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Prologue

He did off the saddle to unsteady feet. Too flustered to tether the horse, Wyl trusted it to remain where
he l€eft it as he stumbled deeper into the copse and retched. The sickening need to berid of the curse
seemed to last an eternity as he desperately tried to yield it, rip the sorcery free from itssinister grip. At
the rim of hisaddled mind Wyl acknowledged that this cold, moonlit night was too beautiful for
death...once again.

He beieved he could tagte the taint of the magic that had claimed hisbody hours earlier. Wyl did not
want to remember it, but it was so fresh, so horrific, so ugly in hismind, he could not banishit.
Commander Liryk of Briavel has smiled when the man called Romen Koreldy, newly banished from the
realm, had suggested the Forbidden Fruit for their overnight stay before leaving for whichever border he
chose. He had smiled in understanding, knowing that the mercenary had decided to drown his sorrows
within the soft and welcoming embrace of awhore in the region’ swell-known brothel. And he had smiled
more widely when Romen had accepted the offer of Hildyth. The Commander had sampled her ona
previous occasion and had known there could be no better place for hisgrieving companion to lose
himsdf for afew hours. Wyl Thirsk, trapped in Koreldy’ s body, had felt the same until the tiletto had
buried itself deep into his heart, trying to take hislife. Except it had not. Romen’ s body released its
trapped guest so it could travel ... .travel into Hildyth and claim her lifeinstead.

It was not anew experience for Wyl. He had felt that same wrenching sense of despair once before and
even now could hardly believe it had happened once again. He was dry-retching now; knew he must
force himself to stop. He looked to where his hands—his smooth woman' s hands—gripped the tree he
leaned againgt, concentrated on the fed of the rough bark benesth his tense fingers, and forced himself to
ease his convulsions of fear.

Don’t think about who you’ ve become. Remember who you are, he reminded himself. Remember
who you are!

“I am the son of Fergys Thirsk of Argorn,” he croaked through his new and strange voice.

“I an Wyl Thirsk. Generd of the Morgravian Legion.” He spoke it more loudly thistime, hating the
femininity of the pitch.

“I andive” hefinaly said, voice stronger and steadier, hismind accepting, his spirit resolute.

He repeated his mantrauntil the nausea finally subsided and his cramping muscles sopped answering the
cal to expd the enchantment. It was not possible anyway, he knew.

Wyl Thirsk raised his head to the starry skies and screamed his despair in the voice of the assassin....the
woman he had become this night.

It was acry without hope. He knew dl too well that no shaking of fists or howling to the heavens could
change the dark enchantment that doomed him to cheat death. He understood that his spirit was now
destined to shift from one body to another, waiting for desth to make another attempt to claim him.

A wave of sadness crashed againg histhoughts as he remembered Romen, hisfirst victim—if he could
cal him that. Now Romen’ s body was dead too.

Wyl felt gutted to have lost the comfort of that once-strange—now-familiar—vesse that had wel comed
him, sheathed him, given succor and life. Romen’ s essence had lived on with him while Wyl’ strue body



was mortifying in atomb. The two of them were one...and now perhapsthey must consider themselves
three with thiswoman among them, part of them...one with them.

She was now their shield; they were now her secret.

Wyl limped to the narrow brook that traveled languoroudly nearby. It glinted in the Slvery light. He threw
himself down at its edge and cleansed his mouth. Now he succumbed to the tears; deep, heartfelt sobs
shuddered through the body of the woman, but the grief belonged only to Wyl Thirsk.

I live, hetold himsdf again, fumbling in his pockets for the linen that held the key to hislife. Init lay the
bloodied ring finger of Romen Koreldy of Grenadyn: noble, mercenary, and beloved suitor of Queen
Vaentynaof Briavel. Wyl had retrieved it from the chamber a the Forbidden Fruit where he had hidden
it...and now hewould useit. Useit to beguile Ceimus, the treacherous King of Morgravia, into believing
that Romen was dead and confirm that the mysterious assassin, known only as Hildyth and masquerading
as awhore, had succeeded where others had failed.

Wyl camed his panicked thoughts, drawing on his skills as a strategigt, to think through what he must do.
Hewould send Koreldy’ sfinger to Celimus, precisely as Faryl had been ingtructed through the King's
scheming chancellor, Jessom, and in doing so he would alow Morgravia s sovereign, the betrayer, to live
within afadse cocoon of safety.

The neighboring realm of Briavel was Cdimus s main concern now and his plansto wed its queen,
Vaentyna, would be occupying histime. In his disguise as Romen, Wyl had aided Vadentynain hindering
those marriage plans diplomatically, but Wyl knew she would not do so with ease again. He understood
al too well what atightrope of careful politics she was treading. Her own nobles and counselors were
pressing for the marriage and the peace and prosperity it would bring; in fact both realms were clamoring
for aroya wedding of such importance. Briavellians and Morgravians dike had become captivated by
the romantic notion of their sovereigns bringing the neighborsinto harmony. Both nations could amost
hear thewails of an heir that would once and for al unite the realms under one sovereign.

It made political and strategic sense. Of courseit did. When Celimus had first broached the subject to
him, Wyl had been highly impressed by the farsighted plan the young King had devised to force these
two warring realmsto set asde their differences, their history of hate, once and for dl. He had even
agreed to help shape such aunion—until hisinner sensetold him things were not as straightforward asthe
new sovereign proposed. Firg, the old King, Magnus, had died only hours before Celimus dready had
presented Wyl with awel-laid strategy and ateam of foreign mercenaries hired and ready to depart. The
sde of Wyl that knew from bitter experience that Celimus was atraitorous snake smelled the trap. And
he had been right. His decision not to support the King’ swishes had led to the daughter of his great
friend, Alyd Dond, and had dmost claimed thelife of his sster, had he not then agreed to travel into
Briavel, escorted by strangers, and win a princess for the King of Morgravia.

How could he have known—in that moment, terrified for his sister and by how close that vicious axe
blade had come to ending her life in the Stoneheart courtyard—how twisted Celimus's plan actudly was.
Not only had the King planned to use the Thirsk name to win an audience with King Valor and then
Vaentyna s hand in marriage, but he had aready ordered the deaths of Wyl and Vaor—by different
assass ns—once the betrotha agreement had been made. Darker yet, Celimus had contrived to blame
Wyl Thirsk for the King' s death while ensuring that the executioners, one of whom was Romen Koreldy,
were aso killed, thus covering histrail of deception.

Celimus, however, had not reckoned on the integrity of the n, Koreldy, whose lifetime loydty the
King thought had been safely secured with an obscene payment of gold, or of ablood pact made
between Thirsk and Koreldy for whichever one of them survived adue to the death to reved theKing's



treachery. But little did any of them know about an even greater menace that lurked mysterioudy around
thelr grand plans and lived within Wyl Thirsk himsdlf; brutal and without loyaty to anything but itsdlf, it
was agift from the witch Myrren to Wyl for hiskindness during her trid torture. It had waited patiently
for many yearsto wreek its havoc, and when it had finally struck, it was savage and shocking, forcing the
spirit of Wyl, whose body was dying from Koreldy’ s sword blow, to clam Koreldy’ s life and body
instead. Thirsk had become Koreldy and now he had become the whore Hildyth when Myrren’ s Gift had
struck again.

Wy surfaced from histroubled thoughts redlizing his mind was rambling over old ground. He could not
change what had happened; he could only move forward now and work to protect his Sster—the last of
the Thirsks—and somehow thwart Celimus' s determined intentions to control Briavel through marriageto
Vaentyna Firgt, though, he must track down the Manwitch. He was Myrren’ strue father and might have
answersfor him.

In making the decison to let go of the past, his biggest regret was knowing that Vaentyna, whom he had
loved from the moment she had first breezed into hislife when he was Generd Wyl Thirsk of the
Morgravian Legion, had falen in love with him as Romen Koreldy. His own fedlings for her had only
intengfied during histime as Romen and he could never forgive himsdf for risking that love and dlowing
her to think that he had betrayed her when she had so relied on him.

A headache was gathering. He must find out more about who he had become before the pain and this
grief over hislovefor the Queen clamed him completely. She could never love him now in this strange
and femae body. WyI could not bring himsdlf to look at hisnew body just yet or touch it. But he held no
such reticence for the memories, not caring that they were not his own. What remained belonged to Wyl
now. They were histo remember and use.

He leaned back exhausted againgt atree and delved. WYyl |earned the whore Hildyth had smply been
another guise. Hewasin fact Faryl of Coombe—abrilliant assassin, born in the midlands, familiar with
placesfar away from Morgraviaor Briavel—and riddled with secrets.



Chapter 1

The Queen had suffered adeegpless night, churning over her decision to expel Romen Koreldy. Vaentyna
had measured the dark hours by listening to the muted noises of the guard changing. The only other
digtraction was the distant, infrequent howl of adog—or wasit awolf? Shewondered if it was caught in
one of thetrapslaid by poachers...or morewhimsicaly sheimagined it had lost its mate and was venting

itsdespair.
She understood such things, for the sorrowful cry only served as an echo of her own loneliness.

Vaentynaasked hersdlf yet again if she could have hung on to the man she loved and till gppeased an
angry king? A king, she added, with more than enough fighting power to overwhelm Briavel. The answer,
whichever way she gpproached the problem, was no.

“Damn duty!” she murmured into her coverlets. She punched the feather pillow that brought no comfort
thisnight.

To add to the misery, avison of Fynch haunted her. How he had |ooked at her she would never forget.
Hetoo had grown to love Romen, despite his misgivings about the man. She and her young friend had
shared so much in the short time they had known each other. But dl of that closeness was shattered now.
Fynch was avoiding her because she had so deliberately distanced herself from Romen and ordered him
expedled from Briavel.

She had cast aside aman sheloved over Cdimus—aman they dl hated. A child, not familiar with the
way of politics and diplomacy, would believe her actions made no sense. But thiswas no ordinary child.
Fynch was specia in his serious, degp-thinking manner. He understood al too well, but that did not mean
hefelt any comfort in his understanding.

She did not want to lose his companionship, but it seemed the day just gone had risen soldly to bring loss
to her life.

King Cdimus, sheredized, kicking off her blankets with irritation, would probably be closeto the border
by now, possibly even crossing into Morgravia. She had no doubt spies would keep him updated on
Briavel’ s events, and her standoff with Koreldy would be high on the list of missives. It suddenly
occurred to her that the King might have Romen tracked down upon hearing this news. Surely Romen
would be cautious? He had been warned that to set foot into Morgraviawas to risk certain execution.
Failing his own good sense, she trusted that her own Commander Liryk would counsd Romen. Hopefully
they had ridden through the night and would be headed north, back to where he had come from.

“Where Callech, King of the Mountains, avaitshim,” she whispered sorrowfully.

Thelast time Vaentyna had cried passonately was over her father and the time before that when she had
falen from ahorse adecade ago. She considered herself resilient, but silent, heavy tears won now as she
accepted the enormity of her orders. Romen had nowhere to go. Briavel represented safety. Beyond its
bordersto the north and west, people wanted to kill him. The south offered only ocean, no comfort. To
the east, only fear in the little-known Wild. Fynch knew it too. That was the reason for the accusation in
that chilling final glance he had given her.

It spoke of betrayed friendships.

And hewasright. What had Romen been thinking during that swordfight! 1t was clear that he had meant



to kill Celimus, and then where but in intense danger would that have left Briavel ?

Romen knew how precarious her predicament had been. What had been hisintention? She had not had a
chanceto congder it, in truth. She had not had the luxury of opportunity to think it through; she had been
forced to react, and swiftly, in the only way that amonarch in her situation could have done. She knew
her decision was paliticaly correct, but this reassurance was cold comfort.

Her heart ached. Sheloved Romen and she had sent him away...not just away in fact, for expulsion had
more seriousimplications. Briavel no longer recognized him asfriend. Romen Koreldy would not be
permitted to set so much asatoeinside Briavel. If recognized, he would be captured and imprisoned.
Her actions had trapped him. Whichever way he turned; whichever borders hefinally crossed, hewas as
doomed astheir new and fragilelove,

Vaentynatwisted beneath her remaining sheet, banishing thoughts of his touch, which brought anew kind
of acheto her body. She would have given hersdf gladly to him that night before the tourney, but hiswas
the voice of cdm among the waves of passion. It was Romen who pulled back, Romen who made her
see the reason for holding on to the most precious commodity for anew queen.

Virginity was wedlth, he had counsded. More importantly, it was power. A virgin queen was an
irresistible magnet for gppropriate suitors. Except she wanted no husband...not unlessit was Koreldy.

She rubbed her tired but stubborn eyes and sat up. Thiswould not do. Pulling on a soft robe to ward of
the chill, Vaentynamoved to the window and looked out toward the dark woodland she loved so much.

“It might work,” she murmured as an idea gathered resonance in her thoughts. She could meet him
somewhere outside of Briavel’ s borders. Somewhere safe, where they could rendezvousin secret. If only
she could fed hiskissjust once more, it would be enough, shetold herself naively, hardly believing it
hersdf.

Her plansto meet with Romen outside of Briavel took rapid shape. She would take Fynch too. Between
them they would mend friendships, renew loyalties, rekindle the flame that burned brightly between them
al. She could gpologize for making the hardest of decisions and she knew Romen aready understood;
his eyes had told her as much when they had regarded her so gently despite her harsh words. She could
ask him why he had risked so much. They could set things straight between them. Her daydream had
even rambled beyond to when perhaps she could find away around the expulsion order; when time had
hedled and life was |ess precarious. Perhaps there was a chance for them intime.

“Where are you now, Romen?’ the Queen of Briavel whispered toward the trees, now determined to see
her lover onelast time, not knowing he was at this very moment just afew milesfrom entering her own
cadtle swalls.

Far sooner than she could have imagined, Vaentynawould cast her eyes on Koreldy; kiss him just once
more as she so desired.

Liryk’ s expression was grim. Beneeth it anger seethed. This should not have happened. The Queen had
ddiberately granted life, given Koreldy the chance to make anew one elsewhere. She could have easily
commanded desth. There was friendship between the two, possbly more, if hisintuition served him well.

He could not blame her. Who could help but fall under Koreldy’s spell?

They had emerged from the cover of the woodland that surrounded the northern rim of the palace
grounds. Commander Liryk glanced to hisleft, where the body of the man he hardly knew but
comfortably called friend lay dead in a cart, wrapped in sacking. Combined sorrow and guilt threstened



to take over Liryk’s checked emotion, forcing him to look away and back toward the castle.

Now they had arrived a the famous Bridge of Werryl, where past sovereigns, remembered faithfully in
marble, stood proudly on either side and guided visitorsinto the palace. Liryk raised his hand toward the
ramparts, where he knew his guards saw their fellow soldiers gpproaching through the light mist of dawn.
The gate was up, he noticed, and he grimaced. He would have to take a hard look at security again and
ensure the castle remained closed to dl visitors until permission wasformally granted. After Vaor's
sudden degth, everyone had been so careful, but more recently he had noticed a genera dackening of the
rules. With an n on the loose, who knew what could happen. Their queen must be better
protected.

In the courtyard he wearily handed his horse’ sreinsto the stable boy and gave ordersfor Koreldy to be
taken to the chapd and laid out. He, like hismen, wastired. They had ridden through the night,
determined to bring the body back as quickly as possible to ensure that the gossip fled with the evidence.
It would flare and rage for aday and then hopefully be forgotten. There was no body, no sign that the
gridy death had even occurred. The Forbidden Fruit’s women would be entertaining in that same
chamber this very night—no sign of the recent bloodshed in evidence. His mouth twisted at the thought.
Poor Koreldy. He deserved better.

Wll, no matter how tired he was now, the next hour would be his most difficult. He suspected that no
matter how he counseled her, their headstrong queen would want to see the corpse for herself. He shook
his head, resigned. Vaentynawas an early riser. Best to go see her immediately and get thisugly business
done.

Liryk made his presence known to another man he liked. Krell, the Queen’ s chancellor and former
servant to King Vaor, was acam and solid force among Vaentyna s advisers.

“May | akif itisurgent, Commander Liryk?" Krell said, shifting papers around hisdesk. “ Thisis quite
anirregular hour to be requesting an audience.”

Liryk nodded. “ Something unexpected. She must betold.”

“Bad news?’ the Chancellor asked. Liryk’ s expression was enough to foreshadow the fact that this
would not be a happy meseting.

Liryk would have told him everything anyway; Krdl had that way of not showing unnecessary curiosity
while il finding out what he felt he should know. 1t was amasterful skill. Hewasdso amanto trust.

“Itis, I'mafraid. Koreldy isdead.”

The Queen’ s servant looked up sharply from the neet piles of orderly paperwork he trawled through for
his monarch. He had single-handedly eased VVdentynainto her challenging role asruler, alaying her fears,
guiding her with informed skill, inginctively knowing what her father would expect. In terms of
administering the realm, he was ablessing for them dl and could rarely be ruffled. However, the
expression on his normaly well-guarded face was dl shock at this moment. Liryk was convinced that
Krel wanted to ask the Commander if he was quite sure but had checked himself.

Liryk confirmed it anyway. “I’ve had him laid out in the chapdl. | imagine the Queen will want to view the

“Indeed. She will not be persuaded otherwise,” Krell replied, distracted. He walked around from his
desk. “Thisisdark news, Commander. I’m sorry to hear it. He was, in spite of the reason for his
expulson, agood man for Briave...”



Liryk guessed that the Chancellor wanted to add that Koreldy was a good man for Vaentynaaswell.
Instead the Chancellor held histongue, asked him to wait. He would seek an appointment with her
maesty immediatdly. Heleft Liryk done with hisblesk thoughts and fatigue.

When Liryk was shown into her study, he could see Vaentyna had not dept well. Her eyeslacked their
sparkle. Dark smudges beneath made them appear hollow in the much too pale skin. He wished once
again he could escape thistask and hoped Krdl had forewarned her of thetidings.

She was wearing a satin robe and had obvioudy comein ahurry straight from her chambers, not caring
about her gtate of dress, but then Vaentynanever was one for vanity. He had known thisfine young
woman since she was newly born and she had aways treasted him as akindly uncle—she till did, infact.
So the fact that shewasin her night attirein his presence would not worry her one bit. He noticed she
managed to muster asmilefor him, rising above the reasons that had troubled her dumber.

“I’'m glad to have you back, Commander Liryk,” she said formaly, turning from her window. She
crossed the room, and after he had straightened from his bow, she fell back into her lessrega manner,
taking both hishandsin her own. “Now, ease my worry,” shesaid. “Tdl meit dl went smoothly.”

Liryk glanced toward the departing Krell, who was passing behind her mgjesty, carrying papers. The
Chancellor shook hishead dightly and Liryk felt the weight of histask sdttle like astonein histhroat.
Krell wasfollowing protocol. He had |eft the bad news entirely for Liryk to deliver.

Vadentynawas searching hisface, aconfused smile on her lipsnow. “What isit? Krdl tellsme you have
newsthat cannot wait. | presume you wish to report that Romen Koreldy was seen safely to aborder.
But which border? | must know,” she said, her words coming out in arush.

Liryk’ s eyes came back to rest sadly upon her own. “May we Sit, your highness?’

“Oh, of course, how remiss of me. Y ou’ ve obvioudy been riding through the night to be back here so
fast.” She gestured toward one of the comfortable armchairs. “ Please.”

“Thank you.” He st, taking every last moment he could before he had to share histidings with the lovely
young Queen. So much grief around her. He wished Krell had remained but knew once again the man
had done the right thing and given them privacy.

Vaentynajoined him in the opposite chair.
“You look very pae, your highness.” He blurted out his thoughts.

She nodded. “Y ou know metoo well. | did deep badly. I’ ve anguished over yesterday’ sdecision, Liryk.
It was the gppropriate action to take for Morgravia sking and the dutiful thing for Briavel. But oh, it was
apoor decision for me personaly. | miss Koreldy more than most would redize”

He was shocked. He sensed the friendship had run deep but had no ideaiit had progressed so far and so
quickly. Her carefully chosen words could not mask the true admission. Liryk leaned back in his chair
and closed hiseyes, risking her further confusion while he gathered up his anguished thoughts.

“My apologies, gr. | should not burden you with my heart,” Vaentynasaid to fill the awkward pause,
sorry that she had said as much as she had.

She noticed the sad expression on Liryk’ s face when he opened his eyes and sat forward again. He even
took her hand, hed it gently but firmly in hislarge, gnarled, soldier’ shands. Liryk sighed heavily, and



when he said “your mgjesty,” asthough his shoulders carried the very weight of the realm, her intuition
suggested she did not want to hear whatever it was he had to report. She had to bite her lip to prevent
hersdlf from begging him to say no more.

He began to speak, histone measured, his words carefully chosen.

Vaentynalooked at Liryk’shand covering hers, trying to shut out the voice, concentrating on the gingery
hair on the back of his, which made her think of Wyl Thirsk, of al people. Poor, lovely Wyl Thirsk with
histhatch of orange hair and freckles. She recaled the way he blushed whenever her eyes glanced
toward his, and his smile, so hard to win but bright and joyful when it came. He should never have died.
He had fought courageoudy for arealm not his own, to save thelife of hisenemy. She had liked him the
instant they had met, had felt a connection to him somehow that was hard to shake. Curioudy the young
man entered her mind at the oddest of timesto this day and there were moments—none that she would
admit openly to—when Fynch's suggestion, that Wyl Thirsk was gill among them, rang true with her.

It was an odd situation. Normally she did not take to people so readily; she was wary of folk by nature
and downright suspicious of strangersfrom Morgravia. But Wyl was not what she had expected. He was
forthright and humble. Just alittle in awe of her father, which she had appreciated because it showed
respect—even between enemies. And her father had liked him and, more importantly, trusted him. That
much was obvious. She recaled how Romen had admitted that Wyl had fallen desperately in love with
her on that first meeting. How shocked she had been and, strange though it sounded, how flattered she
had felt. There was something about Wyl Thirsk—something specia. Despite hislack of Sature, which
she had gently poked fun at, he certainly possessed a presence...and there had been achemistry
between them. Vaentynarecalled how he had not felt ashamed to weep in front of them or accept her
comfort. She had admired that about him.

Liryk’svoice spoke on.

The Queen heard, as though from adistance, Liryk talking about a place cdled the Forbidden Fruit. It
sounded like no establishment shewould ever vist. Apparently Romen had gone with awoman. She
knew what this meant but shetried to ignoreit. She wanted to believe that the bathing and smoothing was
an innocent activity to help ease the tension of that strange and joylessday. But it was morethan a
smoothing. She could read as much intheway Liryk sad it.

Hildyth was her name. Hateful name. She suddenly despised the woman. ..astranger she had never met
or ever would meet. A whore.

Romen’ swhore.

Sheimagined the stranger laughing with him; unself-conscious at being naked with this private and yet
playful man. Thewhorewould fed hisfingersover her body, histongue, hislips...and Vdentynatried to
convince hersdlf, asthese visions raged, that Romen was using the woman because he could not have his
queen. His queen had banished him. Expelled him. Marked him as no friend of hers, or of Briavel’s. He
had to drown his sorrows somewhere and he had drowned them at the Forbidden Fruit, sheathing
himsdlf within awoman cdled Hildyth. Isthiswhat Liryk seemed so hesitant to tdll her...that Romen had
spent the night with apaid woman?

It seemed not. Therewas moreto thetale. As Liryk continued, her throat caught, and then began to
close, asthough it meant to stop her breathing. Liryk was speaking of being stabbed. .. something about a
fingerlesshand.

She looked up suddenly. He stopped speaking, disturbed by her sudden attention.



“I...Liryk...l don't understand.” Therewas atremor in her voice and she hated it. Hated it dmost as
much as she hated Hildyth for taking the pleasures of Romen’ s body when they were meant for a queen.

It broke every protocol but Liryk did not care for that right now. Thelittle girl of Briavel, loved by dl,
needed comfort. He put his arm around his young sovereign and pulled her toward his broad chest in the
manner adear uncle might. She alowed him to because she was scared. She had heard the words but
did not believe him. She would need him to say them again.

He spoke in anear whisper thistime, hislipscloseto her hair, which smelled of fresh lavender. “Y our
highness,” he said gently, “Romen Koreldy was murdered last night. We have nothing more than the
woman' s description of aman running down the hall. She was understandably distraught, so the details
arevague, to say theleast.” He stopped, not sure of what else to say or even whether she had paid
attention.

Ashe pulled away, her gaze was locked on hisface, but her expression suggested her mind was far
avay.

“Dead?’ she sad, asthough she were testing the word on her tongue. He nodded. Vaentynamoved fast,
legping to her feet, grabbing her commander’ s shirt in her figs. “Romen’s dead?’

“Y es, my queen. Hewas murdered,” Liryk answered as gently as he could.

He was rdieved when the door softly clicked open and Krell tiptoed through, something sseaming from
the mugs he carried. The man said nothing, walking slently acrossthe rugsto lay down the tray nearby.
Liryk caught awaft of dramona. It was awise choice. The medicine was strong. It would help with the
shock.

Vaentyna became aware of Krell. His presence helped her to compose hersdlf as she released her grip
on Liryk and felt for the chair behind her. Shefound herself wringing her hands and regained control of
them, locked them together. The Queen took along, deep breath. She remained silent for amoment or
two longer and then lifted her chin, returning a steedy dark blue gaze a the man whose news had just
stuck ablade into her own heart. There was some pleasing symmetry to that notion, she thought bitterly,
for if her ears had heard correctly among her frantic thoughts, ablade in the heart was the manner in
which Romen had died.

“Commander Liryk. You will tel me everything once again so | understand thoroughly the events that
unfolded lagt night.”

The Queen’swordsfdl likeice crystals now. They matched the hard and wintry expression that had
frozen on her lovely face.

And so for the third time that morning Liryk told his sad tale, thistime sparing her no detall. He ddlivered
his report in the detached military manner he knew best, devoid of emotion and embellishment.

“...only later we discovered hisring finger had been removed,” he concluded.
“WM!

He shrugged. “ A trophy perhaps, adthough | do believe, your highness, that this was an assassination.
People who kill for money, especidly if their victims are of high status, must provide proof of the desth
beforethey are paid infull. It ismy belief that Koreldy was murdered on someone s order.”

“Whose orders?’



One name hung silently between them. Neither dared spesk it, for if they did they would both believeit,
and the repercussions, should they act upon that notion, were too daunting to contemplate.

Instead Liryk chose asafer path. “We have no firm evidence as to who perpetrated this.”
“Other than the blade,” shereplied.

“Y es, highness. Other than the wespon.”

Krell took this moment to offer the mugs. They were taken slently.

“Drink it dl, your magjesty,” he whispered before taking hisleave.

She smelled the dramona, knew itsintention, and put it asde. They would not sedate her. “Liryk. Did
Koreldy say anything to you before he died.”

The man was spping from hismug of strong, dark tea. He nodded. “He told me that he did not kill your
father. He wished you had given him asign that you knew him to beinnocent of al accusationsleveled at
him”

Vaentyna s newly calmed expression fdtered, asthe words hurt. She knew Liryk had not meant to drive
afurther wedge of paininto her. She expected him to be truthful but could not know that he was honest
only to acertain point. Liryk had told Koreldy he would not do anything to dissuade Vadentynaagainst
the marriage to Celimus even though Koreldy had begged him. As promised, he held histongue now. For
Briavd’s sake, the marriage must go ahead.

It wastaking every ounce of Valentyna s courage to remain composed and not crumble. That would
come later. Right now she had to learn everything she could about Romen’ s death.

“The whore—"
“Hildyth?’
“Yes, her. Whereis she now?’

“ After she had told us everything she could, she asked if she could leave. She was very upset, asyou can
imagine”

“Had it occurred to you, Commander, that the whore was involved....could have given the killer entry?
Could havekilled Koreldy even?”’

13 YS”
“And?’

She watched the color risein her chief of security. “ She could not have killed Koreldy because he would
have been too strong for her. Y ou know what an artful fighter hewas. Asfor her being involved, yes, it
had occurred to me but | decided she was innocent.”

“Why?

Thereit was again. The hesitancy, the embarrassment, aflush of red rising at the neck. “1 have met her
before. She did not strike me as elther violent or anything more than ayoung woman trying to make the
best of her Stuation.”



“I see” said Vaentyna, understanding perfectly. Romen had not been the first of her acquaintancesto lie
with thiswoman. Clearly Liryk had intimate knowledge of the whore Hildyth. “I want soldiers sent
immediatdly to bring thiswoman back to the castle for questioning. Can | leave that up to you?’

Liryk nodded, embarrassed. “ Of course.”
“Where is Romen now?’ she asked, just managing to keep her voice steady as she said hisname.
“Inthe chapd, your highness”

“Thank you, Commander Liryk. I know you must be extremely tired. Please, rest and we shall speak
again when you arerefreshed. | gpologize for having kept you so long”—and then miraculoudy her voice
lightened—"*and for loang myself therefor afew moments. It was a shock.”

She watched Liryk’s expression soften at her words. Perhaps her cool detachment had unsettled him,
athough wasthis not the very quality one could admirein aqueen? One not prone to shrieking hysterics
but someone who could control her own emotions and deal calmly with aSituation?

“I undergtand fully, your mgesty. Intruth, | don’t believe | have cometo termswith it mysdlf yet.”
“Hedied asaresult of ablade through the heart, that’ sright, isn't it?’

He nodded. “Driven into his chest with expert precison. Thekiller knew what he was doing.”
“So it would have been quick?’

“Dead before Koreldy even redlized he' d been struck,” he assured her, not quite believing it himsdf ashe
stood to bow before his sovereign.

She nodded that he might depart and he did so gladly, flooded with relief that his ugly task was done.



Chapter 2

Knave knew. The dog had woken him in the night with ahowl so sorrowful it hurt Fynch to heer it. They
had been deeping rough in the woods because Fynch could not bear to bein the castle after dl that had

happened.

Mogt of al he could not face the Queen. She had done something so unexpected that he had been unable
to disguise hisfedings over her actions, not that he had any status to disapprove. They were friends,
though. Friends did not cast each other aside. She needed Romen...why could she not see this?

It wastrue that even he had been wary of Romen origindly; how could he not be? It was Fynch who had
overheard King Celimus plotting with Koreldy to assassnate Wyl Thirsk. But it was Fynch who had
noticed the curious attachment that Knave, Wyl’ s dog, had shown for Koreldy when they had tracked
him back to Pearlis. Fynch had been shocked to see the foreigner with Ylenaand to hear that he had
brought Wyl s corpse back to Stoneheart for the formal respect it was due. It was he alone who had
worked it out or at least accepted that something very strange had occurred. Fynch believed in magic
and so did not suffer from the samewariness of it asdid most Morgravians or dismissit like the
Briavdlians

His suspicion that Wyl Thirsk was somehow still among them had been confirmed, first by Knave's
uncharacterigtic affection for a stranger and then by the fact that Koreldy had claimed Y lena, taking her
away to safety. Furthermore, he had cleared the Thirsk family name smply by arriving in Pearliswith
Wyl’ s body. Fynch had been relieved when Koreldy had admitted to being Wyl and explained about the
frightening phenomenon that was the Quickening, which had given him life and taken the real Romen
Koreldy's.

But Wyl had forbidden Fynch from sharing this knowledge. He done knew the truth of Koreldy, whichis
why the Queen’ s decison had been so painful for him. Heloved Vdentynaand wished he could tell her
who Romen Koreldy was, but he knew it would be in vain. How could anyone who could not conceive
that sorcery existed believe such atale?

He had hoped to see Romen before they took him away from Werryl—that way he could hear Wyl’'s
plans, however thin they might be. It had not been permitted. Knave had wanted to follow histrace, but
Fynch had exerted his own authority for once and told his companion to wait. They needed to plan their
next move. The boy sensed that the dog could find its master anywhere. They could catch up with Wyl
later. Instead he needed timeto tidy his mind to consider al optionsfirst. So the woods had become their
hiding place.

Fynch had expected to be here for afew days, but he was wrong. Outside events began to have their
own crushing impact.

No amount of shushing or cgjoling had prevented Knave from the sudden howling he had taken to that
night. Fynch presumed it was to ward off any wolves or poachers, but it was a strange sound, one of
despair. Perhaps he was missing Wyl ? The dog was closed to him, so he could not work out what was
troubling him. Knave did not want to be touched or spoken to and so Fynch had tossed and turned,
trying to shut out the terrible keening. Beforefirgt light Knave had roused Fynch again. The boy deepily
obeyed and followed. Clearly the dog had an objective. It was still dark, so he knew they would not be
seen by Vdentyna. They dipped into the castle grounds, waving to guards and getting afamiliar raised
hand back. Knave was making for the main courtyard. Fynch had no ideawhy, but it became dl too
clear after thearrival of Commander Liryk.



They had watched him enter the bailey. He looked grave and weary. They saw him hand over thereins
to the stable boy and heard him give some order to his men, although Fynch had not been able to make
out thewords.

AsLiryk had left the courtyard and entered the castle, Fynch noticed that Knave was no longer at his
sde but waswhining by the cart that had rolled in after Liryk. He watched with what felt like a claw
around histhroat, squeezing tighter and harder, as the men had struggled to lift something out of the cart.
Ingtinctively, before he could even tdll its shape, he knew they were pulling at the corpse of Romen
Koreldy and his heart broke.

Relieved that they gave him permission to be present, adistraught Fynch followed them into the cool
chapel. The men obvioudy recognized him as one of Koreldy’ sfriends. He stood, rigid in hisdespair, by
the side of the body, fedling disturbed by its pallor. Romen had been browned from the sun; he should
not be this ghodtly.

A guard, senstiveto the friendship that had existed between the dead man and the child, gently explained
that agreat ded of blood had drained at the time of death, which would account for its shockingly pae
appearance. The boy was not so sure he had needed to hear the reasoning, but he whispered his thanks
al the same and was glad when the man had stepped away .

The soldiers, dl known to him, murmured their sympathies. One even apologized for not keeping Romen
safe. Fynch wanted to cry out that Koreldy could take care of himsdlf and so he had obvioudy been
duped, then murdered—not that he knew the circumstances yet. Instead he accepted their
commiserations slently and was relieved when they gradually departed.

He and Knave were done at last with their friend and he felt it would be dl right now if he cried. He
reached out and smoothed back afew stray hairs from Romen’ sface; Wyl had adopted Koreldy's
fadtidiousness and would not like hishair so scruffy.

Those who had dedlt with the body in Crowyll had done their best—mercifully wiping avay most traces
of blood and putting him in afresh shirt. Still, he was hardly tidy and Fynch knew he would hate to be
seen so disheveled. He leaned down and kissed hisfriend’ s forehead before laying his own head on
Romen’s cool chest and alowing his sorrow to echo through the chapel.

The dog sniffed the body long and carefully. Presumably satisfied that his master no longer breathed, he
joined Fynch. Knave was patient. It was as though he understood that it was Fynch’ s turn now—the boy
needed to grieve.

That was how Vaentynafound Fynch.

She felt her composure dip as she stepped quietly into the chapel flanked by Krdl and Liryk, who had
ingsted on accompanying her. On seeing the child draped over the corpse, shefdt the sckening lurch of
acry rushing toward her throat. It wasredl. Desth was here. It was Krell’sguiding hand, agentle,
well-timed touch, steering her down the short aide, that rescued her. She fought the grief back down and
was able once again to ook at the poignant scene before her. Fynch looked so smdll, so vulnerable. She
desperatdly wanted to hold him; cling to the living—not allow him to hate her so.

Instead, as she slently drew up beside him, sherisked taking hishand. She knew it was leaving hersalf
open to hisrebuke, for who could blame a youngster for not keeping his emotionsin check? She was
relieved when he did not pull away from her touch but straightened and stepped back from the corpseto
stand next to her. Vaentynalooked down into the tear-stained face and felt herself rewarded with a



vague, watery smile. It was enough.
“Welogt him,” he whispered, his voice leaden with sorrow.
“Yes” shereplied, now findly finding the courage to look fully upon the body of the man she had loved.

Neither Krell nor Liryk stirred and both Fynch and Knave stood like statues while she stepped around
Romen, seeing nothing for the moment other than how handsome he wasin such stillness. Even through
her concentration, however, she was aware that one set of eyes moved with her and regarded her
intently.

Knave watched. What is he thinking? she wondered, glad of the distraction for her mind while she
absorbed thisfind vision of her love.

“May 17" she asked, tentatively pointing toward his shirt.

Liryk’s sad eyes blinked. He nodded gently, knowing what she wished to see.

“He' sso pae,” shewhispered.

“Therewasalot of blood lost,” Fynch replied, hisvoice coming asthough from far awvay.

Shefdt hersdf lurch again inwardly asa picture of Romen’s body spewing forth hislifeblood swam into
her mind. Undoing the buttons, she reveded his chest, no longer warm and filled with love for her.
Vaentyna needed to see the ugly wound where the blade had been expertly driven and Romen’s heart
had been punctured, dl of itslove drained out on the floor of a brothel while awhore called Hildyth
dhrieked as she watched him die.

Or had shekilled him? The nagging thought would not leave her.

Knowing looks passed between the two men as the Queen lingered over the corpse, an awkward silence
dretching.

“Your highness,” Krell uttered after clearing histhroat lightly. “Don’t torture yourself any further.”
“But | mugt. | sent thisman to hisdeath.”

“No, highnessl” Liryk spoke up. “Y ou gave him hislife...and a chance to make a new one. Without you,
King Cdimuswould surely have had him killed.”

“Perhgpshedid,” Fynch muttered.
Vdentynatore her gaze from Romen and laid it on Fynch. “Tell uswhat you think.”

Sheand Liryk held their breeth. If the youngster was thinking it, then surely their unspoken yet shared
conclusions could not be that far off the mark.

“Cdimus wanted Romen dead. Now heis” Fynch said tonelesdly.
“We cannot prove such athing, lad,” Liryk replied, voice gruff with rebuke.

“No. That'sthe point, though,” Fynch said, staring at the corpse. As he spoke he suddenly sounded alot
older. “Y ou need not be a scholar to see that thiswas an expertly achieved death. Celimus could not be
seen to have bloodied hands...” They wereimpressed at his casud use of the Morgravian monarch’s
name,



“Y ou sound familiar with the King, boy,” Liryk said.

“I' know him. Certainly enough about him to accept that Romen’ s desth could easily be by the King's
design. We dready know Cdimus thinks nothing of hiring mercenariesto kill sovereigns.” Therewasa
sharp intake of breath from both men, athough Vaentyna seemed not to react. Fynch continued as
though they were discussing the weather. “What makes you think he would not order the death of a
troublesome noble? Someone who knows too much about the comings and goings of Morgravia?’ He
stopped speaking suddenly, hislook accusing, defying them to contradict him.

“I don't think that, lad,” Liryk lied, impressed with Fynch’s grasp of the Situation. “I just can’t provethe
King of Morgraviaisbehindit.”

“No, and that’ swhy we must be very careful about what we say doud,” Vadentynawarned. “Please, dll
of you. What has been aired here is between the five of us.”

Fynch found an inward smile. It amused him that the Queen counted Knave among them, but he could
not blame her. He too bdieved Knave heard and understood everything. The dog sidled up toward him
again and helaid hishand on Knave' s head, glad of the comfort.

Without warning, afamiliar dizzy sensation clamed him asVdentyna opened her mouth to spesk again.
“Krdl, I know thisisunusud but you and | will wash Koreldy’ s body.”
“My queen! | cannot permit—"

“No, you cannot permit me anything.” Shesaid it kindly. “ Thisismy order, dthough | prefer it bea
request. | am doing this so we keegp Romen’ s death among as few people as possble.”

He nodded an unhappy expression on hisface.

Heisnot dead! Wy lives! avoice spoke to Fynch. The boy’ sworld spun and his head began to throb.
He saw only swirling gray migt, but he heard the words clearly. Then the mist cleared briefly and he saw
asmall town. At itsfringe were fields and fields of hops. He had no ideawhat its significance was.

Find him. He walks in another body now, the voice urged.

The swirling sensation dissipated asfast asit had arrived and the voices of the peoplein the chapel
sounded sharp again. Fynch steadied himsdlf, the pain intense and shock reverberating through his body
as hetried to think about what he had heard through Knave. He knew now the dog was the reason he
could hear the voice. Hejust did not know why. Fynch felt distracted and nauseated.

Hismind wasin turmoail. If Knave sinformation was correct, then they were needlesdy grieving over a
man who was not dead. He walks in another body now. Had it truly happened again? Had Wyl Thirsk
become the person who killed Romen Koreldy? Vaentyna deserved to know but what could he say to
her? She would not even hear him out. Vaentynawas liberal in most ways and he would describe her as
tolerant—certainly of hisviews on magic—but she was not a believer. The Queen would probably banish
him aswell if he started raging about transference into another body. No. This he would have to keep to
himsdf for thetime being.

The Queen was gtill spesking when the voiceleft him. “...and Liryk, | want that woman—that Hildyth
cresture—at the palace by sunset tomorrow. Bring her before me. Did many other people at this place
know?’



Liryk was grateful for the Queen’ stact at this moment. “ Severd. But none would know Koreldy. He was
astranger. It was not crowded either, so those to whom the gossip has spread would probably not even
know his name. Smply that aman waskilled.”

“Good. Y our men will spread the rumor that this man was Briave’ s prisoner but that we had granted him
anew life across our borders. So far thisistrue. The seed you will plant, however, isthat we have no
other option but to suspect aBriavellian loyaist took offense at Koreldy’ s actions at the tourney and
took it upon himself to rid our two realms of atroublemaker. Make sure everyone understands how keen
Briave isto pursue the betrothad—no officid word, mind,” she cautioned, emphasizing her own quiet
despair at such athought by cutting the air with her hand as she gave her warning. “Tell thestory into a
few innswhereloose mouths lurk. I will provide coin. Allow the story to become warped asit isretold,
fret not that it comes out any which way. So long as people bdieveit was purely an interna problem.”

“Why?" Krell asked, unableto follow his queen’ srapid line of thought.

Liryk could not help but give agrim smile of gppreciation. He nodded abow. “Inspired, your highness.”
Then he turned to his companion. “Because, Chancdlor Krdll, if it's supposedly our own work, the word
will diequickly. Thereislessintrigueto the death of a prisoner than the nation of a
noble—particularly anoble we supported. More importantly, however, in designing this, our queen has
deflected any potential damage to Briavel. Whether or not the person we suspect is behind this, he can
only be privatdy grateful to her mgjesty for being so without guile, accepting blame on Briave.”

“I see,” the Chancellor replied, impressed. “Y our majesty hasinherited her father’ s quick mind for
Srategy.”

Vaentynagave abrief, harsh laugh. “Oh, | do hope so. WE re entering challenging waters, gentlemen,
and we shdl need dl our witsto navigate the safest channd.”

Both men nodded their agreement.
“What of the body, your highness?” Krell asked gently.

The Queen sighed, inwardly proud that she had so far held on to her grief in front of these men. They
were obeying her now asthey would have obeyed her father. “ Liryk, for anyone who may inquire, you
can say Koreldy’ s body was buried quickly in an unmarked grave. Make out you left it for othersand so
it passes down the chain of command until no one really knows who took responsibility. Givethe
impression that neither do we care.”

“Yes, your highness”
“Krdl, you and I will prepare the body. Who can we trust?’
“Father Paryn isagood man, my queen. Hewill help us give Koreldy some dignity.”

“Dignity, yes,” she said, seeing once again Hildyth enjoying her evening’ swork with Romen. “Hewill be
buried at a private ceremony. No oneisto speak of it with anyone other than Father Paryn. Krell, please
make arrangements for aste near my father.”

“Intheroya plot, majesty?’ Histone carried sufficient surprise that she knew he was not happy with
such an arrangement.

“Yes” shesad firmly, eyeing him. “He deserves as much. He fought to save my father’ slife. He certainly
saved mine. Hewas aso...” She paused, forcing herself to stop what was about to be said. Shetook a
breath. “Thisiswhat | want.”



“Asyouwish,” Krel said, bowing.
“Liryk, what of the men who accompanied you?’
“All reliable, your highness. If you' |l excuse me | shdl round them up now and make our ordersclear.”

“Each to be promoted and paid double salary this moon cycle. They are to understand their sllenceis
gppreciated at the highest leve.”

He nodded and bowed before taking hisleave.
“Clothes” Krdl muttered. “I should organize some fresh garmentsfor him.”
Vaentynalooked again at Romen’s beloved body in his dusty traveling clothes.

“Please. He looks best in dark gray,” she said. “It sets off hiseyes,” the Queen added softly, the sorrow
in her voicethick.

Krell looked sharply at his sovereign and then away. The expression of pain on her face wastoo raw. He
knew she needed privacy.

“At once, your highness. | shdl go find Father Paryn now,” he murmured before leaving quietly.

Vaentyna heard the door of the chapd close. “Lock it, Fynch,” she begged. “1 need sometime,” and she
broke down, her soft cries heartbreaking as she bowed helplessy over the cold corpse. No longer a
queen, having to follow protocol or keep her emaotionsin check, but ayoung woman grieving over the
death of the man she loved.

“Hiskiller took hisbracelet aswell,” she said through her tears. She felt no shame with Fynch.

“Yes, highness, | noticed. But it was worth nothing. He admitted to me hissister had plaited it for
him...the beads were hers from childhood.”

“A trinket yes, but worth everything to Romen, | imagine, and sill moreto hiskiller.”
“How so0, my queen?’

She shrugged. “| suppose further proof that he is dead. Anyone who knew Romen would have noticed
he dwaysworethat tiny bracelet.”

Fynch nodded, remained Slent.

“Helooks so peaceful,” she admitted. He saw she had refastened the shirt buttons to hide the brutal
wound.

“Adeep even,” he ventured.

“Y es. Except Romen was never Hill, was he? He had a specia energy. We shdl never again hear his
laugh or that way in which he mocked everyone with gentle affection.”

Fynch took a chance. “If | suggested thiswas smply adead body, not area person, what would you
sy’

She looked at him, disturbed, wiping away the helplesstears. “I would call you cruel. Why would you
suggest such athing when you know how | fed...felt about Romen?’



It was pointless pursuing this conversation, but hetried anyway. At least later he would be ableto
reassure himsdf that he had. He swalowed. “ Although Romen's corpse lies here before us, | don't
believe the man you knew...the man you loved, your highness...isdead.”

Shelooked a him, aghast. “ Fynch, whatever are you talking about? Stop, now. Thisis hurtful.”
He sighed, dropped his head. “ Apologies, highness”

She wanted to retain hisfriendship. She could not lose Fynch aswell and yet here she was pushing him
further away. Vdentynamoved swiftly beside him and then crouched so she could look directly into his
large, serious eyes.

“No, | am sorry. Heis dead because | banished him. Thisismy crossto bear—not yours. Y ou would
never have donethisto afriend, but, oh my dear Fynch, | am bound by duties and roya protocol. And |
am so scared. | don't want to marry Celimus but it seems| haveto. | have never loved anyonelikel
have loved Romen. | don’t think | can bear to live without him because | know that every day | will
grievefor logng him, pushing himinto danger.”

Fynch knew she would not haveto. If only she knew it was Wyl shetruly loved. “I understand. Redly. |
think I’'ve got it straight in my mind why you did what you did.”

“It'syour forgiveness | seek. | don’t want to lose you, Fynch. Y ou and your strange dog there are my
closest friends in the world. Without Romen | have no one | can trust to care about my feglings. Those
who surround me are good people—don’t get me wrong—hbut they are looking to forge a peace with
Morgraviaand I'm the key to that union. My needs, my desires, my hopes and dreams don’t come into
it. With Romen’sdegth | fed asthough I’ velost dl control over my own life, mad though that might
sound to you.”

Her words touched him. “Then you must trust me.”

“l do.”

“And understand what | must do,” he added.

She noted the grave tone. “What must you do?’ she asked, frowning.

“I'mleaving, your highness”

The shock of hiswords stopped her tears. “No! Why?’

“Thereissomething | must pursue.”

“Fynch, spesk plainly. Tell me,” she commanded, searching his open and guildlessfacefor clues.
“Y ou cannot understand.”

“Makeme”

Hesamiled. It was shy and rare, full of kindness. “I cannot, your highness. | havetried before.”

Shetook adeep and audible breath, then laid her hands lightly on his shoulders. He could fed them
trembling from her pent-up emotions. “Isthis about Wyl Thirsk...and what wasit? Romen taking on his
duties...hisdesres—you said you fet his presence.”

Fynch nodded. His expression was somber. “More than that but | cannot explain yet.”



“Magic.” She spoke theword asif it were poison in her mouth and felt his thin shoul ders shrug benegth
her hands.

“Just trust me,” he repeated.
“But where will you go?’ Therewasaplantivenessin her voice. “Please don't leave me, Fynch.”
“To track down Romen Koreldy’ s murderer,” he said.

The Queen rubbed ahand over her face. He could not tell whether it was with frustration, anger, despair,
or acombination of dl three.

“But you are achild,” she said, hating to state the obvious and working hard to keep her voice leve.
“All the morereason | shal go unnoticed, your highness. Who would bother with achild?’
“And your purpose?’ she blurted out, irritation spilling over, sarcasm evident in her tone.

If Fynch noticed he did not react. He spoke evenly. “I mean to see hiskiller with my own eyes.” He kept
ascloseto thetruth as possible, for lies did not come naturaly to him.

“And?’ She stopped just short of shaking him.

Fynch was silent. She waited, knowing he was considering how best to answer her. He was dways very
careful with hiswords, rarely making a casud remark.

“I will decide, then,” he answered, annoying her further with the cryptic reply.

Inside, her emotions were tumbling around. Fear and grief threatened to undo her and now Fynch’'s news
left her numb. She did not know whét to say that might stop him from leaving. So she stood and turned
away, her voice harder now. “It’syour decision and you will be missed. Will you remain for the burid ?’

“There’'sno point,” he said quietly, and she refused to give that notion any credibility by answveringiit.
“No, your highness, | prefer to leave immediately, unlessyou wish it differently.”

“I do. We must honor him.”
“It' snot even him anymore, your highness.”
“Stopit, | beg you,” she beseeched, the pain of hiswords cutting through her.

Fynch' s gaze was unblinking and honest. “Once again | ask for your faith. | will not let you down.
Neither will he,” he said, nodding toward the corpse.

Vaentynawanted to scream at him, shake his bony shoulders and push some senseinto hishead. She
did neither. “I shdl spend sometimewith him aone, if that’sdl right. | ingst on your presence a the
burid.”

He bowed but she had aready turned away from him.

The burid was asraw asit was swift. The body was surrounded by smal candles that would be
permitted to burn themsalves out. A few spoken words, asimple prayer, and Father Paryn was asking
the attendeesto lay their giftsin the casket so Koreldy’ s spirit might move beyond while his body



remained surrounded by possessions from those who had cared for him. Liryk laid ablade. He now
dearly wished he had given Koreldy one—perhaps he might have saved himsdf if he had. Krdll laid a
quill, the symbol of hisdutiesfor Briavel. It wasall he could think to leave with aman he had not known
well but had respected. Fynch cut off atwist of hisown hair and one from Knave. Helaid them on
Koreldy’s chest.

Findly, Vdentyna pressed a smdl wreath of mint, basil, and lavender bound with one of her own ribbons
and intertwined with athong he used for hishair beneath Romen’s crossed hands. That thiswreath was
heart-shaped was missed by no one.

May it remind you of where love' sfirst tentative touch embraced us, she cast slently, hoping his
Spirit might hear its echo.

Two soldiers, trustworthy men who had accompanied Liryk and Koreldy on their fateful trip into
Crowyll, did the heavy stone dab across the tomb in which Romen had been laid. It was unmarked.

Vaentynalifted her head. “No oneisto ever speak of this” She eyed each of the men who stood with
her. “Or | shal have histongue cut out. Thisisa secret that Briavel holds.”

They nodded as one.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said, relieved that she could trust them.

Fynch wasthe last person to leave the crypt. As he stepped out into the brightness of day, he was
momentarily blinded, but as his eyes adjusted he noticed a soldier making fast passage toward the small,
curious group of people standing outside the chapdl.

“What news?’ Liryk asked, al formdities dispensed with. It was one of hismost trusted men.

“Your mgjesty,” the man said breathlesdy as he went down on one knee. “Sir,” he added, addressing his
commander. “May | spesk fredy?’

“You may. Please report.”

“Thewomanisno longer a Crowyll. Sheleft her lodgings either during the night of the attack or possibly
the next day. None of the people who live nearby remember seeing her that morning.”

Liryk’ sface twitched in annoyance. “Y ou checked her place of employment.”

The man was sucking in air. He had obvioudy ridden at high speed. “Y es, gr. Everywhere that we knew
shefrequented aswell. Thereisno trace.”

“The plot thickens, Liryk,” wasdl Vaentynasaid as she strode away, convinced now that the whore
wasin on the deed. “Fynch, aword.”

Fynch hurried behind her. She stopped near her favorite herb garden.
“And s0 you leave me now?’

“Yes, your mgesty. | must.”

“Then | shdl missyou until | seeyou again.”

“Likewise, highness.”



She pulled a pouch from one of her pockets. “1 don't understand this journey of yours, Fynch, but | seel
have no choice.”

He shook his head sadly, unsure of what to say.
“I know,” shesaid more quietly. “1 must trust you.”

When he looked up she was making an effort to smile. He knew it did not come easily to her after what
they had just done. No doubt she wasin some persona pain and hisleaving only magnified her
londiness

He hastened to offer some reassurance. “As soon as | have found out what | need to know, | shall
return, your mgjesty.”

“I wish | understood what it is you need to know.”
Sengbly heremained slent.

“Here, Fynch. Please teke this,” she said, holding out the pouch. He took it; it rested heavily in his hand,
suggesting gold and silver within. “No, don't fight me on this. Y ou will have need of it.”

He nodded.

“Thisisadangerous person you go headlong to meet. | wish | could stop you,” she said, pulling her hand
avay.

“Y ou cannot. But you must be strong, my queen,” Fynch replied. “ Koreldy would expect it of you.”
She gave him asad smile. * Everyone expectsit of me, my friend. Shar speed you safely, Fynch.”

Vaentynadlowed him to kiss her hand, then walked away, too fearful to hug him farewell. It made him
recall how she had turned from Romen in the same manner. Now they had both hurt her. He left quietly
to find Liryk, Knave padding slently behind.

Fynch refused ahorse. He and Knave cut alondly pair heading out of the castle, acrossits bridge, and
down the long road that branched off toward Crowyll. Liryk, surprised at the boy’ s queries, had given
him all the information he had of the murder, down to an accurate description of the woman.

“Where do you go, son?’ Liryk had asked, his curiogity piqued by the boy’ s questions and distant
manner.

“Tofind Hildyth,” Fynch had replied.



Chapter 3

Celimus munched on an dmond cake baked fresh that morning. It mattered not to him that his pastry
cook had to leave his bed many hours prior to dawn to craft the speciaty. It not only meant agrest dedl
of tedious preparation in skinning and crushing the nuts, but it also required energetic kneading and
shaping of the dough into the complex designs, aswell as priming the oven to the right temperature. The
fiddly cakes were normally reserved for celebrations, but Celimus had a particular liking for them and so
on awhim, just before midnight, had ordered that some be served with his breakfast. No one dared put
forward an objection. That the fellow responsible, aman no longer young in hisyears, had had barely
more than three bells' deep that night would not have roamed among Celimus s sdfish thoughts. Hewas
king. Whatever he wanted—no matter the toll on someone € se—he would have. When the old baker
sghed at the page' snews, it was asif he sighed on behdf of al Morgraviansat how little the son
resembled the father, their revered and well-loved King Magnus.

Cdlimus glanced momentarily at the second cake he held, rdishing its chewy texture and ddicate flavor,
before looking back at the strange gift that had arrived that morning by courier. The King picked it up
again; he had not been able to take hiseyesfrom it sinceitsarriva and unwrapping. Celimustwirled its
strange shape and odd fed between hisown fingers. It gave him immense satisfaction to hold it at last. He
wished he could preserve it somehow and thus hang on to the grim pleasure of glancing & it from timeto
time, knowing that once again he had triumphed.

He consdered Koreldy. He had rather liked the mercenary’ s sardonic manner and appreciated his
carrying out Wyl Thirsk’s murder, but ordering Koreldy’ s execution had become necessary once
Cdimus had redized he could not rely on the man’sloyaty.

His strange behavior in the cathedra on the day of Thirsk’s funeral was odd, to say the least, and once
Koreldy had fled Stoneheart, Celimus understood he could not take the risk of trusting the man to keep
their dark secret. There wastoo much at stake—not just the annexing of Briavel but also his own crown.
If the Legion even suspected that he had had anything to do with Thirsk’ s death, then his sovereignty was
vulnerablein the extreme. The Legion was too powerful ...even without Thirsk it could take over the
ream.

No, he thought, flicking crumbs absently from his mouth, ridding himsalf of Koreldy was regrettable but
wise, especidly asthe man hailed from Grenadyn. . .who knew what links he might have with the
Mountain King. Secretsfrom Morgraviafaling into the hands of Cailech in the Razors would be tempting
fate indeed.

“Begt without him,” he murmured, putting Koreldy’ s severed ring finger back into the box.

Cdimus was looking forward to showing his new prize to Jessom, glad that he had circumvented the
man’s normally thorough inspection of al ddliveriesinto the palace. It was purely by chance he had been
talking with his persona horse handler when the messenger had arrived. They had been returning from
the stables, the horse handler skipping dightly to keep up with the King' slong stride. Their intense
discussion about anew stdlion, awarhorse Celimus was looking forward to having ddivered, had been
interrupted by the man’sarriva a full galop.

“Find out what's so urgent,” the King had ordered a passing page.

The startled boy, unused to giving even eye contact to his majesty let done service, had looked terrified,
unsure whether to bow or run the errand. He had attempted both clumsily. When he returned, he



stammered to hisking that it was a package. ..addivery for hismgesty.
His curiosity piqued, Cdimus had strolled toward hisguards. “Y ou have addivery for me?’

“Yes, your highness,” the most senior of the men had replied, nodding his head repeatedly in small bows
to ensure that dl the right cringing that seemed to please the King was observed.

“Wadll, giveittome. | can’'t sand around here all day.”
“Er, dre. Chancellor Jessom has ordered that all—"

Celimus s anger had aways been swift to stoke. He was bored too. A deadly combination for his humor.
Impatient as he was for his new horse and impatient for something different to occur in the tedious days
of routine that had followed his return from Briave, hisire had sparked. The package was asmall
diversion but adiverson nonetheless.

“I don't give aflying fig what the Chancellor has ordered. Giveit to me now or, Shar help me, you'll be
cleaning the latrines for the rest of your career... after I’ ve had your feet cut off.”

Theman had visbly swallowed, unprepared for such an assault. Hewould be in serious trouble with
Jessom, but it paled by comparison to hisking’ s wrath. He had motioned the gatekeeper to pass over the
seemingly inconsequentid parcel, then had bowed low and handed it to Cdimus, face burning from the
embarrassment of being shamed in front of the other soldiers.

He had tried to salvage some small pride. “ Apologies, my king. | am following orders.”

“Indeed,” Cdimus had replied drily, hisanger quieted. “It looks like something of no matter anyway. I’ ve
been expecting some new jessesfor my hawk. It smost likely those,” he had lied, wondering if the
contents could possibly be what he dreamed of holding in his hands.

“Yes, dre,” the man had said. He had bowed once again for good measure and sighed with relief as he
watched the King stride away to pick up the conversation with his horse handler asthough no
interruption had occurred.

Cdimus smiled now to hims=lf in memory as he chewed another mouthful of hisfavorite cake. Therewas
no warmth in the expression, though, only malice.

“Farewdl, Koreldy,” he whispered, wondering again whether the finger had been cut off before his
enemy died. If so, Romen would have known it to be an assass nation—and on whose orders. He
certainly hoped so.

There was aknock at his chamber door. It would be Jessom. He covered Romen’ s finger with thelinen
and put down the lid of the box.

“Come” Cdimuscdled.

Jessom arrived, his handsfull of parchments. * Good morning, sire. | need you to sign some papers, if you
please.” He noticed the King was suppressing mirth and in fact had already heard about the parce’s
ddivery, but he had not yet connected the two.

“I"'mrid of him, Jessom.”

“Rid of whom, sire?” the man asked absently, setting down the pile of papers and shuffling theminto a
neet pile before the King.



“Why, Koreldy, of course. Careto take alook?’ Celimus pushed the small box toward him.

Jessom fdt athrill of eation. She had doneit! He contrived abrief expression of confusion for the King's
benefit.

“Whatever isthis, my king?" he said, staring at the proffered parcel but not yet picking it up.
“Openit.”

Hedid as asked, lifting back the linen and pausing theatricaly, knowing that not making an immediate
exclamation would drive Cdimusto digtraction.

“Wd|?’ theKing sad irritably. “Y our man triumphed.”
Jessom carefully re-covered the lid on the bloodied ringer. “As| see”
“Areyou not sharing my glee?” Cedimuswasindignant now.

“Of course, your highness. | am extremely gladdened we achieved your desire. It isadwaysmy amto
please, sre.”

Cdimusignored the maddening obsequiousness. “Y our man?’

“Hmm?’ Jessom deliberately busied himself with the papers. He did not want to answer any questions
about the woman he knew as Leyen and he knew she would certainly not appreciate him divulging any
information about her. “ These are quite urgent, my lord.”

Celimus pushed them away. Some fluttered to the floor. “ Jessom, are you being deliberately vague?’
“No, sre. That isnot my intent.”
“Thentdl mehisname.”

“My king, we have discussed this previoudy. | do not wish to involve you in any mattersthat may
incriminate you. By just knowing the name of the killer, you haplesdy become part of theintrigue.”

“But | am theintrigue, Jessom.” The olive gaze narrowed.

Jessom knew he must never play Ceimusfor afool. The King was pretentious and often petulant; he had
many qualities that might cause aless perceptive person to consider him adolt. That would be amistake,
however, for Jessom knew Celimus possessed the sharpest of minds, the crudest of tongues, and
absolutely no remorse for the suffering he caused. The King missed very little. He would have to tread
carefully now.

“Bring him here to Stoneheart,” the King added, reaching for histhird cake.
Jessom’ sthroat constricted. Thiswas everything he did not want. “I’m not sure | can do thet, sire.”

“Why not?’ Celimus asked, casudly brushing dmond crumbs from his shirt. He dumped farther in his
chair, lifting oneleg to rest on anearby stoal. “Tdl mewhy thisisimpossible”

Jessom knew not to trust the relaxed stance. “This nisnot easly contactable, | must admit.”

“Thenfind him. | wish to mest him.”

“May | ask why, my king?’



“Because, Jessom, someone who has done my bidding where others have failed risesin my esteem. This
man is useful to me. | wish to know him, speak with him, perhaps even discuss further. . .tasks.” He chose
hiswordswith care. “Have you pad in full ?”’

“Thelast ingtalment on proof of degth, Sire,” Jessom answered unhappily.

“And now you haveit. Y our man will haveto collect that payment, and when he does, you will bring him
before me. Do you understand?”’

“| shdl try, Sre”

“No, Jessom. Y ou will not try. You will do.” The voice was no longer casud. There was clear menace
despite the softly spoken tone.

The Chancellor nodded his acceptance. Keen to change the subject, he said lightly, “ So you are free of
the Thirsk influence, my lord king? That must make you happy.”

“Not yet free.”
“Oh?" Jessom said, bending to pick up the spilled papers.

“There sill the matter of the Sster. Once sheisdedt with, | will haverid mysdf entirely of dl
connectionsto the Thirsk family. So thisiswhat I'm proposing. | want you to find out everything you can
about the disappearance of the lovely Ylena. Where did Koreldy take her? He pulled the wool over my
eyeson that occason. | redly believed he was going to use her and cast her aside. It suited my needs, |
suppose, and | alowed mysdlf to be duped. | shall find her, though.”

Jessom was not surprised at the King' s quick changein temper. Suddenly he was charged with energy,
al previous threats pushed aside. Jessom fought the temptation to shake his head at the unpredictable
nature of the monarch. It made him avery dangerous individud. “How much do we know of Koreldy's
movements?’ Jessom said.

“Nothing, in truth. He dipped out of Stoneheart on the evening of Thirsk’ sfuneral feast. No one saw
them leave, dthough I’ m told one of my guards spoke to him earlier in the day in alittle-used courtyard.”

“It had agate, | presume?’
The King nodded. “ The same gate where apparently Thirsk’ s dog caused acommotion that night.”

“Ah, that was the diverson, then. Not that | understand how one gets a dog to cooperate,” the
Chancdlor said, picking up the King'sline of thought, pleased to see Cdlimus nod. “Where did the
closest road lead, your highness?’

The sovereign frowned. “ That would be toward Farnswyth, | suppose.”

“It'sadart. | shal makeinquiries. Did you make provison for Koreldy to have any staff during his brief
Say?

“A page, | think. | know not which one. Why?’

“It may lead nowhere but you never know what a servant overhears. | will look into it. Thank you, your
highness”

“Good. Now, about my lost taxes and revenue. Any progress?’



“I have men infiltrating the entire Legion, sre”
“Y ou remain convinced it is someone from within our own?’
“Yes, dre”

Cdlimus became quiet for afew moments. Jessom knew something bad was coming, athough it had
nothing to do with him. Tax collectorsfrom al over the redm were being ambushed far too regularly for it
to be merely random bandit raids. It had to be someone from the inside leaking information.

“Inthat case,” the King findly said, “today and for every day that we do not know the culprit, two men
from the Legion—I don’t care how they are selected—will be whedled. Take strong, healthy men. Fear
will spread likethe plague. They’ll yield the perpetrator very quickly.” Hetook another cake.

His servant bowed, hoping to be given permission to depart. As he moved toward the door, the King
stopped him. “And Jessom?’

“Sre?’

“Whenyoufind YlenaThirk...”
“Yes, your mgesty.”

“| want her killed.”

“Congder it done, my lord.”

Jessom |eft the King' s chambers troubled. He had not successfully deflected Celimus from hisdesireto
meet Leyen. It was going to be hard work to persuade her to come to Stoneheart, but he had no choice
now but to try. She had to be tracked down.



Chapter 4

Cailech stood over the prone figure that was dumped amid thefilthy straw of thetiny cell that saw neither
day or night. Buried in the mountain out of which the fortress had been hewn, it might aswell have been a
tomb. Gueryn, the prisoner, hoped it would be.

“Ishedying?’ the King asked, hisjaw working to temper the anger he felt. Cailech rardly wasted words
and the man he spoke to knew to offer the same courtesy.

Thejailer nodded. “Willing himsdlf to desth, my lord. He hasn't taken food in along time.”
The jaw worked harder. “Water?’

Theman shook hisheed. “ Does't talk, doesn’t move much either.”

“| should have been told,” Cailech said, disgusted. “ Summon Rashlyn immediately. Leave us”

Thejailer disappeared, well aware that he had not pleased hisKing. He called for arunner and a
message was sent for the strange, dark man nobody cared for but who was barshi to the sovereign.

Insde the cell, Cailech paced as he thought. He had no idea who this man was, other than asoldier in the
infamous Legion. Initidly hisdelight in capturing the soldier had been purdly because he could make an
example of aMorgravian through torture and humiliation. . .salvage some sense of revenge for his people,
who had lost afresh group of their own to the crud King from the south. The senseless daughtering of
innocent youngsters, not even warriors, offended Cailech deeply. He had planned to make the brash new
King pay. Except then he had been distracted by the curious behavior of Romen Koreldy toward this
same man. Why Koreldy had returned to the Razors after the intense warning he had received a thetime
of hispreviousvigt remained amystery. Romen—whom Cailech could not help but like and to some
degree admire—had spun aweb of excuses, none of which resonated as truth to the Mountain King,
athough he could not prove otherwise. Until Romen had fled the Razors. Cailech had not relished the
thought of killing a Grenadyne, and the Koreldy family had dready |ost too many membersby his hand.
But now hislife wasforfeit. Koreldy’s odd attitude to this Morgravian soldier when they had met on the
night of the great feast piqued the King' s attention. How and from where did they know each other?
Why had Koreldy stepped in for the prisoner and argued to save hislife? And why, in turn, had this man
given up hisown chance a living, squandered his brave escape attempt to lead mountain warriors awvay
fromthetrail of the other escapees, Koreldy and the woman, Elspyth of Y entro?

And so King Cailech, who could tease at a secret as adog gnawed at abone, did not kill the Morgravian
soldier as his heart wanted to. Instead, driven by instincts he was il unsure about, he had incarcerated
him. Had even had near-fatal wounds healed and cared for to preserve the Morgravian'slife, in order
that he might prove ussful in luring Koreldy back to the Razors and to degth.

Cailech had not taken the escape of his prisonerswith any grace. If not for the recapture of Gueryn le
Gant, he would have had his own men executed for allowing the three Morgraviansto dip past their
guard. They had had help of course, through Cailech’s own second in command. Lothryn’ s deceit wasa
matter that continued to make the King's gut twigt, for first and foremost they were the closest of
comrades. Brothers, no less. It seemed unthinkable—even now—that L othryn had chosen betraya and
Cailech was uncertain yet whether this was because of the woman he seemed to have developed
sympathiesfor; or because hiswife had died birthing the King's son; or, most likely, Lothryn's
disapprova of Cailech’srecent treatment of captured Morgravians had burgeoned into afar more
damaging issue. Whatever it was, it mattered little. Loyalty had been asked, Lothryn had refused to give



it, and now he had paid.

Returning histhoughtsto the prisoner below him, the King felt sure that Koreldy was not finished with this
oneyet. He would return to rescue him and then Cailech would ded with them both. He smiled
humorlesdy at the thought.

His musings were disturbed by movement from Gueryn. A flicker of the prisoner’ seyedidstold him that
the starving man was aware of the King's presence. However, he aso knew the candle that the jailer had
lit threw a deceptively warm palor over the Morgravian. The chill wasbiting and the constant drip, drip
of water in one corner of the cell was enough to drive anyone mad. It had created a mossy dime down
onerough wal and the earthy smell from that growing mass did little to mask the stink from Gueryn, who
had long ago given up caring for himsdf or his hedlth. Infact, he had ddiberately lain amid hisown dirt,
hoping infection would find his old arrow wound—a gift from Cailech—and kill him. Hewas clearly
determined to die.

All of this enraged the King, but he held on to hisfamous temper now as he spoke to his prisoner.
“Understand, Le Gant, that | will keep you dive. | must, for you will bring Koreldy back and not only will
| have his secret but | will dso take hislife, which isnow forfeit. | know you hear me, soldier.” The man
did move now, properly—enough to let Cailech know that he was paying attention.

“Why the silence, Morgravian? | would have thought you’ d welcome some company by now.”
“Not with you,” the voice croaked, weak but till tinged with anger.

Cailech nodded, pleased to have the recognition. At least the prisoner had not lost hiswits.
“Wewill make you well, Gueryn. And then you will return hereto your dungeon.”

“And | will repesat the process,” Gueryn said defiantly, still not opening hiseyes.

“Aswill 1. 'Y ou might crave death, soldier, but | will not grant it. Get used to the ideaand make it better
for yoursdf. Chooseto live. Who knows, you might even see Koreldy before you both die at the time of
my choosing and manner.”

“You'reso naive, Cailech,” Gueryn chided, weak as hefdt. “No wonder Cdimusisn't worried about a
threat from the north,” helied. “He knows you can be provoked into a hasty decision and your kingdom
dismantled at the time of his choosing and manner.”

Gueryn knew hiswords would enrage the man who stood over him and he waited for the kick or punch
that would surely come. Instead he heard the King of the Mountains choking back his anger.

“Don’'t be so sure, soldier. Your king istheruin of Morgraviaand | will beits ultimate destroyer.”

Gueryn had no time to respond, hearing footsteps and knowing thiswould be the healer arriving, the
strange man who had brought him back from the brink of death once before.

“Sire” said the new voice.

“I want him made well again—no matter what it takes,” the King growled.
Rashlyn nodded. “1 shdl seetoit.”

Cailech grunted. “ And thistime he' sto be force-fed and watered daily.”

“It will be done, my lord.”



Gueryn was moved immediately from the dungeon to aroom he recaled from his nightmares,

It was where he had watched Cailech unceremonioudy execute the kind, brave woman known as
Elspyth. She was aMorgravian, captured with Koreldy. How he had cheered inwardly when she had
stood up to the King. And it was she who had patiently cut away the stitches that bound his eyelids
together so that he could look upon his rescuers. The one he thought was Wyl—who had spoken to him
asif he were Wyl—turned out to be a handsome mercenary from Grenadyn. The man had certainly
known Wyl, but the disappointment had cut through Gueryn as keenly as ablade. Elspyth was as pretty
as shewasfesty, while his early torturer, Lothryn, who had turned friend, was, as he had imagined, a
huge, dark man. His beard softened his strong jaw, while his eyes reved ed a depth of kindness he could
not have guessed lived in this person when he was blind. Gueryn could not imagine whét fate had befallen
the mountain man who had betrayed hisking. No ordinary man, mind. He had been the second in
command and so the defection would have been a damaging blow to Cailech. Gueryn was glad. He
wished he could deal damaging blows of hisown, but he was so pathetically weeak that his only way of
fighting back wasto try to kill himsdlf. That had been afight in vain. The cruel healer was preparing to
bring him back to full strength so they could continue laughing in hisface.

Gueryn had never felt closer to tears. He was not aman given to emotional outbursts. Trained by the
stoic Fergys Thirsk, he had been taught how to keep his thoughts and emotionsin check. He had had
many reasonsto weep in hislife and since adulthood had given in to none of them, but he was tempted
now. Hefdt useless—a senior soldier of the Morgravian Legion and persond attendant to the Thirsk
family, not even offering resistanceto the enemy.

He gpat.

“Savethat,” Rashlyn caled over hisshoulder. “No usein wasting preciousliquid or I'll do just asmy king
asks and give you the added humiliation of having men hold you down and force food and water into
your throat.”

Gueryn sghed. He remembered Elspyth’s sad end, how her blood had gushed from Cailech’ s savage cut
and congeded around Gueryn’ s boots, marking him as her killer, al because he had refused to tell
Cailech what he wanted to hear. Blackmail was only one of the King' s weapons. Gueryn remembered
how Rashlyn had smiled as she died, his eyes sparkling with pleasure. He would not hesitate to hurt
Gueryn, if given authority. For now hisjob wasto hed and Gueryn cameto the painful redization that the
King of the Mountainswas right. It was pointless fighting, for they would continue the cycle that would
keep him aive—if not fit—until hewas of no further use. But perhaps he could gtill strike some damaging
blows. He could not think clearly enough yet, for his mind was dulled by the starvation and thirst, but he
promised himsdlf to think on waysto hurt Cailech.

“There sno need to forceme,” he murmured, hisvoice cracking from lack of use.

“Oh?’ Rashlyn said, turning now.

“I'll eat and drink.”

“Good. The other method israther messy,” the strange, wild-looking man said, cackling horribly.
“I make ademand, though, for this cooperation.”

“You arein no position to make demands,” Rashlyn replied softly.



“Y our mad king wants mewe| and hedlthy. | will makethiseasy for you, for dl of us, if he'll dlow me
time outsde to breethe fresh air and work my muscles. If hewon't permit this, then | will fight you and |
promiseyou that | will find away to die and anger him. Remember whose head will be on the chopping
block, Rashlyn,” Gueryn warned.

There was a silence while the man he spoke to digested the import of hiswords.

“| shdl spesk to the King. But now you eat,” the barshi said, “lightly at first,” and he clapped his handsto
summon abearer with food.

“Youwill remain hereuntil | release you. Consider yoursdlf lucky, Morgravian. Y ou have windowsto
look out of and acomfortable pallet to degp on.”

“| want to be outside for periods and for that I’ [l exchange your comfortsfor the dungeon.”

Rashlyn acted as though Gueryn had said nothing. “ And you will be chained for the entiretime you arein
my care. Have no delusions, soldier. Thereis no escape, not even if you breathe the outsde air.”

“| did it once before,” Gueryn said, more out of defiance than any redl threst.

“With help. It will never be offered again.”

