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      “Is this a jest, your Grace?” Besmir demanded.

      He knelt before the ducal throne, his eyes cast to the feet of the man seated before him. A collective murmur rippled through the assembled nobles as his words reached their ears. When he dared to look, however, Duke Moncarthy wore the trace of a smile on his bearded lips.

      “No jest, huntsman,” the Duke rumbled in his deep, commanding voice. “It is time for you to select an apprentice.”

      “I have always worked alone, your Grace,” Besmir said.

      “Indeed, yet your chosen path is not without perils, and it has been decided you should train another to take your place, should the unthinkable happen,” Moncarthy stated.

      Besmir ground his teeth in frustration; the last thing he needed was some child fumbling around behind him.

      “While I appreciate your Grace’s offer, I choose to decline taking an apprentice,” Besmir said through gritted teeth.

      Duke Moncarthy’s eyes narrowed slightly, a minute deepening of the lines radiating from the corners of his pursed lips. Shifting forward in his throne, the Duke glowered at the kneeling form before him.

      “I am aware of your peculiarities, huntsman,” Moncarthy said, “and previously, they have been tolerated. But I will not be questioned in my throne room. You will choose an apprentice from those gathered outside, as your fellow master craftsmen will also do.”

      Besmir bit back his retort and bowed his head again.

      “As you command, your Grace,” he managed to say. “With your leave?” he asked, hoping to leave the room of prying eyes.

      “Go with my blessing, Besmir,” Duke Moncarthy finally said, using his name for emphases. “And Besmir?” he called as the man rose lithely from the polished flagstone floor. Besmir looked up, questioningly. “I do not expect to find one of your arrows lodged between my shoulder blades.”

      A hint of a smile touched Besmir’s lips and eyes as he spoke.

      “Of course not, your Grace. My arrows are far too valuable for such a task.”

      A collective gasp seemed to echo from the stone walls, despite the heavy, woolen tapestries hanging there. Some of the gathered nobles muttered to each other as Besmir strode past them, ladies averting their eyes even though he had no interest in looking at them. Duke Moncarthy, however, boomed laughter, slapping his thigh in merriment and elbowing his steward hard enough to knock him off balance.

      “Ha! Did you hear that, Skornfell?” he asked between guffaws, “Arrows are too valuable to shoot me?”

      “Hilarious, your Grace,” Skornfell grunted, staring at Besmir’s retreating back with a scowl.
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      Besmir made his way from the duke’s main hall, leaving the crowd of cronies and dandies to fawn at the Duke’s feet.

      “Obscene man!” floated up to his ears as he passed one group of ladies who hid their mouths behind fans. Besmir paused, turning his frowning face towards the trio as he stared at them in turn.

      “Ladies,” he said pleasantly, “did you have something to say?”

      One stepped from the group, snapping her fan shut with a flick of her wrist. She wore a low-cut, light yellow dress made of the finest silk. A fine, gold chain graced her neck, drawing his eye down towards the swell of her bosom. Color rose in her cheeks as she noticed his lascivious smirk.

      “How dare you speak to the Duke in such a manner?” she demanded hotly. “You exist only at his whim and ought to show more respect.”

      “It seems to me there’s a massive difference between respect and toadying,” Besmir said lightly. “I respect Duke Moncarthy, but I don’t feel the need to hang around waiting for any scrap of attention he might throw my way.”

      “Why can you not just leave us in peace?” another woman asked.

      Her dress was pale blue but cut from a less costly cloth as her figure demanded a great deal more of it. Besmir looked her up and down before answering politely.

      “Judging from your appearance, you make plentiful use of the service I provide. If I were to leave, who would put fresh meat on your table?” He raised an eyebrow, waiting for an answer. When none came, he continued. “That’s what I thought. Now, if you’ll excuse me, some of us have work to do.” He paused, thinking. “Unless one of you would care to assist in gutting and skinning some deer for me?”

      His footsteps echoed from the walls as Besmir made his way through the stone arteries that ran through the keep. He occasionally passed a servant, or maid, scurrying furtively about like mice on their way towards some errand or another. None met his gaze.

      Afternoon sun kissed the courtyard Besmir entered, casting a golden glow over the fresh, nervous faces gathered there. Dozens of youths milled about, not making eye contact with the older men and women gathered there. The assembly consisted mostly of boys in their late teens or early twenties, though Besmir saw a few female faces in the crowd. He made his way to the middle of the square, ignoring the other craftsmen, and faced the group of potential apprentices.

      “Duke Moncarthy has ordered me to take an apprentice,” he bellowed, silencing the low hum of mumbling voices that had been floating up from the groups. “Any volunteers?”

      Besmir scanned the faces before him – young, scared – and a flash of his own youth clawed at his guts. He clamped down on his feelings not wanting to weaken and show his emotions before so many people.

      “Wait your turn!” A deep voice called from the crowd of tradesmen. “We get to choose first.”

      Besmir turned to the source and saw Jobar the blacksmith staring at him.

      “I haven’t got the time to stand and gab like women, unlike you,” he said. “You had the pick of them while I spoke to the Duke.”

      Besmir paused while his words sunk into them all for few, if any, would have spoken directly to the King’s brother. Turning back to the youths, he shouted again.

      “No one then? None of you wish to apprentice to me?”

      He waited as the silence stretched out then turned and walked towards the gate with a smirk on his face.

      Can’t take an apprentice if none of them want to come.

      “Sir?” A high-pitched voice rang out across the courtyard. Besmir halted, turning slowly as whispered questions flashed from the gathered folk.

      “Who was that?”

      “Who would want to go with him?”

      “Did someone speak?” Besmir shouted, knowing fully someone had.

      A figure pushed through from the back of the crowd of youths, stepping forward with her hands clasped before her and eyes downcast. Besmir walked over and stood next to the girl who was easily a foot shorter and half as bulky as the hunter.

      “I did, master,” she said in a tiny voice.

      Besmir chuckled and turned to the blacksmith.

      “Funny, Jobar,” he said. “How much did you offer this girl to volunteer?”

      Jobar shrugged his muscled shoulders and shook his head. Dark scars and long healed burns covered his iron hard muscles.

      “Nothing to do with me, hunter,” he said, looking about to see if any of the craftsmen or women would claim to have put the girl up to it. “Wait a moment, aren’t you Keluse, the farrier’s lass?” he asked the girl.

      Keluse nodded wordlessly at his feet.

      “What are you thinking of, girl, going off into the wilds with the likes of him?” Jobar asked, nodding at Besmir who growled menacingly. “What’s your father going to think?”

