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vii

Prologue

The Witch of the Great East Wood drew a deep sigh. The 
breath rattled inside of her as it sought its way out of her 
frail body. Breathing was no longer a simple task. The 

drawing of each breath had become a feat requiring conscious 
effort. Each day, a bit more of her left this world.

She had lived a long time. She had lived well, and it seemed 
that this would be the end of her life. Her time to depart was 
growing closer.

And she must summon someone to replace her, for it was 
the responsibility of the Witches who still lived to maintain the 
balance between nature and the other forces on the Earth. Without 
balance, there was risk.

One of her little brown birds came to light beside her as she lay 
upon her straw bed. He twittered, wanting reassurance that she 
was still here with him. With effort, she raised a hand, extending a 
finger upon which he might perch. The Witch sighed, once more 
feeling harshness inside as the air rattled its way through her body.

The little bird rubbed his face and beak affectionately against 
her finger, and she smiled. She would love to stay here, feeling the 
comfort and warmth of the little creature’s love. But she had an 
important task ahead of her.
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“We must go, little one,” she whispered to her tiny companion. 
“We have a message to send.”

She grasped the branch that she had fastened along the side 
of her bed, and used this to pull herself into a sitting position. 
Gazing through the opening between that room and the next, she 
could see the cave entrance, covered by its red mist of protection. 
Beyond, she could see the beginning of sunset. She pulled her 
robe more tightly around herself and grasped her cane. Pushing 
downward on it, she managed to gain her feet. Awkwardly, with 
the little brown bird upon her shoulder, she made her way to the 
cave entrance.

Beyond was her world. All that she could see—and sense—had 
been her responsibility for many, many years. She stepped onto 
the ledge in front of the cave entrance and, despite the rattling of 
her breath, inhaled deeply, cherishing the scents of life from bril-
liant green forests, crystal blue lakes, the wonderful creatures over 
which she had dominion . . .
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Chapter One 

Battles

As was usual, Joul Zann and Nico helped each other 
prepare for the conflict. Shaking his head and scowling, 
Nico assisted Joul in putting on his gauntlets. “But how 

can you grip your sword properly wearing the like of those?”
“I’ve told you before, you get accustomed to the feel. That’s all 

there is to it.” Joul’s reddish-brown moustache twitched. He put his 
gauntleted right hand on Nico’s bare one. “Your leather is just not 
as strong as chain mail!”

As Joul expected, Nico simply chuckled. “Once a young 
warrior in armour said metal interfered with his ardour!” Then 
he threw back his head and laughed aloud, his arms crossed on 
his broad chest. He had, indeed, the look of a formidable foe, with 
his substantial height and broad, heavily muscled chest and arms. 
“Anyway, my good man, I did have the smithy add metal to my 
arm guards.”

Indeed, he now had metal atop the brown leather that pro-
tected his thick forearms. Still, Joul shook his head in disapproval. 
It seemed that more and more of the realm’s enemies were now 
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wearing chain mail, and leather simply couldn’t be a match for 
it. Yet leather was what his friend was accustomed to, and Nico 
didn’t always take kindly to change—although, strange as it might 
sound, he’d married a sorceress a bit more than three winters ago, 
despite his distrust of anything to do with the Magical Arts. Joul 
mused over how his own life, too, had changed during the time 
since he and Nico had first served together. After several child-
less years, he and his wife had been blessed with two daughters in 
quick succession since the first expedition he’d shared with Nico—

Since their expedition to defeat the warlock. That journey was 
now known as “The Great Quest.”

Joul reached over to tighten the chinstrap of Nico’s leather 
helmet, Nico responding by adjusting Joul’s metal one. Their eyes 
met, Nico’s deep-brown ones and Joul’s grey. Nico smiled broadly 
and leaned forward to give his friend a hearty embrace.

A horn sounded, announcing that the battle was at hand.
“Time to go, my good man. Let’s take care of these useless buf-

foons! Ha! They’ll regret taking on the likes of experienced war-
riors like us!”

Joul’s moustache twitched as he took his blade in hand and fol-
lowed the larger man.

~
As was usual, Nico and Joul took positions not far from one 
another. Each knew the fighting style of the other very well, and—
as they had done before—ensured that they were close enough 
to each other to offer assistance, if needed. The enemies quickly 
engaged them and the rest of the defenders of the king’s border. 
Now there was clamour everywhere—the shouts and cries of bat-
tling fighters, the ringing sound of metal against metal.
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Nico was in his element. There was nothing like the challenge of 
man against man, blade against blade. Off ahead of him, he could 
see one of the female soldiers as she engaged an attacker—what 
she lacked in brawn, this one certainly made up for with her quick 
wits. Nico had already brought four men down and was eagerly 
battling his fifth. This man in his chain mail is so predictable! I’ll 
make short work of this one! Nico thrust, and the enemy parried 
in just the way that Nico’d anticipated—so unimaginative some of 
them were!

