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Bilewolves!”
“Help us!”
“Help me!”
“Aarrgh, no, no  —”
The shouts and screams grew louder as Sir Odo and 

Sir Eleanor raced  toward the village green, their magical, 
self- willed swords, Biter and Runnel, almost lifting them 
from the ground in their own eagerness to join the combat. 
Well  behind them came Addyson and Aaric, the baker’s 
twin boys, who had come in a panic to tell them the village 
was  under attack.

Above all the  human sounds of fear and fighting, a 
terrible howling came again, from more than one bestial 
throat.

“Slower!” panted Odo as they reached the back of the 
village inn, the Sign of the Silver Fleece, or the Gray 
Sheep, as it was nicknamed, since the sign had long since 
faded. “We must be clever. Stay shoulder to shoulder, 
advance with care.”

“Nay, we must charge at once!” roared Biter, even as 
his  sister sword snapped, “I agree, Sir Odo.”
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“I do too,” said Eleanor, slowing so her much larger 
and less fleet- of- foot friend could catch up. When he was 
level with her, she moved closer so they  were indeed shoul-
der to shoulder, their swords held in the guard position.

Together, and ready, they rounded the corner of the 
inn.

A terrible scene met their eyes. Some forty paces away, 
four enormous, shaggy, wolflike creatures, each the size of 
a small  horse, stood at bay opposite a man and a  woman. 
The  people  were hunters or trappers, judging by their leather 
armor and well- traveled boots, although they  were quite 
old to be in that trade. Both looked to be at least fifty.

The man had a cloth of shining gold tied around his 
eyes, which perhaps explained Addyson’s panicked 
description of “a blind king” being attacked by the bile-
wolves. The cloth did give the impression of a crown.

Blind or not, king or not, the man wielded his steel- shod 
staff with a brilliance that made Odo gasp. The weapon 
was a blur, leaping out to punch one bilewolf’s snout, then 
jab another’s forefoot. The  woman was equally as  adept, 
though she wielded a curved sword, the blade moving 
swiftly and smoothly as she danced with it, the bilewolves 
slow and clumsy partners. Close to the inn on the edge of 
the green, three villa gers lay dead or seriously wounded, 
their torn and jagged clothes still smoking from the bile-
wolves’ acid- spewing jaws. Eleanor’s  father, the herbalist 
Symon, was bent over the closest victim, frantically trying 
to stem the flow of blood from a wound. He looked up for 
a second at his  daughter, but did not speak, turning instantly 
back to his work.
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Odo grasped the situation immediately. Only the two 
old warriors kept the bilewolves away from the wounded 
and the rest of the defenseless villa gers. But the two  were 
outnumbered and, despite their skill, overmatched by the 
sheer size and ferocity of the animals.

“Forward!” Odo shouted, and he and Eleanor marched 
together.

“For Lenburh!” shouted Eleanor.
Odo knew from the slightest tremor in Eleanor’s voice 

that she was afraid, though no one  else would be able to 
tell. He was afraid as well. They  were only twelve years old 
and had been knights for  little over a month, but he knew 
the fear would not stop Eleanor, and it  wouldn’t stop 
him  either.

They did not expect their war cries to be answered, 
but off to the right came a shout: “Forward for Lenburh!” A 
 horse came galloping across the green, the ancient war-
horse of Sir Halfdan, who, like the master who rode it, had 
not been in  battle for twenty years or more. True to its 
training, the war horse held straight for the bilewolves, 
despite their terrible stench and formidable snarls. Sir 
Halfdan, despite age and infirmity, was rock- solid in the 
 saddle, a lance couched  under his arm. He had not had 
time to put on any armor save his helmet and a gauntlet. 
He still wore the nightgown that was his usual garb  these 
days, and his one foot was still clad in a velvet slipper.