      Besmir missed her answer as his thoughts were churning fast.

      If this little girl comes with me she’ll never be able to manage. I can bring her back and tell everyone she can’t manage the work. Even so…

      “Look at me, girl,” he said. “What are you, fourteen summers?”

      Keluse looked up and Besmir’s breath caught when the bluest eyes he had ever seen held his gaze.

      “Twenty, master,” she said in barely a whisper.

      Besmir frowned.

      Has someone been starving her?

      “You’re serious?” he asked. Keluse nodded. “Really?” he asked again, geunily surprised.

      “Yes, master,” she said in a marginally louder voice.

      Besmir heard chuckling from beside him and turned to see the blacksmith grinning at him.

      “Yes, hunter, you and your little girl can go play in the woods.”

      Chuckles and jeers echoed around the courtyard as the gathered craftsmen joked at Besmir’s expense. He clenched his fists and turned to Jobar who he dwarfed almost as much as he did Keluse.

      “Are you making fun of my apprentice?” he asked with a growl. Keluse smiled as Jobar paled slightly. Raising his voice until he was sure all could hear, Besmir cried out, “In all of Tyrington this young woman, Keluse, is the only one with courage enough to volunteer to put food on the Duke’s table.” He cast his disapproving glare over the potential apprentices. “She is braver than the rest of you combined.” He turned back to Jobar. “Good luck selecting a suitable apprentice from this bunch of children,” he said. “Still, I’m sure it won’t affect the quality of the forge work around here.”

      Besmir turned and walked off towards the main town, Keluse trotting obediently behind him as Jobar fought off the jibes of his peers and swore at the hunter’s back.
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      “If you have farewells to say, say them now,” Besmir advised as he walked down the hill leading from the keep. They passed through the dirt wall surrounding the hillside, sharpened stakes bristling out from the earth like a half buried porcupine. Soldiers at the gate saluted Besmir and even nodded at Keluse as they passed. The young woman stared back, eyes wide at being acknowledged.

      “We leave for my camp at first light,” Besmir added as they squeezed past a groaning cart pulled up the hill by snorting oxen.

      “Yes, master,” Keluse replied.

      Besmir turned to look at her. He’d set a punishing pace even though they were walking downhill and was pleasantly surprised to find she could not only keep up, but did so easily.

      “Besmir,” he said, “we’ll be living and working together closely so you might as well call me Besmir.”

      “As you wish, master,” Keluse said.

      Besmir was about to correct her when he turned and saw her smiling into the distance. A smile touched his own lips.

      Before long the pair made it to the small town that had grown at the base of the mound the keep sat atop. Tyrington sat at the fork of a pair of fast flowing rivers providing water, fish and a natural barrier in times of conflict. Much of the town’s rubbish was also sluiced away by the waters with heavy penalties in place for anyone caught polluting the waters upstream of an official mark. They passed homes and businesses, all either closing or readying for the night ahead. Inns and taverns were just beginning to welcome their customers while merchants took in their wares and blacksmiths banked up their forges for the night.

      “I’ll meet you at the Whitemill stables just before dawn,” Besmir told his new apprentice. “Make sure you let everyone know you might not be seen for a few months.”

      “Yes,” Keluse said in a low tone, “everyone.”

      Besmir frowned but dismissed his thoughts; it was his job to teach her to hunt not to baby her through her emotional problems.

      Besides, she’ll be running back here with her tail between her legs before long.
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      Before even the silver light of pre-dawn had laid misty fingers over the sleeping town, Besmir had strapped saddles to his pair of horses and filled the saddlebags he’d slung over the back of a newly purchased mule. He stood with his snorting mounts, breath fogging in the chilly air, as he ran the edge of a silver-bladed knife over a fine-grained stone. Even though his senses were on full alert, Keluse almost reached where he stood before he knew she was there. Shock made his breathing stop as he turned to stare at his approaching apprentice.

      She’s certainly stealthy enough to be a hunter.

      “Morning, Besmir,” she greeted him in a high voice.

      “The mare’s yours to look after,” he said bluntly. “She was my pack horse but you’ll have to make do. I didn’t have plans for an apprentice so I haven’t got much in the way of provisions for you. Make sure she’s fed and watered,” he ordered, “the mule too.”

      “Donkey,” Keluse said quietly.

      “What?”

      “She’s a donkey, not a mule,” the young woman explained.

      “Donkey, mule, what’s the difference?” Besmir asked irritably.

      “Mules have donkey sires and horse dams, donkeys are pure bred.”

      “Oh, well that makes all the difference then,” Besmir said sarcastically. “Mount up if you can ride,” he added with a nasty grin, “learn if not.”

      Without another word, the hunter virtually leaped into his own saddle and set off towards the Eastern gate. He heard the clatter and rattle of his two mounts trotting down the road behind him.

      At least she can ride.

      Proficiently as well, she was steering her horse with one hand and her knees while coaxing the donkey along behind with her other hand. Both animals seemed happy enough to let her lead and Besmir smiled again.

      Making a habit of that smiling thing.

      He set a demanding pace, his gelding easily able to outpace the smaller mare and even smaller donkey so by the time the sun had fully cleared the horizon, Keluse had fallen behind by at least a mile.

      If it wasn’t for the fact I’d lose all my supplies, I’d carry on and lose her in the wilds.

      As soon as the thought hit his brain, Besmir felt an uncomfortable weight in his lower belly. Reigning in, he slipped from the saddle and tied his horse to a nearby tree. In the distance, he could see farmhands starting their almost endless day in the fields and a slow-moving wagon hauling something towards Tyrington.

      “Sorry, master huntsman,” Keluse said when she reached his position, “Darnie is slow.”

      “Darnie?” Besmir asked with an amused twist to his lips.

      Keluse looked a little embarrassed but held his gaze with her intensely blue eyes.

      “I thought the name suited her,” she said patting the young donkey on the neck, “Do you?”

      “Haven’t really thought about it to be honest,” he said. “Let Darnie have a rest while you stretch your legs for a few minutes, then we’ll be on our way.”
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      A slow trot along animal trails and little-trodden pathways, some of which Besmir had made himself, eventually brought them to a large clearing deep in the forest where a log cabin stood. Keluse stared at the building, taking in the impressive height of the walls and the heavy turf roof covered in moss and thin grasses.

      Did he build this? she thought.

