Bast.  You know he won’t let 
anyone hurt us.”  Maela smiled.   
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“Alright.”  Rachel slowly nodded.  “If Bast thinks it is 
best, then…”  She nodded again.  “Alright.” 

# 

The ‘cell’ looked like a bedroom at first glance.  Until 
one noted it contained nothing but the bed and there were bars 
even on the small windows.  A child couldn’t have squeezed 
through.  The door was a metal grate, ensuring his guards could 
observe him.  Blood and ashes, he’d actually started to trust 
Lammert.  Rien exhaled. 

Ordering Bast to free him would mean setting him on his own 
people.  He’d promised his knight that was an order he’d never 
give.  And these weren’t just Bast’s countrymen, this place had 
been his home.  The guards wore the Kohler hound.  If Lammert 
were in range, he’d break the man’s jaw.  A neat trap and he’d 
walked right into it. 

Except he’d led.  Rien frowned.  They hadn’t been following 
Lammert.  Rien himself had chosen their path.  How the hell then 
could Lammert have…  He’d have had to send that message before 
being arrested by Rutger, because he certainly hadn’t had the 
chance to send it after.  Rien sat down on the bed.  Lammert’s 
spy network was apparently far better than he’d let on, if that 
were true. 

If that were true why hadn’t Lammert just eliminated 
Rutger?  Especially since he had clearly no intention of 
actually remaining in the Wildlands.  He’d burned that bridge 
thoroughly.  Efua clearly knew her poisons, and Lammert had 
proved willing to use such things.  Perhaps blood did tell after 
all. 

Or perhaps he was just an idiot who had no fucking idea 
what was going on around him.  Rien sighed.  And now he was a 
prisoner.  Wonderful. 

# 

He rubbed at his wrists, then reached a hand up to touch 
where the collar had been.  After months of wearing it, it felt 
strange to be free of its weight.  Yet it was never the collar 
that had bound him. 

Bastien saw the twins settled into a room.  The girls were 
drawing stares, and it was somewhat galling to realized they 
weren’t entirely wrong to be frightened.  Had they been on their 
own, it was possible some of the men might have tried to take 
advantage.  Several of them had been murmuring about Manisar and 
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bed-slaves.  He really hoped he wasn’t going to have to kill 
anyone. 

From the sitting room, he could keep an eye on their door.  
He was staring out the window when his father found him there 
only a few minutes later.  A smile came to his face when he saw 
the girl following Aurel.  “Sir Bastien!”  Nadja flung herself 
at him. 

“Lady Nadja.”  He returned her hug.  “You got taller.” 

“You got stolen!”  Nadja glared up at him.  “Your Papa and 
I thought you were dead and…”  Her voice trembled a little.  “I 
thought you died saving me.” 

Slowly, he knelt, so they were face to face.  “Nothing was 
your fault, Nadja.” 

She nodded.  “Um, I…”  She shifted her weight from foot to 
foot.  Then she leaned forward.  “Your Papa gave me your horse 
before we knew you were alive.” 

“Gods above.”  He shook his head.  “You’ve probably spoiled 
him completely rotten by now.”  He exhaled loudly.  “Guess 
you’re stuck with him.” 

Nadja grinned before hugging him again.  “I’m glad you’re 
not dead.” 

“I was worried about you too.”  He smiled. 

Aurel waited until Nadja had finished telling Bastien about 
her time in the palace before sending her back to her governess.  
Then he took a deep breath.  “Talk to me, Bastien, because…”  
Aurel sighed.  “I am more than a little confused about what is 
going on here.” 

“I am confused about parts of it myself.”  Bastien folded 
his arms before turning to look out the window again.  “Father, 
I…”  He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths.  “I owe 
Rien — Marinus Draak - my fealty.” 

“What?”  Aurel’s voice betrayed his shock. 

“That’s…”  He turned back toward his father.  “How I 
convinced him to let me send the warning.” 

“Then he was the one who led the attack against —” 

“No.”  Bastien let his arms fall.  “It’s more complicated 
than that, he…”  Bastien rubbed the back of his neck.  “He was 
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there, and he was the one that took me prisoner, but he wasn’t 
leading the attack.  He was pretending to be a mercenary and 
just…”  He rubbed at his wrists again.  “When Phillip and Rutger 
learned he’d been there, they ran with the story to hide 
Rutger’s involvement.  Phillip murdered Rien’s eldest brother, 
Jurgen.” 

“He…”  Aurel inhaled.  “You’re saying Marinus Draak, the 
River Dragon, raided this castle…”  He frowned and gave a small 
shake of his head.  “By accident?” 

“Spend a week in his company and you won’t find that so 
unbelievable.”  Bastien smiled, but it faded quickly.  There 
were things he dared not tell his father, not without risking 
Aurel having Rien executed bargain or no bargain.  And that 
would cause even more problems.  “Father, I’m obligated to —” 

“Defend him.”  Aurel nodded.  “Against me, if I decide not 
to keep my end of the bargain.  I have to defend him, to defend 
you.”  He sighed and looked at the floor. 

“I had no idea Lammert had involved you.”  Bastien clenched 
his fists.  “I’m giving serious consideration to breaking every 
bone in that man’s body.” 

“He’s under guard now and no going anywhere until I get 
answers.”  Aurel squared his shoulders.  “The king will be here 
in three days and…”  Aurel looked away.  “Duke Harald was…” 

“I know.”  Bastien swallowed.  “What complicated things 
even more is…”  He looked down at his hands.  “Rien left the 
Wildlands to protect me.” 

“Explain?” 

“Yeah, you…”  Bastien shrugged.  “You might want to sit 
down for this and uh…”  He waved at a chair.  “Maybe send for 
drinks.” 

# 

He paced the room, looking every now and then toward his 
son.  If the story Bastien was telling was correct, then…  “If 
not for you, Phillip would have taken Solsthriem with 
mercenaries and trolls.  With a Wilder army behind him…”  Aurel 
took a deep breath.  “And this prophecy?” 

“As far as I know, Phillip fits it as well as Rien does.”  
Bastien leaned back in the chair.  “It won’t gain him support in 
Solsthriem, but in places like Ipruci or Manisar?”  He shook his 
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head.  “Or even Thatela, if they thought they could exert any 
control over him.” 

“Thatela backs him already, hoping he’ll create enough 
trouble here that they’ll be able to come in and ‘reclaim their 
lost province’.”  Aurel waved a hand.  “There is already trouble 
along the border.  That’s one reason the king is taking a 
personal interest in this whole affair.”  And when the king 
found out just who he had in his cell, the situation was going 
to grow even more complicated.  King Wendel was a reasonable 
man.  If he was lucky, he’d be able to convince the King to just 
leave Marinus Draak in a cell for the rest of his life.  That 
would fulfill his agreement to ‘protect’ him and not endanger 
Bastien in the process. 

“Right now, no one but those who came with us and you know 
I was the one that killed the dragon.  The sword…”  Bastien 
rested his arms on his knees.  “It glows in my hand, and not 
Rien’s.  I have no idea what other powers it might hold, but 
that’s going to be a giveaway to anyone who actually knows about 
the sword.” 

“You’re here though, not in the Wildlands.” 

“Because Rien took me and ran, Father.  He left because he 
knew what would happen to me if he stayed.”  Bastien raised his 
head. 

As much as he wanted to pretend it didn’t, that mattered.  
He just didn’t know what to do with the information.  It 
mattered, but it changed little.  “These young ladies, where do 
they come into the picture?” 

“They belong to Rien.”  Bastien glanced at the door.  He 
didn’t miss the small smile on his son’s face.  “And they are my 
friends.  Fought the dragon alongside us, and were the only 
reason we managed to get through the tomb in the first place.”  
He looked up at his father.  “I didn’t need Rien to tell me to 
protect them.” 

“No…”  He’d seen the way Bastien had looked at one of the 
twins, and the way she’d looked at him in return.  As if matters 
weren’t complicated enough.  “I am sure you didn’t.  They will 
be my guests for as long as they choose to remain here.”  He 
frowned.  “And the other one.  Lammert?” 

“I…”  Bastien shook his head.  “He offered to free me.  He 
saved my life and kept me from ending up crippled.  He 
manipulated the situation so Rien could get to the dragon.  
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Pretty sure he’s saved Rien several times.  He’s the one that 
got us out of Darodelf.  And…”  Bastien put his hands on his 
legs and pushed himself to standing.  “And I’m not sure what 
game he’s playing, but I’m starting to think we’re the pieces.” 