The big man laughed, calling his opponent names like “nanny 
goat” and “babe in arms.”

Then he began to sing—quite loudly—a bawdy song popular 
among those who frequented the taverns.

“Ha! How’s that—you horse’s ass!”
The more Nico laughed and taunted him, the angrier and—

Nico thought—the more foolish the man became. Spittle burst 
from the man’s mouth as he raised his sword arm (weighed down 
by the armour, Nico was thinking).

A loud clang echoed in his ears as he parried the blow, gritting 
his teeth against the sheer power of the blade-against-blade strike. 
They stared a second into each other’s eyes—two warriors, each 
determined to prevail. He bellowed, then, breaking the contact and 
whirling quickly to strike at the man from the other side, bending 
his knees as he did. When next they met, he was at a slightly lower 
level, which made thrusting upward easier. He found a weak spot 
through his opponent’s chain mail, under the arm, and he pushed 
his blade through, the other man yelling in pain.

Nico could see Joul Zann from the corner of his eye, engaged 
in his own hand-to-hand battle. Joul wouldn’t need his help—he 
could handle himself—but then a second enemy stepped in toward 
Joul, raising his blade to strike from the side. Nico took a step in 
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that direction but had to parry a blow from yet another enemy. As 
he did, he shouted urgently, “Joul! To your right!”

Somehow, through the din of endless shouting and metal strik-
ing metal, Joul heard him and changed his stance to cover more 
area. Nico saw his own enemy’s blade coming down at him and 
managed to move his sword to meet it, using his great strength to 
force it aside—

It slipped. His blade slipped off his enemy’s—and the enemy’s 
sword crashed down. Quickly, Nico moved so the blade would hit 
the metal on top of the thick brown leather protecting much of 
his forearm—

He cried out when the blade bounced off to cut the exposed 
flesh just below the elbow, the blood gushing.

A loud crack, like thunder. Then there was nothing.

~
Joul managed to stave off both of his attackers, casting a glance 
toward Nico as he did—

He was down! Nico was down—
Joul turned to meet another enemy . . . but the man ran past 

him. The enemy was retreating . . .
One moment to catch his breath, then Joul knelt beside his 

friend. Hurriedly, he pulled off his gauntlets and put his fingers 
to the side of Nico’s neck to feel for a heartbeat. It was so hard to 
focus—he was trembling, sweat running into his eyes. But nothing 
mattered right now except Nico.

Thank all gods and goddesses!
Nico was alive.
Quickly, Joul ripped material from the shirt beneath his mail, 

wrapping it around Nico’s bleeding arm, then eased the leather 
helmet from his friend’s head. He paused. There was a large red 
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area on the side of Nico’s head, from the bottom of the temple 
down most of his cheek. Joul sighed, then rose and waved his 
arms, calling for the wagon to be sent for the wounded.

~
“What are your thoughts?” Joul was seated on a log just outside 
of the barn where the wounded were being tended to. In his hand 
was a cool mug of water, which offered some degree of comfort. 
Across from him was one of the physicians—for whom, it seemed, 
he had been waiting ages.

The grey-haired gentleman regarded him with kind blue eyes. 
“Captain Zann,” he said patiently, although Joul was not captain of 
this particular company. He had been captain of the small escort 
during The Great Quest, and folk continued to call him captain 
as a sign of respect. “Do not be overly concerned for Nico. I 
don’t believe that his life is in danger. The bleeding of his arm has 
slowed, and there is no way to be certain about his head injury 
until he regains his senses. And when that will occur, we simply 
have no way of knowing.”

Joul sipped his water, cherishing the refreshing coolness. He 
sighed. “If only we had brought his wife with us. She’s a healer with 
knowledge of sorcery—”

“Why did she not come? I know that such was discussed.”
“She was feeling a bit unwell, I have heard.”
“Ah. Such things are beyond changing, captain. But there is no 

need for you to tarry. We won’t know further until Nico wakens.” 
The physician stood, placing a hand on Joul’s shoulder. “You 
should leave on the morrow. Your own wife will be pleased to have 
you back.”

Joul opened his mouth to reply, but the physician raised a hand 
to stop him. “I promise you, captain. Your friend is in good hands.”
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Sighing heavily, Joul nodded.

~
Early the next morning, Joul was ready to leave—or, at least, he 
would be after one more thing . . .

He entered the barn that served as an infirmary, one hand 
moving to cover his nose against the unpleasant odours of bodily 
functions and blood. Beside the unconscious figure of his friend, he 
knelt. Nico, like the other wounded warriors, lay beneath blankets 
upon a small heap of hay, the top of which was covered by sheets 
of linen. Joul sighed as he studied the face of his unresponsive 
friend. Nico’s skin was a deep tan colour, and his face was framed 
by straight hair so dark-brown that it appeared black. Many of the 
womenfolk considered him to be extremely handsome, or so it 
was said. To Joul, though, Nico was simply his dearest, much loved 
and respected friend.