      The small homestead was laid out neatly with a large, fenced off area for the horses and donkey, a waist-thick tree stump obviously used for chopping wood and a massive pile of split logs under cover. Off to one side was a smaller hut, the walls darkened by smoke. Several wooden frames had been built beside this, one of which had an animal skin stretched over it. The scent of pine and wood smoke tickled her nostrils while she could hear the musical chuckle of a stream somewhere nearby. The hollow popping rap of a woodpecker drilling holes in a tree somewhere was interspersed by the occasional high-pitched chirp as the male called for a female to inspect his handiwork.

      Calm peacefulness washed through Keluse, easing the tension that had tightened her chest to the point of painfulness ever since she had stood with the other apprentices.

      “We’ll have time to get the animals unloaded, brushed and fed, get a fire going and cook a decent meal before nightfall,” Besmir told her.

      Keluse nodded quietly, staring back at his immense form, so much bigger than anyone else in Tyrington. With midnight hair and pale skin, eyes such a dark brown they were almost black, Keluse wondered if any of the rumors about him could be true.

      The pair of horses were more than happy to be home and trotted out into the field, frolicking and whinnying for a few minutes before settling into cropping grass. Darnie was a little less sure of her new surroundings and started to bray nervously, tossing her head and pulling Keluse off balance. The small donkey turned out to be stronger than she looked and yanked Keluse’s arm painfully. Yelping in pain, Keluse tried to let go of the rope attached to the donkey’s harness but she had allowed it to wrap around her hand and now it bit in painfully. Darnie, fearing she was trapped, tried to bolt and pulled Keluse along with her as she struggled.

      Tearing, searing pain shot up Keluse’s arm and a scream rolled out through the trees. Keluse yelled at the donkey, begging her to stop but the pain-filled, panicked tone of her voice only made the animal more afraid and she began a bouncing trot back toward the path they had entered from, dragging Keluse by her injured hand.

      Dark gray clouds invaded the young woman’s vision as the seconds stretched out into what cruelly felt like hours. Immediately before she blacked out completely, Keluse saw a hand grab the rope just above where it connected her crushed hand to the frightened beast. Instant cooling relief filled her hand as the rope was yanked hard, bringing the donkey to an immediate halt. Still holding back the struggling beast with one hand, Besmir gently unwrapped Keluse’s crushed fingers from the rope and tied it to the nearest tree. He lifted her uninjured arm over his shoulder and hefted her easily from the ground, carrying her back to the cabin.

      Inside, Besmir laid her on a low nest of blankets and hay she assumed he slept on and lit a taper from the fire he already had burning in the stone hearth. Cold and shaking from pain and shock, Keluse could only watch as Besmir wiped her bright red, raw hand with a soft cloth dipped in some kind of paste. The effect was almost instant, cooling relief rippling up her arm. A sigh escaped her lips and she studied Besmir’s face as he worked on her hand with the tenderness of a mother looking after her child.

      Looking utterly different from the other men she had encountered in her short life, Besmir had a strong, square jaw with almost angular features. His dark eyes gleamed in light reflected from the taper lending them an almost magical quality. He was well groomed and smelled clean in spite of spending the day in the saddle. For some reason, Keluse’s hand wanted to reach out and push back the long, black hair that fell over his eyes as he worked. It, too, reflected the small flame, shining like moonlight on the surface of a pond.

      I wonder if it feels soft?

      Tyrington men, as well as those who came there to trade, were all either blond or had light brown hair with either blue or hazelnut eyes. Their hair was thick and wiry, often curled naturally and Keluse wondered again where Besmir came from to look so completely different to everyone else.

      “Better see if your shoulder’s been yanked out of joint,” Besmir said gently as he looked up into her eyes.

      Warmth spread through her lower belly and she looked away quickly as Besmir stood and probed her shoulder with his strong fingers. Pushing aside the worn cloth, he leaned forward to inspect her skin. Warm breath tickled over her neck and collarbone, sending goose-flesh thrilling down to her hip. Keluse swallowed as Besmir finished his examination.

      “Not the best start but you should live,” he said with a smile. “Stay here while I see to the animals, but try and keep that arm moving or it’s going to seize up.”

      He stood looking down at her for a second too long, his face unreadable, before turning and leaving the cabin.

      Keluse let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding as soon as the door closed behind him. Confused over Besmir and her reaction to him, Keluse lay her head on the soft pillow.

      How can he be the same man that shouted down an entire courtyard full of people at the keep? Are any of the rumors true?

      As the last of the adrenaline drained from her system and the mesmerizing flicker of flames lulled her senses, Keluse’s eyes drooped and she fell asleep.
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      “You talk in your sleep,” Besmir said as soon as she woke some time later. “Who’s Gohran?”

      Icy fingers grabbed Keluse’s chest, robbing her breath for a second as soon as she heard his name.

      “No one,” she said shortly. “Not anymore.”

      Besmir shrugged and turned back to the meal he had been eating when she woke. Her mouth flooded with saliva as soon as the scent of cooking registered. She made a sucking sound as she rose bringing a chuckle from Besmir.

      “Sore?”

      “Very. Is some of that for me?” she asked boldly.

      Besmir pointed to the large iron pot on a hook beside the fire.

      “Help yourself. Bowls and spoons are over there.”

      Keluse ladled some of the stew out and sat back on the bed, slurping the thick gravy and chewing the substantial chunks of meat hungrily.

      “Good?” Besmir asked.

      “The best,” she replied around a mouthful of vegetables. “What is it?”

      “Goat,” Besmir said. “A little onion, some herbs and a few roots I dug up.”

      “Goat?” Keluse asked in surprise. “Really? I’d have thought you dined on venison all the time.”

      Besmir snorted and slurped the remains of his stew, dropping his bowl on the small table with a thump.

      “Deer all goes to the Duke’s table,” he grunted. “We get the stuff they won’t eat.”

      “I’m happy to have anything,” Keluse said without thinking. Besmir looked at her strangely. “What?” dhe asked.

      “Didn’t your parents feed you properly?”

      “Mother died giving birth to me,” Keluse said without feeling. “My father never really forgave me for living while she died. He’s...harsh now. Drinks everything he earns from his farrier work so I ended up begging scraps from friends and neighbors.”

      “Is that why you volunteered to become an apprentice?”

      “Yes,” Keluse nodded at him. “I thought at least that if I was apprenticed to someone they’d have to feed me. Then I heard you shouting at everyone, and some of the others were saying you were a huntsman and I thought ‘Who’s going to have more food than a huntsman?’ You know the rest.”

      Besmir sat in silence for a few minutes before a savage grin split his face and a low rumble of laughter erupted from his chest.

      “You apprenticed to me for food?” He nearly bellowed through his laughter. “Food?”