# 

The room was exactly six paces wide, but if he stretched 
his legs he could do it in four.  He couldn’t leap all the way 
across unless he started from an elevated position.  Here and 
there metal had been set into the stone, where chains could be 
attached.  One of the guard had pointed them out after Rien had 
tried dragging the bed over to test that theory. 

In the other direction, the room was four paces wide.  That 
he could leap.  There was the bed, a hard cot with one blanket.  
No chair.  No table.  No books.  Just a bucket in the corner, 
thankfully empty.  All his weapons and his belt pouch and 
everything but his pants and vest had been taken.  They’d even 
made him remove his boots. 

He’d had three pebbles, but he’d dropped one while juggling 
and it had bounced out of the door.  The guard had refused to 
give it back.  Rien suspected they were holding a grudge.  A 
former occupant had carved something into one of the walls, but 
it was in a script he couldn’t read.  He’d tried carving his own 
message, but the stone of the wall had proved stronger one of 
his pebbles and it had crumbled.  He tossed the remaining pebble 
in the air and caught it again. 

If he connected the various lighter bits of the stone, 
maybe he could make…  Nope, not enough to draw a bird.  He 
thought the room sloped slightly toward the door, but his pebble 
wasn’t round enough to check.  The bars on the window to the 
left, if he stood at the door and faced inside the cell, were 
off from center almost a finger width.  They also looked newer 
than the ones on the other window. 

Definitely a slope to the roof.  The wall on the left was 7 
stones tall, and the one on the right was only six and three 
quarters or so.  If he raised his hands above his head, his 
fingers just barely brushed the ceiling there.  None of the 
guards would tell him their names, and they’d refused his 
suggestion of a friendly card game.  Actually, since they’d 
pointed out the anchors, they hadn’t spoken at all. 

Rien exhaled, and fell back onto the bed.  It was not quite 
long enough to accommodate his height, but that complaint, like 
all his others, had fallen on deaf ears.  The blanket smelled 
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like wet dog.  There was no pillow.  He stood up again.  The 
room wasn’t aligned properly, because from one corner to the 
other was eight paces while the other way was almost nine.  And 
there was a crack in one of the floor stones.  Come to think of 
it, the floor stones on this side of the room were a slightly 
different color than the ones on the other side… nope, that was 
just because of the shadows. 

Oh, hey, there was another pebble under the bed.  Now he 
just needed to find a third one again. 

# 

Aurel led Bastien to the cell where he’d ordered the 
prisoner taken.  The four knights he’d assigned as guards all 
bowed when he entered.  “Any —” 

“Bast.”  Marinus Draak leaned on the inside of the door.  
“Look, I can only find two pebbles, so I’m going to need you to 
bring me one of Lammert’s lungs.” 

“What…”  Aurel blinked before turning to his son. 

“He juggles, its…”  Bastien rubbed his forehead.  
“Nevermind.”  

“Alright…”  Aurel shook his head before turning to look at 
the man in the cell.  “We have some questions.” 

“Oh good.”  Marinus nodded.  “Me too.  If you bring my 
brother down here, I’ll happily beat the answers out of him.” 

“Rien…”  Bastien sighed. 

“I’m going crazy in here.”  Marinus shook his head.   

Bastien narrowed his eyes.  “You’ve been in there for five 
hours.” 

“I…”  Marinus blinked.  “Really?” 

“Really.” 

“Are you sure, cause…”  Marinus frowned.  “Blood and ashes, 
you aren’t really going to leave me in here are you?  This is 
torture.” 

“Seriously?”  Bastien stared at him. 

“Just tell him whatever the hell he wants to know and find 
me a book or…”  He shrugged.  “Can Rachel visit?” 
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“Gods above.”  Aurel closed his eyes and gave a shake of 
his head before turning towards Bastien.  “This is the man you 
think should be heir to the Wildlands?” 

“Phillip killed the one everyone thought should take the 
job.”  Bastien shrugged.  “The other one is working with 
Phillip.”  He sighed.  “I hate to say it, but it’s probably in 
everyone’s best interest if Rien ends up with the job.  He…”  
Bastien shrugged. 

“I’m a fucking idiot.”  Marinus banged his head on the 
door.  “And I’ll just sit on the throne and make farting noises 
while my steward…”  He banged his head on the door again.  “Runs 
everything.” 

“That uh…”  Bastien nodded.  “Would be the best case 
scenario, yes.  And Rien has no personal grudges against anybody 
but Phillip and doesn’t actually want to conquer anything.” 

“Except —” 

“Rien, stop helping.” 

“Right.  Shutting up.” 

# 

It took a few minutes, but eventually Bastien managed to 
convince his father to actually talk to Rien.  Then he had to 
convince Rien to be cooperative, which was far harder than it 
should have been.  The guards manacled Rien’s hands behind his 
back before letting him out of the cell, and they went down a 
level to a small sitting room.  Aurel was telling one of the 
servants to fetch drinks when a small voice spoke up.  “That’s 
the bad man.” 

“Nadja.”  Bastien turned to see her standing in the corner, 
glowering at Rien. 

“That’s the bad man.”  Nadja narrowed her eyes.  “The one 
that killed my parents and stole you.” 

“That’s…”  Aurel’s face darkened before he turned to Rien.  
“Did you kill the duke?” 

“I killed four men while I was here.  All of them armed and 
armored.”  Rien shook his head. 

“My men.”  Nadja raised her voice.  “I want his head cut 
off.” 
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“I…”  Aurel started to take a deep breath. 

“Nadja…”  Bastien knelt to look at her.  “If someone tries 
to cut off Rien’s head, I have to try to stop them.” 

“You…”  Nadja stared at him.  Her lip started to tremble.  
“But you’re my knight.”  A tear fell from her eye.  “You’re my 
knight.” 

He swallowed.  “Nadja, please don’t…”  He shook his head.  
“Please don’t make me hurt anyone.” 

She walked toward him.  “He stole you.” 

“I know.”  Bastien nodded to her. 

The girl turned toward Rien.  “You helped Phillip kill my…”  
Her voice caught on a sob. 

Rien looked away.  “I…”  He closed his eyes.  “I’m sorry.” 

Nadja looked from Bastien to Aurel and back again.  Then 
she sighed.  “You don’t have to cut off his head.” 

“Thank —”  Aurel started to relax. 

Then Nadja took a step forward.  With every bit of strength 
and fury she could muster, she kicked Rien squarely between the 
legs. 

37 

Rien fell to his knees and tried not to vomit.  The baron 
was pulling the little girl away before she continued pressing 
her attack.  By the time he got his breath back, one of the 
servants was guiding the girl back to her room.  “You don’t…”  
He glared.  The manacles weren’t heavy ones.  He could feel the 
lock that connected the two wrist cuffs.  “Have to find this 
funny.” 

“Yes.”  Bast nodded.  “Yes, I do.” 

“Blood and ashes.  I should introduce her to Jurgen’s 
youngest.”  Rien winced as he got back to his feet.  “Then we 
could just sit back and let them take over the world.”  He shook 
his head, then exhaled.  “I suppose I had that coming.” 

“Duke Harald was a good man.”  Bast’s voice was quiet.  “A 
noble in every sense of the world, and he loved his daughter 
dearly.” 
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“You don’t have to keep reminding me of how badly I fucked 
up.”  Rien sighed.  “Phillip killed Jurgen.  He murdered my 
brother, then I stupidly helped him kill his.  I’m trying to 
make that right.” 

“It isn’t us you will need to convince.”  Aurel shook his 
head.  “You…”  He gestured to the other four knights standing 
guard in the room.  “We lost friends in your attack.  Those four 
armed and armored men you killed were our brothers.”  His eyes 
narrowed.  “You put a collar around my son’s neck.”  He folded 
his arms. “Give me one reason not to shove you into an oubliette 
for the rest of your natural life.” 

“I’m cooperating.”  Rien squared his shoulders.  “Phillip 
murdered my brother.  He conspired with Rutger to take over my 
people to use us as nothing more than weapons for Phillip’s war.  
Left to their plan, they will destroy both our peoples.”  He 
took a deep breath and met Aurel’s eyes.  “I intend to kill them 
first.  You are my friend’s father, so I would really prefer not 
to have to go through you to do so.  So, I’m cooperating.” 