“WhereisLothryn?’ he asked, and hated the sound of the other man’ s cruel laughter.

“Nowhere where you can help him,” Rashlyn answered, ddighted that he could hurt with words.
“Ishedive?’

The man barked alaugh. “Hardly,” camethe cold reply. “ Although it was alot of fun dedling with him.”

Despite hislack of strength, Gueryn threw himsdlf toward the smdl, dark man, and for thefirst timein his
life Gueryn fdt red fear, spine-tingling fright that made the hairs on hisarm and at the back of hisneck
stand up.

Rashlyn had held his hand up the moment he heard Gueryn move and the soldier found himsdf pinned in
midair. All of hiswitswere given over to the redization that something awesome and terrible had just
occurred. Rashlyn was asorcerer and had just wielded magic on him.

“I will makeit hurt next time. Never try that again, Morgravian. If you' ve never believed, then believeit
now: Magic exigts. Y ou and the rather strange position you hang in are testimony to that. Remember how
thisfeds, Le Gant, for | canimmohilize you for eternity likethisif | so choose”

Rashlyn removed the spdll and Gueryn crashed painfully to the ground. He groaned, fina and
gut-wrenching despair taking over his mind as he began to grasp the full terror of what he was up againgt.



Chapter 5

Fynch was standing at the back entrance to the Forbidden Fruit.

Knave had followed hisfriend' s suggestion to remain hidden for the time being, but he had good vison
from his quiet spot and could see the boy kicking at astone, biding histime for someoneto arrive who

might speak to him.

Severd women had hurried past and into the dark opening. It mattered not to Fynch. They did not strike
him as being the sort of friendly target he was looking for. He trusted hisingtincts, knew someone would
come aong who would be the right one. It had been a couple of hours now. Winter was mild thisyear
but still cool enough to chill histhinly covered bones. He must have looked cold, sitting on the fence
stump, when the young woman arrived. She seemed in no rush and he had no ideaiif her full-length cloak
covered areveding gown. With no firm knowledge of how abrothel actualy operated, his mind teased
a such minor detail.

“You'll catch your death out here,” she said, eyeing him from under her hood.

He recognized the Briavellian accent. So shewasalocd. “ Yes, it sright cold today,” herepliedina
strong northern farmer’ s didect he had picked up from listening to some of the other lads at the kitchens
of Stoneheart. He could pitch it perfectly, masking his own less distinctive southern accent.

“You'refar from home, boy. Morgravia?

Bull’ s-eye, hethought. “That | am, madam. How sharp you are.”

She amiled. “Are you waiting for someone?’

Fynch nodded. “My sister.”

“Oh? And who might that be?’

“Her nameisHildyth. I’ ve traveled many daysto see her. Our mam’s dead. I’ ve been sent to find her.”

Her expression melted, as he had anticipated it would. “Y ou poor mite—she' s not here, love. Come on
ingde. Let’swarmyou up abit. I'm Rene.”

Fynch followed, making no protestation.
“Thanksto you, Rene,” he said as she pulled achair up to the stove and sat him down.

“There, that should warm those thin bones of yours. Now, how about something to eat? Y ou must be
hungry—boys are dways hungry.”

Hewas not. Hunger rardly entered Fynch’smind. “I’'m starving,” he said, forcing agrin, not redlly
enjoying beguiling thiskind soul.

“I knew it. I’ ve got a couple of young nephews and their belliesare dways grinding.” She ruffled hishair
and set about gathering someitemsto tempt him.

Rene said hello to afew women who moved into and about the parlor. They ignored him and he them.
Fynch gtared into the flames through an opening in the stove, making sure he looked cold, scared even,
and not open to conversation with others. Ashe sat lost in his thoughts, he redlized he had aready begun



thinking of Romen’s murderer as now being Wyl. He wondered whose shoes Wyl walked in now. Fynch
had no doubt the whore was involved, even though Liryk had looked shocked at the Queen’ singinuation.
He intended for her to lead him to Wyl.

“Thereyou are, sweetie,” Rene said, arriving at his side and dragging his thoughts back to the warm
kitchen. “Cheese and homemade chutney isthe best | can do. And here’ saknuckle of bread. I’ ve left a
glass of milk behind you on the table. What' s your name, by the way?’

Fynch hated milk. “I’m Fynch. Rene, you're very kind.”

“I just fed badly you' ve come so far for nothing,” she said, her expression soft. “My little brother died a
few years ago. He would have been afew years older than you, around ten summers now.”

Inwardly he sghed. He was nine summers, knew he looked younger. “Y ou must misshim,” he said,
forcing himself to munch on the food.

“So much. Hewas alovely lad. Shouldn’t have drowned. It was an accident but still...”
“I'm sorry, Rene”

Fynch noted how she forced hersdf to brighten. “I know. But you remind me of him alittle with your
coloring. Somehow | don't think he would have trekked so many milesto find me, though. Y ou must
love your sister very much to have come so far.”

“I had to. We need Hildyth. Father isredlly sick too and there are five wee ones, the others al younger
than me,” he said, laying on the accent thickly, suggesting he was becoming upset. Hewas, in truth, for
lying was not Fynch'sstyle.

“Oh now, now. Come on. Hildyth isno longer working here—in fact | know she' sleft Crowyll—but let
me seeif | can find out any morefor you.”

He nodded, pushing more bread into his mouth so he would not haveto lie any further to such a decent
person.

She disappeared for afew minutes and returned whispering with someone. Another woman, dightly
older, regarded him.

“You're Hildyth’ sbrother?’

He nodded dowly, weighing her up, not dlowing himsdf to fib anymore. Her eyeswere narrowed.
“She never said anything about a brother.”

“Hush,” Renesaid. “Hismother’sjust died. There' s severd children. Be gentle.”

The other woman shook her head. “Hildyth's gone. Sheleft on the night of that fellow’ s deeth here—the
one who got stabbed.”

Fynch wrinkled his brow in confusion.

Reneralled her eyesat her companion’ s heavy tongue. “We had a mishap here not so long ago. A noble.
Wedon't know anything about him, but obvioudy someone wanted him deed. Hildyth was. . .|ooking
after him at thetime. | took her home.”

The other woman bent down. “Do you know what your sister does for aliving, boy?’



Again he nodded. “ She makes men happy,” he said serioudly, and he watched Rene' s face soften once
again with affection.

“That’sright, love, shedid that,” Rene said. “Go on, tell him.” She grimaced at the woman beside her.

Thistime her friend sighed. * She came back much later that night. Must have been the early hours of the
morning when al the fuss had died down. Everyone was adegp or gone back to their homes. | just
happened to be ill around and | saw her.”

“What did shesay?’ Fynch sad, listening intently now.

“Nothing, really. She looked terrified and who wouldn't be with what she’ d just been through. | asked
her what had happened.” The woman shrugged. “ She told me briefly about the man’s death, said she
wasleaving.”

“Why did she come back that night, | wonder?’ Rene queried.

“She said she' d left something behind in the room, but she didn’t want to see all those soldiersagain, so
she' d waited until the place was quiet.”

“What wasit?’ Fynch hoped for aclue.

Irritatingly she shrugged again. “How would | know? She just stepped inside one of the chambers and
was out again dmost sraightaway.”

“Did shetell you where shewasgoing?’ Fynch held his bregth.

“I didn’t know she was going anywhere to even ask. Shewas acting redlly strangdly, | recall...| mean
there was something else, gpart from being scared. It was as though she was drunk, but | smelled no
liquor on her.”

“What do you mean?’ Rene asked. Fynch was glad she did.

“Wdll, | can't redly say. Y ou know, staggering alittle, unsure of her words, couldn’t hold my gaze. |
figured she wasjust upset, but she seemed redlly uncomfortable around me.”

Fynch tried to phrase his question differently. “ Did Hildyth say anything that might help mefind her?’ His
accent dipped in his determination to learn as much as he could, but neither of the women seemed to
notice.

“No. Perhaps she decided to go home, not that | know wherethat is. She said aname...agirl’sname. |
didn’t catch it. Miriam or something. | don't know anything dse.”

“Doesthat help you, Fynch?’ Rene asked, her facefilled with hope.

He hated doing it but he shook his head, adopting aglum expression. “No, but I’ [l just keep looking,” he
sad, hisheart lurching insde a the mention of Myrren. “ Thanks rightly for the cheese and bread,” he said
to Rene, “and to you, miss.” He nodded at the other woman.

She shrugged again and | eft, Fynch already forgotten.
“Can | pack you alittle food?’

“No, Rene. I'll befine”



“Good luck, then.”

Fynch surprised himsdlf by giving her ahug. After dl his sadness, it was uplifting to have such apostive
lead. “I’ [l come back and see you someday.”

She amiled, knowing hewould do no such thing.

Fynch found Knave and they quickly moved away from the Forbidden Fruit. Fynch’s mind was racing.
“HI explain everything inamoment,” he said to the dog, mainly to calm himsdlf. “Let’sjust get avay
toward the woodland.”

They loped toward the edge of the town. Later, drinking water from the same stream where Wyl had
drunk, Fynch gathered his thoughts. He found it helpful to speak them aoud to hissilent friend, arrange
them neatly before them both so he could store his deductionstidily awvay.

“Wyl isdive. I'm convinced of it. Thevison told me so and | haveto bdieveit’ s happened again and
that he now walks as his executioner, Hildyth. If I'm right, then it was Wyl who lied about the man
breaking in and stabbing Romen.” Fynch adjusted his seating to lean againgt the big dog. Knave licked
him. “1 suppose he discovered himself as this woman”—he shook his head unable to imagine how
distressed Wyl must fee—* and disappeared from the scene asfast as he could. We haveto find her.”

Helet hismind flow fredy. When he needed to think things through, he had taught himsdlf to let go, to
stop teasing at one strand of thought and let his mind loose to roam among his wedlth of gathered
information. Invariably he found that clues began to show themsdves as threads intertwined.

Knave wandered away. Fynch assumed the dog was hungry and would hunt down a carel ess rabhit. He
settled back against atree and closed his eyesto ponder. Where would Wyl go? he wondered. And then
memory of his recent vison dipped into his mind. He went back over the words he had heard and then
considered the town and the hops. Why had that picture been given to him? He let the thread go and
alowed histhoughts to become random.

Where had Myrren come from?

Fynch sifted through his memories and recollections of overheard conversations between excited city folk
about the witch trid. He relaxed, turning hisface to dlow the watery sunlight to fal upon it through the
canopy of leaves. Where? It came to him moments later. Baglup! Could that beit? Baglup was where the
realm’s best de was made. He knew thisfrom listening to the soldiers over the years, they loved
assgnmentsthat took them through the tiny town. The picture of the fields of hops came back to him.
Hopswere used in de making. It wasaclue.

Wyl must be going to Baelup—back to where Myrren had lived. Perhaps he was trying to track down
her family.

The dog returned. He was carrying something in his mouth, but it was no creature. Knave dropped his
offering into Fynch'slap. It looked like aragged thong until Fynch redlized it was the bracelet that Romen
used to wear.

“It' saggn, Knave. He must have hidden here on the night he became Hildyth. Wyl |eft this deliberately,
I’'m sure. Perhaps he hoped you would find it, you clever dog.” He scratched Knave' s ears and hugged
the animal close. “We re going to Baglup,” Fynch whispered to hisfriend. “1 shal need ahorseto do
that. Vaentyna s purse will be put to good use.”



Wyl had collected atiny stash of coinsfrom ahiding spot in Crowyll, the whereabouts of which Faryl’s
memory released. She had similar hides sensibly stashed over both realms, he realized, so she could
access money relaively swiftly. What he had was very little—he would need more. ..much more. He
took the timeto write down the locations, just in case Faryl’ s essence and memories faded as quickly as
Romen’'shad.

He learned that her mind wastidy and her ways thorough. He was impressed.
If you must be a woman, be glad it’ s this one, he reminded himself dmaost every hour.

Faryl was not just good at her chosen work; he discovered she was the very best. Her kills shocked him.
Highly placed or influential people from many different cities and even realms across oceans, like Talinor
and Cipres, had drawn their last breath as aresult of her actions. She had felt nothing for them. Faryl was
cold. More than that. She was bitter. Why? This he could not tease out from where it was buried deep
and locked away through layers of years and, he gathered, self-torment. He sensed it was connected
with her family, but no more would come through. Wyl left it. It might surface as had so many vague
recollections of Romen's.

Hewas riding toward Morgravia, destination Baglup. It was astart. He knew that Myrren’ s mother had
|eft that town dmost immediately after her husband and daughter’ s traumatic deaths. Back then Lymbert
had reluctantly given Wyl details of where they had found Myrren and he had immediately traveled to
Baelup to collect Knave as he had promised the girl he would do. He had met the mother only
briefly—they had not even swapped names. He had tried to explain that he was from Peerlis, amember
of the Legion, but she had hardly paid attention.

“What do you want?’ she had asked, no further formalities exchanged. She had been amost out of her
wits, packing frantically. He had told her in smple termsthat he had promised Myrren he would pick up
her pup, and the mother had been glad to hand over Knave without further questions.

There had been no additiona conversation other than her bidding him good day and him thanking her,
athough he was not sure what the thanks were for. Where she had gone he could not guess, but it was
the only lead he had to go on. With Faryl’ s good sense for these sorts of intrigues, he had donned a
disguise. It definitely felt more comfortable to be traveling as aman. The fact that he had found some
sense of cam after the despair of evenings previous was acomfort right now. Until this moment, it had
been dl he could ask of himsdf to refrain from grabbing his blade and opening hiswrigts.

That bleak thought had been well and truly scrutinized the night before. He had come close too. It had
seemed the right answer when every demon came to haunt him as he dept rough benegth the hidden
moon. Last night he had felt there was no point in trying to live on. He hated being awoman, despised
the very sight of the body that had not so long ago tempted him, stirred him to thoughts of lust.

But thoughts of Vaentyna had swirled in his mind and he had not been ableto do it. Plusthere was
Ylena, Gueryn, Lothryn, aswell as his noble duty to ensure he did not take hisown life. He must fight on
and dedl with wherethisal began...with Cdimus.

And so Wyl found himself on alondy, dusty road, aman living in awoman’s body, disguised asaman,
dressed plainly and carrying wegpons. No one who glimpsed those would make the mistake of thinking
that he was avulnerable lonetraveler. He displayed his sword ddiberately so that any thief who might
consder tackling him would think twice. His blades were once again close to his chest, lying
uncomfortably against the breasts he had bound tightly. He had not been tempted to ook at hisbody in
the mirror kept in Faryl’ sbdongings. It would be too much for hismind to bear right now. He preferred



the discomfort of the bindingsto the swell and disarming weight of the breasts when they moved fredly.

He had been tempted to hack off Faryl’s hair too but had resisted, reasoning that he might well be
grateful for the femae disguise Faryl offered. So he had pushed her hair under awig—one made by a
master craftsman, he could tell—and pulled a cap down on hishead. A fase beard—again of such
qudity he knew it had been purchased a high cost from craftsmen who probably had asked no questions
and accepted only gold—was his greatest comfort, together with the artful hair glued to the back of his
hands. Inthisguise, if hedid not dwell on it, he could convince himsdf he wasaman again.

Wyl estimated he was now aday from the Morgravian border and afew days' ride then to Baglup. The
tral he was hoping to pick up was amost a decade cold, and athough he had no choice but to try, he
quietly doubted that he could follow the scent of Myrren’s mother. This made him think of Knave. He
hoped his dog had sensed his death. He seemed to know when Wyl wasin trouble. If he had, then
perhaps Knave had dready led Fynch to Crowyll and tracked down the bracelet. It should resonatein
Fynch's sharp brain and set the lad thinking. Wyl felt confident hisyoung friend would work it out and
come looking for him. Hewould like to have both of them close when and if he findly confronted the
Manwitch.

He refused to alow himself to think further about Vaentyna. Did she know by now? Of course she
would. Would she be grieving? He hoped 0, but then again perhaps she would seeit as afitting endto a
flawed relationship. He could not forget the grief that Vaentyna thought she had masked but was evident
to him. It spoke of perfidy, and her public accusation of his treachery was dmaost more than he could
bear. But bear it he did, for he loved her more than he had ever loved anything or anyone, including
himsalf. Hewould gladly diefor her. Wished that he could do that now—Ieave thiswretched existence of
his

The soldier in him reminded him that desth was a cowardly option. And where there waslife, therewas
hope. He might walk in Faryl’ sbody, but he could still use his soldier’ s brain to wreak havoc on Cdimus.
He mugt find the Manwitch; that was hisfirst priority.

Wyl spurred hishorseinto atrot, making apromise to himself that he would waste was no further timein
sorrowful musings. He was Faryl for now and might aswell get used toit.



Chapter 6

Entering Grimble Town, Wyl knew he could not stand the tight bindings around his chest much longer.
The temptation to spend the night at one of the two inns got the better of him. He quickly found a stabling
for his horse where the master of the stables hardly looked twice at him, and Wyl reminded himsdlf to
stop being quite so self-conscious.

“Which inn do you recommend, Master Paul?” Wyl asked in adeep voice that Faryl could adopt with
ease, adding some extra coin to the amount required. It was an old habit, one Gueryn had drummed into
him from an early age.

“Pay well for whoever looks after your horse. His care might save your life one day,” herecdled his
mentor saying.

Wy! believed such a creed should extend to al areas of hislife. A few extracoins, especidly slver, in
someone' s palm often made that person unwittingly yours through the subtle bond of generosity. Thinking
of Gueryn brought awave of sadnessthat he blinked back fiercely asthe stable master replied.

“Wadll, the Four Feathers be asgood aninn asyou'll find in these parts. The deiswatered only lightly
and Kidger’ swife does an honest stew.”

“Thank you,” Wyl said. “I’ll see you on the morrow.”

“That you will, Sir,” Master Paul said, dready bending toward buckets of water to wash the horse down.
Wyl smiled. Gueryn had been right. His horse would be fresh for tomorrow’ slong ride, having been
rubbed down properly and well fed.

He grolled into the town proper asate afternoon settled with the tillness that often comes asthe sun
lowers. At thistime of year, once the sun dipped far enough, the temperature plummeted and the evening
became crisp. Wyl could fed it chilling as he cast aglance about Grimble Town'smain square. It wasa
nest, deepy sort of place known mostly for itsfields of orchards, which yielded Morgravia stastiest
amonds and prized cherries. Come early summer the town swelled astransent workersflooded in to
help with the harvedt. It was a so handily positioned not far from one of the main routes into Pearlis, so it
enjoyed valuable seasona trade from merchants.

Right now it was quiet, which suited Wyl. He made his way toward the Four Feathers and was relieved
that Kidger hardly took notice of the bearded stranger asking for aroom. He had given his name as
Thorn Bentwood. It seemed Faryl had askill in pitching her voice to atonelow enough to be acceptably
manly, so it drew no attention. He understood from her memory that this had taken years of practice and
slently thanked her for her commitment. Wyl paid for two nights as a precaution aswell asfor severd
mesals. He suddenly realized how hungry he was and this revelation wasin no little part brought on by the
hearty smdlswafting from the kitchen.

“That smellsgood. What' s on tonight?” he asked.

“The missus has got some lamb stew smmering or there' s chickens on the spit.”
Both sounded delicious. “I'll have stew.”

“Thank you, sr,” Kidger replied. “The girlswill be serving from dusk.”

Wyl nodded and gratefully made hisway to hisroom, sinking onto the bed with such pleasure it might



have been down-filled and covered with fine linen rather than the worn sheets and horsehair mattress.
Neverthel ess the bed and room were clean, with a pleasant draft of air from the open window. He had
meant to undress straightaway . Instead he dozed off immediately, the bindings forgotten as deep clamed
him.

A loud clatter of pans beneath hiswindow woke him abruptly less than an hour later and the pain across
his chest reminded him the bindings were still in place. He ordered abath to be brought up and filled.

“The bathhouse in town is very reasonable, sir,” said the sullen girl who took hisrequest.

Wyl redlized she did not fancy hauling up atub or the water. He grinned through the beard, hoping it
looked friendly. “I know but | don't fed like leaving my room. Here’—and he handed her two crowns,
an exorbitant sum in her smdl world.

“Oh, ar! I—"
“Please. And bring my water quickly.”
She grinned, tucking the money beneeth her blouse. “At once, Sr.”

Impressive, Wyl thought. If he ever dlowed himsdlf to be seen as Faryl, he must remember that trick and
practiceit! Trueto the girl’ sword, hot water was soon steaming in the tub and she sent up soap aswell
as scented oil. He thanked the two lads who had dragged up the pails and the tub. Obvioudy the girl had
coin enough now to pay for lackeys.

When the door closed and hewas finaly done, Wyl stripped down. He struggled to untie the lengths of
torn sheeting that held his breasts flat, and when they eventualy loosened he sighed with relief at the
wondrous sensation of being free again. He refused to look down at himself. Instead, he poured in afew
drops of the musky oil to soften the water and then, after checking the latch was firmly on the door once
again, he climbed into the tub, immersing his body as deeply as he could, looking away from the smoothly
muscled yet clearly feminine legs that bent at well-shaped knees. He had thought to have aflask of wine
sent up aswell and he sampled it now, glad he had paid thet little bit extrato Kidger, for thefirst swallow
told him that it was of an acceptable qudity.

He closed his eyes, blanked his mind, and focused on nothing but the soothing sensation of the water
warming histired, unfamiliar body. Asthe steam rose, he pulled the beard and eyebrows away from his
face, the glue dissolving as Faryl’ smemory told him it would. Wyl placed them on anearby chair next to
the wig; these were va uable possessions now. Untying hishair, helet it fal loose, marveling at its
heaviness asit dropped, its ends curling into the water. Wyl ran his hands through it to push it off hisface.
Gone was his coarse red hair. Gone was Romen’ s smoothly combed plait. In its place he found lustrous
locks of acurious, darkly golden hue; he touched it, unable to resst, and was rewarded by the fed of its
soft texture. He remembered the fed of Faryl’ shair againgt his body when she had bent over him.

His eyesremained fixedly on the blank wall, below which stood asmal dresser. He knew on the other
sde of the chamber was atable with amirror that he had ignored and intended to continue ignoring. He
till had no desire to see himsdlf asawoman. Fedling hishair was, he was sure, as close as he would get
to knowing this strange new body. Again he closed his eyes; histhoughts roamed to Myrren’s mother.
She had betrayed her husband. Had Myrren’ sfather known he was raising another man’s child? And
had it mattered to him? Wyl remembered how it had hurt Lothryn to relinquish his newborn son to
Cailech, even knowing that the boy had been sired by the King.

Remembering Lothryn’s pain inevitably led him to think of the warrior’ sfate. What became of you, my
brave friend? he thought. He had given Elspyth a promise, one he knew he could not break. He had



given his oath that he would go back one day to find out Lothryn’ sfate. At the back of hismind wasthe
thought that he must find Gueryn’ s body too and bring it hometo Argorn.

Argorn! Hiseyes watered as he remembered his proud father. No, he could not kill himsdlf. The Thirsks
were aproud line and hewasitslast son. He must fight on and deal with the man with whom thisall
began....with Cdimus.

He wondered where Elspyth was and how she would get on with Y lenaand his spirits plummeted further
as he thought of these two women traveling aone; frightened, despairing at the loss of loved ones, their
happy lives shattered because of him. He could not even protect them; instead he needed them to be
courageous and fend for themsalves until he could get to them. He sent asilent pleato Shar to unite and
watch over them.

The act of prayer put him in asomber mood. He finished his soak swiftly, ddliberately ignoring the chance
to soap himself. He could not bring himself, just now, to touch the body he resided in. Wyl stood to

reach the towd. The tub rocked on its uneven base, and in that moment of alarm, Wyl caught sight of his
naked body in the mirror.

The shock was complete.

Hefought back the surge as his gorge rose and opened his eyes. Reflected was the image of astriking
woman. As he remembered, shewas not intensely pretty like Ylenaor classcally beautiful like Vaentyna
Faryl possessed something else that was hard to describe. It blossomed from confidence; he noticed the
arrogant twitch of asmile at the negt, clearly defined lips. The eyes were feline and sensud inan ova face
that was tanned lightly from the sun. Her hair, he mused, was probably her vanity. If not, shewould have
cut it short, for it was an encumbrance for her trade. The body itself wasamarvel to hiseyes. Curvy but
gtrong. Sheran to keep hersdlf fit gpparently; digging into her rapidly fading thoughts, he discovered that
Faryl favored hillsfor her exercise because they tested her staminabut also gave her cover. He nodded.
Shewould makethe very best kind of soldier with her rigorous fitness routines and high leve of fighting
skills. She favored the blade but was handy with a sword and skilled with abow.

Hefdt foolish but he smiled back at himsdf in the mirror, rewarded by Faryl’s normaly intense or
otherwise withering look relaxing into a softness he had not glimpsed previoudy. He Sared at the amile
on the face that looked back at him. It touched the feline eyes, sparking amellownessthat changed
Faryl’slook. It was girlish and mischievous. Wyl wished he could have glimpsed that smile when shewas
dive. Any man could fal head over hedsinlovewith it. She had not smiled often, though. Hetried to find
the source of her grim outlook on life, but it was till hidden from him. He must be patient. It would yield
itsdf tohim.

Many minutes had passed. He was dmost dry. And as he stood there, fedling like a Pegping Tom
stedling alook at a naked woman, he found the disturbing memory. Faryl could shoot an arrow with
more accuracy than any of her five brothers, but none of them ever knew it.

He shook himself clear of her memories and noticed that her legs were long too, lean and muscled. It
pleased Wyl to remain tall; he had gotten used to towering above people as Romen. Flat and trim though
it was, hisbelly felt empty and it reminded him now with aloud grind. Toweling himself unnecessarily, he
felt the somber mood diss pate dightly and he was grateful for this, for it clouded histhinking. Hewas
glad his curiosity had won through. Looking a Faryl, learning about her, had put something away and
turned the key on it. He was her now. He had no choice but to use her body to all of its best advantages
to find Myrren’ strue father and learn the secret of this gift of hers.

Reuctantly helifted the strips of linen that would help to make him look like aman again. Wyl sighed,



knowing it was only for an hour or two, and then wasted no further time binding his breastsflat again and
climbing into fresh clothes. He swished his previous onesin the gill-warm beth, rubbing a them with soap
and redlizing that this smple act brought dl three of his personditiestogether: Faryl’ sdiligence, Romen's
need to be neat and tidy, and Wy’ straining to take advantage of every opportunity. He squeezed the
clothes out and hung them to dry. Dark had falen. He should hurry. Checking hisroom for any giveaway
sgnsof Faryl, he was convinced dl had been well hidden. He reglued the beard to hisface and donned
thewig, very carefully pinning his hair thistime because he did not have the luxury of the hat to hold things
in place. He would need to be careful tonight, even though he was not planning to do anything more than
eat hismed quickly and return to hisroom. Tucking away the glue, he satisfied himsalf in the mirror that
he was now Thorn Bentwood again. Faryl’ singtincts suggested that amerchant in thistown at thistime of
year was odd, but Wyl decided he was only passing through so quickly that it was most likely no one
would notice or care.

He headed downgtairsinto the common dining room, marveling at how easily Faryl dipped into a
masculine gtride. His mind turned hungrily toward the lamb stew. With a practiced gaze he swept the
chamber without being obvious, taking in that the common room was busy, particularly with agroup of
men, some of them Legionnaires.

Wyl s heart skipped but again he settled his nerves. None of these soldiers could possibly know him. He
did recognize one, aman older than himsalf whom he had never had much time for when he had been
genera. Wyl remembered the fellow to be lazy, the sort who looked for short cuts and was always onto
some form of shirking or another. He wasloud of persondity, though, and tended to impress the younger
soldierswith hiswit and confidence.

Wyl took aswallow of ae, deliberately looking away and around the room as he tried to remember the
fellow’sname. It came to him—the man was called Rostyr. He had dways been good with the ladies,
Wyl recalled as he watched the man give one of the serving girls abrash, knowing smile. Wyl busied his
eyes e sewhere and fiddled with his beard as he waited, trying not to think of his breasts, which had
sounded afresh ache, threatening to ruin his appetite.

“Lamb stew, wasn't it, Master Bentwood?’ a plump young girl asked, startling him, as she set down a
huge clay plate. He nodded distractedly and she smiled. “1I’ [l be right back with some bread. Can | bring
somemorede, Sr?’

“Please” hereplied, relieved that his hunger remained intact as he eyed the delicioudy rich and sticky
stew. Vegetables and even some dumplings floated amid the dark gravy.

“Perfect,” he said quietly, and began eating. He became lost in his pleasurable chewing and the food gave
him something to focus upon... So focused was he, in fact, that the med was gone very quickly. It had
been alarge portion and he realized he must have been extremely hungry to wolf it down so fast. He
pushed his plate aside, hardly noticed when it was cleared or the new ae deposited before him. He felt
sated and peaceful at last. Leaning againgt the wall, he surreptitioudy watched the rest of the room. His
attention was drawn back to the soldiers. There were only three of them, yet they sat among five civilians
clearly known to them. The civilians|ooked dusty and road weary. They were travelers. He wondered a
the easy connection between the two groups and their increasingly loud behavior. Wyl noticed there was
not just de but aso wine flowing fredy. Money must be plentiful. All had eaten here, and if the night wore
on much longer, he believed they might even be staying here. Legionnaires did not normdly stay at
Grimble Town, and if they did then they would be part of asmall company passing through, certainly
more of them than thistrio.

He puzzled at it and could come up with no answer other than avague suspicion that the soldiers were
not meant to be here and so were here in secret. Furthermore, there was no officer present, which was



further damning. Threefoot soldiersin atiny town?Helet it go. Right now he was Thorn Bentwood and
he had amission. What these members of the L egion were up to was not his business any longer.

Wyl finished hisde. As he drained his mug he noticed one of the men in civilian clothing watching him.
The man was big. Built like abear. The man averted his eyesimmediately, rejoining the merriment around
the table, but he somehow did not seem to belong. Not that it mattered to WylI. It wastimeto go. He
stood and felt momentarily light-headed. Too much ae on top of the wine earlier. He noticed that he had
managed to down two jugs of the liquid.

| need some air, hetold himself, and againgt his origina plan decided to step outsidetheinn for just a
few minutes before retiring. He waved histhanksto the girls, left some coin at the table, and made his
way to the main door. He did not even glance toward the group that had previoudy held hisinterest.

As he stepped outside, the freshness of the night hit him and he felt sobered and brightened straightaway.
He alowed himsdlf the luxury of ashort stroll up the street, planning to head back upstairsjust as soon as
he could settle hislarge med. Turning to walk back down the darkened streest—he was bardly fifty paces
from the door of the Four Feathers—he noticed afigure. He recognized the man’s hat. It was one of the
men from the group. Wyl wanted to believe the fellow was doing the same thing as he—merely taking
some fresh air—but al his soldier’ s senses were on ingtant dert, blended with Romen'sand Faryl’s
ever-suspicious and world-wary ways.

Wyl walked back briskly toward the inn. He was not daunted by the presence of asingle man and farther
down the street afew locas mingled, going about their business...closing up for the night, walking home,
perhaps even headed for the Four Feathers.

Ashedrew close, confident now that he would pass without incident, the man began to whistle
tunelesdly, softly. It wastoo obvious, and as Wy’ s body clenched in anticipation, hisfears were
confirmed as severa more shadowy figures melted out of an aley and Wyl found himself manhandled and
bundled back into the same unlit area.

They dragged him around the corner, behind the sheds of theinn. There would be no help here, so he
alowed hisbody to go limp rather than fight it—he counted five of them, one of them Rostyr, who
obliged Wyl with one of those bright, fake smiles Wyl had hated so much. “What were you doing
watching us?’

One of the men had brought acandle. He held it close to Wyl’ sface now. Wyl shook his head, faking a
look of confusion. “1 don’'t know what you mean. Get these men off me,” he said, using what he hoped
sounded like the haughty tone of an offended merchant.

“Oh, yesyou do, friend. Y ou seemed far too interested in us back at theinn.”

“Good fellow,” Wyl spluttered, redlizing he should have dlowed Faryl’ singtinctsto rule. Shewould not
have alowed hersdf to be noticed. “My nameis Thorn Bentwood, | an amerchant, and | have never
Seen you or your companions before. Y ou're asoldier, anyway. What in Shar’ s name could | want with
you?’

“My question entirely,” Rostyr said with unnerving cam. “ Perhaps we should help hismemory aong,” he
added, and Wyl fdt thefirg blow land and his breath whooshed out of himsdf, leaving him struggling to
fill hislungs.

He coughed. The next blow, delivered with precision, doubled him over. These men, it seemed, werein
no hurry. Thethird blow put him on hisknees.



“Pick him up,” Rostyr ordered.

Wyl was hauled back to hisfeet, where he hung between the two men who held him, sucking in air, his
face battered, dl of him hurting. He redlized his beard had gone askew. His tormentor noticed aswell; at
first he looked baffled and then he began to laugh.

“It'salad,” he said, reaching low beneath Wy’ sjacket. “Let’ s hear you squed the truth now, boy,” he
added, gripping between Wyl’slegs.

It would only be much later that Wyl would enjoy the memory of the ook of shock on Rostyr’ sface.
Expecting to squeeze the truth from the impostor, Rostyr found that hislarge hand gripped nothing.

“What the—" He jumped back. “Pull his breeches down!”
“Areyou mad?’ someone asked, then laughed. “Do it yoursdlf!”
Rostyr, angry now aswell as confused, reached for Wyl’ swaistband. “ Bring the candle here.”

Wyl closed his eyes. He had not thought he could despise Myrren or her gift any more deeply, but right
now he was plumbing new depths of hate. His trousers were torn down to reveal the truth of what he had
become.

“It'sawoman,” adismayed voice said.
Rostyr’ s expression codesced into something new and horriblein the glow of the candilight.
“Thishitchwill give usthetruth, dl right. Hold her down.”

Wyl watched with horror as Rostyr snarled menacingly while he freed himsalf from his clothes. Some
internal defenseforced Wyl to close hiseyes. He felt the abomination of probing fingers, then something
€l se pushing, and from deep within he began to scream. It was Faryl’ strue voice thistime, primal and
angry. A filthy hand clamped itself over hismouth. Hetried to biteit and succeeded for amoment. Wyl
filled Faryl’ slungsto scream again, but someone hit him on the head and hisworld filled with sparks of
light and he was plunged into her memories.

Scenes emerged from buried hurts of youthful years. Faryl’ s eldest brothers—twins—raped her
regularly. Her father too. The younger boys knew of it but were too intimidated by their burly eldersto
do anything about it except cometo her later when the vile couplings were done and help her to the
brook nearby to wash herself clean of them. Her youngest brother, just twelve, would cry as he dabbed
at her bruises and she would weep for him having to share this atrocity.

He learned that Faryl’s mother also knew of the rapes but was hel pless to prevent them, for she had

been long cowed and battered by her brutish husband. And so the rapes continued until Faryl killed her
father. She used a blade that she stuck into his stretched throat as he took his pleasure. She had relished
the sight of hisblood gushing over her before she pushed his corpse from between her legs. Shewaked
to the brook, as she had done on so many previous occasions, but this time she was not weeping and she
was not scared. Her twin brothers had come then, trembling in fury and fright. She had defiantly raised
her catlike eyestoward the handsome, perverted pair.

“Watch your backs, boys,” she had threatened. “One day I'll be coming for you.”

It was her calmness and the demonic look in her eyesthat tilled their tongues and rattled their minds.
Neither moved, too shocked at sighting the bloodied corpsein the empty stable.



“I'm leaving now,” she had said, climbing out of the water and, not even bothering to dry hersdlf, pulled
on some clothes. “Y ou're evil, both of you. | hope Shar finds away to take you soon,” and then she spat
on the ground between them.

Picking up her cleaned blade, Faryl of Coombe, just fourteen, had walked away from her life of despair,
vowing never to desire aman. She had enjoyed the sensation of killing her father and in her bitterness
looked forward to doing the same to other men. The smell of hisblood till in her nogtrils, the girl onthe
verge of womanhood framed her futurelife.

Wyl returned from the blur of Faryl’s memoriesto an atogether different scene than what he had been
expecting. Rostyr’ s body was arched but it was not from the anticipated release. Rather, it was because
aknife had just penetrated hislung. He spasmed and then coughed, spattering Wyl’ sface with dark
blood. His body was hauled up by a huge shadow and flung like arag doll. Wyl looked around. The
others were dead, one still dying. The candle had been extinguished. Wyl was certain he was about to be
run through with the knife too.

It wouldn’t be the first time, he thought darkly. The figure stepped over him and finished off the person
groaning. Someone nearby was breathing short and shdlow. Wyl redlized it was, in fact, him.

A face appeared close to hisown. “Come,” the voice said, and he wasllifted asif he weighed nothing.
“Who areyou?’ Wyl durred.

“Aremys”

Thedizzying migt returned and thistime it enveloped him. Wyl blacked out.

When he woke he was in abed. He opened his eyes dowly. The man sat in acorner watching. Wyl
remembered now. It was the bear from the dining room. He realized he was naked beneath the
sheets—afact he found deeply disturbing. He dimly recdled the man’s name.

“Aremys?’ hesaid, careful to use Faryl’ sreal voicethistime. It was obvious the man knew hewasa
woman.

“I'mhere”

“Why?

“I don't like women being attacked.”

Wyl could not have agreed more. “Y ou were one of them, | thought. The Bear.”

The man smirked as though such atitle had been leveled at him often. “Not redly one of them.”

Wyl remembered how the huge man had seemed distant from the others. He nodded, let it pass. “All
dead?’

1] Yaﬂ
“The bodies?’

“Taken care of,” the bear reassured.



“Taken care of 7" Wyl could not keep the incredulity from hisvoice. “Five corpses!”

“Seven actudly.”

Wyl took a sharp breath. The man had been with seven companions. He had killed them all.
“Why?

“That seemsto be afavorite question of yours,” Aremysreplied, asuggestion of asmile behind his
words.

“It' sagood question under the circumstances!” Wyl countered, a suggestion of anger behind his. He
moved giffly to st up.

“May | have somewater?’

Aremys moved smoothly for abig man. Hetook histime lighting a second lamp before pouring amug of
water, which Wyl gratefully swallowed before faling back on the pillows. Faryl ached everywhere.

“Tell mewhat happened...please.”

Aremys gave arductant nod. “It' salong story.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

The man’s mouth twitched asif to amile, but he Sghed instead. “Let me pour mysdf aglass of wine.”
“Where are we?’

“My room. The other inn.”

“| see. Whose sde areyou on?’

It was aloaded question. “Yours, it seems.” Heleaned over to pour himself acup of thewinefroma
nearby carafe.

“Who undressed me?’

“I averted my eyes,” Aremyssaid, and then asmile did ghost across hisface.

WyI could not remember amoment in hislife when he had felt more embarrassed.

“Y ou took my clothes off!” 1t came out with agirlish shriek attached, which he hated even more.
“You'vegot lovdy tits,” Aremys added, fuding Wyl’ s discomfort, making his cheeks burn.

The big man laughed. “ Couldn’t help mysdlf.”

It felt somehow good to share ajoke, despite the awkwardness. Wyl smiled. “I’ m glad you appreciate
them.”

The mood became serious again as Aremys attempted to gpologize. “I’'m sorry | didn’t arriveintimeto
stop them...well, you know.”

WyI closed hiseyes at the distressing memory of the violation and the revelation of Faryl’ searly life. “I
know,” he said, softly now, wanting to put it behind him, wondering how women who were attacked in



thisway ever could. Faryl had never succeeded. She had hated men for the rest of her life. “Isthat why
you killed them?’

The man sipped from his cup. Helooked over itsrim a Wyl. “No. But your plight made it easier for me
todoit.”

It fell into place. *Y ou’ reamercenary?’
Aremysnodded. “Isit that obvious?’

“Let’'sjust say I've known afew.” There was awrynessin histone, which his companion heard but did
not pursue. “Inwhose service?” Wyl added.

“Theredm’s”
“Cdimus?’ It came out choked.

“I suppose. His monkey, Jessom, hired me. | gather roya revenue has been going missing with darming
regularity. Jessom suspectsit’'s someone from within the Legion.”

“A Legionnareworking againg Cdimus,” Wyl murmured. “How fitting.”

Aremys shrugged. “| don’t care. I'm not Morgravian, but anyone who can sted back taxes has my vote.
Except your king has no sense of humor,” he said drily. * Jessom paid me afortune to track down the
culprits. It turned out to be three of them and | managed to infiltrate their group. It took me many weeks
to find them and then most of thiswinter to win their trust. Their leader was a man named Rostyr. Cluey
fellow too. He used bandits to do the deed, but he was the brains behind the jobs.”

“I see” Wyl said, trying to straighten himsdlf on hispillowsagain. “ A lot of money solen?’

“Enough to firethe King' swrath.”

“Did they hurt anyone?’

“Yes. On acouple of occasons. It wasn't intentiona but it happened.”

“Soldiers?”

“Yes. You seem very interested in them.”

“Canyou blaneme?” Wyl brigtled. “It hurts, Aremys. I’'m not sure many men redlize quite how much!”
“Apologies. That was blunt of me.”

Wyl accepted it gracioudy, athough the part of him that was Faryl was angry. “ And so why was tonight
the night you killed them?’

“They were planning something daring. It would have meant more deaths for innocents and someone of
noteincluded. | could not alow that to happen—it wasthe right time to deal with them as| was
indructed.”

“Poison?’ Faryl’s sensestold Wyl thiswould be the best mode.

Aremys nodded. “ Good guess. That was my plan, until you entered the dining room and ruined things. |
had to use amore messy method.”



“I'’'m sorry to have spoiled things. What have you done with them?’

“Tomorrow they’ Il be carted back to Pearlis as proof. I’ ve dready sent amessenger to inform Jessom of
my findings”

“Not to mention requesting fina payment.”

Wy’ s barb had no effect on the man, who smply shrugged burly shoulders and made a deprecating
sound. “And so now it’ syour turn.” Aremys set down hismug. “I’'mal ears”

“For what?’

“To hear theintriguing tale of Thorn Bentwood, awoman in disguise with an unhedlthy interest inthe
seedier sort and a sometime merchant passing through a town whose season for merchantsislong gone.”

Wyl mentaly kicked himsdlf. Faryl’ singtincts had niggled at him dong these lines and he had ignored
them. Aremys had him nailed good and proper.

Hetried for the obvious. “It’ s not easy being awoman traveling alone,” hereplied. “ The disguise helps.”
“| accept that. But why do you travel done?’
“Do | need areason?’

Aremysfixed adark gaze on the bruised woman before him. Secrets. That was dl right. He had them
too. “No, | suppose not. But will you tdl me anyway?’

That was unexpected. Wyl fdlt flustered.

Aremys could seeit. “ Perhaps tomorrow. Right now | suspect deep iswhat you need.” He could sense
the woman' srelief. “Will you dlow meto tend theinjuriesto your face?’

Wyl nodded. “Arethey bad?’
“I shan’t be giving you amirror tonight.”
“Oh, that darming,” WYyl said, disappointment strong in hisvoice.

Aremyswasrifling through an old leether sack. He pulled out asmall, flat glass box. “It would beif |
didn’t have my miracle sdve with me.” He moved to the bed. “I’[| have a bathtub brought up tomorrow,”
he said absently, digging afinger into the cloudy ointment. He daubed it onto Wy’ sface. It soon began
to tingle as he gently rubbed it into the injured spots. “ The bruises will surface and disappear quickly,” he
reassured. “Now rest.”

“Whereareyou going?’
“Not far. I'll be here on the floor beside you. I'll leave afresh candle burning.”

Wyl was touched. He could more than take care of himself under norma circumstances, but it felt rather
comforting to have someone looking out for him. It reminded him of being ayoungster again, when
Gueryn had made al his decisonsfor him. He missed being looked after. He missed Gueryn. On that sad
thought he closed his eyes and turned on his side. Sleep would come fast tonight.

He listened to the sounds of Aremystrying to make himsdf comfortable on the hard floorboards. Wyl
was grateful to him for not pursuing the story of Thorn Bentwood further tonight.



“My nameisFaryl,” Wyl said quietly into the darkness, surprising himslf by giving thetruth....and by
findly acknowledging it to himsdif.



Chapter 7

The days at Rttylworth had passed dowly, following their own particular rhythm as the men of Shar kept
to their routine of worship and work. For some of them their dutieswerein the library, poring over texts
and carefully scribing passages; others spent hours in the beautiful studio where they patiently copied
some of the ancient illuminations. Many toiled in the vegetable gardens or orchards, tending to the flocks
of sheep and goats that kept them fed. Otherslooked after the few cows that sustained the gentle
community with their fresh milk for drinking and that also produced the buitter, rich cream, and famed
cheese of theregion.

Rittylworth Bruise won its name for the dark wax that the monastery’ s cheesemakers dipped their proud
product into for maturing and preserving. The shiny, violet rounds of hard cheese were stored in a specia
pantry beneath the chapel, but even this great room was not as deep into the ground as the secret grotto,
which few outside of the monastic order knew abouit.

It was Y lena sfavorite place of al. Jakub, dl too aware of thisvisitor’ sgrief, had suggested within the
first day of meeting that she make it her own for awhile. As much as she enjoyed her bedroom, with its
view over the orchards, it wasto the grotto that she escaped for her solitude and there, within thefizzing
waters of the warm spring, she had begun her gradua hedling.

In the beginning it was dl physicd recovery for Ylena, while the delicious monotony of dally lifearound
the monastery was agreat nourishment to her menta strength. It had not been easy and many timesthe
grief threstened to carry her away with it, but on those occasions Y lenawould remind herself of her
surname and dig deeper toward the strength she knew she possessed. She could think of Alyd and his
execution now without being overwhelmed by tears, and her shock at losing al of those sheloved had
dulled to bitter acceptance. It had left her numb, but she was learning how to put that aside too.

Wyl had once quietly spoken of how he had taught himsdlf to deal with the degth of their mother and
more lately their father. She used that teaching now and had taken dl of those painful emotions of hers
inward, burying them in asafe, dark place where they could no longer disable her. It was Ceimus, of
course, who had contrived dl of this death and suffering and on whose hateful name she should build her
own hate.

Thered catdys that prompted her determination to be fully in charge of hersdlf again was learning that
Romen had not taken Alyd' sremains away with him. At first she had been filled with wrath and it was
that anger that had, in truth, brought her back to full sensibility. Jakub had counseled that Romen no
doubt had good reasons for his decision and had asked that Alyd’ s head be preserved as proof of the
abomination at Stoneheart. This had placated Y lena, who accepted that whatever those reasons were,
Romen had her interests a heart.

Since that discovery, she had allowed the daysto blend until her body and mind hedled. One of her gresat
friends through this process was Pil, who, Shar bless him, seemed just alittle in love with her. Hetook his
role as her caretaker very earnestly and she had to keep reminding him that she was not an invalid and
preferred to do thingsfor herself He would smile shyly and gpologize but then go right back to fussing
around her. In truth, he was a very big reason for her recovery. Hisamost childlike desire to make her
amile and see her well again wasinfectious.

Pil was one of abig family who hailed from the northwest. His father was a fisherman, aswere his
brothers, while his ssters and mother prepared and sold the catch. Everyonein their village wasinvolved
inthe seaand its bounty, but Pil was the only member of hisfamily who fet no calling for it. Infact, he



would be the first to admit that he suffered the ocean sickness and hated anything to do with boats and
fish. Saying such things was sacrilege in hisvillage, so he suffered in silence, but despite trying so hard did
ateriblejob of mending nets. Hisfather finaly gave up on him and on one particular evening of high
frugtration asked atraveling monk whether he would take his youngest, good-for-nothing son with him
and teach him the ways of Shar. “ Perhaps he'll be some use to us then and can pray for our safety and
prosperity,” Fil had hdtingly repested to Ylenaone day. The monk had agreed, and after traveling with
the man for severad months, Pil had discovered that he was good at his|etters, but was also interested in
doing Shar’ swork. The kindly guardian had contacted his old friend Jakub at Rittylworth, and by year’'s
end, young Pil had found himself anew home and anew family, who welcomed him with love and
patience. He had fit in easily and being the youngest had been spoiled with care and affection from the
Brothers. Y lenacould seethat the love they had given him had manifested itslf in R’ sebullience and his
desireto do hisgod s work with enthusiasm. She thanked her lucky stars that Pil had been so dreadful a
fishing and had told him this not long ago, amusedly watching him blush and sammer.

And then there was Brother Jakub: cam, ederly, patient Jakub, with his searching eyes that seemed to
seeinto the depths of her heart.

It was obvious he knew something of what had happened to her, and by whose hand, but he had never
asked anything directly of her dark experiences. Perhaps Romen had given him information, but she
suspected not. Her time with Romen told her that Koreldy was an intensaly private man with secrets of
his own, and one used to keeping them, be they his or someone else’s. There were moments on their
journey from Pearlis when Romen reminded her of Wyl. Just now and then there were phrases he used
or away he might hold hishead or comfort her when she could amost believe Wyl was ill near her.
Romen had explained that he had given hisword to her brother, before he died, to save her from the
dungeon. But she suspected he had not shared any of their dark background with anyone else. There
was no need for the kind Brother Jakub and hisfellow holy men to suffer her torments. That they offered
sanctuary was more than enough.

Today fdt no different from the others that had gone before. Despite the bright day, winter’ s bite was il
nipping at everyone s heds, athough the buds on the fruit trees and the promise of blossom suggested
that spring was not far away. Y lena pulled her soft shawl moretightly around her. The mornings were ill
bitterly cold thisfar north and even the steaming creamed oats and 0ozing chunk of honeycomb she had
swdlowed gratefully earlier had not warmed her sufficiently. She shivered, relishing the thought of her
daily soak in the soothing watersin the grotto.

Crossing the main courtyard, she smiled at two Brothers who dipped their heads toward her but did not
break the morning silence, held until third bell, due any moment. She wondered where Pil was. Hewas
normaly skipping around her by thistime, making her laugh with histal sories.

Truly, it fet asthough she had lived here among the Brothersfor an age when in fact it was barely weeks.

Her boots clicked on the flagstones of the great arched cloisters. She turned her head, knowing Brother
Tomaswould beinthetiny courtyard to her left, where he lovingly tended the citrus bushes. The ped of
the Akin fruit had healing properties, he had explained to her, and it was curioudy at its most powerful in
the morning. And so each day he was here at the same time, touching the fruit, testing it for readiness.
She waved and he nodded back to her, holding up one of the bluish-green spheres, grinning.

It was agood one obvioudy. Tomas had mentioned that he was fortunate if he could coax one fruit per
week from the treesin season. They were one of nature’ s more stubborn follies and one needed
extraordinary patience to tend and harvest them. It was easy to be patient at the monastery, she thought,
consdering the deepy, tranquil nature of the hamlet surrounding it.



Skipping down the few stairsfrom the cloisters and into alarger courtyard, Ylenaredized shefelt the
brightest she had in along time. “Happy” was not the word she would choose, but shefelt shewas
amogt ready to consder alife beyond Rittylworth and getting hersdf to Alyd' s people. The powerful
Duke of Felrawthy would know what to do and after learning the fate of his son would surely help her to
bring down Celimus...shewas sure of it. If she could raise her own men from Argorn on the strength of
the Thirsk name, then perhaps that would be dl it would take. Y lenawas convinced the Legion would
not take up arms againgt them when it learned the truth behind the deeths of its genera and its popular

captain.

Third bell sounded and Y lena amiled; the silence for the day was over. Soon the Brothers would pour out
of prayer and commence their day’ swork. It occurred to her that she had meant to call in on Brother
Farley and get agarglefor agritty throat she had developed the previous night. Torn between wanting to
gep into the warm waters of the spring and not wanting to risk falling ill now that she felt so much better,
Y lena hurriedly veered toward the old physic’ srooms and ran straight into Brother Jakub.

“Ah, my girl. You are asight to gladden the heart of an old man.”
She hugged him. “Good morning, Brother Jakub. Y ou’ re not a morning prayers, areyou aling?’

Hisface crinkled into the warmth of his gentle smile. “No, child. There are some sick childreninthe
village and | want to speak with Brother Farley before he getstoo engrossed in hisday’ stail. I'd like him
to look in on them thismorning.” She nodded with understanding. “And you?’

She touched her neck. “ Sore throat.”

“Well, my dear mother used to say if you gad about with wet hair on cold days you' re bound to catch a
chill,” hesaid, wagging afinger in what was clearly afair imitation of an old woman. Shelaughed at his
impression and he squeezed her hand, delighting in her joy. “How good it isto hear you laugh.”

Y lenagave arueful expresson. “ There are momentswhen | can hardly believe how fineitisto bedive. |
catch mysdf amiling and | fed dmogt guilty.”

“Youmustn't,” Jakub counsded. “ Thisis the human spirit restoring itself, child. It ishow we hedl. Let
your spirits soar when they’re of amind to, Ylena... trust them, for it meansthey have found hope again.

Hopeis apowerful weapon.”
She nodded, feding tearswelling at this man’ s goodness and generosity.

He sensad her emotion and, not wishing to upset her bright mood, changed the subject. “1s Rl attending
youwell, Ylena?

“Too well, Brother Jakub!” she replied with mock despair.

“Ah, he'sagood boy and takes hisrole of protector very serioudy.”

“I know. He' sbeen most kind....dl of you have. But | must think of leaving.”
“Not too soon, | hope,” he said softly. “Take your time. Bewell.”

Shetook her chance. “I shouldn’t hold you up, Brother Jakub,” and he shook his head dightly to show it
was of no consequence, “but | wonder if | can ask you whether you' ve heard from Romen?’

“I’vereceived noword,” hereplied, guiding her into the warmth of the physic's chamber. The other man
was busy measuring out powders and breaking chunks of dried herbsinto smaller pieces. He muttered to



himsalf, hardly noticing them.

“Then may | impose on you further by asking about that important item he left with you for safekeeping.”
Jakub' sexpression grew grave. “It'sdl right,” shesaid. “1 can talk about it now. I’m much stronger.”

“I know you are, child. You areamarved and it’ snot difficult to see that you have been grown from
strong stock.”

“Did you know my father?’ she asked, surprised.

Jakub nodded toward hisfellow brother to give them a moment. “Of him, of course. | regret | didn’t
have the pleasure of meeting your fine father, or brother, in person. They were good men, as| hear it.”

“Thank you,” she whigpered. “Whereisthe head?’
He hugged her. “It'ssafe. In the grotto.”
Y lenaflinched at the realization that she had been sharing these weeks with Alyd. “Where?’ she asked.

“There safase back to the cupboard where we keep the candles. | hid it there. 1t should be well
preserved as Romen requested.”

She was going to say more, but the words were choked off by the sounds of men yelling. Frowning,
Brother Jakub told her to remain where she was as he hurried outside the chamber to see what was
happening. A few moments|ater he ran back in, face ashen.

He grabbed her hand. “Ylena, hide behind this counter.”
“Whatever' sgoing on?’

“Riders. King'smen!” It was Pl bursting into the room, alook of terror on hisface. “They’re hurting the
Brothers.”

Her eyes widened with dishdlief and rising panic gripped at the throat whose soreness she had forgotten
inaningant. “What—"

“Doasl say,” Jakub ordered, hisvoice hard now. “Hide, both of you, and as soon as you can climb out
of the window here, make for the grotto. Y our passage will be hidden. Y ou know what to do, child,” he
sad somberly to Ylenabefore glancing toward Pil and saying to him: “Now iswhen you prove your
worth, lad. Keep her safe. Get her away from here as soon as you can.”

“Jakub!” she began, voice trembling. “It's me they’ ve come For, isn't it?’

“But they’ Il never find you, my girl. Not so long as| draw breath.” He nodded at his colleague. “ Come,
Farley. Be brave now. We have nothing to share with these men.” Jakub gave Y lena a searching look,
kissed her briefly and whispered for her to be brave, and then he took the dismayed Farley’ s hand and
together the two old men walked out into the bright day.

Y lenawas too stunned to move until she heard the gruff sound of strangers’ voices.
“Comeon!” Rl hissed, dragging her around the counter.

They ducked behind Farley’ sweighing bench and climbed benegath his shelves. Ylenahdd her bregth as
she heard boots clatter into the room. Fil put hisfinger to hislips, more out of aneed to comfort himsdif,
shewas aure, for hiseyesweretightly shut.



She heard Jakub' svoice. It was gentle, filled with the contrived confusion of an old man. “Ther€ sno
woman in our monastery, son,” he offered innocently, presumably to asoldier. “But by al meansyou're
welcometo search...” Hisvoicetrailed off asthey dl |eft the chamber again. Mercifully the men had
doneonly aninitia cursory search of rooms.

“They’ll be back,” Pil whispered.
“| want to see what they’ re doing,” she mouthed back.
He shook his head vehemently. “1 promised Jakub.”

Y lenaknew he wasright, just as she knew that these intruders had come for her and if they found her she
might not live to enjoy her revenge. “1 know you did, but if thisisabout me| need to know what's

happening.”
Pil bowed his head, beaten. * Perhaps we can see from the small tower,” he suggested.

The small tower was a disused area of the monastery that had once been a special place of prayer for
Brothers choosing to live for awhilein Solitary. Part of the floor had collapsed afew years back and

Jakub had declared it too dangerous and the tower had been closed. The lack of Brotherslooking to

gpend time in Solitary meant that itsrepair had still not been attempted.

“We can get there easily enough,” he added cautioudy, “and the grotto can be accessed through the
cheese pantry if we haveto.”

Pil climbed out from under the counter and motioned that the way was clear. They opened the small
window—fortunately both were dight of frame—and wriggled out.

“I didn’t know you could get in from there,” she whispered, looking about her asthey tiptoed acrossthe
smdll clearing toward the tower and closer to where they could now hear voices.

“Secret entrance,” Pil admitted, hisface amask of worry.
“Quick! Someone scoming.”

The pair hurtled through the small tower’ s doorway with barely a moment to spare. Leaning back against
the stone wall, they breathed hard and silently, fearing the sound of boots crunching on the small pebbles.
The boots stopped outside the door.

“Did you check in here?’ avoice asked.

Y lenaheld her breath now, praying to Shar to keep them hidden.

“Yes. It'saruin anyway. No onethere.”

“Right. Put abar againgt the door so no one getsin...or out. Then all our boys know thisone' sclear.”
“At once”

Footstepstrailed off. Ylenalooked toward the pale-faced Pil and appreciated for the first time how very
young hewas, at most fifteen. She would have to be strong now, just for him.

Shetook hishand and squeezed it. “We' Il find away out, Pil. Trust me,” she said with such confidence
that she surprised hersalf. Wondering where dl this new courage was coming from, she remembered
Jakub’ swords about the human spirit and hope. Not hope, shetold hersdlf, there was no hope with Alyd



and Wyl dead. Just hate and revenge. ..and determination.
“Come on, lead the way,” she encouraged.

Pil gave athin, nervous smile and, holding on to her hand, began to ascend the narrow, winding Staircase.
Sitsinthewadl gavear and Ylenafelt anew fear claw at her heart.

“1 smdl smoke, Ril.”

He said nothing, just kept climbing. At the top he pointed to some of the rotten timbers.
“Bevery careful,” he said softly.

“Areyoudl right?’ she ventured.

“They were beating some of the Brothers,” he said, hiseyes glazing with tears. “I’m not sure | want to
Seeany more.”

Ylenaswallowed hard. How could she have been so insensitive? The men could not be Legionnaires.
She knew the soldierstoo well; they would never perform this sort of atrocity.

“But you know they’ re King'smen?’
“They have hisbanner,” the young man said.

“Then Cdimus must have amassed asmal army of paid mercenaries...no Legionnaire would participate
in something as heinous asthis,” she assured. “Wait here, I'll look.”

Al did not argue. He pointed out where she must tread and she crossed the small area of floor with ease.
Only now did she dlow her gaze to take in what was happening below.

At her first strangled sound, Pil dumped to the floor. He did not need to seeit to know the world he
knew and loved was being smashed. Y lena sthroat closed in terror and the wind blowing through the
broken shutters of the tower confirmed that fires had been lit. The monastery was burning.

Men she recognized were lying in contorted positions in the gardens, their hoes and spades carelesdy
resting around them. They had died where they had been working; no warning, just asword through the
belly. Others, more bloodied, had tried to escape and been hacked down. Some had arrows protruding
from their backs.

She covered her mouth with her hands when she recognized the dumped figure of Brother Farley. He
was dill dive, barely, but one of his hands was gone and he was looking at the bleeding stump,
bewildered. How will he measure out his powders now? she thought idioticaly, knowing hewould die
from shock within minutes. Otherswere il being interrogated and in the middle of them wasthetiny
figure of Brother Jakub, rallying their spirits and trying to keep his human flock—what was | ft of
it—from fighting back or giving offense. She could see him pleading with the strangers, begging for mercy
for hismen of Shar.

It was when he was soon after singled out and nailed to a makeshift crossthat Y lenaknew if shedid
nothing else but kill Celimus, she would have achieved something worthwhile with her life. She choked
back the scream that amost flew from her throat and watched the perpetrators throw something from a
flask a Jakub. A lit torch was flung toward the frail figure and heignited. Now she did let out a heartfelt
sob.



“Jakub,” shewhispered.

Pil was crying, his hands covering his ears, but she knew he had seen how her lips moved and that the
anguish in her expression told him al he needed to know. She did not need to see any more carnage to
know that these men had not cometo find her. They had cometo kill her. They knew shewas at
Rittylworth and so they were persecuting its community to get the truth of where she was being held safe.

They would not find her. If only to avenge the deaths of these beautiful, helpless men, she would get
away. She would frustrate Celimus s plansin every way she could before she worked out how to bring
about hisdownfall.

She moved to where her young friend crouched. She pushed back her fearsfor his sake. He must not
know how terrified she was or he would never have the courage to do what she needed of him now. Her
voice was steady and deep with anger. “ Come, Pil. We must go.”

“Where?' he sobbed.

“Tothegrotto fird. | have something to fetch from it and we will aso be safe there. We can make our
plans”

“Iseveryone dead?’ he mumbled.

“I don’'t know.” It was a poor answer but was & the very least vaguely truthful. She knew it would not
help their causeif shetold him dl that she had seen. “We must hurry.”

“Wecan't get out,” he reminded her, trying to stop histears.
“Yeswe can. WE Il go out through thiswindow behind you—they can’'t see us”
Helooked at her asthough she had lost her mind.

She stated the obvious. “We can't stay here. They’ ve barred usin and they might come back and look
through al of these placesagain.”

“It’ stoo dangerous across the roof.”

“Y ou know, Pil,” she said as gently as she could, “you said to me when | first came here and wastoo
frightened to be | eft done that Brother Jakub had taught you how to fix your eye on the things that scare
you and walk toward them—do you remember that?’

He nodded bleakly.

“Wadll, it was you who helped meto find mysdlf again. Y ou helped me to conquer my fears of what had
happened to mein Stoneheart.” She knew he had only scant information, but the gravity of her words
was enough to suggest it had been aterrifying experience for her.

“l did?’

“Truly. And so now you have to take Jakub'’ s advice again and stare this beast right back initseyes and
let it know you don't fear it. And | shal do the same.”

“How?

“By running across the rooftop with me and helping me to the grotto so we can make our escape.”



Hisexpression told her that he was now convinced she had lost her mind. She grinned wolfishly in the
manner she had often seen Alyd and Wyl do as boys when they were up to mischief. “Trust me.”

“Wherearewe going?’ he asked, in some awe now of the woman standing before him.

“Fdrawthy, toraseanarmy.”



Chapter 8

Aremyswastrue to hisword. In the morning a tub was brought up and filled with stleaming water and
fragrant oils. Once again Wyl was surprised by the thoughtfulness of this stranger.

Aremysturned at the door. “I’ll go out for awhile. Y ou take your time.”
“What have you told them about me?’
“Nothing. It' s not their business. What they surmiseis up to them,” he said, and winked.

Aremyssmiled at thelook of dread that passed across the woman' s face when she redlized what that
must mean. He was especidly glad to note that the bruises had benefited from the salve. Even with her
faceinjured, shewas striking to look at. “Lock it behind me,” he suggested, and I ft.

Wy! did so and for the second time in as many days did with extraordinary relief into the comforting
warmth of atub. He gingerly touched spots that were hurt and then, avoiding them as best he could,
scrubbed himsdlf clean with the flanndl and soap paste provided. It wasthe strangest of sensations. A
woman felt completdly different from how he had imagined. He did not have the courage to explore
further and Faryl felt raw anyway. Another time, he decided, embarrassed.

Wyl knew he would never forget how vulnerable he had felt. He was glad Rostyr was dead. Justice was
done, thanksto Aremys and indeed to Jessom. What remained of Faryl certainly approved. He
wondered what sort of penance had been meted by Celimusin the meantime. Knowing the man ashe
did, he had no doubt that the King would be seeking information on the theftsin far less subtle ways than
his chancedllor. He did not have to wait too long to learn the answer.

Wyl had taken care with his hair thismorning, brushing it until it shone before tying it back as best he
could in Faryl’sway. He had been aarmed to see the bruises on hisface; they would attract unwanted
attention. On the positive side, however, athough he pained in several places, he knew hisbody was
intact, with no bones broken.

Aremysreturned later to find Faryl much refreshed and wrapped in one of his huge shirtsthat she must
have dug into his saddlebags for. He swallowed at the sight of her. She redlly was a striking woman. He
had never been oneto fall for the breathily speaking, pretty sort who looked as though they might break
if you squeezed them in ahug. Nor did hefind the more obvioudly flirtatious kind desirable—those
women were confident enough of their bodiesto use their sexua attractiveness as aweapon. If he was
honest he had never truly falen for anyone unless he counted Elly from the farm next door when hewasa
young lad. Elly had been far more tomboy than girl, which was probably why she had been hisfavorite.
She could run faster, shoot arrows better, and skin arabbit quicker than he ever could. She had called
him Bear too and like Faryl had not been beautiful, not even conventiondly pretty. She had had alaugh,
though, that could fill his heart and awit that could cut anyone down to Size.

Wyl felt ingtantly self-conscious at the way Aremyswas staring. “| thought I’ d travel as mysdlf today.”

The man nodded an approva but remained till just ingde the doorway. He said nothing. An awkward
slence stretched before them, neither knowing how best to handle their Situation from here.

Wyl shrugged, touched a hand to abruise on hisface. “Y ou’ ve been extremely kind to astranger. I'm



not sure how to say appropriate thanks but consider it said and meant.”

Aremysfound hisvoice. “I’ ve been back to the Four Feathers—picked up al your thingsfor you. |
didn’t think you' d care to go back just now.”

“Ah...I"'m further in your debt, then. Thank you.”
The mercenary took a step into the room and made a gesture to say it was no trouble.

WyI struggled for something to say as hismind raced to consider hisnext move. “Do | owe you any
money for the inn where I’ d booked?’

“No. You had prepaid everything. A woman after my own heart,” Aremys admitted. “1 aways
prepay...er, justin case | need to leave swiftly.”

It was WYyl’ sturn to nod. “Well,” he said, with an exaggerated brightness. “Time | left you to your own
business. Y ou’ ve done more than enough for me.”

Aremys nodded. “Where are you headed?’
Wyl cringed. They had moved to smdll tak. “Oh, asmal town afew days ride from here.”
“Family?’

“Er...no, well...inaway. I'mtrying to track down afriend’ smother.” It was easier to stick ascloseto
the truth as possible. “ And you?’ Wyl added, hating the forced politeness of their conversation.

“Nowhereredly, now that I’ ve finished my job for Jessom. I'm at aloose end, you could say.” Aremys
laced hislarge fingers together, then undid them, put them behind his back, and then hung them back at
hissdes.

It wastimeto move. “| hope our paths cross again,” Wyl said, stepping forward to take thelarge hand in
his. “1’m grateful to you, Aremys,” he added, looking into the man’ s expressve eyes. “ Shar keep you
sae”

The dark eyes regarded him now with what looked like sadness. “I’ ve fetched your horse aswell.”

Wyl grinned briefly. Aremys noted how that particular small expression made such adifferenceto Faryl’s
bearing. She had alovely smile that touched her eyes and changed anormally serious, often sad visage
into something with lightness, even the suggestion of laughter lurking.

“I'm not helpless, but thank you,” Wyl said.

Aremys shook hishead to suggest it was no bother. “Waell, | figured you might ride out as yourself and
would not want to confront the stable master as Faryl demanding Thorn Bentwood' shorse” He was
lying, decided to come clean. “But | aso thought we could leave together. There sonly oneroad and I'm
guessing you' re headed toward Peerlis rather than away from it—isthat right?’

“Why, yes| am,” WYyl replied, taken aback at the suggestion and not able to think of areason to
contradict it.

“We could ride together for awhile, then?’

It wastime to be more direct. “ Aremys, you don't need to worry about me. Contrary to how it seems, |
canfend for mysdf.”



“I’m not worried about you. | can see from the tautness of your body and by the weapons you carry that
you are not oneto triflewith.”

“Y ou went through my things?” Wy’ s voice sounded suddenly brittle.

“I could hardly missthem, Faryl. | told you | gathered up your stuff.”

“It seems| have nothing | can hide from you! What else did you look through?’
“I giveyou my word | wasn't prying.”

“You'reamercenary, Aremys. I'm not sure your word isworth much.” He could see he had struck hard.
It was not necessary and surely undeserved. Why was he so touchy? This man had probably saved his
life.“I’m sorry. I'm edgy today, forgive me. It'sjust the aftermath of what happened. I'm sure. | havea
long ride ahead and should get going. | redly do owe you thanks rather than criticism.”

“It’ sforgotten.”

Wanting to salvage something for Aremys s sake, Wyl capitulated. “Look, | don’t mind if weride out
together. | just want you to know that I'll befine.”

Aremys nodded. “Good,” wasal he said.

It was not idedl, Wyl knew, but it was only asfar as the outskirts of Pearlis and then he could branch off.
“Let mejust climb into some clothes. | hope you didn’t mind me throwing one of your shirtson.”

“Not at dl. | don't mind you rifling through my stuff onebit,” Aremysreplied, just ahint of sarcasmin his
tone.

Their departure from the inn was uneventful and Wyl had to admit he felt infinitely more comfortable
physicaly—if not emotionaly—traveing as Faryl without dl the painful bindingsand irritating hairy
disguise. He was dressed smply in loose tan trousers, soft boots, and awarm jacket over ashirt.

“You dill look likeaman,” Aremys said, but it was meant kindly. He watched Faryl climb onto her mare
with practiced ease. He could tell she was as comfortable in the saddle as she was drawing the weapon
he had watched her strap on. She had let him hold the knives earlier. Such beautiful craftsmanship he had
not seen before.

“Isyour throw as exquisite as your blades?’ he had asked facetioudy back in the room.

Hisanswer had been aknife whooshing past his cheek, only narrowly missing his ear but pinning some of
his hair to awooden beam. The speed and fluidity of her throw had left him stunned.

“Sorry...that wasabit theatrica of me,” Wyl admitted, stifling the satisfaction hefdt a unleashing
Romen’skill.

Aremys needed no further convincing that thiswoman could, for the most part, look after herself.

They had reached a particularly pretty patch of Morgravia s southern rura region and Wyl felt himself
relaxing for thefirst time in many days. They had been traveling in acompanionable sllence for along way
now, which contributed to his peace.

Aremysfindly brokeit with aquestion. “May | ask where you learned to throw knives with such deadly



accuracy?’

Wyl had expected the query far sooner than this, wasready for it. “When you grow up with only a host
of brothers, you learn such skills”

“| have six brothers. None of us learned how to throw aknife.”

“Six,” Wyl said, impressed, keen to direct the conversation e sewhere. “I grew up with only five. Where
isyour family home?’

“Minlytonisthevillage| wasrasedin.”
“Never heard of it,” Wyl admitted.
“I’'mnot surprised. I'm from asmall idand off the far north.”

Wyl felt asthough every nerve was on high dert. “ Oh? Which one?’ He hoped his voice sounded casud
and that Aremyswould not say the word he feared.

“Grenadyn.”

Wyl flinched at the name, and because Aremys had turned his dark gaze toward him, he attempted to
cover thisreaction by flicking at the few strands of hair that had escaped their bindings. “ Do you know
it?" Aremysinquired.

“Er...I've heard of it, of course.”
“But never been there?’
“No,” hesad, grateful to answer truthfully. “Why?' He was cautious.

“Oh, it'snothing. | just...well, there was someone raised in Grenadyn who is as handy asyou arewith a
knife. Actudly | undergate his skill. He could throw a knife with such deadly accuracy that until | saw
your talent | never thought I’ d ever see anyone asgood ashim.”

Wy’ sthroat felt congtricted. “ Oh yes? What' s his name?’
“Romen Kordldy. A noble. Very wedthy family.”

Thistime Wyl could not hidethe darm. “Did he know you?’ It dipped out. What a stupid question, he
thought, cringing. “I mean, do you see him?” he corrected quickly as his mind raced to dig among
whatever was left of Romen to give him information on this man.

“No. He was older than me. He used to lark around with my elder brothers, but | wastoo young. | did
see him once, showing off for the kids. | was about five. He was so good with aknife he could split a
thread from twenty-five paces when he was little more than ayouth.”

Something nagged at his attention, but Wyl ignored it. He was fascinated, for Romen’s mind had not
released any of thisto him. No wonder hisriding companion’s name had meant nothing to him. “And?’

Aremys shrugged. “Nothing of note. Our family left Grenadyn not many yearslater and we cameto the
mainland—we didn’'t stay so long, afew years perhaps, we al missed home too much. In that time,
Romen had gone. There was sometalk of a scandd among the Koreldys, but | never found out what that
was. | have not seen or heard of him since.”



It was time to move away from Koreldy. “And you've never been back?’ Wyl asked.
“ToMinlyton?
Wyl nodded.

“No, but now you mention it, perhaps once | collect my monies| may do just that.” Aremys straightened
inthe saddle, stretching. “ Timeto break our fast, do you think?’

The mention of food ended that conversation and Wyl was relieved he had not been required to explain
his skillswith the knife any further. He had learned hislesson; would not show off again. They shared the
hearty med that they had asked the kitchen staff at the inn to pack. The servings of the chicken, cheese,
and fruits together with dark bread were generous and both admitted afterward they could easily lie back
on the soft verge and take anap. Instead they encouraged each other to saddle up again and continued
their journey in an easy silence for the next hour or so.

Asthey drew closer to Pearlis, Wyl had his question answered about punishment regarding the stolen
taxes. Celimus had indeed been busy strong-arming the Legion for answers.

“Shar'sWrath!” he exclaimed asthey came acrossthe first tortured soul.

The body was well preserved by the cool wegther asit rotted dowly on the fearsome spike on which it
was impaled. The mouth was drawn back in a pose of absolute agony, the limbs strangely twisted.

“Thisman died dowly,” Aremys commented. “Y ou can seethey broke his bonesfirst, and expertly too.”

“I’ve never seen such crudty in Morgraviabefore,” Wyl murmured, shaking with anger. “Thisis over the
dolen taxes, ign'tit?’

“I wouldn't know, Faryl. Come on, let’ s keep moving.”

They counted afurther nine corpses, dl soldiers, hanging halfway down poles, who had been precisely
impaled for maximum pain, while ensuring death occurred as dowly as possible. Some had deteriorated
more than others, suggesting Celimus svicious inquisition had been raging for severd days.

“And these are only the bodies on this stretch of road. Shar knows how many more are rotting on the
othersthat lead into Pearlis” Aremys commented.

The smdl of putrid flesh threatened to spill their breekfast for them.

Wyl was horrified imagining these men—his men—being tortured like this over the likes of Rostyr. “I
hate him,” he whispered.

“Who?’
“TheKing,” hesad, trancelike, staring at the pair of bodies contorted in their desth spasms.
His companion was staring at him with aguarded expresson.

Wyl knew there was no point in trying to take the words back. “ And if you repeet that to anyone, |
won't misswith the knives next time.” He sghed. “I’ m going now, Aremys. Here swhere we part
company. My road leading into the western countiesis about four milesfrom here. Again, | thank you for
your company.” He dmost made the farewell sign of the Legion, stopping himself just in time. Instead he
reached over and clasped the man’ s shoulder. It was not a particularly feminine gesture, but he had
aready decided that awoman who carried weapons was never going to be considered courtly.