He put a hand on Nico’s chest, comforted by the feel of the heart 
beating strongly inside. “Please be well, Nico. Be well again. Don’t 
concern yourself about Veras. I’ll tell her about the battle. And I 
will look after her as long as need be, until you are whole again 
and home. It’s the least that I can do. After all, your shout may 
well have saved me, Nico. But I did nothing to help you against 
the man who brought you down.” A large lump in his throat was 
suddenly hard to swallow, and he needed a moment to compose 
himself. One more squeeze of Nico’s good left hand, and Joul rose.

At the doorway, he paused and glanced back at Nico, con-
cerned by the unresponsiveness of his best friend. Then, sighing, 
he left for home.

~
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Shouting. Clamour. Screams. Clanging of metal against metal. Red 
lightning. Pain. Darkness.

Pounding, pounding. Pain.
Somewhere . . . a light. He could see it off in the distance. Little 

more than a faint glimmer. So far away . . .
But he had to get there. He didn’t know why, but it was impor-

tant. Yet, every time that he struggled in that direction, the hor-
rible things came back—

The pounding. The pain. The awful noise—
And then he heard her voice. Veras. Dear wife. Through all 

the pain and the thunder and the lightning came her gentle voice. 
He could see her—her reddish hair, her bluish-green eyes. He felt 
her touch . . . the wonderful touch that could both soothe and 
excite him.

He had to get to her—
Although he didn’t know it, some of the noises had been his, 

and someone had heard him. Again, he struggled, strained—he 
had to get there—

Now he felt the pain coursing through him—the pound-pound-
ing of the awful agony in his head.

A sour taste in his mouth. Awful, awful churning in his stomach.
He retched—
“There, there, easy now. Easy, Nico. There’s nothing inside of 

you but a wee bit of water. Quiet now, be calm. There you go. Lie 
still, easy.”

Slowly he opened his eyes, then closed them again. The room 
was reeling, spinning. A cool, damp cloth was on his forehead 
now. Someone was bathing his hands and his left arm with another 
cloth. He tried to speak, but couldn’t—

A bit of water was eased into his mouth. He swallowed. Once 
more, he opened his eyes.
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Now he could see shapes, but all was foggy. He lay still and 
focussed on taking deep breaths. As he came back to himself, he 
slowly became aware of other things besides the pounding of his 
head and the turmoil in his stomach. From other places in the 
room came many voices—some talking quietly, some moaning 
and coughing. When he tried to move his right hand, he found 
that he couldn’t . . . and that seemed to be quite appropriate, as 
when he tried to move his right arm, it pained him. Slowly, little 
bits of the puzzle inside of his head began to come together . . .

It must be that he was wounded, and he lay in a building with 
other injured warriors. The strong scent of hay told him that he 
was in a barn. When he opened his eyes once more, he was looking 
into very blue ones, which peered at him from behind spectacles.

“A bit better now, eh?” The grey-haired man held a ladleful of 
water to Nico’s lips, which Nico gratefully accepted.

“Ah—” Nico tried to speak but his voice was little more than a 
rasping sound. He swallowed, sighed, then tried again. “Are—are 
you the physician?”

The man smiled kindly. “That’s what some call me,” he said. 
“You have a deep cut on your arm, and you had a knock on your 
head. But you’ll be all right. A few more days of rest, and some 
food, and we’ll have you on your way.”

Sighing, Nico took another deep breath and willed himself 
to relax.

If only he felt as confident about his situation as the physician 
seemed to.

~
The city of Espri, its buildings gleaming in the sunlight, was not 
that far ahead now—how good it looked to the returning defend-
ers of the king’s borders! Joul Zann checked the other riders with 
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a glance over his shoulder, then clucked his mount to continue 
in that direction. A beautiful black steed followed close behind, 
his bridle fastened to Joul’s saddle. His name was Thunder, and 
he was Nico’s beloved companion. But Nico would be making his 
return by wagon rather than horseback, and Joul would deliver the 
steed to the king’s stable. As he rode, he exchanged glances with 
Ferren—a female warrior who had served with him many times, 
and who had become a dear friend. Her brown eyes smiled back at 
his, while the wind toyed with her short, brown hair. They urged 
their mounts into a gallop, anxious to get back to their homes.

A short time later, they were once again inside of the city 
walls, gazing at the greenery of the farms that surrounded the 
taller buildings of the inner sections. At the centre stood the 
king’s palace, surrounded by a large moat. It was here that Joul 
and Nico now resided. Although both might have preferred to live 
elsewhere, the king and queen had rewarded both of them with 
suites of apartments in gratitude for their leadership and vital 
services during The Great Quest. During the three years that had 
passed since The Great Quest, illness had taken the king, and his 
son, Yurmar, now reigned, his mother serving as an adviser in her 
capacity of dowager. From time to time, Joul and Nico also served 
as advisers.