“You are —”  Aurel started shaking his head. 

“You don’t know me, or you would know that four knights are 
not a threat to me.  So let me be very clear on this matter.”  
Rien put his full strength to work.  The lock connecting the 
cuffs snapped, and he brought his hands in front of him.  The 
eyes of the knights around him widened as they reached for their 
weapons.  “I am the River Dragon.  I am going to kill Phillip.  
You are not going to stop me.”  He took a step forward. 

“Rien, enough.”  Bast shook his head. 

“I —”  Rien narrowed his eyes. 

“Enough.”  Bast folded his arms.  “Behave yourself —”  He 
smiled.  “Or I’ll hold you to your bet.  Right now.” 

“You —”  Rien turned to stare at him.  “You —”  He growled.  
“Fine.”  He made himself take a couple deep breaths, ignoring 
the knights.  They were all looking at Aurel as though waiting 
for instruction.  Aurel, however, was merely watching him 
calmly.  It occurred to him in that moment that Aurel was the 
man who had trained Bast.  He turned back to the man.  “There is 
your reason.”  He pointed to Bast.  “I trust him.  I’ll abide by 
whatever…”  He shrugged.  “Whatever terms he arranges.  He knows 
the stakes.”  He turned and started walking back toward the 
cell.  “And someone bring me a damn book or something.” 

# 
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“Look, just…”  Bastien sighed.  “Just let Rachel pick the 
book and she’ll handle the situation.  Just keep in mind if 
anyone lays a hand on her I’ll remove it.”  The servant nodded 
before heading to obey.  Bastien turned toward Aurel.  “He will.  
He’ll keep his word.” 

“You sound certain of that.”  Aurel sat down in a slightly 
battered chair.  Parts of the castle were still under repair, 
and not all of the stolen items had been replaced. 

“You told me once…”  Bastien straightened.  “That liars are 
the first to accuse others of lying.  Rien has —”  He shook his 
head.  “He trusted me with a sword, to stand guard, shortly 
after I gave him my oath.  Whatever else he may be, Father, he 
is not a liar or an oathbreaker.” 

“No, but he is a murderer, a thief, a raider, and…”  Aurel 
stood again.  The warning had come some days after the attack on 
the castle.  If that had been his son’s impetus for the oath, 
that meant…  Bastien was not a man who would have been a 
cooperative prisoner.  “Can you look me in the eye and tell me 
he never hurt you?”  He raise an eyebrow. 

“I…”  Bastien exhaled.  “No.” 

Fury filled him.  Bastien had been that man’s prisoner for 
five months.  A slave.  “He stays in the cell.”  And a knight.  
“Will it be necessary to put you in one as well?” 

“I…”  Bastien shook his head.  “No.  He ordered me to 
protect the girls, and I can’t do that from inside a cell.  
I’ll…”  He rubbed the back of his neck.  “I could kill Lammert 
for putting us in this situation.” 

“There are still a thousand questions.”  Aurel started for 
the door.  “Let’s see if that man has some answers.” 

# 

Bastien followed his father up the stairs to the guest 
rooms.  The guards sat outside the door, where they could keep a 
close eye on it.  “Has he said anything?” 

“Nobody has come out since they went in.”  The first guard 
shook his head. 

“All three of them in the same quarters?”  Aurel raised an 
eyebrow. 
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“They are Lammert’s body-slaves.”  Bastien turned to his 
father.  “They shared his quarters back in Darodelf.  It’s the 
custom, there.” 

“It’s not proper.”  Aurel frowned.  “There was a woman with 
them.” 

“Efua.”  Bastien nodded. 

“Tell me of her?”  Aurel raised an eyebrow. 

“I, uh…”  He shrugged.  “I actually don’t know much about 
her.  She’s a healer.  She treated me when I was injured.”  It 
was probably best not to mention how, though his father would 
learn eventually.  “Kept me from ending up crippled.  And she 
uh…”  He glanced at the door.  “She knows poison.” 

“That is not comforting.”  Aurel pinched the bridge of his 
nose.  “The man?” 

“Mikaere.  He’s from Uhses.  He’s tougher than he looks.  
And he uh…”  Bastien rubbed his neck.  “Apparently, he thinks 
Lammert is the manifestation of one of his people’s gods or 
something.  I don’t really understand it.” 

“What sort of madness is this?”  Aurel ran his hand down 
his face.  “And Lammert himself?” 

“He’s always treated me with respect.  He saved my…”  He 
sighed.  “In Darodelf, Rutger tried to set Rien up, provoke him 
into doing something stupid.  The method he chose was to cause 
an altercation in the market, involving me, while Rien was 
otherwise occupied.  Lammert prevented me from being whipped to 
death.” 

His father went silent.  “You were…” 

“Efua treated the injuries.  There are hardly any scars, 
even.”  Bastien put a hand on his father’s shoulder.  “I’m alri—
”  He was cut off by his father hugging him again.  He hugged 
Aurel back.  “I’m alright.” 

“That…”  Aurel stepped back and glanced at the door.  
“Makes it somewhat harder for me to be angry at him.” 

“He could have been king, if he’d wanted.  He found three 
keystones, somehow, and…”  Bastien sighed.  “And he put his life 
on the line to buy Rien and I enough time to kill the dragon.  
Then he…”  Bastien shook his head.  “Until you mentioned 



DragonLord Venavis 7-May-17 

https://venavis.wordpress.com/  Page 247 of 271 

protection, I thought he had some plan to get us through here 
without you ever realizing who Rien actually was.” 

“Get you through…”  Aurel frowned. 

“His agreement…”  Bastien looked away.  “Was that you’d see 
me again, not that…” 

“You’re not free.”  Aurel sighed.  “I got the chains off 
you but it doesn’t matter.  You’re not free.”  Aurel laughed 
bitterly.  “As if I didn’t have reason enough to have Marinus 
Draak simply killed.” 

“Father…”  Bastien took a deep breath.  “He —” 

“He held up his end of the bargain.”  Aurel closed his 
eyes, his expression pained.  “I’ll…”  He exhaled.  “I’ll 
protect Marinus.  I don’t know how, but…”  He sighed.  “I’ll 
keep my end.” 

# 

“Lovely.”  Rien blinked when he took in Rachel’s 
appearance.  “What the —” 

“Solsthriem…”  Rachel shook her head.  “Is trying to kill 
me.” 

“Who —”  Rien put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  
“Lovely, who did this to you?”   

She was dressed in a flowing gown, a bodice carefully laced 
in a manner that concealed rather than enhanced her perfect 
breasts.  The gown was long enough to nearly touch the floor, 
and the material was heavy enough that it wouldn’t have shown 
anything had she been standing in front of a bonfire on a dark 
night.  And that was before it had been ruffled.  The sleeves 
were so long they actually hid her hands in gobs of lace.  Her 
hair was covered by a scarf that also hid the neckline of the 
dress, meaning the only skin that showed was her face.   

“Bast told the servants I was to be treated as a 
noblewoman.  Then the serving woman said I wasn’t to be 
permitted out of the rooms until I was decently attired as a 
proper young noble woman.  I wanted to see you.”  Rachel shook 
her head.  She offered him a book.  “Bast said to bring this to 
you.” 

“This is what Solsthriem’s noblewomen wear?”  He took in 
the clothing again.  
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“It took them an hour to dress me.”  Rachel’s lower lip 
trembled.  “There is a whole other gown underneath this gown.” 

“An…”  Rien shuddered.  He felt a pang of sympathy.  “So 
that’s how Bast could still be a virgin at twenty-three.” 

“Master Rien…”  She stared up at him, her eyes watering. 

“Oh, Lovely…”  He opened his arms.  “Come here.” 

# 

“Lammert, we need a word.”  Bastien looked around the 
quarters.  Efua sat on the sofa by the fire, reading.  
“Lammert?”  He frowned.  “Efua, where is Lammert?” 

“He and Mikaere had business to attend.”  She waved a hand.  
“They will be back in a couple days.” 

“I was clear they were not to leave these chambers.”  Aurel 
narrowed his eyes. 

Bastien turned toward Efua again.  He blinked.  The collar 
that had been around her neck was missing.  He gave the woman a 
long look.  She was old, older than Lammert himself by at least 
a few years.  Her close cropped hair was steel gray, a startling 
contrast with her nearly black skin.  He still hadn’t learned 
why one of the Ilael served a Wilder prince, but it appeared 
that was no longer the case.  “Lammert freed you?” 