“Faryl, pleesedon’'t leave yet.”
“I mug. It' stime | was on my way.”
“What' s so important?’

“Nothing. | just want to continue on my own now. I’ ve seen enough to know | have no reason to travel
through the city.”

“Sounds to me like you have something to hide from.”

Wyl brigtled. If only you knew, he thought. “ Only my hatred for this sort of thing,” he said, pleased to
hear how cam hisvoicewas. “Just leaveit, Aremys.”

“All right, | understand,” hisfriend said, then he grinned. “L ook, come with me asfar as Smallhampton.
It'sjust afew miles away and you can pick up asmall track to the western counties easily enough. It
doesn't take you much out of your way, in fact.”

“WW?!
“It swhere| have ahide. | want to pick up some money.”
“But you're going into Pearlis, surdly, to be paid for your recent kill?’

“No. I’ ve changed my mind—that money can be paid later. Since we began talking about Grenadyn,
I’ve decided to go home...see my family before | die or they do.”

Wyl was baffled. He swiped at yet more of the dark gold hairs that had loosened on the ride and were
flapping around hisface. It was such an annoying sensation and yet he recalled how wantonly attractive
that same look had made Vaentyna. “Well, that’ s good. But what has thisto do with me?’

Aremys|ooked uncomfortable again. “Nothing, in truth. | just want to continue riding with you alittle
longer. We can—" He stopped, embarrassed by his own awkwardness. “| likeyou, Faryl. | just...” He
gruggled again. “That is, | enjoy your company.”

Wyl did not know whether to be flattered or cornered. It was true, going to Smallhampton would not
take him much out of hisway at al and there would be a chance there for an de and some food before
heading out west, perhaps even being able to ride through the night. On the other hand, Aremyswas
sounding needy, which did not sit right with Wyl. Aremys had struck him as independent and very used
to alondy exigtence. In fact, Wyl was convinced that the mercenary preferred to be remote from people.
Thisdid not add up. There were secrets here, and just as Wyl began to fee some previoudy nagging
thoughts coming together, he noticed that Aremyswould not meet his eyes and that, together with the
dight flush to his cheeks, gave Wyl far more information than he wanted.

Shar save us! hethought. He' s enamored of me. Not good, Wyl. Not good at all, he berated silently.
“Please,” Aremys added softly, with perfect timing.

He wanted to kick his horseinto agalop and flee; thiswas aterrible stuation. But the man had saved his
lifeand hewould probably hate himsdlf later if he did not dedl with this now, gently.

“Aremys—"

“No, wait. I’ ve embarrassed you,” the big man said. “1 understand if you' d prefer to ride away on your
own, but if you' d keep me company just awhilelonger, I’d enjoy the conversation. No obligation, Faryl.”



Wyl conceded. He felt sure Aremys was not going to try anything—not after the previous day’ s traumatic
events. “All right. Smalhampton it isand then I’'m going west... done”

Aremysloosed abroad smile, pleased with hiswin. “We can share an deat itsinn before you go.”

Wyl looked again at the pair of putrefying bodies nearby. “Let’ sjust get away from here,” he said, and
they rode.

They moved off the road onto a small track and then flanked some deserted fields before entering a
copse.

“Ever known of hides?” Aremys asked.
“No,” Wyl replied, lying. Faryl had dozensdl over thereadm.

“Actually, hired assassins tend to use them more than us mercenaries, but | like to be cautious. Y ou
should follow suit. It could save your life sometime.”

“I don't live as dangeroudy asyou. But yes, | may take that advice.”
Therewas an old disused hut on the edge of the copse.
“Inthere, isit?” Wyl asked.

“No. Too obvious—any vagabond using it for shelter could discover my cache. | usethe hut asa
marker. Let me show you.” Aremys climbed down from his horse and pulled asmdl length of rope from
his saddlebag.

Wyl got off hishorsetoo. “What' s the rope for?’
“Wait and see”

They approached the hut asfar asitsfront door and then Aremysturned hisback to it. “Now walk with
methirty strides.”

They did.

“And ten stridesto our [eft.”

Wyl followed him toward the hollow of an old tree but hung back as Aremys glanced into it.
“Bollocks!” Aremysexclamed.

“Gone?’ Wyl said, leaning over to look in with hisfriend.

They were shoulder to shoulder now. Aremysturned and looked at the woman he liked very much—had
even alowed himself some daydreams of bedding. He would have loved to have enjoyed her. He hated
doingthis.

“I'm so sorry, Faryl,” hewhispered into her hair. Then louder. “Forgive me.”
“Forgiveyou? What?’

Inablink Aremys had strongly spun Wyl around and clamped his hands behind his back. Even more
quickly he knocked hislegs away, so Wyl dammed to the ground, old wounds protesting angrily, new
bruisesflaring. Aremys used the rope to bind Faryl’ s hands. It would have been easier if he had been



required to kill her; she struggled furioudy, courageoudy, nearly unbaancing him a one point. She was
strong, far more than he had anticipated. But he was stronger and he finally managed to Sit on her legs
and il her.

“Aremysl” Wyl shrieked in that voice he despised. “Wheét...what are you doing?’

“Apologies, Leyen,” said anew voice, prompting WYyl to raise his head sharply toward the hut. “1 knew
you wouldn’t come to me on the strength of my bidding. | had to hirein specia help.”

“Jessom!” Wyl spat, remembering the Chancellor who had accompanied Celimusinto Briave.
Aremyslifted Faryl to her feet, even moving to dust her clothes off.

Wyl kicked a him, his eyes burning with hatred toward the betrayer. “ Shar rot your very soul. Aremys!”
Jessom made asound of disapprova. “Dear me, Leyen. Language.” Hetutted. “ So raw for alady.”

Wyl stopped struggling and smply glared between the two men. There were soldierstoo. No point in
trying to run or even fight. He was trapped.

“What do you want?’ he snarled.

“Well, my dear, you did such agood job on your last...er, task, that you have impressed someone who
wishesto meet with you.”

“I’'m not interested,” WYyl said, every nerve on edge now. Thiswas dangerous.

“| expected as much. Y ou are certainly aprivate person. Isthis adisguise you are wearing, bruises
included?’

Wyl remained slent. Jessom looked toward Aremys.
“Thisisthered one, asfar asl cantell,” the mercenary mumbled.

“Not that I'm complaining, for sheisfar more attractive than | have ever seen. How can you be sure,
though?’ Jessom inquired, in no hurry.

“Does seeing her naked count?” Aremys growled, bristling now.

He did not care much for Jessom either, but the money was too good to ignore. The Chancellor had paid
fivetimesthe price of akill just for Aremysto track down and capture the woman. It had been too easy
that she had stumbled into his path and he had been able to dedl not only with the conspirators but the
assassin aswell. As soon as he saw the wegpons, he knew he had been right—thiswas his prey. Those,
together with the disguises he discovered in her belongingsand dl the other giveaway sgns, including
how well sherode, her lean, strong body, her private ways....it dl added up that this was the woman
Jessom was searching for. But as soon as she threw the knife, he had no longer had any doubts.

He hated himsdlf for handing her over to Jessom. It was obvious Faryl had no desire to meet with the
King. More secrets, he decided. Take the money and leave. Don’t get involved, hetold himself, not
wanting to meet her gaze.

Jessom was laughing softly. “ Ah, that’ s very convincing. I'm glad you were able to enjoy addliance with
thisintriguing creature...and get paid for it. Surely you didn’t give her the bruisesaswdll...tK...tsk.”

Wyl wished he could reach his blades. With their aid he could leave several dead men behind inthe



copse. He said nothing, just leveled amurderous stare a Aremysthat he knew Faryl did very well.

Jessom became businesdlike. “1 know her as Leyen. Sheisamaster of disguise. Has shetold you any
differently?’

Aremys considered. If Faryl’s eyes were weagpons, he would be dead thrice over. A dangerous enemy to
make, as shewould surdly be permitted to live. Perhaps the money had not been worth it. She would
probably pursue him now, come what may. And he had stupidly admitted where he came from.

Strange. ..he knew she had been honest with him to a point, possbly shared things she would not with
most, and that had made him truthful with her...to apoint. It had been a mistake, though.

“Wdl?" Jessom prompted, irritated.

Aremys noted that she was saring intently at him. Her eyes were communicating something more than
just the plain hate of earlier.

“Sorry, | was just thinking back over our conversations. No. | have known her only asLeyen,” he
admitted, and saw relief flit across Faryl’ sface. Then she looked away.

“Good, then perhaps we have her real name now. Not that we can be absolutely sure, but it will do.
Come, my dear, you are to be escorted back to Pearlis.”

“For whom?’” Wyl said.

“For hisroyd highness, King Cdimus, whom you have impressed with your taents.”



Chapter 9

Elspyth had stayed true to her promise to Wyl. Resisting the urge to head home after their farewell, she
made her way very dowly south; accepting rideswith afamily, amerchant convoy, and atraveling band
of musgicians. All were very kind and would accept no money for their transport or hospitality. None
werein ahurry and in truth neither was Elspyth, happy to meander at their pace, stopping off at townsto
perform or make their deliveries. The musicians helped her find some laughter again, even encouraging
her to sng with them around their campfires. They were taking acircuitous route toward Pearlis, hoping
to earn good profits in the spring months but more than happy to have her in the group for part of their
journey. Shewas surprised at how much she enjoyed her time with them, quietly regretting their parting.
Between dl her new friendsthey got her asfar asthe outskirts of Rittylworth. The troupe gave her afond
farewd | and the usud expressons of hope for meeting again.

She was happy to walk the rest of the way, wondering how Wyl’ s sister would react to her and what she
was going to say to thisyoung, grieving woman. Wyl had extracted a promise that would effectively see
Elspyth telling liesfrom here on in to anyone who knew him. So beit, she had decided. She and Wyl—as
Romen Koreldy—had been through too much together already to forsake each other. Furthermore, Wyl
had given her his own oath and so she would keep true to him, anticipating the same courtesy when the
time camefor him to return to the Razors.

Elspyth had no ideawhy WYyl needed to guard hisidentity so keenly. She did, however, understand his
reluctance to share histae, for people’ s suspicion of magic was too entrenched. This enchantment on
Wyl was hardly afairground trick—the enormity of it was too much for most to cope with. The fact that
both she and L othryn had accepted the sorcery was fortunate for Wyl but was purely because of their
backgrounds.

Sheremembered how he had haltingly told them of the curse on hislife. Myrren' s Gift, he had called it,
and had laughed bitterly. Asmuch asit had sounded implausible, everything he had said had
corroborated that this magic had been wielded on him. It explained her aunt’ s strange behavior toward
him and the curious comment she had made after the Pearlistourney that “we haven't seen thelast of that
oneyet.”

And she could see that Lothryn believed him too. Elspyth recalled how matter-of-fact the mountain man
had been, not at al perturbed by the suggestion of magic. She fdlt the same way. Another reason to love
him. Her thoughts turned to how hard and quickly she had falen for the big man who had wrenched her
from her home and, againgt her will, taken her into the Razors, only to risk hislifefor her afew dayslater.
Her heart had fully melted for him upon seeing him weeping for his dead wife and holding his newborn
son, and since that moment, their relationship had changed. Suddenly there had been aburning
connection between them—but they had never so much as shared a kiss. She remembered how he had
turned to fight their pursuers single-handed on that lonely escarpment, begging for her to run. Lothryn had
pressed Wyl into running too. It hurt degply to imagine what had befallen him after their escape. She had
no doubt whatsoever that he would have been taken aivein order to stand before awrathful Cailech and
take whatever punishment was meted out to him. Would it have been death by some harrowing method
that only the Mountain King could dream up?

Elspyth did not want to think about it. She wanted to believe that Lothryn lived and distracted herself by
turning her mind to Wy, trapped in Koreldy’ s body. He was trying to save the sovereign of theream
that had killed hisfather and been hishomédand' s enemy for centuries while sending her off to track down
hisgrieving Sgter. What a tragic family, shethought... so much despair in their lives. But she had
agreed to do thisfor him and in return he had agreed to return to the Razors as soon as he could to find



out what had happened to L othryn.

She had put her trust in Wyl Thirsk. 1t would be interesting to talk to him, in happier times hopefully,
about what it felt like to become someone dse. Wyl was lucky, she thought, that it was the darkly
handsome Romen Koreldy he had become. Sheimagined how it might have been if he had been killed by
someone who was crippled or retarded. .. perhaps someone of very lowly birth. Worse—she giggled to
herself—awoman!

Shefound hersdlf approaching the high ground from which she could ook down into the valley and see
the monastery with its village clustered nearby. Rdlief that she had madeit thisfar safely coursed through
her and her gpproach was made with afar lighter heart and in happier spirits than when she began her

journey.

Still smiling from the notion that Wyl could have become awoman instead of handsome Romen, she
began to rehearse what he had instructed her to say to Brother Jakub. But as Elspyth crested the hill, full
of hope, she stopped in her tracks and the smile died, taking with it her good mood.

Thetiny enclave of Rittylworth wasin ruin, onetiny dwelling still smoking from thefirebrands. The
monastery to one side looked cold and silent. It was still whole, blackened in parts, but even from this
distance she could sense it was deserted. What had happened here? She did not want to approach just
yet, needed to gather her racing thoughts. Wyl had impressed caution upon her, but even he had assumed
shewould be safe here in this picturesque haml et.

She scrutinized the area now, gathering as much information as her eyeswould give her. Noticing
something odd in the far distance, she squinted and then let out asound of despair when she redlized
what it was. People crucified. She could not tell whether they were il dive or merely corpses.

Elspyth did not pause for further thought but picked up her skirts and began to run.

Her fearswere confirmed. As she drew closer, gasping for her breath, she could see that the village itself
had been torched. It was desolate. There was no sign of other bodies, much to her relief, so she
suspected this attack had occurred to teach the villagers some sort of lesson. ... retribution for something.
Presumably they had fled and would return to rebuild the village and their lives when they felt it was safe.

Panting now as breathing became easier, she discovered that the monks had not been so fortunate. The
greater lesson had clearly been taught within the grounds of the monastery, where the smell of burned
flesh was evident and cloying. The light breeze carried the stench from the host of charred corpses
hanging from a hastily erected series of crosses.

She had not redlized she was weeping until agust of wind told her that her cheeks were wet with tears. It
was obvious that the lesser monks had been set aflame, then Ieft to burn and die in horrific pain wherever
they writhed. She found herself stepping over the blackened remains of men...some boystoo, from
which she quickly averted her horrified gaze. It seemed that most had either been working in the gardens
or had emerged into the gardens when the raid came, for that was where the greatest number of bodies
lay. Elspyth had no doubt there were more inside the monastery itsalf, but she was not prepared to ook
within.

The full horror of being nailed through the wrists and then burned on the cross had been saved for
selected monks—the most senior perhaps. She counted six. They all appeared dead, though she had no
way of knowing how recently this outrage had occurred, particularly as decay was not so evident just
yet. Thismade her skin prickle, for it meant the attackers were not that long gone.

Needing to do something to show her despair, while not being able to face going into the holy chapel of



the monastery, she sank to her knees and began praying at the feet of one of the crucified. Asshe
murmured her pleasto Shar, the body above her croaked something. Elspyth fell backward with fright,
looking up toward the tortured, hairless head with the flesh hanging off it.

She stood, petrified yet craning her neck as close to the man’ s moving lips as she coul d.
“Find Ylena,” he bresthed. “ She lives. Pil took her.”

“Areyou Jakub?’ she asked, frantic.

An dmost imperceptible, clearly painful nod told her he was indeed Brother Jakub.

“Let mehelp you,” she said, desperately looking around for atool that might loosen the nails.

“Toolate,” he croaked. She returned to look into his bleeding eyes and smoked flesh. “Tell Romen”—he
coughed, his breath now rattling in his throat—"that this was the work of the King.”

“Why?" She could see his desth looming.
“Thirsk...he—" was al the monk could get out before he took one last agonizing bresth and died.

Elspyth wept for his suffering and those of hisbrothers, dl peaceful men of the cloth. Shefdt arage
surfacing at this new king, understood now why Wyl’ sidentity should be protected. She eased thelids
down gently over the staring eyes of Brother Jakub. There was nothing more she could do here, other
than bear witness to the atrocity. It would stay with her forever. She touched a shaky hand to the
blackened cheek of the brave monk who had stayed dive long enough to give her theinformation she
needed before she set off, not knowing where she was headed, to find awoman being hunted by a
mercilessking.

She had trudged in something of a stupor for more than aday, only redizing as she heard the haunting call
of an owl that dusk was darkening to night. She was exhausted. Since leaving the smoldering village of
Rittylworth, she had met no travelers dong the narrow roads of Morgravia s midnorth. Her mind too
numb to think, she had put one foot in front of the other to gain as much distance between hersdlf and
death as she could. It had been many solitary hours.

Elspyth shivered now in the chill night air as darknessfinaly registered in her blurred thoughts. She
burrowed into asmal hollow behind a bush for safety and then collapsed, not so much from fatigue as
from the emotiond traumaof her morning.

Shewas convinced the smell of burned flesh il clung to her and she could not forget the fire-torn voice
of Brother Jakub courageoudy using hislast breath of life to warn her. Elspyth wept quietly into the
slence remembering the horrific scene, but she knew her tearsfor the monk must be brief, for it would
not do to fall apart now.

Rittylworth had been torched because of the Thirsk name. Men of holiness, of peace, of love had lost
their livesin ugly fashion because of the Thirsk name. Even Lothryn had suffered because of ...no, she
must not follow that line of thought. She must put him asidein her mind or she would never survivethis,

Elspyth sniffed. Shedug in her cloak pocket and found some nuts and dried fruit that her traveling friends
had provided. There was some hard biscuit too, but she decided to keep that for the morning when
hunger seemed at its sharpest. She chewed without interest in what she ate, considering her path now.
She must make some decisions, good ones and quickly.



Jakub had said Y lenahad escaped. The girl would be on foot presumably and not that long away from
Rittylworth hersdf. Elspyth wondered about Pil, whom the older man had mentioned. She presumed he
wasamonk aswdll. Either way Y lenawould be confused, frightened, disoriented. The thought brought a
sad smileto her face. Much like myself, she admitted, redlizing that in addition she was penniless, having
used al her money to buy Wyl ahorse at Deakyn. They had assumed she would meet up with Ylenaand
have access to funds again, but now she had no means of getting any coin. She shook her head clear of
the doubts, swallowed the last of the fruit and nuts, and settled back against atreeto deep.

But her thoughts drifted to her journey and where she must go. Felrawthy. That was where she needed to
head now. She had in her possession aletter for the Duke of Felrawthy from Wyl. She was done and
defensdess, which meant she would need to find anew method of transport, perhaps link up with
another group of travelerswho might be heading east—if she could meet any, perhaps find some
temporary work to afford food and lodging?

Wi, it was aplan. Something to wake up to. The owl hooted again, reminding Elspyth that her kind
should be adeep while the creatures of the night went about their business. She wriggled into the least
uncomfortable position she could find and let her last conscious thought be cast to Lothryn.

Elspyth dreamed.

Lothryn was cdling to her. Crying for her, infact. Hewasin pain. Drowning init. Vast, all-encompassing,
mind-atering pain. It seemed to her that he could fed her presence as strongly as she sensed his. What
was causing this pain and who was inflicting it she could not tell. There was darkness. Anger too. She
could fed the bitterness raging about L othryn—it was not his own—but she could neither see him nor the
person who fdlt this emotion. Magic swirled around her...wherever shewas. It knew she was there aso,
but it could not touch her.

Did she scream or wasthat Lothryn again?

Lothryn! shecdled into the pain.

Hisvoice, just barely there.

Tell Romen | will wait, he whispered, voice thick with agony. | am no longer as he would expect.

Elspyth did scream now, shrieking Lothryn’ s name again and again into the darkness and its foul magic,
but her lover was gone. Their bond, whatever it was, vicioudy snapped asif the power wielder had cut
through the point where their minds had touched.

She awoke, il crying out, as dawn crept through a heavy mist that had settled about her. At first Elspyth
panicked amid the blindness, waving her arms and fighting the foggy swirls, but her vison cleared dightly,
reassuring her of where shewas, and coldly reminded her that she was alone. Shallow bresths came
rapidly. She needed to dow them. Painfully she stood from her uncomfortable hollow and sucked in deep
gaspsof air, filling her lungs and expelling long breaths as gradually as she dared. Tears Streamed down
her face while anew fear gripped her...what had become of Lothryn?

Was he taking to her from the dead? Had he spoken at al or had she just dreamed, experiencing a
nightmare of sorts? She forced hersdf to be practica even though she felt more fatigued now than before
her distressing deep. She wiped her eyes, rdieved hersdf, and then sat down to dowly consume the hard
biscuit. Shewas not hungry. The process of chewing and swallowing would help ease her darm, she
hoped, and so she forced hersdlf to eat. Lothryn had made them eat when they were fleeing for their lives



in the Razors. None of them had felt hungry and yet he had insisted and he had been right. She took the
same advice now and nourished hersdlf.

Elspyth had never felt more donein her londy life. Lothryn’swords, red or imagined, were dl she had to
cling to. She must succeed in her task if Wyl Thirsk wasto keep his promise,

Elspyth finally stood, brushed away the crumbs, and patted at her unruly hair as best she could. She
knew she looked afright but no longer cared. Lothryn was suffering. He had spoken from life, not degth.
She knew it. Knew that her own, abeit vague, susceptibility to magic, even though she could not useit or
even touch it, was how she had felt him.

She had heard hisvoice. Lothryn needed help. Setting her jaw in away only her aunt would recognize as
the stubborn manner of her forebears, Elspyth walked, heading east toward Felrawthy.



Chapter 10

As Elspyth was discovering the horror at Rittylworth, Fynch was entering the town of Baglup. He had

made speedy progress from Crowyl| out of Briavel and into Morgravia courtesy of amanin ahurry to
make adelivery into Pearlis. Fynch had done him agood turn and the man had offered the boy alift to
his destination.

It was Knave who had done the deed, in fact, frightening off a couple of thieves who were nosing about
inthe man’s cart while it was briefly unattended. Fynch had noticed their interest, and redlizing their
actionswere furtive and hardly those of people with ownership of the cartload, he sent Knavein,
knowing the huge dog was enough to scare most. When Knave sounded off hisferocious bark, the men
scurried away, understandably terrified.

The scene had brought one of Fynch’'srare smilesto hisface, and as he strolled up to congratul ate the
dog on his performance, the owner of the cart had returned. He too |ooked nervoudly at the dog. Fynch
explained what had occurred and the man’ sface had lit up.

“Travel withme,” hehad sad. “I’'ll pay you.”
Fynch was taken aback. “Why?’

“Thisisthe second time this has happened. Two monthsago | lost haf of my goodsto thieves. | suspect
itisnot the last time either and Lady Bench iswaiting for her delivery. She' sanew client and | daren't let
her down.”

“And how can | possibly help you?’ Fynch asked, amused, thinking of how dight hewas. And then it
dawned on him. “Oh, | see. My dog.”

“Precisdy,” the man said. “ Y ou do have control of it, don’'t you?’ he added nervoudly.
“Only when hewants meto. But fret not. He will not attack you.”

“Shar’ s Thanks,” the man replied with relief. “Isit aded ?”’

“I need to get to Badlup.”

“Perfect. | can take you there as soon as| make my ddivery,” the man had said. “Please. | have food for
the journey and my intention isto ride the horses hard to Grimble Town, changing them there. We shdl
be in Baglup sooner than you can pick your nose. What do you say?’

Fynch liked the man and his amusing manner. He knew Hildyth' strail was cooling each day he spent on
foot and he could make up valuabletime if hetook the man'soffer. “All right.”

They had experienced no further robbery attempts and it had turned out that the man, Master Rilk, wasa
tailor, one of the best in Briavel too, athough modesty precluded him from claiming that he wasin fact the
most popular of all tailorswith the nobles. Word had apparently spread and now various Morgravian
dignitaries were securing his services. Lady Bench was the most notable to date and she had paid a
veritable fortune for him to tailor her daughter’ s latest dancing gown. She had insisted, however, that
Master Rilk personally deliver the gown just in caseit required last-minute adjustments.

Rilk made pleasant, intelligent company for Fynch and had thoroughly enjoyed the serious lad, who was
knowledgeable in the ways of the Morgravian court and seemed to know dl of its nobles. Fynch had



gladly passed on their names and dress tendencies, his attention to detail impressing the tailor. Master
Rilk had plansto expand his business dedingsin the Morgravian capita, so thisingde information wasa
blessng.

They had parted company at Baelup as friends, with a promise to meet again sometime. Fynch had
refused payment. He had been fed and watered well, as had Knave, at Rilk’ s expense, plus they had
traveled swiftly and safdly to their destination.

After they had waved goodbye, Knave made himsalf scarce and Fynch walked into the main square,
wondering whereto begin. Severa hourslater, having passed himself off asadistant member of the
family bringing news of his own mother’ s passing, he had established that Myrren’ s mother—Emil—had
left Baelup soon after she had learned of her daughter’ s ugly death. With her husband dead and daughter
burned as awitch, people at the time had sympathized with her fearsfor her own life.

The blacksmith was the most helpful. He seemed to have known the family well but claimed to have no
ideawhere Emil had fled to.

“I can't offer much more help. | know ayoung fellow came here to see her the next day after Myrren's
death. Hewaswith atall chap, but | don't think the older one went in with him to see Emil.”

“Wasthe youngster’ s name Thirsk?” Fynch had asked eagerly, and the man had jumped at the name.

“I don’t know, lad. | just saw him arrive and leave with the pup. | gather Myrren had asked him to take
her dog. He was here bardly minutes.”

“Can you remember anything about him?”

“Red hair. Doesthat hep?’

Fynch grinned. “It does. He was probably accompanied by aman caled Gueryn?’
The amith shrugged, nonethe wiser.

“How did you cometo meet them?”’

“My missus and | were helping Emil pack her things, as| recdl,” the man had said, scratching his head.
“Shewasin atearing hurry to leave. Once she had discovered of Myrren’s end, she could only think of
fleeing the house, the town, everything she knew. Shame. It was the second timein her life she had done
this. Myrren had funny eyes, you see, and those Witch Stalkers just had to have her. Poor mite—she
deserved better—was alovely girl and agood daughter. The old man just dropped dead in front of them.
His heart gave out; he had feared such athing for so many years.”

“Yes, | see” Fynch had said, not wanting to interrupt the blacksmith’ s rambling account. “ And then what
happened?”

“Wall, after the bad news from Pearlis, Emil was only too happy to hand the pup over to this redheaded
chappie, for she had no ideawhat to do with it anyway. It belonged to Myrren. Apparently the lad had
shown asmdl kindnessto Myrren at the time of her torture and she had wanted to give him agift in
return.”

If only you knew, Fynch had thought.

“And then Emil left,” the man had concluded. * She never said anything more about the dog or its new
owner. Wedidn't share her conversation with him, athough | tell you it was only moments long. Emil



could hardly string two sensible words together at thetime.”

Fynch nodded his sympathy and understanding. “ She left with no mention of where she might have been
headed?’

The man was till scratching his balding head and pulled aface. “Wait now...1 do recal her saying
something about a sster. Where wasit? She swore me and my missus to secrecy, that’ sright.”

“Please, it' simportant.”
“Er...let methink now. It was midnorth. Perhaps Rothwell?”
“Where sthat?’

“About five or six daysfrom here. Tiny village. But | can't be sure now, lad. Truly, | can’t remember
what shesaid.”

Therewaslittle choice. Fynch planned now to head north to Rothwell, just in caseit led him closer to
Myrren’s mother or, more likdly, Wyl. He found himsdf filling up on a sweet pastry at Baglup’ s bakery
and amug of applejuice before he set off. He had just begun to sip the refreshing liquid, thinking that he
must purchase some mest for Knave, when it happened.

Onlookerswatched in dismay asthe small lad’ s mug crashed to the floor moments before he did, his
body ingtantly limp amid the spilled juice. Seconds later ahuge black dog entered the shop, terrifying al
the bystanderswith hisfierce growl. The beast positioned himself above the boy, asif guarding him.

And then hewaited, his head cocked as though listening.

Fynch could hear the familiar voice. It was not unkind by any means, but it wasinsstent.
Look at me, boy, heheard it say again.

Fynch turned. He stared at himsalf prone on the ground of the baker’ s shop, apple juice around him and
people fussing nearby. To al intents and purposes, he was dead. Above him stood Knave, till asa
statue, fearsome.

Am | dead? It was his voice—he could talk with hismind.
No, wasthe reply. Use your power, child. Send yourself to me.

He obeyed, shocking himsdlf that he was able to lock onto the voice and red in its echoes of sound as
though he were pulling on rope. There was no physical sensation, save a soft tingling of awareness that
magic was occurring. He was senditive to his body while unableto moveit. It was as though he had lifted
completely away from himslf.

His mind was the power and it was reaching out as his senses devoured the sounds of the man'svoice.
Fynch sent. It was such a strange sensation, for he felt insubstantial yet very much dive and aware.

Moments|ater he came before afigure. They faced each other through athin glaze of something mistlike.
Fynch thought he reached out to touch it, but it was as unred as he wasin this place. The face amiled, its
warmth reaching through the mist to touch Fynch. But everything € se was vague. Fynch surmised that the
man seemed oddly short. His age and other features he could not make out other than a suggestion of



dark hair.

Who are you? Fynch asked at last.
Afriend. Therewas caution in the voice.
What are you?

WYl Thirsk knows me as the Manwitch.
Myrren ‘s father!

The man nodded.

Are you Knave as well?

Therewasthe brief smile again asthough he were congratul ating the boy. 1n a way. He spoke softly. But
heisreal enough.

What do you want with me?

Your help, Fynch

How?

Elysius shook hishead. Not now. Too dangerous like this. Come to me. Follow the dog. Trust him.
But—

Go now. Send yourself back to your body. Forget Emil. We will talk soon.

Fynch did as he was told and moments later awoke. Knave had disappeared and people he recognized
from the baker’ s shop were crowded around him. He cameto hiswits asif from adream.

“What happened, [ad?’ someone asked.
“I'msorry,” hesaid. “1 haven't estenin days.”

He heard them muttering about how tiny and skinny he was. He was used to this. Hands helped him
stand. Others pushed food into hislap asthey sat him down. Peopletalked to him, talked around him,
and worried about whether the ferocious dog might resppesr.

“No,” Fynch murmured. “Hewon't,” he added, knowing Knave would be waiting for him now, ready to
lead him.

There was no further need to search out Myrren’s mother. He was traveling to meet Elysius, where he
hoped he would be reunited with Wyl....or with whomever Wyl walked in, by the time he reached the
Manwitch.



Chapter 11

It felt strange and dangerous to be entering Stoneheart again. The last time he had come through its
magnificent gates he had arrived as Romen, bringing the body of Wyl Thirsk back to clear hisown name
aswdll asrescue hissigter. He thought of Y lenanow, hoping she was safe at Felrawthy with Elspyth.

Histhoughts were distracted by Aremys sidling his horse up alongside hisown.

“I hopeit wasworthit,” Wyl said bitterly. “Enjoy your money quickly, Aremys, because | shall hunt you
down and kill you.”

He turned toward the man who had betrayed him and noticed, for thefirst time, the sorrow.
“I regretit,” Aremysadmitted.
“Too late,” Wyl replied. “Y ou can't begin to imagine what you' ve done.”

“I ”

But Wyl did not wait to hear what the mercenary had to say. He clicked his horse on and entered the
bailey dongsde Jessom.

“Beeasy, Leyen,” the Chancellor said. “He does not want you dead.”
“What does he want?’
The Chancdlor grimaced. “Y ou achieved for him something important....something no one ese could.”

“Payment is enough thanks for me,” Wyl snarled, handing his reinsto the boys who had run toward the
group.

“Not for him, gpparently,” Jessom said, climbing down from his horse. “Oh, and by the way, he thinks
you'reaman.”

Jessom requested that Aremys join him and Faryl in the audience with the King. It was clear the
summons made Aremys fed uncomfortable, but he said nothing, smply nodded. They followed Jessom,
who had learned that Celimus would be seeing them in the Orangery, an areathe King had since claimed
ashisown. It was another stab in WYy’ s heart that this part of Stoneheart, designed specificaly for Ylena
by her guardian, King Magnus, was now enjoyed by Celimus. He held his bresth asthefirst waft of the
orange perfume drifted by them, bringing aflood of memories of happier times spent with Alyd and
Ylena

“Let’shopethe King isin good spiritstoday,” Jessom murmured as they stepped down into the familiar
sheltered courtyard, ringed by citrustreesladen with ripening fruit. “My liege,” he said, bowing low.

Wyl let out his bresth with hate as he saw Celimus turning toward them. The King had been staring out
from the bal ustrades into the panoramic beauty of the meadows beyond. Wyl wished he had aknife. A
swift throw and the crue man before him would be taking hislast gasp. Hanging, drawing, and quartering
suddenly felt worth the pleasure of seeing Cdimus dead.

Wyl bowed low, relieved that the man could not see the look on Faryl’ sface.
“Ah, Jessom. Welcome back and to your guests.”



Even the smooth, resonant voice, so reminiscent of old King Magnus, Wyl redlized, made hisflesh crawl.

They straightened. Celimus stepped forward, tall and graceful, flicking an appreciative glance a the
woman, but his attention was securely on Aremys. He reached out his hand for Aremysto bend over and
touch to hislips, which the mercenary dutifully did.

“And you must be the one | have been looking forward to mesting. | wanted to thank you for your
servicesin person. | trust we have rewarded you well?’

Aremyslooked into the olive eyes of the stunningly handsome King he had heard so much about yet
never seen for himsaf. Confusion passed across hisface. “My lord, King. I...yes, thereward isample”
Helooked at Jessom.

“Your highness,” Jessom said softly, “thisman is Aremys Farrow of Grenadyn. He hasrid us of the
Legionnaires reponsble for stealing the roya monies”

Cdimus looked sharply at Jessom. “ Forgive me, Chancellor, | was under the distinct impression that you
were bringing before me the person who has relieved me of a certain mercenary who threatened the
Crown.”

The King was displeased. His voice was suddenly hard and icy. He did not appreciate being
embarrassed. The Chancellor moved smoothly on.

“I have, your mgjesty. May | introduce Leyen.”

The olive gaze did from Aremysto look into the face that Wyl hid behind. He held that familiar gaze
steadily now despite feeling that he was being dithered over by adeadly snake. Celimus said nothing for
amoment and that smdl slencewas sizzling initsintengty.

“A woman?’ hefindly sad.

Wyl bowed once again. He could hardly curtsy in the clothes he was wearing. He was not so sure he
even knew how.. . perhaps Faryl might. These thoughtsflitted through hismind asthe full weight of the
monarch’s scrutiny rested upon him.

Close enough to kill with a single stab, Wyl thought, hoping his face was as expressionless as he was
trying to makeit.

“I amwithout words.” Celimus admitted. “Once again you surprise me, Jessom.”
“Your highness...1 am your servant in al things,” Jessom oozed.

Then came what Wyl dreaded. He blinked as he watched the hand of the King rise. He could not, would
not ever, kissthat hand. He did not swear alegiance to thisking. He would sooner die than do so.
Cdimusraised hishand casudly, while his glance was one of dmost infatuation with the woman who
stood before him so proudly. Wyl bent over the hand, reaching to take it, and then exploded into a
coughing fit. Cdimus snatched back his hand as the woman he had been admiring suddenly erupted. He
looked at Jessom, who appeared equally alarmed.

It was Aremyswho rescued Wyl. “Y our highness. Forgive us. We have been riding hard for a couple of
days,” helied, “without adequate food or water. Leyen has suffered avicious attack at the hands of those
same men whose corpses | sent you, your majesty. That's how we came to meet. Sheisin need of rest
and attention.”



It was along speech for Aremys. Perhgps a bit too long to be convincing, Wyl thought. Despite his
misgivings about the man, hewas grateful for hisintervention.

“I s Cdimussaid, not redly seeing a al as Wyl continued to struggle with his contrived cough. “I
have noted the injuriesto your face, Leyen, and we will get you the attention you require. Jessom, seeto
it

The Chancellor bobbed his head in agreement.

The King continued, irritation evident. “Let us meet later, then, when both of you have had sufficient time
to recuperate.”

He glanced toward his man with annoyance.
“Thank you, your highness,” Jessom said, embarrassed.

“Have them join me for a private supper, tonight. | have things | wish to speak of to these people.” He
spoke as though neither of them wasthere. Grateful to be ignored, neither Wyl nor Aremys said anything
further. They bowed and followed the Chancellor out of the courtyard.

“Not an auspicious beginning,” Jessom spat asthey moved out of earshot.
“My gpologies” Wyl lied. “I redly don’'t fed well.”

“Bebright by tonight, Leyen,” Jessom warned. “1t will not go well for you to displease the King a second
time” Heglared. “Heisunpredictable,” he added, just in case ether of them was not taking his advice
serioudy enough. “Follow me.”

Aremyswas housed in a separate wing of Stoneheart close to the Legion’ s quarters, which suited Wyl.
He had no desire to have any further dealings with the man that were not absolutely necessary, such as
the evening repast with the King. His own accommodations were sparse but comfortable and to his good
fortune he saw Jorn racing by in one of the corridors, aworried look on hisface. Wyl hailed him.

“Yes, madam,” Jorn inquired, clearly in ahurry but just as keen not to offend one of the King's guests.
Wyl wished he could tell thislad the truth. “Whet isyour name?’

“Jorn, madam. How may | serve?’

“You seem to bealittle rushed just now.”

“I am happy to help in any way | can,” Jorn replied. He had grown up quickly, it seemed, at Stoneheart,
for that sparklein hiseye and his eager manner were gone, replaced by polite language, a cautious
approach, and ademeanor that suggested anything but happiness.

“Well...1wasgoing to ask your advice actudly, but may | request that you come by later when you are
not quite so harried?’

Jorn looked surprised. “Have you no lady assigned to assst you?’
“It seemsnot, but then | require the advice which only ayoung man such as yoursdf could provide.”

Now Jorn just looked worried. “In that case, madam, | shal return as soon as my immediate dutiesto his



highness are complete.”

“Y ou work for the King?’

“I do. I am oneof his persona messengers.”

“Thank you, Jorn. | look forward to seeing you when you can spare aminute.”

Thelad bowed and hurried away. Wyl returned to his room to ponder thisinformation. Jorn had persona
accessto the King' s dealings. He could prove himself the ally he had so badly wanted to be when
Wyl—as Romen—had fled Stoneheart with Ylena. How and what to tell him, though? It needed further
thought. For now hisimmediate problem was what to wear tonight—every woman’ sdilemma. Wyl
scowled, hating that it was as much aconcern to him asit would be for any young woman having supper
with aking.

He had nothing appropriate, obvioudy. He would have to speak with Jessom. In the meantime abath
was now very necessary and he had no choice but to make hisway, grimacing, to the women's bathing
pavilion.

Wyl had no idea of the drill. He was entering amysterious world that had never previoudy been even
remotely availableto him. It was hushed and tranquil as he arrived within the special gardensthat housed
the pavilion. Outside the men’ s building, it was normaly raucous, young men jostling and jockeying one
another. Here women entered and exited in quiet conversation. They seemed to movein pairs, he noted,
whereas the men tended to wander in as aboisterous herd. As General, he and his officers had a specia
areawhere they could go for more peaceful bathing. Nonethel ess, they tended to form what was
essentidly just asmdler gang of the soldiers and they were as noisy and energetic. He hoped with al of
his heart that Faryl’ sfemininity would help guide him through this ordedl. She had surdly visited
bathhouses in the past, athough there was no advice surfacing at present. He decided it was wise to opt
for something as closeto the truth as possible, and while he was thinking about al of this he had not
redlized that he wasIurking rather than actualy entering the pavilion.

“Areyou dl right?’ avoice asked.
It was amiddle-aged woman, one he recognized from his days at court.

“Er...my firg time a Stoneheart. I'm alittle daunted. I1t' s very beautiful.” And it was. The pavilion was
delicatein design, aided by the use of beautiful glasswork of brilliant colors.

“Don’t be, my dear,” the woman said. “Comewith me. I'll show you the ropes.” Shelinked her amin
Wyl’s. “What’ syour name?’

113 me.”
“Pretty. Not from Pearlis or around here, then?’

“No.” Wyl'smind raced. He had not thought about what background to give. He wanted no link to Faryl
whatsoever. “Er, I'm from asmadl village to the midnorth.”

“Oh yes? Which one?” She was not going to be put off easily, he redized.
Therewas nothing for it but to lie. “Rittylworth.” It wasthe first namethat came into hishead.

“Shar’sMercy. That poor place,” the woman said, her voice suddenly grave.



“Pardon?’

But his companion was suddenly distracted by agroup of other women arriving. They sound like a
gaggle of geese, Wyl thought, amazed by the laughter and sudden burst of separate conversations that
ensued.

“I won't desert you,” hisfriend said, winking. “Take atowe and arobe. We undress over there.” She
pointed. “I’ll be therein amoment.”

There was nothing for it. He had to follow her ingtructions. He chose an degantly shuttered cubiclefor
modesty, but most of the women just stripped down in the communal area 1t wasterrifying. Wyl felt way
out of his depth now. He was going to have to walk naked to the baths.

Helooked down at hisfull breasts, felt the familiar urge to gag and then steadied, trying to alay the fear
of discovery. Hetook severd long, shuddering bresths to compose himsalf.

Hethought it through, berating himsdf in afuriouswhisper. You're Leyen. No one bar Aremys knows
any different and he knows nothing other than a name. They see only a woman’ s body. Now—

“Leyen?’ It was hisfriend knocking. “Areyou in there?’

Heclosad hiseyes. “Yes, I’'mjust coming,” he said aslightly as he could, and reached for courage. Wyl
opened the door and stepped out, his gaze looking at the floor.

“My, but you're amodest one,” she said, and chortled softly. “Oh, my dear, with abody like yours, you
have nothing to fear here other than all-consuming jeadlousy. | don’t believe thereisaflatter belly or tauter
thighs among us. Now come, et me show you around.”

“I don’'t know your name, I'm sorry,” Wyl lied, till not risking a glance toward the naked woman who
walked beside him arm in arm, her doughy flesh touching his own.

“Oh, how remiss of me.” She chuckled. “I’m Lady Bench. But, please, as we have now strolled naked
together, you mugt call me Helyn.” She smiled warmly and Wyl blushed furioudy.

“Thank you, Helyn,” he said, knowing he must do his best to start acting like awoman and lesslike an
impostor.

Wyl looked up and forward at last and was rewarded with asight most men in the Legion would give a
limb for. Perhapsfifty or sixty naked women, bathing, luxuriating, talking, some taking a smooth, others
just being oiled. The atmosphere was serene yet playful—he wondered how they achieved that and his
companion answered histhoughts.

“Welcometotheladies pavilion, Leyen,” Helyn said. “All wedoisgossp,” sheadded. “We'redl
talking about each other, of course... but carefully.” She winked again and her mood was infectious.

Wyl liked her. The bath was hotter than he expected as he stepped into the gently fizzing water, through
which he could see amagnificent mosaic smilar to the design he recalled from the men’ s pavilion. This
building was more paatial, though. More glass, more light, paler marble, artworks adorning walls and
smoothing tables made comfortable with cushions surrounding the main bathing pool. Everything just a
little more luxurious, alittle softer than the men enjoyed. The King, of course, had hisown privatevillain
which to bathe and it was appreciably more decadent than this. Wyl was, in fact, one of afew people
who had visited that villabut not on behaf of thisking.

The chatter here was subdued—probably because of its content needing to be kept “just between us’



and he grinned to himsdlf. So thisiswhat Ylena used to get up to.

“Ah, you must share the joke. Nothing is private here, Leyen,” Helyn admonished in gentle fun. “ Follow
me—over hereismy favorite spot.”

The noblewoman gestured for Wyl to join her on aspecia seet built into the wallsthat allowed them to
submerge themsel ves comfortably in the bath’ swarmth while still being in apostion to talk with ease.
Steam wasrising off the surface of the water. Wyl commented on it, merdly for conversation, asthey
settled themselves. He tried to keep his eyes occupied and his gaze not quite as lecherous asit seemed
determined to be,

“They keep the temperature of the water in the ladies' pavilion warmer than themen’s, I'm told.
Apparently we women prefer it that way to steam our skin, keep our complexion hedlthy.” Sheturned to
level aninquiring gaze upon Wyl. “ So, Leyen, who are you?’

“A guest,” Wyl replied. “1’m handling some correspondence for the King between redms,” helied.
“No messenger | know of isaccommodated as aguest of Celimus,” Helyn observed.

“No messenger you know of isaspecid courier to Briavel,” Wyl said evenly, wondering at the audacity
of hisown invention. He could thank Romen for the smooth way he responded....and lied.

“Indeed,” she said, eyebrows raised, curiosity piqued. “Briavel? This can only be about the marriage.”

“Pressme no further, Lady Helyn. | am sworn to secrecy,” he added thestricaly, but hoping she might
take the hint. It achieved the opposite effect, fueling her need to discover more.

Thistime the noblewoman’ s eyes narrowed. “Y ou don't look like asimple courier.”

“I am not and never will be smple, madam,” Wy! replied, and laughed coquettishly. He recaled how
Faryl had used this same mannerism at the Forbidden Fruit.

“I'll get to the bottom of you yet, Leyen of Rittylworth,” Helyn said, enjoying theintrigue.

“Which reminds me, Lady Helyn. What did you mean earlier when you spoke of my home village?’
Shelooked at him sdeways, confused. “Have you family?’

“No,” hesaid carefully.

“Y ou are fortunate, then. Little wonder you have not heard that it was torched.”

Wyl fdlt his chest condtrict. “Torched,” he repested in asmall voice, the sght of naked women suddenly
forgotten. “By whom?’

“They say bandits, but | have never heard of bandits who could be bothered torching avillage.
Ransacking it maybe, but they would not waste the time damaging it....for what end? Y ou burn avillage
to teach itsinhabitants alesson.”

An atendant arrived and squatted by them with atray of multicolored layers.
Wyl looked confused.

“Oh dear, child. Wherever have you been hiding yoursaf? These are soap leaves, my girl. Take afew.
Eachis scented differently.”



“Thank you,” Wyl said, fedling likeadullard. In the men’ s pavilion there were merely strategicaly placed
pots of sogp paste. Nothing so dainty asthese leaves. In truth, part of his confusion wasthat his mind
was gtill in shock at the news. “I know only the dusty road, Lady Helyn, and innswith tin tubs they drag
up the stairs to wash mysdlf in. Forgive me my ignorance. But tell me, what of the monastery?’

Lady Helyn sighed as she began soaping hersalf. Wyl looked away, embarrassed, locking instead onto
the sight of an attractive pair of breasts on the other side of the pool.

“Wdll, that was the worst part of it, Leyen. And why any fool would know this was not the work of
bandits. The monkswerekilled, and not mercifully either. Everyone in the monastery was murdered.”

Wyl must have paled because his new friend reached out to steady him.
“I’'m s0 sorry to give you thisnews. Y ou must have known many there.”
“Yes...yes, | did. You say everyone was murdered?’

“Mmm, it’ strue. My husband dedls with many merchants. One who passes through Rittylworth regularly
said he had recognized the body of someone called Brother Jakub.” She shrugged asif to say the name
meant nothing to her. “The senior monks were nailed on crosses and burned. Any visitors at the
monastery were burned too...dreadful business”

Lady Bench continued talking, but Wyl had stopped listening. The horror of thisinformation wastoo
much for him to bear. Y lena dead? Her lovely face swam before him and he realized he could no longer
remember her smile. Hismemory was of her virtualy mute; her laughter gone from the moment she
witnessed her husband’ s desth, her life committed to sorrow. Perhaps she had wel comed desth, he
thought. His entire family was dead, including himsdlf, in away. Thekillers had not been bandits. He
agreed with Lady Bench. Bandits did not bother with torching villages. Only asadist would do such a
thing. A sadist with power, that is. Celimus, who ese! But how could the King possibly have known
where he had taken his sster? He had covered Romen' strackstoo well. He fet hiswhole being fighting
back the urge to make hisway to the King’'srooms and, come what may, kill him.

And then another horrific thought occurred to him. Had Elspyth perished too?
“When did thisoccur?” he demanded.

“Pardon me?’ Lady Bench said, turning back toward Wyl, having engaged someone passing by ina
polite sdlutation. “ Oh...I would guess at about three days ago.” She waded off with her friend with a
wink toward Wyl, as though she had latched onto somejuicy gossip. “Won't belong,” she mouthed.

Wyl wasrelieved she had given him afew moments alone. Hismind felt dazed. This newswas more
shocking than the thought of having to sup with Cdimustonight. How could it have happened? Who
knew? Who could have told the King where to go looking for Ylena?... They had covered their tracks so
well.

If she had traveled quickly, Wyl cdculated, then Elspyth would certainly have been there when the
attackers came and there was no hope for ether of them. He could only pray to Shar that she had
reached Y lena and gotten her away to safety. And then, irrationally, he hoped that Elspyth had ignored
his needs, broken her promise, and gone directly to her home. But he knew she would not have done
that. Elspyth was steadfast and true; she would have kept her oath to him and walked straight into
danger. Poor Ylena Beautiful and fragile. He had failed her.

Lady Bench floated back. “My dear, you look very pale.”



“I'm sorry. The news of Rittylworth has upset me.”

“And | fed bad that | was the messenger of painful tidings. Come, wash yoursdlf, and then you areto
return with me.”

“Towhere?’
“Tomy house”

Wyl wanted to be done with his sorrowful thoughts, but he aso did not really want to be within
Stoneheart.

“It'sjust aspit from the palace,” she urged. “We can share alight meal and you can spend some quiet
timein my gardens. It will be better for you than here. | shdl leave you in peaceif you wish—you can
even say thenight?’

“I"'m having supper with the King tonight,” he said distractedly.

“Shar save us, girl! You areimportant.”

“Not redly,” Wyl said, wondering why he had blurted out that information. “I have nothing to wear.”
“Wéll, | have plenty!” Helyn said, suddenly galvanized. “I’ll hear no argument. Y ou' re coming with me.”

Without further discussion, Wyl found himself dried, dressed, and in Lady Helyn' s carriage bound for her
home. She was done right now; her husband away again and her only daughter staying with friends.

He had to admit it was good for him to be diverted in thisway. Hisinclination wasto jump on ahorse
and gart riding for Rittylworth, but his soldier’ s mind told him there was little he could do. Whatever had
happened would not change and his arrival would not make the carnage any lesstragic. He had an
appointment with the King he had to keep and he had begun to convince himsdlf that Elspyth had gotten
to the monastery in time and that both women were together and on the run to Felrawthy.

Jakub would not have dlowed harm to cometo Ylena At thefirst hint of trouble, he would have hidden
her in that secret grotto and hopefully gotten her to safety.

Lady Bench wasright. He did fedl better for the solitude and she had been as good as her word, leaving
him aonefor awhile. Wyl could tel Helyn was glad of the company and the opportunity to fuss around
her new friend. He was not completely taken in by the attention, redlizing that Lady Helyn was no doubt
apivota and indeed powerful member of the nobility who sensed the chanceto bein on secretive
dedlings of the King. She hersalf had mentioned to Wyl how Pearlis thrived on gossip and hearsay and
that she was no different from other women, not that she had expressed as much—~but a bored, wedlthy
woman was always going to be prey to intrigues. Wyl appreciated, however, that Lady Bench was
intelligent aswell aswise, for she knew when not to push for the information she so desperately craved.
Instead, when shefindly joined him, they talked about every subject under the sun, bar theKing's

marriage.
At least until it cametimeto help Wyl find some suitable attire for the evening.
“Leyen, we must find you an appropriate gown for your rendezvous with Cdimus.”

They were spping mint teain her exquisite gardens. Nearby her aviary of chittering canaries was amass
of color and movement. The pond around which they sat wasfilled with fat, flame-colored fish who
occasionally broke the surface of the water around the delicate cups of water lilies. The garden wasasun



trap, hanging on to every last smile from above, and so they were warm out here with the help of soft
rugs that Wyl did not need but politely accepted. It was a serene place and certainly helped Wyl to take
contral of hischurning emotions.

“Lady Helyn, | hope you won't take it as rude when | say we are not necessarily of asize. | amtdler, for
adart,” Wyl sad, feding clumsy. Despite hisbest efforts, he believed he gave offense. No woman dive
liked to hear about another being taler, dimmer, prettier...no matter how old she might be.

“...Andinfinitely trimmer too,” she said, laughing. She placed her glass on the small table besde her. “I
was thinking about a gown from my daughter’ swardrobe. Shar knows | lavish enough of my husband's
fortune on that girl’ s back. She won't even notice one gone, my dear. Only the other day | took a
ddivery from Amos Rilk, magter tailor of Briavel—my daughter’ sfirst forma balgown and asmall
fortuneingold.”

“You useatailor from Briavd ?’
“Nonefiner. They say he dressesthe Queen.”

“Then heisprivileged indeed,” Wyl replied, wishing he could dress Briavel’ s queen. ...or rather undress
her.

“Have you met her mgesty?” Helyn inquired innocently.

“yYes”

“And?

“Sheisvery...” Hewanted to say, Easy to love, wonderful to kiss, but he said,
“Statuesgue. Rilk would surely bein raptures hanging hisfabricsfrom her shoulders.”
“Hmm, | hear sheisan extraordinary beauty.”

“Sheis. But Vdentyna’—he saw Helyn'seyeswiden in surprise at his casud use of the monarch’s
name—"...er, | mean the Queen, isnot avain woman, from what | can gather. In truth, | have seen her
more comfortablein her riding breechesthan in her gowns.”

“Y ou've mingled with her a formal functions, then...aswell aslessforma?’
“A couple”
“Asher guest, no doubt,” Helyn said, unable to hidethe irony in her voice.

“Lady Helyn, forgive me. | have mentioned that much of my work is covert between the monarchs. | am
not permitted to discussit.”

“I understand. My apologies. | don't mean to pry, but as you can understand, we Morgravians are al
very excited about thismarriage.”

“Areyou?’

“Of course! Aren’'t you? We dl want peace. Vadentynabringsit by marrying Celimus. Perhaps she can
a0 temper hiswayward pursuits—athough if you ever repeet that, Leyen, I'll publicly denounce you!”

Wyl laughed in spite of his churning emotions. Made the gesture of locking hislipswith akey. “How far



have they progressed?’ he asked.

“Regrettably, not far enough,” she said to hisrelief. “I beieveit will happen, though. Certainly al the
nobility ispressng for it to occur by the spring equinox.”

“Spring,” Wyl murmured. Four moonswas al he had to save Vdentyna
“So tonight, no doubt, you will be taking another message from Cdimusto his beautiful Vaentyna?’
“No doubt.” Wyl grimaced.

“It'svery clever that he usesawoman for thisrole. Who would suspect. Now, |et us choose something
from my daughter’ swardrobe. We must put him in agood mood.”

Thiswasthelast thing he fet like doing. His mind was fraying just thinking about Rittylworth, but Faryl
and Romen’ s essences kept him strong.

Lady Bench led Wyl to one of the dressing chambers, chatting along the way about the type of woman
Cdimususualy favored. Wyl alowed her to ramble.

“I think olive greenisyour color, my dear, with that lovely hair. And perhaps amatching cape? Which
reminds me, have they given you amad?’

Wyl shook his head.

“Right, I'll send over one of my girls. She'll dressyour hair with some flowers |1’ Il send with her. Fresh
gardenias, from my glasshouse. Hope you don't find their perfume too overwhdming?’

“No. But your generogity is, Lady Helyn.”

“Don’'t mention it. | want to cheer you after your news, and who knows, | may be responsiblefor helping
you find yourself in the King' s bed.” Shewinked at her friend as a coconspirator, and was darmed by
thelook of horror on Leyen’sface. “Oh, my dear, just ajest... alittlejoke from asilly woman with
nothing e'se to occupy her mind.”



Chapter 12

Wyl looked at himsdlf in the mirror after Lady Helyn’smaid had departed. He hardly recognized this
person he saw. Before him stood atall, striking woman. Polished hair was swept up into an intricate
design behind his head and interwoven with ddlicate, tiny gardenias. He would require no perfume
tonight, asthe fragrant flowers more than compensated.

Helyn had decided against the olive green in the end and chosen a soft cream gown for smplicity. It
draped eegantly from his broad, square shoulders, softening the long, muscular arms. Hislightly browned
skin had been carefully smoothed and creamed by the maid until it too shone, and then, to Wyl’s
fascination, she had dusted it softly with agold powder. The effect was to make his skin shimmer ashe
moved, and by lamp or candlelight it was a stunning addition for any woman looking to impress aman.
For Wyl it was afascingting ingght into the female armory of alurement.

Helyn’ s generosity had not abated, for she had aso sent one of her own items of jewelry to drape around
hisneck. A smdl ruby now hung like adrop of blood at histhroat. No additiona adornment was
required other than adab of soft kohl at his eyesto deepen their dark intensity and asmudge of tawny
color on hislips. Wyl despised the taste and gluey heaviness but knew L eyen looked superb and he
dared not wipe hislips clean of the annoying color. The maid had trimmed and buffed his nails until they
too shone.

He was complete. Lady Bench had sent abeautiful indigo cape that he tried on but decided he would not
need.

Ashe gtared at hisreflection, Wyl hoped that the King would not take aliking to what he saw, other than
in aprofessond capacity. He was relying on his own knowledge that Celimus had always tended toward
flaxen-haired beauties. He had once overhead Cdlimus admit that their fairness made his swarthiness ook
al the more dramatic. Wyl aso knew that the new King preferred weaker women, ones he could
dominate, which iswhy he, Wyl, mugt dlow Faryl’ s strong persondity to shine. It also made the match
with Vaentyna such apoor choice for Celimus—she did not suit histaste for golden-haired women and
her feisty, regd style did not lend itsdf to his domineering manner.

Wyl redlized, though, it was not V aentynawhom Ceimusloved but the riches she brought and the peace
their marriage would achieve. Should Morgraviajoin Briavel, the whole region could grow wedthier il
and Cdimus s heir would rule over two greet realms. Wyl grimaced at the thought of Cdimus gring an
heir to Vaentyna. And then it occurred to him that perhaps the King was |ooking even further afield.
With peace achieved across the southern realms, the new union could deal with the people of the Razors
and their upstart mountain king.

Spring equinox. The thought nagged repestedly.

There was a soft knock at the door that turned out to be Jorn.

“Too late,” Wyl said. “I’'ve dready chosen.” He added, “Do you approve?’
“My lady.” Jorn said, blushing. “What could there be to disapprove of 7’
“Whell-spoken, Jorn. Comein. You' ve been busy, | gather?’

“Yes, my lady,” Jorn replied, stepping carefully into the chamber and leaving the door gar.



“Closeit, would you?” Wyl said.
The lad did s0, clearly uncomfortable.

Wyl sensed this. “ Jorn, let me put your mind &t rest. We have amutual acquaintance.” Thiswonthelad's
attention. “I am afriend of Romen Koreldy.”

At this, the young man’ s eyeslit up. Wyl was pleased Romen had made a sufficient impression.
“I’'m honored, then, to know you. Heis someone | admire.”

Guilt raged through WyI. The truth would not work, however.

“Tell me, how are you getting on here?’

“Did he ask you to inquire after me?’ Jorn said, his eagerness heartbresking.

“Yes inaway.”

“AndtheLady Ylena Tell mesheiswdl, Madam Leyen?’

“Intruth, | have not seen Ylenainalongtime. I—"

Jorn cut across hiswords. “Because | have worried mysdlf sick over hearing recently that Rittylworth has
been ransacked, knowing she had gone there.”

Wyl felt atwigt in the pit of his stomach as a piece of the jigsaw dotted into place. It was Jorn who had
told them. Innocent, eager Jorn had unwittingly led Celimusto Ylenalike acat to cream. Hefdlt sick,
thinking again about the kind and wise Brother Jakub, the young lad, Fil, al those monks murdered so
crudly in Cdimus s pursuit of the Thirsk line,

A vison of hissgter lying broken and dead somewhere hit histhoughtslike aclap of thunder. Sheis
alive, hetold himsdf.

Hetook a steadying breath, working hard not to betray hisfright. He could not blame the boy. “Jorn, did
you know specifically where Kordldy was headed when he left Stoneheart?’

“Not redly, madam. He mentioned something about the northwest and possibly Rittylworth, but he
wasn't sure at that time, as| recall.”

Wyl remembered wanting to bite out his own tongue when he had let that dip. “ And did you mention this
to anyone?’ he asked, casudly turning to look in the mirror and busy himsalf with checking his
appearance so as not to arouse any suspicion in Jorn.

“I...um. I might have, yes. | think Chancellor Jessom was making someinquiries.”
“Ah, yes, | know Jessom,” Wyl said in atight tone.
“Iseverything dl right?’

“Of course,” WyI reassured, forcing himsdlf to keep hisvoice even. “Infact, | have promised Koreldy
that I'll visit the Lady Ylenathe next time | passed through the region.”

“She'snot at Argorn, then?’ Jorn asked sadly.

Wyl recalled how Y lena had promised Jorn that she would send for him once she returned to her family



home.
He shook hishead. “I can’t be sure, Jorn.” Anything to keep the truth from getting out.

“Oh,” thelad said, deflated. Then hiseyeslit again. “Y ou might careto try the duchy of Felrawthy, then,
madam. Her husband’ sfamily are the Donals and she might well be vigiting thefar north. | gather it's
redly not thet far from Rittylworth.”

Damn the lad’ s excellent memory. Wy’ s anxieties increased. How to keep this boy quiet without
provoking suspicion?“Thank you. | shal make someinquiries.”

Poor Jorn. He was determined that the promise not be forgotten, even if it meant chewing the ear off a
vigitor who might meet up with Ylena Thirsk. “ Because she said she' d send for me, Madam Leyen.”

Wyl put akind smile on hisface despite hisfearsfor Ylena “Isbeing in her service moreimportant than
sarving theKing, Jorn?’

Thelad flushed scarlet. “1 would diefor her,” he sammered.

Thiswas a shock. Wyl’simmediate reaction was to suggest that Jorn hardly knew Ylenawell enough to
pledge such alofty sacrifice. But he himsdlf had fallen in love with Vadentynawithin moments of her
turning that direct blue gaze upon him. He sighed, noted Jorn was still blushing and uncomfortable.

Wyl found agrin for him. “Wdll, let’ shope you never haveto, Jorn,” he said, praying that hissster’ slife
was safe. “ But now that you' ve expressed your loyalties,” he added, taking advantage of the boy’s
weaknessfor Ylena, “I’ d suggest you observe them as sharply as ever while not speaking of it to anyone.
Do you understand?’ And then he could not help but emphasize it further. “ Be discreet to the point of
glence”

Jorn nodded, but it was accompanied by a puzzled expression. Wyl would haveto let the lad figureit out
for himself. He could say nothing more direct.

“Well, | believel’m expected in the King' s suite. Thank you for coming,” Wyl said.
“Cdl upon me anytime, Madam Leyen. Please give my regards to Romen Koreldy when you seehim.”
“Andwhat shdl | give of yoursto the Lady Ylenashould our paths cross?” Wyl said to the boy’ s back.

Hewas relieved to see Jorn grin. So the young fellow did have a sense of humor and was not al earnest
effort. Wyl amiled hisfarewdl. Jorn might yet prove useful.

It was amild evening, made milder till by the braziers burning in acircle around yet another private
courtyard in Stoneheart. The castle boasted at least a dozen such courtyards that Wyl could remember
being in a onetime or another as he grew up, but this one he did not recognize. It was very compact,
ringed by beds of herbs and greenery, including severd fine bay trees. There were none of the
gpectacular flowers that King Magnus had been known for, but this areawas nonethel ess beautiful inits
smple, somewhat stark design.

Its ordered Structure contrasted with the breathy fragrances of the herbs that mingled in the warmth,
creating a sensuous atmosphere. In the center of the courtyard was atable, around which was placed
four chairs. Once again Wyl was struck by the restraint shown in the tabl€’ s setting. He had expected
something more overt from Cdimus. The King had excellent taste but leaned toward flashy. What he was



looking upon now was far too understated, more to hisown taste, in fact, and hefdt ingtantly
comfortablein this smdl square of Stoneheart.

Aremyswas dready in atendance. He had acup of winein his hand and was talking softly with the
Chancdllor, whom Wyl presumed made tonight’ s guest afoursome. He watched the mercenary turn, saw
the breath catch in the man’ sthroat, and he realized in that instant—perhaps for the first time—what
power an attractive woman held over most men.

“Leyen, you look very lovely.” Jessom gave the rare honor of abow.
Aremys gathered hiswits and inclined his heed. “Leyen.”

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Wyl said. “ One of the noblewomen took pity on me and insisted on dressing me
tonight,” he added, lest they hope thiswas part of his regular wardrobe.

“Shedid you proud,” Aremysreplied in atight tone. He coughed softly to clear histhroat then drained his
cup.

Jessom held out agoblet. “May | offer you wine?’

“Youmay,” Wyl said, gracioudy taking the goblet and raising it. “What shdl we drink to? Forgiveness,
no doubt?’ The dryness of the comment was not lost on elther of hisdining companions.

“Toduty.” Aremysreplied.
Jessom gave acold smileand raised hisglass.

Wy sipped the swestish gperitif as helooked around at the garden once again. “Thisis certainly amost
beautiful courtyard.”

“I’'m glad you approve,” the King responded airily as he made amagjestic entry at the top of the shalow
flight of Sairs.

His guests bowed, WYyl forced to provide the more traditional curtsy now that he was dressed in agown.
He couldn’t imagine how clumsy he must have looked. Still, Celimus seemed not to notice. Instead he
was gppra sing the woman who stood before him. He remained on the stairs for the moment, preferring
not to come down to their level, and in those few seconds Wyl was reminded that Celimus cut the most
dashing of figures, resplendent in superb garments that were tailored perfectly to show off histdl, lean
physique. Even bathed and groomed, Aremys|ooked like a scruffy bear by comparison.

Wyl felt thefamiliar hate curdle within. All the old fedlings returned, threatening to unbalance him, but he
reminded himself that he was no longer short and stocky with orange hair and freckles. He wastdl and
lithe, certainly not beautiful ... not even pretty in the accepted sense of the word. Memorable, though. He
had nothing to fed inferior about. He was the only woman in the company tonight. He must use that
femininity wisely and negotiate his passage asfar awvay from Stoneheart as possible.

Cdimusfindly descended the stairs. Instead of proffering his own, hetook his guest’s hand and leaned
over to kissit, shocking Wyl. He had to let it happen. Thefed of those crud lips, which had once
ordered the death of Alyd, againgt his own flesh madeit crawl. Wyl controlled hisinclination to shrink
away from Celimus stouch.

The dark gaze swept upward to meet hisown. “1 designed it mysdlf,” he said, continuing where he had
left off. “In honor of my brideto be, whom I’'m assured loves herb gardens and smplicity in al design.
Good evening, Leyen.” Hiseyes sparkled.



“Highness,” Wyl said, bowing his head, hating the King' s confidence that Vadentynawas dreedy his.
The othersfollowed suit, bowing low once again.

“What are we drinking, Jessom?’ Celimus asked, al ease and charm.

“It' sthe Cherenne, Sire, your favorite.”

“Ah, indeed. Come, let’ssit,” the King said, and at hisnod a host of servants descended to lay platters of
savories.

Small talk accompanied the food until adelicate fish course was served, after which Celimus banished the
servants. None of his guests needed to be told that what the King had to say from here on was private.

“S0, Leyen...1 undergand you're Morgravian?’

Wyl nodded carefully at the King, the sweet sauce that had set off the fish so magnificently suddenly
souring in hismouth.

“From where exactly?’

Wyl needed to keep the truth from Celimus, but he remembered what he had told his new friend, Lady
Helyn, and thought it would be best to stick to his story. “ Rittylworth, your mgjesty.” He decided not to
be defensive. “ Although | have heard since arriving here of itsdemise.”

At this, the King stopped swallowing from agoblet of wine. “1’m sorry to hear that you were raised
there. It was anecessary lesson.”

Wyl appreciated Ceimus's candor. He had expected lies. “What lesson isthat, your highness?’ he asked
innocently, taking asmall mouthful of thefish and not eyeing the King.

“That traitors and those who harbor them will be hounded down and dedt with.”

Wyl smply nodded, his expression blank while his blood boiled. He knew Aremyswatched him carefully
too, particularly asthe mercenary knew Faryl was from Coombe and not Rittylworth. Wyl had told him
asmuch during their ride.

“Do you know of thisvillage, Aremys?’ Cdimussaid.

“Yes, highness. | have passed through it on occasion; but mostly around it.”

“A deepy enough place,” Jessom commented, not wishing to be entirely left out of the conversation.
“And one stupid enough to protect those who would betray their sovereign,” Cdimus said.

“May | ask whom among my people you sought, Sre?” Wyl asked as gently as he could, thistime sipping
from hiswine so the King would not see the twist of hate on his mouth.

“YlenaThirsk.”
“A woman?’ Aremys blurted out, and Jessom glared.

Cdimusdid not react. “ Yes,” hesaid mildly, “as Leyen here testifies, women can be so much more subtle
than men intheir intrigues.”

Wyl smiled for the King, hating him. “How wasthis Y lenaa problem for you, your highness?’



The King sighed. “Thewhole Thirsk family wastraitorous, to be truthful. My father, may hissoul restin
Shar’ s safekeeping, protected them for too long. Thisisal rather tedious but probably worth your
knowing,” he said airily, reaching for his goblet before leaning back in hischair. “Old Fergys Thirsk was
my father’ sbest friend...gpparently,” he said, loading the final word with irony. He grinned, white teeth
perfect. “Hewasavillain of the highest order and would have stabbed my father in the back at the first
chance, dthough | guess he found it easier to poison my father instead—metaphoricaly spesking, of
course” Celimus chuckled softly.

Jessom gave hisusud cold grimace in response, while Aremys remained motionless and watchful, unsure
of hisplace around thistable. Wyl could only hold together his own composure by clasping his hands so
tight his knuckles were white. He was glad of night’s darkness and he used dl that was Koreldy and
Faryl within to fix atight, cdm smile a his mouth.

The King continued. “1 was thrilled beyond my wildest dreamswhen | heard old Thirsk had been cut
down. He could not have died quickly enough for me.” Celimus sipped the Cherenne. “I know what
you'redl thinking: How could a child hate so much? But | hated that man for taking dl of my father's
love, hisfriendship...not to mention land and wedlth, while dl the time working against therealm.”

“Forgiveme, sre,” Wyl said, smply unableto remain sill any longer. “I thought | had heard that Generd
Fergys Thirsk had taken the sword dash meant for King Magnus. It wastold in the taverns of the north,
where | wastraveing at thetime, that he sacrificed hislifewillingly for hissovereign.”

The King shrugged, arueful smilejust touching his perfectly shaped lips. “Who knowswhat truly
happened on that battlefield, Leyen. My father might have protected Thirsk’ s nameto the very last. For
al we know, it was a congpiracy and someone from our own side killed the Generd for his devious
ways. | would reward that man if | knew him.”

Wyl let out achoked sound that he quickly checked by grabbing his glass. Celimus s contrived story was
too ridiculousto cause him to fed any further insult. The King had nothing to substantiate hisvile and
danderousclaims, al but making up the story ashetoldit.

“You areamused, Leyen?’ Cdimus said, missing nothing. “How s0?7’

“Apologies, sre. Not amusement, one of these scrumptious dried figs has stuck in my throat.” He
swdlowed severa mouthfuls of the wine, his glance straying to Aremys, who was watching him carefully,
one eyebrow raised in question. “Please, your highness,” Wyl said, “forgive my interruption and
continue.”

Cdimusdid just that, outlining his newfound hate at the arrival of the son of Fergys Thirsk, their
tumultuous childhood, and the story of the younger Thirsk’ s betraya in Briavd. “ Oh, how | wished we
ran our army on the merit system. Thistradition of handing down through awarrior family may be
pleasant enough for the shrunken men of olden days, but these are modern times, and smply because the
family had one hero in an ancient Thirsk does not necessarily mean it breeds them,” Celimus spat.

“Hear, hear, Sre,” Jessom muttered, signaling to awatchful servant some distance away that the plates
could now be cleared.

A magnificent spread of cheeses, glaceed fruits, and sweet fudges were laid out swiftly; once again the
serving staff moving deliberately to be away from the table amost as quickly asthey arrived.

When it wasjust the four of them again, Aremys cleared histhroat. “Y our mgesty, I'm not surel
understand why I’ ve been privy to thisintriguing tale, but I’ m wondering how ayoung woman, a
nobleman’ s daughter, whose head is no doubt more filled with visons of lace and satin than politics,



could be of any threet to your sovereignty.”

The King nodded. “Indeed, Aremys. Well said. It iscomplicated and | don’t wish to bore present
company any further with those complexities” | bet you don’t, Wyl thought. The King kept talking.
“Sufficeto say, YlenaThirsk continues afine family tradition of treachery. Itismy belief that sheison her
way now to the powerful Duke of Felrawthy to stir up trouble.”

Wyl could hardly believethejoy hefdt a hearing this statement. “ So you didn’t find her a Rittylworth,
gre?’

“No, indeed we did not. Which brings me to why we are here tonight,” he said, histone suggesting he
would brook no further interruption. “I want you, Leyen, and you, Aremys, to travel to Felrawthy.
Hopefully you can intercept Ylena Thirsk on her journey.”

“And?” Wyl asked, hardly daring to bresthe.
“Kill her,” Cdimusreplied. “1t' swhat you do, isn't it?’
Both Aremys and WYyl nodded, both stunned but for different reasons.

“Good,” Ceimus said. “ Jessom, make the usua arrangements, will you? Provide them with horses, coin,
whatever they need. No one, and | mean no one, isto know of thismission.” He eyed each of them, a
threat behind the look.

Again Aremys cleared histhroat softly. He had noticed the shock pass across Faryl’ sface, and that she
had covered hersdlf adroitly. What was going on? he wondered.

“Any questions?’ Cdimus asked.

Aremys sat forward. “ Y our highness. May | ask why the Duke would protect her against you? Surely he
would curry favor with the Crown rather than risk dl for an old friend’ s daughter?’

“There are reasons. Please trust my judgment on this. | am hiring your services, not your understanding,

Aremys nodded politely yet grew more bold. “Then may | inquire asto why the smpletask of murder
requires two of us?’

“I sugpect if she hasmadeit asfar asthe Duke, then it will take some extra planning, because heiswell
protected with hisown men. One of Fergys Thirsk’scronies, I’ m afraid, who grew fat and rich at the
Crown’sexpense. I'm sending you as aspecia support, Aremys, should thingsturn ugly, dthough |
sugpect Leyenis cgpable of pulling this off, condgdering her last successful task for me.” Ceimus smiled
dyly, the glance diding off Aremystoward Wyl, who had composed hisface into apolite mask. “1 want
proof of her desth—more than afinger thistime, Leyen,” he cautioned.

Wyl’slipsthinned and he stood. “ Then we should make our arrangementsto leave tomorrow, sire,” he
said, no longer able to spend another minute in the King's company. “1 accept the commission, your
highness. | shall away to my roomsto make my preparations.”

“So soon, Leyen. | thought we might take some more wine together,” the King replied.

“Er, forgive me, highness.” He could sense Aremys' s scrutiny and Jessom’ s aghast expression at his
audacity. “1 need agood night’ srest and aclear head. My intention is most certainly to intercept this
Ylena Thirsk before she reaches Felrawthy.” He became businesslike, keen to extract himsalf now from



al these men. “How many days does she have on us, Sre?’

“Three, as| understand it.” Celimuslooked toward Jessom, who confirmed thiswith abrief nod. “But |
know she escaped on foot. One of the villagers saw her leave. According to this source, one of the
monks helped her. One so new his pate had yet to be shaved.”

Shar blessyou, Pil, Wyl thought, recalling Koreldy’ s young friend at the monastery.