A bilewolf turned  towards the galloping  horse and 
charged, leaping at the last moment to avoid Sir Halfdan’s 
lowering lance. But the old knight knew that trick and 
flicked the point up, taking the beast in the shoulder, the 
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steel point punching deep. Bilewolf shrieked, the lance 
snapped, and then  horse, knight, and  dying bilewolf col-
lided and went flying.

At the same time, one of the three remaining bile-
wolves bounded up on the back of one of its fellows and 
leaped high over the head of the blind staff- wielder. The 
man jumped upon his companion’s shoulders and punched 
up at the bilewolf’s belly, but the beast had launched itself 
too well. The staff merely struck its wiry tail, severing it 
midway along as the bilewolf flew past them.

Odo and Eleanor rushed across the green, expecting 
the falling bilewolf to attack them and the unprotected 
villa gers  behind. But it ignored them, spinning about as it 
landed to strike at the two warriors once again, dark blood 
spraying from its injured tail. The blind man jumped down 
with the deftness of a traveling acrobat and stood back- to- 
back with the  woman. Together they turned in a circle, staff 
and sword blurring to hold the bilewolves at bay.

Odo slowed and edged cautiously closer, wondering 
how the blindfolded man had struck so precisely with his 
staff. Meanwhile, Eleanor narrowed her eyes, seeking a 
way into the  battle.

“Take the one to my right!” shouted the swords woman 
to Odo and Eleanor, her voice strong and well used to 
command. “It is already lamed!”

“Sixth and Fourth Stance!” said Eleanor. “You high, 
me low.”

They moved in perfect synchrony, as  they’d practiced, 
Odo stepping left and out, Biter held above his head to 
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strike in a slanting downwards blow, as Eleanor stretched 
out low with a lunge at the bilewolf’s right front leg, which 
it already favored.

The bilewolf bunched itself to leap up at Odo, choosing 
the bigger target. But Runnel’s sharp point cut through 
its leg even as it sprang. It fell sideways, yelping, and Biter 
came down to separate its massive head from its body, 
the sword twisting to avoid a spray of bile from the snap-
ping jaws. Both young knights struck again to be sure 
it was dead, and then swung about to move to the next 
target.

But the remaining two bilewolves  were already slain, 
one with a crushed skull and the other with a sliced- open 
throat. All four carcasses lay steaming, the grass beneath 
them turning black and smoking where the acidic drops 
fell from their jaws.

“Sir Halfdan!” cried Eleanor. The old knight lay 
motionless upon the ground, the haft of his broken lance 
still couched  under his arm. His war horse lay near him, 
unable to get up. It raised its head and whinnied, as if in 
answer to some trumpet no one  else could hear, but the 
effort was too much. Its head fell heavi ly back and did not 
move again.

“Wait!” Odo called as Eleanor started  towards the old 
knight. “Do you see any more bilewolves?”

The swords woman answered him. She and the man 
still stood back- to- back, their weapons ready, as if they 
expected another attack at any moment.

Or they  didn’t trust Odo and Eleanor.
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“ There  will be none,” she said. “They hunt in fours and 
are jealous of their prey. You are knights of the realm?”

“Uh,  we’re knights, but not . . .  exactly of the realm, 
I  don’t think,” said Odo. “I am Sir Odo.”

“And I, Sir Eleanor.” It gave her a small thrill to say 
that, although  there  were more pressing  matters to con-
sider. “If  there are no more bilewolves, we must help Sir 
Halfdan while my  father attends to the  others  —”

“One moment, Sir Eleanor,” snapped the  woman. 
“How are you knights, but not exactly of the realm?”

“It’s a long story,” said Odo. “We  were knighted by the 
dragon Quenwulf  —”

“Quenwulf?” asked the  woman. Her expression shifted 
to one minutely more relaxed. “Was it she who gifted you 
with the enchanted swords you bear?”

“No!” said Biter. He was still not entirely convinced 
he  shouldn’t be a dragonslaying sword.

“Uh, no,” said Odo. “We found them. Like I said, it is 
a long story  —”

“Best saved for  later,” said the blind man. His voice was 
even more used to command than the  woman’s. “Take me 
to the fallen knight, Hundred. Sir Eleanor, did you say he 
was Sir Halfdan?”