“I have always been free, boy.”  Efua turned a page in her 
book.  “We no longer have need of those masks.” 

“Then in his absence, it seems you must answer our 
questions.”  Aurel folded his arms.  “Starting with how did they 
get past my guards?” 

“You placed your guard upon the door.”  Efua shrugged. 

“For the…”  Bastien ran a hand down his face and turned 
toward his father.  He winced before looking down at the ground.  
“In Darodelf Lammert got past the guards on the door by —” 

“He went out the window?”  Aurel raised an eyebrow. 

“He went out the window.”  Bastien nodded. 

“Are all Wilders insane?” 

“Yeah and…”  He sighed.  “It’s a little contagious.”  He 
turned back toward Efua.  “Where did they go?” 
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She turned another page in her book.  “I am not going to 
tell you.  However, the fact that I remain should be evidence 
enough that they intend to return.” 

“We need to know where they went.”  Aurel glared at her.  
“You will tell us, now.” 

“Or?”  She lifted an eyebrow. 

Aurel blinked.  “Or?” 

“You were issuing a threat.”  She didn’t look up from her 
book.  “I am curious as to what, exactly, you intend to threaten 
me with?” 

“I…”  Aurel frowned.  Then he turned toward Bastien. 

“We uh…”  Bastien rubbed his neck.  Then he shrugged.  “We 
could put her in the cell with Rien.” 

“That…”  Aurel shrugged.  “You will tell us where they went 
or we will put you in the cell with Marinus.” 

“Clever.”  She shrugged.  “How?” 

“I…”  Bastien blinked.  “What do you mean, how?” 

“I mean, which of your vaulted and honorable knights will 
you have drag a defenseless old woman to whom you granted guest 
right…”  She turned another page.  “Through the castle and up 
and down stairs to toss into a cell with a murderous Wilder 
raider?”   

“Gods above.”  Aurel turned and stormed out of the room.  
“I’ll get scouts out after them.” 

38 

Aurel folded his arms and shook his head.  He should have 
known that message and its offer was too good to be true.  When 
the king arrived, he’d be lucky if he managed to escape with 
nothing more than being stripped of his new title.  Two sons of 
the Dragon Queen, and he’d not only let one get away he’d 
obliged himself to protect the other.  Though it would have 
changed nothing if he hadn’t agreed to the deal.  There was 
still Bastien to protect.  “He called you his friend.” 

“Father?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow. 

“Marinus.  He called you his friend.”  Aurel turned to face 
his son.  “Are you his friend?” 
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“I…”  Bastien shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Maybe.  It’s…”  He 
rubbed the back of his head.  “It’s a lot harder to hate him 
than it should be.  He’s not evil, he’s just…”  Bastien shook 
his head.  “Kinda stupid.  I’m guessing that’s why Lammert 
didn’t argue with you putting him in a cell.  Whatever Lammert 
is doing, he wanted Rien out of the way while he took care of 
it, and that…” 

“Is a troublesome notion.”  Aurel frowned.  “He didn’t call 
himself Lammert in the message he sent.  He used the name Liam.”  
He sighed.  “Alright, Marinus said he’ll abide by what terms you 
set, so I suggest you come up with —” 

“My lord?”  A servant stepped into the room.  The man’s 
face was red, and he couldn’t quite look at them.  “We have a…”  
He winced.  “Situation.  With the prisoner.” 

“What kind of situation?”  Aurel narrowed his eyes. 

“Well, the woman brought him a book as instructed, but…”  
The servant turned even redder. 

“But?”  Aurel stopped himself from tapping his foot. 

“Oh for…”  Bastien ran a hand down his face. 

# 

The cot was surprisingly sturdy.  Rien held Rachel in his 
lap, nuzzling her breasts as she rode him.  She was moaning 
quite loudly, a bit more loudly than she normally did.  Her back 
arched as she cried out in the throes of passion, and he gave a 
loud moan of his own. 

“Bawdy goatish base-court louts.”  The grate that served 
the cell as a door rang sharply when Bast kicked it.   

Rien blinked, then looked up at Rachel, who was grinning.  
“A moment, Lovely.”  He lifted her off him, then went to the 
door.  Behind Bast, Baron Kohler turned bright red.  The other 
four guards on the cell were all facing away.  As soon as Rachel 
walked up beside him Baron Kohler made a choking sound before 
turning around himself.  “Hey.” 

“You…”  Bast pointed at Rachel.  “Were just supposed to 
bring him a book.” 

“I misunderstood.”  Rachel gave Bast an innocent look. 

“You mis…”  Bast glared at her.  “You did not and…”  His 
eyes widened and he turned red, then he too looked away. 
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“Bast.”  Rien laughed.  “You act like you’ve never seen 
Rachel’s breasts before.”  He put an arm around Rachel. 

“Will you two churlish beetle-headed lewdsters put some 
damn clothes on?” 

“Well, Lovely?”  He turned to look down at her. 

She made a show of considering the question before shaking 
her head.  “He didn’t say please, Master Rien.” 

“That’s right.”  He kissed her nose.  “He didn’t.”  He 
turned back toward Bast.  “You didn’t say please.” 

“Will you froward impertinent saucy fly-bitten wayward 
unmuzzled dizzy-eyed errant tickle-brained strumpets please put 
some clothes on?” 

“See, I’m pretty sure I know what all those words meant and 
they hurt my feelings.”  Rien shook his head.  “Hey, could you 
send Maela down as well, I uh…”  He snickered.  “Need another 
book.” 

“Rachel, come out of there.”  Bast began unfastening the 
lock on the door. 

“Of course.”  Rachel stepped out of the cell, only for Bast 
to immediately shove her back in. 

“Clothes!” 

“Well, if you’re going to be like that, Bast.”  She folded 
her arms under her breasts.  “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

“How rude of you to lay hands on a lady, Bast.”  Rien 
snickered.  “I’m disappointed in your —” 

“Words cannot express how much I hate you both.”  Bast 
slammed the cell door closed and locked it again.  

“Such manners.”  Rien rolled his eyes, then extended his 
hand to Rachel.  “Well, Lovely, where were we?” 

# 

“If uh…”  Sir Noel was tilting his head when they got back 
to the sitting room.  After Bastien had assured them Rien 
wouldn’t actually try to escape, Aurel had left just one guard 
and that one a bit further away from the cell.  The guards had 
drawn straws to determine who was left, and poor Sir Dieter had 
actually paled when he’d drawn the short one. 
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“What?”  Bastien sighed. 

“You’ve seen that woman, er…”  Sir Noel shifted from foot 
to foot awkwardly.  “Are they really Manisarian?”  Bastien 
turned to glare at him, and Sir Noel actually took a step back.  
“I mean, uh, well, uh…”  He turned red.  “One hears things.” 

“Sir Noel.”  Aurel’s voice was cold.  “You have duties to 
attend.” 

“Right, sir, Baron, yes…”  Sir Noel nodded several times 
before hastily exiting the room. 

He took a couple deep breaths, then collected himself.  
“Father, I…”  He blinked as a small sound came from where his 
father was standing.  Bastien’s eyes widened.  “Father?” 

Aurel gave up all pretense of maintaining his dignity and 
just started laughing.  “The king…”  He closed his eyes and 
tried to get his laughter back under control.  “Doesn’t…”  He 
shook his head.  “Gods above, Bastien, that man is a prince?” 

“I’m starting to think the reason nobody has bothered 
trying to conquer the Wilders is they don’t want to be stuck 
with them.”  Bastien rubbed his neck.  Then his head came up.  
“I should check on Maela.”  He started toward the rooms, then 
blinked when Aurel followed.  “Father…?” 

“Under the circumstances…”  Aurel started snickering again.  
“I think chaperons may be required where those two ladies are 
concerned.” 

# 

Thanks to the sheer amount of fabric Rachel had been 
wearing when she’d joined him in the cell, the cot was now 
nicely padded.  It was narrow though, meaning Rachel was pressed 
quite snuggly against him.  That was not a hardship.  Rien 
smiled as he ran his fingers through her hair.  She returned his 
smile, her blue eyes warm and adoring.  He kissed her.  “You are 
a treasure, my Lovely.” 

“Thank you, Master Rien.”  She snuggled into him. 