“Then we should waste no further time,” Aremys said, pushing back hischair. “Leyenisright. We must
leave at firg light to have any chance of catching them.”

Celimus shrugged. “ So be it. Remember now, | want acorpse. For this| will pay you each afortunein
gold. The Chancellor will discuss terms. Perhaps that should be attended to now, Jessom, as our guests
seem determined to leave Stoneheart dmost as soon asthey have arrived.” He held up hishand. “But |
understand and applaud you for it. Y ou will be well favored by meif you rid me of the Thirsk curse.”

Aremys had walked around to be at Wyl's side. He bowed, putting pressure on Wyl’sarm, forcing him
to follow suit. Wyl curtsied as best he could.

“Oh, and Leyen,” Cdimus said, an afterthought occurring. “I have another mission for you when thisis
done.”

“Yes, 9re?” Wyl said, hisvoicetightly controlled.
“Mrnm. If you have amoment?’ he said. “Y ou may go, Aremys, Jessom.”

Wyl watched Aremysleave. There was something in his expression that told Wyl to be careful. The King
returned his gaze to Wyl. “When you are done with the Thirsk woman, | want you to go straight to
Briavd.”

Wyl could only nod, wondering whét terrible deed Cdimus was going to ask of him next.

“| want you to take a document to Queen Vaentynafor mewhich | shal have ddlivered to you tonight. It
ismy proposa of marriage... my last, infact, and | want you to bring back her sgned agreement to wed

thiscoming spring.”

“And if she should refuse me, Sre?” Wyl asked it matter-of-factly, careful to keep hisvoice devoid of al
emotion.

The answer was delivered in an identica businesdike manner. “You will kill her and | will invade Briavel
and destroy its Crown once and for al. Seethat you succeed with both women. Y ou are freeto go

Wyl fled the beautiful courtyard, his emotions ragged, al but running past a stunned Aremys and Jessom.



Chapter 13

Wyl had no intention of waiting for Aremys or until dawn. The three women he cared about were under
threat from the same man and it was aterrible choice who to try to help first.

Ylena, it had to be.

If Aremysgot to her firgt, then she was as good as dead. He could rely on brave Elspyth to do her best
to reach Ylena, and if they had not dready joined forces, then Elspyth had the werewitha to go onto
Felrawthy and deliver the note. He redlized she was penniless, but he also knew she was resourceful and
courageous. Asfor Vaentyna, she was the most protected, at least for now. With these thoughts
cluttering his aready swirling mind, he raced back to his rooms and packed his gear. Rousing adeepy
page, he asked the lad to find Jorn for him. While he impatiently waited he scribed a note to the Lady
Helyn and tucked it into the pocket of the accompanying cape she had sent but he had not used. He
changed out of her daughter’ s gown into his comfortable traveling clothes.

Jorn arrived, gtill rubbing his eyes awake. “Madam Leyen,” he whispered, noticing her garb. “Where do
you go at thistime of night?’

“Hush, Jorn,” Wyl whispered, dragging the lad fully into the room. *'Y ou must never mention to anyone
that we had this conversation.”

The boy’ s eyes widened now, fully awake. “Heart crossed and hopeto die,” Jorn said, making asign
over hischest.

Wyl mustered asmilefor the lad. “Good. Now listen to me. Lady Ylenaisintrouble. | leave now to find
her, but | must do so in secret. | need your help.”

He eyed the boy and Jorn nodded mutely.

“Y ou must fetch my horse for me.” Wyl pressed a pouch into Jorn’s palm. “Here' s coin to pay
whomever you haveto in order to get me safe passage out of Stoneheart.”

Jorn, to his credit, did not even glance toward the bag of money. “But what excuse can | have?’

“You arethe King' s messenger. Use your status. Tell them | travel on the King' s business. Everyone
knows| am aguest of Celimus, some sort of courier. Be confident, they will believe you. Just usethe
coin to grease their padms—they will ask few questions. Offer my sincere gpologies for disturbing them at
thislate hour.”

“I’ll doiit, of course, but this sounds dangerous, Madam Leyen.”
“No, | promiseyouitisnot. Just irregular. If it were broad daylight no one would think twice.”
“Am | to fetch Master Aremysaswell?” Jorn asked.

“No! He especiadly must not know that | depart.” Wyl gripped the lad’ s arm, concerned he even knew
about the other guest. “Promise me.”

Once again Jorn nodded, barely understanding but prepared to do what was asked of him.
Wyl pointed toward the bed. “ This gown and cape. They are to be returned to Lady Helyn Bench,



together with this jewdry. Please be careful withiit.”

Jorn was expecting something more difficult. “1 can arrange that.”
“Thank you.”

“Do you wish to send anote with it?’

Wyl thought amoment. Truth was danger to thisboy. “No,” helied. “ Smply return them with my thanks
for their use.” He had dready tucked the note inside a hidden pocket within the cape. He had to hope the
Lady Helynwould find it.

“Doit asquickly asyou can for me, would you?” Wyl asked, embellishing his pleawith another lie: “I
believe her daughter would like it returned for her own use tomorrow evening.” It was athin guise but
Jorn was not redlly paying attention to such detail. He had his tasks now and was keen to move.

“I will fix dl of thisfor you. Promise me, Madam Leyen...”
Wyl looked at him, suddenly fedling the weight of responsbility he was leaving with thisinnocent. “Y es?’
“Remember mekindly to the Lady Ylena. Let her know | await her summons.”

Wyl felt asharp pang of grief for Jorn. He would send for him himsalf as soon as he reached Felrawthy.
“I will dothat for you. Await her summons.”

Jorn gave adazzling smile. “ Then | must hurry about my duty, madam.” He bent low over Wyl’shand
and, surprisingly, kissed it before turning for the door. “ L eave as soon as you hear the next bell. 1 will
have everything readied by then. Y our horse will be at the southern end of the stables.”

“Thank you, Jorn...for everything.”
Thelad smiled once more and | eft.

Wyl used thetimeto tie his hair back tightly and pull on ajacket. He looked around the chamber,
checking that dl was asit should be. Aremyswould surely come looking in the morning and he wanted to
leave no clues. He double-checked that the note was securdly rucked inside the pocket of the cape. He
grimaced. He was risking much in sending it—its contents damning if intercepted—but he hoped his
judgment of the noblewoman was on the mark.

The bell sounded not long after and WYyl dipped from his room and stedlthily made hisway down
corridors and through familiar hals. He encountered no one but amaid, who took little notice of him
anyway—she wasin ahurry, rushing from the scullery carrying hot water and towels. Wyl presumed a
baby was about to be born somewherein the bowels of Stoneheart. He continued on until he was
outside, passing by the kitchens he had so loved as ayoungster and then through a small vegetable patch
reserved especidly for meals served to the sovereign, before passing into a courtyard that led to the
dables.

As promised, Jorn met him at the southern end. Heled Leyen’ s horse, fully saddled.
“Any trouble?” Wyl asked, his chest tight with tension.
“None. Come, | will walk you out the gate. It will ook better.”

Wyl nodded. He put hisfoot on Jorn’ slinked hands and stepped up lightly onto the horse. Jorn tied on
Leyen'ssmdl bag.



“Thank you again for this,” Wyl uttered.
“Don’t mention it, Madam Leyen. We work for the same cause.”

Wyl wanted to shake hishead. Such loyaty. Hefelt pride burst in his chest at the lad’ s dedication. At
least the Thirsk family had one friend. Jorn led the horse dowly toward the main gates.

“Have you adready spoken with the guard?’ Wyl whispered.

“Yes. Fret not.”

Wyl wasimpressed with Jorn’s cool head. They approached a guard, who stopped them.
“Thisisan odd departuretime,” he commented, but with only idle interest.

“My apologies. Asyou know, being aservant of the King is never apredictable service,” Wyl said, and
risked awink.

The man shrugged, understanding the meaning of the woman’swords. “In that you areright,” he
admitted. “Go safely, madam.”

“Areyou sure you will be safe in the darkness? Felrawthy is many days away,” Jorn muttered, worried.

Wyl grimaced. He did so wish the boy would learn to keep hisknowledge to himsdlf. “ The dark ismy
friend, Jorn. It doneismy safety right now.”

“I don’'t understand,” the lad said, walking the horse out and away from the gates.

Wyl turned and waved thanks to the guard. He knew he could have overheard his destination, but
hopefully he would not have digested the information. It was too late to worry; he just had to impresson
the boy to keep quiet. “ Y ou will. Keep this our secret now; tell no one where | go. May Shar watch over
you, Jorn.”

“Andyou.”

Wyl took the reins, ruffled the lad’ s hair, and clicked his horseinto afast trot. He did not risk looking
back.

Aremys paced, unable to deep. He was quartered near the Legion and he could still hear some of the
men singing quietly or talking in muted tones. But it was not the men who kept him awake. It was
Leyen...or Faryl, moreto the point. Something was amiss. The speed a which sheleft theKing's
courtyard earlier this evening had come as a surprise. She had looked rattled too. The secrets he knew
she kept seemed al the more potent tonight. He could see her discomfort in the way she carried hersdlf,
her stiffness around the King, and especidly the way shereacted to talk of the Thirsk family.

It was obvious—to him at least—that Faryl was not happy at her task. He wondered why Celimus had
held her back. Faryl had only been with the King minutes past his own departure, so talk was all that
could have occurred and not much of that even. It was clear something that had passed between the
King and Faryl had disturbed her.

It was none of hisbusiness, he knew. And yet he had aready lied for her. Why? He liked her, that was
true. But there was more. He was not sure yet what it was, but he had learned over the yearsto trust his



ingtincts. They were screaming a him that Faryl was in some sort of trouble. Perhaps she could use his
hdp?

Could he go to her? Would she answer hisknock at thislate hour? Probably not.. . probably never. Her
coldnesstoward him wasintense. His betraya had shocked her.

“I would takeit dl back if | could, Faryl,” he whispered to himsdf. “I'm sorry.”

His mother had dwaystold him never go to deep on an argument with aloved one. Wéll, athough he
could hardly consder himself loved by Faryl, there had been something of afriendship between them
originaly. Perhapsthere could be again. Maybe if he explained himsdlf, told her how he regretted his
hastiness in turning her over to Jessom, they could start again. They had along journey ahead together
and that would be difficult if they were not even talking to each other...

Redlization suddenly hit him likeastone.
“Y ou've gone, haven't you?’

Aremysran from his chamber, pulling on his boots as he hopped down the hallway. He had to ask
directions through the castle severa times, sartling maids and the odd page boy going about their
late-night business. And the only reason he knew he had arrived at her guest chamber was that he saw a
young man emerging from aroom carrying the gown Faryl had worn earlier that evening and adark cape.
He descended on the boy, breathlessand angry.

“Where do you go with that gown, boy?’ he demanded.

Thelad jJumped, asif scalded, then composed himsdlf quickly. “ Sir?”
“Answer mel”

“I'm running an errand for Madam Leyen. Please excuse me.”

“What isyour name?’

The younggter told him, chin held high, adding, “I am the King’s messenger.”
It did not impress asintended. “ Go about your businessthen, Jorn.”

Thelad looked as though he was about to ask Aremyswhat he was doing here, but hesitated and then
decided to hold histongue. He scurried away, grabbing at the folds of the garment so they would not trail
on theflagstones.

Aremysturned to the door, feding in the pit of his omach that his hunch wasright. Still, he knocked.
When no reply came, he turned the huge metd ring that would open the door, hoping against hopeiit
would be latched and not permit him entry. The door opened easily. Aremys closed his eyes briefly with
worry.

“Leyen?’
Nothing.
“Faryl!” he said, louder now.

No reply. He stepped inside and closed the door. The chamber and adjoining room were empty. No sign
of her even having been here. The gown being sent back to its owner wasthe only clue that she had been



in thisroom; that and the vague perfume of gardenias he remembered wafting seductively from Faryl
ealier that evening.

Hefelt devastated. She had gone. Fled from the Stoneheart—from the King no doubt. Or wasit from
him? He was too dangerous for her and he had betrayed her once. She was not giving him another
chance. She had a secret and she was taking it with her. Who was she protecting? It was pointlessto try
to tease out answers from himself. Faryl was an enigma

Aremys moved swiftly, giving chase to thelad, but he never did find Jorn among the twisting, confusing
hallways of huge Stoneheart. Instead he angrily navigated hisway back to hisroom, packed his garb, and
somewhere between stuffing thingsinto his saddlebags and hearing the light knock at his door, decided to
et off after her immediately. It was madness, he knew. She was trouble. What he did not know was
where she had gone, athough he had a hunch. He discarded all the sensible objectionsto pursuing Faryl.

He flung open the door, expecting amessenger. He found Jessom instead.

“Leaving usdready?’ the Chancellor asked, eyeing the bulging saddiebags.

“I can't deep,” Aremysoffered flatly. “1 thought I’ d make mysdf useful—early sart and dl that.”
“And Leyen?’ Therewas something dy inthevoice.

Heplayed it carefully. “What about her?”’

“She’' sgone, did you know?’

Aremysthought quickly. However he might fed about Faryl, he certainly did not need aking for an
enemy. Jessom’'sarriva and inquiry provided him the opportunity to appear loya to both sdes, dthough
right now hisloyalties, despite his reservations, were with the female assassin.

Aremysfrowned deliberately. “What are you talking about?’
“I’vejust been to her rooms,” the Chancellor said. “May | comein?’
Aremys stepped aside and Jessom entered his chamber.

“Closeit,” the Chancellor suggested. After Aremys had done so, he continued. “I wanted to talk to her
about why the King kept her back from usthisevening. | don't like secretsthat I’'mnotinonand I’'ma
little intrigued at her behavior as sheleft. Areyou not?’

Aremys said nothing. He raised an eyebrow, though, to show he was paying attention.

“And now | find she has gone. No sign of her in her rooms,” Jessom smoothly continued.

“When wasthis?’

“Moments ago.”

“I see” Aremysreplied, thanking Shar’ s blessing that he had run out of Faryl’ srooms asfast ashe did.
“Any ideeswhy she may have left you behind?’

He shook his head thoughtfully for the Chancellor’ s benefit. “No, indeed. | thought we were supposed to
leaveat fird light.”



“Y es, that was my understanding. I’ m wondering if the King gave her another specid task.”

Aremys shrugged thistime. It was his notion too, but he certainly was not going to share thiswith the
inquigitive Chancdlor. “But why brief us on what seemed like an important task to the Crown, order us
to undertake it immediately, and then turn around and give a counterorder?’ he reasoned.

“My thoughts exactly,” Jessom said, “though thereis never any accounting for the whims or moods of
Cdimus. Heisthoroughly unpredictable.”

“I can't help, I'm sorry.”
“So what will you do?’
“Carry on asingructed. | suppose | shdl head off immediately, then.”

“Y es, why not, there’ sno point in you remaining here.” He handed Aremys a pouch of coins. “This
should do you for expenses. | have dready made arrangements for payment the usua way with regard to
your cgpture and delivery of Leyen. Moniesfor the Legionnaires and their delivery are now paid in full,”
he said, handing abigger sack—gold thistime—to Aremys.

The mercenary grunted and nodded. Money was the last thing on his mind right now. He stepped with
the Chancellor toward the door, eager for the man to leave.

“| shdl get to the bottom of Leyen’s mysterious departure. | wonder who might have seen her leave,”
Jessom mused.

Aremys held the door open, contriving a puzzled expression, eager for the man to be gone. “Well, start
with the lad Jorn, perhaps. | think Leyen mentioned he was attending to her.”

He knew it was a mistake the moment the words came out. He had just meant it as an offhand line,
something to help the Chancellor on hisway so0 he could grab his saddiebags and go. Aremys knew
immediately from the clouded look on Jessom'’ sface that he had just stirred more trouble.

“Jorn! The King'smessenger?’ the man said, aghast.

Aremystried to recant quickly. “Oh, truly | have no idea. That's probably not even hisname. | thought |
heard her say that name tonight, but come to think of it, she said that some noblewoman had sent a
maid...” Hisvoicetrailed off. It was aready too late to repair the damage, for Jessom’s expression had
deepened in thought.

“You get going,” the Chancellor said distractedly. 1 must find that boy.”
Aremys shrugged. Jorn probably knew lessthan he did anyway.

Jessom stopped him. * Report back to me, the usua way, as soon as you have news of Ylena Thirsk. We
want her corpsein Stoneheart within weeks, dthough her head will do,” and he laughed drily.

Aremys strode away, the sound of Jessom’s amusement diminishing behind him. At the stable he roused
adisgruntled horse master, whose temper was only marginally improved at the sight of silver. Here
Aremyslearned that Faryl barely had a couple of hours on him. At the gate he met the same guard she
hed.

“Lotsof comings and goingstonight, then,” the man said weerily.

“Yes, I'mafrad we' real on King sbusiness,” Aremysadmitted. “In fact, I’ ve been asked to catch up



with thewoman who left alittle earlier.”
“Ah, yes, shetook off inared hurry...onroya business,” the man admitted, nonplussed.
“That’ sher. Do you know where she was headed?”’

“No, gr. | think young Jorn mentioned something about Felrawthy, but | couldn’t be sure. | just open and
shut the gate on orders, ir.”

Aremys gave an expression of contrived sympathy and understanding. “ Thanks, anyway,” and he tossed
the man asver coin.

Heleft the cadtle at full gdlop.

The next morning Lady Helyn's servant delivered the flask of sweetened wine as asked. “A ddivery
camefor you, my lady,” he said as he poured.

“Oh? When?’
“In the early hours, madam. | thought it best not to disturb you.”
“How very odd. Whatever isit?’

“Of no consequence, my lady. Curioudy it was agown, cape, and item of jewelry, brought by one of the
King's pages, returned with thanks.”

Lady Helyn smiled. “Ah, yes. Intrigue over, Arnyld. | lent these to one of the King's guestswho was
staying unexpectedly at Stoneheart without forma attire. Have the clothes cleaned, please, and returned
to my daughter’ srooms.”

“Yes, my lady.” The man bowed and withdrew.

“Oh wait, Arnyld. Check the pockets before you have the gown cleaned. My daughter’ sawfully
forgetful.”

“Atonce, my lady.”

Lady Helyn had hardly taken afew sips of her sweet wine before the manservant was back and bowing
before her.

“What isit?’ shesaid, mildly irritated at the distraction.

“Apologiesto disturb you, my lady. But | did find thisin the cape. | checked asyou asked and
discovered this note addressed to you.”

“Oh?’ shesad, eagerly reaching for the small rall, hoping Leyen might be giving her sometidbit of
gossp. “Whereismy glass?

Arnyld reached toward a smal table and handed afat disk of glassto hismistress.
“Thank you, you may go,” shesaid.

After the servant’ s departure, she hurriedly unfurled the dightly rumpled paper and placed the disk over
the words to magnify them.

Sheread it saverd times. Lady Helyn finally looked up from Leyen’snote, her lips pursed, eyesreflecting



her alarm. What she had read stunned her, and as she ran its contents over again in her mind, she crushed
the note before throwing it into the nearby pond. She studioudy watched its sodden mass drift gently
toward the murky bottom, ensuring no other pair of eyeswould ever read it contents.



Chapter 14

The path she had been walking now for two days widened into a proper road and Elspyth’s prayers
were answered. People moved fregly aong this road and two carts, obvioudy traveling together, dmost
knocked her down as she emerged somewhat wildly from the adjoining track, desperate to stop them.

Stop them she did, dthough she was nearly crushed by one of the startled horses.
“Shar’ sWrah!” someone yelled.

She must have fainted with relief or fatigue, possibly hunger, but lost hersdf only for ashort while. When
she regained her wits, she was sitting beneath the canopy of a covered cart staring at several wide-eyed
children.

“She'sawake!” one of them called.
A woman, obvioudy the mother of the brood, hoveinto view. “ Better?’
Elspyth grimaced and nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“You gaveusdl aterriblefright,” thewoman said, asmal smileat her mouth. “I’'m Ruth. Thisismy
family.” She cdlled to thefront. “Ham, she' sawake. Stop now.”

The children grinned shyly and then logt interest in the wild woman.
Elspyth sat up asthe cart lurched to ahdt. “Thank you for your kindness.”
Ruth smiled warmly now. “Come. It' stime we broke our fast.”

The mention of food made Elspyth’sbdly grind.

Ruth looked at her. “Time you broke yourstoo,” she said, frowning.

It was reassuring to be among fellow travelers again. Elspyth felt her fears subsiding a the merry voices
and the sudden activity to get afirelit, water heated, food laid out. It was a humble spread, but it wasa
feast to her.

“Eat,” Ruth encouraged. “How long since your last mea ?’
“Days” Elspyth admitted. “Isthere enough for dl?’
“Always,” thewoman replied.

The men began to gather. There were two families. The second woman, Meg, had older children, two
boys, old enough to St up front with the fathers.

Ham, Ruth’ s husband, introduced himself first and then the others. Elspyth nodded, smiling at al.

“Again my apologiesfor startling everyone. | was so keen to spesk to another person. It has been so
|(],,g.”

“Well, whileyou edt, let ustell you about ourselves. We dways eat heartily at thistime of the day,” Ruth
said, her kind eyes encouraging Elspyth to dice off some meet from the haunch that had been set out.



Elspyth did asbid. As she ate she learned that the families were Briavellians, providores returning home
after asuccessful trip into Morgravia

“What do you sdll?’ she asked through her contented chewing.
One of the lads spoke up. “We are honeymakers.”
Shelooked confused now as she swallowed. “ But surely Morgraviamakesits own honey?”

They dl grinned as though thiswas aregular question. The lad enlightened her. “ Ah, but our bees are
special. They have not been crossbred with any others. They’re of the purest strain of Magurian bee from
Magur, atiny idand off the southeast coast of Briave.”

Elspyth wasintrigued. “But how do you stop the bees from crossbreeding?’

The honeymaker family wasimpressed that she was taking so much interest. The father answered this
time. “Wdl, my family has been in honey making for generations. But I'm the third son. There was not
enough income in Magur for meto make alivelihood. So | moved to Briavel as soon as| was old enough
to leave the nest and settled on the mainland.” He sucked at a pipe now as he recalled those early days.
“I fdl in love with abeautiful Briavellian maiden, but | hated the honey on the mainland, of course,
preferring the richer lavender-and-clover flavors of the Magur gold.”

Hiswife smiled indulgently at hiswords.

He continued. “And so0 | suggested to my father that | might import some of our honeycomb—we had
more than enough produce.”

“I'll bet the Briavdliansloved it!” Elspyth said, enjoying thetde.

“It helpsthat our dear King VVaor, rest hissoul, took afancy toit, having tried it once while passing
through our region,” the wife said softly.

“And do you now supply your lovely young queen?’ Elspyth asked.

Their son was eager to take up the story. “Y es. Apparently she eats it each day and attaches much to its
hedlth properties.”

Elspyth nodded. “ Sheisvery beautiful, | hear.”

Thelad blushed. “ Sheis magnificent. No one can hold acandle to her looks.”
Elspyth grinned. “ Then | must taste this honey of yours, for it must be her secret.”
Her companions laughed and offered around more food and tea.

“Andyou?’ Elspyth said to Ruth. “Tell me about your family.”

“Ham can tell you,” she said, nodding a her husband as she began to clear away some of the debris of
their medl.

He obliged. “Wdll, we are grapegrowers and winemakers, but not just any old grapes, mind. Our vines
produce the specid frogtfruit, harvested very late in the year when thefirst bite of winter isbeing felt.
They are exquisitely swet, very smdl, and produce the most lush, rich wine—"

“Also favored by royalty, no doubt,” Elgpyth chimed in, amusing the families.



“By your own royalty, infact,” Ham admitted, liking her cheek. “We recently made addlivery tothe
court of King Celimus and we ve traveled in the north for awhile. My son’ sfirgt vintage, and afine oneit
is” hesaid proudly, looking toward his boy, who shrugged saf-conscioudy. “Don’t be bashful,” he
added. “Y ou’ ve a better paate and nose than any member of our family | can remember.”

“And so Briavelian honey and wine findsit way across the border into Morgraviaregularly now?’
Elspyth asked, and the adults nodded.

“That' swonderful to hear,” she said, meaning it. “ Trade overcoming politics.”
Ham nodded. “ Y es, but only because our two products have found favor with the royas.”

Ruth sighed. “1t will be alot easier when your Celimus marries our Vaentyna. We can dl trade more
fredy. Worry less”

“Doyou think it will happen?’ Elgpyth asked, thinking of Wyl.

“It hasto,” said the honey maker, taking along puff on hispipe. “It isthe only way our two realms can
become profitable. All these wars have achieved isto beggar each redlm’ s producers. If they marry we
can forget war and our children can look forward to a better life.”

Sounds of agreement came from those around her and Elspyth felt a surge of sadnessfor her trapped
friend. Wyl loved Vaentyna, but it seemed her duty to her realm would weigh heavier than their desire.

“You said you lived in the southeast of Briavel. Do you ever get to the capitd?’ she asked, chewing on a
fafig.

Ham nodded. “Yes, indeed. My eldest son and | travel there regularly. We were there very recently, in
fact.”

“Oh, so | wonder if you' ve heard of anobleman called Romen Koreldy. | know him quite well and the
last time we met he was on hisway to Werryl. | hear through the grapevine from fellow travelersthat
there was some sort of duel between him and King Celimus at the Queen’ stourney.” It wastrue. She
had heard as much.

“Wewerethere,” the ddest son said. “It was more than adud.”
“It fdt like afight to the death,” Ham admitted. “Our queen stepped in to stop the bloodshed.”

Elspyth was shocked. Thiswas fresh newsto her. She knew Wyl had many reasonsto hate the King.
“What happened?’

“Nothing much morethere,” Ham said, “dthough. ..I’ m sorry to be the oneto tell you this, young
Elspyth, but Koreldy isno longer with us.”

She shook her head. “No, | imagine not. Hewould leave Briave after that, though | wonder where he
has headed. |—"

Meg took her hand. “No, you don’t understand.”
Everyone looked suddenly embarrassed.

Elspyth turned to Ham.

“He sdead, child,” the man said.



To her it felt like severa long minutes passed before she took another bregth. 1t was, in fact, only afew
heartbeets, but the sillence was painful for al of them.

“You must be migtaken,” she sammered, fedling achill passthrough her.

Ham shook his head. “ It happened at Crowyll. We were there the day after it took place. The town
rumor hasit that awhorekilled him, athough the Briavelian Guard is saying different. What was her
name, son? Someone did tell us.”

Theboy stuck hischininthear and closed hiseyes. “Hildawasit?’

“No. Hildyth, that’ sright. According to the gossips, she' s quite a striking woman. Unmistakable. Tall
with golden-brown hair and feline eyes.”

Elspyth began to tremble, her whole world crumbling about her. “Why?’

“Noidea,” Ham admitted. “ The story goes that her mgjesty banished Koreldy from Briavel. He was
being escorted to aborder of his choice and he and the guard accompanying him stopped at aplacein
Crowyll for asmoothing and suchlike.” He cleared histhroat self conscioudy, glad that the youngsters
had aready cleared off to play.

“And?’ Elspyth asked, distraught now.
Ham shrugged. “It happened.”
“But there’ sno reason for it!” she cried. “Why was he banished? Why killed?”

Ruth put her arms about her. “ Oh, Elspyth, I'm so sorry it isusto break the news. He must have been a
good friend.” She scowled a her husband. “Ham, tell her everything you know.”

Her husband blushed, distressed to be seen asthevillain. “Rumors were rife while we were there. They
say the whore worked for Celimus and that the King ordered Koreldy’ s death. No one knows the truth
of it, though. And now with our own soldiers saying it was one of them who killed him, arenegade or
something, it' sdl abit baffling.”

“The body, who saw it?" Elspyth demanded.

“I’m sorry to say that a close friend of ours helped to clean up Koreldy’ s corpse. His...his heart had
been punctured.” Ham ssammered over the words, unsure of how much detail hiswife meant for him to
tell. “Um...my friend’ sfrom the morgue and he was called in to dedl with the body beforeit was
transported to Werryl. Very trustworthy fellow. He only told me because he was so shocked at the
manner of death. He saysit isthe style used by aprofessiona n. Apparently everything was
hushed over quickly by the Queen’sguard, and my friend was ordered to remain sllent. I'm sure he
didn’'t mean to tell me asmuch ashe did. Oh, and she'd cut off hisfinger too—that’ s another indication it
wasapadKkilling.”

“What do you mean?’ Elspyth said, confounded.

“Thefinger isproof of degth. Apparently he wore abloodred stonein aring marked with a special family
inggnia”

At that Elspyth broke down. It wastrue, then. She knew the ring. Knew it was WYy! they spoke of .
Dead. Now Lothryn would never be rescued from the dark magic and the pain.



The others moved away slently. Ham put hislarge, meaty hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, lass.”
She said nothing but cried harder againgt Ruth’ s shoulder.
“Travel with us, Elspyth. You'rein no state to be alone just now,” the woman whispered.

Elspyth did not know how long they sat there together or at what point her sobs subsided and the tears
dried against her cheeks. She could not remember when Meg and Ruth helped her back into the cart and
laid her down, covering her with a blanket. But she welcomed the escape from her exhaustion and pain.

Thistime she dreamed of atal woman with dark gold hair and catlike eyes who had destroyed her
dream. Lothryn would never be rescued by Wyl. It was up to her, then. She would rescue the man she
loved just as soon as she had delivered her message to Felrawthy and kept her promise to the dead
friend who had once walked in the guise of Romen Koreldy.



Chapter 15

They had run, terrified, not daring to look behind or dow down until their legs were too wesk to carry
them any farther and their lungs protested loudly, burning for air.

“Please stop, my lady,” Pil gasped, his body bent over. “We must catch our breath.”

“Noregt, Rill” Ylenawore a deranged expression, her hair wild from snagging in overhanging branches,
her garments muddied and torn. “1 daren’t tell you what they were doing.” He heard her voice break and
looked away. “ Shar's Tears,” she said, al strength leaving her as she crumpled to her knees, her face
clasped in dirt-smeared hands. She wept, exhausted.

Pil sat down, at alossfor what to say and grateful that he was too fatigued to speak. What they had both
witnessed at Rittylworth could not be comprehended. He knew Y lenawas keeping the real horror from
him and hewas glad of it. He cast his own teary thanks to whichever angels had been guarding hisown
life

Brother Jakub had asked Pil to remain closeto Ylenafrom the beginning. He recaled Jakub' s gentle
words. “Because you are young, shewill not fed too threatened by you. She has seen and experienced
too much sorrow at the whim of powerful men.”

Although he did not know the whole story, Pil gathered that Ylena had been terrorized at Stoneheart by
the King and hisminions. Koreldy had counsdaled that she was not of sound mind, warning them that

Y lena had witnessed a ghoulish murder, but Pil was not familiar with the actua events. In the days he had
gpent in her company since, quietly escorting her, serving medls, generaly being on hand to seeto her
needs, she had been withdrawn but polite. Her silence and sudden tears had been the only sign that she
was disturbed.

Looking at her now, he could hardly recognize the fragile noblewoman who had arrived into their care.
She had taken command of the Situation like a battle-hardened genera rallying histroops. Her father and
her brother had been revered Generals of the Legion, and no doubt, Pil decided, courageran inthe
Thirsk blood. The situation in which they found themsel ves had brought out the same qualitiesin Y lena
He wondered what it was that she carried in the sack, why she refused to alow him to help her withiit. In
truth, it frightened him and he could honestly admit that he did not need or, indeed, want to know what
the mysterious sack contained.

The novice wanted to deep, was desperate to lay his head down on the grass and drift into oblivion, but
he dared not, for he was sure he would dream nightmares of burning bodies. He guessed they had been
on the move for roughly an hour, perhagps amost two. He glanced toward the sky—barely midmorning,
he estimated.

“Lady Ylena,” he uttered gently, “I don’t believe we' ve been followed. | am sure we escaped notice.”
He hoped he might offer the right note of reassurance.

“Everyone sdead,” she muttered, her voice flat and muffled, her face sunk into knees encircled by thin
arms. “And they’ Il hunt me down until he’ s satisfied I’ m dead too.”

“Don't say that, my lady,” Ril replied, fresh fright coursing through him.

Shelifted her head to look at her companion. Her eyes were red from tears, but they held awildness that
unsettled Al il further. “Who do you think they are after?’



He shrugged. “1 don't even know why they came.”

Y lenalaughed bitterly. “It was me, Fil,” she said, shaking her head. “Me and Koreldy. Whereishe? He
promised he would not abandon me.”

Pil wanted to interject that she had not been abandoned to the monks. They dl loved her. Instead he held
his tongue as she continued. “My parents are dead, my brother killed, my young and beautiful new
husband murdered. ..doesit strike you that this monarch is determined to see the Thirsk name barely
more than amemory?’

So that was the core of her pain. He knew she had seen someone killed, but Jakub had refused to say
more. He had to assume then that Y lena had witnessed her husband’ s desth. He chose hiswords
carefully, wanting neither to inflame her temper nor risk pushing her deeper into grief. “I want to bea
monk, my lady. | am not apolitician. | do not understand the intrigues of court.”

Her expression became sad. “1t doesn't matter. | am hunted. Thelast of my line. Y ou would do well to
protect yoursdlf by leaving me now.”

Pil was shocked. “1 cannot do that, my lady. | promised Brother Jakub that | would take care of you.”

“And who was taking care of Brother Jakub and &l the other brothers?'Y ou know what the soldiers
were doing, Fil. Each monk ddliberately cut down...murdered where he stood. Shar aone knows how
those senior brothers suffered on the cross. How can aboy protect me when awhole community
cannot?’

Rl suddenly felt dl of hisyoung years. He understood what people meant when they used the saying of
blood draining from on€e' sface. He could fed it now, could fed aweakness moving through his body as
if determined to shut down his movement, his speech, his heart. Not so long ago he had been carefree
and laughing with hisfellow monks, eager to become afully fledged member of the Order. Now that

Y lenahad reveded the full horror, his mind wasfilled with the vison of the gentle holy men being
stabbed, their throats dit and swords run through bellies. ..nailed to posts. The image would never leave
him. He recalled the smell of smoke and redlized the village must have been burning too. He wondered if
the soldiers had destroyed the monastery.

Every ounce of him wanted to bresk down and weep, die where he sat and turn away from this ugliness.
Instead he heard Jakub’ s comforting voicein his mind and he adopted a similar tone now.

“We have been spared, my lady. Shar protected us by placing us somewhere unexpected when the
soldiers came. And dmost no one outside the monastery knew of the grotto,” he added as gently ashe
could, adding sorrowfully, “Brother Jakub was keen for you to have a private place to bathe and rest.”

A wan smile ghosted across her face. “Go, Pil. By staying with me, you put yourself in danger. I’ m not
sure | can look after both of us. Please be safe”

“No,” hesaid, adding firmly, “We stay together as we promised Jakub. That's my job, remember. He
told me now waswhen | prove my worth.”

It struck him that Y lenawas no longer paying attention to his courageous words. A long silence followed
and Rl believed she had forgotten the thread of her thought. So it made him jump when she stood and
unexpectedly replied.

“Only Duke Dond might offer us protection.”

“Then Felrawthy is where we must head, my lady.” Hetried to sound brave despite the sense of dreed



hefelt.

“| don't get your point, Jessom. Frankly, | like her dedication,” Celimus said, kicking away the hand of
the stable magter, who was fiddling with hisstirrups. “Leaveit!” he scolded. The man flinched and
stepped away slently from the beautiful roan mare whose saddle the King had just made himself
comfortable upon. “I’ll be galoping her,” hewarned. “Y ou’ re sure her foot isfine?’

The stable master nodded. “Y es sire, al soreness gone. Enjoy your ride.” He bowed and departed.

“Get onwithit, Chancdlor!” Cdimusbarked, irritated by the delay to hisdawn ride. “Tdl me what
bothersyou.”

“It just strikesme as odd, sire, that Leyen would leave under cover of darkness.”

“I would have thought most ns craved the cloak of night.” The sarcasm hit.
Jessom ignored it, continued smoothly. “ She left without Aremys. No word asto why.”
“And whereis he now?’

“No longer a Stoneheart,” Jessom said, ddliberately brief. “Gone about your business.”
“And?

“Wadl, I'm just wondering what business Leyen might be about, sire. Y ou specificaly gave ingtructions
that they were to track down the person in question together.”

“Do you not trust your own people, Jessom?’

The Chancdlor considered the cunning way in which Celimus aways managed to turn accusation awvay
from himsalf. He squinted into the dawn’ s sharp light toward where hisking sat with ahao of sunshine
about hishead. “1 trust no one, my king.”

“Wdl said,” Cdimus admitted. “1 gave her some additional ingtructionsto take amessage to Vdentyna
forme”

Jessom glanced around to see no one could overhear them. “I see. Did you ask that she perform thistask
firg?”

“No. It was my understanding she would handle the business with Aremys before traveling to Briavel.”

“It isstrange, then, that she left so hurriedly, and may | say, she seemed rather disturbed after she left
your chambersthe other night, your highness”

Further irritation traced acrossthe King' sface. “ Y our point?’

The Chancellor shrugged. “Well, perhaps she did not like the message you asked her to passon to
Briavel,” he said carefully, presuming the King would share the message with him now.

But Cdimus wastoo shrewd. “It bears thinking about. Do we know anything about her departure?’

“Only that one of your pages, Jorn, was attending to her. He showed her out of the castle gates. He may
know something.”

The horse was restless to move, aswas the King. “ Jorn? Perhaps he ddlivered to Leyen the written piece



| wanted her to taketo Vaentyna.”

Jessom contrived an expression suggesting it pained him to divulge what he was about to explain. “You
see, your mgjesty, my fear isthat Jorn, who serves you and serviced Leyen—uwithout permission | might
add—al so attended K oreldy when he was here.”

That caught the King' s attention, as Jessom knew it would. He |et the notion hang between them,
knowing Cdimus s subtle mind would put it dl together.

Anger clouded the olive gaze. “Find the boy. Keegp him frightened in the dungeon for my return. Make
sure he' sready to tell us everything—and I’ m trusting your ingtincts, Jessom, that there is something
here—by thetime | get back.”

“Asyouwish, sre,” Jessom said, nodding low as Celimus clicked to his mare and urged her out of the
courtyard.



Chapter 16

Jorn cowered in the cold of the damp cell, frightened and confused . He had been grabbed by two
soldiersin one of the many castle orchards where he had been collecting some parillion fruit for the
King's breakfast. Jorn had risen especidly early to ensure that when his monarch returned hot and dusty
from hismorning ride he would have plenty of the refreshing chilled juice he favored to quench histhirg.

Now Jorn mournfully remembered the preciousfruit he had dropped and ultimately stepped upon when
the soldiers appeared and manhandled him roughly toward the dungeon. He shivered in the chill and
looked around, hisvision dulled from fear at what he might or might not have done to so anger his
superiors. What had he done that warranted incarceration? He replayed the last few days over and again
through his mind, wondering a what terrible mistake he had made.

It was coincidentd that this happened to be the same chamber from which Myrren had been dragged by
her torturers dmogst adecade earlier. Such information would have meant little to Jorn if helearned it, of
course, and if he had studied the last block of stone of the wall behind the cell door he would have noted
acuriousinscription that might have meant alot to him considering his adoration of YlenaThirsk.

On that stone were three words, AVENGE ME WYL, they read.

Someone such as Fynch, susceptible to the ebb and flow of enchantmentsin aworld that scorned their
exigtence, might touch that inscription and fed the thrum of the magic used to make such amark on
stone. Jorn had no such talent and his heavyhearted gaze did past the words without note.

Thethin, dark Chancellor with hooded eyes who had recently arrived was offering no reassurance.
“Please, Chancellor Jessom, tell mewhat itis|’ve done,” he begged through the bars.

The man’ssedl of office hung heavily from achain, swaying as the Chancellor paced dowly, waiting for
the King. “I’'m sorry, my boy,” Jessom said, adopting an avuncular gpproach. “Thisisdl very confusing.
It goesto the highest level, Jorn. Somehow you have attracted the King' s attention. . .negative attention,
thet is”

“But, Chancdllor Jessom, gir, it ismy pleasure to wait loyaly on the King. | would do nothing to harm
him”

“Would you not?’

The boy shook his head dumbly. Evenin his Sight he knew he was missing something important. It was
written in the Chancellor’ s heavy-lidded gaze.

“Ah, hereishis mgjesty now, Jorn. Hopefully we can clear this up and you can be back at your duties by
the noon bell.”

“Ohyes, gr,” Jorn said, feding asurge of hope knife through him. “1I’ll do anything to set thingsright.”
“Good boy. Be easy now. Y our king approaches.”

Jorn could hear the click of his sovereign’ s boots againgt the dull flagging of the dungeon floor. He could
not make out the words but knew the King had made some remark that had amused the guards.
Laughter erupted, the swaggering tread resumed, and then suddenly the familiar tall and resplendent
shape of Celimus appeared beside Jessom. His face was shining with tiny beads of perspiration. He had



come straight here from hisride, then, Jorn thought miserably. Whatever secret he apparently held from
them was considered more important than the sovereign’s comfort. The King turned a predatory gaze on
Jorn, who quailed at the Sight.

“Your mgesty,” the Chancellor said, bowing low.

Jorn, more terrified than ever, knet immediatey. “ Y our highness,” he whispered, ready to confessto
anything.

Cdlimus glanced toward Jessom, whose dight nod indicated the lad was so petrified he would tell them
whatever they needed to know. Cdimus smiled thinly. If Jorn had looked up &t that moment, he would
have known that hislife was aready forfeit, but he kept his head low to the floor, hands clasping and
unclasping nervoudy as he awaited hisking’s pleasure.

“Stand up, lad.” 1t wasthe dry voice of the Chancellor.

Jorn obeyed, kept his head bowed more from shame than anything else, for he realized that he had soiled
histrousersin hisfright.

TheKing finaly spoke. “Look a me, boy.” His voice was hard. Jorn struggled to obey and findly lifted
damp eyestoward Celimus, who continued. “I shall ask you afew questions. What | requireis complete
honesty.” He stared at the boy. “Because you have nothing to fear,” helied.

Jorn nodded, eyes wide with hisintense desireto please. “ Y es, your mgesty. | promiseto tell you
whatever it isyou need.”

“Good. Now, do you recall arecent guest at Stoneheart, who dined with me? She arrived with aman
cdled Aremysand—"

“Madam Leyen, yes,” Jorn interrupted, anxiousto impress hisking.

Cdimus nodded. Jessom amiled briefly.

“Isit true that you waited on her...without permission from either mysdf or your superiors?’
Jorn frowned. “1 did not wait on her, your magjesty.”

“Oh?| hear differently.”

The boy clutched at the bars. “Oh no, sire. 1...” They watched his brow crease as he recalled what had
occurred. “| was on an urgent errand for one of your secretaries, sire, which took me that morning into
that wing of the castle where Madam Leyen was accommodated. | wasin quiteahurry, asl recal.” He
watched both men nod. “Um...Madam Leyen hailed me as| ran past the corridor.”

“And what did shewant?’ Celimus prompted.
“Advice, Sre”
Jessom smirked. “What sort of advice, boy?’

“Well, | didn’t find out until later that evening because she could tel how much of arush | wasinto be
about my duties. | |eft straightaway, having exchanged only a handful of wordswith her, Sre. Shewasa
dranger tome.”

Celimuswas not so easily deterred. “And later?’



“Yes, later, dre. | did go back to her chamber, as she asked meto. | felt obliged, your majesty, because
shewas your persona guest and had no one atending her.”

The King hed onto his patience. “And?’
“ She wanted advice on her gown.”

There was an awkward silence before Celimus replied, an edge of threat to histone. “You jest, of
course?’

“No, sre,” Jorn beseeched. “I would never do that, my king. Madam Leyen wanted to make the right
impression on you, your majesty, for the supper she was sharing. She had no garments of her own and
wasin aborrowed gown. She sought my gpprova.”

“A lad’ sgpprovad?’ Jessom said, hisvoice high with hisdisgust.

Jorn shrugged dightly before catching himsdf in the act. He turned it into an obeisance. “It’ sthe truth,
gre. Perhaps she thought | might know best, as| did mention that | was your personal messenger.”

“That'sit?” Cdimussaid, hisown dishelief evident. “Y ou expect usto accept that this... this... approval
was al she asked of you?’

Jorn bobbed franticaly. “My lord king. That isdl she asked of me.” He watched the King' s hand turn to
afig asthe famous anger stoked. “I did go back that night, of course,” he blurted out.

“Ah...and why did you do that?”’

“To deliver aparchment one of your secretaries bade me deliver very late. | wastold it was urgent,
King'sbusiness”

He watched a glance pass between his captors. And it was only then that Jorn realized where this strange
conversation was leading. He had always counted himself as sharp. He made good use of that skill now
to maketheleap in hismind that it was not him they were after but Leyen. And even she was not the true
prey. It was where her loyatieslay that they were most interested in. They were after YlenaThirsk.
Beautiful, sorrowful, badly trested Ylena, whom he would rather die than betray. And yet betrayd is
precisely what they sought from him. He could see it now as clear as daylight. They wanted him to tell
them where Madam Leyen had been traveling in such ahurry that night. They wanted to hurt his beloved
Lady Ylenayet more.

Well, hewould not permit it! He was only amessenger and thus nothing in the eyes of the King. But he,
Jorn, had made a promise to a beautiful woman and she had returned his loyalty with a promise that she
would send for him. Any day now he would escape Stoneheart and travel to Argorn, where Ylenawould
welcome him and alow him to serve her as he o dearly wished.

Hewould not reved her secrets. Not through hislips, Jorn thought as a bright new sensation burst into
lifewithin him. Hewas not afiery person, very rarely alowing anything to get under his skin sufficiently to
make him angry. Hisnaturaly sunny persondity helped him defuse most situationsin which another’s
temper might flare. But aspark of anger had erupted and it was fueled by the look of accusation in both
his monarch’s expression and the carefully contrived vison of sympathy that the solicitous Chancellor had
suddenly become, shaking hishead sadly.

“Wdl?" the King demanded.

Jorn spoke with assurance. “| gave Madam Leyen the parchment and took her gown, cape, and some



jewelry, as requested, back to Lady Bench's household.”
“Leyen |eft that night, you liar, and you know it!” Celimus spat through the bars.

“I have no reason to lieto you, my lord king. | was coming to that,” Jorn said, pleased that he did not
flinch a the King' s hogtility despite the sudden watery fed to hisknees. He grasped hislast sense of
composure, ignored the damp reminder of hisfear, and gilded the truth. “ She told me she was leaving. |
know not why, sire. She asked meif | would accompany her to the stables because she did not know
her way around Stoneheart. It was not my place to question her actions, my king. | anasmple
messenger, keen to serve you and your esteemed guests.”

“And soyou did,” Cdimussaid, dyly now.

“Yes dre”

“Did she mention where shewas going?’

Jorn paused to think how to answer this. “No,” he said truthfully.

“That' s odd, boy, because the guard on duty that night recalls you mentioning the duchy of Felrawthy.”

Jorn had never and would never again give abetter performance. His expression remained impassive
even though he suddenly hated the man he remembered on watch that night. He had given him much coin
to keep hismouth closed. “That' sright, Sire, | think | might have mentioned it.”

“Why?" Celimus approached the prison bars again as a hunter might, closing in for thekill.
“Because that’ swhere | understood Madam Leyen comesfrom, Sire,” helied.
Cdimus looked toward Jessom, who blinked, dowly.

“I have no information on Leyen’ shigtory, sire,” Jessom admitted, somewhat abashed. “ Shetold us
Rittylworth, but sheisamystery and likesto keep it that way. Intruth, | have never seen her asplainly as
| saw her at the supper. Sheisusualy in disguise, even for our mesetings.”

“For al we know, she could have been in disguise at supper,” the King growled, not redlizing how close
to the truth he was. “ Did she share with you where she was headed?’ Celimus demanded of Jorn.

Thelad shook his head, seemingly confused. “ She must havein passing, for | can’t imagine how | would
know such athing. I'm sorry, Sire, that | don’'t remember our brief conversations more clearly, but | do
know she did not tell me where exactly she was going—I presumed it wasto her home,” Jorn replied
smoothly, lying expertly for thelast timein hislife. Forgive me, Shar, he beseeched inwardly.

The handsome eyes of Ceimus regarded Jorn intently now and the gaze felt suddenly too direct and
intimidating. Jorn felt hisresolve crack dightly, but herallied his courage and mastered hisfright, ressting
the temptation to blurt out everything he knew of Leyen and her intentions—which waslittle enoughin
truth. He indinctively cast his own gaze down and this was perhaps hisfinal undoing. It might have been
that if Jorn had held his sovereign’s cold and compelling 1ook, the unpredictable nature of hisking might
have erred toward leniency. Instead it swung toward cruelty. The King could tell the youth knew very
little and would hardly be privy to asecretive and highly quaified assassin’ sintentions, yet it nagged
inginctively at Cdimusthat he was being beguiled somehow.

“Helies whed him!”



Jorn heard the hammer of his own heartbesat in his ears. He did toward the floor, dazed with shock, and
noticed for the first time three words scratched into the stone before he lost consci ousness.

“My king, please—" Jessom attempted, alarmed himsdlf at such needlesstorture.

“Don’t even think to contradict me, Chancellor,” Celimuswarned, hisvoice hard, eyes glittering. “1 want
him whedled. He' s not strong enough to resist the pain. | will know whether Leyen istrue to my cause or
rm.’l

Jessom knew that Leyen was true to no one but hersdlf, but thiswas not an occasion to test hismgesty’s
temper with the truth. He nodded in acquiescence, keeping his head bowed, so he heard rather than saw
the contemptuous swagger of the King's departure.

The Chancellor motioned to the dungeon master, and when the man had listened to his grave words,
Jessom turned back to Jorn. “I'm sorry, lad,” he said, and meant it.

But Jorn did not hear the gpology or fedl the rough hands that grabbed his limp body and removed him to
apart of Stoneheart he had never imagined he would have to see.

It was agenuine surprise for the skilled team of torturers Celimus had assembled since taking the Crown
that the youngster lasted aslong as he did. Battle-hardened soldiers facing the same breaking of limbs
benesath the crushing wheedl had either begged for the mercy of the sword or had smply died from the
shock. Jorn sadly survived theinitia smashing of hisjoints, expertly done by aman who asked no
questions but smply went about his gruesome business with quiet expertise.

Normally he would have prolonged the session, taking histime placing the wooden block beneath the
sweating, usudly shrieking victims before bringing his heavy malet down in punishment. Thetwo pelvic
joints and their subsequent breaking usualy won the greatest attention from the condemned, but the man
sensed thisyoung lad did not deserve prolonged punishment and he pleased the two other onlookers by
doing hisjob swiftly.

This meant they could get onto the second stage of pulverizing Jorn’ s skeleton beneath the crushing iron
whed that the men rolled dowly over hisbody. The pace was such not because they wanted to lengthen
his suffering but because the whedl was so enormoudy heavy it took some doing to get it rolling. Asit
turned, the men openly marveled a the young fellow’ s capacity to withstand what was regarded by most
in the profession as the most intolerable pain one could inflict on a person.

He was embarrassingly brave to the end and they felt ashamed that this was being visited on ayouth,
both of them wincing at the loud popping and cracking of the lad' s bones until the weight reached his
chest and finally stopped the faint, erratic heartbest.

Jorn took hisfina agonizing breeth, vague satisfaction skimming through his blurring thoughts that he had
not let himsalf down, despite the chilling screams that escaped histhroat. Hislast conscious thought was
not of Y lenabut of the three words scratched in his cell. As Jorn died he made thefina connectionina
fleeting moment of high clarity. He sent adying prayer to Shar to preserve the Thirsk line and ensure his
brave death was not in vain.

They were normally expected to use the crushing whed over the entire length of the victim’ s body, but as
soon as Jorn' s eyes clouded with desth, the two men rolling it stopped.

“Enough!” one said. Hewas good at hisjob but did not like hurting the innocents and there had been too



many of thosein recent times. “I’m not crushing this one' s head for his mgjesty’ s pleasure. He' s suffered
enough. ..and with courage.”

“Areyou sure?’ hiscompanion said. “It’ll be our own gutsthe King hangs us from if we' re not careful.”
“Jessom wasn't happy over it. He said to make it swift.”
“Got nothing out of him, though, did we?’ the other man admitted.

“Nothing to get, probably. Comeon, rall it back. At least if hisfamily collects the body, they can see his
faceiswhole”

“Can't say the same about the rest of him,” commented his fellow torturer. He whistled, looking at the
State of the shattered, bloodied mess of abody before them.

Later that day, when Jessom had reason to visit the King's chambers, Jorn was the sovereign’sfirst
guestion. “Did the page revead what we wanted to hear?’

“No, my lord king.” Jessom did not have to work at being solemn. He was till in adistracted mood over
themorning’ sevents.

Celimus glared at his chancellor, hand poised over the parchment he was scrawling his mark upon.
“Surdy?’

“Hetook whatever secrets you fed he may have had, Sre, to the grave with him.”

Celimus stood, angry at being beaten by ayouth. “He was whedled as ordered?’ he tated. It was just
short of an accusation.

Jessom kept hisvoice even. “Yes, dre. Exactly asyou ingructed,” helied. “It seemsthe boy survived an
interminabletime. Not until theiron crushed the very beat from his heart did he rdinquish hisgrip on this
life” Inwardly the Chancellor felt proud of the boy. Thiswas one death he did not agree with.

“He gave nothing?’
Jessom gave a deprecating gesture that suggested he did not believe there was anything to give.
“He spoke nowords” Ceimus qualified, ensuring his oily chancellor kept nothing from him.

Jessom kept his voice even, expression blank. “ Just the usua assortment of shrieks and groans, sre. No
words.”

“Admirable)” Cdimus said, pausing by the window to consider. “For he surely withheld something.
Whereisthe body?’

“Ready for burid, | presume, sire.”
“| want you to think, Chancellor.”
“Pardon, Sre?’

“Think, man! | employ you for your fluid mind. What are we missng? There must be something we have
overlooked. Ponder it—find the solution for me by tomorrow and report back. We shall meet in the



morning after my dawn ride.”

Jessom could only bow. He felt apit open in his ssomach at the thought of meeting Celimus tomorrow
with no answers. The King' stantrums usualy resulted in someone' s degth.

“By the way, no buria for Jorn. Impale him. Have it done on the main road into Felrawthy.. just in case.”

“Asyouwish, sre,” Jessom said, weariness overcoming him. He knew there probably was not much left
of Jorn to impale anyway. Was there no end to this man’ s brutality? He kept hisvoice steady. “| shall see
toit now.”

“And | shal see you tomorrow, Chancellor, with answersto my questions.”



Chapter 17

Elspyth had taken the rest of that day and dl of the night to surface from her blegk, virtually catatonic
gtate. When she did she knew it wastime to leave the two kind familieswho had cared for her. She
could tell her brooding presence unnerved the youngsters and the once-lively chatter of Ruth and Meg
was now guarded, the women not wishing to impaose on her sorrowful mood.

Asthe cartsrolled to a pause at Five Ways, an aptly named spot, where five roads led to different
regions of the realm, shetook her leave, in spite of thefamilies protestations, which Elspyth knew were
mild. She mugtered a smilefor the group and hugged both the women, especidly Ruth.

“I will worry after you,” the kind woman admitted.
“Don’'t,” Elspyth assured. “I’ mreally very capable”
“Y ou know you are welcome to stay with us,” Meg offered.

Elspyth felt asurge of gratitude. “Yes, | do. But | must find Koreldy’ s sister—that’ s where | was headed
when | sumbled onto your path.”

“I’'msorry again, lass,” the till-abashed Ham said, handing her asmall sack of food.

Shetook the sack and squeezed his hand to reassure him that she held no grudge. “You've dl been so
very good to me. Better | hear it from kind souls than from those who might take pleasure in such news.
I’ll befine, | promise. It was just ashock, and once | deliver amessage to the Koreldy family, I’ll be able
to get back to my own life,” shelied.

She hoped none would ask where this elusive sster might be or indeed where Elspyth’ s home was. None
did, and after another round of awkward farewells, the cartsrolled on their way, headed east toward
Briavel’ s border. Once they were out of sight, she took stock of her Situation. She turned toward the
road that led northeast—a more direct path to the duchy—and st off. She il felt asthough her mind
were blank; first Lothryn’s pleafor help and then the news of Koreldy had |eft her decidedly empty.

“It' sup to me now,” she said doud on thelonely road.

Hearing her own voice sounding so defiant gave her courage. First she would keep her promise to Wyl
and find hissigter, ensuring Ylenawas given the protection of the Duke of Felrawthy. That done, she
would return to Y entro—perhaps L othryn had been wrong and the old girl had survived. Once there, she
could gather together whatever monies she could, perhaps even Sit out spring, before heading far north
and into the mountains. She did not relish the forbidding Razors at the close of their winter, but then she
remembered the terror in Lothryn’s voice and knew she could no more Sit out the season than fly to
Ferawthy. No, shewould collect some fresh gear, afew funds, and leave immediately for Cailech’s
sronghold.

Suddenly the only thing that mattered to her was discovering Lothryn’sfate, and if shedied inthe
process, S0 beit. Hislove had offered her thefirst relief from londinessin alifetime and she was not
about to relinquish it without afight.

Once again, Elspyth found hersdf alone figure on a dusty road headed toward the unknown. She
squared her petite shoulders, lifted her chin, and began her long walk to fulfill apromise.



Ylenaand Rl joined the straggling bunch of people and animas roaming through Dorchyster Green's
town square. It was market day and the smell of newly baked bread and steaming mest pies that
pervaded the air sharpened their hunger.

“When did welast eat?” Ylenaasked, looking longingly at the wheedls of cheese and potted meats.

Pil’sbely was growling. “1 can’'t remember, my lady,” he said, avoiding the ponderous tread of acow
pushing by. “But we should move on, for | fear we have no coin.”

Y lena' s despair snapped to anger. “Thisisnot right. | have money—I just don’t have it with me. I'm so
sorry, Ril.

“Hush now,” he soothed, taking her arm. He understood. She was used to fine thingsin life, not having to
wonder where her next meal might come from. In truth, he too had lived a comfortable existence at the
monagtery, where food had aways been plentiful. “Come, let’s continue.”

They had stopped by astd| of fruit, the bright colors arresting both their gazes and their bellies groaning
together as anew smell, roasting mest, seemed to mock them.

“Towhere?’ she demanded. “\We cannot go another day without esting.”

Shewasright, but al he could do was shrug. “ Short of stealing, my lady—and | could never do that—I
have no solution.”

“Then we shall beg!” She sounded so resolute his jaw opened to speak, but no words came out. “Y esl”
she answered his unspoken question. “I shdl sing. | have acomely voice, or soI’'mtold. So | shdl sing
for our food...and you...you shal dance ajig beside me,” she added desperately.

“All right,” he said bravely, hoping the bouncy lilt to his own voice would help her find the confidence to
humiliate hersdlf so. “ Anything’ sworth atry and | am certainly hungry, my lady.”

A smile ghosted her mouth, but there was no warmth to it. “ Come, then, we shall position ourselves over
there by thewell.”

Hefollowed her, wondering how she fathomed she might be heard above the din of the market.
“Here,” she commanded. “Lay your hat at our feet.”

Pil did as asked, embarrassed. “Y ou don’'t surely expect meto dance, my lady...please,” he beseeched,
adding, “1 find it hard enough to walk without tripping over.”

“Youdon't haveto,” Ylenasaid, smoothing her tattered skirts and tucking back her untidy hair. 1t was
just athought—but make sure you smile at the passersby. We need their pity. It'sashameyou didn’t
have your pate shaved—being amonk would have helped our cause,” she said distractedly, clearing her
throat.

Pil said nothing. He steadied his gaze toward his feet and waited. However, when the firgt bright note
emanated from Y lena, hiseyeswidened in amazement and his glance unwittingly flicked sdewaysto
watch her.

Her voice was pure and beautiful, like ayoung bird released to soar toward the sky. Pil recognized the
song. It wasabdlad of high sorrow, telling the tale of two youngsters who had grown up together to
become lovers and whose rapture for each other was blessed by the gods. As the story unwove, the man



ismurdered by ajealous admirer of the woman’s. And so the tale went, lengthy and sad, pulling at the
emotions.

Rl noticed asmall crowd had begun to form. Ylena had chosen well, for the song had many
verses—certainly lengthy enough to attract attention. He stepped away from her, redizing his presence
was no longer needed. The gathering listeners had eyes only for the beautiful, abeit disheveled, woman
and her song of grief. She hardly paid them any care, and so she did not notice the coins being dropped
into the hat or how large and silent the crowd suddenly was.

Pil noticed it al, especidly the emergence of abroad, older man who stepped out from the Dorchyster
Arms, thetown’sinn.

Hewas clearly awedthy noble from hisgarb, and evenin hiswinter years, Pil noticed, he remained a
handsome, vital man. Once-yellow hair had dulled to buttery white and it was pulled back severdly from
his face, accentuating the wide, square lines of hisfeatures. His beard, worn short, was amotley of
yellow, silver, and even reddish hues that added to his attractiveness. Deep-set sea blue eyes regarded
Ylenaand he held up his gloved hand to the man beside him to stop the fellow talking. Thiswasaman
used to giving orders and being obeyed; even the set of his generous mouth suggested he was powerful, a
leader of men. Pil watched him stride from the inn’ s entrance deeper into the square. People stepped
asde, pulling their goats and donkeys out of hisway.

Pil saw the nobl€e s eyes narrow in concentration as'Y lena reached the peek of the song' stragedy. Other
men, the nobl€e’ s own no doubt, began to gather nearby.

Y lena s song camerto its heart-wrenching end and cries of appreciation went up in the crowd, people
surging forward to toss coppers into the rather full-sounding hat. But it was the nobleman who
shouldered through the people now and Pil took account that they all moved easily aside, some bowing,
women curtsying.

Thiswas no petty lord.

Pil approached carefully, bending to pick up hishat. Ylenahad dumped to lean againgt the well, her eyes
closed, her energies spent, and her emotions no doubt in further turmoil, as the song was so obvioudy
about her and the man she had loved and lost. The nobleman reached for her hand. It occurred to Pil that
the man had aready recognized her satus, despite her tattered, dusty appearance, for he was touching
hislipsto her limp knuckles. It must be the clothes, he realized. Only noblewomen could afford such
quality garments.

“My lady.” The older man spoke gently. “You sing like an angel.” Hisvoice was tender, but Fil felt sure
his men rarely heard thistone.

Y lena' s eyes fluttered open, but she gave no recognition other than to effect abrief curtsy of sorts.
“Thank you, Sr. I'm hoping my voice will feed mysdf and my companion tonight,” shesaid, glancing
toward Pil and then back again into eyes the color of astormy sea.

“Shar’sWrath!” the man exclaimed. “ But you need not sing for your supper, madam. Who isyour
family? 1 demand to know who leavesyou in this Sate?’

“My family?’ Ylenabresathed, hardly above awhisper. “My family,” she repeated, “isdead, gr.” She
looked up, the dirt of their travel—despite its best efforts—unable to mask the beauty beneath. “1 am dl
that’ sleft, my lord, and am on the run from those who would do me harm.”

The noble made a sound of frustration. He looked behind and signaled to one of his men.



“She' sweak, pick her up!” he commanded, taking off his cloak.

The man obeyed and hislord laid his own cloak about Y lena, at which point Pil thought it necessary to
step forward.

“My lord,” hesad, bowing. “I am RAil.”
“Am?!

“Apologies,” Pil offered. “I am amonk—well, novice, in truth—and have been instructed to stay closeto
the Lady. Sheisready to faint from hunger. She has been recuperating with usfor some weeksand | fear
our journey across country has set her back.”

He hoped he had made good account of himself. Brother Jakub had always cautioned that brevity was a
desrabletrait.

The man regarded him briefly before saying, “ Follow me,” and Pil found himslf al but trotting to keep up
with the elderly noble, hat in hand jangling from the coin weighing it down. They returned to theinn and
were taken straight to its dining room. Their redeemer barked orders and suddenly theroomwasa
frenzy of activity. Men appeared and disappeared, taking their ingtructions from their chief and going
about whatever business he required.

Beforelong, the smdl of bacon wafted toward them; it made Fil dizzy with anticipation.
“Eat firdt,” the man commanded, “then we' |l talk.”

Y lenawas given a posset of sweetly spiced milk, which she drank without comment, athough her glance
toward the girl setting it down wasfilled with gratitude. Pil was given the same and he swalowed the
contents of the cup, feding its healing warmth hit the spot immediately.

“Thank you, my lord,” he heard himsalf say before the excitement of seeing dices of fresh bread smeared
liberally with butter accompanied by thick rashers of sizzling bacon stopped whatever he might have said
next.

He ate with gusto and in silence, his glance darting toward Y lena, who nibbled hungrily on her bread, not
yet daring to touch the meat. The noble ignored them for the time being, talking quietly with the man Pil
presumed was his second in command. Rl finished hismed and fet immediately drowsy, athough the
luxury of deep would eude him for now.

“Now wetak,” the man said, and beckoned Pil to a corner of the room where atray of aleswas set
down.

“My lord,” Y lenainterjected. “1 can account for mysdf, gr.”
“Thentdl me” the nobleman said brusquely. *Y ou may spesk fredy.”

She glanced a Pil and found abrief smile of sympathy for him. Both knew they would haveto relive their
traumafor this man. He nodded encouragingly, noticing the spark was back in her eyesand her
expression had returned to its determined set. The food had aready worked wonders. Ylena svoice was
steady and firm as she began. “We re from Rittylworth Monastery. It' swhere we re fleeing from.”

The old noble frowned. “Why?’

Ylenasighed. “The news has not yet traveled thisfar north, then?” The man glared beneath



slver-peppered eyebrows, keen for her to get on with it. “1t was burned. Most of the monks murdered
where they stood, the senior ones singled out for specia torture.”

Thetwo listeners, shocked, banged their mugs down on the table, heedlessly doshing ale over their figts.
“What?’ The nobl€ svoicewas hard, disbdieving.

“I speak thetruth, Sir. | watched it. We were hidden, but we saw the men, flying the King's colors, come
and vandalize the village and then one by one cut down the monks. They crucified and burned the senior
Brothers.” Scenesflashed into her mind of that terrible morning and she fet sckened. “They arrived
directly as morning silence ended and we' ve been on therun since.”

“Wadl timed to ensure they got dl of you,” the nobleman’s companion commented correctly.

Y lenalooked at him for thefirst time and not only noticed the resemblance to hislord but dso his easy
smile and drape of bright, golden hair. He was so smilar to her Alyd it was heartbreaking. He dso wore
aclose beard. Were these father and son? she thought, not realizing she had spoken aoud.

“Yes, thisismy son, Crys. My apologies, manners have deserted me. | am Jeryb, Duke of Felrawthy.”
Now Y lenawas artled, looking from Alyd’ sfather to his equally handsome brother.

It was Pil who put it into words. “ Good grief, my lord, it isto you that we fleel” he spluttered, looking
toward Y lena. * She has said no one' s name but yours. Thisisthe Lady YlenaThirsk.”

More shock for the two men who sat across from him.
“Fergys Thirsk’ sdaughter! My son’sintended bride?’ the older man roared.
“Yes, my lord,” Ylenasad, recovering hersdlf. “1 bring the gravest of news.”

“I’'m sorry we meet under these circumstances,” Crys said, extending his hand. The smilefroze on his
face while puzzlement crinkled hisbrow. “Whereis Alyd?’

The duke reached for her arm. “My son. Alyd. Why is he not with you?’

Ylenafelt her world sway from the euphoria of finding the Duke to despair at knowing what she must
share with him now. “No, my lord, heisnot with me,” she admitted carefully, the hairstightening at the
back of her head. “Forgive me, air.” She glanced toward the baffled expression on Crys skind face. “It
iswhy | am here. To tell you that Alydisdead.”

The silence that met this statement was vast and Y lenaheld her bresth awaiting their reaction. Her pity
for these men of Felrawthy was papable. As much as she mourned Alyd, she had dready accepted his
death, knew the only way forward now was to seek vengeance. Nothing would bring him back, but
satisfaction could be gained by bringing down the murderer. They had yet even to grasp the significance
of her words, let one hear theworst of it.

Jeryb stared at her, eyes much stormier now, brow furrowed and angry. “Dead, you say?’ hefindly
asked.

She nodded. “Fm so sorry.” She shook her head. “ Thereis so much to tell, air, | hardly know whereto
dart. But you are dl that stands between me and certain death too.”

“I can't spesk of thishere” the Duke said, closing hiseyesin tightly held grief. “1 will hear it dl, but not
here. If weride hard, we can make Tenterdyn by nightfal.”



Crysreached over and squeezed her hand for reassurance. It was precisay the sort of mannerism that
Alyd had possessed, never afraid to touch or show emotion. She hardly dared look at Crysfor fear of
bresking down. “That’ sthe family home,” he whispered. “Y ou'll be safe with us. Can you ride, Pil?’

Pil nodded as Crys Dona took control; hisfather looked incapable of saying another word. Crysrested
ahand on hisfather’ s shoulder as he sorted out arrangements.

“Good. Then go outside and tell Parksto find you amount on my orders. | shall bring the Lady Ylena.
Areyou happy to ride with me, my lady?’

“Yes...yesof course” Ylenareplied, athough she dreaded being so close to the man who so resembled
her dead husband.



Chapter 18

Wyl knew he had pushed the mare hard and had finadlly dowed her from agdlop to a canter, cooling her
down to atrot that shewould hold for alittle while yet. He reached over and stroked her head in sillent
thanks and she tossed her mane as though in response.

The smdl stream he had expected to find made itself known by a soft gurgling and he angled the chestnuit
mare off the road, ducking benesth the overhanging trees before emerging into a pretty glade. The horse
was happy to stop now and drank greedily. Wyl nimbly dighted. He wished he could have continued on,
for hewasfretting for Ylena, but he knew he waswell ahead of any party sent by the King. He was
counting on Celimus not discovering the disgppearance of Leyen until later this morning and even then the
King might not sense anything untoward and thus not react at al. Perhaps Jessom and Celimuswould
assume she had set off about her duties. They would think it odd. of course, but might not dwell on her
lack of aformd farewell. No, they were not the issue here.

The problem was Aremys, he redized, but again Wyl comforted himsdlf that he had the whole of the
night’ s ride and most of the morning’ s lead on the mercenary. By thetime Aremys discovered Faryl’s
disappearance, Wyl could be hadfway to his destination.

With this thought, he forced himsdf to alow the mare some rest time. He unsaddled her and gave her a
bag of feed and a quick rubdown before settling himsalf back against atree to think. He had not counted
on fdling into a doze quite so readily, and had he been awake, he would have heard the approach of the
horse much earlier than he did. Leaping to hisfeet, he released the doubl e blades of Romen Koreldy and
moved into afighting stance as the sound of aman and beast crashing through the undergrowth
approached.

Wyl had no ideawho it was, but he was determined the intruder would die. He crouched lower, ready to
drike.

Aremys burst through the treeswith aroar. Wyl redlized who it was and in afraction of the second he
had |eft in the inevitable arc of histhrow, he cast the knife dightly off center. The mercenary took that
moment of hesitation to leap from his horse, landing heavily on his prey. Their bodies crunched and rolled
and then Aremys grunted. He expelled dl air from hislungs and lay till for amoment, on top of his
victim, crushing much of theair from Wyl, who felt battered from the impact.

“Didn’'t count on the knives, Faryl.” Aremys sighed and rolled off to show adark patch of blood aready
enlarging on hisshirt.

“You stupid fool!” Wyl shrieked in Faryl’ svoice.
“I asked for it.” Aremys grinned and then hisface contorted and he closed hiseyes. “Ah, but it hurts.”

“Bedill"” Wyl ordered, using the knife that had not sunk into the man’sflesh to cut away the shirt. “I'm
glad it’syour arm and not your foolhardy chest.”

“And | thought you were accurate.”
“I am, it swhy you' re not dead,” Wyl growled.
“Then why did you hestate?’

“Shut up and tell mewhat you' re doing here,” Wyl said angrily, knowing al too well. He hacked at his



own shirt and dipped it into the water so he could clean the wound.

“Following you.” Aremys sounded reproachful. He alowed the minigtrations and, despite the pain,
enjoyed Faryl’ s hands on his body. “Why did you leave without me?’

“I don’t work with others. Y ou know that.”
“Not even on your king' singructions?’
“Especidly then. He wants the job done cleanly and | don't need anyone else making errors.”

“Except you' re not going to do it, areyou?” Aremys stated, staying her busy hands with hisgood arm.
“Tdl methetruth.”

“About what?” Wyl cried, hating his screechy woman'’ s voice and the uncomfortable closeness of the
mercenary.

“About why you have no intention of killing YlenaThirsk.”

Wyl sat back and tossed the bloodied rag aside. “1t’ s quite deep and going to need sewing up. You're
fortunate nothing seriousis severed. Do you want meto bind it for now?’

“Pleae”

Wyl began again, tying first atourniquet to stem the bleeding and then dressing the wound with afresh
piece of linen. “It will hold only for ashort while. Y ou need to see aphysic quickly.”

“Forget my damn arm, woman! | want you to talk to me.”
“Leavemedone”

“l can’t do that. Y ou see, we' ve been given atask—a paid one—by the King of Morgraviaand | see no
reason why | shouldn’t carry it out.”

“Then you're dready adead man,” Wyl replied matter-of-factly in amuch softer voice.

Aremyswas | eft in no doubt that Faryl meant what she said. “ Are you planning on using the other knife
onme, then?’

“If I haveto,” Wyl said, moving alittle farther awvay from his companion.

“S0 her life does mean something to you. Why are you protecting this noblewoman when Celimus
assures us sheisan enemy of theream?’

Wyl laughed. It was a bitter sound and made Aremyswince. But it aso seemed to open the floodgates
and Wyl began talking angrily.

“Sheisbardly eighteen years of age—shelost her mother at birth, her father when she was but an infant,
and her brother—" Hisvoice broke. Wyl cleared histhroat. “Her brother, Wyl Thirsk, was murdered at
the King's command because Cdimus had long been jedlous of him over the fact that King Magnus
preferred Wyl to hisown son.”

He continued, hisvoice lower and harder, with therage driving it. “Ylena Thirsk was widowed within
hours of her wedding. She witnessed the beheading of her innocent husband, whose only crime was
loving her and cheating Celimus of a bedmate. She was made to knedl upon her beloved' s still-warm and



gushing blood, tripping over his headless body as her own neck waslaid on the block.”
Aremys|ooked understandably shocked. “How can you know this?’

“Because | wasforced to watch it!” The words rushed out now, angry, bewildered, not permitting
Aremystheimmediate question that sprang to hislips. “Her life was saved only because | agreed to the
blackmail. | had to—it was either that or forfeit her life before my very eyes.”

“What was the blackmail?” Aremys muttered, entirely confused, not sure whether Faryl was speaking of
hersalf or someone else.

“To contrive aking' sdeath. At thetimeit was meant to be ameeting between VVaor and Wyl
Thirsk—that name of Thirsk meant something to Vaor; he respected my father even though they were
lifetime enemies. It’sthe only reason he agreed to dlow aMorgravian into his palace.”

Aremys shook his head, not comprehending the twist in the conversation—why was Faryl spesking asif
shewere Wyl Thirsk? She was staring ahead now, talking in asingle, flat tone and he was loath to stop
her now that she wasfindly talking.

“Cdimus used Wyl Thirsk to get the audience with the King to discuss his daughter’ s hand in marriage
and lurethe Briavellian Crown into a sense of security. Meanwhile he had ordered not only the death of
King Vaor but the daying of mysdf, both of which were achieved in the King’'s study as | negotiated for
his daughter’ s betrothd to Cdimus.”

Now Wyl fell quiet, hishead moving in a sad shake as he recdled the events once again. Aremys held his
breath, remained sllent. He desperately wanted to hear the end of this chilling tale.

“Y ou mentioned a man named Koreldy?” Wyl suddenly said, looking up.
Aremys nodded.

“I'lied. I do know him... did know him. He was amember of that party to Briavel and saved Thirsk’s
life, you could say. Together they certainly saved Princess Vaentyna, now Queen of Briavel.”

