Chapter 1

Twenty years later…

Kieran woke up, his heart racing and his clothes drenched in sweat. It wasn’t unusual for him to have strange dreams, but this one had been the most terrifying of all. 
He’d been walking with his mother and father near the sea. Suddenly, a sword sprang from the waves and flew into his hand. Elisa’s face froze in horror and Kale stepped in to defend her. Before Kieran could stop himself, he’d killed both of them. Their blood covered the sword and his cries of despair woke him up.

Still shaken, Kieran walked to the kitchen and washed his face. Normally he would have eaten a quick breakfast, but the dream had stolen his appetite. Frustrated, he returned to his room, put on a clean shirt, and headed for town. 
With his long stride, it took him only a few minutes to walk from his home near the shore to the smithy near the center of Pent. On his way, he passed several low-roofed cottages, each with a small garden plot and racks of drying white-fish. Turning to the left, he noticed the familiar odor of wet clay coming from Jelcahd’s pottery shop, and the mouth-watering aroma of fresh bread coming from Helgar’s bakery. The sun was just coming up as he jumped over the fence around the cooper’s yard and walked into his father’s smithy. 

Kieran had learned his father’s trade quickly. By the time he was seventeen, people said he was the best smith in northern Teleria. While Kale forged the ordinary, Kieran preferred embellishing the ordinary and creating the extraordinary. When he walked through Pent, he could see his handiwork – ornate door handles, hinges with intricate flower motifs, and gates that looked like they could grace the castle at Korisan.  

Today he had to settle for making ladles. 

Walking past the racks of tools, he pulled off his shirt and was about to put on his leather tunic when he heard a disturbance. A clus-ter of unmarried women had gathered at the door. They came every day and tried to get his attention. Despite their obvious beauty, none of them caught his eye. There was only one woman for him. He just had to find her again. 

Now Kieran turned his back on them and quickly put on his tunic. 

When his father joined him, Kieran donned his leather apron and stoked the fire. 

“Do you have that order ready for the cooper?” Kale asked.

“It’s over in the corner,” Kieran said, pointing to a pile of iron barrel hoops. “I made two extra for the children.”

Kieran loved having children in the shop. Kale was always worried that one of them might get hurt, but Kieran invited them in anyway. He enjoyed making things for them, and their favorite toys were the iron hoops. When the children raced the hoops in the street, Kieran always stopped to watch. This had been his favorite game as a child, and the only game where he could beat his cousin. 
As if on cue, his cousin entered the shop and stood to one side.  

“I see your adoring throng is here today,” said Gilrain. 
“I’m sure you’ll be happy to take them off my hands,” Kieran muttered. 

“Maybe later. What are you working on today?”  

“Are you offering to help?”

If Gilrain saw that Kieran was annoyed, he ignored it. “Hunting’s been slow this week. I thought you could use a hand.”

Gilrain was the best archer in the area, usually bringing home the largest deer and wild boar. Although he hadn’t taken up sword smith-ing like his father, he knew how to keep the fire going, and was an ex-cellent striker. It was too bad he was so unreliable.  

 “I’m working on ladles, for Lord Destra’s cook.”

While Gilrain moved over to the fire, Kieran picked out an iron bar and brought it to the anvil. Using a hammer and chisel, he cut the bar to the proper length and then began the process of heating and ham-mering the metal, stretching out the handle, and forming a small bowl. When he’d finished shaping and smoothing it, he repeatedly plunged it into the slack tub to harden it. 

Kieran looked up to ask Gilrain to get another tool. Gilrain was in 

the corner, flirting with a blond who’d made it past the door. 

Kale shook his head.

Kieran swore under his breath. 
Gilrain’s careless attitude toward finishing his work was one of his least annoying traits. He charged headlong into fights without think-ing, was openly affectionate with unmarried women, and gambled at dice and cards whenever he had the chance. 

Still irritated, Kieran turned his attention to the next ladle and imagined it was Gilrain. 

While he worked, a crowd started to gather inside the shop. It wasn’t unusual for people to meet in the smithy to discuss the latest news, and Kieran had learned to keep one ear on the banter while he worked. This afternoon they were heatedly discussing the way Lord Destra had treated a man who couldn’t pay his taxes. 

“I heard he had the man and his whole family sent to the dungeon in Korisan.”

Gilrain abandoned the blond and moved closer to the discussion. 
“That’s the last time we’ll see Becknar.”

Gilrain looked over at Kieran. “Somebody should do something.” 
Why was Gilrain looking at him that way? Kieran walked to the forge and waited for the bowl of the ladle to reheat. 

His blood boiled every time he heard about the way Lord Destra mistreated the townspeople. It seemed the nobility felt it was their sole purpose in life to make everyone in Teleria miserable. They charged too much for taxes, demanded that the peasants produce superior products – despite the poor soil and scarcity of materials – and when foreign marauders or gangs roamed through the towns, they did nothing to stop them, despite having legions of soldiers at their command.

Kieran had never spoken of rebellion himself; his father had taught him to avoid trouble. But if he were a lord or a king, he would use his position to help people. Then he’d remind himself that he was a just a blacksmith, and all he wanted in life was to have his own smithy, marry, and have a dozen children.  

“You know Rahnak set up all the liege lords in Teleria,” someone said. “If you cross them, you’re crossing him.”

“I think it’s about time someone crossed him.”

When Kieran returned to the anvil, Gilrain nudged his arm. “Are
you paying attention to this?” he asked. 

“It’s nothing new.”

Gilrain took the hammer out of Kieran’s hand. 

Kieran moved to take it back. “Some of us have work to do.” 

Gilrain let go and lowered his voice. “You could do something.” 

Kieran continued to pound at the metal. “If you want swords for a revolt, go talk to your father. I already have too much work to do.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Kieran stopped in mid-swing. “Then what did you mean?”  

“They haven’t told you yet?”

Kieran grabbed Gilrain’s arm to take him outside. Gilrain tried to wrench himself away but Kieran persisted. When they were outside, Gilrain broke free of Kieran’s iron grip.

“What are you talking about?” Kieran asked. 

Gilrain looked confused and then started to chuckle. “How ironic. All these years and they never told you who you really are.”