He held her close, and couldn’t deny that the gesture was 
at least somewhat protective.  He was, after all, a prisoner, 
and she in the cell with him.  If things went bad, she could be 
in considerable danger.  Letting her in the cell had been a 
stupid move for him to make, but…  Lammert was right.  He was a 
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spoiled, selfish shit.  “Tomorrow you should return to your 
room, with your sister.” 

“I want to stay with you, Master Rien.”  She shook her 
head. 

“Lovely, nothing gives me more pleasure than having you 
with me, but…”  He kissed her forehead.  “I need you safe, 
alright?  I…”  He swallowed past the lump rising in his throat.  
“Whatever happens, I need you safe.” 

“Master —”   

Rien cut her off with a kiss.  “Lovely, as long as you are 
safe, I am happy.  Please.” 

“Yes, Master Rien.”  She melted into his arms. 

# 

“Did you know what she planned?”  Bastien raised an eyebrow 
at Maela. 

“Bast…”  Maela smiled.  She was dressed demurely, in a 
dress of fetching green that set off the blue of her eyes.  The 
skirt swirled around her ankles, and she’d chosen petticoats of 
a different color to draw the eye.  He’d seen her naked, and yet 
he found himself hoping for a glimpse of her shapely calf 
beneath the gown.  And from the slight smile she gave him, he 
knew she knew it.  “You had to know what would happen if you let 
her into a cell with Master Rien.” 

“I’ve clearly been around that man too long.”  Bastien 
sighed.  “I’ve gone stupid.” 

“You’re such a surly simpleton.” 

“Roguish rascal.” 

“Demure dolt.” 

“Salacious strumpet.” 

“Modest mouse.” 

“Sadistic siren.” 

“Ha.”  She bounced a little.  “You called me that once 
already.” 

“I…”  He blinked.  “No, I called Rachel that.” 
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“Did…”  She frowned.  “Ugh.  That’s right.  This round is 
yours.” 

“I feel like I should disapprove of this.”  Aurel pinched 
the bridge of his nose.  “Lady Maela, are you settling in 
alright?” 

“Oh, yes.”  She nodded.  “I like the tapestry you have 
chosen for this room.  Late Katarin period, with all the blue 
and poem in the pattern embroidered along the edge.  A Walk in 
Starlight.”   

Aurel’s eyes widened just a little.  “You read Katarin?” 

“Maela is brilliant with languages.”  Bastien shrugged.  
“And everything else.” 

She blushed a little before nodding.  “It’s phonetic, so 
once I memorized two of the odes and their translations, 
learning the actual script wasn’t difficult.  It’s easier than 
some of the older languages that have more dialects because you 
don’t run into situations where the same word can mean eight 
different things, and it flows so beautifully for poetry and 
songs.”  She smiled up at Aurel.  “I’m writing the poem for when 
Bast and I explored the tomb in Katarin.” 

“You’re writing a poem about exploring a tomb with my son?”  
Aurel blinked. 

“And he is not allowed to help.”  Maela shook her head.  
“He is a terrible poet.” 

“Hey…”  Bastien glared.  “It rhymed.” 

“Bastien there is more to poetry than rhyming.”  Aurel gave 
him a disapproving look before turning back to Maela.  “Have you 
read Ananta’s Song of Silver?” 

“The difference between passion and love is truth, for love 
reveals the self and to be real it must be honest.”  Maela 
nodded.  “I cried the first time I read it.”  She smiled shyly.  
“And the second.”   

“It was my wife’s favorite.”  Aurel smiled.  “She used to 
read it to Bastien when he was a babe in arms.”  He swallowed.  
“She cried too.”  He took a deep breath.  “It is getting late.  
We should not keep you from your rest, my lady.”  He gestured to 
the door. 
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Bastien started to follow.  “Bast?”  He turned at the sound 
of Maela’s voice, and saw her shifting uncertainly. 

“Maela?” 

“Where are you going?” 

“I…”  He blinked.  “To my quarters.” 

“You’re not…”  She swallowed.  “Can I come with you?” 

“That’s uh…”  Aurel shook his head.  “Not appropriate.” 

“But…”  Maela rubbed her arm.   

“Maela, no one here will…”  Bastien took a deep breath when 
he saw tears coming to her eyes.  “Maela, have you ever slept by 
yourself before?” 

“No.”  Her lip trembled.  “There was always Rachel or…”  
She looked away.  “Then there was you or Master Rien to keep me 
safe.” 

“You…”  Aurel blinked. 

“Maela, I…”  Bastien sighed.  “Maela, you’ve smacked the 
River Dragon around with a sword and you shot an actual dragon 
in the face with a crossbow.”  Then he smiled.  “If it makes you 
feel better, I’ll make up a pallet by the door, alright?” 

“That’s —”  Aurel started shaking his head again. 

“Alright.”  Maela nodded, then smiled.  “That way I can 
protect you too.” 

“— unacceptable.”  Aurel folded his arms. 

“Nobody I’d rather have watching my back.”  Bastien nodded. 

“I am speaking out loud, am I not?”  Aurel glared. 

# 

Two days passed.  At first he’d been concerned they were 
actually going to make him and Rachel use the bucket, but either 
Bast had interceded or they’d taken mercy on Rachel.  By simply 
taking hold of his hand and refusing to let go, Rachel had 
ensured he too, was permitted to use the actual bathing chamber 
and latrine.  A couple of the guards worked up the nerve to look 
at Rachel, but they were all smart enough not to try touching 
her.  Undoubtedly Bast was ensuring Maela was accorded the same 
respect. 
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Fresh clothes had been brought for them both that morning.  
Bast, however, had seen to it Rien’s vest was clean and had 
returned that to him.  He smiled, then set the Solsthriem style 
clothing aside.  Odds were he’d just have put it on backward 
anyway.  Rien laced up Rachel’s bodice for her.  This gown was 
more flattering than the one she’d worn previously, though it 
still showed far too little skin.  He settled the vest over his 
shoulders.  Nudity had never bothered him, but without his 
weapons he felt naked. 

This time, when they secured his hands behind his back, 
they used a far heavier chain.  He couldn’t quite stop himself 
from smirking just a little.  Rachel gave him a worried look, 
and he sighed before nodding to her.  Reluctantly, she went with 
one of the servants to rejoin her sister.   

His life was on the line here, and his best chance was to, 
frankly, not be himself.  He’d spoken with Bast that morning, 
told him that if the meeting did not go well, he and his father 
were to stand down.  He’d gotten enough good men killed. 

Bast met him at the door.  The knight wore full armor, and 
had the dragonsword slung across his back.  Rien narrowed his 
eyes.  “You’re going to ignore every word I said this morning, 
aren’t you?” 

“But not the fact you said them.”  Bast met his eyes.  “You 
ready?” 

“It strikes me as strange, being a prince and all…”  Rien 
shrugged.  “But I’ve never actually met a king before.” 

“What about your father?”  Bast blinked. 

“Pauwel was a chief, and then the queen’s consort.  He was 
not, however, a king.”  Rien shook his head.  “I…”  He lifted 
his chin.  “Prisoner or not, I am not going to bow.  I’ll have 
my own rank recognized.  The sons of the dragon do not kneel.” 

“All things considered…”  Bast started walking.  “I think 
that’s going to be the least of my worries.” 

39 

King Wendel’s entourage filled most of the courtyard.  The 
king was nearly fifty, but still a sturdy man.  His brown hair 
was half turned to steel gray, but he walked as confidently as 
his knights.  In his youth, he’d been accounted a fair warrior, 
and Bastien knew the sword that hung at the king’s side was not 
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purely ceremonial.  He greeted Nadja, playing the part of a fond 
uncle rather than the part of a king.  Hopefully, that meant he 
would be in a good mood, though there was the girl’s own 
feelings on Rien to consider. 

Rien stood beside him, uncharacteristically quiet as they 
awaited what could easily be his trial.  It was nearly an hour 
before the little duchess went back to her studies, and most of 
the king’s entourage left the hall.  Maybe a half dozen men 
remained.  Only then did the king appear to take notice of Rien.  
Bastien felt his stomach clench.  It was more than just their 
lives at stake.  Even the king’s mercy could result in Bastien 
himself being banished from Solsthriem entirely, and the 
disgrace of the newly formed noble house of Kohler. 

“King Wendel.”  Aurel and Bastien both took a knee.  
Aurel’s face darkened just a little when Rien did not. 