      Keluse felt a smile wriggle across her own lips, his laughter contagious and her reasoning sounding silly to her own ears now she had said it aloud.

      “Get some rest,” he eventually said. “Tomorrow we begin your education.”

      “You’re going to teach me to hunt?”

      “No,” Besmir said. “I’m going to teach you how to make a chair so you don’t eat in my bed. Then, I’ll teach you how to make a bed because you’re not sleeping in mine.”

      Keluse looked around and realized he was right. The cabin had been set up for one person: Besmir. She would have to make her own things to live here. A sense of determination washed over her and she settled down to sleep.
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      Besmir looked at the young woman asleep in his bed. Although pretty, she had the potential to be beautiful with a few good meals inside her. Shoulder length almost white-blond hair hung limply from her scalp and the bones in her face were clearly visible due to her malnutrition. Besmir made a mental note to let her eat as much and as often as she wanted to for a while. Keluse needed food and exercise to strengthen her body before she could even draw a bow, let alone be able to hit anything with it.

      Darker thoughts crowded his mind as he stretched his legs before him and tried to get comfortable enough to sleep. How was he supposed to get his revenge now he had a young woman dogging his footsteps? What would happen if the raiders kidnapped or killed Keluse? Duke Moncarthy had cursed him with this apprentice and he muttered curses under his own breath as all his careful planning and waiting would probably now come to nothing. With the back of the chair cutting into his shoulder blades painfully, Besmir finally managed to fall asleep.
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      His decision to work the woman so hard she left his employ failed spectacularly when she managed any and every task he set her. Keluse soaked knowledge up like a sponge, easily copying what he demonstrated after only being shown once. Properly fed, she thrived and within a few weeks looked like a different woman. Still slight, she was both strong and fast, able to tire a rabbit enough to fall on it and deliver the killing blow with ease. She set traps, paying attention to where game would naturally walk then funneling them into her snares with twigs and stones.

      The largest impact Keluse had on him, however, was simply her company. Unaware of just how lonely he had been until she had been thrust into his life, Besmir reveled in talking and joking with her.

      “Why did you choose to live out here on your own?” she asked him one sunny afternoon.

      They had checked and reset a number of snares, gutting and preparing the rabbits, pheasant and grouse they had caught. Now the pair were relaxing on the bank of the small stream near the cabin with bare feet trailing in the cool water. Besmir was silent for so long Keluse sat up to see if he was asleep. The expression on his face made her stomach churn.

      “Forget I said anything,” she blurted, wishing she could take her question back. “It’s none of my business.”

      “No,” Besmir finally said with a sigh. “It’s fine. What do you actually know about me?”

      “Well...not much really. Just hearsay and rumor,” Keluse said evasively.

      Besmir snorted. “I bet I can guess some of the rumors the townsfolk of Tyrington spread about me,” he said bitterly. “Dark magic and necromancy. Do they still tell the one about how I eat live babies?” he asked.

      “No,” Keluse replied.

      Besmir sat up and fixed her with his dark stare until she felt the color rise in her cheeks.

      “You’re a useless liar,” he said. “but thanks anyway.” He sighed and sat up properly, scanning the trees as if there were likely to be someone listening. “Duke Moncarthy was out with a hunting party some years ago when they came across a raiding party that had attacked a convoy of families fleeing some war in Gazluth...”

      “Gazluth! That’s across the Wide Green Sea!” Keluse blurted.

      “From the stories I was told, they were in the process of looting and murdering these outlanders when the Duke’s party spotted them and attacked.” Keluse listened to his emotionless voice intently. “Moncarthy and his men rounded as many of the attackers up but several of them managed to flee. He executed the attackers on the spot and ordered the victims buried while the criminals were burned. As they were sorting through the bodies, they heard the cry of a baby.” Besmir paused and swallowed. “My mother had hidden me beneath the floorboards of her caravan and protected me with her body, even as they cut her down.” Besmir stared off into the distance as if seeing into the past. “So, the Duke brought me back to Tyrington to be raised among the orphans and strays.”

      “You were lucky then...” Keluse said

      “Lucky?” Besmir asked in a whisper. “Was I? It was obvious from the start I was different.” He flicked his dark hair with one hand. “And the others set me apart in as many cruel ways as they could. I was the butt of any and all jokes, bullied and treated worse than cattle. When we all started to become men, I carried on growing until I was bigger than the others. Then they targeted me through fear.” Besmir paused again, searching for the right words. “Bound by his own sense of duty, I had the Duke’s ear and begged him to allow me the freedom of this forest. He agreed as long as I provided meat for his table. So, I began my second life alone in these forests, the trees my tools and the animals my larder.”

      Keluse could do nothing but stare at the man. He had been treated horrifically merely for being born in another part of the world and appearing differently to the rest of society. She tried to swallow the lump that had grown in her throat but it would not move.

      “That’s horrible,” she finally managed to say.

      “Funny, I thought that too,” Besmir said sarcastically. “Still, I can’t alter the past or make stupid people intelligent, so it’s better for everyone if I stay out here.” Besmir thought for a second before fixing her with his gaze again. “Wait a moment, if you’d heard all the rumors about me, why did you want to come out here alone?”

      “I-I couldn’t believe they were true,” she admitted. “But I wanted to see for myself.”

      “And if I had been some kind of crazed monster that eats livers?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” Keluse admitted with a little embarrassment. “Plus, you know, all that food!” She dragged the last word out, moaning it as if in despair.

      

      Besmir laughed but sensed there was more Keluse wanted to say. To give her the chance, he remained quiet.

      “I had another reason to come out here,” she said quietly.

      Besmir looked at her with a question in his eyes but did not push for information. He had a suspicion as to what had been happening in Tyrington from her moans and whimpers as she slept.

      “Gohran works in the Duke’s stables,” Keluse began, her voice trembled as she spoke. “He...took a liking to me and...”

      Besmir tried not to react when her throat closed but a ball of hot acid grew in his stomach and he rolled into a sitting position to stare at her.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks and she looked away from his eyes, ashamed of what he might think.

      “It’s not your fault,” Besmir said with a gentleness that surprised even him.

      Keluse’s eyes snapped up, searching his face desperately for the truth of his words. Seeing his honest expression broke whatever barrier she had put up and she doubled over, a low moan escaping her.

      “Didn’t your father do anything?” Besmir asked when her sobs had subsided.

      “I-I think h-he knew,” she blurted between gasps. “I th-think he s-s-sold me.”

      Besmir closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose and shaking his head.

      “How can you stay so strong?” he asked.