Again Aremyswas|ost. He knew Thirsk was dead, so how could hislife have been saved? Sengbly he
maintained his silence, dlowing Faryl to speak on.

“Koreldy took Thirsk’s body back to Pearlisto make sure the name was cleared of any traitorous act
that Ceimus might suggest to cover up the ambush.

“Because of Korddy's actions, Celimus was forced to give Generd Thirsk afull ceremonid buria and
his name remains unsullied. Romen Koreldy had aso made a promise to the dying Thirsk that he would
rescue and protect hissgter, Ylena, from Cdimus.”

Aremys nodded as the broader picture became more clear, grateful that Faryl wastelling the tale now
without her own involvement. It was so odd that she had referred to Thirsk in the first person.

“When Koreldy tracked her down she was imprisoned in the dungeons of the castle. Thisisa
noblewoman, Aremys, who grew up in the corridors of Stoneheart, wasward of the King.” Wyl sighed.
“Heloved her as adaughter. She wastreated like a princess. What Celimus perpetrated on that young
woman during her incarceration is unspeakable. He surely damaged her mind. My sister isno longer the
same sunny child I knew.”

Thereit isagain, Aremysthought. What does she mean?



“Koreldy did rescue her, under the guise of wanting her for himsalf Cdimustrusted him, believing it was
Koreldy who had dain Thirsk. | suspect Celimus enjoyed theirony of knowing Thirsk’ skiller would so
rape hissger. It hasthe crud twist hismind would love,” Wyl said bitterly.

“S0 you are now trying to protect her? Why?" Aremys ventured.

“Because sheisinnocent. Because | hate Calimus. Because sheisthelast of our lineand | have svorn
my own lifeto protect her.”

Aremys again ignored the firgt-person reference. He was completely confused, but still he tried to make
some sense of thetade, if just for Faryl’s sake. “Where is Koreldy—is he with her?’

“He sdead,” Wyl said, findly moving to stand.

“How?

“I killed him,” Wyl replied, moving toward his horse and beginning to resaddie her.
Aremys struggled to sit up. “Help me, damniit!” he yelled.

“No. You're on your own now. Go get yoursdf fixed up. I’ vetold you dl I'm going to. I’m asking you to
leave mein peace. | suggest you head home to Grenadyn, aswas your origind plan.” He watched
Aremystwitch with regret. “Don’t go near YlenaThirsk or | promise | will finish what | began.”

“Thenyou Il haveto kill me, for until | have the truth, Faryl, | have no reason not to pursue my prey. | am
not involved in the Thirsk woman's sorrows, no matter how sad her taleis.”

“Wadl, you' ve been warned. | will not hesitate next time.” The green eyes glittered with menace.

“Then answer methis. Why did you say Fergys Thirsk wasyour father?” He watched Faryl become very
till. Her back wasto him, but she was no longer interested in her horse. Her long arms dropped to her
sde. “And you said you were blackmailed by the King, you witnessed the death of Ylena's
husband—yet it was clear when he met usthat Celimus had never clapped eyes on you before! Which
one of usisgoing mad here?’

Now Faryl turned and hefdt the full weight of her glare.

Aremyswas not to be deterred. “Y ou make it sound like she isyour sister—but how can that be, Faryl?
How can that be?’ he shouted, equally angry and bewildered now, determined to have an answer.

The movement was S0 fluid and so fast he could not have avoided her lunge even if he had had full use of
hisarm and haf aday’ swarning. He had neither and within ablink the assassin had aknife at histhroat
and had spitefully twisted hisinjured arm back behind himsdlf. She pushed him up againgt atree. The pain
was agonizing—Aremys knew hiswound was bleeding fast again. He was amazed at her strength; he
struggled but it was usdlessin his state and he fdlt the blade dice into the skin at histhroat...more blood,
he assumed, and hefdl till in her grip.

She growled now into his ear. “Because, damn you, Aremys of Grenadyn and your constant interference,
I an' Wyl Thirsk.” Wyl shoved the burly man away.

Aremys staggered forward, clutching hisarm, but managed to turn and face his companion. Faryl looked
like awild anima—he haf expected her to pounce again and felt surethat if shedid it would befor the
last time—he would take hisfind breath on this earth as she dashed her knife across histhroat.



She was breathing hard and there were tearsin her eyes. “Leave me, Aremys!”

But he could not. He was too shocked. Stupefied by her whispered words, he risked her wrath till
further. “Faryl...please?’ Hisvoice was gruff, thick with darm and emotion.

“My nameisWyl,” camethe bitter reply, and he watched Faryl turn away to hide her grief.

He left her alone for afew minutes so that both of them might steady themsdlves. Finally he walked
toward her, clutching at the wound in hisarm, which wasredly protesting now.

“Please explainit to me.” He was begging, he redlized, adding, “1 want to help.”
“Hep?’ shesad sadly. “All | ask isthat you leave Ylenabe.”

Aremys swallowed. “1 promiseyou | will not permit ahair on her head to be harmed—not aslong as|
can draw bregth to protect it.”

Hewatched Faryl or Wyl—whoever it was—turn dowly and he saw anew gleam in the feline eyes. He
read it as hope.

“On your honor?’
He nodded wearily. “I'll make ablood oath if youwishit.”
“Andinreturn?’

“Y our whole story.” He held up his hand at the retort he could see coming. “And | will help you to
achieve whatever it isyou are setting out to do.”

“WW?!
He shrugged, too confused. “Because it was wrong of me to turn you over to Jessom.”
“Y ou owed me nothing. I'm sure he paid well.”

“Not enough for my loydty. Y ou have that—not that | really understand who it is| pledge such loyaty
to.”

Wyl reached for the bladder of water and handed it to Aremys. “Here, drink some. Then you had better
gt downand ligen well.”

If Aremys thought he was aman who had seen and heard it dl, he was sordly mistaken. Asthefull tale of
Wyl Thirsk unfolded, the mercenary felt his head begin to spin with the startling notion that hewas now in
the company of three people.

It was done. Both sat within a post-cathartic silence and watched the bees buzz merrily about them,
crawling into and out of the bright yellow and orange wildflowers at the edge of the stream. Sparrows
chittered overhead and a frantic blackbird, clearly with anew nest of fledglingsto fatten up, busied
himsaf nearby.

Spring ishere, Aremys redized absently. “ Thank you,” he murmured, not trusting himself to say much
more.



“Now | will definitely kill you if you betray me” Wyl threatened, feding smilarly awkward yet vagudly
relieved that the story had been shared.

Aremys breathed deeply. 1 have pledged my loydty to you. It is not given lightly—no man has ever had
it before.”

“I"'m grateful that you consider meaman,” Wyl said with reief.
The mercenary snorted. “And | wanted to deep with you.”

Wyl waslogt for aresponse and they both laughed, embarrassed, which surprisingly helped diffuse the
awkwardness.

Aremysdid not want to let the laughter go. “Y ou know you' ve got the greatest tits?’
Wyl lifted one of Faryl’ s eyebrows. “Apparently.”
“| don’'t suppose—"

“Certainly not!” cametheindignant reply and more healing laughter. “I don’'t ownthem—I'm...er...I'm
samply the careteker.”

“Who e se knows?’

“A boy called Fynch, whom | trust implicitly. An old woman—a seer—who first sensed | possessed this
strange magic within me. Mind you, | don’t know if she dill lives. Her niece, Elspyth, who | hope has
dready found Ylena,” he said wigtfully before adding, “and abrave warrior from the Razors.”

“A mountain dweller?’

“HisnameisLothryn and | believe he gave hislifeto save mine”
“You believe? Y ou don't know if he's dead?”’

Wyl shrugged. “1 hope heis”

Aremys eyed his companion with alook of surprise.

“| suspect death isfar preferable to his probable fate at the hands of Cailech,” Wyl answered, obvious
sadnessin hisvoice.

Aremysdid not push. “ So Queen Vaentynathinks you' re dead?’

Wyl smiled wryly. “Well, | am redlly. Her friendship was with Romen Koreldy. Faryl of Coombeishis
murderer.”

“And the Queen knows nothing of this enchantment or the magic that has touched your life?’

Wyl shook hishead. “I believe Fynch hastried to talk to her about it, but Briavellians are even more
closed to magic than Morgravians. It was not so long we ago that we still hunted down, tortured, and
burned suspected witches. Briavel smply doesn’t accept that such power exists. No, | don’t think she
could comprehend the truth.”

“I'mfinding it pretty hard mysdlf,” Aremysadmitted. “But | believe you—thereistoo much that was odd
about you not to believeit.” Hewas il trying to come to terms with the fact that the person sitting



before him had inhabited the body of the infamous Romen Koreldy from hisown idand.
“Do you ever fed them?’ he asked.

Wyl looked up at him. “Romen and Faryl?’

“No, your tits.”

At thisWyl exploded into laughter. Aremystook immense pleasure a this, for in Wyl’ s strange existence,
there seemed little, if anything, to smile about.

“It' sgood to hear you laugh,” the big man said.
“Haven't had much to laugh about in recent weeks.”
“I did mean the others,” Aremys admitted sheepishly.

“Yes. They are always present, but more as aspirituad remnant of themselves. | can tap into some of their
memories, athough those fade very fast, but strangdly | possesstheir skills and much of their learned
knowledge. Still thereisplenty that islost to me. Wyl Thirsk just takes over.”

“So what do we do now?’
“Get your arm gtitched.”
“Wait. Before | turned you over to Jessom, you were headed for Baglup. What was there?’

“Ah, yes” Wyl said, sghing. “1 wastrying to track down Myrren’smother. | still will once Y lenais safe.
I”’m hoping the mother may shed some light on my Situation or lead meto where | might find out more.”

“Y ou're hiding something,” Aremys said. “Remember, the wholetae, you promised.”

Wyl nodded, struggling againgt hisreluctance. “I’ ve learned that the man Myrren’ s mother was married
to was not Myrren’strue father. | need to find her blood father. The old seer from Yentro | spoke
of—Elspyth’ saunt—said he would tell me more about this so-cdled gift I’ ve been given.”

“Isit dangerousfor you to travel to Felrawthy?’
Wyl shrugged. “No more so than to Baglup.”

“But you' d rather be tracking down Myrren’ sfather than chasing acrossthe realm for your sister, who
you dready admit may well bein safe hands”

“I can’t be sure about that, not with Celimus hunting her down.”

“But he'snot. | am. Cdimusis under the presumption that he' s dready sent off hisagentsand | suspect
hewill not dwell on it further for now.”

Wyl looked puzzled. “What' syour point?’

“I'll go after Ylena Y ou find Myrren' sfather.” There was aslence and Aremys knew what Wyl was
thinking. “ Y ou can trust me. | will protect her with my life.” Then he unexpectedly added, “I had asister
but she died in an accident. My father had Ieft her in my care. | wasthe youngest of the brothers, so it
was my job. But | wanted to go hunting with my father and the rest of the boys, so | left Serahinwhat |
thought was asafe place in the woods.”



Wyl was ligening intently now—so it was not just he who had secrets. “ Go on.”

“Shewaskilled. A wild pig gored her. I’'m not sureit wouldn't have killed both of us, but | have il
never forgiven mysdf for deserting her. I’'m not sure my family ever did ether,” he added quietly.

“Forgive me, Aremys. That'sashocking story. But I'm gtill uncertain of why you fed obliged to fight my
battle,” Wyl admitted.

“Perhgpsif | shared the whole truth with you, it might be more clear,” the mercenary replied. “My father
isanoble. Wewere visiting Pearlis many years ago asafamily. | would have been around ten, my sster
just four summers old. Ceimus was perhgps eight.”

“Cdimud”
“Yes, I'm afraid we both have reason to hate the King of Morgravia.”

“And?” Wyl encouraged, mindful of Aremys' s saturated deeve. Thankfully the bleeding had been
gtanched again.

“My father and brothers were invited to hunt with the roya party. My mother, bless her, was asked to
bathe with the court ladies. Coming from Grenadyn, none of us had seen such resplendence as
Stoneheart offered, so she asked meto look after Serah for a couple of hours. Play with her, she said.
Keep her safe.” Aremyslooked to the sky and grunted. “As soon as mother’ s back was turned | took
Serah to the woods where | wanted to be. | was furiousthat | couldn’t go on the hunt and blamed Serah.
Along came Cdimus and hisfriends. They told me they were going to beat sticksin the woods higher up
where the wild pigs roamed and seeif they couldn’t coax out their own gameto hunt.” Aremys shook his
head. “It was stupid but we were just boys, eager to be grown-up and keen for our fathers' respect. It
didn’t occur to methat Serah wasn't safe. | joined thetrio of friends and suffice to say we not only
flushed out a pig but we also made him angry enough to stampede straight into Serah’s path.”

“Shar’ s Wrath, man! And Celimus does’t know who you are?’

Aremys shook hishead. “| wasn’t important enough to remember, and besides, at that age my parents
called me Remy. He hasn't made the connection. | spent years planning how | was going to kill him. |
blamed him, you see. When | was old enough, | redlized the folly of youth. | was not going to kill the heir
to Morgraviaand | am certainly not going to kill its new king. Instead | bleed him of the money he loves
S0 much.”

Itdl fdl into place now for Wyl. “You!”
Aremys|ooked abashed. “I’'m afraid s0.”

“Y ou told them where the taxes would be coming from,” Wyl sammered. “Y ou guided Rostyr and his

“It' strue. And I'll continueto find ways to make the King' slife miserable while dl thetime helping mysdlf
to his coffers doing some of hisdirty work.”

“But those seven men?’
“All deserved to die. They were corrupt.”

Wyl could barely mask the sarcasm. “A sdlective n.”



“You could say.”
Wyl smiled grimly. “Well, I'm not so forgiving asyou, Aremys. | am to bring about Celimus s downfall.”
Aremysgrinned back. “And | will help you. | hate him as much asyou. Do you believe my loyaty now?’

Wyl nodded. “Let’s get you sewn up and then go find my sister. Both of us.”



Chapter 19

Duke Jeryb' s etate was a series of eegant buildings, running off the main two-story house. It sprawled
amid aglen, protected on al sdes by picturesque hills, flanked on its north by asmall forest.

The family had along and close history with the Crown and a reputation as fearless defenders of the
north. In days gone by, previous Briavellian Kings had thought to ssorm Morgraviathrough its north but
had met solid, tireless resstance from Felrawthy. And like the Thirsksto the south, this family boasted an
impeccable bloodline of warriors. It had not been afertile family, however, until Jeryb had assumed the
mantle as Duke quitelatein hislife. Although hiswife had dready given him ason, Crys, he had no
intention of following in thefamily tradition of Sringasingle her.

It had become ajokein the early days of their marriage. “It just takes practice, my love,” Jeryb had said,
agpakleinhiseye.

And the young Aleda had smiled forthrightly back and replied that they would just have to practice each
evening.

Thetwins, Daryn and Jorge, followed this rigorous routine, with young Alyd arriving as aspecia surprise
fiveyearslater. By that time Aleda had suggested to the man sheloved that they practice alittle less.

“I think we ve got the hang of it now,” she had declared one night, to Jeryb’s high amusement.

Jeryb had fought alongside Fergys Thirsk as atrusted leader. Not only had their two wivesfound a
common enjoyment in each other, but the two heads of the families knew they could trust each
other...and in battle, trust was the most precious of commodities.

Fergysrelied entirdly on Jeryb to hold the north in the increasing agitation between Morgraviaand the
mountain people. He knew of no other soldier he could trust as much, other than Gueryn le Gant, or a
more loyd noble to the Crown. Although Jeryb rarely managed to come south other than on highly formal
occasions, his reationship with King Magnus was strong. They had talked once over awarmed deona
frigid night on yet another battlefield, of their sons holding the realm as strongly asthey had done over the
years.

Y lenalooked out now across the glen to the elegant manor that she had previoudy dreamed of visiting
with her new husband. A fresh wave of sorrow hit at her heart as she accepted that she was here without
him, clinging to the waist of akind, bright-eyed stranger who reminded her too much of that same man
she had loved. She and Crys had ridden asfast asthe horse could go carrying two people. Crys had |eft
ingructions with his men to make their way back to the duchy; in the meantime hisfather had left with just
acouple of hismen as escort, riding at breakneck speed to reach Tenterdyn first.

“To sdfety, my lady,” Cryssaid gently over his shoulder. “Welcometo our home.”

Hisvoice was so kind and so reminiscent of another that she smiled and no one watching her could have
faled to be arrested by her beauty despite the days worth of traveling grime.

“Areyou dl right?” he asked.
“Areyou?’ shereplied.

“Too shocked and distraught at your newsto think,” he admitted, and she gppreciated his candor. “The
wordt isyet to come, | fear. Telling my mother will not be easy, athough hopefully my father has already



prepared her. Alyd was the favorite, you see.” Helooked around and chanced athin smile. “Not
because he liked it that way.”

He shrugged. “Hewas the youngest. . .the last. Everyone spoiled him and adored him, and as you know,
it was easy to do both.”

She forced back the tearsthat had sprung to her eyes. “I’m ready. I’ ve not come hereto hide, Crys. I’'ve
come here to ask your father to help mefight the person who brought this atrocity about.”

“You'll find willingwarriors, my lady, for Alyd ssake.”
“Wait until you learn who our enemy is, Sr,” she said, more bitterly than she had meant it to sound.

He kicked the horse into atrot down the hill, raising ahand to hisfather, who had emerged from the
house.

Jearyb’ swife, Aleda, met them dongside her husband. Her face was pae and lined with building grief, but
shefound abrief amile of courtesy astheir guest arrived.

“Welcome, child,” she said bravely, reaching to hug Y lena, whom she had only known previoudy asan
infant.

Both women felt the gravity of the moment, the rush of emotion that cared not for circumstance or timing.
It boiled over and they gaveinto it, sobbing in each other’ sarms, two strangers linked by thelove of a
young man whom they had lost. They remained like that for long enough that the men could no longer
bear to watch the upsetting scene and disappeared into the house.

Finaly Aledapulled avay. “I'm glad you came here, Ylena.”

“I have nowhere e se to go, Duchess. Forgive me, but my story is more sordid and upsetting than you
can possibly imagine”

“Weghdl hear it dl, child, indl its painful, unmasked truth. But now come, | want you to first bathe and
res.”

Y lenalooked at the handsome older woman with disbelief.

“Youwill tdl your torrid tale more succinctly if you are refreshed and rested. | can certainly wait alittle
longer to hear your news.”

Ylenaliked Alyd' s mother immediately, admiring the strength she sensed the woman possessed. It must
have taken much courage to have greeted her son’ s bride so gracioudy, knowing what she had cometo
explanto them.

They entered the double doors of the mansion known as Tenterdyn, arm in arm, drying the tearsfrom
their cheeks.

Aleda, noticing that Jeryb was nowhere to be seen, looked toward her eldest child and watched him grin
crookedly. She saw not only her husband reflected back but the youngest son she suddenly ached to
hold again. She nodded, tight-lipped. “This girl needs abath and arest and then wewill al talk.” Her
glance brooked no argument. “ L et your father know, please, and call the boysin,” she added, referring
to hisbrothers. “We Il st down in an hour or s0.”



With Ylena settled privatdly in achamber and |eft to her toilet, Crysfollowed his aristocratic mother
down the stairs and into her private reading room. It was her escape from her brood of lively sonsand
booming father. Here she did indeed read, but also did her quiet thinking. A servant stepped inwith a
tray and then left, having poured them each a goblet of the promised sweet wine.

“You look tired, son,” Aledasaid, before Sipping.
“Has shetold you anything yet?’
Aleda shook her head. “I don't want to hear it anyway.”

Cryswatched the pain flicker across his mother’ s face before she checked and masked it. He knew dll
too well how she did not like anyone to read her thoughts.

“Here, my dear. Come and sit down,” Aledasaid to Y lenawhen shefinaly emerged and joined the
gathered family in their main chamber. The gown she wore was |oose on her—it was one of
Aleda s—but she suddenly looked every bit the noblewoman shewas. “Crys, call for some spiced de.”

Her son, entranced by the woman his brother had chosen to marry, moved swiftly. Aleda gestured her
guest toward a comfortable armchair. The room felt suddenly crowded.

“Thank you,” Y lenasaid, mustering her courage. “Let metell you everything.”
“Let’swait for Crys,” the older woman said gently, squeezing Ylena s hand. “He must hear thistoo.”

A ghost of asmileflicked across Ylena s hauntingly beautiful face. “Yes, of course,” shesaid, “for | fear |
will not want totdl it again.”

Crysreturned, his expression grim. He glanced at his still-shocked father, who caught the look and
roused himself from his own silent stupor in the corner.

“Tel us, my girl,” he commanded in hisdeep voice. “ Tdl useverything.”

She spared them none of the horror of their son’s death or of her own traumas. No one interrupted her,
and by the time she finished speeking, afrigid silence had gripped the room. The room’ s atmosphere
chilled il further asthey heard how his head had been | eft to rot nearby hiswife in the dungeon. The
dlencethat followed her final word was like death itself.

“Alyd wasformally executed, you say?" Crysasked, hisvoice hollow with dishdlief Hisfather, normaly
bluff and hae, looked suddenly every one of histhreescore years and ten. Hismother, pae and rigid, bit
her lip, the only indication that she was fighting her own demons. Alyd' stwo other brothers stood by,
sunned into slence.

Ylenaswalowed. “ Alyd waskilled before my eyes.” She fought the tearsfor their sake. “They used an
axe,” she added bitterly. “Didn’t even give him anoble death.”

Aleda pushed aside her despair. Shefelt sick to the marrow of her bones, but she wanted to heer it all
before she began to grieve. “And you were married?’ Aleda asked.

Their guest nodded. “As| explained, it was the only way we could outwit Celimus. He planned to bed
me, claming Virgin'sBlood. Hisintention wasto hurt Alyd and, in doing so, draw Wyl into the
confrontation he needed to start dismantling Wyl’ s power over the Legion and his standing.”



She looked steadily toward Jeryb. “I will raly men from Argorn, S, if you wishit,” shesaid, and he
knew now why she had come to Tenterdyn.

“Wewill avenge Alyd and Wyl Thirsk for thisatrocity,” boomed the Duke, looking toward his eldest
son, in whose handsome face he saw a painful echo of hisyoungest, now headless and rotting in an
unmarked gravein Pearlis.

At hiswords, Y lena stightly held composure crumbled and she began to sob helplesdy in exhausted
relief. Aleda suggested arest and called for amild soporific to be made up and administered. The
Duchess decided only ablanketing deep would offer the release this young woman needed from having
been made to relive her ugly memories. The others had no such relief and had been |ft to pick over the
horrific account of how Alyd had been so brutaly beheaded. . .without trid, without even so much as
conviction of acrime. Even armed with proof of acrime, most noble families would have been petitioned
by the Crown before any further action was taken.

The agony of looking upon the remains of their loved one shattered everyone. It had been left to Crysto
withdraw Alyd from the sack. Aleda privately wished she did not have to see what was |eft of her son,
preferring to remember the sunny, generous boy as he had been when he had left Tenterdyn for the last
time

Theviewing left each of the Dond family shaken and withdrawn. Jeryb finaly took hisleaveto shut
himsdf away in his study, where he mentioned he would be considering the right path for retaiation. His

words, though carefully chosen and delivered, left hisfamily in no doubt that Felrawthy would shortly
provoke civil war againgt the Crown.



Chapter 20

Around thetime Ylenaand Pil entered Dorchyster Green, Jessom was standing in a courtyard sharing
with hisking the new information on Leyen he had been able to unearth. Degp down he knew he was
reaching with this, but Celimus had threatened him and Jessom knew it was easier to appease the King
with some pretense & intrigue than to say he had nothing further to impart. Thiswasal about survival
now and better a busybody noblewoman’s back be flayed than his own.

“And you think the Lady Helyn could be atraitor?” Celimus spun around, somewhat aghast at even the
intimation.

“Not a dl, srel” Jessom replied smoothly. “I think she may be an unwitting accomplice—if indeed there
isacrimethat Leyen should answer for. We dill have no confirmation that Leyen isworking againgt the
Crown.”

The King made aclicking noisewith histongue. “But till I'm suspicious. Until we hear differently from
Aremys, | am obliged to consider Leyen' s actions curious.”

Jessom merely nodded.
“Tel me again. Leave out nothing.”

The Chancellor began once more. It was no use protesting. “On your advice, your magjesty”—he started
diplomatically—"I began someinquiriesinto Jorn’ s activities on the night in question. It turns out that after
escorting Leyen to the gatehouse, he returned to her rooms and gathered up the gown she had worn that
night.”

Cdimus stopped him with afinger inthe ar. “How do you know this?’
“He was seen leaving the castle and heading into Pearlis, maesty.”
TheKing sdert mind wasin full swing. “Was he acting in aguarded manner?”

“No, sre. Some of our own men, returning from an evening in the city, met Jorn, recognized him, and
teased him—as soldiers are wont to do.”

“Am?1

“The lad seemed in no particular hurry and in fact he mentioned to them that he was making addivery to
Lady Helyn.”

“All right. Go on,” the King replied, seemingly fegling no remorse at the boy’ s degth.

“| checked with Lady Helyn's manservant, who concurs that the delivery of agown and cape with an
item of jewdry was certainly made in the early hours of the morning following our supper. The man, Amy
Id, said Jorn did not tarry at the house. He apparently handed over the garments with a smple thank-you
from Leyen, then left immediady.”

Celimus had dready heard the account to this point, but he hoped interrogation might reved more. “No
other detours or errands?’

“Not that | can track down, sire, but...” The Chancellor hesitated and there was something in his sudden



frown that piqued at the King' sinterest.
“Ah,” Cdimus said, leaning forward, “Now we cometoit.”

Jessom had primed the King perfectly. Now he would lay the trap and lure Celimus toward it. He knew
hisred herring led nowhere. Still, anything to divert the King from blaming him for things not going the
way hewanted. “It ssems Leyen did not entirdy finalize her thanks verbaly. Arnyld mentioned that the
note was found in the pocket of the cape, amost by chance, much later.”

“Yousee” Cdimussaid, pacing now. “It’ sthe wording, amost by chance, that pricks my curiosity. Do
you think it was ddiberately hidden?”

Jessom shrugged dightly. “1 can’'t guess, Sire. Leyen may not have wanted to ask Jorn to try remembering
anything more detailed than a courteous thank-you.”

“So what did that note contain?’ the King asked eagerly.

The chancellor shook his head. “ According to the Lady Helyn, nothing of any consequence. She said it
was merely apolite courtesy and she believes she must have sent it out with the day’ s rubbish.”

“Andyou believe her?”’

“Shevery kindly spent sometime hunting for the notein my presence, just in case her memory had not
served her right, Sire. She called Arnyld to task over it and he too searched. There wasno sign of it.”

“Hmm, perfectly plausible, | suppose.”
“As| thought too, sre, which iswhy | have not pushed any further.”
“How was she when you spoke with her?’

“Charming. As| said, keen to help and apologetic for her hasty action in ridding hersdlf of the note. |
sensed no guile, sre”

“I'd il liketo speak with her.”
“| anticipated as much, my lord. She awaits your pleasure.”

Cdimus smiled thinly at Jessom’ s smooth anticipation. “ Show her in.”

Lady Helyn moved gracefully for her size. She sketched a perfect curtsy to her sovereign. *Y our magjesty,
thisisindeed arare pleasure.”

“Come, Lady Helyn, walk ashort way with me. Let me show you my new floriana garden.”

Clever, shethought. He knows how much | appreciate nature’s gifts. “ Of course, highness. | would
be honored,” she replied, thanking Shar she had had such practice at concealing her emotions from the
ladies at court. Shetook his proffered arm and alowed the King to guide her out of the courtyard and
into an exquidtely perfumed area of anew garden. “Oh, Sre, thisis magnificent,” she breathed, genuindy
impressed.

Cdimusturned on adazzling smilefor thisimportant lady of his court. He knew he must tread carefully.
Her wedlthy, influentia husband would not take kindly to hiswife being browbegaten for seemingly



inconsequential information. “It' snot yet nearly finished, of course, but I'm glad someone who lovesthe
work of Shar can seeit at such an early stage.” Heled her toward a superb rotunda. A smdl stonetable
and benches sat within. “I have ordered some parillion juice, which | hopeyou'll enjoy.”

“A favorite of mine, thank you.” Sheinhaed the perfume about her. “Theflorianadisplay ismagicd, Sre.
Such colorst My, my.”

Cdimus was nothing but charm. “ Thank you, Lady Helyn. My gardenerstdl methey are the most
stubborn of plants. What wasit one of them said now... 7’

He cocked his head in thought just S0 and she was instantly reminded of his mother. All cold beauty, she
recdled; not askerrick of warmth helped that woman' s heart to beat. But stunning she had certainly
been. No woman in Pearlis—or indeed the rellm—could hold a candle to her. And the son carried all
that grace and poise, the heart-stopping looks. Y et it was an eternal pity that he possessed so little of his
father.

“Pardon?’ Cdimussaid. “I missed that.”

Lady Helyn flinched. Had she spoken doud?“Y our highness. My gpology. | was thinking how you
resemble your beautiful mother...may Shar blessher.”

Hesmiled a her. “That’ s generous, my lady. | am reminded often of how specid shewas.”
His companion nodded her head gracioudly, rdlief coursing through her.
The King continued. “Ah, yes, it comesto me now. The head gardener calls these flowers Shar’ s Folly.”

“Oh, and | can understand why, my lord,” Lady Helyn gushed. “They areimpossible to grow—and yet
look at your gloriousdisplay. I'll admit | did not redlize you cared for such things.”

Now his expression became soft, d most apologetic. He sighed. “It’ strue, my lady, that my passion runs
to the hunt, my horses, and my ream, of course.”

“And your people, sre,” Lady Helyn added sagely.

“That goes without saying,” hereplied evenly. “But more recently | have developed anew passion...for a
certain woman, my lady, who makes my heart burn with desire. It is she who has made me appreciate
some of the more gentedl aspects of life,” he admitted. “ Thisnew gardenisfor her. It isone of severd |
am cregting in her honor.”

Therewas no avoiding theissue. “ Y ou spesk of Queen Vaentyna, my lord?’

“Indeed. | hopewewill be married by the spring’ s close; | know the union will bring great joy to both
realms, Lady Helyn, which brings me to why | wished to see you today.”

She was heartily glad they were interrupted by the arriva of thefruit juice, perfectly chilled, the beautifully
crafted slver goblets dripping with icy water like dewdrops.

“So cool and refreshing, your highness,” Lady Helyn admitted, eager for alast chanceto delay the
inevitable conversation.

Leyen’ s note had been shocking, to say the least. If what the young woman claimed was true, then she
wasindeed stting with amadman. According to Leyen, Cdimus had plotted the nation of King
Vaor of Briave, leaving his daughter vulnerable. Leyen had further claimed that Celimus aso contrived



the murder of that fine young man, Wyl Thirsk, who had been set not only to follow hisillustriousfather’s
footsteps but to fill his shoes. When hislife had been taken so early, so brutaly, it was a matter of sincere
grief for dl Morgravians, but to learn that his desth might have been deliberately achieved by hisown
sovereign had | eft the Lady Helyn shaken. And Leyen had kept the frightening news coming. Now
Cdimus was after the sgter, the beautiful Ylena. Helyn had barely been ableto believe the written
accusation that the young woman had not only witnessed her husband’ s murder but had been
incarcerated in Stoneheart’ s dungeon. Leyen’s message had been too brief—like asoldier s—yet
detailed. She had summarized that it wasthe King' sintention to marry and then destroy Vaentyna, and
Briavel with her. Leyen claimed that she, who knew the truth, was the only person who stood in hisway.

Should the King ask questions of you, my lady, please be assured that | am a friend to you and a
loyal servant of Morgravia.

The note went on to ask her to be watchful and warned that one day the redlm she loved might ask her
family to make difficult choices, in which case Leyen pleaded that Lady Helyn remember the secret
information she had been furnished with.

There had been moments since she had read the note when Lady Bench had despaired, thinking that it
was all some sort of terrible hoax. Wasit truly credible? Y et her shrewd judgment of character had told
her that the Leyen she had met had been honest. Furthermore Helyn Bench could not fathom what Leyen
might gain by fashioning such acomplex web of lies.

She swallowed another gulp of her deliciousjuice, not tasting it.
“Not too sweet?” Celimusinquired, dragging her thoughts back to the present.
“It's perfect, my lord. Where were we?’

“Mmm, yes,” the King replied, ddiberately distractedly, asif thisvisit were not the mgor topic on his
mind right now. “I believe we were talking about why | asked you to come today.”

“That sright, we were, my lord. How may | serveyou?’
“Wall, you see, it' samatter of security. For therealm.”

“Good grief. | can'timagine any of my petty gossip or court knowledge might assst in something so lofty,
your highness” she said, laughing gently.

“You lent agown to aguest of the pdace,” Cdimus began, and she realized he meant to parry no further.
She nodded. “Y es, alovely woman by the name of Leyen.”
He amiled in agreement. “ That’ s her. Did you spend any time with her, madam?’

“Indeed. A few hours. We met at the bathing pavilion. | can't resist anew face in the palace, your
highness. | pride mysdlf on knowing al newcomerswithin hours of their arrival.” Shetittered, affecting the
gossipy voice she used with her ladies.

“What did you learn?” he asked, ignoring the affectation.
She stopped her chuckling and alowed afrown of puzzlement to takeits place.

“About Leyen? Not alot, your highness. She struck me as a particularly private person. | did learn that
she was supping with you that evening and had nothing suitable to wear.”



“Y es, the gown you lent was most becoming.”

“My daughter’s. | dso sent around my maid that evening to dress her hair. There was a cape and an item
of jewdry sent to Leyen. A messenger returned the garments and jewdry hourslater with thanks.” She
decided to take arisk and lead this conversation toward its end, not sure her nerves could withstand the
King's penetrating gaze much longer. “I know that Chancellor Jessom seemed especidly interested ina
note we found in the cape much later the following day.”

“That' sright, weare.”

“Do you have reason to suspect Leyen of something, my lord?’

“I do, Lady Helyn. | have reason to believe she may be plotting against the Crown.”

She knew contrived shock would not work now. This Situation required the most delicate of navigation.

Instead she looked at him quizzically, deliberately pausing asif to consider before speaking. Findly: “No,
dre,” she soothed. Hereit was. Everything depended on how she carried hersdlf in the next few
moments. Either he would accept her explanation or she would find herself aguest of hismgesty’s
dungeon. “That young woman had nothing but good thingsto say of you, my lord. She expressed her
wish that you would marry Queen Vaentyna and admitted only to being acourier of messages between
the two redlms. She would not say more—in fact, she admonished me for my curiosity with areminder
that asyour private agent, she was not permitted to reved anything further.”

“Shedid?

“Onmy word, my king.” Shar forgive me, she thought.

The gaze did not falter, athough she sensed he did not disbelieve her.

“Andyou trust her?’

“I have no reason not to, sire. | found her to be direct in her manner, determined to serve you well.”
“Did she say farewd|?’

“Not in person, sire. It was dl in that brief note of thanks—I do wish I'd kept it just to reassure you that
it held nothing more than polite courtesies. If that young woman has any grudge against you, | did not
pick it up, and if you'll permit meto say so, your highness, there are few with sharper indtinctsthan 1.”

Please believe me, she begged inwardly as she waited for his response.

Hetook histime, leveling anarrowed gaze asif into her soul. She resisted the urge to squirm beneeth it.
Findly he blinked, gracioudy took her hand, and kissed it. “Thank you, Lady Helyn. Y ou have put my
mind at rest. Jessom here will see you out.”

The Chancellor materidized from behind them, smiling obsequioudy in that oily manner of his. Her knees
felt weak with relief. She was glad she was still seated. “1’'m pleased, your highness, to have eased your
mind,” she said, finding the courage to test her knees and stand. “We dl look forward to the nuptias, my
lord,” she added.

The King gave her awalfish grin before permitting her leave. Lady Helyn left the paace, fighting the urge
to run as she kept an unhurried pace, smiling at people she knew, even stopping once and, to the
Chancdlor’sannoyance, passing on anew tidbit of gossip to a person she had not seeninawhile.



Only when shewas donein her carriage did shefed her heartbeat begin to dow and she permitted
hersdf the first tentative congratul ations on the fine performance she had given to her king. Sheredlized
suddenly that shewas now officially atraitor to Morgravia—in lying to her sovereign, she was now no
longer loyal to the Crown.

Not to this man’s Crown, she thought, but to Morgravia | remain loyal . Shewould need to talk this
over with her husband, whenever he deigned to return home. Until then, she would take Leyen’ sadvice
and remain watchful.

Lady Helyn Bench was not alover of traveling as her husband was. Mogt of the time she fdlt sure Eryd
contrived reasonsto be gone from Pearlis; not that she minded, having known from thelr first meeting that
at heart hewas asolitary figure who far preferred the open road and his own company to the crush of
people and hiswife' sgosspy intriguesin the capital. Eryd was wedlthy, and powerful indeed. Hisvoice
was respected at court—notably with the King, both old and new—and hisweight, when put behind a
particular matter, was considered worth taking note of Moreover, the other nobles listened to him and
took guidance from the steadfast, seemingly incorruptible Lord Bench.

He had made hisriches from buying and selling exotic spices and magnificent gems from the northern
idands. He could, in truth, procure virtudly any merchandise from anywhere, ranging from high-quaity
tobacco to amagnificent horse.

Eryd was the complete opposite of his plump, stay-at-home wife, who enjoyed spending hiswedlth on
everything from lavish partiesto her prized pond fish. They were an oddly matched yet loving couple
whose affection for each other had never waned. Her constant chittering might drive most men of hisilk
to their grave and yet Eryd rather enjoyed Helyn's comforting noise when he returned home. Likewise,
Helyn did not mind her partner being so eusive; she was more than cgpable of handling the most formal
of occasions without a husband’ s support and she relished the time done to pursue her own interests.

And so the Bench household, when the family was together, was onefilled with love and laughter, music
and reading, intrigue and storytelling. Power throbbed through the Bench family, which was as generous
with itsmoney asit waswith itstimefor friends and acquaintances. The couple seemed to want for
nothing and they were very much envied, as much for their secure rdationship asfor their wedlth.

However, anyone passing beneeth Lady Helyn’ swindow on that particular evening might havetold a
different Sory at the bathing pavilion the next day. Raised voices carried through the still night, thankfully
unintelligibly, for the argument had occurred in Helyn' s dressing room, which was well cocooned by
dozens and dozens of gowns and wraps, skirts and coats.

“Thisis sheer madness,” Eryd roared. “I’ ve never heard of such folly.”

“Haven't you, darling?’ Helyn responded in the otherwise busy voice shereserved just for him. Redlizing
he was not to be put off quite so easily, she stopped searching through her clothes and looked at him,
exasperated. “Don’'t wave that pipe a me, Eryd. I’ m not one of your workersto do your bidding.”

“No,” hesaid, lessloudly. “But you are my wife and you will lisen to me.”

“Of courseI'll listen. But | don’t have to do what you want.” She flounced out of the dressing room into
her chamber.

Eryd had returned only that afternoon and was still shocked at the news of her meeting with the King and
her explanation that she had lied to their sovereign soldly on the advice of astranger caled Leyen. He
tried alessdictatoria approach. “Helyn...my love. | beg you not to meddlein the politics of thisreadm.”



“Why not? Y ou do!”

Helooked at her with a pained expression. “ That’ snot fair, my love.”

She made asound of disgust, cutting across whatever martyrlike statement was coming.
“But thisismadness,” he repested, feding suddenly helpless.

“I agree. | will do no more than keep my ear to the ground for information that might assst.”
“Toward bringing down your king,” he said, aghast.

“Hush!” she cautioned, speaking more quietly now. “Y ou of al people should grasp theimport of what
we' ve been told.”

“If i’ strue,” he countered, frustrated by her easy acceptance of the words of a stranger.

“Yes” Hdyn answered. “If it strue. That'swhat I’m going to find out, becauseif it is, oh Eryd, what will
become of our relm?’

He sighed and sat on the bed next to her. “ Civil war.”
“That'sright. | believe Leyenistrying to prevent it.”
“Working againgt the Crown,” he said sadly. “It’ streachery, Helyn.”

“So isthe murder of innocent, high-ranking nobles—not to mention the King of Briavel,” she hissed. “I
can't stand by with thisinformation and not do anything.”

“And you don'’t think this could be some sort of horrible mistake.”
Sheamiled sadly. “I hopeitis”
“How can you trust astranger?’

She shrugged. “Y ears of experience with liars, my love. Cal it intuition, my very own and particular
talent. Leyen struck me as very direct, nothing dishonest about her. Secretive perhaps, but not dishonest.
There was something very vulnerable about that woman. She knows things. Is scared by them. And |
know she' sworking for the King and | dso know, following what just stopped short of an interrogation,
that heis determined to find out what she might have told me. Now, firgtly, why would shetell me
anything—a complete stranger, as you ssy—unlessit was true? Why would she risk writing something so
damning—it could easily have her executed—if she didn’t know it to be true? And, even more intriguing,
why would Celimus have me especidly caled in on the pretext of achat when redlly he wasfishing for
information on Leyen? Make no mistake, he wanted to know what she knew, what she shared with me.
Hisbehavior virtudly ateststo hisguilt.”

“Why indeed,” Eryd muttered, beaten by her logic. “ Thisis dangerous, my love.”

Shenodded. “I do know it.” Helyn leaned over and kissed her husband. “Thank you for listening.”
“Do you think he dtill believesyou areinvolved?”

She shook her head. “No. | was at my sparkling best. But you' reright, | must tread with grest care.”

“Let’'ssay youdofindit'sdl true—" He stopped. It was a question he was not ready to ask.



Helyn said nothing, dl but holding her breath; wondering if her husband' s heart could stand the shock of
what she wasthinking.

Eryd answered his own question. “Betray Morgravia?’ His voice was leaden with the fear she dso fdlt.

She had neither an explanation nor any soft speech of comfort. She too was regling beneath her
seemingly cam exterior. But Leyen’sintense note wasirresstible. She could not ignoreit.

“I could never betray Morgravia, my darling,” she said, eyes misting as she stroked his stubbled,
much-loved cheek. “But thisnew King of ours... | just don't know. If any of what Leyen entrusted me
with has an ounce of truth to it, then heisno King we would want to be loyal to.”

Eryd took hiswife' s chubby hands and stared at her intently. “He may be new and young, but heis not to
be trifled with. Beneath the vain, seemingly shalow veneer lurks amind sharp enough to cut and bright
enough to blind. Y ou did well throwing him off your scent but don't be fooled by his outward
appearance...not ever.”



Chapter 21

Elspyth arrived on the outskirts of the duchy by dusk that same evening. A middle-aged traveling monk
with adonkey in tow took pity on thelone, clearly exhausted woman and suggested she ride the beast
aongsde himinto thetown of Brynt, the largest in Felrawthy. She gladly accepted his generous offer,
believing the monk to be agift from Shar. She enjoyed histhoughtful company and regretted when they
crested arise al too soon and he pointed out Brynt to the west and the sprawling pastures of the Duke's
private landsto the north.

“That’ swhere you're headed, my girl,” the monk said, “dthough you are most welcometo travel into
Brynt with meif you careto.”

She smiled wearily. “1 must kegp moving, Father, but | do thank you for your company and my fine
steed.” Elgpyth climbed off the mule and patted its coarse hair, marveling a the serenity initslarge, dark
eyes. I’d give anything right now for your simple life, my friend, she thought.

Turning, shelooked into agenia pair of gray eyes gtting amid agently frowning face. “I shouldn’'t miss
him for aday or so, you know,” her companion said. “Why don’t you take him? | imagine the Duke will
have opportunity enough to have thelittle fellow returned to me. I'll be a Brynt for severa daysyet.”

Elspyth felt her heart fill. Perhaps there was hope for Morgraviawith people like thisin it. She could
hardly refuse, knowing she wasin no state to walk many more steps. “I’' m surely blessed to have met
you, Father. Thank you for this. I’ ll ensure he' swell fed, watered, and returned tomorrow.”

“Oh, no hurry, child. He certainly doesn't hurry for anyone,” he said, face crinkling into the merriest of
amiles. “ Shar guideyou in your travels”

And 0 it was with some surprise that the noble family of Felrawthy welcomed another bedraggled and
fatigued young woman. Cryswas at the guardhouse briefing the man on duty regarding new security and
the locking of Tenterdyn’s gates. He looked up to see the woman dip off her donkey and land
unceremonioudy on her backside outside the gates of Tenterdyn. It wasthe first time since hearing the
shocking news of his brother’ s untimely degth that he had any reason to smile.

“A theatrica arriva,” he commented. He helped her to her feet.

“Apologies, gr,” Elspyth replied, alittlefractious, “I’ ve been traveling along time.” She disengaged
hersdf fromhisarms.

“So | can see,” he said, taking in her ragged appearance. “ Please forgive my poor manners. | am Crys,
€ldest son of the Duke of Felrawthy.”

“Oh,” shesaid, disarmed dightly as shelooked at him properly and appreciated his handsome looks and
qudity clothes. They were a handsome family, she redized as more people resembling her greeter
emerged from the house and crossed the courtyard. No one looked especially pleased to see her. In fact,
everyone looked downright miserable.

“Crys?’ said thetdl, regd-looking woman. “Where are your manners?’

“Yes, | wasjust agpologizing for theloss of same, Mother. I'd introduce you if | knew who was paying us
avist”

Elspyth blushed and smoothed her grubby garments with dusty hands. “1’m sorry. My nameis Elspyth. |



amafriendof...” Shewas momentarily confused. Wyl was the friend but Romen was the man. She
chose, “...of Wyl Thirsk,” she said firmly and watched as alarm spread across the faces of the people
before her. “Have | said something wrong?’ she whispered to Crys.

He shook his head sadly. “No. Just more shock for an already distraught family. Elspyth, may | introduce
Duchess Aleda, my mother. My father, Duke Jeryb...” Elspyth curtsied asthe Duke regarded her. “And
thisisone of my three brothers, Daryn,” Cryssaid.

Elspyth smiled tentatively toward the young man.

“The other, Jorge, iswith his beloved horses, | presume, and my youngest brother,” Crysadded ina
different tone, “we have only learned today is dead. Forgive usthe lack of amore effusive welcome.”

The Duketook charge. “But perhaps you dready know of thisif Wyl Thirsk isyour friend?’

Shelooked a him directly, sensed his keen pain, and softened her tone. “I do, gir. | am deeply regretful
for your family. Y our youngest must be Alyd.”

He nodded.

“Did you know him?’ the Duchess asked, and Elspyth could see her eyes, though red from tears, were
not puffy. She sensed this was a strong woman.

“I didn’t, my lady, only of him.” The Duchess nodded, her hands gripping each other until the knuckles
turned white. “Er, may | ask, please, if YlenaThirsk has made any contact with your family?”

It was Crys who answered. “We met her by chance at atown about half aday’ s ride from the estate.”
“S0...she' shere?’ Elspyth could hardly believe her good fortune.

Aledanodded. “Exhausted and mercifully deeping upstairs. Please comeinside. Y ou look very travel
weary, my dear—l et us organize someimmediate refreshment.”

Crisp orderswere given, and before Elspyth knew it, she was luxuriating in a bath with scented ails. It felt
like ahealing—not just the opportunity to clean away the grime but aso to cleanse her wrecked emotions
and focus her thoughts. On the road, fatigue and hunger had sharpened her sense of rage at dl that had
happened to her and those sheloved. Now, though, immersed in the fragranced water among the soft,
comfortable surrounds of the beautiful chamber, she felt some of that anger float awvay. What remained
was a crystalized intention to somehow track down thiswoman, Hildyth. But first, she was not to be
deterred in her determination to return to the Razors and find Lothryn. Nothing €l se mattered but him,
now that she knew Y lenawas safe with thisfamily. Her only path from here on would be to keep to her
own oaths, but she hated that this assassn, in killing Koreldy, had murdered her friend Wyl, and thus her
only dly in her effortsto rescuing Lothryn. Deding with Hildyth, if she ever could, would give her
satifaction.

Despite the dozens of questions she could sense they wanted to ask, the Duke and hisfamily were
gracious enough to allow her this comfort time as soon as she arrived. In truth, it had been the Duchess
who would not hear of any discussion until Elspyth had enjoyed the opportunity to bathe and fed likea
woman again. She liked Aledavery much, even though she hardly knew her; smiled now remembering
the glare the Duchess had given her men when the interrogation began as soon as Elspyth had stepped
into the house.

Therewas asoft knock at the door. Aleda entered. “Is everything to your satisfaction, my dear?’



“Ohyes, thank you,” Elspyth said. “1I’ve never felt more spoiled.”

The older woman gave asad amile. “Y ou’ ve probably never felt moretired or tested,” she said softly,
setting down alamp to brighten the rapidly darkening chamber.

Elspyth nodded, felt the tears burning. “It hasn’t been easy.”

“| gather as much and gpologize now for my husband' s gruff manner. Heis suffering, you know... weall
are.” Then she snapped hersdlf from her bleak tone. “Will you be up to talking with uslater?’

“Of course, my lady. It swhy I’ vetraveled thisfar.”

“Good girl. | shall make arrangements. Perhaps you can rest now for awhile. Ylena, as| mentioned, has
been forced to deep too. She'll be up and around shortly. You'll like her. Wedl do,” and Elspyth saw
the Duchess grit her teeth to stop the emotion flowing over.

“How isshe?’
“She' srather amazing, to tel the truth. Very strong. Very much aThirsk.”

Elspyth smiled. “I know what you mean. If she' sanything like her brother, then she'll belooking for
Cdimusto pay.”

Aledafrowned. *Y ou speak of Wyl asthough helives. Y ou do know what' s happened to him, don't
you?’ she offered hestantly.

Elspyth fdt trapped. She nodded, not knowing how to answer the Duchess truthfully, and changed the
subject quickly. “I’'m so sorry about Alyd, Duchess.” She did not know what else to say, even though the
little she had said sounded like hollow comfort.

The Duchessforced ashaky smile. “1 can't bear to think about it just yet. Now, you must cal me Aleda.”
The aristocratic woman nodded and stood. “Rest, my dear. We shall seeyou later.”

Later camedl too soon for her, but Elspyth felt alot stronger for the peace and quiet she had been able
to enjoy. Aleda had arranged for clothes and other toilet requisites, and for thefirst timein avery long
time, Elspyth felt her old, resilient sif.

Three members of the family were gathered in the reception room. A fire added some much-needed
cheer, nearby sat anovice monk. She learned through Crys, who showed a new appreciation for his
freshly bathed and rested guest, that it was this monk, Pil, who had been Ylena s companion both at
Rittylworth and in her harrowing journey to Tenterdyn.

“And what will you do now, Fil?" she asked, akindnessin her voice as she recognized afdlow sufferer,
unwittingly trapped in the Witch Myrren' s strange web.

The young monk shrugged. “I have noidea. | could not think beyond bringing the Lady Ylenato
Felrawthy. | would like to return to my order, but thereis nothing at Rittylworth to return to,” he said,
sadness evident.

Elspyth nodded, knowing all too well about the state of Rittylworth. She took the proffered goblet of
winefrom Crys.

“Drink it. It will help,” he whispered, and she smiled at him before looking back to the novice,

“Ril, I hopeit’snot out of place for meto mention this, but I met awonderful man on my way here. A



monk, like yourself, who travels, spreading the word and doing the work of Shar as best he can from
town to village, county to duchy. It was his kindness that saw me reach Tenterdyn as swiftly as| have.
I”ve promised to return the mule he lent me—perhaps you might take the beast into Brynt, where Brother
Tewk isstaying for afew days. Y ou may find that the two of you have something in common.”

Fil’ seyes shone; he understood her meaning ingtantly. “Would he dlow it?’

She grinned at his pleasure. “Y ou mean for you to accompany himin hiswork?’ He nodded. “Why
should he refuse you, Pil’? He s not ayoung man, | might add, but he' slearned and wise. | suspect both
of you could do far worse for traveling companions.”

And now the young man beamed. Having viewed the smoldering remains of Rittylworth hersdlf, Elspyth
imagined he had not had much to be bright about. “Oh, | shall definitely seek him out, Elspyth. | do thank
you.”

Elspyth enjoyed the warmth it put into her heart, amid dl the grief, to be able to help someone with afew
smplewords. She sipped her wine and felt anew sort of warmth dip down her throat. Raising her glass
to Crys, she saw his eyes sparkle over his own glass and redlized he wasflirting with her. She hurriedly
looked aside. If the younger brother was anything like him, she had little doubt asto why Ylena had been
insuch arush to marry him. Just as she was thinking dl this, those about her suddenly stiffened, their
gazes moving to the doorway, where aglorious young woman stood.

“Ah, Ylena my dear,” said the Duchess, and she moved e egantly across the room and, putting an arm
around her guest’ s shoulders, guided her in. “We want you to meet someone...afriend.” Sheled Ylena
in. “Thisis Elspyth. Sheisacompanion of your brother and has traveled along way to meet you.”

Ylena s gaze shifted and settled on Elspyth, who felt suddenly plain and awkward among such noble
company. Y lenawas most certainly arare beauty and not at al what she had expected. Wyl had
mentioned hissister’ s beauty, but this poised young woman was exceptiond.

“How good of you to comedl thisway,” Ylenasaid, and curtsied to Elspyth.

“My lady.” Elspyth followed suit, not quite so degantly. “1’'m so glad you' re safe. Wyl sent meto ensure
that you reached Felrawthy.”

Y lend s brow creased with afrown. “When did he do that?”’

And s0 Elspyth took adeep breath. Ylena s smple question had cut through all the hesitant politeness
and niceties. Thetime had arrived. She must tell them. Wyl had asked her to keep his secret from Ylena,
but considering dl the young woman had been through, Elspyth had decided his Sister needed to hear the
truth.

She gathered everyone' s attention with her gravelook. “Please. | have along story to tell you al—and
not an easy one. It will shock and perhaps even frighten, but | must share it so you understand my reason
for being among you and why Y lenamust have your protection.”

She watched them steal alarmed glances at one another and then the Duke nodded. Servants topped up
glasses and were then asked to leave.

Pil cleared histhroat. “ Should | remain for this?’ he asked, uncertain of his place.

“Not if you are horrified by the notion of magic,” Elspyth said crypticaly, and began retelling her long
story from the moment ayoung soldier, agenerd, in fact, had stepped into aseer’ stent one night with his
friend Alyd of Felrawthy.



The Duke roseimperioudy. “Y ou expect usto believe that Wyl Thirsk waskilled by magic?’ he
blustered.

“Forgiveme, Sir,” Elspyth said camly. “ Perhaps | haven't explained it well. Wyl Thirsk was struck down
by aman cdled Romen Koreldy, who—"

“Yes, yest Whom Thirsk apparently became—I hear quite well,” the Duke retorted, angry and disturbed
by the stranger’ snews.

Elspyth opened her mouth to reply and closed it again. A brittle retort would not aid understanding here.
“Father, please!” Crys said from the fireplace.

“Jeryb.” It was Aleda s placating tone. “I can’t imagine this young woman has trekked from the far north
of Deskyn to Felrawthy in order to make somejest at your expense.”

The Duke muttered something benesth his bresth.

AilI’scomplexion had paed. “ Thisismystifying,” he murmured.

“Yes itis” Elspyth replied softly, eyeing each inturn. “It is, however, thetruth.”

Her gaze cameto rest on Ylena, who, so far, had made no comment.

Now shedid. “My brother isdive?’ Everyone could hear the muted shock in her tone.

Elspyth could fed her heart pounding, suddenly hoping it had been agood ideato contradict Wyl's
ingructions. She nodded dowly, watching Y lenacarefully.

“And you say your aunt saw this.. .thisafflictionin him?’
Elspyth nodded. “ Sheis a seer. She caled it the Quickening.”

Y lenalooked thoughtful. “ Do you know | can remember the night you spesk of. It was after the
tournament. ..the day following my marriageto Alyd.”

Her listenerstensed at the mention of hisname, but Y lena’ s voice was steady and Aledawas proud to
see the young woman o in control of her emotions. She done knew how much her son had loved Y lena,
having read his gushing letters many times. And Alyd had impressed upon his parents her devotion to
him. They had had plansto set up their estate near to Tenterdyn. That would not happen now, Aleda
thought, sorrow knifing through her once again.

Nevertheless she wasimpressed with Y lenaand could only imagine how much suffering the young
woman had aready endured. She was remarkably composed, considering she was now learning more
painful news of her brother. Aledareturned her thoughtsto Ylena svoice.

“They went into Sideshow Alley. Y oung men, letting off steam....celebrating. Alyd was drunk.” At this
she laughed bitterly. “Poor foal. | believe he was more intoxicated with life than ale. Wyl brought him
back to my chambers, and after settling my brand-new husband, we talked, late into the night. My
brother told me of what had occurred in the tent that night. If | recdl correctly”—she screwed her facein
thought—* her name was Widow llyk.”

Elspyth nodded so that everyone could see their two stories matched.



Y lena continued. “Wyl was disturbed. Very unsettled by what she had said. Neither of us had forgotten
the episode with Myrren,” she explained. “ Although | was not present, | did hear of it. He collapsed at
her deeth and Gueryn—that’ s our guardian—the man you met in the Mountain Kingdom—he admitted
to methat Wy’ s eyes had changed color. It had frightened him at the time because it smacked of things
magicd and snigter, but he forgot about it eventually and frankly so had | until thismoment.” She stopped
gpeaking as she looked around at everyone.

Theglence was heavy.
Cryshbrokeit, gazing somewhat helplessy toward Ylena. “ And this Romen Koreldy isnow...”

“Dead...and dear Wyl with him,” Elspyth answered with feding. Her audience gasped. “A woman
apparently, ahired killer. Goes by the name of Hildyth, athough | suspect that’safdse one. | have her
description.”

“Then detall it. We shdl circulate her description.” He shrugged, fedling helpless but obvioudy keento
show hisdetermination to help Thirsk’ssgter. “All of Ferawthy’sloya should be on dert. Wedon't
know if she might strike again or who hired her.”

“Oh, | think we can safely guess.” Aleda stone was acid and she glanced a Y lena, who appeared
dumbstruck by Elspyth’ srevelations.

Elspyth obliged. “ Sheis described as not beautiful but an intensely striking woman. Unmistakable. Tdl
with golden-brown hair and feline eyes gpparently.”

“Sounds hard to miss,” Crys commented to no onein particular.

“Koreldy isdead?’ Ylenasuddenly asked, asif she were returning from faraway thoughts. “But he saved
my life”

Elspyth turned sadly toward her and once again took her hands. “Wyl saved your life, Ylena Hewas
Romen.”
Y lena s eyes watered and no one could blame her. “I can’t believe any of it,” she whispered.

“Brother Jakub said there was something different about Romen thistime,” Pil said, eyes shining with
awe. “1 noticed it too. If you weren't spesking of magic, Elspyth, I'd know you were talking truth.”

“I am. You al haveto trust me now. Wyl, moving in Romen’s body, escaped with me from Cailech’'s
clutches across the Razors. It was during our journey in the mountainsthat he admitted al of this. It was
no jest. He spoke like a man beaten.”

The Duke looked sharply at Elspyth. “Wait aminute. What are you talking about? Escaping from
Cailech? The King of the Mountain Kingdom?’

“Yes, my lord. | told you none of thiswould be easy to hear. | understand how much of ashock itis. |
will explain everything, but it means nothing now that Wyl is dead. Romenisno more.”

“Then | have an axeto grind for both King Celimus and now this Hildyth,” Ylena said angrily, and no one
in the room doubted her intention.

Aledatook abreath. “I think we should eat and then we can hear more of what Elspyth hastotell us.
Come, Ylena, dear. Y ou look pale, child.”



Surprisingly, Ylenadid as she was asked. Asthe two women left the room, Crys shook his head. “ She's
Alyd swidow, we'll look after her now, Elspyth,” he reassured. “What about you?’

She sghed. “Oh, | think now that I’ ve fulfilled my promiseto Wyl to see hissgter to sefety, | shall travel
home.”

“To Yentro?' heask.

She nodded. No one needed to know her intentions from thereon. Too many would try to talk her out of
it. “My lord?’ she said, addressing the Duke.

The gaze was direct and bright when it wasleveled & her. “ Y es?”’

“Wyl sent this.”” She hesitated momentarily before handing the Duke the crushed letter she had dug from
her pocket.

Hetook it and both she and Crysall but held their breath as he broke the seal and held the parchment to
the candldight.

“Fether?’

The Duke |ooked contemplative. “ He confirms the death of Alyd but speaks of none of thismagic. He
sgns off as Thirsk, asksthat we don’t rush into any revenge. He wants us to hold until he comes. But
he' s dead now—or this Romen fdlow is. Y ou told us yoursdlf,” the Duke answered, turning on Elspyth.

“But | heard that news from strangers. We can't be absolutely sureit isreiable information. | would urge
youtowait.”

“For what?’ he asked, voice struggling against his own emotion. “My son has been murdered. An
innocent. Don’'t ask me to stand by and not take action.”

Elspyth held her hands up in awarding motion againgt his anger. It was agesture loaded with sorrow that
echoed hisown grief. “I’ ve passed on Wy’ s caution, my lord. It isnot my place to suggest anything
further.”

He grunted and Crys caught her glance with ashrug of gpology. But none was required. Elspyth, given
the chance, would suggest Felrawthy rise up and storm Pearlisthis night if it could. She had good reason
to hate Cdimus hersdf and could think of nothing better than riding aongside this powerful Duke to
overthrow the hated sovereign. She did not begrudge Jeryb his anger.

Crysdid, however. Rage helped nothing, particularly leveled againgt this plucky woman who had suffered
plenty. “Perhgps you' d like to join my mother in the parlor,” Crys suggested diplomatically. He done
knew how deeply the news of Alyd' s desth had cut hisfather.

Elspyth accepted his gracious rel ease and | eft the Duke alone to brood on the letter from a dead man.



Chapter 22

Thefamily and their guests shared amed during which Elspyth shared her impressions of Cailech’s
fortress and answered their questions about the daring escape. It was accompanied by much muttering
and shaking of his head by the Duke. Only Y lena s eyes shone and Elspyth guessed thiswas with pride
for Gueryn's steadfastness and ultimate sacrifice, but also for Wyl. She did not enlighten them on her
fedingsfor Lothryn; that was her secret and was of no consequence to anyone in the room.

The Duchess had suggested their food be kept smple. No on€e' s appetite was keen anyway. Duke Jeryb
would not be drawn out about his plans, not even by his patient wife. Inevitably a bleakness settled once
again across the household, sucking Elspyth into its maw too, driving the last of the conversation toward
the inconsequentia and ultimately to quiet.

It was no wonder then that when the sound of horses' hooves echoed into the still night, the men legpt to
their feet. Jeryb quietened the darmed women and motioned for Crysto find out from the duty guards
who had just arrived at Tenterdyn. Swords were drawn in the dining chamber—just in case—and Aleda
muttered a her husband that they should have taken the precaution of raising more men a arms when
Ylenahad firgt arrived.

They waited, the other brothers watching through the windows as Crys strode across the main courtyard
just ahead of hisfather. His path waslit by torches. The Duchess had earlier consdered it a shamethat
Tenterdyn’'s gates had been locked for the first timein the family’ s history but now thanked Shar’s
wisdom for suggesting to her husband that he do just that.

“He' s coming back,” one of the boys said over his shoulder, and everyone held their breath.

Crysreentered the chamber, ablast of cool air whirling about him. He looked flushed and appeared
dartled. His attention was riveted on Elspyth. “Y ou’ re not going to believethis, but | think that the
Hildyth you spoke of is at the gate literally begging to be admitted.”

Elspyth could see he was hot making ajest.

Crysqudified hisclam. “Golden-brown hair. Tdl. Dressed like aman. Eyesunmigtakably likeacat. It's
her al right.”

Elspyth shuddered and was not the only one to do so in theroom. Y lenafairly blazed with adtill, silent
anger.

“Alone?’ the Duke demanded.

“No, gr,” hisson replied. “ Sheis accompanied by avery big man...just short of agiant, helooks. He
goes by the name of Aremys.”

“And their reason for coming here?” Aledajoinedin.
“She says she wantsto see Ylena”

“Of course she does!” Elspyth said, heart pounding. “ She'll have ordersto kill her too! Arewe safe? Are
there enough guards?’

“No one can enter Tenterdyn, child, who doesn’t win my permission. We are safe and well guarded,” the
Dukereplied with calm. “My love,” he said, looking toward hiswife now, “| did take the precaution you



spoke of. We have fifty men riding toward us now.”

Aledafdt nolittlerdief. “What do we do until then?’

“| shdl seeher,” Ylenasaid camly.

Pil’ s expression was amask of terror. “Sir, | beg you,” he whispered.

The Duke cameto hisrescuein adeep and very firm tone. “No, Ylena, you will do no such thing. You
came here seeking my protection and | am compelled to provideit, not only because of who you are and
who you married, but because of whose daughter you are aswell. You will do as| say. We need cool
heads now. | shall speak with these people. Come, boys,” he said, and histhree sonsfell into step with
him.

“Be careful, husbhand,” the Duchess called after him, but there was no response.

The women waited, fidgeting at the window. Pil stood with them and they watched the four remaining
men of Felrawthy walk toward the gates with purpose. Aledawas relieved that her husband led the boys
up the smal tower at the gatehouse.

“Ah, good. HE sbeing careful.”
“Y our husband would not risk any of them.” Pil knew he was reassuring himsdlf.

There was a protracted wait before they saw the four reemerge from the tower. The Duke must have
given an order, for the two younger lads hurried to lift the heavy timbersthat barred the gate.

“What' she doing? Elspyth cried.

“Givemeasword, damnit,” Ylenacdled, looking around for awegpon and grabbing a carving knife
from the table. She stepped toward the door and hid behind it.

“Shar preserve us” Pil swore asthey watched the heavy gates swing back.
“Wait,” Aleda cautioned, fighting back her own fears. “ Jeryb must have learned something.”

Twilight had given way to full nightfall and they watched by burning torchlight asagiant of aman strode
into the courtyard. In hiswake walked another. Man or woman they could not tell, but this person was
smdler, leaner, with a purposeful stride. This must be the cat-eyed woman Crys had spoken of. Aleda
watched, stunned, as the second figure clasped her husband’ s hand.

Aledacalmed her companionswith alook. They must trust Jeryb. She nodded encouragingly at Elspyth,
who was clearly fretting, and then heard voices talking over one another astheir latest guests entered the
house. Shelooked toward the door at the sound of her husband’ s tread.

“Aleda” he said, shaking hishead. 1 have the most curious news.”

He could share nothing further asatal, striking woman stepped into the chamber and took off her hat.
Auburn hair tumbled to her shoulders.

“Elspyth!” Wyl cried, and strode toward his shocked, confused friend. “1t' sme!” He laughed.

Suddenly Ylenalegpt from behind the door. She had one intention on her mind and that wasto kill this
woman who had murdered Koreldy and apparently also her brother. All she could seein her rage was
the wide mouth and feine eyes.



“Ylena, no!” Elgpyth screamed.

Aremyslaunched himsdf toward Wyl asthe Duke shot out his own arm to prevent the blow reaching the
stranger.

All to no avail. Ylenawasfast. She had been raised in awarrior family, and athough she had been a
pampered, demure noblewoman, she had never forgotten the lessons Wyl had taught her growing upin
Argorn. She saw them al moving, avoided their reaching arms, and struck.

“Murderer!” Ylenacried, and with the full force her body could inflict, she threw hersdlf forward and
punched the knife into the neck of the smiling n.

Voicesyelled “no!” and men leapt toward her. The assassin, she noted, had not even had time to shield
hersdf.

“Oh, my precious, what have you done?’ the woman called Faryl cried as she clutched her neck, which
was hopelesdy spraying blood.

Y lena heard screams around her and cries of dismay, but she felt only triumph looking into the shocked
green eyes of the dying woman.

Elspyth had cradled the body asit fell and was instantly drenched in blood. Crys and Daryn had grabbed
Ylena sarms, but she had tossed the knife aside and become limp, breathing deep gasps, determined to
watch thelight flicker and die in the woman' s hated eyes.

Except it did not.

With horror, Elspyth, who was holding Faryl’ s head on her |ap, watched the n’sgreen eyesturn
momentarily ill-matched and yet somehow wondrous sky gray and deep greenish brown. Beautiful
individualy, shocking asapair.

And then shefdt the woman’ s body giffeninitsfina death throes, the back bending impossibly. She
guessed what was happening, could dmost fed it with her intuition for magic. She wanted to scream.

Ylenadidit for her. Huge, gut-twisting shrieks escaped the former wife of Alyd of Felrawthy, now
nothing more than ashell. Insde Faryl’ sbody, the spirit of her brother fought the transference with dl he
had, somehow hoping he could save his bel oved sister—but it was not enough. Myrren’s Gift was too

powerful.

It was Wy, bellowing hisrage a taking the life of hisown sister, who gave voice to the deranged shrieks
of Ylena. Crysand Daryn held onto Ylenda s body strongly. Confusion reigned. Jeryb was yelling orders
for cam while Aleda s horror at the brutal desth scene, completed by the gridy rivulets of Faryl’ sblood
on her cheeks, left her too shocked to move or speak.

Aremys had slently knelt in disbdief by hisfriend Faryl.
“Let her go!” Elspyth shouted above the din.
Cryslooked even further confused at this order.

“Leave him! I1t'snot Ylenaanymore!” she screamed now, tears streaming down her bloodstained face.

“It' sWyl!”
The brothers stood back, thunderstruck by her words.



Thistime Wyl arched his back, not from physica pain but from the greatest pain he would ever fed. He
had killed hissigter....taken the life of the very person he had striven so hard to protect. Swirling into her
body, he glimpsad Ylend s confusion, tasted her hollow triumph, sensed her surprise at a sudden yet
somehow welcome degath.

Hethrew back his head and the keening sound chilled each to their core before Wyl pushed away
Elspyth’ s outstretched hands and fled the house.

He moved blindly. Once through the gates, he ran toward the inky darkness of the moors, a demented
femaefigure in ablood-spattered sk robe with nothing on her feet. Wyl hurled himself higher up the hills
and deeper into thelr oblivion, consumed by hatred and grief, his own wrath mixing with Ylena swell of
despair. Tears and curses raged for what seemed endlesdy until he redlized histhroat was raw.

His new body trembled. He was not sure whether it was from shock or the cold night. He did not care.
Nothing mattered anymore. Thelast of the Thirsks had lost the fight. He wanted to die too. It would have
to be by his own hand; he could not risk another’ slife.

“I'm sorry,” avoice said gently. There was not even the faintest of moonlight this night. Heavy clouds
scudded darkly acrossthe heavens, obliterating dl illumination. But Wyl knew the voice. “1 just wasn't
quick enough,” Aremys added, hiswords laden with regret.

Apart from hisinvoluntary trembling, Wyl could not move...did not want to, ever. “ She was so bright.
Like one of Shar's own stars. She deserved none of this,” he croaked in his new,
al-too-achingly-familiar voice.

“Theinnocent never do, Wyl. Y et they aways seem to suffer.”

“What wasit?’

Aremys knew what he referred to. “A carving knife.”

Wyl nodded but his companion could not seeit. “A lucky thrust,” he said ruefully.
“But just asdeadly as Faryl’ s diletto.”

There was abitter laugh as Wyl accepted this notion. “What possessed her?” he asked, voicing his
private thoughts aloud. He required no answer, but Aremys still replied.

“Fear of Cdimus sending peopleto kill her.”

“| shouldn’t have come. Y ou wereright. | should have let you find her and | should have gone on to find
Myrren’smother. | should never have declared mysdf. How did they know of mein thisform?’

“Y our friend Elspyth—she heard of Koreldy’ s death on her travels. Pieced events together and told the
family. She blames hersdlf for not considering that Myrren’ s Gift had permanence.”

Again the deriding laugh. Wyl redlized he had not sufficiently impressed secrecy on Elspyth. “It' sno one
dse'sfault,” he said softly. “The errorsare dl mine. | wasreckless. | should have let you enter firgt, tell
everyone what had occurred. . .prepared them.”

“For whatever it' sworth, Wyl, I’'m not sure anyone would have believed it.”
“Elspyth would have. Ylenamaybe...giventime”

Wyl heard the big man shift, could make out a bulky shadow move out of asmall clump of dender trees.



“Y ou cannot undo what isdone,” Aremys offered, hisvoice gentle. He waited for an angry rebuke.

It came. “My sster isdead, Aremys!” Wyl yelled. “And yet shelives. All of my family dead. Plus Alyd,
Gueryn, Lothryn...even Koreldy—dead. All because of me.”

The big man grabbed Wyl and pulled him to hisfeet. He had not counted on Ylenabeing so light. Faryl’s
body had been much weightier. She dl but flew up into hisarms. He settled Wyl down and knew he was
lucky that he could not see the anger he was sure was blazing in her eyes.

Stll he pursued it. “ Thereis nothing you can do about what' s done. Nothing! But you can go to this
Manwitch fellow and learn about his daughter’ s gift. Perhapsit can be reversed, perhapsit can be

stopped.”
“Will it ever stop?’ Wyl asked, apleading note in hissister’ svoice.

“I don't know, my friend. But | promise you, here and now, that | will help you inany way | can. You
must help yoursdlf, though. None of us understand this magic. The only way forward isto discover its
secrets. And the Manwitch isthe only lead you have. Go to him.”

“Wheredo | go?’
“Find the mother, as you had planned. Start there.”
They heard heavy footsteps and looked around to see the Duke approaching, breathing hard.

“Areyou dl right?’ he wheezed, knowing it was an absurd question under the circumstances. Heraked a
hand through hissilvered hair. “I’'m sorry.” He shrugged. “We re dl worried about you. Coming to terms
with the shock of al that’ s happened, especidly thisfoul magic upon you, ismorethan | can bear.

What' s more, my good wife has taken charge of proceedings and can be quite terrifying. It was my
chanceto escape.”

Wyl stepped forward and took the old man’s hand in the Legion’ sway. “ Thisisthe hardest one, Sir.
Giving up my own body was a hundred times easier than taking thisone.”

“I'msorry, son. |...1 redlly am at aloss for words—I must accept thistale because | do trust thet thisis
redly you, but I understand none of it.”

Wyl shook his head. “I’ ve had more time to get used to the curse.”
The Duke sat down heavily. “Forgive me, this has been atrying couple of days.”

“Itis| who seeksyour forgiveness,” Wyl said, seating himself next to the Duke. “I know your whole
family issuffering, Sr. Alyd wasthe best of men. Hislossisacongtant painin my heart.”

The old man nodded in the dark. “Wewill grievelater, Wy, for your sister and for my son. TheKing is
my concern right now. May we spesk fredy?’

Wyl nodded. “Aremysisas much apart of thisas|, Sr.”
Aremysfdt relieved to hear it and joined them, seating himsalf uncomfortably atop the heather.
“Tdl meeverything,” the Duke commanded, “from the beginning.”



Later, seated around the scrubbed parlor table, Wyl faced the rest of the family, so shocked still that their
faceswere devoid of expression. Blank, dishdieving stares had greeted Wyl when he returned with
Aremys and the Duke. He could hear the two younger sonsin the dining room, cleaning up as best they
could.

Elspyth was trembling. She would not permit him to touch her, but her handsingtinctively flew to her
mouth as he arrived, her eyes betraying al the emotion of these days past. She began to weep and the
sound quickly turned to heartfelt sobs, her small frame lurching with each one. She knew she had caused
thistraumato Wyl by reveding his secret. She was unable to speak now, though, to offer her gpologies.
Therewas athick slencein the room as everyone felt her grief, and much as Cryswould have liked to
put hisarms around her, Wyl enclosed Elspyth in Ylena s own embrace, holding her tight and kissing her
hair.

“It' sdl right, Elspyth,” they heard Ylenasay soothingly. “I'll explain everything.”

Behind them Aremys had bowed in avkward slence to the Duchess and she smiled just as awkwardly
back. That was the most either could do without forma introduction. Aremys moved to stand beside Ail.