“Yes, Sir Halfdan holds the manor  here,” Eleanor told 
the man as she studied the  woman more closely. Hundred 
was a very strange name, but perhaps it was apt for a very 
strange person. In addition to the curved sword she still 
held at the ready, Eleanor noticed she had a series of small 
knives sheathed along each forearm, and unusual pouches 
on her  belt. The backs of her dark- skinned hands  were 
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white with dozens of scars, like Eleanor’s  mother’s hands  —    
not wounds from claws or teeth, but weapon marks. A sign 
of many years of combat and practice.

“Sir, we should go on at once,” protested Hundred.
“No,” said the man. He turned to face where Sir 

Halfdan lay and began to walk  towards him, using his 
staff to tap the ground.  After a moment, Hundred went 
ahead of him, and the man stopped tapping and followed 
her footfalls.

“He must have amazing hearing,” whispered Eleanor 
to Odo.

“I have well- trained ears,” said the man without turn-
ing his head.

Odo and Eleanor exchanged glances, then hurried 
 after the odd duo.

Sir Halfdan lay on his back, not moving. His helmet, 
too big for him, had tipped forward over his face. Hundred 
knelt by his side and  gently removed it. The old knight’s 
eyes opened as she did so, surprising every one, for he had 
seemed already dead.

“Sir Halfdan,” said the blind man, bending over him.
Sir Halfdan blinked rheumily, and his jaw fell.
“Sire,” he whispered. “Can it be?”
The old knight tried to lift his head and arm, but 

could not do so. The blind man knelt by him and closed 
his own hand over Halfdan’s gauntlet.

“I remember when you held the bridge at Holmfirth,” 
said the blind man. “In the second year of my reign. None 
so brave as Sir Halfdan. You remember the song Veran 
wrote? She  will have to write another verse.”
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“That was long ago,” whispered Halfdan.
“Time has no dominion over the brave.”
“I thought . . .  we thought you dead, sire.”
Eleanor mouthed “sire” at Odo and hitched one shoul-

der in question. He shrugged, unable to explain what was 
 going on. But looking at the blind man in profile,  there was 
something familiar about the shape of his face, that beaky 
nose, the set chin.

“I gave up the throne,” said the man. He touched his 
golden blindfold. “When I lost my sight, I thought I could 
no longer rule. I was wrong. Blindness makes a man a 
fool no more than a crown makes him king.”

At the word king, Odo suddenly remembered why the 
old man’s profile looked familiar.

It was on the old silver pennies he counted at the 
mill.

Eleanor had the same realization. They both sank 
together to the earth, their hauberks jangling. Odo went 
down on his right knee and Eleanor on her left. They 
looked at each other worriedly and started to spring up 
again to change knees, before Hundred glared at them 
and made a sign to be still.

“My time is done, sire,” said Sir Halfdan.  There was a 
rattle in his voice. He glanced over at his  horse. “Old 
Thunderer has gone ahead, and I must follow . . .”

He paused for a moment, the effort of gathering his 
thoughts, of speaking, evident on his face.

“I commend to you, sire . . .  two most brave knights . . .  
Sir Eleanor and Sir Odo. They  —”
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Whatever he was  going to say next was lost. At that 
moment old Sir Halfdan died. Egda the First  —   for the 
blind man was certainly the former king of Tofte, who 
had abdicated ten years ago  —   gripped Sir Halfdan’s shoul-
der in farewell and stood up, turning  towards the kneeling 
Odo and Eleanor.

“He was a  great and noble knight,” he said. “The Hero 
of Holmfirth Bridge, and even then he must have been 
over forty. To think of him slaying a bilewolf at the age 
of ninety!”