      Keluse stared at him in shock. “I’m not!” she yelped. “I’m not. I couldn’t stop him from...from.” She stopped herself.

      “Not physically, perhaps,” he allowed. “But if I’d had someone in my life who I expected to protect me and they betrayed me instead,” Besmir shrugged, “I don’t think I’d be able to carry on.”

      Keluse stared at him with wide eyes, shaking her head slowly.

      “What direction is the wind coming from?” Besmir asked abruptly.

      Keluse blinked several times, confused by his sudden change. She sniffed hard, wiped her eyes and smiled. “From the North,” she replied.
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      Keluse watched as Besmir shaved translucent strips from the length of wood they had selected to be her first bow. Since their talk the previous week Keluse could breathe more easily, as if the simple act of telling someone about what had happened made her feel better. She had become so accustomed to the pain and pressure in her chest it was still a pleasant surprise to feel it gone. Besmir knew what had happened and did not blame her in any way. Nor did he see her as damaged or less than a woman.

      Her hand started forward, as it sometimes did, automatically reaching to push back the hair that fell across Besmir’s face.

      “It takes a long time to craft,” Besmir said, making her jump and snatch her hand away, “but this will serve you for a lifetime if made properly.” He stood and offered the shaving knife to her. “Carry on,” he instructed.

      “Where did you learn all this?” Keluse asked as she sat and pressed her feet against the bar of the shave-horse.

      “I apprenticed, much like you,” Besmir said. “Duke Moncarthy had me join his hunting men and I spent six years as their slave.”

      “Slave?” Keluse asked as she pulled the knife over the wood.

      “Try not to go so deep,” Besmir said, pointing. “Yes. They worked me hard, tried to break my spirit with dirty, demeaning tasks but I took every opportunity to learn and eventually I outperformed them. As soon as I knew I could do better, I petitioned the Duke to be allowed to leave but he would only allow it if I agreed to put a certain amount of meat on his table.” Besmir leaned down to inspect the partially formed bow. “Good. Carry on like that. You need about half as much of the light heartwood as the dark to be fully effective.”

      Keluse nodded and carried on shaping the bow.

      “I’ve got to go and meet some traders tomorrow,” Besmir said. “They’re not the most civilized men so you should stay here, work on your bow and scrape those deer and rabbit hides.”

      Keluse glanced at him knowing this would be the first time since she had apprenticed to Besmir he left her alone. Part of her felt proud he was confident enough to leave her here as disappointment weighed her down.

      “You don’t want me to come?” she asked, trying to keep the tone of hurt from her voice.

      “I think it would be safer if you stayed,” he said casually. “These are coarse, rough men who would look at you as a prize.”

      Flint-sharp hate cut Besmir as he watched the color drain from Keluse’s face. Self-loathing burned him that he had used her greatest fear against her.

      But I can’t risk having her follow me.
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      Keluse rose to find Besmir already gone, his stallion along with his hunting knives. She sighed and decided to carry on with her bow after a quick breakfast. By the time the sun had reached its zenith, her arms ached and hands were sore but the bow looked perfect. She made her way over to the stack of skins they had stripped from various animals and began to scrape all the fat from them with a sharp blade.

      It began as a tingle at the base of her skull, subtle and easily ignored. Yet combined with an abrupt silence as the forest animals halted their endless tasks, Keluse knew she was in danger.

      Stretching as if tired, she drew in a deep breath, sampling the air for clues as to where whoever this was might be. The easterly breeze was clear and fresh so they were more likely to be downwind of her.

      Hunters? Maybe, but what or who are they hunting?

      As casually as she could with her nerves trying to jump from her skin, Keluse walked across to where a bucket sat not too far from the door to the cabin. She lifted a cup of water from the bucket and sipped, casually scanning the tree line for any sign of who might be there. The pull of the open door at her back was almost irresistible but she knew to go inside was to be trapped.

      Besmir will return and deal with them. What if he’s dead and never coming back? Why would he be dead? Maybe those rough traders he mentioned ambushed him and came here.

      Unanswered questions and half formed thoughts tumbled around Keluse’s mind, robbing her of all coherent thought. Oddly it was Besmir’s voice that echoed from her subconscious.

      Stop thinking and run!

      Keluse bolted for the trees.
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      Besmir lay between two small humps of earth that had been thrown up randomly, watching the group of heavily armed men as they trotted across the grassland that lay at Eastern edge of the forest as he had done the last three times he had seen them. The small group dismounted, consulting a map and pointing in various directions. Six in number, they all dressed differently; some in leather, some in metal armor. One individual had on a formless, brown robe with a hood that covered their face. Agitation grew in Besmir’s lower belly when he as much as glanced at the figure, making him want to run as fast as he could in the opposite direction.

      Decision made, the six mounted again and turned to head directly for where Besmir hid. He shuffled backwards and turned, crawling for the trees and relative safety. With the thicker underbrush tantalizingly close, Besmir heard a voice bellow from behind him and turned to see the group had closed the distance between them by half somehow. Without another thought, he sprinted for the forest and his horse.
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      Lungs burning, legs aching but fear driving her on, Keluse ran through the trees. She stuck to the lesser known paths and animal trails Besmir had shown her, trying not to leave any sign she had been there. If whoever was following her could track half as well as Besmir, however, they would easily be able to find her.

      Keluse knew running into the wind might help them so she cut South to try and escape. Although there had been no sign of anyone following her, Keluse knew they were there. Knew they were after her without knowing how.

      Running blindly now, the unfamiliar territory added to her panic and Keluse lost her bearings, turning along little-trodden paths at random. To her right a mound of soil and stone seemed to leap into the air, growing into one of the random small hills that seemed to appear in the middle of this forest.

      Keluse headed for it hoping it would turn out to be one of the small shelters Besmir had dotted throughout the forest. Her heart soared when she located the pile of brush and leaves that disguised the entrance and wriggled inside, curling up into a ball.

      Within was a cave Besmir had dug. Just small enough for one person to hide, it gave shelter from the elements in case he found himself caught in bad weather, somewhere to wait out a storm.

      Keluse tried to slow her breathing so she could listen for anyone outside. What little light penetrated from outside barely revealed anything, making her rely on her other senses.

      After what felt like hours, Keluse had just about convinced herself she had concocted the whole situation and was about to crawl out of the shelter when she heard a low voice.

      “I am sure this was the direction she came.”

      “So where is she now?” another asked.

      Keluse listened to the rattle and clink of men dismounting and searching for clues to her whereabouts. Her heart raced as the footsteps came closer to the hidden entrance, closer to finding her.