“I'm Aremys,” he whispered, for want of anything better to say into the uncomfortable atmosphere.
“Ril,” camethereply. “I camewith...” He hesitated, not sureif he could il call her Ylena

The big man nodded. “With the sster?’

Pil nodded, too distressed to say any more.

“I'll brew sometea,” Aledasaid. “It’sgood for shock,” she admitted, but only got asfar asthe hearth,
where she sat down on asmall sofa, stupefied by the night’ s events.

Elspyth findly pulled awvay from Wyl to gazeinto Ylena sface. “Isit redly you? It happened again?’
He nodded. “ She killed Romen asingtructed. Little did she know he was cursed.”
“I’'mgoing to ingst you prove who you are,” shereplied, suddenly cautious.

“Headready has, my girl,” the Duke said, standing near to hiswife. “Only a Thirsk would know what he
told me at the gatehouse and since on the moors.” He scratched his head. 1 think what we al need isnot
teabut asherlac, my dear,” hesaid to hiswife. “Thisisal very confusing, and too wild for my old mind.”

The Duchess found awan smilefor her husband. She did not fed like she could ever be happy again, but
in looking a him she decided that perhaps love aonewould get her through this nightmare of desth,
deception, and magic. She signaled to Crysto fetch the decanter and glasses.

Wyl looked back at Elspyth. “No, you' re quiteright. What can | tell you that only Wyl Thirsk could
know?’

She thought amoment. “When we escaped from the mountains...” She had meant to go on, but asmile
crossed Ylend sface.

“...we had no money. Or so | thought,” WYyl continued. “But you had a purse that you had hidden
beneath your skirts. We stayed at the Penny Whistlein Deakyn and you bought me ahorsewith al that
was | eft of your money. | left you to somehow make your way to Rittylworth, your heart burgting for a
good man, abrave man we had to leave behind. | am so, so sorry.”



Her smile of dation dissolved to tears. “ Oh, Wyl—so much to tell.”

Aledadecided it wastimeto take hold of the emotionally charged Situation once again. “ Y ou are most
welcomein our home...er, Wyl Thirsk. | hardly understand any of this. It’stoo horrific to contemplate

Wyl bowed formally to the Duchess, awoman he had admired since childhood. “I remember my father
telling me how generous you were to my mother when they werefirst married, Duchess. He never forgot
how you helped her choose agown for asummer ball when she was fedling especially young and
daunted, having married the man who caled our king his closest friend. She knew how the Queen
laughed at her. Y ou reminded her that she was the reason Fergys Thirsk never lost a battle. Y ou told her,
my lady, that he could not bear the thought of not coming home to the most beautiful and cherished
woman intheworld.”

WyI cleared histhroat. “1 wish we could have met in less confusing circumstances, my lady, so | could
thank you for your kindness.”

Now it was Aleda sturn to fed betrayed by her eyes. She returned agracious curtsy. “1 would like to
have met you as yoursdf, Wyl Thirsk. | think | need to lie down for abit.” She thought she might weep at
her next thought but voiced it anyway. “ Our son Alyd worshiped you.”

“He wasthe best friend anyone could ever have asked for, my lady. | am so much lessfor losing him,”
Wyl replied. “1 shal avenge hisdeath,” he added softly, but the coldnessin hisvoiceleft no onein any
doubt.



Chapter 23

At theingstence of afussing Aleda, everyone took to their beds. They would make decisonsin the
morning. Aledainsisted that they leave Wyl done with histhoughts and despite his protests she won. His
sster’ sbody climbed back into the bed she had left just hours earlier, but it was now Wyl who agreed to
swallow the proffered cup of warmed, sweetened milk.

“What have you put inthis?’
“Something to help you deep,” Aledasaid kindly, fluffing acoverlet about him.

It felt Smilar to how his own mother used to tuck himin at night. “I wish | could wake up and discover
it sal been anightmare,” he admitted.

Shenodded. “Sodo I.”
He knew she spoke of her adored son. Wyl took her hand. “I'm sorry | could not save him.”

Aleda s eyes watered, but she did not give in to the sorrow—not yet. “He worshiped both you and
Ylena. | know hisyears at Stoneheart were happy because of the Thirsks and | thank you for that. But
listen to me, Wyl.” He noticed she did not hesitate to cal him by hisreal name and he loved her for it.
Bdieversin magic or not, some Morgravians—Ilike these people—put life and duty ahead of superdtition.
“We cannat bring them back through our tears, but we can make ourselves worthy of them by avenging
their early desths. Y ou may blame this Myrren person for your despair, but thereisonetruevillain here.”
Shejabbed her finger in the air toward him.

“Cedimus,” he breathed, beginning to fed the drowsy effects of Aleda sdrug.
“Let usnever forget it,” she said, her defiance infectious.

“1 will kill him, Duchess.” Hiswordsin Y lend s voice sounded as cold asthe snow thet fal on the moors
inwinter.

“Y ou do that, and may you fed the weight of my hand behind the blade you widld...and Alyd's, and
Ylena's, and dl those other people you have spoken of ...even that woman Faryl.”

It was histurn to fed hiseyesbrim and Aledawas well aware these tearsweled for YlenaThirsk aone.

“She was a brave young woman, son, athough I’'m not sure whether she would ever have come back to
being the person you remembered. She had been hurt too much. Ylenawasfilled with hate and need for
revenge. And, frankly, who could blame her? She showed courage and tenacity in just escaping
Rittylworth and getting herself here on foot. She was every bit a Thirsk and asister to be proud of. | shall
mourn her asthe daughter | lost. Even in the short time we knew each other, we shared enough to have
formed a specid bond.”

Wyl did not want to cry. Helooked away. “Do you believein life after death, Aleda?’
She smiled bravely. “1 do. And they’ re together now, Wyl, with Shar. We Il continue the fight.”

“Thank you for al your kindness,” he said, dipping away toward deep. “What about Faryl’ sbody?’ he
murmured.



“WE |l take care of it,” she assured. “ Dream peacefully, Wyl Thirsk,” she added, and kissed him softly.

Wy’ s dreams were anything but peaceful.

He saw abarn. Its doors were closed. And from behind those doors came the fearful noise of aman
screaming. His demented shrieks sounded as though they were filled with gut-wrenching pain.

Then the thought Help me came crashing into Wyl’smind.

Wyl did not know how to cast amessage back. He tried, begging the man to tell him who he was, where
hewas. But try though he might, he could not respond in the same manner. Theterrible wail continued,
and the more Wy tried to escapeit, the louder it became, until it filled every recess of hishead, every
ounce of hisbeing. He ran—or thought he did—but it followed. When he stopped and tried to faceiit, he
found he had run nowhere and was sill looking at the barn and the dark magics he now realized must be
at practice behind those barred doors.

A new voice urged a him. A mellow, kind voice. It sounded to be coming from far away. Turn toward
me, son.

| can’t, Wyl thought he might have said, straining againg the first man’s screams.
Be strong. Turn away fromit and look toward me.

It took all of hiswill and courage to do so, but as soon as he tore his eyes away from the barn doors, the
dhrieking cessed.

Hefet hisbody go limp with relief, realized he was bresthing hard. Who are you?
| am whom you seek, thevoice said gently.

Myrren ‘sfather ?

Yes.

Where are you?

Come to me.

How? | don'Y know where you are.

You will find me. There was a pause. He heard the man mutter something unintelligible, then: | am
where no one else dare go.

Why can’t you tell me?
Trust the dog, Elysus said, hisvoicefading.

Come back! Wyl cried, but the speaker had gone. Wyl had wanted to ask who had been screaming, but
it wastoo late. He had not even asked Myrren’ sfather for his name.

His dreams continued.

Now anew vision swirled before him. He saw Vaentyna. She was approaching him and his heart leapt.



Shelooked as exquisite as ever in abloodred gown and yet her expression was haunted. He tried to
smile, wanted to reach out his hands toward her, but he could not.

Forgive me, shewhispered, and then he screamed but could not remember why when he woke with a
gart, hismind blank. What had frightened him? His nightshirt was damp and his eyelids were sticky. He
pulled his legs from benesth the sheets and fdlt the touch of the rug benegath his feet. Looking down, he
saw Ylena s shapdly feet. The night’ s events came back to him and he felt awave of dizziness and
disgppointment.

Shivering, he moved unsteadily toward the basin of water left on the sideboard and splashed hisface,
taking careto gently rub hiseyes. Ylend sface felt completdy unlike Faryl’ shad. Ylend s cheekbones
were rounder, her forehead narrower. Wyl moved the nearby softly burning candle to the mirror, where
he stood and stared at the illuminated reflection that looked back at him. He noticed how similar her
mouth was to his own. He could not understand how he had missed this previoudly. It reassured him.

“I failed you,” hewhispered. “Forgiveme,” he added, echoing hiswords from the dream he only now
recalled. Who had been seeking absolution in that vision? He could not recall now. He thought it might
have been awoman...no doubt Ylena

The facelooking back at him was sad but beautiful despite the sorrow. She looked too thin, so wan. All
that had made Y lena such a sparkling person, jubilant with the joy of life, had been buried. What
remained was barely a shade of the young, vibrant woman he had known and loved.

He grasped within himsdf for anything left of the Ylenahe had so loved. Wyl wanted to find what was
left of her more than he had wanted thiswith any of his other victims. It took sometime and required his
patience, but hefinally coaxed her essence free and fdt it fill him with itswarmth.

“I knew you couldn’t leave me completely.” He spoke to his reflection as memories came roaring back.
Childhood memoriesand grest joy inlife. Loving him, Magnus, and Gueryn...and then later Alyd. Wyl
cherished the moment of fedling her love for him and then locked away the swirling thoughts of Alyd.
Those were private and belonged to her adone.

Darker images of death and blood, burning and crucifixion, coa esced too. He felt savaged by thelr
intensity and gripped the dresser in anger for what she had witnessed and endured. Rittylworth was his
fina punishment; he had brought destruction to the gentle community.

“I shdl kill the King for you done, beloved,” he whispered to what was |eft of Ylena. “Be at peace now.”

Hefdt stronger for saying the threat doud. Tying his now-grubby robe back around himsdlf, fedling
awkward in Ylena s body, helet himsalf out of the bedroom and crept down the stone Stairway.

In the scullery he found afamiliar figure hunched over a steaming mug of strong, dark tea.

“Can't deegp?’ hesad, sartling Aremys.

The big man looked up. “No, no chance of that. Want some?’ he asked, eyeing the new Wyl carefully.
“I likehoney init,” Wyl replied, and from somewhere found athin smileashe sat.

The mercenary nodded and was glad for the activity. He moved around Wyl’ s new dim shoulders,
pouring ancther mug.

“Am | that hard to look upon, Aremys?’



“No,” hisfriend replied, not turning from histask. “| just liked Faryl. | have to get used to you as your
sigter.” Now hedid glance around and alook of sympathy for each other passed between them.

“How arethe otherstaking it?’

Aremys shrugged. “The Duchessis extraordinary. | gather they’ ve only today learned about their son’'s
demise and here sheisfretting over you. The Dukeis angry, confused. | don’t know about the lads.”

“They do believe me, though.”
“Oh, no doubt,” Aremys assured, handing Wyl amug. “It takes some getting used to.”
“Asif | didn’'t know it,” Wyl shot back.

“I mean, understand their position asthey come to termswith it. Even witnessing it doesn’'t make it any
easser to beieve or understand. Shar knows I’ m struggling.”

Wyl did not answer immediately. Then herested his chinin the cup of his hands and shook his head
dowly. “So how will anyonetrust me?’

“Wéll, your friend Elspyth believes and the mountain man, Lothryn, you said, did. Fynch, the seer.” He
was holding fingersup in the air as he listed them. “ And you convinced meto follow you and I'm acynic,
Wyl. All of ustrust you.”

“Why did you bdieve me before seeing it happen for yoursef?” Wyl persisted.

“Because of the knives. No one throws like Koreldy, to my knowledge. And because of your strange
behavior toward the King. There were other things.” He shrugged and then grinned. “The mere fact that
you could resst me confirmed you were aman.” Wyl guffawed. Asaways Aremys stiming was perfect.
“Soyou'vejugt got to believe that they’ll trust you.”

“All right,” Wyl said, blowing on histea.
“I'm sorry it had to be her, Wyl,” the big man findly found the courage to say.
“Metoo,” and aglanceto hisfriend said that he did not wish to talk about it anymore.

They brooded over their drinksin acompanionable silence. The soft crackle and spit of the fire Aremys
had kindled fdt safe and comforting. Wyl warmed Y lend s e egant fingers around the hot mug, fighting the
revulson hefdt a seeing them.

“What now?” Aremysfinaly asked.
“Likeyou sad, | mugt find Myrren' sfather.”
Aremys sipped and nodded. “I’ ve been thinking...”

“Dangerous,” Wyl commented, and returned the relieved grin that played around hisfriend’ s mouth.
Perhgps they would survivethis.

“Y ou cannot travel done.”
“Oh no. Y ou don't want to degp with Ylenaaswell!” Wyl said in mock horror.

The bearlike man’s amusement rumbled deep in histhroat. It was reassuring to hear mirth after so much



ugliness. “Well, | wouldn't say no, of coursg, if you're offering...” He caught Wyl’sglareonthe sster’s
lovely face. “I think you need acompanion, iswhat | meant.”

“Youdon't think | can take care of mysdf inthisguise?’

“I' know you can, but you will till be atarget. If | wereto travel with you, it will prevent the unnecessary
interest that will be leveled at a young noblewoman aone and abroad.”

Wyl consdered it. Aremyswas right; he might well be vulnerable as Y lena. And in truth, he could use the
quiet company of the big man.

“I agree” hefindly replied.

Aremyslooked up in surprise. “What, not even going to fight me on it? Throw some knivesat me or
something?’

“No. You'redefinitdy right. | don’'t havetimefor the obstacle of unhedlthy interest some might take.”
“Wadll, that’ sthat, then,” Aremys growled, rieved. “Where are we going?”’

“I had adream lagt night.”

“Oh?’ hisfriend said, lifting an eyebrow.

“A vison perhaps.” Wyl sghed and pulled &t his ear. Aremys had seen him make thisidentical gesture as
Faryl and redlized it was probably Wyl Thirsk’ strait. That felt reassuring, for some reason.

“There stoo much talk of magic, | know, but thiswasredl...it felt that way at least.”
“Tdl me” Aremyssad.

“A voicetold meto go where no one else goes.”

“Wll, that' s certainly specific. Well find him eesily, then.”

Wyl gave him agentleglare. “It' swhat | wastold.”

“All right, where could that be?’

“Acrossthe oceans?” Wyl hazarded.

“Which one?’

Wyl shrugged. “All right, the Razors. Most wouldn't think to be heading into the mountains, especialy
not in this climate with war brewing.”

“Thiswas aman’svoice?’

Wyl nodded. “His accent didn’t suggest he was a northerner, if that’ swhat you' re getting around to. He
sounded Morgravian if anything—like | used to. A southerner.”

“For aMorgravian, Briavel is somewhere they don’t trespass.”

“Except there' s been trade between the two realms for many years now.” Wyl shook hishead. “No, |
don'tthink it sBriavel.”



Aremys stood and stretched. “Wdll, there' s dways the Wild.”

“The Wild? To the east of Briavel, you mean? There' s nothing there.”

“How do you know? None of us have visited.”

“But isn't it supposed to have some curse on it?” Wyl added. “ That you can’t return from it?”
Aremysnodded dyly. “They say it'senchanted. Sounds like the sort of place cursed people go.”
“That’snot funny.” Wyl bristled.

“It wasn't meant to be,” his companion said evenly. “ Sounds like a neat match to me, though. An
enchanted place where awarlock might live?’

Wyl closed his eyes and breathed hard, trying to find some sense of ease. “Well, | have no better idea.”
“Thenwell go take alook.”
“How do we get there?’

“You' re not going anywhere without me,” Elspyth said, arriving at the doorway. She shrugged at them. “I
couldn’t deep. | heard voices.” Then she hesitated, looking a Wyl, emotions marching across her face
unconcedled.

Wyl stood, walked around the scrubbed table, and he hugged his good friend. She wept alittle, but he
had finished with tears. His eyesremained dry. “Don’t cry, Elspyth. We do them no good with tears.”

“I know,” shesaid. “Thisisal my fault, though. Y ou told me not to reved thetruth. | should have stayed
quiet, should have kept your secret...”

He hushed her mouth with his soft, femae hand. “Don’t. Ylenawould have killed Faryl anyway. | was
the onewho failed. | should have seen it coming, reacted fagter. .. dill, | should have sent Aremysin first
to explain that | was not coming to kill her.”

“It’ sjust so much sadnessrolling into one huge sorrow,” she admitted.

He hugged her hard again, wanted her to accept hisforgiveness. “ Did anyone bother to introduce you to
my friend Aremys, by the way? He knows everything.”

“I'm sorry, Aremys, we did meet under difficult circumstances,” she said, holding out her hand.

The big man took her smal hand in his and squeezed gently. “1 understand from Wyl how lucky heisto
have you for afriend,” he said, pleasing her with his gentle words, “even though you area
blabbermouth,” and watched the look of hurt cross Elspyth’ sface.

“Takeno notice,” Wyl assured. “Aremyslovesto tease.”

She narrowed her eyes at the big man, saw the levity in his expression, and accepted the jest with some
grace. “May | have some of that?’ she asked, nodding toward histea.

“Surdy,” Aremys said, smiling back to reassure her that he had not meant to hurt. He was glad to busy
himsdf once again.

“So where are you going now?’ Elspyth said to the angdlic-looking woman before her, an accusing tone



in her voice.

“I haveto find Myrren’sred father, Elspyth, before | can tackle anything. | have to know more about this
magicwithinme.”

“I undergtand,” shereplied tightly.
“It does not change the oath | swore to you. | will return to the Razors and find him.”

“He spoke to me, Wyl,” she admitted, atremor in her voice. “ There was pain and darkness around him.
He was frightened. There was someone elsetoo, but | couldn’t see him”—she shrugged—" or her. There
was magic somewhere, I'm sure.”

“What did he say?" Elspyth’ swords had jogged his memory of hisown dark dream.
“Hecdled to me” she said wistfully, remembering his sadness.
“That'sdl?’

She frowned in thought. “No. There was more. He said something dong the lines of to tell Romen he will
wait. And then he added something strange, cryptic—I can’t fathomit.”

“Goon,” Wyl urged.
“Hesaid to tell you that heisno longer as you would expect.” She watched Ylena sface frown.
“That'sit?” Wyl said.

“Mmm.” She nodded, smiling flegtingly in thanks to Aremys as he set the tea down before her. “What
could that mean?’

Wyl stood gracefully and began to pace. If any in the room had known Fergys Thirsk, they would have
redized Wyl had caught hisfather’ s habit of movement when in thought. “I have no ides, but strangdly |
too dreamed tonight—well, | think | did. Y ou' ve just reminded me of it and | don’t know who spoke to
me, but whoever it was seemed to be in terrible pain, screaming for deliverance. A man.”

“He storturing him,” she said bleakly They both knew the torturer to whom she referred.
“If it shim trying to reach us, then at least we know he' sdive,” Wyl reassured.
Aremysjoined them at the table. “Isthis the Lothryn you have spoken of 7’

They both nodded.

“I’ve never given up the hope that Cailech haskept him dive,” Wyl said.

“But you also believed torture would not be enough for Cailech. Not his style, you said,” Elspyth
countered.

“That’ strue. The pain could be something e se, of course”
“Likewhat?" Aremysqueried.

“Magic,” Elspyth murmured, and Wyl shot aglance toward her. He had not wanted to say it himself.
“Why not?’ she demanded, angry now as she allowed the thought to take shape. “ Callech hasthat evil
Rashlyn hovering around him. Isn't he a practitioner of magic? Just looking at hiswild appearance and



mad eyes made me go cold.”

“Among other nasty things, yes,” Wyl admitted. He drained hismug. “1 don’t want you rushing off into
the Razors on your own, Elspyth... | know it’s crossed your mind,” he added.

She blushed. “1 cannot sit by and do nothing.”
“Callech will kill you. No parley, nonicetiesat dl. Trust me onthis”
“And you would know?’

Wyl nodded, wondering at the tension between them. It had fdlt different when hewas Koreldy. More
comfortable. Perhaps hisbeing Y lenawas driving awedge between them. Elspyth would probably have
fdtlessawkward if he had changed again into aman rather than this fragile beauty who was hissster.
“Yes, | would. Callechisruthless. Hewill have you killed on sight.”

“Then what makes you think you can get through his defenses, Wyl Thirsk?’

“Because | am no longer Romen Koreldy, that’ swhy! He doesn’t know Y lena Thirsk, but he knows
you. Moreover, I'm hardly intimidating with my long golden tresses and my silk gowns and soft hands.”
Dawning swept across her face. “1t' s our only weapon. Y ou have to trust me and be patient....trust
Lothrynto hang on.”

Aledaswept into the scullery. “1 heard voices,” she said matter-of-factly. “No matter the hour, let’ s get
somefood going. How are you, my dear?’ she asked, looking in her kind way at Whyl.

“Stronger, thank you,” he admitted, and she smiled back at him.
“That' sthe Thirsk in you, child. | told Jeryb you' d find your grit before morning.”

Wyl stood done with the Duke. He had diluted Y lena sfemininity with riding trews and tied her hair
amogt vicioudy into asingle plait. Try though he might, he could not make her fed asit had felt to be
Faryl. He could neither hide her ethereal beauty nor make her movements any lesselegant. It pained him
on anumber of levels, but he would just have to get used to being Y lena.

Aledahad given him a purse containing asmal fortune. “Buy yourself some clothes and provisions. You
must keep up the noble guise,” she had said. “Forgive us al that has happened, Wyl. | fed somehow
responsble.”

“Don’t.” he had assured, wanting to refuse the money. He knew he could visit any one of Faryl’s many
hides. However, heredized Aledawastrying to help in the only practical way she could and so he had
accepted her gift with grace. *Y ou do believe me, then?’

She nodded. “What other choice have we? We watched two people suffer and one die, but we haveto
trust that the Ylenawe met isno longer her. Y ou tdl usthings only Wyl Thirsk could know; you no
longer even sound like Ylenain theway you talk, and with al the other terrible things happening right
now, we haveto beievein thisfrightening magic.”

“Y ou’ ve been arock of strength, Aleda,” he said as he hugged her goodbye. “ Thank you for believing
mein the midst of dl the nonsenscal magic.”

“You areliving proof of it, son. I'll try to make sense of it in weeksto come, I'm sure. In the meantime,



I"Il trust you now to keep your promise and help give usrevenge for Alyd and Ylena” No tears now;
Aledawas the bedrock of the family and she would not succumb to weakening emotions when there was
afight to be fought. Sheturned and left him with her husband.

“Cryswill see her safely to the border,” the Duke said, nodding toward the place where Elspyth sat
taking with Al

“I know she will be safe once she crossesinto Briavel,” Wy replied.

Crysstrolled up.

“Perhaps we need apassword... er, just in case the curse happens again,” Jeryb suggested.
Wyl held the Duke s gaze. He wasright. “What would suit you, Sir?”

Thetall man looked toward the sky in thought. “* Carving knife —innocuous enough and I’ m sure none of
uscould forget that?’

“I know | won't, sir,” WyI said, eyes darkening at the memory.
“Areyou sure you don't want me to take Elspyth all the way to Werryl?” Crys offered.

“No. Too many spies, Crys. Your name, your family cannot risk being linked to Briavel openly. Just see
her safely to the border. Theletter I ve given her will take care of therest.”

Crysnodded. “ Shar keep you safe.”

Wyl shook the young man’ s hand, once again struck by the keen likeness to his dead brother. Crysl|eft
them while he gave some ingructionsto hissiblings.

The old man shook his head. “ After al these years of fighting. Now Felrawthy conspireswith the
enemy.” Hisvoicewasthick.

“Briavel’ s not the enemy, my lord,” Wyl reassured. “Our own king isthe enemy. Vdentynaand Briave
are, infact, our only dlies”

“Fergys Thirsk would turnin histomb,” the Duke said, disgusted.
“No, sir, hewould not. My father would agree with our strategy.”
“Areyou quite sure of that?’

“Assureas| stand here,” and they both smiled wryly. “Everyone here has agreed on the story. Ylena
was not here, and athough Faryl visited, sheleft immediatdly. It leaves Tenterdyn free of sugpicion. Inthe
meantime, you mustn't give Cdimus any hint that you suspect him. | know you’ re expecting your
mustered men soon, but make an excuseif questions are asked. Whatever lies hetellsyou, Sir, accept
them for what they are. Show him nothing—no emotion. He will surely concoct some fabrication to
explain the disgppearance of your son.”

“Why can’t | just kill him?” and now the Duke' svoice cracked.

“Because you or whomever you givethejob to, sir, will never get out of Stoneheart aive. Legionnaires
aresworn to diefor their king...and they will. Y ou and your family will be tracked down and
daughtered...and then he' Il go after your men. Please believe mewhen | say he’ sruthless. Y ou have no
ideaof hisambition, sr—you have been away from the capital too long.”



“Fighting the Crown’ s battles!” the Duke growled, but hisroar had no biteto it.

Wyl continued. “He has amassed a private guard of mercenaries, too. Heiswell protected. No, Duke,
trust my counsd that it isfar better you play Celimus at hisown game. | have much lessto lose than you.
Leavethekilling for me”

“So | mugt St tight and not raise my hand.”

“Aswe agreed thismorning, sir. Assemble aguard around Tenterdyn, by al means, but keep it as
innocent looking as possible. Parley with him. Seewhat he hasto say. And if you can infiltrate the Legion
in the meantime and spread the word, al the better. Work out who isloya to our cause. And, Sir,
beware of Cailech. Heis unpredictable and far stronger than most of us have redized.”

“Youredly believe he Il rad?’

“Not yet. But he' s capable of anything. Be warned, heis cunning and highly intelligent. Hewon't do
anything obvious and perhaps he may not do anything at al, but you need to keep your men dert. Infact,
you might use Cailech as your excuse for assembling men at Felrawthy. Ceimuswill agreewithit.”

“And | should offer my servicesto the King?’ Jeryb asked, as though tasting something bitter.
“Reinforce your servicesto him. It will throw him off your scent, gr.”
The old man sighed, heavy with histroubles. “What happened to good ol d-fashioned war?’

Wyl extended his sster’ s milky white hand. “Wefight adifferent war now, Sr. Wedo it with
intrigue...and magic.”

Jeryb grimaced at its mention. “ Shar’ s guidance over you and your strange, impossiblelife, Wyl,” the
Dukesad. “I'll wait for word.”

“Bedrong, dr,” Wyl sad, feding the old man’sneed for revenge. “ Y ou'll hear from me.”

He crossed the elegant courtyard to where Elspyth stood by her horse. The Duke had provided all his
guests with good horses for their various journeys.

“Areyou dl right?” Wyl asked her ashe drew close.

Shenodded. “Angry.”

“Trust me. I'll get word to you.”

“Y ou know how | want to head back to Y entro.”

“Don’'t lieto me. | know how you want to go straight into the Razors.”

She pursed her lips. “You don't own me, Wyl. I'll do as| pleaseif it comestoit. I'm feding sick over
what’ s happened to you, but you' re going your way—where you know you must. What about me?’

He bowed hishead. “I' m sorry, Elspyth, you'reright. But | can’t lose you too. Don't you see, thisis
about keeping you safe, not ignoring your needs.”

“And Briavd isdl you can offer?’

“For now, yes. It'simportant. Important for your safety and important for our cause. Y ou want Celimus



to pay too. Do this. Go to Vaentynaand live under her protection. | will come and then I'll work out
what we' re going to do about Lothryn.”

Elspyth glared, knowing what he said made sense, hating him momentarily for being right and for caring
enough about her. Too few people had cared for her as much ashedid. “And | can tell her nothing.”

“Nothing! And you need to keep my secret thistime. She won't understand anyway. Just be her friend, if
she'll permit it. Y ou know whét to say. You'll be safe there until | comefor you.”

“Youwill come?’ Shetook hisarm to reinforce her query.

Wyl nodded, feeling Ylena splait bounce at hisback. “1 promiseyou. It seems| can’t die no matter how
hard | try,” he said hdf jokingly, but there was too much grief in histone for Elspyth to smile. “Not yet
anyway,” he added, and squeezed her shoulder.

Helooked now to Ril. “I don’t think in dl thewhirl and dramaof last night that | got the chance to thank
you for al you' ve donefor my family.”

Rl regarded him shyly. “I wish I’ d done so much more, kept her safe.”

Wyl took the young novice monk’s hand. “Y ou did plenty. | was the one who failed her, not you.”
“I dill don't understand,” Pil admitted. “Y ou were K oreldy when you cameto Rittylworth?’

“I'm afraid so. Forgive me for the duplicity.”

Pl shook hishead. “1 thought he was different. | was much younger, of course, when hefirst cameto us,
0| put it down to my being more grown-up, seeing him through more adult eyes.”

“I would appreciateit, Fil, if you would keep thisto yoursdlf.”

“I think I’d be locked up asahdf-wit if | told thistale,” the novice admitted. “ Y our secret’ s safe with
rre”

Wyl changed the subject. “Y ou are clear on the story we are dl sticking to?’
Pil looked unhappy but nodded. “The woman, Faryl, visited but Ieft soon after.”

“Good.” Wyl could see the youngster was not comfortable with the falsehood. “Welie for good reason,
PFil. And you will now seek the monk in Brynt?’

“Take hismule back, yes. The monk’ s nameis Brother Tewk. If you ever have need of my help, it's
yours, athough | don't know how we'll find each other,” Pil said, shrugging a shoulder, embarrassed.

“Who knows, our paths may yet cross again. Be safe, Pil. Shar’ slight upon you aways.”

Elspyth hugged the young man and watched him pay hisrespectsto the family before climbing on the
patient mule,

“Sowe must part again, Wyl,” Elspyth said, determined not to show her fear or grief.

“Once agan | ask another journey, another favor,” he said, putting hisarms around her. “Thank you for
bdievinginme”

She pulled out of hisembraceto regard him in hisnew, far prettier body. “I’m trusting you. Don't let me



down.”

“I won’t. We' reusing acode, by theway.” She frowned. Wyl told her the Duke' sidea.

“Oh, sowe know it sreally you and won't kill you if you approach usin the guise of our enemy.”
“Precisdly. The codeis' carving knife.” | think the Duke has a sense of humor in spite of himsdlf.”

Elspyth gave him athin amile. “Take care, Wyl. I'll ook after your queen for you,” she said, and liked
that her comment made him look sharply back toward her. His queen. Evenin Ylena s body his care and
lovefor Vaentynawaswritten al over hisface.

Aremyshad sdled up. “We d best be going,” he said, rescuing Wyl from Elspyth’s prolonged farewell.
“Where areyou going?’ Elspyth asked.

“Where most don't go, apparently,” Aremys admitted, giving her alook that suggested he had no idea.
He reached around her tiny frame and dared a hug. “Be safe, blabbermouth.”

They had decided that Wyl would travel asthe Lady Rachyl Farrow from Grenadyn and hope to Shar
that King Celimus did no thorough investigation should her name ever make itsdlf known to him.

“That' syour family name, right?” Wyl asked as Aremys sipped adecent ale, and he had to make do with
avery watery verson. They had stopped a an inn in Brynt befitting anoble [ady.

Aremysnodded. “At least | can give you dl the background information you need.”

“Y ou're sure Celimus would not know.”

“Our families go back, but he wastoo young, aswasl|. Y ou could smply be ababy sster.”
“ After your own true one, you mean.”

The big man sipped. “ Or another one. Stop worrying. The Crown has had nothing to do with Grenadyn
most of itslife. It'sjust that our fathers fought together, got to know one another. To Celimus,
Grenadyn’ s a backwater where he gets his good horses from—that’ sabout al he'll know of it.”

“So, do | look dl right, then?” Wyl asked, straightening the bodice of the gown he' d changed into at the
inn.

“Every bit the noblelady,” Aremys admitted, looking & Wyl’s new clothes.
“I can't wait to get out of these skirts and into my riding trousers tomorrow.”
“Well, suffer now for al our sakes.”

“What happened to Faryl’ s body, by the way?’

“The boys buried it somewhere remote.”

“Good, soif the King' s men comelooking...”

“They’ll find no trace and suspect she’ son her way to Briavel or whatever. Who cares.”



Wyl gared into hismug. “ Pil might yet undo us.”

“Youthink so?’

“He' saman of Shar. Thelieabout Ylenaand Faryl doesnot St easly.”
“| wonder how easly he'd st in the King' s dungeon.”

Wyl grimaced. “No point worrying, | suppose. It’sout of our control now. | wonder why the Manwitch
wouldn't tedl me where we haveto go.”

“Perhaps he couldn’t.” Aremys shrugged.

Wyl frowned. “1 don’'t see why not, although now that | try to remember, he wasn't exactly forthcoming
with much information a dl. I’ ve been thinking it has to be the Wild.”

“It’' s certainly where no one goes.”
“Do you know much about it?”

Aremyssighed. “Not redlly. They say it's haunted, divein someway. Y ou know how supergtitious
Morgravians and Briavelians have been in the past.”

“Ah, the old stories. And you believe them?’

“‘Enchanted’ is probably the better word.”

“They say many havetried to learn more, but no onereturnsfromit.”
“I’'veheard that. | believeit could be true, don’t you?’

Wyl shook his head sadly. “Until | became Koreldy, | would have scoffed at the notion. But | haveto
believe in magic now. | dways thought the Wild was just afable for an uninhabitable wilderness.”

Aremysdrained his cup and stretched. “If it were harmless, it would aready be apart of Briavel.
Whatever it is, it'smanaged to keep al the hungry land ravagers at bay.”

“There’ssomething ese,” Wyl said, draining his own cup more ddicately than he preferred to.

“Tdl me”

“Knave”

“The dog you spoke of, 07’

“Wadl, | suspect he'll find me, guide us”

“Stranger and stranger,” Aremys admitted, wiping his mouth dry of thede. “Do we just wait, then?’
“No, we kegp moving. He Il find us”

“Canyou trugt Elspyth?’

“Yes” Wyl said emphaticaly.

“I didn't mean it that way. | meant will her lovefor thisLothryn get intheway?’



Wyl shook his head, sipped hiswatered de, and tried not to pull aface again. “Theworst of thisishaving
to rely on others, Aremys. I’'m relying on Elspyth to get word to the Queen, and I’ m relying on the Duke,
indl hispain and anger, to stay firm and hold the north....act loyd to the King when dll hewantstodois
gdlop with hisarmy toward Pearlis. I'm relying on Vaentynato keep her nerve and not capitulate to
Cdlimuswhile hoping Cailech does nothing rash.” He made a sound of agony.

“Thendon't,” the mercenary said, his gaze firm over therim of his cup. “Rely on no one, Wyl. That'smy
creed. You can't orchestrate the lives of others. Do what you must do and deal with the problems as
they unfold. | don’t trust that Elspyth will be able to wait if you taketoo long; | don't trust that your
queen will be ableto stave off Celimusfor very much longer or that Cailech won't take mattersinto his
own hands. Who couldn’t forgive Felrawthy for doing something vengeful? All you can do right now is
concentrate on one priority—you can’t be everywhere at once. Y ou want answersto this curse of
yours—then let’ sgo find those answers.”

“Why are you doing thisfor me, Aremys?’

The big man drained his cup. “Because frankly | have nothing better to do.”



Chapter 24

King Cailech took the baby with arush of such affection that he felt his breath catch. He hushed its soft
whimpering, admiring that the boy waslong limbed and heslthy. He had seen the child kick hislegs
furioudy when happy or distressed and had laughed joyoudly at hisson’slusty cry.

Hewould be astrong king one day, hisfather thought with pride.

Cailech stroked the child’ s downy golden hair and smiled indulgently at the dimplein his cheek that
marked him so clearly the son of aKing, for Cailech’s own dimple had been cherished as precious when
he himsdf was an infant. His mother had told him it was asign from their god. Haldor had blessed him.
Hewould lead aspecid life.

“Aydrech,” he cooed. Cailech had never felt such intense love for anyone. This sense of ownership, this
bonding with ahelplessinfant created from his own seed, was so powerful it threstened to overcome
him. “My son,” he whispered, and kissed the baby softly, hisheart smitten. He knew in that instant of
tenderness that he would never, indeed could never, love anyone as much as Aydrech. His heir.

Voices pulled him from his adoration. He looked into the child’ s still-dark eyes, which he anticipated
might lighten to green to match his own. “Come and meet my new stdlion, child,” he added, reluctantly
handing the baby back to its wet nurse as the wild-looking Rashlyn approached.

“Ready?’ the King asked.
The barshi smply nodded.
“Bring the boy,” Cailech ordered to the woman, and shefdl in step.

They approached a dusty area surrounded by wooden palings, known as the breaking ring. Cailech
climbed up thetrio of stairsto araised platform. His son was carried behind and promptly suckled
contentedly at the woman’s conceal ed breest.

The King' s atention was diverted now; his eyes hungrily sought his prized new beast, whose brilliantly
shiny black coat twitched in the harsh sunlight of the Razors winter. The wild stdlion snorted, nostrils
flaring in warning, and samped itsfeet angrily.

“He' smagnificent,” Cailech breethed, inspired at the sght. “ Truly magnificent.” It wasfar more than he
had dared imagine.

A specia horse breaker, one of the best—if not the best—in the mountains, bowed and approached.
“Sire, would you like meto begin?

“No. He'sdl mine” Cailech said, legping down lightly from the platform and glancing toward Rashlyn,
who barely smiled.

“Asyouwish,” the horse handler replied. “ A word of warning, my lord,” herisked. “Thisisavery
aggressve beast. He will take some specid handling.”

Cailech nodded and took the proffered gloves and the rope. “We won't be using the hobbling and
beating method, Maegryn.”

The man immediately looked worried. “Please, my lord king. It sal thisonewill understand.” When he



saw theimmovable set of hisleader’ sjaw, he nodded. “ At least dlow meto take thefirst session.”

Cailech put his hand on the man’ s shoulder. He towered over him. “Be easy. Thisonewill not hurt me.
And | do not wish to win him through pain. We will break him the old way—wewill doit by trust. He
and | must trust each other. He must know what it isto fear me, but without pain. That isthe greatest
conquering of dl, don’'t you think?’

It made no sense to the man. “ Sire, you—"
“Hush, Maegryn. | know best,” Cailech assured as he entered the breaking ring.

There were several onlookers and word was dready spreading that the King was personaly bresking in
anew gdlion, afiery one. Cailech dapped the rope againgt histhigh and the horselooked a him with a
wild and angry look in itsdark eyes. It had been kept insgde and isolated for days, and now that it was
outsdein thefresh mountain air, it was brimming with unspent energy and fury. The King could seethe
whites of the beast’ s eyes—a sure sign that the creature was just short of demented at being penned in.

It snorted. Cailech knew thiswas athreat, knew he must answe it.
“Ha” heyeled, and dapped the rope again, making aloud noise againg his soft leather riding trews.
The horse began to paw the ground. Another sgn. Dangerousthistime.

Maegryn tipped his head toward some helpers, who prepared to leap into the ring and distract the angry
anima should it chargetheir king.

They watched Cailech raise his chin high and stand to hisfull height. He had inherited the tlents of his
father, who had been askilled breaker of horses, and those skilled enough to understand would know
that Cailech was, in this smple move, throwing down the gauntlet to the horse, inviting it to test its nerve
and resllience againg him. Thiswasafight of saminaand mental srength—mae againg mae; the
different species hardly mattered. The horse knew exactly what was being offered and knew only one of
them could win leadership.

The King took ashort, aggressive step toward the stalion, holding the rope doft. It held its ground, but it
flinched momentarily, which to Maegryn’ s experienced eye was an indication that it was unsure about this
challenge. It would proceed with caution, he realized with relief Cailech dapped the rope, outward this
time, toward the horse’ s rump. Incensed, it snorted fiercely and reared up. Again Cailech shouted,
digtracting it with his voice and diverting its attention with the rope, which licked at its back. The anima
screamed, not from pain but anger and no little confusion. It moved toward the King. The handlers
tensed. One even raised abow, its arrow tipped with the sap of the fdavabush. A skilled shot to the
rump would sedate the horse, although it was not instant. They would need to get the King out of thering
immediatdy if the sceneturned ugly.

Once more Cailech stood his ground and repeated the process.

Thistime the horse reared, and dthough Cailech stepped back, he dso yelled loudly, whacking the
animal hard on the rump with the rope. It hurt. Was meant to.

Stung, the beast backed off. Man and horse regarded each other. It was asif no one el se were present.
Cailech could hear nothing but the angry breathing of the beast. He dapped histhigh with the rope once
more. The horse reluctantly moved around thering.

Thosewatching let out their collectively held bresth. It was atart.



The breaking continued relentlesdy over the next few days. Four sunslater the stallion stood swegting
and trembling. Thewildnesswas till initseyes, but it respected the man who stood tall beforeit. He too
was perspiring, but his cold green gaze never |eft the horse' smgestic face.

Now, sire! Maegryn thought, filled with admiration. Asif the King could hear his private thoughts,
Cailech suddenly rounded his shoulders, in the language of horses conveying safety and companionship.
The gtalion whinnied softly. Until now Cailech had forced domination and the horse had dways faced
away from its adversary, preferring little or no eye contact. Now it turned directly toward him and eyed
him. Still rather magnificent, it defiantly glared at Cailech, but its body language told Maegryn that the
King had been accepted.

The rounded silhouette Cailech had adopted put the horse at ease; invited it to rub its shoulderswith a
creature who was no longer its chalenger or evenitsequa but itsleader. Another long day of thisroutine
continued before finally the stallion, nicknamed Proud by the mountain dwellers who stopped by over the
week to watch the exciting dramaunfold, lowered its defiant head in deferenceto its breaker, walked
over to Cailech, and nuzzled at his shoulder.

As soon as this happened, Cailech straightened and gave orders. “ Tie him to the snubbing post and fetch
asaddle,” he said, not prepared to lose the moment.

“Perhaps we should wait, my lord,” Maegryn ventured.
“Now!” Cailech replied. Heleft no room for argumen.

Rashlyn approached his friend as the men moved in cautioudly to halter the horse. He handed Cailech a
skin of water. “Wel?’

“Impressve.”
“Thank you.”

“Now we make him fully trusting,” Cailech said, taking another long swig and handing back the skin. “1'll
be riding him by thisafternoon,” he said fiercely.

Rashlyn nodded, the dy grin evident once again beneeth the flurry of hair.

“Ready, my lord,” Maegryn caled.

Callech stepped toward the disturbed black horse. It was blowing and trembling, angry and confused
agan, thistime at being restrained to the fence.

“Put onthe saddle” Cailech said.

Thiswas easer said than achieved, but the men working the horse were swift and experienced. Cailech
carefully approached the stalion, continuoudy murmuring soothing words. And then at the right moment,
in one smooth movement, Cailech landed nimbly on the horse' s back, at the same moment Maegryn
untied theanimal. Alarmed, it instantly began to buck and jump, squealing and angry, as determined to
unsegt its guest as Cailech wasto remainin place.

The athleticism and strength required to keep hisbalance for any length of time was unimaginable for the
inexperienced breskers watching. Cailech hung on grimly, determined he would best the horse’ s most
fearsome bucking. The stdlion findly camed, too spent for even for one more effort. The King could fedl



its entire body shaking with despair aswell asfatigue.
It had done its utmodgt. It had failed.

As Cailech did from the saddle, the horse turned its head. He was ready for it, ready for the bite—one
last-ditch effort to inflict pain on the victor. The King backhanded the horse in the face with dl the
strength he himsalf had left and the horse squedled in obvious shock and agony.

“Unsaddle him!” Cailech commanded, rubbing his hand. He had not wanted to do that to this horse, but
it was necessary, and only he and Rashlyn knew how much emotion was driving that blow.

Maegryn was shocked at his sovereign’ s aggressveness, but he was aso relieved. King and horse had
been trying to outdo each other for too many days, both aiming to conquer the other. The horse had lost
the battle—which was as it should be but till the horse handler was keen for the beast to have some rest
from itsexertions. In truth, he believed this strange horse would prefer death to subservience.

“I will ride him this afternoon. Have him readied.”

“Sre?” Maegryn asked, shocked for the second time in as many minutes.

“Hisnameis Gaapek, by theway. | will ride him without asaddle.”

Maegryn dared not contradict. “ Asyou command,” was dl he permitted himsdlf to say.
Cailech gtrode away, Rashlyn a hisside.

“Have you roused the wet nurse?’ the King asked.

“Yes, shewill be ready when you want her.”

“I will betaking my son out done this afternoon.”

“On him?’ Rashlyn asked, surprised.

“Have Aydrech brought to me at the edge of the lake directly after the midday med. | want him to know
thishorse”

“Isthat wise, my lord?’

“Hell befine. Hewon't hurt Aydrech,” Cailech replied, his stride lengthening, forcing the barshi to dl but
skipdongsde.

“| don't recognize the name you' ve given the beast.”
“It'sinthe old language of our forefathers.”
The sorcerer was not of the mountains. “Oh? What doesit mean?’

“Traitor,” the King snarled, and Ieft the practitioner of magic in hiswake.

Maegryn brought the stallion to the King. “My lord, pleaselet me saddlie him,” he beseeched, fearful of
what the proud beast might do.

“Take off the halter. | ride with the child, and bareback.”



Maegryn blinked. He must not contradict the King, even though he knew hisleader waswrong. This
huge horse was more than capable of killing. But the handler wisely understood that so was hisking, and
it would be hisown neck at the end of anooseif he risked angering Cailech.

“I'll mount him first, then you' reto remove al restraints,” Cailech instructed.

Maegryn gave the King aleg up and was relieved that the horse protested only dightly. Then it settled.
He held his breath and looked toward his sovereign, who nodded. The horseman removed all the tackle
and the stallion shook its head at the sense of freedom.

“Leaveus,” theKing said, and Maegryn departed, abeit reluctantly.

Thewet nurse, waiting nearby, was also banished once she had handed Cailech the whimpering bundle
she had brought. Once the King was done, Cailech leaned over, laid his head againgt the strong neck of
the horse, and as he stroked the beast he whispered to it.

“Now you are minefor good. Come, my friend, let usride together.”

And the man once known as Lothryn, now called Galgpek the traitor, took hisfirst unhappy stepsas
King Cailech’ s enchanted four-legged servant.

Watching from the shadows, Rashlyn smiled thinly, admiring hiswork.

Gueryn lay on the palet in his dungeon space and faced away from the door. He had adopted this pose
since Cailech had seen him fit and returned to his cell. He had spoken to no onein that time. Guards
came and went about their business; the dungeoner was a nice enough fellow who regularly changed the
straw and brought fresh food and water. He had tried talking with the prisoner, but Gueryn had pointedly
refused to respond. Nowadays the man entered and | eft the cell in sllence,

Today was different, though. When the man arrived he walked straight over to Gueryn and prodded him.
“Come on, we' ve got ordersto exerciseyou.”

Gueryn stirred. No amount of pride would permit him to res st the opportunity to walk in daylight and
breathe fresh air—Cailech had promised neither during hisincarceration, so thiswas quite a
development. Obvioudy the King had paid attention to Gueryn’ s threat and was as determined to
preserve Gueryn'slife as Gueryn wasto end it. Starving himself had not worked. Rashlyn had ordered
him force-fed, and the Starvation felt worse than dying because his body fought him al theway.

It was more logical, then, to cooperate with food and try a different tactic, for it was now very obvious
that Cailech wanted him kept alive, if not comfortable. And so hisonly protest was silence. They would
get nothing from him. More recently he redlized that deep down he wanted to live too....if just to hear
news of Wyl—if he till lived—and Ylena. Hewould stay dive and dert until he could somehow
contribute toward bringing this Mountain Kingdom down.

Walking, after so long without exercise, sounded easier than it was and it took two men to support him.
When they emerged from the dungeon, it was not into broad daylight, as Gueryn had imagined, but into
theinkiness of night. An unbelievably beautiful sarry sky greeted Gueryn’sreturnto red lifeand he
inhaed the piercingly cold but most welcome night air and immediately began to cough.

“Takeit easy, old man,” one of hisades murmured.

Gueryn growled something unintelligible through the cough.



“What wasthat?’ the mountain man inquired, amused.
“I think he stelling you your fortune, Myrt,” the man on the other side of Gueryn replied, and laughed.
Gueryn cleared histhroat. “1 said I’ [l knock you sensdess next time you cal meold.”

Both men laughed and Gueryn chuckled deeply too. It felt suddenly permissible and even rather
empowering to share ajest with others, even if they were the enemy.

“How old areyou?’ Myrt asked.
“Twoscore and five,” hereplied, shuffling awkwardly between them.

“Then you d better start acting likeit,” Myrt replied. “ The King wants you fit and hedlthy, not dyingin his
dungeon.”

“I gathered. How thoughtful of him.”

“Widl, now that your wound has fully healed, it’ stime you got your body well.”

“I'll doit, just sothat | can enjoy fighting some of you when my chance comesagain.”

Myrt chuckled. “That’ s the spirit. Can you manage on your own now?’

“Let metry,” Gueryn replied gruffly.

He doubled up to cough again but soon enough was ableto totter more fredly, if laborioudy.
“Don’t worry, I’'m not going anywhere,” he said to his captors, who smiled back.

“Dyx up there will seeto it you have another nasty wound to live through if you try,” Myrt warned, his
jaw jutting toward where an archer watched from a higher vantage than they.

Gueryn nodded. They probably knew he hardly had the strength to hold himsdlf upright. In that moment
he decided he would work his body hard from now on and would regain hisformer strength. He had to
make himsalf useful to Morgravia. ...if only asarather pitiful and captive Spy.

As he passed by the two men on another agonizingly dow round, he heard the name Lothryn and his
attention wasimmediately caught. He circled in amore shalow rotation so he could eavesdrap, turning
his head away and casting a blank expression so he did not appear to be listening.

“...20 haveyou seehim?’

“No,” Myrt replied. “ And he' snot in the dungeon. I’ ve checked.”

“So where?”’

Gueryn, unable to see the men as he shuffled by again, assumed Myrt must have shrugged.
“Not dead, surely?’ the companion queried, bewilderment evident in histone.

“Loth dwayswarned usthat the King is unpredictable. No one, not even Loth, could gauge his moods,
but he was the only one who seemed able to talk to Cailech when he was dark of spirit.”

“But they're so close, asgood as brothers,” the man quaified, aghast.



“Loth betrayed us, Byl. Don’t you understand? That’ s about the worst Sin he could have perpetrated on
the King. Cailech demandsloyadty abovedl dse”

Hisyounger, less experienced companion grunted. “ Seems odd then that he' s permitted to summarily
execute one of our best.”

“They'rethe rules. Loth would have known the pendty even as he broke them,” Myrt said unhappily.
Gueryn was thanking his stars for his keen hearing when athird voice broke out of nowhere.

“He snot dead,” the new voice said, and Gueryn had to work hard to keep hisface devoid of dl
expression as afigure melted out of the shadows.

It was the hideous medicine man who had saved hislife but watched with bright eyes asthey took
Elspyth’s. “Heisamong you,” Rashlyn said with atrace of glee.

Out of the corner of his eye Gueryn could see both mountain men bristle at the gpproach of the
wild-looking Rashlyn. It seemed only Cailech suffered the fellow gladly.

“I haven't noticed him,” Myrt replied carefully.

“Oh, indeed you have, you'rejust not redlizing it,” Rashlyn said, glancing Gueryn’ sway and changing the
subject. “I see he can walk unaided now.”

Gueryn turned his back and imagined the two men nodding.

“Thisisgood. We need him hedthy,” Rashlyn sad.

“Why?" Myrt asked, desperately wanting to know more about Lothryn.

“Ah, that | can't divulge. But your king has plansfor him.”

Gueryn fdt his somach clench. He despised the secretive nature of this man.

“Can you get amessage to Loth for me?” Myrt asked, ignoring the sorcerer’ s evasiveness.

Rashlyn laughed:; it was asnigger filled with guile and knowing. “No, | can't do that. Have you admired
the King' s magnificent new stdlion, by theway?’

“Thebest I’ ve ever seen,” Myrt agreed, disappointed by the barshi’ slack of interest and annoyed by his
irritating legps from topic to topic.

“And do you know what Gaapek meansin the old language?’
“No.”

“Perhaps you should learn more of your ancestors' tongue,” Rashlyn answered, and waked away
amiling.

“Now what’ sthat al supposed to mean?’ Byl asked.

“Search me,” Myrt replied. “Hismind is asfrenzied and unreliable as his gppearance. He makes my flesh
crawl. Supergtitious or not, | don’t know how Cailech can stand him to be near.”

“Lookslike our prisoner has had enough,” Byl suggested, noticing that Gueryn had stopped pacing.



“Comeon, then,” Myrt called to Gueryn. “Let’ s get you back to your cozy guest room.”
Gueryn said nothing more, other than to thank the men for the rare treat of being outside.
“Don’'t mentioniit,” Myrt replied. “We |l force you to do it each evening until you fed fit again.”

After the men had left, Gueryn dlowed his mind to embrace the disturbing nature of what he had
overheard from Rashlyn. Myrt and hisfriend might not have understood the Iy message underlying the
confusing words of the medicine man but Gueryn was classicdly trained. His great-grandmother,
origindly from the Outer Ides of the north, had been married off to aMorgravian noble. Although she
had accepted her new life, she never fully relinquished her cultura background, particularly itslanguage,
and she had religioudly taught it to her daughter, who had in turn ingtructed her own son.

Gueryn knew dl too well what the word “ gaapek” meant in the old language of the north. It meant
traitor! Anodd namefor agalion.

He shivered in the damp of his cell and pulled the blanket tighter about him. What was the medicine man
implying...that Cailech had named his new stalion after hisbest friend? Or wasit more convol uted than
thet?

Rashlyn had said Lothryn was dive, roaming among them. And yet neither of those men, presumably
friends of Lothryn and close enough to the King to be familiar with him, had seen the courageous
mountain man. Y et Rashlyn had sniggered and intimidated about things none of them could understand.
What was the link between the horse and Lothryn?

Gueryn drifted off into unhappy deep pondering this, promising himsdf he would make more effort to talk
with his guards tomorrow night. Now he too wanted to know where Lothryn was.

Meanwhile, in the stable, aman trapped and lost in the powerful shapechanging magic of Rashlyn threw
his magnificently sculpted new body angrily against the timber doors of the barn and screamed for
deliverance.



Chapter 25

Knave could fed the pull of Wyl’ sthoughts. He already knew the quickening had happened again and he
had startled his companion the night before with aterrible howling. Fynch was far too sharp not to
recognize this keening for what it might be. He recalled the last time Knave had made that sound. It
gnawed away indde him that Wyl might have died once more and come back to life again—that he was
now waking in anew body. But Fynch wastoo distracted by his own fear to alow that notion to gain
too much spacein hismind.

They were gitting at the edge of a dense brush on the northern rim of Briavel, known aptly asthe Thicket.
For mogt, it was smply the barrier that discouraged any unsuspecting traveler from heading into the
famed and sinister Wild. Beyond the Thicket was the smdl tributary joining the mgor River Eyle, which
al but bisected Morgraviaand Briave. Thisrivulet, ominoudy known asthe Darkstream, was the only
access into the region known as the Wild.

“Areyou sure, Knave?” Fynch whispered once again.

The dog nuzzled hisface. It was answer enough. Knave would not |et anything bad happen to him. Asit
was, the dog had somehow managed to get them from Bagl up to the north of Briavel with dazzling speed.
Fynch knew Knave used magic; accepted it now. All that mattered was finding hisway to Elysius, and
athough they had begun using traditiona means of travel such as accepting trangport with friendly tinkers
and merchants, Fynch had soon cometo redlize that they covered alot more distance when they traveled
aone. It occurred at night, while he dept.

“How do you doit?’ he asked hisfriend, who stared back at him with liquid, dark eyes. “I mean, | curl
up with you in one spot and | wake up in another. Do you carry me,” he wondered aloud, scratching
gently at thedog' sears, “or do you just ‘send’ usfrom one place to another, like | did with Elysius?’

Knave groaned with pleasure. It was the only answer Fynch was going to get. Even he estimated that
traveling from Baglup to this northern point in Briave at the foothills of the Razors should take weeks.
They had been traveling for just afew days and were dready at the Darkstream’ s mouth.

“I guess| shouldn't put it off any longer,” Fynch said, hoping to find some comfort in the rdlying words.
Knave nudged him. He wanted Fynch to move. “I' m frightened,” the boy admitted.

He knew thetall tales of the Wild from hismother’ s stories. She had terrified him with dark notions of
what must happen to the intrepid explorers who took fate in their hands. All travelers choosing to use this
tributary had to register, he remembered. It was how the authorities monitored who had gone missng
over theyears. Fynch felt hislegs go watery at the thought. What if he were never seen or heard from
again? How would Wyl know where to find his body? What would happen to Vdentyna?

Knave growled softly, reminding him to move. Fynch unraveled the thong of Romen’ s he had taken to
wesaring about hisown tiny wrist. Hetied it now to abranch, casting a prayer to Shar that someone might
find it—someone being Wyl—not that Wyl even knew to come looking here!

Fynch took a steadying breath, summoned his courage, and stepped into the Thicket. It was dusk
outside, but benesth the tangle of yewsit was brooding enough to make the surrounds look and fedl as
dark asthe night. Wasit hisimagination, or did the branches bend, asif to touch him? He kept his eyes
fixed on Knave, who led the way through shrub and foliage with seeming ease. There were no birdcalls,
no animal sounds. Not even an insect chirped. The silence was heavy enough to make Fynch curve his



shouldersinward and wrap histhin arms about his body. He could hear the rush of theriver somewhere
nearby, keeping closeto their path. He broke into atrot to stay up with Knave, who was pushing them
more quickly now.

Fynch suddenly redlized he was casting arepetitive thought. | mean no harm, he mentally repested again
and again. Perhapsit was his susceptibility to magica eementsthat convinced Fynch that the Thicket
answered him, athough he could no more articulate exactly what was said than sprout wings and fly.

After he had cast his mantrafor sometime, the Thicket no longer fdlt threatening. The whispers—which
wasthe only way Fynch could describe the sensation—f et increasingly gentle and warm. What had
initidly struck him as snister now felt oddly friendly. Leaves softly tralled againgt hisface no matter how
agilely he ducked and weaved. With each brush of alesf or twig, he felt atingle of something pass
through him. There was no time to stop and consider it, though. He was dl but running after Knave.

Findly they emerged on the other side. It had fdlt like it had taken an age to cross from boundary to
boundary, yet Fynch understood—now that the weight of the Thicket's presence had lifted
somewha—that they had traveled barely minutes through the gloomy denseness.

Fynch experienced a curioustingling in hisbody, but its strange presence was quickly forgotten as his
glance fdl upon the Darkstream, which had indeed kept them company through the trees, but only now
did they seeit properly. It did not move asfast as Fynch had suspected, nor wasit nearly aswide asit
had sounded. It was sinigter, though, itswatersinky and intimidating. Acrossasmall wooden bridge,
surrounded by thefirst rocky mounds that would become the Razors, stood a hut from which an oddly
cheerful column of smoke rose. A path led down to ajetty nearby, attached to which bobbed atrio of
small rowboats, neatly tied to wooden poles. It was an unexpectedly comforting scene and yet the gurgle
of the deep waters that passed by warned Fynch that thiswas not a safe place.

Knave walked afew paces across the bridge and then looked back at Fynch. Again the boy became
aware of thetingling and redized it was connected to Knave. They were somehow linked viathis
sensation. Once more his awareness of it was diverted as he gathered that he was supposed to follow the
dog acrossthe bridge. He questioned for amoment whether he might be imagining thetingle, for it

passed as quickly asit arrived and Fynch was | eft wondering what his fears were doing to him. He
sepped forward, finding grim amusement in the thought that the bridge should ydl out “friend or foe?” as
it might have donein the old fairy tales. And then behind the door of the hut should be atroll.

He knocked at that same door now. No troll. It was the normal voice of aman, friendly enough,
suggesting he was coming asfast as he could.

“Now then,” the man said, pulling open the door, “ Shar strike me down, look at the size of that thing.”

“Hewon't hurt you, Sir. HE' sjust big,” Fynch reassured, relieved the person was far from threatening
and appeared nothing like atroll.

The man looked at him somewhat quizzicaly. He was pudgy and the action made the flesh of hisface
pucker in ageniad manner. Hisruddy complexion only added to Fynch’ s notion that thiswasa
good-natured soul who enjoyed atipple and perhaps some company on the rare occasion it presented
itdf.

“Comein, then, boy. Your...beast can wait outside.”
“He'sadog, gr.”

“Whatever heis, don't dawdle and let the cold air in, child.”



Fynch glanced toward Knave, who had aready settled on his haunches. The dog knew whét to do, so
Fynch followed the man’ slarge backside into the hut. The smell of soup reminded him that he had not
egten in along time, despite the freshly killed rabbits Knave had brought to him most evenings. He
imagined it was about now that the seemingly friendly soul he sat with would throw him into a cupboard
and fatten him up for cooking in the soup pot later. He shook his head free of the silly childhood stories.

“Widl, now, lad, what brings you through the Thicket?’

Another deep breath. “1 must travel into the Wild, Sir. | need to hire one of your boats.”

“I see. And why do you need to do this?’

“Isit by law that | have to answer your questions, Sir, no offense meant?’ Fynch asked earnestly.
“That you do, son. Without my approval, you' |l be heading straight back through those trees.”

“It wasmy impression, Sir,” Fynch began carefully and serioudy, as was hisway, “that the Boatkeeper
could not refuse anyone to journey on the stream.”

Theman sghed and hisgray eyes gleamed from deep within hisface. “Thisistrue. Y ou arewell
informed.”

“So you can't deny me passage?’ Fynch qudified.

“Not if you have coin to pay, no. | can, however, do whatever | can think of to dissuade you from the
journey, young man. Y ou are so young to be here.”

“| seek someone,” Fynch replied, in answer to the origina question.
“Someonelogt?’

Fynch nodded. Thiswas not gtrictly true and he hated to tell lies. Somehow not speaking madeit easier
to gpprovethelie.

“Family?’

“Possbly.”

“How old areyou?’

“Old enough.”

It was obvious the man did not believe him.” 'Y ou understand how perilousthis placeis, boy?’
“I do. I have my dog to protect me.”

At this, the man laughed. “ Priceless. Come and St by thefire, lad. Let me fetch my ledger.”

Fynch did ashewastold, rdishing thewarmth. “ Do you live here done?’ he called to the man, who was
rifling through achest.

“Yes. Havedonedl my life”
“No family?’
“Not since my parentstook the fever and died.” The man grumbled to himsdlf, looking beneath books



and cloths. “ Raised mysdlf in the foothills. ..atraveling monk taught me my letters. He stayed awhile and
left when hefdt | knew enough to get by.”

“How long have you been the Boatkeeper?’

“I’ve dways been the Boatkeeper. Ah, hereitis,” he said, blowing dust off the large black book he had
pulled from the bottom of the chest. He carried it to adesk. “Can | interest you in abowl of soup, child?
I’ ve more than enough for mysdlf.”

Fynch grinned awkwardly. He could use some hot food. “Thank you, sSir.” Hewondered if it was
poisoned, considered that this might be the way the seemingly friendly man entrgpped his unwitting
guests. He shook his head. He had to stop this.

“Polite one, aren’t you? There' sabowl on that shelf. Help yourself whilel find my place in this book.”

The soup was smple vegetable broth, but it pleased Fynch greatly and it was far from poisonous. He
ladled asmall bowlful and sat at the rickety table to enjoy it.

“Bread?’ the man asked, not looking up.
“Thisis more than enough.”

The Boatkeeper grunted asif to suggest it was hardly anything. “Right then, lad.” He cleared histhroat as
he began hisofficid speech, fixing Fynch with agtedly gaze. “I am obliged to tell you that the Law of the
Wild was set two centuries back or so. Both Morgraviaand Briavel agreed uponit. All their peoples
have access to the Darkstream, but no rescue parties would ever, have ever, or will ever be sentin
search of themissing. They are dways presumed dead. Do you understand?’

Fynch looked up from hisfood, his brow furrowed. “I understand, Sr, but if no one ever returns from the
Wild, sir, how come you aways have boats. They don't look new to me.”

“A sharp lad you are too—what’ s your name?”’
It could not hurt, he figured. Cedimuswas hardly going to check the records out here. “Fynch.”

“Mine s Samm. Pleased to meet you, young Fynch.” Fynch nodded, unable to do much dsewitha
spoonful of soup in hismouth. “Now to answer your clever question....the boats always find their way
back.” He regarded his guest and smiled. “ Upstream and against the current.”

Fynch waswide-eyed now. “Magic,” he said, with reverence.

“I’m not saying one way or another,” the Boatkeeper added. “My job isto record who sets off from
here and chargethe fee.”

“Taxes on death,” Fynch mused, taking the last spoonful.

“Hardly...more aformdity realy. Not much money to be made from here. The last person who took the
Darkstream registered more than two decades ago—yprobably closer to a quarter of acentury, if my
memory servesme. A woman, it was, and her feeisthe same asyours.”

It fired Fynch’ simagination to think of some lone, brave woman facing the Wild. “I wonder what or
whom she sought.”

Samm cocked his head to one side in thought. “ They never say—just like you. Oh, but shewas lovely.
Such awaste. | nearly talked mysdlf hoarse trying to convince her to stay. But she would not be



persuaded otherwise.”

“She obvioudy needed badly to go there.”
“Broken heart perhaps.”

“What happened?’

Samm sighed. “ The pretty lady never returned, of course, but her boat did. Ah, here sher name. Emil,
that’ sright. Never heard that name before. Her hair was as dark asthe stream.”

The soup soured ingtantly in Fynch’sbely. “ Did you say Emil?’
The Boatkeeper nodded. “ Aye. Odd one, isn't it?” Helooked up. “Why?’

“Oh, nothing,” Fynch followed up hagtily. He felt light-headed. Emil had been the name of Myrren's
mother...it could be coincidence, even though it was far from acommon name.

“Was she from Morgravia?’ he asked as casudly as he could, setting down his spoon.
“Er...yes. Pealis, it sayshere”

Too much of acoincidence, then. Myrren’smother had originaly been from Pearlis and the timing fit too
neatly. Myrren had been around eighteen years when she died. Her death had occurred six years ago.
No, much too coincidentd for hisliking. So at least one person had returned from the Wild—Emil had
made it back and raised her child. There was hope for him yet.

“Is something wrong, lad?’

“No. Your soup isddlicious, Sr. | was contemplating a second bowl,” he said honestly. “But | won't,
thank you.”

“You egt likeabird!”

He was glad to have thrown Samm off hisscent. “So I'mtold,” and he grinned. “Can | travel a night?’
“I wouldn't adviseit. Best leave at firgt light. It o gives you the night to think on it.”

“I won't change my mind.”

Samm smiled kindly. “| understand. Have agood night’ srest. Y ou’ re most wel come to bunk down here
with me. It will be dark in moments, anyway.”

“Can| pay you now?’

“Tomorrow’ s soon enough.”

“I will begoing, Samm,” Fynch said firmly.

The man grinned. “Isyour dog dl right out there?’
“Nothing bothers Knave. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Don’'t mention it. | don’t get conversation often—no human company around here,” he admitted. “ Settle
yoursdf inthen, lad.”



Fynch did not degp well. Hewoke at first light, glad to be awake and moving, athough hismind felt dull
while his body fidgeted in nervous anticipation of the journey ahead. He roused Samm, put on a pot of
water, and politely shared some porridge with his hogt. In answer to Samm’ s gentle questions, none of
which Fynch considered too pointed, he did around the truth and gave the impression he was from
Briavel and had on occasion worked at the cagtle.

“Will you give me no reason for your journey, son? It seems such awaste.”
“Maybel’ll return, Samm,” Fynch said brightly, trying to avoid the question.

“I must ask again that you understand the terms of your departure. There is no rescue party once you
gep into the boat and leave the jetty.”

“Truly, | understand,” Fynch said, very serioudy.

“Then you owe me acrown.”

Fynch handed over the coin. “1’m ready. Thank you again.”

Samm nestly recorded the detailsin hisledger. “I’ ve put your home as Werryl—would that be right?’
Once again Fynch nodded, loath to spesk alie.

“I’ve put together asmall sack of food for you and arug for the cold. Y ou look too scrawny to last a
day,” Samm grunted, embarrassed. He pointed toward asmall table by the door.

“Can | pay—"

“No. It'snothing. | have plenty. Go on with you, then, boy. And may Shar and that black beast protect
you.” Samm stood and Fynch followed suit, eager to be gone now. He took the sack and opened the
door to where Knave awaited, stretching.

Together the three of them walked to the jetty.
“Take your pick,” Samm said, gesturing toward the boats.
Fynch climbed into the nearest one, Knave following. “Bye, Samm. | won't forget your kindness.”

“Besafe, Fynch, lad,” the man said sadly, knowing the child would not return. He untied the rope. * Shar
watch over you.”

And they were gone, the stream’ s current pulling them toward the two huge willow trees whose branches
intertwined to form acanopy. It looked like the archway into adark tunnel. Fynch turned to wave asthe
willows gobbled up the boat into their shadows, but Samm had aready gone.



Chapter 26

AsFynch turned back to the willows, hisfear of the unknown intensifying, Elspyth was doing her utmost
to convince herself that Wyl had been right. She was not happy once again to be heading off on ajourney
toward awoman she did not know and was glad for Crys's company, despite his sorrow.

“Y our mother ismarvelous, so resilient,” she said to him when she could no longer stand the awkward
slence punctuated by polite conversation between them. Too much had occurred in the previous day and
night for them to pretend otherwise, particularly asthey would hit the Briavellian border within an hour.

“I never really think about it,” hereplied. “1 think we dl take her strength for granted, particularly Father.”

Shetook the opportunity to touch on the hardest topic of all. “ Crys, | haven't had the chanceto tell you
how sorry | am about your brother. | fed so awkward, not knowing him and yet feding like | do
somehow through dl of you.”

He amiled sadly at her. “ Thank you. He was such agood lad—one of those rare people who can dways
seethe postive side of life. Father had high hopes for him at Stoneheart—once Wyl made him his
deputy, hisfuture was secured.”

Elspyth understood. “Fourth son, you mean?’ Crys nodded. “How did it happen that he left your home
for the capitd ?’

Her companion shrugged. “Bit of along tae, redly. Let me seeif | can smplify it. Father and Fergys
Thirsk go back along way; they dways had alot in common financialy and shared smilar outlooks on
life. Also, like Fergys, my father wasintensely loyd to King Magnus. So the family connection to
Stoneheart and the Crown was dready strong. The King made atrip north not long after Genera Thirsk
died and naturally stopped by Tenterdyn. | think my father must have mentioned he was not sure what to
do for Alyd and the King suggested he send him south—said he knew another young lad around the
same age who could use the company.”

“Wy17

“That' s right—and my father couldn’t have been happier to keep the families close through another
generation—athough we didn’t bank on Alyd faling in love with Ylena”

“| gather they were the perfect couple.”
He nodded. “We only knew of Ylena, but her glowing reputation was known throughout the realm.”
“I"'m surprised the move to Stoneheart hadn’t been discussed earlier, then,” Elspyth mused.

“Wdl, Magnus and my parents hadn’t seen each other in along time. Hewasalittlein love with my
mother intheir early years, | think,” he said. “Perhaps father never trusted the King around my mother.”
He winked.

“Truy?

“No, I'mteasing. It' strue that the King had aterribly soft spot for my mother when they were dl very
young and to his death considered her with great affection, but he knew how much she loved my father. |
think the reason for the length of timein their visitsisthat Felrawthy really holds the north for the Crown.
Traditionally, Father had taken charge of the Legionnaires who guard the Razors.”



“| see. So that’ swhy Jeryb wasn't there for the tournament.”

“Yes, and we were dl furious. Mother desperately wanted to see Alyd and the tourney was agreat
excuse to pay avidt south. But the border in recent years has been threatened and Father would not risk
it”

“Y ou know Cailech and hismen dip into and out of the Razorsregularly.”
He glanced a her. “We ve suspected as much.”

“I’ve seen them. No one minds them much in Y entro. They keep to themselves. Trade abit and
disappear dmost asfast asthey arive.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “They have excdllent scouts. We can't even catch them in Morgravia, let done
track them into the mountains.”

“Y ou wouldn’t want to. They know them too well.” Elspyth frowned. “ But why did our soldierskill those
children? It made Cailech furious. He s vowed revenge of the most horrible kind. It' swhy Gueryn le
Gant was captured and tortured.”

Crysdowed hishorse. “Elspyth. it wasn't our men who killed those children, nor wasit our men who
traveled with Le Gant.”

She pursed her lips. “It' saways Cdimus behind it.” she said bitterly.

“He orchestrated all of it—through his own henchmen, of course. I’ ve never seen my father so angry as
the day he received ordersto send in Le Gant with that scrawny bunch of men. They weren't even
proper soldiers. Le Gant indsted my father stay out of it. He said in as many words that Celimus had
planned to separate him from Wyl and that he suspected treachery somewhere.”

“So | heard.”
“Doyouthink he sl dive?’

She shook her head. “ Gueryn was nearly dead when we left him. If an arrow didn’t find its mark that
night, then surely hisfever would havekilled him.”

“| gather Wyl doesn’'t want to believeit?”

“It isthe thought that Cailech saved Gueryn'slife asbait for Wyl that keeps Wyl determined to go back
to the mountain fortress.....that and for another brave man called Lothryn.”

“I’ve heard you mention him before. Y ou dways say his nametenderly.” He glanced shyly toward
Elspyth, who blushed.

“Dol?

“Mmm.” He nodded.

They rodein silence for afew moments.

She brokethe quiet firgt. “I’min love with Lothryn.”

“1 worked it out.”



“Oh?’

“Most women can't resst me,” he said archly, and then grinned.

“It must be your modesty,” shereplied, but liked him dl the samefor it.

“He salucky man, Elspyth.”

“He svery specid,” she admitted softly. “It' staking al my courageto ride south and away from him.”
“And all of ours not to wage war on the Crown,” he added, bitterness strong in histone.

“What will happen, do you think?’

“Wyl’ s beseeched my father to keep up the pretense. | hope he knows what he’' s doing.”

“Youmust trust him...as 1 do,” shereplied. “He needsto be ableto rely on us.”

“But what' shisplan?’

“Y our guessisas good as mine. He strying to find the father of the woman who cursed him with this
megicd life”

“It'sdl too strange—how bizarre to become awoman.”

“Imagine how hefedsl He was Romen Koreldy when | met him, then he became this Faryl woman, and
now look at him.” Elspyth shook her head. “His poor sister.”

“What can he hope to achieve asawoman?’ Cryswondered aoud.

“Don’'t be so surel” she cautioned. “Women are far more cunning than you give credit. Wyl’ s new facade
means different doors may well open that were closed to himsalf or Koreldy.”

“Youforget that Cdimusisfamiliar with Ylena. If he has been chasing her. then he'll have her killed on
sgnt”

“I’'m sure Wy’ saware of that, which would explain why he' s so determined to find Myrren’ sfather.
Perhaps he can demysiify this gift of hers”

He interrupted their conversation by holding his hand up. “WEe ve reached the border,” Cryssaid,
pointing to asign.

“So| just guide my horse acrosstheimaginary line?’

“Y es. Security between the relms has been stepped up since the death of Vaor—they’ll soon pick you
up. There are guards everywhere.”

“And not before?” she queried, referring to life prior to Vaor' sdemise.

“Waél, merchants could come and go fairly freely. But these days you need permits for trade or good
reason for the crossing if you' re not amerchant.”

“And what's my reason?’ she asked, worried now.

Hegrinned. “1 can dways get you past the guard from Morgravia sside. Y ou just have to hope that | etter
from Wyl getsyou through Briave’ s scrutiny.”



“Or?’

“You'll be coming back with me, and nothing would give me greater pleasure.” He grinned at the
innuendo in hisown words.