“Rise.”  The king gestured.  His eyes went to Bastien.  
“Sir Bastien Kohler, the realm owes you a great debt.  I am not 
blind to the sacrifice you made to keep our kingdom safe.” 

“Thank you, Your Highness.”  Bastien bowed again. 

Then the king turned his eyes once again to Rien.  “You are 
the one they call the River Dragon.” 

“I am.”  Rien nodded.  “And you are King Wendel Jaeger.” 

“I am.”  King Wendel returned the nod.  “Whatever your 
motives, you assisted Phillip in murdering my beloved cousin.  
Additionally, you have conducted other raids along my borders, 
resulting in the deaths of both my soldiers and civilians.  You 
have taken slaves from among my people.  And I have been assured 
that if I do find in favor of your execution I will not incur 
the wrath of the Dragon Queen.” 

His stomach started sinking.  It was starting to sound as 
though the king had made up his mind even before arriving.  And 
the worst part was the man was stating plain facts.  Aurel bowed 
his head.  “Your Majesty, I…” 

“So let us be very clear on this matter, Prince Marinus.  
Your pardon extends only to the crimes previous committed.  Any 
further…”  King Wendel’s eyes narrowed.  “Malfeasance will not 
find me merciful.” 

Bastien blinked.  Aurel looked shocked.  Rien tilted his 
head as if trying to make sense of what the king had just said.  
“My…”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Pardon?” 
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“Your pardon.”  King Wendel nodded.  “Have his shackles 
removed.  We have much to discuss.”  He turned and stalked back 
to the table. 

# 

Rien watched the king walk away.  Both Aurel and Bast had 
flummoxed expressions on their faces.  “What exactly just 
happened here?”  Rien glanced at Bast. 

“Somehow…”  Bast rubbed the back of his neck.  “You drove 
the entire world mad.” 

“And malfeasance means…” 

“Screw up again he’s going to cut your head off.” 

“Right.”  Rien nodded.  “That’s what I thought it meant.”  
He rubbed his wrists when Aurel removed the manacles.  “Those 
things are uncomfortable.” 

“No…”  Bast turned and glared at him.  “Really?” 

“You never complained.”  Rien shook his head. 

“I kicked you in the face.”  Bast continued glaring.  “Bit 
a chunk out of your wrist, and tried to push you off a 
mountain.” 

“Yes, but you never actually said anything.”  Rien folded 
his arms. 

“I said —” 

“Can we please focus here?”  Aurel’s sharp voice cut into 
their argument.  “Preferably before you give me cause to execute 
Marinus?”   

“Yes, Father.”  Bast bowed his head. 

“Yes, Baron Kohler.”  Rien’s own voice was surprisingly 
meek.  “I, uh…”  He exhaled.  “I’ve been sort of an ass since, 
well, ever, and you’ve been, and…”  He grimaced.  “Alright, I’m 
just going to apologize before I fuck up again and er…”  He 
sighed.  “What happens now?” 

“We have dinner with the king and I spend the evening 
praying you don’t accidentally stab anyone with a soup spoon.”  
Aurel rubbed a hand down his face.  “We figure out what is going 
on.  Then your entire party, minus my son, get as far away from 
this castle as physically possible.” 
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“Uh, okay.  So we have plan.”  Rien nodded.  “I can work 
with that plan.” 

“Gods above.”  Aurel winced. 

“Rien?”  Bast’s voice sounded very confused. 

“Bast?”  Rien turned toward him, and saw Bast was staring 
at where the king was talking to his entourage.  When Bast 
pointed, Rien turned in that direction.  He frowned.  “What am I 
looking at?” 

“The man next to the king.”  Bast tilted his head. 

“Why am I…”  He trailed off as he looked again.  The 
smiling man talking to the king was dressed like one of the 
Solsthriem nobility, in elegant clothing that fit him well 
despite his height.  And it was the height that clued him in.  
“Is that…?” 

“Gods above…”  Aurel’s mouth fell open.  “Is that your 
brother?” 

# 

He sat down at Rien’s left, and quickly elbowed the man 
when Rien started reaching for the wrong goblet.  Fortunately, 
Rien caught on quickly and adjusted.  Lammert sat to the right 
of the king.  The clothing he wore would have marked him as high 
nobility, at least a baron himself, if Bastien hadn’t known 
better.  Then again, did he know better?  The man was sitting at 
the king’s right, directly across from Bastien himself.  The 
Wilder looked at ease in the clothing, as well as comfortable at 
the table. 

And he could tell that it was taking pretty much every 
ounce of effort Rien could muster to prevent himself from 
launching over the table to strangle his brother.  Aurel sat on 
Rien’s other side, apparently with the intention of keeping Rien 
as contained as possible.  “I see repairs are well underway.”  
King Wendel nodded at Aurel. 

“Yes, Your Highness.”  Aurel nodded.  “We should be 
finished with the repairs to the stonework before winter hits.” 

Rien started to open his mouth, then shut it again before 
Bastien could elbow him.  Then he exhaled.  And to Bastien’s 
dread, opened his mouth again.  “I will write to my steward, 
Jochem, and have him provide funds toward those repairs.” 
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King Wendel gave a slight nod.  “That is welcome but 
unnecessary.  Lord Liam has already provided enough funds to see 
the restoration through.”  He glanced at Lammert.  “As an 
apology for treading on the good will of my newest nobleman.”  
He narrowed his eyes.  “That was unnecessary.” 

“I fear we must agree to disagree on that matter.”  Lammert 
took a sip of his wine.   

“I think it’s time we discussed just the dragon matter.”  
The king set his fork down. 

“Sir Bastien…”  Lammert nodded to him.  “Kindly show the 
king your new sword.” 

Bastien hesitated before drawing the dragonblade from the 
sheath on his back.  In his hand, it started to glow.  King 
Wendel sat back in his chair, and exhaled.  “And you swore 
fealty to Marinus Draak?” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”  Bastien replaced the sword. 

“Gods above, old friend…”  King Wendel turned toward 
Lammert.  “You realize…”  He sighed.  “No, of course you 
realize.  I hate this.” 

“I told you that you would.” 

“I should have killed you when I had the chance.”  King 
Wendel shook his head, but he smiled. 

Lammert shrugged.  “I told you that too.” 

A small snort of laughter came from the king.  “That you 
did.”  The smile faded.  “Phillip claims to have killed the 
Stone Dragon.”  King Wendel bowed his head a moment, in a 
gesture that looked surprisingly respectful.  “I didn’t think 
any man could.” 

King Wendel had known Jurgen?  He exchanged a look with 
Rien, and saw that Rien was just as confused as he was.  “Rutger 
and Phillip make a habit of treachery, Your Majesty.”   

“And they have allies in Thatela providing them with 
funding in an attempt to destabilize my kingdom.  Lord Liam 
assures me that the best way to solve that particular problem is 
to take this particular problem…”  King Wendel nodded toward 
Rien.  “And let him be Phillip’s problem.”  He exhaled.  “Sir 
Bastien, at least, I have some confidence in.”  He turned his 
eyes toward Bastien.  “You’ve thwarted Phillip twice already.”   
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“We will do all we can, Your Majesty.”  Bastien nodded. 

“I expect no less.”  King Wendel rose from the table.  
“You…”  He pointed toward Lammert.  “A word before I retire.” 

“Of course.”  Lammert rose and followed the king out of the 
room. 

“That…”  Bastien watched them go.  “Could have gone…”  He 
shook his head before turning toward Rien.  “Did you know your 
brother knew the king?” 

“Do you think beating the shit out of Lammert qualifies as, 
what was it…”  Rien tilted his head.  “Malfeasance?” 

“Probably.”  Aurel’s leaned forward to look at Bastien.  
“Which is why I think I should do it.” 

“Bast…”  Rien smiled.  “I think I’m starting to like your 
father.”   

# 

“So you’re not going to be executed?”  Rachel beamed up at 
him.  She was still wearing entirely too many clothes for his 
liking, but she’d found a way to lace the bodice that pushed her 
breasts up rather than strapping them down.  The effect was 
rather enthralling. 

“The night is still young.”  Rien hugged her to him before 
planting a kiss on her nose.  He started to slide his hand into 
the bodice and she giggled before dancing back playfully. 

“And that means Bast’s father isn’t in trouble.”  Maela 
smiled.  “He’s so nice.” 