      “That’s a well-hidden hole you have there,” the first man spoke.

      Keluse’s heart sank and fear threatened to overwhelm her.

      “We only wish to speak to you,” the second said. “You have no need to fear.”

      Both men had a trace of an accent, Keluse noted, making her wonder if they had come from the capital.

      “Maybe you are in need of some refreshment,” the first said. “Morcath, shall we have some tea?”

      “Certainly, I will build a fire,” Morcath said.

      “Will you join us?” The nameless man asked.

      Keluse remained as silent as she could while the sound of Morcath scraping sparks from a flint came to her ears.
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      Besmir spurred his horse on between the trees at an alarming speed, dodging from side to side and ducking low to dodge the low branches that came at him. A few limited options registered as he fled. He could try to get home, grab Keluse and make for Tyrington but that would expose her to these people and if caught, there was no telling what they might do. He could lead them on a chase through the forest, his knowledge of the area a distinct advantage. Yet this left the problem of how to escape them completely. Besmir decided on his next idea, however, and altered his course for Lime Gully.

      He could not be sure how close the group of men behind him were but his trail was barely hidden so he knew they would be coming.

      Lime Gully began as a slight raising of the ground to either side of him. Tree and shrub growth dwindled, eventually becoming bare earth as he progressed. Patches of white rock started to appear then predominated the landscape as the gully walls towered above his head. Abandoned decades before, the lime quarry had a few remnants of the operation still in place. Dilapidated wooden shacks dotted the base of one wall and the gaping maw of darkness leading down into the body of the world beckoned Besmir hungrily.

      Rather than hiding in the buildings or mine, Besmir dropped from his puffing, snorting gelding and grabbed the few supplies he had with him. White powder coated his hands immediately as he started to climb, hand and foot holds coming easily. Minutes later he had reached the top and rolled from view, panting for a few seconds before glancing back down into the gully.

      Half a mile away he spotted the glint of sun on metal and squinted to see the mounted group halted at the entrance to the cleft.

      Wondering if it’s a trap?

      After a brief discussion, Besmir watched as the men, along with the strange, hooded figure, turned and retreated the way they had come. Now Besmir wondered if this was a trap of theirs, attempting to fool him into thinking they had left. They must know he could only take his horse back the same way he had entered and would probably wait farther down the track. What they did not know was Besmir’s horse would happily make his own way back to the cabin eventually, having been left any number of times to do exactly that. Safe for the time being, Besmir took a few mouthfuls of water and set off North to cut a wide circle around the men.
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      “These honey cakes are exceptional,” Morcath said to his companion loudly enough for Keluse to hear.

      “And mint tea,” the other man said. “I am surely glad I am not stuck in a dirty hole in the ground.” Keluse could hear the amusement in his voice and anger started to replace her fright. “You might as well join us. We are unable to leave until you come out.”

      Keluse thought for a few seconds. She could not stay in here indefinitely, physical needs would force her out eventually, so the pair merely had to wait. Plus, they could easily have come in and get her, dragging her out by force, but had offered her tea and cakes instead. There were several ways to have killed her if they wanted her dead; set a fire to the dry brush, collapse the hill on top of her or sharpen a long pole and start poking around. The pair had done none of these which made Keluse believe they meant her no harm.

      “I’m coming out!” she called. wondering what Besmir might shout. “Throw your weapons down and prepare to surrender!”

      The soft chuckle spurred her on and she wriggled free of the tight space, dry soil and dust making her skin prickle.

      Two men sat at ease around a small fire over which a metal kettle sat, steaming gently. Ignoring her, the men chatted quietly, sipping tea and munching the small cakes that made her mouth water to see. While both were obviously warriors or fighting men by their appearance, what made her heart nearly stop was that they both looked like Besmir.

      “Well met,” one said. “I am Morcath Dubron and this is Ranyor Shern,” the first man to speak smiled and waved his fingers at her. “May I ask your name?”

      “Keluse,” she said before she could think to give a false name.

      “Will you join us, Keluse?” Morcath asked.

      “Why were you watching me?” she asked, not moving.

      “We have been tasked with locating a man,” Ranyor said quietly. “We needed to make sure we had examined your home thoroughly. Why did you run?”

      “You two were spying on me!” Keluse spat. “What did you think I would do?”

      “In my experience women, tend to run inside their homes,” Morcath told her darkly. Keluse swallowed. “Tea?”

      Is there any point in refusing?

      Keluse stepped forward and took the cup Morcath offered, noting the massive difference between the size of their hands. Morcath was easily as big as Besmir, with imposing dark eyes and short black hair. Ranyor was a similar height but slender where Morcath was bulky. Closer now, she saw just how handsome he was, almost girlishly pretty rather than ruggedly good looking. Dark green eyes studied her in return, skimming over the lines of her body and taking in every detail. Heat rose in her cheeks as his intense stare left her feeling naked and vulnerable. She crossed her arms and folded one leg in front of the other. Ranyor smiled gently and sipped his tea.

      “To business then,” Morcath said. “The man we seek is not native to this land, he favors us in color and build. Have you seen such a man?”

      Keluse shook her head, pretending to think.

      “What do you want him for?” she asked, sipping her tea to hide her face.

      “What does it matter if you do not know him?” Ranyor wondered with a raised eyebrow.

      “In case he’s a danger to me or my husband,” she said. “If he should come to my home, should we be scared? Is he wanted for some reason?”

      The two men glanced at each other, some kind of secret message passing between them, then turned to her.

      “We have been searching for him for three years,” Morcath said. “He is most certainly wanted.”

      “What’s this man’s name?” Keluse asked. “In case I hear of him.”

      “Besmir,” Ranyor said, holding her stare.

      Keluse tried not to react but the sound of his name drained the color from her face and both men shifted, turning to face her more fully.

      “So you are aware of him,” Morcath said in a strange tone. “Please, we must find him. It is of utmost importance to my people.”

      Keluse frowned in confusion.
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      Besmir read the signs Keluse had left when she ran and of the two men who chased her. The men had both been mounted while she was on foot and his heart sank to think what she must have felt to be hunted by two men.

      What memories will that bring up?

      Inside, Besmir grabbed his hunting bow and quiver of arrows. Whoever these men were, they would pay for scaring his apprentice. Grim determination drove Besmir to follow the tracks and whatever conclusions he might find.

      Long shadows grew as the sun waned, creating hiding places for ever larger foes. Besmir, however, knew he was the only thing to fear in these woods as he padded silently through the trees. Neither Keluse or her pursuers had tried to hide their passage and his eyes easily picked out the foot and hoof prints in the spongy soil. Something nagged at the edges of his awareness but he ignored it in order to focus on finding them.