Elspyth found hiswit infectious. If not for Lothryn, she might well have falen prey to thisman’s obvious
charm. “Y ou’ ve been very kind to me, Crys. | hope | can repay you someday.”

“Wdl, marry me, then,” hejested, and pulled aface at her scolding expression. “All right, my gpologies.
Come now, let me get you safely across.”

As he gestured for Elspyth to follow, he heard the sound of arider coming toward them at a breakneck
galop. “Wait!” he hissed to her. “I can see my father’ s standard. Something’ swrong.”

Therider cameinto view. They could seethe lather flying off the animdl.
“It' sRil” Crysexcamed, jumping down from hishorse.

Elspyth fdt the chill of fear crawl up her spine and ooze throughout her body until every hair felt asthough
it were standing on end. No one rode this fast unless there was danger. She could seethewild look in
both man and beast’ s eyes as they bore down.

Pil pulled the horse up too sharply and in pain and panic it reared, throwing him to the ground. Ashe
gingerly stood up, the horse ran away into the nearby trees, terrified and exhausted.

Elspyth followed Crys, legping from her own mount and running to Ril. “Shall | go after the horse?’ she
asked, knowing how the Dond family prized their animals.

“Leaveit,” Crysordered through gritted teeth. “ Pil, what madnessisthis?’

She could see the strength and leadership of the Duke now in hiseldest son. It was an attractive quality.
Its reassurance cut through her fear. “Take a deep breath, Pil,” she urged.

His eyes were wide and scared. He rubbed at his newly bruised elbow. “ Shar’ s Blessing, | found you.”
“What's happened?’ Crys demanded.

“They'redl dead,” the novice blurted. “Y our family.”

Elspyth felt Crys sbody go rigid next to hers. “What are you talking about?’ he growled.

Pil looked toward Elspyth. Hiswords came out now in arush, tripping over one another in histerrified
eagernessto explain. “Brother Tewk wanted to pay his respectsto the Duke and Duchess. | said I'd
take him back to the estate. When we arrived—" His voice broke.

“Tell meitdl,” Cryssaid, pain spreading from his heart through his body.

According to the novice, Aleda had heard the sound of galloping horses first. She had wondered aoud to
Pil and Brother Tewk if the men at arms her husband had promised to raise had arrived. It was not they,
but by then it was too |ate—the men had entered the grounds. Aleda had admitted to Fil and Brother
Tewk that shewas afraid of these men, who were not of the Legion but seemed to be traveling under the
King sauthority.

“*Go upgtairsnow. Hide!” shesaid to us,” Fil said. * She was determined to hide al trace of any guests,
especidly after Daryn had comein to warn usthat the men were looking for the woman resembling Faryl



or any woman fitting the description of Ylena”

Pil explained that Aledawas angered by their audacity and had swept out of the house and acrossthe
courtyard to where her husband was talking with the leader.

“Theman didn’t even step off hismount,” Pil recdled for histerrified listeners. “ He just addressed your
father from the saddle.”

The young novice told them how from their hiding spot in the attic, he and Brother Tewk had watched as
heated words flared up between the two men.

“The rider kept pointing at the Duke, issuing ordersit looked like, but the Duke stayed calm. He must
have invited them to search the house, but that’ swhen it all went wrong. | have no ideawhat happened,
but | suspect the man said something that your brother Daryn could not tolerate being said to your
father,” he said to Crys, whose stony expression did not flinch. “He bravely, or perhaps unwisdly,
reached up and grabbed the leader, pulling him down off hishorse.”

“Stupid boy!” Cryscried. “ Daryn never could keep a cool head.”

“Pandemonium broke out, my lord,” Pil said, and the new title was not lost on his audience. “One of the
ridersfired an arrow into Daryn’s chest. He dropped like astone. Y our mother screamed and fell to the
ground beside him. He may till have lived for afew moments, my lord, but | could not tell. Y our father
had dready drawn his sword. He didn’t stand a chance. He fought bravely, but they brought him to his
knees, my lord.”

“Stop!” Elspyth interrupted, tears blinding her. “Crys—I—"
“I will hear it dl,” Crysgrowled, ignoring hisown free-flowing tears. “ Say it—all of it!” he commanded.

Pil shivered and nodded. Jakub had always warned him to stick plainly to the facts when conjuring up an
important event. Hetold it precisaly asit had unfolded, hating every painful word and its effect on Crys.

“They beheaded him, my lord duke. It was not clean. | had to look away. They held your mother, made
her watch. When it was done, they took her and tore off her clothes. They raped her one after another in
the courtyard. Y our other brother, Jorge, appeared from the stables but died dso, fighting for her

dignity.”

At this, Crysfdl to hisknees and screamed, beseeching the heavensfor ddiverance from this nightmare.
Elspyth threw hersdlf on top of him, arms around him, weeping as hard as he was. She done could
understand his pain, wanted to absorb it for him. He cried in her embrace for alengthy time while Pil s,
head bowed between hisknees, in hisown horrified silence.

Findly they heard Crys svoice, croaked and muffled.
“Pardon, my lord?’ Pil said gently.

“I said how! How could they know?’ the new Duke of Felrawthy screamed into the novice' sface. He
had moved so swiftly, Elspyth had fallen backward but Crys did not seem to care. He had themonk ina
visdike grip, their faces barely inches apart.

Pil sammered out thefind, crushing item of information. “Brother Tewk, my lord. Hewasaspy.” He
began to weep. “I led him to your family, asked them to make him welcome. | tried to keep up the
pretense, stick to the story we' d all agreed to. But, my lord, | could not lie to aman of the cloth. | didn’t
mention about Wyl being Faryl, of course, but | admitted that | had brought Ylenato Tenterdyn.”



Cryslooked aswild and angry as an injured beast. He shook off Elspyth’ s touch and pushed Pil away as
he dragged himself to hisfeet, running blindly toward the shadows of the treeswhere Pil’ s horse had fled
to.

“Leavehim,” Elgpyth said. She could fedl thetension build in her own jaw until her temple throbbed, so
frightened was she to ask the question. “ The Duchess?’

“I don’'t know. | have no ideawhether shelivesor died.”
Shefdt sckened. “Y ou're sure everyone e seis dead?’

He nodded, athough a sob escaped him. “The Duke definitely. Jorge was hacked down and Daryn’s
body didn’'t move after Aledawas pulled from him. The arrow had hit in the region of his heart.”

“Shar’sDegpair...dl of them, dl of them,” she whispered to hersdlf, shaking from the trauma of
redization. “I led you to Brother Tewk. It'sal my fault. Again. | didit! | anacurse!”

“No, Elspyth. How could you know of the impostor? | fell for it too. Anyone would have.”
“How did you get away?’

“I fought him. | sensed him watching me closaly when thefirst of the desths occurred. Something about
him suddenly felt wrong. It dl began to add up—the fact that | sang awell-known hymn on the way to
Felrawthy with him and he didn’t know the words. Plus he said hel d visited Rittylworth, yet couldn’t
remember Brother Bors—everyone knew Brother Bors, he was over ninety yearsold.” Pil shook his
head. “I suddenly realized I’ d been duped. When | saw them hurt Aleda, | began looking around for a
wesgpon. | knew it was stupid; how could | fight them? But | needed to do something, but he grabbed
me...and that confirmed hisbetraya. So | fought him with everything | had, knocked him unconscious,
through luck more than anything, and then | fled. | climbed out of the window and ran across the rooftops
as| had done once before with Ylena. They never knew | wasthere, so | was able to get to the stables,
steal ahorse, and come after you and Crys.”

“Didyou kill him?’

“Brother Tewk?’

She nodded.

“No, I...1think hewasjust stunned.”

“Then hewill tdll them about you and they will come after us” she said, newly panicked.
Elspyth legpt to her feet and walked to Crys.

“Go away, leave me!” Crysroared, rounding on her.

“Ligento menow,” she begged. “They’ll be coming after us, Crys—I’m sure of it—and they will
daughter what remains of Felrawthy. Y ou areits duke now. Y ou are dl that’ sleft. We will avenge them
but not unless we get you to safety, now.”

Helaughed bitterly. It was a horrible sound. “ Duke of Felrawthy, you say.”

She looked around at Pil. “Get the horses readied, yoursis over there,” she said, taking charge. “ Crys,
look a me. We have no time for recriminations, not yet anyway. We must flee and save our lives.”



He groaned. “Elspyth!”

His broken expression tore a her heart. “I know,” she wept, reaching for him.“ | know. But you haveto
be strong now. Y ou will get your war with Cdimus, but you have to—"

She never finished what she was about to say. Hetook her into his arms and sobbed into her hair. She
shook her head toward Pil and he obediently took the stray horse back toward the others. It felt
frightening to hold this man so close. Elspyth felt adangerous tirring spark between them. She pulled
away, shocking Cryswith her sudden movement of rejection.

Gazing directly into his hurt, dashingly handsome face, she spoke softly. She hoped he would recognize
her affection for him, if not right now while he hurt, then later when he was rationa and understood her
heart was aready clamed. “ Come now—we must get you to safety.”

“Where?’ Helooked lost.
“Briavel. They wouldn't darefollow.”

He nodded, capitulating to her strength and suddenly glad to be led. He understood how it must have felt
to be Ylenanot solong ago. “Let’sgo,” he said, agrimnessto his voice Elspyth had not heard before.



Chapter 27

Celimus sat atop a chestnut mare, hisnew prizein theroya stables. He cdled her grace, which was
befitting. She was light, eegant, and the swiftest horse he had ever ridden. He was il bresthing hard
from their gallop—he had given her the rein and alowed her to let loose with her superb speed. Cooling
her carefully, he walked her toward atree where he would wait. Jessom and his falconer would be a
while yet catching up. He bent to stroke her head and she tossed her mane, keen to be off again.

“Not so fadt, bright one. Thereis businessto be doneyet,” he cooed.
The King took adraft of water from hisflask and surveyed the beautiful landscape about him.

“I must have an her for al of this, Grace,” he said, tapping her findy muscled neck. “1 want him to have
two thrones, at least”—and he laughed—"even better, three. | want him to be called Emperor... after
me, of course. For good or worse, Empress Vaentynawill be hismother and | shall teach him to mock
the pretender, Cailech, whose head | shdl have preserved on a spike outside Stoneheart for eternity.”

He drank again, noticing the two ridersfinally appearing over the crest of asmadl rise.

They arrived panting. “ Sire,” the falconer said. “We areready. | have your three favorite birds. We're
positioned down there, your magjesty.” He pointed into the distance where two men could be picked out.

“I won't belong,” Celimus said to the fa coner, who dismissed himself with anod to hisking and aglance
at Jessom, who was catching his bresth.

“I think we should introduce anew rule, sire,” Jessom commented once the man had departed and he felt
more composed, “that you should not ride without at least one guard.”

“Bah! ThisisMorgravia, man. | have my bow with me,” the King said contemptuoudly.
“Neverthdess,” Jessom replied somewhat imperioudy. It was hisfavorite retort.

“I won't be babysat. | am aking.”

“My very reason for suggesting the higher security, your mgesty. Y our status demandsit.”
Cdimus nodded reluctantly, but it did not mean he would concede his position.

Jessom |eft the topic for now. “ Did you want me to watch you work your birds or shoot arrows at deer,
my lord, or isthere areason I’ m freezing my bals off in this thoroughly fascinating landscape?’

The King laughed. Jessom’ s sengibility about when to jest with his sovereign was adways masterful.
“I’'m meeting someone. Not for castle ears.”

“Ah,” hisman replied knowingly. “Do you want meinvolved in the conversation or hidden, Sre?’

“Y ou may remain. Here he comes now,” he said, nodding toward alonerider.

“Excdlent timing,” Jessom noted, shivering at the bite of the spring morning. “Who is he, my lord?”
“Hisnameis Shirk. Heran an errand for me.”

“I see,” Jessom acknowledged. It was al he needed to know. Shirk was clearly one of the King's



newest henchmen, sent off to tackle unsavory tasksthat could not be given to the Legion.

They watched him gpproach. “Lady Bench?” Cdimusinquired of his chancellor while they waited, his
glance not moving from Shirk.

“Having alarge party in afew days, | gather, Sre. Her husband ison one of hisrare visitsto Pearlis,
though | imagine hewon't remain long.”

“He' sawanderer, that one. However, my father suggested | listen to hisadvice. Much as | detested my
father, his advice was sound. | have found Eryd Bench, so far, to be reliable counsd.”

Jessom nodded, remained quiet, waiting for his next ingtructions.
“So nothing out of the ordinary for Lady Bench, then?’

“Not that | can tell, your highness. I’'m having her household watched day and night, as you requested.
There have been no odd comings or goings.”

“Good. Keep her under watch.”

“Another week, Sr?’

“That should doit. Ah, Shirk.”

“Y our highness.” The newly arrived man bowed in his saddle.
“Thisis Chancdllor Jessom. Y ou may spesk fredy.”

The man nodded at Jessom. “ Thank you, sire. Shdll | report?’

“Go ahead,” Cdimus said, looking down toward the falconers asif it did not matter one way or the other
tohim.

Jessom noticed the man’ s clothes were of sufficient quality to cost reasonable coin. A well-paid
mercenary, then.

“Wefound no sign of the Lady Y lena Thirsk or the woman Leyen you described.”

The Chancellor noticed hisking'sjaw clench in disappointment. He aone was sharp enough to see and
read Celimus s subtle mannerisms. He dreaded to hear what was coming, wished once again that hisking
had asked him to handle this particularly ddlicate mission. It needed finesse and he could only imagine the
damage he suspected he would be lft to mend.

“But?’ the King asked, histone ill deliberately casud.

The man nodded. “ One of the sons became uncooperative when we questioned the Duke. He drew a
sword.”

“I see” Celimus said. “ Something to hide, then. And did you handleit as| recommended?’ he asked,
choosing hiswordswith care.

Jessom feared what was coming. Surely nothing had befdlen the aristocratic Duke and Duchess?
“Yes, your mgjesty. Precisaly how you required. The Duke, Duchess, and the sons are dead.”

Jessom flinched. Hetried to set a blank expression on hisface but was sure he was unsuccessful. This



wasadirereveation. Hefet hisnormally controlled thoughts spinning franticaly to imaginethe
consequences. How would they cover thisnew atrocity? Thiswas well beyond even his dippery and
dark notions of manipulation. He could not come up with asingle scenario that justified the daughter of
the loydigsin the north who single-handedly shielded the southern haf of the reelm frominvasion. In his
short experience, Duke Jeryb had shown himsdlf to be steadfast and true to the Crown. He had a bright
intelligence and hisinformation flow to the King could only be admired. Heran hislegionnaireswith a
firm, fair hand, and Jessom, even from his much removed position, could sense that the Legion admired
the Duke and hisfinefamily in the same manner that they had admired the Thirsks. Killing the youngest
son had been a horrific mistake—one that had occurred before hisarrival, to befair, but till he had been
chilled to hear of it. And athough it had been covered well, they were ill dedling with the repercussions
of the murder. The remains of the boy could still reappear and undo them al. He could not begin to
imagine how they might explain away five new deathsin the same family and yet dready hismind was
racing toward how they might do just that.

“You'requite surethey'redl dead?’ Celimus asked, fixing the man with his unnerving gaze.

The Chancellor saw the mercenary blink. It was the first time Jessom noticed the man hesitate. It wasa
dow, nervous, and atogether telltale sign that perhaps al had not gone according to plan.

“Wéll, the Duke s head is no longer attached to hisbody,” the man replied with an unsure grin. “Hiswife,
well, she'sdead, I'm sure of that. | know one of the men checked and the—"

“How did you ded with her?” Celimus asked, histone innocent but hisintense manner far fromit.
“Asyou required, Sre. We humiliated her.”
“You rgped her,” Cdimussaid.

“Yes, your mgesty. Each of the men took aturn with her. | think the last haf dozen were riding acorpse,
your highness. .. pardon my language.”

Cedlimuswas unfazed. “But someone checked her pulse,” he said.

Again the man nodded, more dumbly this time, Jessom noted. The man was clearly not so sure of the
Duchess s current state of health.

TheKing let it be. “The sons...three of them dead?’

The mercenary looked up sharply now, his eyesroaming desperately from his king and then with more of
abeseeching expression toward Jessom.

Jessom helped him out. “ There are three sons. The heir is Crys—golden-haired, tall. Handsome, they
say. The other two are darker, more like the mother. Oneis Daryn, the other Jorge.” Thiswas hisfirst
and only contribution to the conversation, but hiswords made the mercenary visbly pae.

“I see” the King said, understanding al too well. “Which one didn’t you ded with?’
“The handsome one, your highness,” the mercenary stuttered. “ There was no sign of him.”

Cdimus kept hisvoice even, hisdisgust in check. Jessom felt alittle sorry for the well-dressed man
before them, for it was now very clear—to the Chancellor anyway—that his days were sadly numbered.
“Isthere anything ds=?’

“Yes, my king.” The man tried to spesk crisply but failed, perhaps dready sensing his own demise. “ Our



y...er, Tawk hisnameis, posed asamonk and was making hisway to Felrawthy when hemet a
young woman. Her name was Elspyth. She was not important, according to Tewk. She was passing
through the duchy and paying avigt to the family to give amessage from her aunt, who gpparently knew
the Duchess. Tewk was careful to check that Elspyth did not resembl e either woman we were following.
The next day she sent ayoung novice by the name of Pil to return the donkey she had borrowed from
Tewk.”

“So, with thistdllow, Pil, tointerrogate...” Celimus began.

Shirk looked abashed, both for the interruption and what he had to say next. “ The youngster escaped
over therooftops, sire.”

“But you've caught him,” Cdimus sad.

Jessom felt genuine pity for the cornered mercenary. The King'svoice, so well controlled, managed to
imbue ahorrific sense of threet al the same.

The mercenary nodded eagerly. “WE re giving chase, your highness. We should have him by now.”
“A novice you say? What was he doing with your spy?’

The man began to shrug but shook his head instead to avoid offence to a sovereign known for hiserratic
moods. “1 don’'t know the answer to that, sire, but heintroduced Tewk into the family. Tewk felt he
could learn more about whether the two women had been a Tenterdyn.”

“And did he?’

“Yes,” the man uttered triumphantly. “The women had been there. The novice, in fact, had brought the
noblewoman to thefamily.”

Oh, you poor fool, Jessom thought. This should have been the first item in the report. He feared for the
man’s next few minutes.

“Shar’sWrath, man!” Cdimus bellowed, leaning in his saddle to strike the man hard across hisface,
toppling the mercenary from his horse. The King legpt down from hisown mount, al feline grace, and in
one smooth movement kicked Shirk so hard, he was unable to get back to hisfeet again. The man lay on
the ground, coughing, groaning in pain. “Where arethey?’

In obvious agony, the man spluttered his answer. “The woman, Leyen, goes by the name of Faryl, sire.
According to the novice sinformation, she did not tarry long at Tenterdyn. There' s no trace of the
noblewoman and the young monk said he ddlivered her and departed the Duke' s residence dmost
immediatdly.”

“Lies!” Ceimusroared. “ Felrawthy protects her. | was right to suspect the Duke. He was not loyal to
rTe”

Jessom thought otherwise. The Duke had given no reason to be considered anything but loyal to the
Crown. Thetruth of the death of his son might have changed that, but so far he imagined that had al been
kept secret. “ Sire—" He attempted to speak, but was rewarded with aglare so fierce he closed his
mouth and sengbly opted to remain slent.

“Get away fromme,” Celimus spat toward the injured man. “ Crawl away from me, down that hill. Don’t
let melook upon your face again.”



Shirk did as commanded. Not caring for his horse and despite his pain, he crawled away, no doubt eager
to be far from the King’ swrath. Unhurried, Celimus reached behind himsdlf and brought his bow to his
front. He lifted an arrow from the few he carried in the quiver on his back.

Jessom felt amoment of pity for the man retreating down theincline on al fours. He had not been
didoyd, amply cardess. But then Celimus suffered no fools about him.

Hesighed. “Would you like to see mein your study, sire, after | clear up here?’ Jessom inquired,
knowing the answer, hismind dready racing toward how he would tackle the damage in the north.

Celimus nocked his arrow and took aim. “Immediately,” he said, and loosed his anger toward the
crouching back of the man who had failed him.

Jessom watched his quarry aight from ther carriage. He had decided to handle this particular item of
business himsdlf. Crossing the road, lifting hisrobe dightly so it would not trail in the generd muck and
damp of the busy market cobblestones, he artfully bumped the shoulder of the man.

“Doforgive...” Jessom began a solicitous gpology and then feigned an expression of delighted surprise.
“Lord Bench, what apleasure. I’'m so sorry for knocking you just now. | wasin ahurry to crossthe
Street.”

“No harm done, Jessom.” Eryd Bench waved off the apology.
“Lady Bench,” Jessom acknowledged with a short bow.

“Chancellor,” she said, nodding, her arm tightening ever so dightly around her husband's. “1’'m so sorry
you couldn’t attend our recent evening.”

“None more sorry than |, my lady,” Jessom replied. “I'm afraid our king keeps me on a hectic schedule.”
He permitted arare smile.

Shefdt itsingncere touch, knew he suspected something. Also knew that so far he had nothing to level
their way. “Oh, such ashame, Chancellor. | know how you like lamprey too—it was on the menu.”

He made soft noises of despair at missing out. “Are you homefor long, Lord Bench?’
“No, not thistime. We re about to take afamily trip actudly.”

“Oh?" Jessom inquired, aready knowing the general gossip. “Where are you off to—somewhere
warmer, | hope?’ and he chuckled, pulling his cape closer around histhin shoulders.

“No, indeed.” Bench smiled ruefully. “I' m headed north, in fact, to meet awonderful shipment of exatic
goods coming into Bright stone. Helyn and Georgyana thought they might accompany methistime.”

“Yes, I'vedecided it shigh time | saw what my husband does on these trips,” Helyn offered.
“And wherewill you stay?” Jessom asked, al politeness.

“Normadly I'd stay at an inn, but with the ladies along, we have asmdl holding up north, not far from
Y entro and Deskyn, in fact. Been in the family for donkey’ syears. | thought we might make them more
comfortable in the house.”

“Indeed,” Jessom soothed. “A lengthy trip?’



Eryd knew he was being interrogated, as hiswife had been just afew weeks back. “Not sure yet. With
my family in tow, | suppose we can take our time. | thought we might travel up viathe east. Perhaps
catch up with that old rogue Jeryb and his marvel ous brood before my shipment comesin.”

Jessom was darmed, but he did not show it. “Brr, it's cold out today. Can | offer you both anip of
Shorron to warm our insdes?’

Neither of his companions cared to spend amoment longer with him.
“Of course,” Eryd answered. “I’m never oneto say noto aglass”

“We Il haveto be swift, my love,” Helyn warned, wishing Eryd had declined. “I’ ve lots to purchase today
for our trip.”

Eryd patted her arm in reassurance and the trio headed toward the nearest Shorron counter, where the
hot, bitter liquor was served in warmed glasses with adollop of honey to sweeten its passage. Shorron
was alocal specidty of Pearlis, so there were bars and counters aplenty. In summer the drink was serve
chilled, but itswarming, softly aphrodisiac effect was best felt on acrisp, wintry day.

Jessom ordered three nips. “Do you mind, Eryd, if | suggest you don’t travel to Felrawthy?” he said
quietly asthey waited. Helyn had areedy falen into conversation with afriend at the counter.

“Why ever not?” Lord Bench asked, wondering at the sudden familiarity of the Chancdllor.

“Bad news up north, I'm afraid. Our king will announce it to the court tomorrow. We only heard this
morning.”

“Andwhat isit?’ Eryd fdt achill crawl through him.

“WEe ve received sketchy reportsthat the Duke might have been killed.”

“Shar save us!”

Helyn turned back at the exclamation, excusing hersdlf from her friend. “Eryd?’

“That'snot al,” Jessom said sorrowfully. “We haven't had anything confirmed yet, but the same source
reportsthat dl inthe family are dead.”

“Thiscan’'t beright,” Eryd blustered.

Jessom shook hishead. “We're not sure, as| say,” he said carefully. 1’ ve sent somereliable men to
check. It'sshocking, | know. The King is devastated, as you can imagine. Herdlied heavily on the
Duke s counsd regarding the north.”

“Not to mention his protection. But how could such athing have happened?’ Eryd asked.
“Drink this,” Helyn said, piecing together the disturbing news. She handed her husband his Shorron.

Jessom tipped back his head and downed the liquor, fedling its burning warmth. Eryd followed suit,
genuinely appalled at the news. Helyn toyed with hers. She suspected—as did her husband—that they
were being fed untruths here and yet the story was so shocking, it would have to be based on redlity,
which meant that the marvelous family up north had probably suffered.

“Everyone dead, you say?’ Eryd asked.



Jessom nodded. “We await confirmation. The barbarian King's men apparently. The family was
expecting reinforcements of their own and had |eft the gates open at Tenterdyn. WeE Il know moreina
couple of days. | just think it’s best you don't take your family into aregion that is clearly dangerous.”

“Cailech! Why would the Mountain King be bothered with Jeryb?’ Eryd spluttered, sgnding for a
second shot.

“I think the sdlf-crowned madman of the north decided that the Duke was his main obstacle. By deding
with Felrawthy, he probably believes he' s effectively crushed Morgravia s northern defenses.”

Helyn could hardly help the snort she gave. Y ou believe the Mountain King has actudly raided and
might head south?’

Jessom put hishand to hislipsto sgnify that they must be careful about what they said. “King Cdimus
sugpects as much. The Duke had confirmed many sightings of Cailech’smen in our northern lands. | fear,
madam, that it’sonly amatter of time before the Mountain King feds confident enough to try.”

“Widll, thank you for the warning, Chancellor,” Eryd said, holding out hishand in farewdll. “Thisisdire
newsindeed. We shdl certainly steer clear of that region.”

Jessom blinked dowly and nodded before he shook his companion’s hand. He reminded Helyn of a
vulture. “I’'m glad, Lord Bench. Be safe on your travels.” He bowed, turned to Helyn, and took her hand.
“Lady Bench, my respectsto your lovely daughter. Shar guide you dl on your journey.”

“Thank you,” she said sweetly, pulling her hand away as quickly as she dared.

They left, Eryd's second glass of Shorron untouched. Jessom drank it, pleased with his morning’ swork.
Hefdt quietly confident he could stop the permanent observation of the Bench family now. Hewould
have their party followed on their departure for the north, and if they immediately took the westernmost
road toward the port of Brightstone rather than the road that veered east toward Felrawthy, it would
satisfy him, and no doubt hisking, that thisfamily was no threet.

Outside, Lady Bench hurried to keep up with her husband’ slong, angry stride. “Do you believe him?”’
she asked bresthlesdly.

“That Felrawthy hasfalen. Yes. Not how it fell, though. Cailech isnot that bold. Jessom forgets that |
know the north better than most. No, thisis darker work. | think your suspicion about our king and
Leyen'swaningisright.”

“What do we do?”

“Nothing! Just observe for now—it' swhat you're best at.”

King Celimus pondered al that Jessom had told him. “I’minclined to agree. The Bench family isno
threat. Their watchers can be released. Now, | want you to have aletter couriered to Vaentynafor
me—it’sobvious Leyen or Faryl, whatever her nameis, has not succeeded in dealing with Y lenaand
might not follow my other indtructionsto head to Briavel. We shdl haveto rely on Aremysto ded with
the Thirsk woman. I'd prefer it if you copied this one yourself.”

“Of course, sire.” Jessom fiddled with parchment and stylo, searching for the right nib. “Ready, my lord.”
Cdlimus strolled to his study window and glanced down into the courtyard. “*My dear Vdentyna,'” he



began. “No wait! Makethat ‘Vaentyna, my dearest.”” He listened as Jessom scratched away at the
paper before continuing dowly. ““I do hope thisfinds you in good hedlth, athough no doubt as busy with
matters of therealm as| find mysdf Perhaps you' ve made some time to spend with the exquisitefilly |
sent you? | gather she arrived in fine spiritsand | know she has found the most generous and caring of
owners. | would be interested to hear whether you liked the name | chose for her—sheisthe latest
offspring of one of my finest broodmares. I'm sure you and she will enjoy good timesin the beautiful
woodland surrounding Werryl.””

He paused, waiting for Jessom to catch up.
“Darling Vdentyna —I hope that’ s not too forward?’
“No, gre, it' s perfect,” Jessom replied.

“‘Darling Vaentyna,'” Cdimus repested, “‘1 hope you know that it ismy heart’ s desire that we formalize
our union without unnecessary delay. Since meeting you, | have thought of nothing but our marriage and
the bringing together of our relmsin peace and harmony.’”

Jessom scratched furioudy. “And now a gentle threat, Sre?” he prompted softly.

Celimus chuckled. “Y ou know my thoughtstoo well, Chancellor,” he said. “Indeed, we must spicethis
note with awarning. Let me see now.” He pondered, watching the comings and goings below himinthe
yard below. “Ahyes. * Time threatens our peace, my dear one. The upstart of the north—King Cailech,
as he hails himsaf—has spilled the blue blood of Morgraviain daughtering the Duke of Felrawthy and his
entirefamily.

“I"'m sure you know of them and grieve with al Morgravians at the tragic loss of thisfine and nobleline.
We are taking steps to shore up the defenses of the north, but | sense Cailech grows too confident, and
with the smdl of Morgravian blood in his nogtrils will now push south. My fear isthat when he meets our
resstance—and | promiseit will befierce—hewill turn his attentionsto Briavd. | cannot, nay, will not,
permit this savage to thresten you, my darling, or your land. Once sworn enemies, we must now cleave
together. Let me please help keep you and Briavel safe. | will pledge my entire Legion to the safekeeping
of both our rellms as soon as you confirm our marriage.””

He turned and beamed at Jessom. The Chancellor wondered how Vaentyna could resist that radiant
amile. “Brilliant, Sre. Perhgps we should suggest a date?”

“Y esl Read back thelast line”
Jessom did so.

“Good. Go on and say, ‘| have set adate of the last moon of the spring equinox. | seeyou only asa
Bride of Spring when the land is burgting with life again. It is how you meke mefed, Vaentyna’” He
paused again to consder how to finish hisletter. “My factor will deliver the necessary paperwork for
your signature and | will begin to make preparations for our splendid wedding day—when dl
Morgravians and Briavdlianswill rgjoice together...and our enemieswill fear us, my beautiful one. No
onewill ever thresten our new empire."” He clapped his hands gleefully. “ And then you can finish asyou
seefit.”

“I'll get thisaway immediatdy, Sre”
“Have our factor await the reply. A few days' turnaround, no doubt?’

“Wegther permitting, my king.”



“Seetoit, Jessom.”

The Chancellor began clearing his papers.

“What' s happening at Felrawthy, by the way?’ the King asked.

“I’ve sent somereliable mento clear al traces”

“The bodies?’

“Will be burned.”

“Excdlent. And you' Il leave some signsthat thiswas the work of the mountain dwellers.”
“Already taken care of, gre.”

Cdimusfelt happy and in control. In thismood he found it was appropriate to take his pleasure with a
woman. “Have the Lady Amelia sent up after you.”

“Asyouwish, my king.”



Chapter 28

The men stood around the pit, deeply disturbed. Some scratched their heads nervoudy, others fidgeted
and tried to hold their breath. No one was sure what to say. There were supposed to be four bodies.
They counted only three stinking corpses.

“Fetch someone who was here,” their leader growled. A man was brought severa minuteslater. “How
many corpses were there?’

The man looked surprised. “ Four—three men, one woman.”

“Waell, we' ve got three bodies. The Duke and the two sons presumably, whom you were able to dedl
with. No woman here, unless shelikes men'sclothing.”

The man grimaced at the sarcasm and responded with defiance. “ The third son was not at Tenterdyn.
The woman definitely was.”

“Wal, she’ snot now!” the leader roared. “ Do you want to explain that to the man who is paying usalot
of gold to do this?’

“What are you suggesting?’

The leader of the party sneered. “I’m suggesting, you idiot, that the woman was never fully dead. Might
have looked it, but she' s gotten away . ..or someone helped her.”

Thistime the man openly bristled a the insult, remembering how revalting it had felt to rape the dead
woman. At thetimeit had been clear that she had breathed her last. “ She was dead, | tell you,” he
snarled back.

“Wall, you find her corpse and then you let the Chancellor know when you do. | shal be reporting that
we disposed of three male bodies only, and | reckon it’ snot just your purses that you men should be
worried about,” the leader said vicioudy. “Burn them,” he added, giving the order to dispose of the Duke
and histwin sons. “1 suggest you start searching Brynt and its surrounds for adazed woman,” he said.
“Try the chapels, hospices, anywhere they offer succor without questions. She'll be hiding, for sure.”

Not very far away, Aleda grimaced as she heard this conversation cometo aclose. If only they knew,
she thought, that she was barely afew yards from where they did their ugly work.

Aleda had regained consciousness during the early evening of the attack. As she became fully oriented to
her surrounds, she had redlized shewas lying in apit covered by branches. Dusk alowed some dying
light to filter through the leaves and twigs overhead and she had screamed to discover that Jorge lay
beneath her. His eyes had been open and it seemed to his mother that he wore an expression of anger,
even though she knew it was not possible to hold any last ook in death. He had died fighting for her
honor. She had begun to weep, scrabbling farther, discovering her other boy, Daryn, as cold and lifeless
as hisbrother, and remembering how he had been cut down before her.

To her despair, she had noticed her husband' s headless body at the bottom of the pit and she wept
harder. She found his head tossed carelesdy by hisfeet. The attackers would have laughed as they had
thrown it in. Aledahad sat up, hating the sensation of ditting atop her fallen family, and cradled the



bloodied head of her husband in her lap as she cried, losing hoursin her grief as she stroked his dearly
loved face.

When her sobsfinaly subsided, redlization had hit and she had looked around franticaly. “ Crys!” she had
shrieked. Not being able to find her eldest son had given her the courage to claw her way out of the pit.
She had fdlen severa times, sobbing and scrabbling as the earth caved in on her repeatedly, covering her
bel oved men. Finally she had made it out and she had knelt &t the lip of the pit, keening from her sorrow
and trembling from her exertions. She had not even noticed her bleeding knees or tragically torn
fingernails

Perhaps Crys still lives, he had comforted herself, desperately pushing away thoughts that he might
have been taken and tortured by their attackers. And then she remembered Pil and wondered why his
body was not here among the dead. Aleda had pulled back the hair from her face, streaking it with mud,
and only then had she permitted hersaf to redlize that her body was badly hurt. The pain was not easily
described. It felt deep within and with awoman’ singinct she knew her interna injuriesmight yet kill her.
Night had almost fallen, so she had only been able to see the blood on her skirtsasadark stain, but she
knew it was there; remembered all too well how it had been earned. Death was not her fear. Timewas.
She was happy to die, would welcome the sight of Shar’ s Gatherersif not for the painful hopethat Crys
might dill live...might il need her.

She had heard Jeryb in her mind, encouraging her to flee. Exhausted, she had re-covered the pit, and
weeping only lightly, she remembered a specid hide Crys had made just dightly uphill of thisplace. He
had boasted that he could see the northern route, just in case the mountain people ever cameraiding. He
had been much younger then and she had laughed & him indulgently, but hisfather had praised him for his
endeavor and foresight. “Y ou can never be too well prepared for raiders, son,” he had said, and ruffled
the youngster’ shair.

Over the years her eldest son had continued to use the hide and had kept it clean and dry. He had invited
her to gitinit once and Aledahad marveled & the cozy comfort. It was sheltered, relatively warm for
their harsh climate, and well stocked, which had amused her. Food had aways been first on her growing
€ldest son’smind.

She had crawled toward that haven and lay in its safe womb for two days, trying to hedl, thanking Crys
slently for the water skin. Although she had no appetite for the food, it had been the water that had kept
her dive and angry.

Aledawatched now as the men dragged the bodies of her beloved family toward afire and without
ceremony threw their corpses among the flames. They would not burn the memory of her fine family,
though, Aledathought, watching the fire exploding high into the air, fanning her fury. She knew who was
responsiblefor this.

Cdimuswould be sorry his cold and beautiful mother had ever conceived him, she promised hersdf. She
waited another haf day in the hide, just to be sure the men had gone. It wastoo late to retrieve anything
from the pyre. They had scattered it; gotten rid of as much evidence of the fire and its contents as
possible. All her men were dead, bar one, she prayed. She clung to the hope that Cryslived, and as she
crept back toward the family house to find fresh, warm traveling clothes and medicinesto help kill the
pain of her own injuries, Aledatried to imagine where her son might find sanctuary. He was no longer
safein Morgravia; neither was she, for that matter. He had been escorting Elspyth to the border. Perhaps
he had returned to Tenterdyn but seen the devastation in time and fled. But where to? He might be
anywhere. Shewould haveto travel to Briavel and find Elspyth. Perhgps the young woman'slast
encounter with Cryswould reveal something.



It suddenly dawned on her that she was not just chasing the last remaining heir of Felrawthy but its new
duke. Did he even know? She swallowed a draft of poppy liquor, diluted enough that it would not put
her to deep but just take the edge off the pain—enough to saddle the same mule Elspyth had ridden into
Tenterdyn. She packed asmall bag—water, awedge of cheese and a knuckle of bread, proof of her
identity, and aminiature painting of her family. It was not worth looking in the stable for one of their
horses. The attackers had stolen everything; the house itsalf was ransacked of al valuables. None of it
mattered.

As she approached the grazing mule to lead it from the field opposite the house, Aleda wondered what
had happened to the round-faced monk whom Pil had brought here to meet them. The thought |eft her
mind swiftly. There were more important matters on hand. Sheled the anima back to the stables, and
after saddling it, shetied on her tiny bag of goods and aleather bag of Jeryb's, which now contained her
youngest son’ sremains. Without looking back, Aleda Dond st off for the famed city of Werryl, for if
Wyl Thirsk believed in the Briavelian Queen, so must she.



Chapter 29

The curious-looking trio of travelers was escorted to and then stopped at the magnificently ornate Werryl
bridge. LIryk was given the news that a novice monk, a noble from Morgravia, and a young woman from
Y entro, claiming to have a specid missive for Queen Vaentyna, were awaiting permission to enter the
cadlewdls.

Liryk recognized the nobl€ sfamily name. It was not one to beignored, but al the same, he shook his
head. “ Ask them to give us the documentation and we will consider their request.”

“I'vetried that, dr,” hiscaptain replied. “ They’re quite firm.”

Liryk consdered. The Queen’ s mood had plummeted into nothing short of despair since the death of
Romen Koreldy. She masked it well for strangers, but those close to her could appreciate that their
sovereign was emotionadly scarred. She carried on her duties with vigor and dedication, but she was
withdrawn and strangely detached from al of them.

“Tell them it isimpossible. The Queen isindisposed and they can either pass over the letter and await
ingructions or they can leave.”

His captain clicked abow, and rather than leave it to one of hisminions, he went out to meet with the
Morgravianshimsdf.

“I'm sorry, but | cannot permit your entry.” He saw the woman’ s shoulders dump. “If you give me the
paperwork you spesk of, it will be reviewed and your request will be considered.” The soldier could see
how exhausted and disappointed they were.

Asfatewould haveit, Vadentyna chose that moment to emerge from her private study and stroll out onto
the battlements. She looked down and noticed the trio on the bridge.

“Who are those people?’ she asked Liryk, who welcomed her with a broad smile.

“Morgravians, apparently, your highness. They seek entry to Werryl. They say they have amessage for
you. Captain Orlyd isfinding out more information for us.”

Shelooked down again. Their clearly fatigued body language raised her sympathy. “ Do we have their
names?’

Liryk nodded. “ The young noble says hisnameis Crys Dond and | admit that surname is known to me.
A proud Morgravian family, but for al | know this man could be an impostor. Thewoman isoriginaly
from Y entro and her nameis Elspyth. The youngest iscaled Fil.”

Vaentynafrowned. “What an odd assortment to be carrying amissve.”

“Quite! Thisiswhy | have asked Captain Orlyd to find out more for us.” The Captain appeared. “ Ah,
Orlyd,” Liryk said.

The man’ s eyesflicked warily toward his commander as he bowed to his sovereign.

“What news of those people, Captain?’ Vaentynaasked, the kindnessin her toneirresstibleto the
young officer.



“Y our highness, they beseech meto tell you that they are friends of General Wyl Thirsk. They...they
mentioned Romen Koreldy,” he ssammered, embarrassed. He had been one of those entrusted with the
secret of Koreldy' s death and subsequent burid at Werryl.

Both men saw Vdentyna s eyeswiden and the flash of color suddenly erupt on her cheeks.
“Bring themto me,” she ordered, flustered. “I’ll bein my solar.”
Liryk sighed, looked at Orlyd, and nodded. “ Search them carefully.”

Two soldiers escorted them across the famous Werryl Bridge. Kings and Queens watched them pass
and Crys, despite hisbitter sorrow, voiced his astonishment at the spectacular setting. He mentioned that
he had heard about it from rare travel ers who passed through Morgravia s north but no one had ever
doneits beauty justice. The men smiled, appreciating his sincere appreciation of their city’ s centerpiece.

Their horses were led away and Elspyth, Crys, and Pil were relieved to be asked to follow the Captain
benegth the huge gate that suddenly yawned open at the end of the bridge and permitted their entry to the
famed Werryl. If Elspyth had not felt so disturbed by recent events, shewould have marveled at its
sparkling beauty and the soaring towers of the wonderful whitestone, exclusiveto thisregion. Where
Stoneheart was al dark and brooding majesty, its neighboring pal ace was bathed in alight of itsown,
reaching toward the skies. She did not remark on it, though. Instead she lowered her head and gratefully
followed the man who would alow them an audience with Wyl’ s queen. She could think of Vdentynano
other way.

“Let medo thetalking, Crys,” she cautioned.
Hewas s0 lost in his depression over hisfamily that her warning was probably unnecessary. He nodded.

They ascended a superbly fashioned staircase at the top of which an older man met them. “Thank you,
Captain,” he said, and dismissed Orlyd.

The old man bowed dightly. Elspyth appreciated his graciousness. “I'm Chancellor Krell and will escort
you to meet her mgesty,” he said. Elspyth smiled and held out her hand, which he took. “ Perhaps we
should hold further introductions until you' re presented to our queen and Commander Liryk. Come now,
you al look terribly tired. Let me organize some refreshments.” Asthey followed him hesgndedtoa
page. “Y ou look famished, too—we Il rustle up some food so none of you collapse a her mgesty’s
feet,” he said, and Elspyth grinned. Sheliked him straightaway .

“Why did she suddenly agreeto see us?’ Crysasked him.

Krel smiled benignly. “ Perhaps her highness should answer that. We are here,” and he knocked, then
opened the door for them.

Elspyth knew for certain why the Queen had invited them in—it was the mention of either Thirsk’sor
Koreldy’ sname. She had imagined Vaentynato be attractive and Crys had heard through hisfamily
connectionsthat the former Princess of Briavel was abeauty, but nothing could have prepared either of
them for the tall, statuesque Queen who turned to greet them asthey entered.

“Your highness” Krell said, “thisis Elspyth of Y entro, Crys Dond of Felrawthy, and Fil, novice of Shar
and lately of Rittylworth Monagtery.”

Vaentyna nodded thanksto her chancellor. “Bewelcome, dl of you. Krell, have we organized some



refreshments?’ She knew he would have done so, but making this sort of polite inquiry helped to ease
introductions.

“Onitsway, your mgesty.”

“Thank you. Comein, al of you.” She motioned asthey dl straightened from their various bows. “Do git,
please; | understand you' ve been on along and tiring journey.” A little stunned to be in the same room as
this dazzling woman, who wore no finery atesting to her status, they sat. “Now, forgive my informal
welcome,” she said, smiling wryly at her garments. “ These are the Queen of Briave’ sworking clothes”
she added, arching an eyebrow and making Pil chortle briefly, which is precisely what she had been
hoping for. They al looked so tense. She could hardly imagine what news was about to be delivered.
“Thisis Commander Liryk.”

Their gazes turned toward the man standing near the solar window. He nodded at Crys.
“I know your father,” he commented. “A fierce soldier, agood man.”

“Knew him, sir,” Cryssaid. He had not meant it to come out quite so vicioudy, but he could not control
his emotions. “He was murdered afew days ago, along with my mother and my two brothers.”

Elspyth’ s shoulders douched in aheartfelt Sgh. She had hoped to handle thiswith a bit more diplomacy,
but it was too late now. She risked a glance at the Queen, who threw alook of such sympathy toward
Elspyth it was asif she sensed thiswas not how Elspyth had planned their mesting.

“What?’ Liryk roared. “ Felrawthy dead?’

Elspyth knew she had to take control; she could not let Wyl down again and dlow Crys s mouth to run
away with astory—truth though it may be—that the Briavellians would not accept. This had to betold
right in order to win their help. She stood. “ Crys, please. Y our highness, we have ashocking taleto tell
and perhapsif you'll dlow me?’

Vaentynanodded. “Of course,” she said, waving away what Elspyth knew sounded like an apology. The
Queen, she could see, was very concerned for Crys.

“My companion has much heartache. Please forgive usthis sudden intrusion and how odd | know it must
seem. Commander Liryk, Crys Dond isthe new Duke of Felrawthy.”

The Queen sat, sensing the import of what she was about to hear. “ Tell us everything,” she said asKrell
ushered in some serving staff with trays of food and drinks, both hot and cold. “But first eat.” She smiled
encouragingly at Crys, but it was Fil, utterly smitten, who beamed back.

In between mouthfuls, Elspyth told her audience their sorry story. When she had finished spesking, she
could not help but lean over and squeeze Crys s hand. He had not eaten or drunk anything.

“All dead,” Liryk muttered angrily. “Y ou're quite sure?’

“Pil witnessed dl that I’ ve spoken of. He can confirm that the Duke and histwin sons are dead.”
The young monk nodded bleskly.

“They would not have permitted my mother to live,” Cryssaid, emerging from aslent supor.

“And you're absolutely certain that these men were hired by King Celimus?’ Vaentyna asked, her voice
ascold asthe grave.



Liryk squirmed. Thiswas everything they did not need.

“Y our highness,” he began, but she held up her hand and returned a penetrating dark blue gaze at
Elsoyth.

It was unsettling to have such intense attention leveled a her. Elspyth felt asthough no one elsg’ sopinion
mattered to the Queen but hers. Sherecalled how Wyl had mentioned that Vaentyna could make you
fed you werethe only person in the room.

“Fromwhat | gather, your mgesty,” she said carefully, “ Cdlimusis capable of anything.”
“That’ s not absolute certainty, though, isit?’ the Queen replied, her gaze Steady.

Elspyth blinked. “No, but Aremysand Faryl, each in the employ of Cdimus, confirmit ishisdoing.
Aremysdefied the King and cameto help us, Faryl cametokill YlenaThirsk.”

“Y our mgjesty, we cannot trust the word of hired mercenaries. They would say anything, do anything, for
gold,” Liryk warned.

Elspyth bristled. “We did not pay them anything!” she said angrily, then pulled back her claws. “ Forgive
me, highness. Aremys can be trusted.” She delved into her pocket. “1 have aletter for you. It's
from”—and she hesitated, dmost saying Wyl—"“from Ylena”

“Wyl Thirsk’ssster?” The Queen frowned, taking the letter from her.
“Yes, your highness. Aremystook her to safety.”

Krell stepped back into the room, gliding toward the Queen. He bent down to whisper something to her.
Vaentynanodded.

“Excuse me,” she said to her audience. “ There’ s an urgent messenger here from Morgravia.” Shetucked
Wyl’sletter away. “1 shdl return shortly. Please make yoursalves comfortable and est more. Wewon't
keep you long from your beds.”

In her absence, Liryk felt obliged to continue the discussion. He was shocked to learn of the death of
Jeryb Dond, aformidable enemy who respected the laws of war and, like hisformer generd, Fergys
Thirsk, had not been oneto fight battles merely for the sake of fighting.

“I’'m very sorry to hear of your loss, son,” he said into the awkward silence.
Elspyth was glad that Crys was gracious enough to acknowledge the Commander’ s commiseration.

“Can you enlighten me as to how you know for sure these were men sent by your king?’ Liryk pressed,
hoping they could not.

“Wall, s, because, according to Pil, they said as much. They claimed to betrying to track down Ylena
Thirsk, who had been removed from Stoneheart by Romen Koreldy.”

Pil nodded. “ That’ sright. Koreldy brought her to us seeking shelter and sanctuary. She had been abused
by the Crown and | don't put that lightly, Sir,” he qualified, his complexion flushed as everyon€e s attention
suddenly locked on him. He too had been sworn to secrecy about WYyl and was terrified he might dip up.
“Romen |eft her with us”

“And then the King' s men burned Rittylworth, you say—and its monastery too? Whatever for?” Liryk
asked.



“My home!” Pil said, hiseyesmisting. “They were sent by the King, Sir, on ordersto raze the village and
teach it alesson for harboring Y lena Thirsk. They were calling her atraitor, presumably because of her
brother’ sactions.”

“None of which wastraitorous, to my knowledge,” Elspyth said, redizing too late she would have no
reason to know Wyl Thirsk. Fortunately, the Commander was suitably confused and did not pin her
down on this point. She suspected Vaentyna might have done so and knew she would have to be il
more careful.

“The King sent Faryl of Coombe aswell,” Crys added. “ She had come to Tenterdyn, looking for Ylena,
supposedly to kill her as per Cdimus s orders. Thiswe have learned through Aremys, who was meant to
ad Faryl. | know it sounds like overkill, Commander Liryk, but the King is determined to murder Ylena
and anyone who protects her.”

“And this Aremys you speak of, if heisahired mercenary, why does he want to help you?’

It was agood question. Crys hesitated. “Heisafriend of Romen’s,” Elspyth cut in before either of her
companions could form aresponse. “I gather they were both of Grenadyn,” she added, recalling
something Wyl had mentioned.

The Queen reentered. Both Liryk and Crys stood immediately and bowed. Fil legpt to hisfeet too late
and Elspyth was not sure whether she should curtsy again—she did so, just in case.

“Relax, everyone,” Vaentynasaid, pushing avay strands of hair. “We have much to discuss. Y ou people
need arest firg, though. Duke, Elspyth, Pil,” she said, “please follow Stewyt, who will show you to some
roomswhere you can deep for afew hours and refresh yourselves. Commander, | have called amesting
of our senior nobles. Krell is gathering them now. We mest this evening. The newsfrom Morgraviais
extraordinary.”

Elspyth lay restlesdy on her bed in asmall chamber that smelled of fresh herbs and offered a beautiful
view of Briavel’s orchards. She knew she would not deep even though she was desperately tired. The
refreshing bath and the generoudly left garments had made her fed dl too awake, in fact, and so she
wel comed the soft tap at her door when it came an hour or so after she had been shown to her room.

It was Stewyt again. “Her highnesswondersif you would care for some company, Miss Elspyth,” he
sad, nodding asmall bow.

Elspyth was both surprised and delighted by the invitation. “ Of course,” she murmured. “I’ll just fetch my
shaml.”

Shefollowed the lad through the corridors and stairways she had passed earlier but soon redlized that
they were not headed deeper into the palace.

Stewyt must have read her thoughts, for he said, “ The Queen will meet you in the herb gardens,” and he
held open adoor for her that she realized led out toward the back of the kitchens and scullery.

They found Vaentyna picking lavender. She had changed into adeep purple gown. Once again, no
adornments. She needs none, Elspyth decided, admiring the Queen’ sfresh-faced natura beauty.

Vaentynalooked up at the sound of their arriva. “ Oh, I'm so glad you came,” she said to Elspyth,
smiling warmly asif she were welcoming an old friend. She handed the stemsto the page. “ Thank you,



Stewyt. Would you have these sent up to my chambers,” and she turned back to her guest. “Walk with
me—it’sabeautiful afternoon and these gardens do wondersfor my spirits.”

Elspyth hardly knew what to say as shefell in with the Queen’ s graceful step.

“I thought you might find it eesier to spesk fredy without the men,” Vadentyna admitted conspiratoridly.
“Thank you, your mgesty. Crysis having to face so much—it’ s certainly difficult talking about it al.”

“I can'timagine what he' sgoing through, losing hisfamily in such horrific circumstances.”

“Do you believe us, your mgesty?’” Elspyth asked in her direct way.

The Queen paused beneath alemon tree. Sheinhaled itsfragrance. “ Yes,” shereplied softly.

Elspyth et out her breath, suddenly feding tears of rdlief sting her eyes.

“Do you know that Romen Koreldy isdead?’ Valentynaasked, just asdirectly.

Elspyth nodded. “Word travelsfast.”

“Fromwhom did you learn this news?’

Elspyth felt trapped. Thiswas clearly atest. She wanted to be as honest as she could with thiswoman,
but she could not betray Wy’ swishes once again.

“From Faryl,” she said, making adecision.

“And how did she hear of it?" the Queen asked, bending down to smell some basil.
It seemed anonchaant response, but Elspyth sensed an underlying tension.

“| gather shewasin Briavel, your highness.”

“I see. That' sinteresting. Would you describe her to me—I do have good reason for asking.” She
handed Elspyth asmdl bunch of mint to smell and smiled disarmingly.

Elspyth took a deep breath. “ She' stall and strong looking; a handsome woman. She has avery direct
golden-green gaze,” she said, remembering Faryl in better detail as she concentrated, recalling those
terrible few minutes after Wyl had arrived at Tenterdyn.

Vaentynaput her hand on Elspyth’ sarm. “Ah, yes, her eyeshave afdine quality, don’t they...and her
hair isan oddly golden-brown color, not unattractive but unfashionably short for awoman.”

Elspyth blushed as the Queen turned her own hard blue gaze on her. “Yes,” she sammered. “ That sums
her up rather well.”

Vaentynd slook darkened. “I believe, Elspyth, that this Faryl you spesk of isthe very same Hildyth who
murdered Romen. No one ese bdieves me here. It' s not something that matters to them, but it matters
very much to meto know who took hislife”

“She...sheisin Cdimus semploy. Aremys confirmed that sheis an assassin, your mgesty, paid for by
the King of Morgravia.”

Vaentynaraised her faceto the sky in obvious despair. “1 knew it,” she said in achoked voice. “ She
killed him as he madeloveto her.”



“Please, your highness, let’ssit,” Elspyth suggested, taking the Queen’s arm and encouraging her toward
alow stone bench surrounded by sweet-smelling bushes.

“Thank you,” Vaentynasaid when they were seated. There was adightly awkward pause, which she
filled by snatching at the one Stray tear that threatened to roll down her cheek. “May | tell you a secret,

Elsgpyth?’

“yYes”

“I wasinlovewith Romen Koreldy.”

“Hewasan easy mantofal inlovewith,” Elspyth admitted, unsure what was expected of her.
“How wdl did you know him?’

“We met each other in Y entro. We were captured together by men from the mountains.”

“I know.”

“Youdo?

“Hetold me everything of histimein the north.”

Not everything, Elspyth suspected. “Then you' ve heard him speak of me, highness.”

“Yes, | know of you, Elspyth. It' swhy | do believe you regarding thisterrible business at Felrawthy. But
al of my advisers and the nobility of Briavel want meto marry Cedimus so badly, | need to givethem
proof that heisas snister and treacherous asyou tdll us.”

“And the death of your father isnot sufficient, | presume?’ Elspyth said bitterly, and then, redlizing what
she had said, she grabbed the Queen’ s hands and swung onto her knees before Vaentyna. “ Oh, your
highness, forgive me,” she begged. “That was so crud. Y ou’ ve been very fair with us—I just fed so
frightened and desperate.”

Vaentynaamiled softly at the bowed head of Romen’ sfriend, wondering how he had not falen for this
pretty, feisty woman who had comeinto hislife before she had.

“You'reforgiven, for itisafar accusation,” Vaentynareplied. “But you need to understand that we
cannot risk war with Morgravia, Elspyth. Thisisdiplomacy at its most frustrating. It sseemsmy father's
death must be overlooked in order for peace to bewon for Briavel.” She paused before adding, “Romen
mentioned amountain man caled Lothryn.”

Elspyth flinched a the name and saw the recognition of that reaction reflected in the Queen’ simposing
gaze. Honesty was required here. She nodded. “A very brave person who put our lives before his own.
He defied hisking, probably paid for it with hislife.”

“Romen said that you and Lothryn areinlove.”

“I...wewere...are, your highness,” Elspyth admitted, deeply disconcerted that Vaentynaknew so much
about her. “I will never love another.”

Vaentyna s expresson showed the ghost of a sad smile of agreement. “Then you will know how hard
thisisfor me. | too can never love anyone else now that | have loved Romen Koreldy, but I’'m being
forced to marry the man who organized the desth of my father, of Romen, of Wyl Thirsk—who tried to
warn me about Cdimus.”



“Don’'t marry him, your highness” Elspyth warned. “ Do everything in your power to avoid it. Did you
read Ylena sletter?”’

“I did. She wants me to wait for her. She clamsthat shewill hedp me.” The Queen gave a short, hollow
laugh. “What can ayoung, helpless Morgravian noblewoman on the run from her own king do to help the
cause of the Briavellian Crown?’

Elspyth agreed. It did sound futile. She desperately wished she could tell the Queen the truth. “ Trust her
isdl | ask. She begged meto implore this of you and to offer my servicesto you.”

“Y es, she mentioned that too. I'm glad of the friendship, Elspyth, redly | am, but I'm afraid | can’t
completely understand her concern.”

Elspyth nodded, returning to Sit beside Vaentyna.

The Queen sghed. “Theworst of it isthat | do want to trust her! Her | etter takes the same tone that her
own brother, the Generd, did in our only meeting. Romen made me fed safe and secure; Wyl Thirsk did
too when he ordered me to accompany Fynch to make our escape from the mercenaries who killed my
father. And now hissster conveys the same sense of strength.” She shook her head. “1 miss Fynch. He's
gonetoo, you know. Did you ever meet him?’

Elspyth held her breath a what Vaentynahad just said. Without knowing it, the Queen had aready hit
on the truth. Her senses served her well. “No, but Romen did spesk of him.”

“He savery specid person. Odd, most might think, and incredibly serious, but there' s something about
him | can't redly explain. It sasif he' sal-knowing, or at least more enlightened than | often fed.” She
turned to look at Elspyth directly. “Do you know what Fynch believes?’

Elspyth shook her head dowly; could guess what was coming.

Vaentynaraised her shouldersin agesture of helplessness. “He bdievesthat Wyl Thirsk and Romen
Koreldy are somehow linked. | don’t mean through friendship. He claimsthereisa spiritud link, as
though they could be as one. Are one, in fact, though he does stop short of saying that. Now what do
you say to that?’

Elspyth squirmed, the truth aching to escape from her lips. She fought the temptation. “ Queen Vaentyna,
| hope you won't be offended if | admit that | believe very strongly in spiritual connections. | never doubt
that soulswho belong together will dways find one another again. Even after death they will be reborn
and search for one another.”

“Doyouredly?’

She nodded. “1 do, your highness. And it’swhy | believe you and Romen will find each other again.”
Elspyth skirted the truth as closaly as she dared.

“But not inthislife” Vaentynaadmitted sadly.

“Y ou never know, highness. There are those who bdlieve that sometimesif alifeis taken earlly—beforeit
isready to be gathered by Shar—it stays close to the onesit loves.”

Vaentynaamiled at her. “That' sarather lovely way of looking t life. It lifts my heart just to hear you say
it, evenif | can't believeit.”

“Oh, you can believeit, your mgesty. Allow yoursdf...takearisk and believeit.”



Elspyth seized her opportunity. She owed Wyl Thirsk thismuch. “I believe that some people are
reincarnated. Perhaps you should listen more carefully to your friend Fynch. It sto thiswhich herefers,
I’'m sure. And you must promise me that should another person look at you and perhaps touch you
emotiondaly as Romen did, reminding you uncannily of the man you' veloved, that you will permit it.”

“Permit them to love me, you mean?’ Vaentyna said, her voice laced with gentle amusement.

Elspyth nodded. “ Perhaps even awoman,” she dared.

“Becauseit might be him?’ Vaentyna sdark eyes flashed with both embarrassment and bemusement.
“Yes” It wasarisk, but shewas glad she had taken it.

The Queen surprised Elspyth by leaning across and giving her ahug. “1’ [l remember that. Now come, |
have avoided it long enough.” Elspyth looked & her quizzically. “I’ ve called ameeting of the nobility. It's
serious and why I’'m hiding here.”

“Quigt time?

Vaentynanodded, knew Elspyth would understand. “ Thinking timetoo. | fed asthough I’ m about to
enter achamber where I’ m bargaining for my life.”

Rl preferred to remove himself from the world of politics and asked to be excused to spend timein the
palace chapel with Father Paryn, aman hetook to immediately. Crys and Elspyth were invited to attend
the meseting, which brought together the most senior peoplein Briavel. Respecting the sengitivity of the
issue, Chancdlor Krell made notes from the meeting himsalf, which he planned to dutifully copy out for
the two important nobles who were not readily available in the capital. Couriers were aready organized
to carry the details of the meeting to their respective destinations acrossthe ream.

The Queen arrived somberly. The feding of tenson was overwhelming. Krell dismissed dl servants, and
when privacy was assured, Vaentyna addressed her inner sanctum of advisers, first introducing Elspyth
and then the new Duke of Felrawthy to the muted sounds of shocked whispers, as most were familiar
with Jeryb Dona’ s towering reputation.

“Gentlemen, these Morgravians are our guests and enjoy the full protection of Briave. They risked their
livesto bring usinformation, riding herein urgency, crossing their border and outrunning their pursuers,
whom we are presuming had been sent to execute them.” She allowed her wordsto sink in. “With them,
Duke Dona and Elspyth have brought grave news from our neighboring kingdom.” She waited for the
hushed murmursto die back and then outlined succinctly the torrid events that had unfolded.

The room predictably erupted as the shock of the Duke’ s demise was absorbed.

“We re not just talking about avery high-ranking noble, gentleman, but two of hisheirsand his
wife—innocents. If it wasn't for the foresight of Elspyth here, there might well be no heir to Felrawthy
ganding among us.”

“There werethree other hairs, if I'm not mistaken,” someone said.

Crys cast aglance at the Queen and answered on his own behaf. “Indeed, Sir, there were four of us. My
youngest brother was murdered at the King' s pleasure in Stoneheart many weeks earlier. Reliable



witnesses have attested to thisfact.”

Excited talk broke out and anything further that Crys had planned to say was drowned out. Elspyth noted
that Crys had benefited from his rest and refreshment. He looked composed and very focused. Perhaps
the gravity of this meeting had reminded him of thetitle he now bore. She chanced asmall smiletoward
him and was thrilled when he cast ashy wink her way and lifted his strong chin. Sheloved him for it;
knew how deeply within himself he must have dug to find such strength and composurein front of these
critically important srangers.

The duchy of Felrawthy isin safe hands, Jeryb, she thought.
“Your mgesty,” adeep and distinguished voice said from the center of the room.
“Lord Vaughan.” Vaentynanodded.

“With the greatest of respect to our noble guest, | must ask what theinterna politics of Morgraviahave
to do with Briavel? Until you are married to King Cdimus and formaly link our two realms, | believeit
may be unwisefor usto meddle with Morgravia s domestic matters. Those whom the King'smen
execute on ther soil, providing it isonly Morgravian blood spilled, issurdly hisbusinessaone.”

“| appreciate your position, Lord Vaughan,” the Queen said. “The problem isthat Morgravia has brought
this problem to us...in more waysthan one. | have only outlined one side of thistde, sirs. Asl
mentioned, aman of Shar, abeit anovice, witnessed the shocking daughter at both Rittylworth
Monastery and at Felrawthy. He now seeks peace from these nightmares with our own Father Paryn and
| do not, for one minute, doubt this young man’sword about what he saw. Peaceful men of god were cut
down asthey tended the monastery gardens; the senior monks were crucified and burned.

“Pil escaped and with him took awoman caled Ylena Thirsk, who would be in aposition to attest not
only to the bloodbath at Rittylworth but to the execution of Alyd Dona of Felrawthy, her husband of just
oneday. I'm surethe significance of her family nameisnot lost on any of you.”

Angry mutterings broke out, which she hushed.

“Ylena Thirsk was brought to Rittylworth for sanctuary and safekeeping by none other than Romen
Koreldy. | aready knew this because he told me about it during his stay with us. The men who attacked
Rittylworth were under the King of Morgravia s express authority to raze the village and its monastery,
killing the haly men.”

“How do wetrust thisinformation, highness?’ Vaughan asked, sounding fractionaly exasperated.

Vaentynaignored the tone and |ooked toward Elspyth, who had half hoped she would be spared such
scrutiny.

She took a deep breath and begged her voice to hold firm. “My lords, | happened upon Rittylworth soon
after the devadtation. | saw the chaos of what the raiders had | eft behind, the cruelty and ruin of their
work. | spoke with the dying head monk as he hung, till smoking, from the cross.” Elspyth deliberately
described the scene asvicioudy as she could and was pleased to see many of the nobles ook away in
pain a her words. “He could barely speak through his scorched throat, but he confirmed to methat his
executioners were the King’' s men; that they were searching for Ylena Thirsk and would kill her if they
found her.”

“It seemsthe King could not risk an al-out revolt by the Legion, which remainsloya to the Thirsk name.
Instead he sent nsout on YlenaThirsk' strail, gentlemen,” the Queen continued. “Once again it



seems she has escaped—this time with aman known as Aremys Farrow of Grenadyn. But the family
who offered her safety did not escape the King' s attention and was punished in the most dire manner.”
She paused and glanced at Crys, who took up thetale.

“My youngest brother, Alyd, was beheaded as punishment for marrying Y lena Thirsk. The other
members of my family were murdered because they offered her ahaven. King Cdimusismead,” Crys
sad, eyesburning passonately.

Angry retorts from the stunned audience prompted Krell to give awarning glance toward his queen.

“Gentlemen, please.” She held up her hand. “L et us take some wine together and calm oursalves.”

The mood had not changed, despite the wine, but at least the gathered nobles were quiet.

Vaentynamotioned to Krell, who handed her aparchment. “ This arrived today from Morgravia,” she
sad. “Itisafirm offer of marriage from King Celimus. He has set adate of the last day of the spring
equinox.” She could fed the nobles’ joy at the redity of the wedding like a separate pulse in the room. It
nausested her. “He continues by warning me of avery red threat from King Cailech in the Mountain

Kingdom.”

“Briavel and Morgraviaare stronger united, your mgesty. Celimusisright,” aman from the northern
province said.

She nodded without commitment to his sentiment. “ Celimus goes on to explain that he has proof of this
threat. He damsthe Dond family of Felrawthy was daughtered mercilesdy by Cailech’smen.”

Crys stepped forward angrily. “ That' saliel” Elspyth reached toward him, but he shook her arm away.
“Cailechistoowiseto risk his people now. It' seasier to let Morgraviaand Briavel tear each other
gpart...can’t you see?’ heroared, looking around the room. “The Mountain King has never set foot in
Felrawthy. Our men would have known about even the dightest incursion and we would have been well
warned of any raiding party. The northern defenses of my father’ s were second to none. Believe me
when | say thisis Cdimus contriving excuses, poisoning Briavel’ s collective mind, protecting himsdlf so
the marriage will go ahead.”

The Queen nodded. Crys had summed it up perfectly. Vaentynalooked around the room, trying to
gauge the mood.

“My lords, Wyl Thirsk warned me of Celimus s more sinister intentions when he brought the marriage
proposa to my father. He counsdled that Celimus might not be so interested in peace asheisin acquiring
therich and fertile lands of Briavd. It's my contention that he wishesto rule us, gentlemen; paying lip
sarvice to our own proud sovereignty. Heisempire building, sirs. Why esewould King Vaor have met
such an ugly deeth? Celimus wanted us vulnerable and desperate for peace.”

She hoped this subtle mention of her father might win the support she wanted, but instead eyes were
averted from her own. There was uncertainty inthe air.

“At least we might achieve peace, your mgesty,” one of the oldest, most senior men declared plaintively,
and Vdentynd s heart sank. She knew then—in that frigidly stark instant—that she would not escape
marriage to the King of Morgravia. These nobleswould accept rule from the usurper provided that no
more of their brave, bright sons had to march toward hopelesswar. Shefelt the tears of redlization prick
at her eyes and she blinked them away. How could she blame them? Her father had refused to risk her



life—had given hisown to save hers. Why would these fathersfed any differently for their own beloved
children? Her marriage to Celimus would bring the peace they craved, give their children prosperity. She
felt her gut twidt at the thought.

“Peace at what price, my lords?’ she asked the room, eyeing each of them with ahard blue gaze. “Isthis
what you have fought for al your lives...and your fathers and your grandfathers before you? Isthiswhat
my father raised meto believe? To marry peace and squander our pride and Briavel’ s name?’

Shefdt her heart hammering at her passionate words. It won the right attention. The men she thought she
might have logt shifted uncomfortably at her accusation.

But it was the powerful and elderly Lord Vaughan who spoke for them dl. “We need more proof, your
highness” hesaid firmly into the sllence.

“What proof, my lords, would satisfy?” she asked, her tone as sharp as ablade.

Lord Vaughan shrugged. “ So far, your majesty, with respect we have heard hearsay and unreliable
accounts. | acknowledge what Elspyth of Y entro hastold us of what she saw at Rittylworth, but we need
more. Bring us YlenaThirsk...she, more than any, might convince usthat Cdimus sintentionsare as
dark asyou suggest.”

Vaentyna watched heads nodding, knew her fate was sedled. Ylena Thirsk could not save her. No one
could. Shewould be wed to the King of Morgraviain the same helpless manner that a baby lamb was
led to itsdaughter.



Chapter 30

Wyl and Aremys arrived at the Thicket from the village of Timpkenny on the north-eastern rim of Briave.
the village had struck them as an odd, almost nervous sort of place that suffered from being the closest
clump of humanity to the place where the Darkstream presumably joined the River Eyle.

Much quiet superstition surrounded the Darkstream. It was not afear of the magic so much asaprivately
held belief among these northerners that the unknown beyond was enchanted and was not a place for
nonsentient people to roam.

Although they inquired at severa Timpkenny establishments, no one could give the pair the Darkstream’s
ultimate source or indeed destination, but everyone they spoke to nodded apprehensively and confirmed
that to everyone' s knowledge the Darkstream was the only way to cross over into the Wild once you
had negotiated the Thicket. Aremys asked one man why helived so close to a place that carried so much
superdtition and the man had shrugged, answering that the land of this region was uncannily fertile and the
westher, though cold, wasrdiable. The rains dways came and the summer never failed.

“Our animasand cropsthrive,” he had said, shrugging again. “My family eats.”

Wyl and Aremysknew they should count themsalves lucky for having experienced an uneventful journey
north. They had traveled reatively swiftly and without incident from Brynt across the border, dways
heading toward the mighty Razors and then cuiting east once the famed mountains began to rise up
menacingly before them. Briavellian guards had picked them up soon after and did little more than smirk
when they admitted they were hoping to find aquiet passto enter the Razors and avoid Cailech's
fortress. That wasthe cover story they had agreed to use if stopped by anyone.

The head of the guard wasthe only one of the Briavelian soldiers not smirking when Wyl and Aremys
had stood at his checkpoint, brought to him by his men.

“There are severd entriesinto the Razors from this part of Briavel, but you say you' re headed for
Grenadyn. Surdly it would have been easier for you to access the mountains from western Morgravia?’

“Too much trouble brewing on the border over there, sir,” Aremys had admitted. “ It might be dangerous
to take Lady Farrow viathose routes.”

The officer had nodded thoughtfully. “Y ou’ ve made your journey three times aslong, though.”

“Sir,” Wyl had interrupted, noting how the man had ingtantly regarded him with softer eyes. He had
wondered if he himsdf had done this when addressing a good-looking woman. In truth, he found it
insulting that awoman should be considered with such instant sympathy—or wasit desire? He had tried
not to let hisirritation show in histone. “It' simperative that | return to my homein Grenadyn.” Thelie
camesurprisngly easly. “However, | wish to draw aslittle attention to mysdf aspossibleand I'm
prepared to lose the additional week or so that it will take us by using this more circuitous route.”

“And whose atention are you trying to avoid?’

“Why Cailech's, of course,” Wyl had replied, adding ahint of irritation now. “I’ ve learned on our travels
that the Mountain King is moving toward the notion of summary executions for srangers.”



“Morgraviansonly, as| understand it, my lady.” He eyed her and stifled a smug expression. “Y ou could
have sailed more easly to Grenadyn, surely?’

“But we were nowhere near the coast, Sir. I’'m sure you don’t need to know my life story, ether,
Captain, er...?

“Dirk, my lady.”

“Captain Dirk,” Wyl had said, “and | gppreciate your concern for our long journey, but | have employed
Aremys, who knows the mountain routes well. We shall befine,” he had added, avoiding blatant
condescension but hoping to bring an end to the man’ sinquisitiveness.

“Wall, Lady Farrow, it’snone of my business where or how you choose to go but—"

“That sright, Captain,” Wyl had interjected, but as gently as he remembered Y lenamight admonish
someone. “1 understand that you are responsible for the security of theream in this part of Briavel, and
asyou can surely tdll, we are no thresat to it. We are smply travelers passing through. | gather there sno
law againgt that. | appreciate your concern for my safety. Aremyswill seetoit.”

The man had shown amusement for thefirst time. “I was only going to say that | thought you were not
dressed sufficiently warmly for the Razors, my lady. It will be rough desping in the mountains. Areyou
redlly up to such chdlenge?’

“No need toworry,” Aremys had chimed in. “It's my intention that we' || make a stop at Banktown and
buy what we need.”

Wyl knew there was little more the Captain could do unless he wanted to detain them. Besides, it was
now obvious that Aremys did know the region—perhaps the Captain had not expected him to know the
loca towns and villages and had been testing them. Asit had turned out, he had finaly nodded, wished
them well, and allowed them to move on.

Aremys had seen to it that they left the patrol in anortherly direction as though headed deeper into the
foothills and ultimately up into the Razors. He knew the terrain well enough and soon had them back on
track heading east in the relative obscurity of the lightly wooded hillsdes. They had arrived at
Timpkenny—their red destination—just before dark, took a couple of roomsin avery ordinary inn, and
in the morning sold the horses. Wyl knew the price they had managed to negotiate wasjust short of theft,
but they had had no choice. It was on foot from here on, as the famed Thicket would not permit horses
to be led through. After purchasing afew minor provisions, they had set off.

Aremys and Wyl stared now at the Thicket without knowing it had not been so long ago that asmall boy
and alarge dog had sat and regarded the same scenein virtualy the same position.

“It suitsitsname,” Wyl admitted. “Have you been here before?’
“No. I’ ve skirted around this region but never actudly seenit.”
“How doweget in?’

“Pushin, | suppose, dthough the old stories say it lets you in once you' ve made up your mind to cross
it”

“Letsyouin, but not out?’

Aremys grinned at the beautiful woman who crouched next to him with the scowling expression. Strange



asit was, he had thought of her as Wyl since Brynt—not that he had ever known Wyl Thirsk. He had
witnessed the magic of Myrren’ s Gift with his own eyes and suddenly anything and everything seemed
possible. He had never considered whether he believed in magica powers or not. It was simply not an
issue that had come up through his childhood in Grenadyn. That far north, the old stories prevailed and
were accepted asfolklore. It was only when he found himself in the south of Morgraviathat he noticed
how wary of magic the people seemed to be.

Now, having watched Faryl changeinto Ylena, stories about the Thicket and the Wild seemed plausible.
He suddenly redized how vulnerable Wyl was as Y lena. Who knew what lay on the other side of the
Thicket or what was to come?

Asif reading histhoughts, Wyl nudged him. “Don’t stare at me like that. | know what you' re thinking,
and big asyou are, you' re no match for me, Aremys. | may look fragilein Y lena sbody. | assure you
I’mnot.”

“Did Myrren make you amind reader aswell?” Aremys asked, turning back to regard the incredibly
denseline of trees and bushes that confronted them.

“No. You're as easly read as an open book. Didn't your mother teach you to mask your emotions?’