After taking their mounts to the stables, Joul, Ferren, and the 
rest of the company said their farewells and proceeded to their 
respective homes . . . except for Joul, who had one more task to tend 
to. Nodding to the guards who greeted him on the drawbridge, 
Joul made his way inside of the palace and checked with the palace 
steward. Yes, he would meet with the king after the evening meal 
to share his report on what had occurred at the border. Although 
Joul was not serving as the leader of the company, the king always 
welcomed his accounts of the battles. Joul was pleased to hear that 
Nico’s wife, Veras, was in her apartments. Veras was now a healer 
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and midwife, and was frequently out of the palace helping to birth 
young ones . . . and Joul felt a need to see her now.

He climbed one of the staircases to the second floor and made 
his way along the corridor to her—and Nico’s—apartments, 
raising his hand to rap on the door. The heavy wooden door was 
opened after a few moments, and he gazed into bluish-green eyes.

“Joul!” The auburn-haired woman threw her arms around him 
happily, and, chuckling, he returned her embrace.

Behind her stood one of the community midwives, a middle-
aged woman with short brown hair, clad in a dress that was almost 
the same colour. She nodded to him with a smile, standing beside 
the table in front of the room’s fireplace.

Veras tucked a strand of her jaw-length hair behind her ear, 
fixed her skirt, and gazed past him at the empty corridor. “You’re 
. . . alone.”

“Yes, Veras,” Joul replied as he closed the door behind him, fol-
lowing her to the table and seating himself.

There were two cups of tea on the table, but the concern Veras 
felt caused her to forget to offer one to Joul. The midwife moved to 
pour him one, but he raised his hand to stop her. Veras sat, gazing 
downward at her hands, which were clasped in her lap. “Tell me, 
Joul,” she said softly.

Joul reached his hand to touch her shoulder. “He’s alive,” he 
said gently, and Veras let go a long breath.

She raised her eyes to meet his. “He is injured, then?”
Joul nodded, and explained what had happened at the border—

that Nico had sustained a slash to his forearm, and a blow to the 
head that had left him senseless.

Veras nodded her own head in understanding. “You . . . you are 
not certain of the seriousness of his injuries, then.”

Sighing, Joul confirmed this. “He was still as though sleeping 
when I left. I . . . I am so sorry, Veras! I should have—I should 
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have done more—” He stopped speaking and put one hand over 
his mouth. A large lump had formed in his throat.

Veras put her hand on his other one and squeezed it. “You must 
not blame yourself, Joul. You and Nico have always done every-
thing you could to help one another. You were in the heat of battle.”

Silence suddenly filled the room, save for the gentle crackling 
of the fire. The midwife patted Veras’s shoulder as she rose to take 
her leave, and the door closed quietly behind her.

“Veras, I should have stayed with him. I . . . I cannot even tell 
you how long it will be until he comes home—”

“No! No, Joul. That would have been foolish. You have your 
own wife awaiting your return—and two little ones! Do not blame 
yourself, my friend.” She rose, then, adjusting her white blouse, 
and he stood. Smiling at him, she took his hand once more and 
held it with her own. “Get yourself back to your apartments, Joul. 
Amis and your daughters will be so happy to receive you!”

Once more they embraced, and Joul made his exit, still wishing 
that he could do more for her.

~
Veras closed the door behind him. Silently, she turned and crossed 
the room to gaze through the window at the horizon, where the 
sun was beginning its downward journey. She let go a long breath.

Her hand ventured to her belly, where her child grew within. In 
such times, she took solace in seeking contact with it . . . although 
it was not yet big enough for her to feel its movements.

No one knew about its existence except for her and one friend. 
As she stood, her mind visited the memories of the past three years 
or so since she and Nico had married. What an unusual man her 
husband was! Almost every man she knew would have been more 
than happy to know that his wife was with child! But Nico had 
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been very, very insistent that she not bring a child into this world. 
He had been wed once before—a very long time ago when, he’d 
said, he had been little more than a lad. His young wife had given 
birth, but had perished in the process, leaving him a newborn son 
while he grieved the loss of his wife. When Veras had asked about 
his son, Nico had simply stated that he did not know what had 
become of him.

He had sworn never to experience that again—and had 
used sheaths fashioned of sheep’s bladder to prevent Veras 
from conceiving.

Yet here she was, with child. She had not yet been certain of her 
condition when Nico and Joul had left for battle, but now she was.

Somehow, she must tell him before her condition 
became obvious.

But now she did not know how he fared, nor if he would ever 
come home.
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