“He threw me in a cell.”  Rien frowned. 

“He got me a lapdesk and said I could use the library 
whenever I wanted.”  Maela shook her head.  “And he gave me a 
copy of Linden’s sonnets for my very own.” 

“What’s a sonnet?”  Rien frowned. 

Maela just rolled her eyes.  Bast chuckled.  “It’s a type 
of poem.  Maela’s been reading them to me.” 

“Oh you poor man.”  Rien gave him a sympathetic look. 

“I happen to like them.”  Bast glared at him. 

“Have you recently taken a blow to the head?” 
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“You liked it when I sang you that one.”  Rachel looked up 
at him. 

“Honestly, I just like the way your breasts move when you 
sing.”  Rien shrugged, then laughed when Rachel lightly punched 
him.  He caught her hand and kissed her fingers.  “Lovely, your 
singing voice could make one of Jochem’s ledgers sound 
beautiful.”  She blushed. 

The door clicked open a moment later, and Lammert entered.  
He was still dressed in Solsthriem style, and he’d come alone.  
There was no sign of Mikaere or Efua.  Rien narrowed his eyes.  
“You let me sit in a cell while you…” 

“I thought it best to keep you out of trouble until I’d had 
a chance to settle matters with the king.”  Lammert shrugged. 

Rien moved over to a chair, and sat down.  Rachel went to 
sit next to her sister.  “You could have told me.” 

“Marinus, you have a tendency to open your mouth and let 
words fall out.  Phillip had spies within the Duke’s household, 
and I needed to control what they reported back to him.” 

“That was a shit thing to do to my father.”  Bast’s voice 
was soft.   

“Yes.”  Lammert nodded.  “It was.” 

“So you have a…”  There was a clicking sound.  He turned to 
see Maela had just pulled the string back on a crossbow, and was 
now pointing the bolt at Lammert.  Next to her, Rachel copied 
the action. “Uh…” 

Bast frowned.  “Maela, Rachel, what are you doing?” 

“There are some questions he needs to answer.”  Maela 
narrowed her eyes.  Her voice was cold. 

“And he is going to actually answer them.”  Rachel nodded.  
Unlike her sister, she sounded furious. 

“This is…”  Bast started to move between the girls and 
Lammert.   

“Stay where you are, Bast.”  Rien leaned forward.   

“Rien?”  Bast turned toward him. 

“That’s an order.”  Rien narrowed his eyes.  “Lammert, the 
girls have some questions for you.  I suggest you answer.”  He 
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turned toward his brother.  “They are very good shots with those 
things.” 

40 

Reluctantly, Bastien stepped back as ordered.  They did 
need answers from Lammert.  Lammert, for his part, seemed fairly 
calm about having two crossbows pointed at him.  “First 
question.”  Rien tilted his head.  “Where is Mikaere?” 

“Handling another matter.”  Lammert waved a hand. 

“He’s hiding it, isn’t he?”  Maela shifted the crossbow 
slightly.  “Answer yes or no.  Is he hiding the scepter?” 

“Yes.”  Lammert nodded. 

“Why is…”  Bastien started to frown, then his eyes widened.  
He saw Rien’s eyes do the same thing. 

“How does one kill a dessicated corpse?”  Rachel narrowed 
her eyes. 

“After it got back up for the third time…”  Lammert 
shrugged.  “I stabbed it with the scepter.” 

“Blood and ashes…”  Rien started to stand but sank back 
into the chair.  “Blood and ashes, that’s how…” 

“Yes or no.”  Maela stood.  “Did you put the keystone in 
the manticore’s den for Master Rien to find?” 

“Yes.” 

Bastien fumbled for a chair before falling backward into 
it.  “That’s how you knew to arrange a spear ahead of time and…”   

“How you could tell the baron exactly when and where we 
would be.”  Rien shook his head.   

“Find a dragon you couldn’t have known…”  Bastien stared.   

“But…”  Rien rubbed his eyes.  “The bearer of the scepter 
can’t lie.  You lie all the time.  I mean, you lied about 
poisoning Ludo.” 

“Did I?” 

“He didn’t.”  Rachel shook her head.  “Every word he said 
was true.” 
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“It’s the way he said them that’s the lie.”  Maela glared.  
“He didn’t say he didn’t poison Ludo.  He asked how he could 
possibly have done it and let that serve as a denial.” 

“Clever girls.”  Lammert nodded to them.  

“You can…”  Bastien took a deep breath.  “You can see the 
future.  You know what is going to happen.” 

“I know what will happen if certain factors do not change.  
I do not always know what will occur once I change them.”  
Lammert shook his head.  “I am in no way omniscient, or we would 
never have reached this point in the first place.” 

“How long ago did you arrange Rien’s pardon?”  Bastien 
raised an eyebrow. 

“Twenty two years ago, though that was more Jurgen’s doing 
than mine.”  Lammert leaned forward.  “We helped him rescue his 
son.” 

“Did Jurgen know of your…”  Rien’s voice was quiet. 

“Yes.” 

“Then why…”  Rien’s eyes were dark.  “Is he dead?” 

“I’ve seen all of you die a thousand times, Marinus.  There 
are nights I watch everyone I love be torn apart, watch the 
world turn to chaos and destruction.  As a boy I used to wake 
screaming from the things I saw when I closed my eyes.  I don’t 
choose what I see, and I have learned, very much the hard way, 
what things I can change…”  Lammert looked away.  “And what 
things I cannot.  Sometimes…”  His voice thickened a little.  “I 
have to choose who I can save.” 

“You chose wrong.”  Rien leapt to his feet.  “You chose 
wrong.  Jurgen was ten times the man I am.” 

“And he made me promise that if I ever had to chose between 
him and you that…”  Lammert gave a short, bitter laugh.  “He 
chose you, Marinus.” 

Rien looked as though he’d been run through.  Rachel set 
her crossbow aside, and went to him.  He pulled her into his 
arms, and buried his face in her hair.  The big man was shaking. 

“If you knew…”  Maela frowned.  “To be in the market when 
Bast was being hurt…”  She adjusted the aim of her crossbow 
slightly.  “Why did you let him be hurt in the first place?” 
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“Because I know what would have happened if I had not.  The 
time he spent recovering kept him out of the way of another 
attempt by Rutger to eliminate him.  Phillip wanted Sir Bastien 
dead for thwarting his earlier plans.”  Lammert turned toward 
Bastien.  “You would have survived the second attempt.  Maela 
would not have.” 

“You…”  He glanced at Maela.  “Made the right choice.  Put 
the crossbow down, Maela.”  He waited until she obeyed.  He 
glanced at Rien, and saw tears on the man’s face.  Bastien 
swallowed.  “We can…”  He exhaled.  “Continue this conversation 
another time.” 

# 

“Are you alright?”   

Rien looked up to see Bast offering him a goblet.  He took 
it, and a long drink revealed it to contain wine.  Rien drained 
it.  “No.”  He wiped at his eyes.  “He chose wrong.” 

“He loved you.” Rachel tightened her arms around him.  She 
was in his lap, just holding him.  His left arm was around her, 
keeping her pressed tight. 

“I…”  Rien stood, and set her down.  “You three stay here.” 

“Rien?”  Bast raised an eyebrow. 

“Just stay here, I…”  Rien exhaled.  “I’m not going to do 
anything stupid, I just…”  He shook his head.  “Stay here.  
That’s an order.”   

Despite being unfamiliar with the castle, it took him only 
a couple minutes to locate his brother.  Lammert was in his own 
quarters, sitting before the fire with a glass of wine in his 
hand.  He was still dressed as a Solsthriem lord, but his vest 
was folded over the back of the small couch.  “Marinus.” 

“Someone tried to kill me shortly after I was born, didn’t 
they?”  He sat down across from his brother.  “That’s why you 
came back the first time.” 

“It would have been unintentional.  The act of a child who 
did not know what he was doing.  But you would have been just as 
dead.” 

“Did you know then…”  Rien shook his head.  “About the 
prophecy and…?” 
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“All I knew then was you were my brother.  At the time…”  
Lammert shrugged.  “That was enough.  You were…”  A smile came 
to his brother’s face, and Rien was struck by how much the 
expression transformed him.  It was like looking at a complete 
stranger.  “A very loud child.”  He took a sip of the wine.  
“That part hasn’t changed.” 