      Eventually Besmir had a good idea of where Keluse had been going and picked up the pace, heading for Scroods Mound.

      The flames of a small fire made the shadows cavort demonically when he reached the back of the small hill. Two men sat by the fire, talking intently to each other and turning towards another who Besmir was unable to see clearly. Silently he moved around to see who this other was, a chill of shock cutting into him when he saw Keluse kneeling at their feet.

      Although she looked unharmed, it was obvious they had caught her and Besmir knew it would only be a matter of time before they finished with her. With practiced movements, he slipped two arrows from his quiver and laid one against the bowstring.
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      Keluse could barely keep the astonishment from her face as Morcath and Ranyor took turns explaining why they had come seeking Besmir. It was clear from their barely concealed excitement they both spoke the truth and her heart soared for the man who had saved her life.

      The fire crackled loudly when Morcath added a handful of dry brush to it, sparks leaping into the air along with the gray smoke.

      “So you will help us?” he asked eagerly. “You will explain we mean no harm?”

      Keluse smiled at him. The two men had changed completely from the gruff pair who had chased her down and into child-like and excited people.

      “Of course,” she said, genuinely warming to these men. “I’ll...” Horror closed her throat when she saw firelight glint from the arrowhead. “Besmir, no!”
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      “Besmir, No!” Keluse’s scream registered a fraction of a second too late.

      Besmir watched as she launched herself forward at the same time as one of the men lunged towards her. The other man, his target, rolled forwards, scattering the little fire and plunging the forest into darkness.

      “Besmir, stop!” Keluse cried out. “They’re friends!”

      Confusion swamped his mind. How could they be friends after chasing her through the forest and cornering her like an animal?

      It did look like that one tried to protect her though.

      Besmir, still wary, knocked his second arrow while his eyes adjusted to the lower light. The campfire recovered a little, casting weak light a few feet. Enough to see Keluse make her way over to him as the other two men knelt at the far side of the light.

      “It’s all right,” she said, holding one hand out towards him. “Really.”

      Besmir looked from her face to the kneeling men and back.

      “What’s going on, Keluse?” he asked. “These two chased you from home.”

      “They’ve come looking for you,” she said, “with some incredible news.”

      Besmir heard her words but his attention was drawn to the slender man he had loosed an arrow at. His breathing had become loud and rasped from his lungs. His companion glanced at him worriedly but stayed knelt before Besmir.

      “See to him,” Besmir said, lowering his bow and putting his arrow away. “See if you can get the fire going, Keluse, we’ll need some light.”

      As she added dry wood to the glowing coals and blew a flame into life, Besmir approached the two men.

      “How is he?” he asked the burly man.

      The similarities between this pair and himself were not lost on Besmir, but the arrow jutting from the other man’s chest was more important at the moment.

      Wonder carved his features into an expression of awe as the large man stared at Besmir as if he could not speak.

      “I will live, my Lord,” the other man managed to rasp.

      Besmir cut his eyes towards him as Keluse knelt beside him in horrified concern.

      “Ranyor!” she squealed, her face pale.

      “I will remove the arrow, my Lord,” the other man said, but Besmir stopped him.

      “Wait, I’ve got medicines and poultices to halt infection at my home.”

      “As have I, in my saddlebags, my Lord.”

      “What’s all this ‘my Lord’ business all about?” he asked with a frown.

      He watched as the big man’s mouth opened, tried to form words and failed.

      “It is not my place to say, my Lord, but we have been seeking you for years.”

      Before he could ask anything more, Besmir heard someone shout from beyond the trees. In a single, fluid move, he rolled, drew an arrow and had his bow at the ready, aimed in the direction the call came from.

      “Be at peace, my Lord, they are friends,”

      “More friends, Morcath?” Keluse asked.

      “Yes,” Morcath said, peering off into the darkness. “Over here!” he called.

      Besmir watched in growing fear as the group of men who had followed him into Lime Gully guided their mounts into the tiny clearing, taking in the scene that unfolded before them. Besmir’s eye was drawn to the robed, hooded figure at the rear of the group.

      Ice cold bands of iron gripped his chest, stealing his breath, but he stood facing whatever the robe covered. Vile, scaled hands jutted from the sleeves of its clothing as it dismounted and turned to face him. Silence fell over the tiny clearing like a blanket and Besmir’s world shrank down until his attention focused entirely on the monster approaching.

      At four paces from him the thing stopped and raised its reptilian hands to the folds of its hood. Besmir’s hands twitched, automatically raising his bow despite the near paralyzing fright threatening to unman him. It halted in surprise, twin points of light reflecting the firelight as it studied him. His heart beat so fast he thought it might burst but fought against the chill water filling his belly.

      “So, it is true then,” a grating, rasping, hollow voice reached from inside the hood. “Besmir, Holy Warrior and true leader of the Granash people lives.”

      Chill fear cut into Besmir with every word the creature spoke. Its voice echoed from beyond the grave, sounding like a thousand tortured souls combined.

      “What are you?” Besmir asked, his voice sounding weak and frightened.

      He heard a few surprised comments from the gathered men but kept his focus on the thing that stood in front of him. It carried on pulling the cowl back, firelight revealing the horror that lay beneath.

      “Death,” it rasped.

      Besmir tensed his muscles, pulling the bowstring back as far as he could and aimed straight inside the cowl.

      “Farewell, death,” he said in an abruptly calm voice.

      Besmir released the string with an audible thrum. His arrow disappeared in a blur and the thing calling itself death was thrown backwards as the missile hammered into the hooded face.

      “Zaynorth!” One of the five strangers bellowed, darting forward.

      “Someone needs to explain what is going on here,” Besmir growled at the same time as pulling another arrow from his quiver and putting it to his bow.

      “Worry not, Kathnor,” an old voice said. “I am unharmed.”

      Besmir stared down as the creature he had just shot in the face turned, its hood falling back to reveal the face of an old man. He smiled up at Besmir, ice white teeth gleaming in the firelight. “I believe this belongs to you, sire,” he added, holding out Besmir’s arrow.

      [image: ]

      Besmir, Keluse, Zaynorth, Ranyor and Morcath had squeezed into Besmir’s small cabin while the others pitched a tent in the paddock. With some help from Zaynorth and some of Besmir’s herbs, Morcath was tending to the arrow wound through Ranyor’s shoulder.

      “Just an inch lower and it would have punctured his lung,” Morcath said as Ranyor passed into unconsciousness on Besmir’s bed.