“We  didn’t know he was a hero,” said Eleanor uncom-
fortably. She was thinking about some of the names she 
had called him  because he was slow getting or ga nized for 
their journey east, to be introduced to the royal court. And 
how some  people in the village had mocked him  behind 
his back for having only one foot, though they would 
never dare do so to his face. “He was just our knight. He’s 
been  here so long . . .  um . . .  sorry, should I say ‘sire,’ or 
is it ‘Your Highness’?”

“I am not a king,” said the blind man. “I have been 
simply Egda  these last ten years.”

“Sir Egda,” said Hundred sharply. “You may refer to 
his grace as ‘sir’ or ‘sire.’ ”

“Now, now, Hundred,” said Egda. He smiled faintly, 
exposing two rows of white, even teeth. “Hundred was 
the captain of my guard and has certain ideas about main-
taining my former station. I wish to hear how you  were 
made knights by the dragon Quenwulf, but first  there is 
work to be done. The bilewolves must be burned. Are the 
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wounded villa gers attended to? I hear pain, but also gentle 
soothing.”

Eleanor looked over to where the wounded  were now 
being lifted to be carried inside the inn. Her  father was 
assisted by several other villa gers, including the midwife 
Rowena, who often worked with him.

“They are being tended to by my  father, who is a healer 
and herbalist, sir,” she said.

“I’ll gather wood to burn the bilewolves,” said Odo. 
“Addyson and Aaric can help, if it please you, sir.”

“I do not command  here,” said Egda mildly. “Who is 
Sir Halfdan’s heir? Has he a  daughter or son to take up 
his lands and sword? Or, given his age, grandchildren, 
perhaps?”

“ There’s no one,” said Eleanor, frowning. She looked 
across at where the wounded or dead  were being taken 
into the inn. “Only his squire, Bordan, and I think he was 
one of the three other  people the bilewolves  —”

“They sought to help us,” said Egda. “Would that 
they  were less brave.”

“I warned them away,” said Hundred harshly. “If they 
had kept back, they would have been in no danger.”

“Only if the bilewolves  were  after you in par tic u lar,” 
said Odo, made curious by her comment.

“This is not a  matter for you, boy,” said Hundred. 
“Sire, we must be on our  —”

“No,” interrupted the former king. He  didn’t seem 
happy with the way Hundred was addressing Odo’s inqui-
ries. “We  will rest  here to night, not camp in the wilds. Sir 
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Halfdan was my  father’s knight before he served me. We 
must show proper re spect, see him put to rest. Also, I want 
to hear the story of  these two swords  —   who are strangely 
quiet now, though I heard them in the  battle.”

“I merely wait for my knight to introduce me, sir,” said 
Biter. He sounded aggrieved. “He is new to his estate and 
I am still teaching him manners.”

“Oh,” said Odo. He held up Biter, hilt first. “This is 
Hildebrand Shining Foebiter. Often called Biter.”

“And my sword is Reynfrida Sharp- point Flamecutter, 
or Runnel for short,” said Eleanor.

“Greetings, sir,” said Runnel.
“And welcome, sire,” added Biter, not wanting to be 

left out.
Egda nodded. “Well then. Sir Odo, to the burning of 

the beasts. Sir Eleanor, if you would introduce me to your 
 father and other notables in the village, we must order . . .  
that is, suggest the arrangements to lay Sir Halfdan to 
rest. Hundred, cast about for any sign of other unfriendly 
beasts.”

“Sire!” protested Hundred. “I cannot leave you 
unprotected.”

“Sir Eleanor, would you give me your arm?” asked Egda. 
“Sir Odo, would you take care to listen and come should 
I call for aid?”

“Yes, sir!” said Odo and Eleanor together.
“You see,” said Egda to the frowning Hundred. “I 

have two knights to guard me. Come, let us be about our 
business!”
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He strode off confidently  towards the inn, tapping 
once more with his staff and hardly holding Eleanor’s 
crooked arm at all. Odo stared  after him. When he looked 
back to see what Hundred was  doing, he was surprised to 
find himself alone. In just a few seconds, the el derly war-
rior had dis appeared from the  middle of the green!