“I wish…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “I wish you could have 
told me.  I…”  He rested his arms on his knees.  “I used to 
think you cold.  Over proud.  I didn’t…”  He exhaled.  “Have I 
ever really met you, Lammert?” 

“Liam.” 

“What?”  Rien blinked. 

“My name is Liam.  Lammert is…”  He picked up the vest from 
where it lay, and turned it over, examining its markings.  “Just 
a mask I used to wear.”  He tossed the garment into the flames. 

It caught fire quickly.  Rien stared in shock.  He’d been 
given his first vest when he came of age, and it had been one of 
the proudest moments of his life when he’d chosen the sigil that 
had been embroidered upon it.  Each milestone of his life had 
added another image to the decoration.  The pictures told his 
story, his entire identity.  He swallowed past the lump in his 
throat as he watched Lammert’s burn.  Then he turned back toward 
his brother.  “Hello, Liam.”  He held out his hand.  “I’m Rien.” 

# 

“Alright.”  Aurel looked across the table.  “They didn’t 
kill the dragon, Bastien did.”  He leaned on the table’s edge, 
looking down upon the map.  “Doesn’t that already thwart their 
entire plot?” 

“It would…”  Lammert shook his head.  “If that were the 
only dragon.” 

“Then point Bast and I at the next one and we will kill it 
too.”  Rien folded his arms.  “Or, just tell us where Phillip 
is, and we’ll go kill him.”  He shrugged.  “Or better yet, do 
both.” 

“Phillip is here.”  Lammert touched the capital city of 
Thatela on the map.  “As for the dragons…”  He picked up 
markers.  “One is here.  Another will be here, here, here, here, 
here…”  He continued setting markers.  “Here, here, here…” 
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“Wait…”  Bastien shook his head.  “How many dragons are we 
talking?” 

“Oh this is going to be fun.”  Rien was starting to grin. 

“Gods above.”  Bastien sighed.   

“Phillip and Rutger seek an artifact they believe will 
enable them to control dragons.”  Lammert tossed the rest of the 
markers onto the map.  “The dragon you slew was only the first 
to manifest.  As long as the cycle continues, others will 
emerge.” 

“Destroy this artifact, the cycle ends?”  Aurel looked up. 

“Close enough to accurate for the purpose of this 
conversation.”  Lammert nodded. 

“So where is the artifact?”  Aurel raised an eyebrow. 

“Baron, if I knew that I would have dealt with the matter 
decades ago.”  Lammert exhaled.  “I don’t know where it is, only 
how it can be found.” 

“Those…”  Bastien blinked.  “Aren’t the same thing?” 

“Blood and ashes…”  Rien made a frustrated noise.  “That’s 
what you meant by me being a slim hope.  The prophecy says I’m 
supposed to find the fucking thing, doesn’t it?” 

“The dragon and his knight.”  Lammert nodded.  “You’re 
ahead in the game.  You already have your knight, and he’s 
already slain a dragon.  Rutger and Phillip, however, are 
already seeking another dragon to slay.  That is why Phillip 
needs Rutger.” 

“Did you take the phoenix as your sigil to avoid this whole 
metaphorical draconian shit?”  Rien tilted his head. 

“No.”  Lammert shrugged.  “Though in retrospect, it was one 
of my better decisions.” 

“Can you at least tell us where we should…”  Bastien looked 
down at the map.  “I mean, you apparently found all four 
keystones without anybody realizing it.  So why can’t you find 
this artifact?” 

“My control over the dreams is limited.”  

“The stories said Asrael could go into a trance and —” 
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“No.”  Efua’s voice cut Bastien off.  

Bastien turned toward her.  “Efua?” 

“The last time I attempted that in regards to the artifact 
nearly killed me.”  Lammert sighed.  “Efua has forbidden me from 
making another attempt.” 

“Efua…”  Rien gestured at her.  “Has forbidden…”  He turned 
back toward Lammert.  “You?  But isn’t she your…” 

“The slave collar was a convenient disguise, one that kept 
any from looking too long in her direction.  She and Mikaere are 
not my slaves, and never have been.”  Lammert twitched a 
shoulder.   

“Yeah, but…”  Rien frowned. 

“On this subject, the Stone Dragon was in full agreement 
with me.”  Efua’s eyes narrowed. 

“Oh.”  Rien nodded.   

“Rien…”  Bastien took a deep breath.  “If Rutger and 
Phillip find out about Lammert, then…”  He straightened, folding 
his arms.  “Which I think he already knows, because he stole the 
scepter back and had Mikaere run off to hide it somewhere.”  He 
saw Rien start to nod.   

“They can work around getting ahold of you, but if they 
cotton on to the scepter, then one way or another they need to 
get to him.”  Rien nodded.  “Well, I think your father is still 
kind of annoyed at him.  Baron Kohler, would you mind tossing my 
brother into a cell and sitting a bunch of guards on him?” 

“I can do that.”  Aurel nodded. 

“Uh…”  Bastien hesitated, then sighed.  “Lammert, did you 
plan for that particular scenario?” 

“Yes.” 

“Oh.”  Rien frowned.  “Shit.  Baron, don’t do that.  Just, 
uh, forget I said anything.” 

“Thatela is backing Phillip, which means he has access to 
Magi scholars.”  Lammert removed the markers from the map, then 
placed four of them in different spots.  “Relics tied to this 
particular artifact have been found in ruins in these locations.  
It is likely one of them will be your starting point, but this 
is information Phillip has as well.”   
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“We either have to go through the Wildlands or Thatela to 
get to any of those.”  Bastien shook his head. 

“Unless you go by boat.”  Aurel pointed. “Past Gaebli and 
into Lethiun.” 

“Finally, something resembling a plan.”  Rien smiled. 

# 

Rien looked up from the map he was examining to see the 
little duchess glaring at him.  He still didn’t quite know what 
to say to the girl.  He hadn’t been responsible for the death of 
her parents, but he had taken part in the raid.  “I…” 

“You’re going to kill my uncle Phillip.”  She folded her 
arms. 

“Yes.”  Rien nodded.  “I am.” 

“If you don’t…”  She narrowed her eyes.  “I don’t care what 
the king says.  I’m going to cut your head off.  And if you 
don’t take good care of Sir Bastien…”  She lowered her head.  “I 
will cut your head off.” 

“Duchess, from anyone else, I would consider that an empty 
threat.”  He gave her a small bow. 

“Everything will be alright, Nadja.”  Bast’s voice came 
from another section of the library.  He emerged from the 
bookshelves, and set the tome he was carrying onto the table.  
“We will stop Phillip.” 

“Good.”  Nadja smiled at Bast, then tilted her head to look 
at the man walking in behind him.  “Lord Liam.”  She grinned 
widely.  “Thank you for the puppets.” 

“You are most welcome, Duchess Nadja.”  Lammert… Liam 
inclined his head.  “Rien had one at your age.  He was so 
entranced by it he walked backward off a ledge and landed in a 
pile of —” 

“You’re really going to tell her that story?”  Rien glared 
at his brother. 

“— steaming horse droppings.”  Liam ignored his 
interruption.  “His big brother had to —” 

“You are such a nonpareil.”  Rien shook his head.  “Stop 
talking.” 
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“I sort of want to know how this story ends.”  Bast smiled. 

“You’re a nonpareil too.”  Rien waved a hand at Bast. 

“You say that like it’s bad.”  Nadja frowned at him. 

“Well, yes, because…”  He saw Bast’s face abruptly turn 
innocent, and the corners of Liam’s mouth were twitching.  “It’s 
not?” 

“No.”  Nadja shook her head. 

“It doesn’t mean asshole?” 

“No.”  Nadja looked taken aback.   

“Then what…”  Rien took a deep breath.  “Does it mean?” 

“It means they are the best, with none to equal them.”  
Nadja gave him a confused look.  “Paragons.”   

“So every time I’ve called them that…”  Rien stared at her.  
“I’ve been…”  He took a deep breath.  “Complimenting them?” 

“You are really…”  Nadja tilted her head up at him.  “Kinda 
stupid.” 

“I…”  Rien slowly turned to look at Bast, who was looking 
anywhere but back at him.  Then he heard a sound he’d never 
heard before.  He turned to see his brother laughing.  “You…” 

Bast broke, his shoulders shaking as he too started 
laughing.  “That was…”  He choked a little on his laughter. 

“Everything I’d hoped.”  Liam finished. 
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