      “That’s why I shot him there,” Besmir said calmly. “I knew he’d recover if treated properly.”

      Morcath stared up at him, shock, fear and a little awe on his face. Keluse stroked the hair back from Ranyor's forehead and traced her fingers down his face gently. Besmir held his smile in check when she glanced up at them all.

      “Can you go over this one more time,” Besmir asked, “just so I fully understand what you’re trying to tell me?” He stretched out, crossing his ankles and studying the old man.

      Somewhere between fifty and seventy, Zaynorth had light gray eyes set deep in a weathered face aged by worry. Lines radiated from the corners of his eyes and his dark hair threaded with white. A small, neatly trimmed beard graced his chin and he had a habit of stroking it as he explained the story again.

      “Your father should have ascended the throne as king of Gazluth,” he mumbled. “Your uncle, Tiernon, gathered men loyal to him in order to usurp the throne. He threatened you and your mother directly, stating he would have you both murdered if your father took the throne. If he exiled himself, however, Tiernon would leave you all in peace,” he sighed and wiped one hand over his face. “A dear friend of mine managed to send word that Tiernon had plans to make sure you never returned to claim your rightful place. Despite my best efforts, I was unable to thwart his plans and believed you dead. Not until a message reached my ears there was a Granash citizen living here in Gravistard did I imagine you might be alive,” the old man shook his head.

      “So I’m king of a people I’ve only ever heard about? A land across the Wide Green?” Besmir asked, still unable to believe any of the tale. Zaynorth nodded. “How can you be sure it’s me?” he asked. “What if I was the son of someone else in the caravan? According to what I was told, there were a number of families traveling together for safety.”

      Zaynorth chuckled.

      “I am more than sure,” he said. “Only one with Fringor royal blood could withstand the glamour I cloaked myself in.”

      “There’s another thing,” Besmir said. “All this magic you talk about sounds like something from a children’s tale.” The old man smiled.

      “So it might seem, my Lord, yet Fringor blood entitles you to certain powers also. Have you never noticed something you cannot explain?”

      “No,” Besmir said shortly. “I’m going to get some air.”

      [image: ]

      Keluse watched Besmir slip from the cabin before returning her attention to the unconscious man in the bed before her. Something inside her had snapped when she saw the arrow punch through his chest, felling him like an oak. More than concern for the fate of someone she barely knew, the feeling was more like the terror she had felt in Tyrington when Gohran laid his hands on her. A gnawing ache pulled at the bottom of her stomach, one she could not rid herself of no matter what she did.

      I barely know the man. So why do I feel so scared?

      Another question tickled across her mind and she slipped outside after Besmir. It did not take long to find him as the shocked stares of the men who had sought him for years showed her his location. Besmir stood in the moonlight, his broad shoulders working as he scratched Darnie behind the ears, whispering to her gently.

      “I’ve always thought of myself as a king among normal men,” Besmir said without turning. “But this is madness, surely?”

      “What are you going to do?” Keluse asked in a small voice.

      “Do?” he asked, turning. “What am I supposed to do? Go to a foreign country and take the throne from someone who’s been in power since before I was born?”

      Keluse watched as Besmir fought for control of his emotions, worried since she had never seen him so torn.

      “You told me the boys in Tyrington bullied and humiliated you,” she said. “What better way to show them your true value than by taking your birthright?”

      A rustling from the trees set her nerves on edge and he turned to face the new threat.

      “What now?” she muttered.

      “It’s just my horse,” Besmir said.

      “How can you even know that?” she asked, disbelief coloring her voice. Besmir snorted a laugh.

      “How?” he echoed. “That old man was more right than I cared to admit,” he said. “I do have some…magic powers.”

      “W-what?”

      “I feel an affinity with animals,” he said haltingly. “Never thought anything of it until now. It’s like I can...feel him out there.”

      “That’s what makes you such a great hunter,” she said. “You know where your prey is going to be!” Besmir looked down with a slight smile. “Do you know what ‘charlatan’ means?” He smiled again. “Can you do anything else?”

      “Not that I know of,” he said. “What do you think I should do?”

      “You’re asking me?” Keluse’s jaw dropped making Besmir chuckle again.

      “Despite what you might think, I’m only five years older than you,” he admitted. “Got any ideas?”

      Keluse could only shrug. “Not really,” she said. “I mean...what would happen to me if you went?”

      “You could stay here,” he said, making her heart heavy. “Or go back to Tyrington.” The cold hand of fear grabbed her heart then. “Of course, I could do with an assistant in Gazluth,” he added.

      “If you go,” she said, smiling in relief.

      “If I go,” he echoed.
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      Besmir made his way back across the paddock. Morning sun glinted from the dew gathered there and his footprints showed darkly. At the tent, the men scrabbled to snap to attention, all of them in different stages of undress.

      “You can stop all that,” he said gruffly. “Even if I am some king or leader, I don’t want you turning into statues or falling on your knees any time I turn up.”

      He watched as the men relaxed into an uneasy group, glancing nervously at each other.

      “So, what’s with that Zaynorth character?” he asked them. “Using magic on me?”

      “All I know, sire,” one said nervously, “is he said it was necessary in order to ensure you were of the royal blood,” he spoke, then swallowed. “I have to say, I almost soiled myself when first I saw it.” He grinned nervously and Besmir laughed.

      “Luckily I didn’t,” he said. “I haven’t soiled myself in weeks.”

      “Weeks!” The only man to speak shouted before they all started to laugh.

      Inside, the atmosphere was heavy with the smell of men and the feeling of tension.

      “Your majesty,” Zaynorth started the moment he noticed Besmir, “have you thought on the situation?”

      “I have,” Besmir replied, glancing at Keluse who had stationed herself beside Ranyor again.

      “And?” The old man asked eagerly pulling his beard.

      “And,” Besmir paused, “I think I’ll make quite a good king.”
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        Orphaned by an assassin’s blade, Besmir spends his youth on the fringes of society. He grows into a hunstman of some note, suitable to put food on the Duke’s table, if unfit to join the meal. His simple, meager life is thrown into chaos when he finds himself approached by Zaynorth, an illusion mage who has come in search of Besmir, bearing a remarkable truth: the huntsman is far more than he knows himself to be.

        

        Along with his apprentice, Keluse, Besmir follows Zaynorth to a new and distant land where he will vie for a throne stolen by the very man responsible for his parents death.

        

        In Heart of a Huntsman, an orphan of noble birth must rally the people of a foreign land to his cause and lead them against a treacherous king – one whose army includes the very legions of Hell.
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