“I thought | had,” Aremys said, feigning hurt. They grinned a each other, athough with more anxiety than
mirth. “To answer your question, no, apparently the Thicket only letsyou travel from thissideto
whatever lies on the other sde. That's my understanding, anyway. | believe legend hasit that you can’t
turn around hafway through and change your mind. Once committed and once permitted entry, you have
to continue.”

“Extraordinary,” Wy! breathed. “ And we' re not supposed to believein magic,” he added, somewhat
sarcadicaly.

Aremysdid laugh out loud now. “I think you and | know better. Come on, if we're going to do this, we
should start now. There srain clouds et to burst.”

“I'll gofirg,” Wyl offered.

“Areyou scared?’

“yes”

“Good.” Aremyssighed. “| thought it wasjust me.”

Wyl grinned. “ Shdl we hold hands, then?’ he suggested with only ahint of sarcasm.
“Oh no. Ladiesfirgt,” Aremys offered, in an overly polite tone.

Their banter was just another way of avoiding making the move. Wyl forced himsdlf to approach, and as
he stepped toward the Thicket, he noticed something to his right dangling from one of the low branches.
Hisgaze did past it momentarily as he scanned for the best entry point before recognition hauled his
attention back. “Look at that!” he said, striding to the clump of bushes and untying the item, dation
burning through him. “Thisis Romen’ sbracelet.”

Aremys shook hishead. “| don’t understand.”

“I do!” Wyl sad fiercdly, tying the oversize thong around his now-dainty wrist. “Only one of two people
could have brought this here and | suspect it wasn't Queen Vaentyna.”



“Who then?’
13 I:yrd]! ”
“The gong boy you' ve spoken of ? But he/ sachild.”

“Never dismisshim asjust agong boy... or just achild. HE sagifted youngster and with enough courage
for both of us. If welook hard enough, | reckon we' Il find paw prints close by. Fynch and Knave have
dready comethisway and left thisasasgn.”

“Bravelad,” Aremys murmured. “Well, if aboy can do this, so can we.”

Wyl nodded and bent over to push hisway into the Thicket. Before he entered fully he called over his
shoulder to hiscompanion. “Can you whistle?’

“| guessthat’ safairly important question and needs answering right now?’ Aremyssaid, al but bent
doubleto follow directly after Wyl.

“It'sjust that Ylenacan't. Onething | couldn’t teach her.”

“Well, | redly appreciate that critica and indeed rdevant information,” hisfriend grunted behind him.
“Aremys, whistle, damn you! | can’t, so you'll haveto do it for both of usl” Wyl snapped.

“Happy to indulge you, my lady. Just not surewhy?’ came the response.

“Because we don’'t know what happensin here. | don’t want usto be separated.”

“Oh,” Aremys said, understanding now. “All right. Any requests?...1 do afine *Under the Gooseberry
Blﬂ’]_, ”

“Just get onwithiit, you fool!” Wyl said, daring alaugh through hisfear. The Thicket’ s presence was
ominous and he could not shake the fedling that danger lay aheed.

“Can | just mention, aswe re on the topic of Y lena s strengths and weaknesses, that she' s got the best
arse |’ ve had the pleasure of being closeto.” Aremys s muffled voice came from very close behind.

“Whigtle!” Wyl shrieked in her voice. He knew what Aremyswas doing. He was forcing the
lightheartedness to combat their fear, but it was not working; they were both frightened enough to fedl
their own hearts pumping hard in their chests. It felt asif the Thicket were drawing himin...but to what?
He marveled at how Fynch had found the courage to enter the Thicket.

Wyl entered the gloom of the Thicket and wasimmediately struck by its eerie slence, which was
aufficiently heavy to give him a sense of suffocation. He could not stand, ether, for the branches werelow
and tangled. He breathed hard and |oosened the button near Y lend sthroat. He knew it was afternoon
outsde, yet it was so dark beneath the yews that Wyl could swear night was coming on. Nothing moved
but he and Aremys.

At that moment hefelt aterrible pressure on hischest. It fdt asif dl hisbreath were being sucked away;
he could hear Aremys crashing into the Thicket behind and he momentarily heard hisfriend whistling al
too brightly before the sound was suddenly cut off. And then he could breathe again. Wyl swung around,
presuming the reason for hisfriend’ s quiet wasthat Aremys had been shocked by the silence and dark,
but he could not see his companion.

“Aremys?’ Heligened. Nothing. “ Aremys” heydled.



Only dread silence responded.

Vdentynafinished dictating her response to the message from King Celimus, the couched threat in his
letter burning in her mind.

It had taken much soul-searching to reach her decision, but now it was finaly made. She knew it wasthe
only way forward under the circumstances. The nobles were not going to support her without Ylena
Thirsk, and even if she could produce her, she could not imagine what the young noblewoman could say
or do to changethelr minds.

Vaentynahad seen it in their faces this afternoon, read it in their pained expressions, heard it in their
voices, made awkward by the tenson. The Briave lian nobles wanted peace with Morgravia above

everything.
Aboveeven her.

She was a pawn; the valuable key that might unlock the barrier that stood between Morgraviaand
Briavd living side by sde asfriendly neighbors and asdlies. Vaentynaunderstood clearly that whatever
lip service the nobles had paid her this afternoon, the fact of the matter was that they did not care what
Celimuswas or what hisintentionswere. They did not want further proof of histreachery. If shewere
married to him, no more of their proud sons need die. Even if—Shar forbid—Celimus somehow
contrived to make himsdlf Lord High King of both redlms, he would no longer wage war on Briave,
which meant their children were safe and Briavel was safe. And after decades of warring, peaceiswhat
the Briavellians demanded of their new monarch. Despite dl the adoration, she was expendable. The
redization was adeep pain in her heart. It made her momentarily breathless. Vdentynawas afigurehead
queen...her own people might well accept Celimus as their sovereign once the marriage had taken place.

All thetak of finding Ylenaand considering new srategiesto stal the marriage any further dl of asudden
seemed futile. She must marry Celimus on behdf of Briavel and sacrifice her peacefor its peace.

Asthese thoughts raged in her mind, Krell finished his scratchings on the paper and blew on it to dry the
ink.

“I'll add the royd sedl, your highness, once you' ve signed it.”
He handed her the quill. She reached for it but did not takeit.
“I'm doing theright thing, aren’t |, Krell?”

He searched her anguished face, which so recalled the beautiful woman who had birthed her, and he
thought of how proud Vaor would be of his daughter right now. She was putting her rellm before her
own inclination and ensuring its prosperity in thefuture. “Y our mgesty,” he said gravely. “Briave will
flourish because of the important decision you' ve made today.”

Her smile was thin and wavered benegth the force of her will, pushing away tears or sentiment. “I don't
want to marry him, Krel, but I know | must.”

“If you'll permit me, highness...?’

Vaentynanodded. Shetrusted Krell implicitly and needed his assurances. He had been closeto her
father and she knew how much he cared for her.



The Chancdlor’ srheumy gaze fixed upon her. “If you' re strong from the outset, child, Celimuswill never
make Briavel bow to Morgravia. Y ou are aqueen in your own right; you must not lose sight of this. We
need his peace, yes, but, oh, your highness, he needs your sons! The bluest of roya bloods mingling. It's
aroyd fantasy, highness, which both our dear King VVaor and the great King Magnus dared imagine only
in their wildest daydreams. Imagine your own blood reigning over two relmsin yearsto come.”

She nodded again, genuinely teary thistime. “I agree. If my reign isremembered for nothing ese, | will
secure peece for Briavel and birth the heirsit needsto sustain peacein theregion.”

“That' sthe spirit, highness. Very few roya marriages are made by Shar, your mgjesty—most are
pragmatic and highly strategic. Thisisno different. Y our father, may his soul rest quietly, would advisethe
same”

The Queen smiled sadly. Krell knew what she was thinking. She had hoped to marry for love. Which
princess did not?

She could not help hersdlf. It needed to be said. “And | must forget that he designed the death of my
father, the desth of Wyl Thirsk, the murder of Romen Koreldy, the daughter of those monks at
Rittylworth and the noble family of Felrawthy...and no doubt countless others?’ Her chest rose and fell
with the anger she was holding &t bay.

“My queen, we have no proof that his hand was behind any of those desths.”
“But we know it, Krd|!”

“Yes, your mgesty,” he admitted truthfully. “ But as diplomats, we must pursue the peace he offers or
more of our young men are going to die. We stand to lose awhole generation if we go against him.
Cdimus, | fear, does not possess the honorable qudities of Magnus—he will fight us until the last man of
Briave fdlsand then he will dissolve the relm aswe know it...wipe out its name, make it solely an
annex of Morgravia”

Vaentynadid not say that shefdt in her heart that he would annex Briavel anyway. “And till you would
urgethismarriage, knowing I'm sacrificing myself toaman | could never love.”

“Loveisnot theissue here, my queen,” Krell said firmly. “ Thisis politics now and your emotions must be
set asde. Your decisonis purely adiplomatic one...asound one. Y ou will be Queen of Morgraviaas
well as Briavel and you must use that statusto high effect. Thisisnot Cedimus, King of Morgravia, and
Briavel as his queen consort. Y ou are both equal sovereignswith equa say in the running of both reallms.
Y ou done can carve a path for this marriage to work. Put aside what you fed you are losing and
consider only what you are gaining, your highness.” He surprised Vaentyna by suddenly knedling before
her. “Y ou must leave behind whatever has gone before. Cut yourself free of those bonds and those
sentiments. Start anew life with Ceimus and seeif you can't be the one who makes the difference.”

“To him, you mean?’

“To him, to Morgraviaand Briavdl. Both redlms crave this union and the harmony it will bring. Work
hard for peace in the marriage, your highness, and you may well bring about surprising changes.”

Vaentynafet entirely trapped. There was nothing more she could do. All of the warnings she had
heard—from Wyl, from Romen, from Fynch, and even more lately from Elspyth—haunted her, yet
Celimus s messenger had been ordered to wait for her response. Time was the enemy. The King was
both impatient and impetuous—who knew what he might do if she did not answer in the affirmative?
How long could she wait for Y lenaand what difference could Ylena Thirsk make anyway? she asked



hersalf, filled with frustration.

She made asmall sound of despair before grabbing the quill and quickly signing her name, accepting
Celimus s proposal of marriage on thelast full moon of the oring equinox.

“There,” she said, unableto disguisethe disgust in her voice. “Get it away with the messenger.”

“Yes, your highness” Krdl sad, risng and feding asense of loss a his part in forcing this young woman
to act againgt her ingtincts. But the aliance was necessary for the well-being of Briavel. He and Valor had
discussed on many occasions how insecure Briavel might be if faced with abattle on two fronts and Krell
firmly believed that the threat from Cailech in the near futurewasred.

Wyl fdt acold tremor pass through him. Aremys had gone. Disappeared. There was no sign that he had
even followed Wyl into the Thicket. Somehow he knew it would be pointlessto search. If the Thicket
was as enchanted as he had been led to believe, it had made the decision to separate them.

He shivered. Magic.

Asthat thought passed through him, ablack dog melted out of the darkness and sat huge and till before
him.

“ Kna/e_”

The dog legpt and Wyl fet amoment of exquisite fear. He should have known better, for athough he
found himsalf winded and flat on his back, Knave towering above him, the dog merdly licked him
enthusadticaly.

“Where's Aremys?’ WYyl asked, pushing him away.
Knave growled low. It was an answer but not one Wyl could understand.
“Ishedl right?’

Thistime Knave barked once. Wyl convinced himsdlf the anima had answered affirmatively. Thin though
his premise was, he had to believe that Aremyswas somewhere safe and not wandering aimlessly
through the Thicket.

Knave growled again and turned. Wyl knew the dog wanted to lead him somewhere. They set off, the
black beast a atrot and WYyl behind, crouching, blindly following. There were moments when he felt
convinced that the branches were reaching out to touch him. None did. The silence was oppressive, there
was only Knave' s presence and his own pounding pulse to reassure him that life existed in this strangest
of places. It fet to Wyl like they had been moving for along time and he could hear the rushing of water

nearby.

Images echoing his fears began to rush a him. Aremyslost in the Thicket cdling to him. Vaentynabeing
raped by Cdimus. Elspyth screaming for Lothryn while the man she loved begged Wyl for help. Romen,
Faryl, and Ylenawaked toward him, their expressions showing the same confusion they had felt when
death had clamed each of them. And then that vision disappeared, to be replaced with blood and gore
surrounding Tenterdyn. He could amost smell the carnage, and just when he thought he might have to
scream for the dog to stop, that he must go back, they burst through the other side of the Thicket,
emerging into gray daylight and asoft drizzle of rain.



He dragged alungful of the damp air, not caring that his cheeks were wet from his own tears. Knave was
gone. Ingtead, through the murkiness he saw asmall cottage on the other side of ashort bridge. Its
chimney smoked cheerfully through the gloomy afternoon and light glowed through the windows; likea
magnet, the dwelling drew himto itswarmth.



Chapter 31

Aledawas dying. She knew it and somehow it was dl right, provided she could cling to life long enough
to learn the wheresbouts of her eldest son. That knowledge would alow her to pass over with the grim
happiness that the Donal name was not completely slamped out. Each heavy step of her faithful mule hurt
her and al her waning energies were focused on Smply remaining on its back. If shefdl off now, she
would haveto lie on the ground and hope that the Briavellian Guard would find her before she took her
last bresath.

Shar was guiding her passage that day. A tinker, selling pots and sharpening knivesfrom villageto village,
came across the blood-spattered, bedraggled woman with the torn fingernails. He legpt from his small
cart, calling to his horse to be ill as he reached for awater skin.

“Drink,” hesad, offeringit.

Aledadid so. She had not taken water in hours. Perhaps she had forgotten to—she could no longer
remember. “ Thank you,” she croaked.

Thetinker looked around anxioudy. There was no help nearby; they were in the middle of nowhere. He
himsalf had crossed the border at around midday yesterday—although Brackstead was not far away, he
was sure.

There seemed little point in taxing the woman with questions. She looked too ill to speak anyway. “Come
on,” he encouraged. “We have to get you to Brackstead.”

Aleda did not complain—she too wanted to keep moving. Who this kind stranger was mattered not. If
he was going to help her get another step closer to Crys, shewould takeit. “ Thank you,” she whispered.

“Don't tak. Save your strength.”

They st off, Aledafeding stronger just for the presence of another person. They had traveled lessthan a
mile before rounding a bend in the road to see the cheering scene of alarge village laid out before them.

The sght of Aledabrought several people running to help.

“I don’'t know her,” thetinker replied to their queries. “1 found her just amile back. Can we get her to a
doctor?’

Someone sent ayoung boy running for atraveling physic.

“You'relucky he sin our village today,” the woman said.

“Isthereaninn?’ he asked.

A man nodded. “Y es, the Lucky Bowman. Shall we go there?’

“Please. She says she has money.”

Three burly men carried Aledainto the inn, which was run by akindly-looking woman.
“Shar’sMercy,” she cried asthey bundled Aledaand her few belongings past her.

“The physic’'scoming,” one said as he nodded to the others to head updtairs.



“Room four,” she called to their backs, before turning back to the tinker, who looked thoroughly
uncomfortable.

“They’'vejust arrived, Nan, in terrible shape,” the woman who had rushed in with them said, clearly
excited by dl thisactivity. “I've sent Rory after that traveling physic who was here today.”

“I don’'t even know her name. 1.1 just ssumbled across her on my way here,” the tinker admitted.

Nan nodded toward the door. “Here' s the physic—we can sort out her food and board later,” she said
kindly. “Takethem up, Bel, | have to keep awatch on things down here.”

Bel was only too glad to remain a part of the day’ sintrigue and she bustled past and called to the physic,
amiddle-aged man with gray at histemples and a soft-spoken voice, to follow her. He stopped to chat
briefly with the tinker, who then took hisleave, glad to be gone from al the attention and activity.

Later, donewith his patient, the physic learned the full horror of what the severely injured woman had
gone through and, even more distressingly, who shewas.

He gave Aledaadraft of something crimsonin color. “Rest now, Lady Dond,” he said, taking her hand.
“Well get word to Werryl for you.”

At those reassuring words, Aleda sighed and closed her eyes.

The physic went downstairs to speak with Nan, who in turn called for Bel.
“Sheneedsacarer,” heexplained. “You will be paid.”

Bd nodded. “Y ou want meto stay with her until you return, right?’

“Shewill not recover from her internd injuries,” he said. “But yes, | need someone by her side. I've
stanched the bleeding for now and she will deep for severa hours. When she wakes, | want you to brew
up theseleaves.” He handed her apouch. “They will give her strength.”

“Food?’

He shook his head. “Furthest thing from her mind. Keep the water up to her, though. She'll die of her
injuries before she dies of starvation.”

“How long can she hang on?’ Nan asked, not at al happy about having a potential corpse cooling in one
of her beds.

“She' sgot courage. That alonewill keep her going twice as long as someone with aweaker disposition.
A day or so perhaps.”

“And where are you going for help, Physic Geryld?’ asked Bdl, ever curious.

“I will ride back to Werryl and bring help swiftly,” he answered, determined to keep the patient’ sidentity
asecret. He knew they had guessed her status as a noblewoman, but he did not wish to give away
private detailsto these village folk. “Y our job isto keep her dive until then with the teaand your voice.”

Bd frowned. “My voice?’

“Tdk to her. Kegp thiswoman dert when she' sawake. She' |l need her wits about her. I'll leave
immediatdly.”



“How long will you need?’
“I hopewe |l have help back here by tomorrow if | ride through the night.”

He returned to the room and was surprised to see that Lady Donal was not deeping...was, in fact,
agitated.

“I toldyoutorest.” he said sternly.

Her eyeswere glazing from the effects of the deeping draft, but she wasfighting it. “Not until | giveyou
something to take to Werryl. Y ou must show it to the Queen, dr,” she said emphatically, pointing to the
leather bag that had been attached to the mule.

Hefrowned. “What isit?’

“The proof she needsthat she' s contemplating marrying amadman.”



Chapter 32

Aremys came to dowly. Was someone kicking him? He could not be sure just yet. In fact, he was not
sure of anything other than that he bresthed. And that there was pain everywhere. Concentrating hard, he
determined that there were al so voices—men’ s voices—and then he made out the familiar sounds of
horses. He risked opening his eyes, trying for the life of him to remember why hewould belying downin
the open in such afreezing temperature.

“Ah, soyou'redive, then?’ someone said.
Hegrunted. “ Just.”

“Get Myrt,” the voice said, and Aremys heard footsteps retreat, crunching on fresh snow. It wasalovely
sound, a sound he thought he remembered fondly from childhood. “ Can you move?’ the man asked.

“Let mejust open my eyes,” hereplied, squinting through them to discover afantasticaly sharp brightness
and abig scowling man, tall enough to match even his substantia height. He closed them again hurriedly.

More footsteps. A new voice, degper thistime. “Wel, help him up, Firl.”

Aremysfdt himsdf hauled roughly to hisfeet. Hislegs were unsteady and leaden, hismind clouded. He
forced himsdlf to open his eyes again, but heignored the man caled Firl and regarded the older fellow
with knowing gray eyes. Blinding pain diced through hishead ashe did so. “I’'m sorry.” He smiled
crookedly. “My head aches.”

“You must havefalen and hit it,” the man, presumably Myrt of the deep voice, suggested. “What' s your
name?’

Aremys reached up to scratch his head. Everything hurt. “I’d tell you if | could. | can’'t remember athing
right now.”

Myrt sghed. “Get ablanket on him, someone. Y ou, Firl, double with him. Let'sgo.”

Bruisaed and feding sorry for himsdlf, Aremyswas helped, none too gently, onto a horse with the surly
man caled Firl—who clearly did not want to double with him—and began ajourney he knew not why or
whereto...or even where from. What he did know was that he was high in the mountains and there was
only one enormous range to his knowledge. It could hardly be anywhere ese...or could it?

Firl ignored him for the first hour or so. Thisdid not bother Aremys; he was too concerned with keeping
his balance and trying to remember his name. He was grateful for the blanket, though.

“Wherearewe?’ hefinaly asked.

“Razors,” the man bluntly responded.

Aremys never could suffer fools. “Yes, | think I’ veworked that out. But where exactly?’
The sarcasm seemed to have little effect on the young brute. “ East.”

He could tell he was not going to get much more out of the chatty fellow, so he delved back into hisown
mind, which felt like tangled skeins of woal. Ignoring the growing headache, he forced himsdf to
concentrate on recal ling anything about himself. Nothing surfaced and he growled in frustration.



“Who areyou?’ he asked.

His companion spoke again in the same disinterested tone. “Firl. | thought we' d dready established that.”
“And the others?” Aremys asked, struggling to keep hisirritation in check.

“Did you want meto ligt their names?’

“Not if they'redl asuninteresting asyours.” Hefelt the man’ s body stiffen and was glad he had struck a
blow. “I meant, what are you doing out here?’

“WEe re ascouting party.”

“For Cailech?’

“Who 7’ theman said, and Aremys, Sitting behind him, imagined him scowling.

“Am | aprisoner?’

The man snorted. “Why don’t you make arun for it and see what happens?I’m agreat shot.”

“Isyour conversation dwaysthis scintillating, Firl? 1’1l bet the other men in the party just love it when they
know you' re coming along because of al the witty repartee they’ re going to enjoy with mighty Firl and
his equally huge ego. Do you understand what ‘ repartee’ means, Firl, or isit one of those words that are
just too big for your minuscule brain?’

Myrt overheard Aremys and the threstening tone that had crept into hisvoice. He steered his horse over
and lifted hischinininquiry. “Anything wrong?’

“No,” Firl mumbled.

“Actudly, yes,” Aremys countered. “1 want to know if I'm aprisoner and why. I’ d like to know where
we' re headed and why. I’ d appreciate knowing why I"ve been seemingly captured by a scouting party,
stting with this oaf of few syllables, and I’ d love to know my own name!” he roared, his heedache
pounding in tandem with his blood pressure and anger.

“Hop up with me. Firl, you go on ahead,” Myrt ordered. There was something of an admonishment in the
man’ s expression and it was not lost on the sulking Firl.

Aremyswas more than glad to clamber up behind Firl’ s superior. “Thank you,” he mumbled. “And for
the blanket. I'm sorry for the outburst. | seem to have lost my manners aswell as my memory.”

“So | gathered,” Myrt said, clicking to his horse and moving forward again. “Either that or you'rea
clever spy.”

“Shar drikeme! Isthat what you dl think?’

“Why wouldn’'t we? Y ou're Morgravian, aren’t you?’
“I...wdl...I don't know,” Aremysblustered.

“You dresslike one and curse like one.”

“Then perhaps | am. | have noideawho | am. Mind you, | understand the Northernish you were
muttering with your men earlier. Doesthat mean anything?’



“Isthat so? And what were we saying?’
Aremystold him.

“All right, stranger, I’'m impressed,” Myrt admitted. “Maost Morgravians wouldn't understand aword of
it, which iswhy we used it in front of you. Anything else?’

“No, not redly,” Aremys admitted. “ The Razors are familiar, dthough | can’t tell you why or how | even
knew their name. No horse, no belongings, save my sword,” he said, and shook his head. “No memory,”
he added mournfully.

“Wdll, perhaps pulling out your toenailswill help your memory,” Myrt said, and felt Aremys start behind
him. Helet out adeegp rumbling laugh, enjoying hisown jest.

“Shar’ s Wrath, man! Will it cometo that?”’
“Beeasy. Did Firl tell you our business?”’

“Oh yes, we enjoyed along and cordid chat.” Myrt waited, unaffected by the biting wit of their new
guest. “Only that you' re ascouting party,” Aremys grumbled.

“That’ sright. Do you know Morgravia hasal but declared war on the mountain people?’
“If | do, | don’'t remember.”

“Thenyou'll forgive us our suspicions,” Myrt said. “Wdll, if you' re from Morgravia—which you probably
aren’t—you’ d know about our problemswith King Cdimus.”

The name was familiar and its mention sounded adistant series of darm bellsin Aremys smind. He
pushed at them but had no success. “Why do you think I'm most likely not from Morgravia?’

“Because we ve picked you up on the Briavellian Side of the Razors and your accent isn't right. It's
Morgravian dl right, but it's covering something dse. If | didn’t know better, I’ d think you were from the
northernidands.”

Agan, aprick of familiarity, but it waselusve. “I see. Maybel am. | wish | could dredge up something
to hep my cause.”

The man called Myrt nodded. “It will come. To answer your question, yes, you are our prisoner, but we
shall treat you honorably until the King has decided what to do with you. I’'m afraid relationswith
Morgraviaare strained, but your odd accent may save you yet. What shall we cdl you until then?’

Aremys pondered, unhappy at his situation but fully aware that he had no option other than cooperation.
He had no mount, no food, dmost no memory, and was somewhere in the Razors, where asingle night
could be deadly. “What' s agood mountain name?’

“How about Cullyn?It’ s one of the oldest.”
He shrugged. “Fine”

“No such thing asfree medlsin thistroop, Cullyn. We'll be on the ridges for afew daysyet. What can
you do to earn your keep?’

Aremys shook his head, feding suddenly grateful to the big man of the mountains. “I have no idea. You
tdl me”



“All right, then. We re about to make camp here. Y ou can provide the entertainment for tonight. How
about you take sulky Firl on with the sword. | think he' d quitelike ago at you.”

“And meat him, | assureyou.”

Myrt laughed. “1 like your arrogance. Hope you haven't forgotten your skills, Cullyn. Our Firl isone of
the best in the Razors with asword.”

“Just promise me some ae and worry about your mountain boy over there,” Aremyssaid, grinning
hungrily despite his pounding head.

A camp was settled and the horses corraled in asmall copse of fir trees that also provided the wood for
the men’ sfire. Myrt ran atight troop and gave orders briskly. Some men were designated to prepare the
food, othersto gather the wood, some to take care of the animal's, and the younger onesto restock the
water skins. He took Aremys and another man to hunt down some meat. Aremys pleased his host by
shooting four hares without wasting asingle arrow. Each man returned with asmal brace of game, which
was quickly skinned and gutted and before long roasting over the codls.

They did not speak Northernish, alanguage no longer in use except for reasons of disguise and the odd
word here and there. If Aremys smemory had been intact, he would have known that the language only
survived because of King Cailech’slove for the mountain culture. He had passed an edict that
Northernish would be taught from elder to grandchild in order to keep the language dive. In dally life,
however, the mountain people spoke the language of the region, the common tongue from Briavel inthe
eadt to asfar west as Tallinor. Aremys did not know that he recognized the Northernish because his wet
nurse, an old woman of theides, used to sng to himin the old language.

Sadly, right then he could not even remember asfar back as the previous day, when he had been
clambering through the Thicket, one moment following the shapely bottom of Ylena Thirsk and the next
overcome by asudden wave of magic. He could not recall the air thickening to adull, amost solid wall
and the powerful blast of the magic that had opened the cleft through which his prone, unconscious sdlf
had been pushed...in this case on anortheastern ridge of the Razorsinto the path of Myrt’ s scouting
troop, al memory blurred deeply within his subsconscious.

While the mesat cooked and a hearty vegetable broth smmered in apot, Myrt posted |ookouts and then
cdled the remaining e even men around the fireside for the early evening' s entertainment. Therewas
fifteen of them in total; all strong-looking men but none of them, other than Firl, tall enough to go eyeto
eyewith the giant stranger.

“How you do fed, Cullyn?’

“Like hurting someone,” he mumbled, and aroar went up from the ddlighted audience, ready for sport.
“All right, then. Do we have a sparring partner to go up against our huge guest here”?’

Firl stood, cutting the air with hisheavy sword. He held it two-fisted and snarled, “He smine.”

Aremys shook off the blue blanket that had been lent to him and drew his own sword. Ashedid so, the
movement of the dyed wool reflected off the blade and he momentarily staggered under the fleeting blaze
of memory.

“Koreldy,” he whispered, remembering a sword with abluetingeto its edge.

Only Myrt caught the word and he too was forced to pause in recognition of aname known al too well
to the senior members of Cailech’scircle of trusted supporters. Thiswas not the time to confront the



stranger with it, he decided, and instead stored it away. It would be brought to light when it
counted. .. before the King. Suddenly this man among them was important.

He deared histhroat. “Firl, Cullyn, thisis not to the degth. If either of you should mortally harm the other,
| shdll kill the perpetrator myself—do you understand?” Aremys nodded. Firl just snarled. “Firl?’

“| undergtand, sr.”

“Good. Thisissport, for our entertainment. Don't forget it, either of you. First blood declaresthe
victor—then we shal egt in hishonor.”

Both men touched their blades before Firl adopted the two-fisted stance of the mountain race, oneleg
placed wide diagonaly behind the other, knees bent, ready to strike. But it was Aremyswho surprised
al, including himsdlf, by holding the sword upright before hisface, fist upon fist on the hilt. Thiswasa
stance unique to one region aone. Everyone recognized it as the formal Grenadyne sdute before combat.

Myrt, more taken aback than any, wanted to halt the proceedingsimmediately, but it wastoo late. The
combatants hurled themsdlves at each other.

Firl gave away much in bulk, but he fought like asavage. Myrt could see straightaway, however, that his
own man was no match for the stranger. Cullyn, or whoever he was, was clearly a superior svordsman,
with the moves and speed that came from asoldier’ s experience. Firl was young and headstrong. He
might fed invincible, but his skills had been tested only among the mountain men, and courageous though
he was, he knew none of the finesse of the southerners, who prided themsalves on grace and speed
rather than brute force.

Myrt could see Cullyn was merely blocking rather than attacking. He was alowing Firl to wear himsdlf
out and this was precisaly what the youngblood was doing al too fast. His heart was generous and spirit
keen, but the older soldier was virtudly playing with him. Aremyslooked over a Myrt and winked. It
wasdl Myrt could do not to laugh, particularly as he watched Cullyn backing away and supposedly
defending hislife asthe enraged Firl somped forward, blustering and roaring his anger, dashing with the
heavy sword like a battering ram.

Despite hisdidike of Firl, Aremysfelt sorry for the youngster. He was brave, but would amost certainly
lose hislife young if he wereto be caught in any seriousfight with aMorgravian. He could tdll the young
man wanted to impress his companionsin hisfight with the arrogant stranger and it struck Aremysthat it
would not do to humiliate Firl—he would make no friends among the mountain men should he do
that...and he could, quite easily.

And so, dthough Firl was no maich, Aremysalowed him to fed like agenuine combatant. He felt
surprisingly good about such generosity. After al, Myrt had been fair. Considering that Morgraviawas an
enemy of the Mountain Kingdom, they could just have easily run him through as he lay in the snow, but
they had given him warmth and transport, food and company, aswell as safety. Not humiliating Firl—as
much as he would have liked to—was the least he could do, if just for the leader, Myrt. And so he
winked and the message was understood.

Thefight continued until Aremysfdt the pain of his headache beginning to weigh heavily on him. He had
been ableto set it aside, but hunger and the exertion of the sword contest had brought it pounding to the
fore again. Seeking theright opening, he feinted dl too obvioudy, so that even the less agile Firl could see
it coming. He dashed. Aremysfet thewecome, if painful wound, open on thetop of hisnonfighting arm.



Heydled appropriately and the audience roared appreciative applause for the youngblood who grinned
awkwardly but regarded hisfighting partner with unease. Both stood before each other breathing deeply.

“Good fight, Firl,” Myrt said. “We egt in your honor tonight.”

Aremysnodded at Firl. “Well done,” he said, but the younger man just stared. Others had risen to thump
him on the back, which meant Aremys could turn away from the unhappy stare. The lad was noidiot. He
knew he had been dlowed to win.

“Come. Let me bind that for you,” Myrt said to Aremys. “And don’'t say no, it’ stoo awkward for you to
do yoursdf.”

Aremysgladly followed the leader toward atiny spring that skirted the copse.

“That was bravely done,” Myrt said, knedling beside his guest. “A lesser man would have felt the need to
impose his superior ill.”

“Nothing to be gained but an enemy.”

Myrt nodded. “ A soldier with wisdom.”

Aremyslooked a him. “What makesyou say ‘ soldier’ 7’

“Youfight like one. Y ou’ ve had experience—even you must havefdt that.”

It was so frudtrating not to know. “ A soldier?” he mused. “ The sword felt comfortablein my hand, I'll
admit it. HE syour best, you say?’

“I sad it for his benefit. Firl’sagood man, but he' s young and hotheaded.”
“He |l diequickly, Myrt.”

“Thenteach him.”

“What?'

“Y ou’ ve got nothing else to do right now. Teach him, teach the others.”
“How to kill Morgravians, you mean?’

Myrt grimaced as he cleaned the wound. It was a surface cut, nothing serious, and even the victim wasn't
complaining. “Y our loydty isnot there”

“And you know this?” Aremys muttered.
“Cullyn, I think I’'m right in saying you' re from Grenadyn origindly.”

Aremys shot him an angry look. The naming of that place seemed to jolt some memory from long ago. It
made him think of children...ayoung girl in particular. He could see her. All curls and chubby smiles. She
threw hersdf into hisarms and kissed him. “ Serah,” he breathed, the sorrowful memory of asister dotting
into place.

1] WI,H?’

“I am from Grenadyn,” he declared, knew it wasright.



“Y ou remember?’

Aremysnodded. “1 think so, yes. It would explain why | understand Northernish.”
“And why you hold your sword in the forma Grenadyne manner.”

“Hmm...now you'rejust showing off.”

“I misslittle. Who's Serah?’

Aremyswas not ready for this man, even though he could not help but like and trust him, to know too
much. He suspected hislost memory possessed secrets, and athough he could not remember them just
yet, if hismemory was going to come back in dribs and drabs, he would rather bein control of what he
reveded. “I don't know,” helied effectively. “Her namejust drifted across my mind.”

“You see, | said your memories would come back—giveit time,” Myrt said, pleased. “There, it' sjust a
nick. My thanksfor your indulgence with the lad.”

“He needs encouragement,” Aremys admitted.
“Andtraining,” Myrt said. “Perhapswe dl do,” he added sagely before returning the wink.

The medl, out in the open and the cold, with the man huddled around a campfire, was the best Aremys
felt he had ever eaten. Although they were hardly friends, the men were convivid enough. Even Firl had
relaxed and trested him with anew cordidity, remarking that he might like to learn some of Cullyn’s
moves. The songs they sang he knew somehow, reinforcing the ideathat he was from Grenadyne stock
and not Morgravian. That was reassuring—and yet why did he fed the pull toward Morgravia, or more
keenly toward Briavel, where he was now sure he must have been relatively recently? He had no
explanation for why he wasin the Razors, aone and without a horse.

The men explained that the horse had probably bolted; al were sure they would come across it dead
soon enough, but Aremys had felt dl over hishead. There was no bruising, no lump, and gtill it hurt badly
enough at timesto make him feel nauseated. The pain he felt was not external, had not been caused by a
fdl from ahorse. Thiswasinterna pain. He could not explain it. And the worrying fact was thetingling
sensation in hisfingertips. That was odd. He had fdlt it immediately on regaining hiswits but had paid no
attention initialy. It was not painful, not even that uncomfortable, but it was definitely there and he had no
ideawhat it was, why it wasthere, or evenif it had been there before.

The night closed in around them as they sang more mournful balads, and it suited hismood. Serah
haunted his thoughts. She and the name Koreldy. Were they the key to who he was?

For now, though, he was Cullyn. It would have to do, he thought as he drifted off to deep.



Chapter 33

Wyl stopped walking toward the cheerful hut. He felt empty and angry, suddenly lost without Aremys,
who had disappeared without atrace. And now Knave had gone. L ate afternoon was reaching across
the smdl valey in which hefound himsdf, and Wyl shivered. He watched aman lighting candlesin the
cottage. There seemed to be no others around. No family, then. Just thisfellow, living done on the
outskirts of aplace of fear. Wyl cast aglance behind at the black of the Thicket. It did not look so
menacing from thisside, but he knew it held secrets. He had fdlt the thrum of its magic.

Where could Aremys be? He turned back. It was no good. He would have to satisfy hisanxietiesby at
least trying to find hisfriend. He could not just leave him.

“No, don’'t do that, my lady,” caled avoice.
WYyl swung around to see alarge man stepping toward him acrossthe bridge. “Er...”

“I’m Samm. The Boatkeeper. | saw you just now hesitating and thought | should come out and provide a
welcome. It must be hard for alady traveling done,” he said, looking about him. “Y ou are done, aren’t
you?’

“I...” Wyl wavered between the truth and alie. He opted for the latter. The fewer people who knew the
better. “Yes, yes| am. Apologies, I'm Lady Rachyl Farrow.”

“Would you liketo comein?’” Samm said kindly, gesturing toward his cottage.
“Um, well, | think what | need isaboat, to tell thetruth,” Wyl said.
“I understand. Comein. Let me at least fix apot of teaand then we can discuss your requirements.”

After one last searching glance at the Thicket and another roving look for Knave, Wyl accepted that he
was aone on thisjourney and he nodded to Samm to lead the way.

“Why did you say that | shouldn’t go back into the Thicket, Samm?”’

“| felt something afew moments ago. Just thought it best to let it be. The Thicket can be contrary and
I’ve got used to its strange sighs and movements. There are occasonswhen it fedsquite dive.”

“And thiswas one of them?” Wyl queried, crossing the bridge behind Sarnm.
“Yes” theman replied smply, but offered nothing more.

Inside, Sarnm went about the business of making a pot of tea. “Why are you here, my lady?’ he asked
gently.

Wy! opted for honesty. “1’ m following someone. A boy.”

“Ah, thelad, Fynch.”

“That’sright!”

“And his strange black beast.”

“Knave. HE smy dog, actudly.” Wyl fet asurge of rdief that Fynch had passed through safely.



“Isthelad in trouble?’
“No, not a al.” He thought quickly. “He smy brother.”
“So you'refrom Briavel too?’

“Yes, that'sright,” Wyl answered, desperately wondering how much deeper the lying might get. Already
he was no longer from Grenadyn, which had been the origind plan.

“Y our brother was seeking someone.”

“Mmm, yes.” He did not want to answer these questions. “ Do you need any help with that?’
“No, my lady. Herewe go,” Samm said, putting down amug of tea. “Honey?’

“Please”

“Family?’ Samm was not going to be put off, Wyl could tell.

“That’sright,” he answered, Spping, desperately hoping he could escape further interrogation. “How
much for the boat?”

“One crown. Isthere anything | can do to dissuade you from going, my lady?'Y our brother is sadly not
returning from the Wild. No one does.”

“I mugt try, though, Samm. He' s so young,” Wyl said as plaintively as possible.

“It'saone-way journey, my lady. People leave and empty boats return. His has aready found its way
back to its mooring outside. To lose two fine people, well, it disturbs me. | dwayshope| can stop
someone going.”

“Not thistime.”
“That’ swhat Fynch said.”

“I must leave before | losethe light. Thank you for your tea” Wyl stood and held out his small and pretty
hand.

“Why not go inthemorning. Segp onit?’
“No, Samm. | really must get going.”

Samm sighed heavily and went foraging for his great black book. Following the same routine he had with
Fynch, he droned out the terms and conditions of hisvistor’s departure, hisnormaly genid face heavy
with regret that another young lifewasto belogt.

“Thank you,” Wyl said, having clearly spelled out his name for recording in the book. “ Just out of
interest, Samm, who was the previous person to enter the Wild before Fynch?’

“Funny, | had the same conversation with the boy, miss. It was ayoung lady like you. Her name was
Emil Lightford, ascholar from Pearlis.”

The name meant nothing to Wyl, but he nodded and smiled.

“That was two decades and four years ago,” Samm said, counting back. “ And now two of you in such
ghort time”



“Here smy money,” Wyl said, holding out the coin. “Do | just take aboat?’
“Whichever you like, my lady. Let me escort you. And don’t worry about steering. It navigates itself.”

Wyl smiled nervous thanks and followed Samm down to the jetty. Just as Fynch had done, he took the
nearest.

“That was your brother’ s choicetoo,” Samm said. “All | can offer now isgood luck.”

Wyl waved once and then turned to face forward. Two overhanging willowslooked as though their
hanging branches were tentacles, waiting to grab him and pull him into their darkness. Aremys s absence
played heavily on his mind—another person who had trusted him, gone. Hopefully not dead, but perhaps
he was.

Why would the Thicket be sdlective? he wondered, and then forgot the thought as the darkness of athick
canopy of overhanging trees enveloped him. His eyes adjusted to the murky darkness and herisked
gtting down on the small plank in the boat. There were no oars. It was cold too. Wyl hugged Ylena's
arms about him as the boat rounded a dight curvein the Darkstream and a sheer rock face cameinto
view.

It was huge—most likely part of the Razors, with that granite. A narrow low arch was hewn out of the
face, just large enough to dlow asingle boat through. Wyl held his breath, wished goodbyeto dl that he
recognized asfamiliar, and reflexively closed his eyes asthe mountain closed itslips around the little boat
and swalowed him up.

Initidly when he opened his eyes, he saw only depthless black. It was disorienting and he held the Sdes
of the boat to give him a sense of up and down and his position in thisdread place. If it had been cold
just before he had entered, it was now freezing benesth the thousands of tons of granite and hefdlt his
teeth beginning to chatter. Ylenadid not have sufficient flesh on her body to keep hersdf warm in such
conditions. Shivering uncontrollably now in her body, Wyl wondered whether Samm had beenright. A
one-way journey from which no one ever returned. A never-ending tunnel whose travelers died of the
trauma of being donein the dark for too long or froze to death?

These macabre thoughts were his only companions as the journey through darkness lengthened until any
sane person would have felt the first flutterings of panic. Wyl could not tell whether he wasimaginingiit,
but the ceiling of his narrow tunnel began to lower. He felt too frightened to loosen his grip on the boat
and reach up to confirm this. He felt a curious battle going on interndly. Wyl knew he was not oneto be
afraid of the dark or enclosed spaces, but given hisincreasing agitetion, he recalled that Ylenaliked
neither. Even as an adult, she had always kept a single candle burning through the night, and her worst
childhood nightmare had been dreaming of being locked in a cupboard. Was someresidue of Ylena's
fears surfacing? Whatever it was, it was getting worse. His pulse had quickened to the point of panic and
his breathing was coming in shallow gasps al of a sudden. He did his best to quell thefear, to rationdize
it, but the tunndl was surely closing in and the thick silence wasworking againgt him.

Ylena sfear took full flight and Wyl began to scream and scream. He stupidly tried to stand and instantly
lost hisbaance. Hishysterica shrieks were cut short suddenly by anew sort of darkness. A wet and
drowning sort of darkness. He gulped the Darkstream as it swallowed him, much faster, of course, and
farther into its fathomless depths, down toward desth, where perhaps he would come to rest next to
Fynch and Emil whatever-her-name-was. .. he could no longer remember. All he could focus on now was
letting go of thislife. Findly he would die, and mercifully a no one ese' s expense.

Perhapsit wasfor the best. Hislife—if he could call it that—was too dangerous. It was awesgpon. Who
needed swords or arrows when one could smply claim the lives and bodies of hiskillers? He hated



himself Degth felt good. Wyl sank farther till. It wasfreezing and silent...and easy. No life to be claimed
but his.

Helet go of thelast ounce of breath in hislungs and hishold on life.

Wyl was being pulled. Nothing gentle about it. A savage, angry yank bit through his shoulder and
reawakened him to hisstruggle. Survive, damn you, he cried to himsalf as something big with teeth and
strength hauled a him. Wyl had no ideawhich wasway up and his thoughts were too dizzy for himto
think in any straight pattern at al. Death was indeed close. Just moments before he had anticipated seeing
the friendly, welcoming faces of Shar’s Gatherers, assuring him al would be well once their outsiretched
armslaid hands upon him.

No faces, no welcome. Just afight for air and amongter that dragged at him. They burst through the
Darkstream’ s surface.

“Here, Knave!” avoice caled. It was Fynch and next to him stood afigure. “Quickly,” Fynch urged.
“Drag him here”

Wyl was pulled, unconscious, from the black, icy weter.
“Let meseehim,” the other person said.

“Her,” Fynch corrected, shocked. Y lend s body lay inert and pale before them. He helped Knave from
the water and gritted histeeth as the huge dog shook his shining black fur free of the Darkstream. “ Thisis
YlenaThirsk,” Fynch said sadly.

His companion shook hisheaed. “Let me help him.”

Momentslater Y lena s body shuddered, before spluttering with a heaving cough, bringing up the water
she had swallowed, sucking in lungfuls of life-giving air. Her eyesflew open.

“Fynch?’ The coughing began again.
The boy nodded. “Hello, Wyl. We thought we d lost you.”
Ylend s expression was confused. She was shivering uncontrollably while she was coughing. “Who...?’

“It was Knave; he dived so low for you and was gone so long | worried for his safety too.” Knave took
this moment to loom into view and lick Ylena sface while Fynch took Ylena sdim, delicate hand. “Wyl,
thisisElysus. Myrren' sfather.”

Wyl opened hissister’ s eyes, glad that he had findly rid himsdlf of the dregs of the Darkstream, and
regarded the strangest-looking person he had ever seen.

“Don't tak yet,” Elysussaid softly. “Y ou' re shivering. We need to get you warm and dry very quickly.”

When Wyl woke hewaslying in asmall cot. He had no ideawhere he was, athough he could see that it
was asmdl, stone cottage. His mouth was dry and hefelt weak. As he stirred, Fynch cameto hisside
and it dl suddenly came back to him; he remembered seeing the boy momentarily after being dragged
from the Darkstream. He had been drowning.



Fynch noticed his confusion and answered the obvious questionsin Wyl’smind. “Knave saved you. Y ou
were given something to deep.”

“Where arewe?’” Wyl asked.

“We rewith Elysus—where helives...inthe Wild,” Fynch said. Wyl could see he was struggling with his
emotions.

“Wadll, it's certainly good to see you again, Fynch,” he admitted, and sitting up, he opened hisarms.
“What happened?’ Fynch wept. “How comeyou're Y lena?’

“It'salong and horrid story. | can scarcely believe it mysdf and hate even thinking about it. It only
happened afew days back, so I’m not very used to being her.” He smiled awkwardly with her face and
held Fynch away so he could look at him. *Y ou’ re amazing, do you know that? To get yoursdf dl the
way here?’

Fynch risked one of hisrare smiles. “| got afair bit of help from my four-legged friend over there.”

Wyl looked over to see Knave settled by the side of the bed, regarding him with those dark, knowing
eyes. Knave barked once and Wyl grinned. “Thank you for coming after me, Knave, | wasdl but
finished down there,” he said, flinching in memory of the Darkstream. He turned back to Fynch. “1I'm
glad he keepsyou safe. Where' s Elysus?”

“Preparing food.” Fynch chuckled. “He saterrible cook.”

Wyl shook hishead. “I’m not sure redly caught sight of him properly back there.”
Fynch grew serious again. “You did. He' s...well, he'sstrangeto look at.”

“What do you mean?’

“Seefor yoursdf,” avoice sad. Elysushad arrived.

Wyl regarded what looked to him to be one of Shar’sjests. The sort of creature one might glimpse at
Master Jensyn's Freak Spectacular, which roamed the realms terrifying and amusing people with the
tallest man, the ugliest woman, the boy with no face, and suchlike. Elysius, however, struck him asbeing
one of those freaks who would normally never be permitted to take a second breeth past birth.

“Which explanswhy I liveinthe Wild.” Elysiusread Wyl’smind, bresking the awkward pause.
“Wyl!” Fynch admonished under his bregth.
“You're not what | was expecting,” Wyl findly said, alittle at alossfor the right words.

“Neither areyou,” Elysius admitted, a crooked smile breaking across his strange face. “1’d heard from
your friend here that you were someone cdled Faryl of Coombe.”

Wyl was fascinated by the person talking to him. Elysius s head wastoo large for the small, dwarfed
body. Big through the abdomen, historso sat atop legsthat were ridiculoudy short. It struck Wyl that
Elysus sarmswere not the right length either—everything about him was out of proportion, in fact, and
athough Wyl had once worried about hisred hair and freckles, here was someone to make him fed
ashamed of such asentiment. Elysiuswas ugly beyond imagining. A massive forehead swept down
toward a heavy, jutting brow and awide, flat nose. And when he smiled, as he was doing now, hislips
seemed to stretch forever, reveaing huge, horselike teeth. Asif thiswere not enough, hisface was



covered in unsightly lumps and both Elysius s eyeswere milky white—blind. The latter festure was
probably the most shocking. Lank, dark hair was carelesdy tied back behind his enormoustroll-like
head. Seemingly, Elysus sonly éttractive festure was hisvoice. It was al warmth and mellowness—that
same voice that had soothed Wyl when his nightmares had threatened to overwhelm him.

“It'snot politeto stare, you know,” Elysussaid in hislovely voice.
“I...I'mso sorry,” Wyl said, wondering how the man had known.

The curiogty standing before him, bardly reaching above his bedside, stopped smiling. Hetook Ylend's
birdlike hand in his stupendoudy oversize one. “No, | think I’m the one who should be sorry, Wyl.
Y ou' ve suffered plenty a my whim.”

There was another awkward silence for amoment as the gravity of what had just been said sat between
them.

Wyl took adlow bresth. It was dl in the past. Romen and Faryl and Y lenawere dead. Even he could
surmise that the magic of Elysius could not bring those people back. Kegping Vadentynasafe and
securing her realm was the only thing that mattered to Wyl now—that and keeping his promiseto Elspyth
to track down Lothryn. His own lifefdt inconsequential. He cared nothing for it.

“Tel me about yoursdlf...please,” Wyl findly said.
“Over somefood. Come, join me at my table. Do you fed better?’
Wyl nodded. “ Did you make me deep?’

“1 did. Your body needed arest after its shock. I'm afraid you' ve been out for many hours. It’s night
outside—too dark to see anything.”

Fynch led theway.

“I'm not much of acook,” Elysius admitted, waddling after Fynch in his strange manner on his
fantagticdly short legs.

“SoI'veheard,” Wyl said, and then grinned Y lena s warm, assuring smile when Elysiusfeigned hurt at
the suggedtion.

“Fynchisplanungraeful,” he grumbled. “ Starling-and-fish pieisdelicious.”
Wyl threw atroubled glance toward Fynch, who could only shrug.

The so-cdled sarling-and-fish pie was not nearly as bad as Wyl had imagined. He munched hungrily on
the breads and delicious cheeses that Elysius had laid out too.

“Drowning must give you an gppetite,” Elysius commented, enjoying seeing hisguest et so heartily.

Wyl grinned, feding immeasurably better for the ret, food, and convivid atmosphere. “1 shdl haveto
stop soon. Y lenawill never forgive meif | ruin her figure.”

Hisjest was mild, but it struck ablow at Elysius. “1 do owe you some explanation,” he admitted ashe
reached to refill the mugs.

“Start from the beginning,” Wyl said, swalowing amouthful of the refreshing de on offer. “I want to
know everything.”



Elysus sighed, sat back in his comfortable chair, and began his story.



Chapter 34

Vaentynawas picking over alate supper with her Morgravian guests and her two most trusted
counsdlors, Commander Liryk and Chancellor Krell. A friendship had formed between the two women,
and the new Duke of Felrawthy had, to dl outward appearances, battled through the worst of his horror.
Thewound no longer showed so openly on hisface, athough Elspyth, who had known him, abeit briefly,
before the trauma, could see he was dready a changed man. The pain would never leave his heart. He
would hideit, bury it well, but Elspyth grieved that the bright expression that had come so naturaly to
Crysnow held ahaunted quality. Another reason for her to hate Celimus. Still, the Briavellianswho were
just getting to know the new Duke could see the intelligence, integrity, and humor that the young man

possessed—testimony to hisfine parents.

Krdl had ddliberately driven the supper conversation to aless controversid subject than hisyoung
queen’ simpending marriage, which was clearly on everyone s mind. He fdlt sure she had enough of her
own misgivings and fears to want not to be subjected to the weight of the Morgravians despair when
they learned of her decision. Krell had taken it upon himsdlf to spesk quietly with the young woman from
Y entro, who was the most vocal; he had tried to make her understand the fragile and highly complex
position the monarch of Briave found hersalf in. Elspyth had listened, but he saw the pity and no little
disgust shefdt on behaf of her new friend and he knew he must do everything he could to dissuade this
fiery girl from convincing the Queen that her marriage was doomed.

Supper had been hisidea. Sincethe Morgravians arriva, the atmosphere around the Queen had become
tense. Hefdt alight med, late at night in Vaentyna s private chambers, might help dleviate some of the
tenson. It would be an ideal opportunity for himsdf and Liryk to help these guests understand Briavel’s
precarious pogition.

It was hisfirm hope that they could discussthe Morgravians departure, for aslong asthey were around
Vaentyna, their talk of Celimus served no purpose other than to poison any chance Briavel had of

achieving peace.

The novice monk, Krell noted, had closeted himsdlf away with Father Paryn, choosing to share hismedls
and time with the elder man of Shar. Perhaps he would even remain in Briave; thiswasless disconcerting
for Krel than Pil being more visible around the palace.

All wasgoing wdl until Liryk was cdled away by the head guard on duty for the night. The Commander
returned to whisper something in Krdll’s ear and then both men disappesred.

“Chancellor?’ Vaentyna had inquired when Krell had reentered, |ooking decidedly sombre.
“A very exhausted and disturbed Physic Geryld, your mgesty, asking specificaly for an audience.”
“Good grief,” she said, standing. “He attended my father on occasion. Permit him, immediately.”

“Perhgps, your highness,” Krell said cautioudy, “I might bring him to your study?’ He glanced toward the
Morgravians.

Her gaze narrowed. “ Thisisurgent, | gather?’
He nodded.

She thought of the solar—there was no fire burning in it thisevening. “I think you should bring him here. If



he' s exhausted, the man needs warmth and food. | can’t imagine why hewould ridein so late.”
Krell did not look happy at her decision and disappeared.

“Something’ swrong,” Vaentyna surmised.

“We can leaveif you wish, your highness,” Crys suggested.

“Please say,” shesaid. “| imagine thisis some small domestic matter that we can sort out quickly. No
need to disrupt everyone s supper.” She cast asmile hisway.

Elspyth, in turn, gave him awry expression. It was clear to her at least that Cryswas entirely captivated
by the Queen.

Krell and Liryk regppeared and bowed, bringing behind them the fatigued physic, who trailed aleather
bag. Vaentynawondered why no one had offered to carry it for him, but her chancellor interrupted her
before she could speak.

“Physic Geryld,” Krel announced unnecessarily, but then he was a stickler for detail.

Elspyth and Crys had dready withdrawn to the back of the room to stand within the shadows. They felt
like intruders even though Vaentyna had gone to such lengths to make them fedl the most welcome of
guests.

“Y our mgjesty,” the doctor murmured, struggling to bow in agented fashion. “Forgive my intrusion.”

Vaentynathrew aglance of concern toward Krell, who hurried to help the man to achair. “Please,
Physic Geryld,” shesad. “ Sit by the fire and warm yoursdf. Y ou look haf frozen, sir.”

He shook his head and remained standing. “No time, your highness. | bring gravetidings. May | speak
fredy?’

“Youmay,” shesad, holding her breath. Thisfdt suddenly ominous.

“A womanisdying in our village of Brackstead, magesty. She has but hours. No ordinary soul, mind. She
isof noble rank—aMorgravian no less—who begs your help. Shetdlsatae so horrid, my queen, that |
could not trust anyone but mysdlf to ddliver it.”

Elspyth and Cry both stepped forward from the shadows. A Morgravian! This concerned them asit did
much asit did the Queen.

Liryk muttered something under his breeth but cut it short when he caught the warning glance from his
gueen. “Go on, sir, please,” Vaentyna urged.

The physic shivered. “Actudly, | will take that seet, highness, if | may. I’m not used to such wild rides at
night.” He smiled nervoudy and sat, feding thefire' s hedt.

“And acup of something, Physic, please,” she replied, motioning toward Krell, who obliged.

The doctor took the cup and swallowed its contents; the powerful liquor offered an dmost ingtant reviva.
He cleared histhroat and looked back to his sovereign.

“Sheisthe Lady AledaDond of Felrawthy.”
A stunned sllence claimed the chamber before Physic Geryld found himsdlf lifted in afirm, unshakable



grip.

“Whereis Brackstead?’ ayoung man implored, histonejust short of threatening.

“Who, gr, areyou?’ the doctor asked, confused and till alittle dazed.

“| am the Duke of Felrawthy, the dying woman’s son.”

Vaentynarestored some measure of calm to the chamber. “Let him finish, Crys, please,” she cautioned.
“My gpologies, Physic Geryld,” Crys murmured, setting the man back down in his sedt.

“It'sdl right,” Physic Geryld assured, taking the young Duke' s hand. “ Son, it’sfor you donethat she
clingsto life. She needsto know that you are dive...safe. We must go, now.” He struggled to hisfest.
“Highness, thereismoretotdl.”

Vaentynasteded hersdf. Shewas not sure how many more shocks she could handle after the last few
days. All of them led back to the hateful man she was to marry. The notion threatened to overwhelm her
agan—asit did every time she permitted it space in her thoughts. She fought it back. There wastime
gtill...for what, she did not know, but time anyway before she would have to face him again, say his
name, take her vows.

“Tell us, gr, and then we must make immediate arrangements to leave for Brackstead.”

Physic Geryld nodded. He was beginning to think more clearly now that the liquor had worked its specid
enchantments. “Yes, yes, a once, your highness”

“Cdimuswill know she has survived,” Elspyth muttered.

Both Liryk and Krdl individualy wished they could silence the woman of Y entro. She was too poisonous
to have around the Queen. Thiswhole Situation was turning more dangerous by the minute.

“Your mgesty, please,” Krdl counseled softly.

She nodded. “Everyone be till,” Vaentynademanded. “1 need to think.” She looked toward the doctor.
“Isthat dl you havetotdl us, Sr?’ she said kindly, not wanting to push him too far.

“Onefina item, your highness, which | am charged by Lady Dond to bring to you.”

Vaentyna nodded, deliberately expressionless so her anxietieswould not betray her. “What isit,
Physc?

“I' know not, highness. She would not say. Her words were for meto tell you that what she has sent is
proof that you are marrying amadman...or wordsto that effect,” he said awkwardly, embarrassed now.

Liryk rolled hiseyesand Krell shut hiswith despair.
“Whereisthisproof?’ Vaentynaasked, angry herself. The physic’s harsh message touched anerve.

Physic Geryld leaned down to pick up the leather bag he had carried in. “ Thisiswhat she gave me, your
majesty. | have not looked insdeit.”

They heard Crys gasp as he recognized the bag that had belonged to hisfather. Vaentynastilled him with
aglare.



Liryk could not help himsdlf. “Wadll, tip it out, man,” he said irritably.

Crysfdt sorry for the doctor, who was the cause of everyone' s frustration at this moment. Crys knew
precisaly what wasin that leather bag. They had not had time to dedl with the contents during the chaos
that had occurred at Felrawthy.

“Allow me, sr,” Cryssaid. “Although | could tell you now what it is”

The Duke of Felrawthy reached inside the leather bag and pulled out the head of his most beloved
brother.

“ThisisAlyd Dond, your highness, what' sleft of him anyway after Cdimus had his pleasure.”

Pandemonium broke ouit.

Supper had come to ahasty close and Vaentyna had mobilized to leave immediately for Brackstead.
Sheingsted on meeting with the Lady Dond. After the shock of seeing Alyd Dond’ sremains, shefdlt
compelled to offer her sympathies and promise thisfamily that she would offer protection to the Donds
remaining son.

“Areyou absolutdly sure, Physic Geryld?” Vdentynaurged on behdf of Crys.

“I am. She hasonly hoursfor thislife. I will only hold you up if I come with you now, your highness,” he
replied.

“Thank you, g, for al you' ve done on my family’ sbehdf.” Crysreached down from his horse to shake
the man’s hand. “I won't forget you.”

“Shelll go to Shar happy, son, for seeing you. Just hurry and get thereintime.” Physic Geryld bowed to
his queen who was dressed in her riding clothes and sat atop her favorite horse, who happened to bea
gift from Cdimus. Shewould need Bonny' s speed tonight. Against Chancellor Krell’smost earnestly
delivered counsdl, she was determined to ride to Brackstead.

“| beg you to leave thisto our soldiers, your highness,” he had beseeched earlier.

“No, Chancdllor, inthis matter | cannot agree,” she had countered, and then said more intimately, “Krell,
thiswoman has almost certainly given her lifein order to reach me. She had no ideaher son was here, so
her intention was to speak with me. | am not, as perhaps you suspect, scavenging for excusesto renege
onmy decison. But let metell you this, | will reconsder my positionif | have firm proof that King
Cdimusisdirectly responsiblefor al of these deaths”

He had noted the set of her jaw. Precisely the same as her father. Nothing was going to change this
decision and he was better off leaving the battle to fight another day. If he persisted now, he would surely
lose. “Asyou wish, highness”

She softened her manner. “I am asovereign, Krdl. | musn't be closeted away and wrapped in finelinen
smply because | am aqueen. My father raised meto rule. Rule | will, as| seefit, and it would be
imprudent of meto leave thiswoman to die without making an effort to grant her the audience she has
given her lifefor.”

He nodded. “Be safe, my queen.”



“Liryk isbringing enough manpower to take on the Morgravian army,” she said, trying to lighten his
mood.

Therewasno smileinreturn. “Don’t jest, highness. | hope you never face such athing,” and he bowed
and removed himsdif.

She considered stopping him but left it. Krell was showing rare anger here, and whether or not he
couched it in polite words, he was most unhappy with her. So beit. “Betrueto yoursdf first,” he father
hed aways said. “Follow your ingtincts even if counsel wishes otherwise.”

And that’ s what I’ m doing, she reminded hersdlf, following my instincts.

Onesmall consolation for Krell and Liryk was that the Y entran woman was not riding out with them. She
had taken hersdf off to check on Fil, muttering something about waiting for Ylena.

“| don’'t carewhat she does,” Liryk had admitted privately to the Chancellor. “ Just aslong as she' s not
around to whisper in the ear of our queen.”

“I can't agreemore,” Krell said. “1 don’t doubt she's been through plenty, but none of it isour concern.
We must keep the Queen focused on her marriage, and this Elspyth isaseriousthreat to it.”

Liryk snorted. “And you don’t think riding off to Brackstead to hear more of Cedimus s savory activities
is't?’ he scoffed.

Krdl ignored the sarcasm, accepting that both hisand Liryk’s nerves were frayed. “1 can’t stop her in
this, Commander. Just keep her safe and bring our queen home asfast asyou can.”

The soldier nodded. “Hopefully the M orgravian noblewoman’ s aready dead,” he whispered. “Nothing
more for her mgesty to learn.”

“Yes, but we still have the businesswith the head and if Lady Dond is il dive she'sno doubt brimming
with some sordid story,” he said, disgusted. “ Thisis none of our business,” he added, more to himsalf
than anyoneelse.

Liryk sSghed. “Timeto go.”

“Shar guide you,” Krell muttered. He did not mention to the Commander that an ideawasforming in his
mind. It was one laced with its own perils, but the Chancellor was feding uncharacteristicaly ruffled by
events. Hewas aman used to being in total control—both of his own emotions and of his office.
Suddenly al of the activities of recent dayswere spinning beyond his normal reach. The Queen was
making firm, independent decisions, and dthough she dtill looked to him for counsdl and indeed
friendship, here she wasriding off impetuoudy, hefdt, on behaf of Morgravians.

When the messenger from Cdlimus had first brought news of Wyl Thirsk’simminent arriva, Magnus had
risked saying to Krell—when neither could imagine what in Shar’ s name the enemy might bedoingin
making adiplomatic misson—that this might indeed be an offer of marriage to Vaentynafrom the Prince
of Morgravia The King had said little more upon seeing Krd I’ s startled expression, athough he added
that as much asit gdled him to face the thought of giving Briavel’smost prized and beloved jewe to
Morgravia, he congdered it the most inspired move either monarch might makein hisreign.

Krdl had not forgotten that conversation, or the look of awe on his mgesty’ sface at the notion that
peace might be possible.. .that Briavellian sons might live to old age without facing battle and that their



sons could be raised never knowing the threat of war or of defeat. Krell, who had been aclose friend
and confidant to the King as well as a counsdor, wanted to see Vaor’ svison cometrue. He did not like
Celimus, for dl hiseasy charm and grace, his honeyed words and grand style, the man was dy. Hiseyes
were cold and ca culating and something dark lurked within. In spite of this, and as much asKrell loved
Vaentyna, he dso knew she must make this sacrifice for her people. Unlike Thirsk and the other critics,
Krdl did not believe Ceimus would seek to destroy her magjesty or her realm; he truly believed she had
the ability to affect Celimus, change him...and begin amighty dynasty that embraced both reims.

Krdl had taken up Vaor’ svison and was determined to bring it to redlity. Thefact that he had won the
Queen’ s cooperation and acceptance that this marriage was her duty, that he had been able to see her
signature on the bottom of the parchment on its way back to Morgravia, was abam to histroubled soul.
But these new events unfurling threetened to damage the pledge of marriageirrevocably. He could not let
it happen. He, Krell, would have to do something. . .at least make an effort to save the Situation.

His mind was made up. Another messenger would be sent. A private one. The recipient would surely
assist in easing the passage toward marriage, perhaps help him put out these firesthat kept threatening to
burn down the two resllms’ plansfor peace.

Asthe Queen and her entourage thundered across the Werryl Bridge in abid to reach Brackstead before
the Lady Aleda breathed her last, Krell summoned a page.

“Have acourier readied a once.”
“Yes, Chancdlor Krdll,” thewide-eyed lad said. “What message shdl | give him, Sr?’ the boy asked.

“Tell himit'saletter to Chancellor Jessom of Morgravia”



Chapter 35

Fynch was asfascinated to hear Elysus stde as Wyl was, and even though he fdt himsdlf fading quietly
into the shadows while the conversation between his two companions continued, he knew he would drink
inthe details asif he were parched.

“I am Myrren' sfather,” Elysiusbegan “but my story begins much further back...when | was ayoungster
growing up in the far eastern province of Parrgamyn.”

“Where Queen Adanawas born?’

“That' sright. And the cruel, cold stresk that ran in that woman aso ran in the bones of my younger
brother. | don’t know where he is—he’' s somewherein Morgravia, | suspect—but | fed the malevolent
swell of hismagic and itsdark activities”

“How did you both come to be here?’

“Our parents migrated as part of Adana s retinue when she was sent to Pearlisto marry Magnus. My
father was one of her father’ s most trusted advisers. The King of Parrgamyn asked him to accompany
the young Adana on her journey to the far southwest. My father didn’t want to go—he despised the
woman for her determination to wipe out those gifted with magic—but in the end he had no choice. His
family was his secret, you see”

“Because you were empowered,” Wyl finished.

Elysius nodded. “Yes. It came from my mother’ sside, but it was very strong in us boys, whichisodd. It
normaly transfers powerfully through women, not men, but my mother told me once that there was a
wildness to our magic she could not account for.”

“So you came to Stoneheart.”
“Wedidn't live there, though. Adana quietly set up ahousehold for her own peoplein Soulstone.”

“Oh...of course.” Wyl said, remembering the story now. “ Did she prefer the country paace of the
outh?’

Elysius snorted. “No. She never had akind word for anything Morgravian. But she preferred to have her
own people away from Stoneheart itself. She hated Pearlis and Morgravia s king. She had grand ideas of
running separate courts, it was very obviousto al that she could hardly bear to spend any time near the
King. Then Cdimus came dong unexpectedly and that changed her life dramaticaly. As| understand i,
even though Magnus didn’t have much timefor the boy, he certainly wouldn't agree to his heir being
carted off to Soulstone. He wanted him in the capital. From what | gathered from my father, this enraged
Adanaand life between the two royals became strained enough for usto fed its chill even dl the way
south.”

“And how old were you by then?’ Wyl asked, trying to work out Elysius sage.

“Wewerelads. | was sixteen, my brother fourteen.” He sighed softly. “Myrren’ s mother was so much
older than . Inlight of what it has cost me, | wish | had never set eyes on her during one of thoserare
visits we made to Pearlis with our father. He was often called upon to advise Adana, but he did not like
us boys coming into the city with him.”



“Was he worried about you?’

“Not about me. About Rashlyn.” Wyl sat forward, his mouth suddenly dry. Elysius saw the changein his
guest’ sdemeanor immediately. “What' swrong?’

“Yousad Rashlyn?’

The man nodded.

“I'vemet him.”

It was Elysius sturn to be surprised. 1 lost trace of him when | was banished.”
Wyl ignored the sartling statement. “He worksfor the King of the Razors.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Cailech!” Elysius declared, quietly shocked. “ So that’ swhere heis. What
useisheto the Mountain King?’

“Plenty, apparently. He bearsthetitle of barshi, | gather, which meanswise or magic manintheold
tongue of the north. He and the King are close. But more than that, | sense your brother has a somewhat
unhedthy hold over the King.”

Elysius bared his horse teeth in agrimace. “My brother will work out away to control him. Rashlynis
very dangerous. He isthe reason | appear to you inthisguise.”

“Guise?’

The Manwitch smiled ruefully. “ There' sso much to tdll you,” he said, redlizing histade was digointed,
legping from one amazing fact to another. “1 was actudly quite ahandsome sort once. Tal and strong.
Myrren’s mother, Emil, was afine-looking woman whom | met while running a couple of messagesto her
husband, who was physic to Adana. He was older than her by anumber of yearsand | think she found
hersdf lacking in amorous activity, you could say.” He grinned. “ She was atracted to me from the
moment we met—I could tell.” He shrugged. “ And what young man would say no? She possessed a
brilliant scholar’ smind too.”

Wyl’ s eyes widened with understanding and he glanced toward Fynch, whose attention was riveted on
their host. “ And she became pregnant,” he stated.

“Immediately. It only happened once,” Elysius admitted. “ But then she became obsessed with me. It was
sad. | do believe she actualy loved me and inaway | her, dthough there was no future for us. My father
discovered the truth and was horrified—not just because of my indiscretion—but there was the threet of

passing my abilitieson to achild, you see”

“Which you did”

“Only margindly. Myrren was not awitch in the true sense, Wyl. She had some powers, mainly of the
healing sort, and if she’d had the chance to follow in her father’ s footsteps—I| mean the man she called
father—she would have been very talented at medicine.”

Wyl was astonished to hear this. “Not awitch! But the gift?’
“Isdl my doing. I channeled through Myrren.”

“Asyou channd through Knave?’ Fynch chimed in, hisfirst wordsin such along time that his host had all
but forgotten the quiet lad.



Elysiusnodded. “ Y es, son. That’ sright, as| use Knave to be my eyes and body elsawhere.”

Wyl sat back, speechless. He had truly believed Myrren to be awitch, and ever since Knave had
reveded his mysterious powers, Wyl had convinced himsdlf that Myrren had possessed magics she had
managed to keep secret for years. He said as much.

Her father shook his head sadly. “ She was innocent, poor child.”
Stll trying to aosorb thisreveation, Wyl pressed on. “ But why me?’

Elysius shrugged. “ Y ou were the only one who showed her any pity that day. She did not deserveto dig,
especiadly not as she did. That young woman never exercised her weak powers on anything but doing
good for others. If not for her eyes, which she unluckily inherited from her great-grandmother, no one
would have been any the wiser. | was angry, Wyl. She wanted revenge on those who hurt her and |
wanted to give her that.”

“So you used me.”

He nodded. “1 could tell you were the only person in that chamber who possessed nobility in the true
sense of theword. | could count on you.”

“Todowhat? Wyl asked, hisvoicerisng in rare anger.

“Tokill the man who crafted her death,” Elysius answered quietly.
“Lymbert?” Wyl said, aghast.

Elysius shook his head. “Lymbert was only theinstrument.”

“As| undergtand it, then, Lord Rokan caled for her death,” Wyl continued, hisanger till high. “And
Magnus permitted it.”

Once again the Manwitch demurred. “Neither of them. Y es, they were responsible, but they were not the
key to Myrren’ s suffering. One person alone encouraged the King to sign her warrant. One person alone
enjoyed her agony more than any.”

“Cdimus” Fynch whigpered from the corner.

They both looked toward the boy and Elysius nodded. “ Y es, Celimus. | heard him talking, boasting
about how he had coerced hisfather into allowing the torture and trid.”

Wyl’smind fdt like tangled threads. “How did you hear it?’

“Through Myrren. Y ou were there dso, Wyl, but | think you were too young, too aarmed, perhaps, to
concentrate on the prince bragging to those gathered.”

“No...no, | do remember now. The priest was saying afind prayer and aboveit Ceimus was boasting
that thetrial had been hisidea,” Wyl recalled, frowning.

“That' sright. And then Myrren singled him out, demanding to know why a prince of the realm would be
present for such mummery.”

“And he sad it wasin the name of education, using me as hisexcuse,” Wy! followed up despairingly,
remembering it al again asif it had been yesterday.



“Myrren sensed your hatred for the Prince, Wyl. She might not have been endowed with pure magic, but
her powers gave her ahighly developed perception of others—it allowed her to see you, ook into you.
My daughter knew you were true and that you despised the young man who had forced you to watch the
ugly proceedings. She learned who you were that day and knew that you had the ear of the King and the
statusthat could wield power. She chose you. But it was | who used you, son. Forgive me. If | could
take it back, | would.”

“You can't? Wyl asked plaintively. He had secretly harbored the hope the Manwitch could reverse the
gift.

Elysius shook hislarge head with deep regret. “No. It must run its course.”

“What course?” Wyl cried, not understanding, Y lena s voice ascending in tone. He hated to hear himsdlf.

Their host pursed hiswide lips and stood, clearly upset. He began clearing the table. Wy’ stemper flared
and boiled over.

“Leaveit!” hecried, reaching for the man’s curioudy elongated arms. “I must know!”

Elysiuslooked down at where Ylena sfingers dug cruelly into hisarm, where the pressure of her anger
had chased away the blood to |eave blanched spots.

Wyl pulled her arm away asif stung. “ Forgive me, Elysius. Thisisaburden... a... acurse” he moaned,
feding thefull grain of Myrren' s Gift.

Thelittle man returned to his clearing and sillence spread uneasily about the large room in which they ate,
punctuated only by the clank of dishes. Wyl sat glumly while Fynch maintained his quiet. Elysius bused
himsalf making apot of tea and soon the silence eased itself into something less awkward and more
comfortable. Elysus sat himself closer thistime when he returned to the table and surprised Wyl by
taking Y lena s uncared for, yet gill-elegant hands between histwo enormous pams. His eyes, now
sghtless, seemed to regard Wyl dl the same.

“Thereisnothing to forgive, son. The gpology isdl mine. | deeply regret dl the terrible eventsthat have
occurred and wish | could change the magic that iswithin you, but | can’t. Once cadt, it isits own master.
No one controlsit.”

“But how do | gtop it?” Thistime Wyl svoice held nothing but hel plessness. Fynch had to look away,
unableto bear thelook of defeat on Ylena sface or his own sense of loss a this news.

“Itwill stop,” Elysus answered gravely.

Fynch held his bregth at the words and watched Wyl lift Y lena s head to search hishost’ sface. “Tell me
how,” he whispered.

It was Elysiuswho could not hold his guest’ s gaze thistime. “1t will sop when you become the person
you are meant to be. Who Myrren wanted you to be.” Wyl swallowed. He thought he aready knew the
answer; did not want to believeit. Elysius spoke the words Wyl did not want to hear. “ The sovereign of
Morgravia”

Wyl’semotions were not histo command at this moment and he let out along, shrill cry of such deep
despair that Fynch began to weep softly in his corner.

“No,” Wyl begged. “Please, Elysius.”



The man of magic held hislarge head low. “I’'m so sorry.”

When Wyl pushed the chair away and disappeared out of the chamber’ s door, Elysiustold Fynch to let
him be. “The dog will go with him. Wyl can cometo no harm in the Wild with Knave nearby.”

It was hours before Wy returned, subdued but composed. Elysius knew he had not gone far, barely
gepsfrom the smal dwelling he had built himself many years ago. He understood Wy’ s need to be
aone, to cometo termswith the confusion and the terror.

Fynch had long ago been carried to bed, deeping in the same cot Wyl had used earlier. It was ill not
dawn.

“I imagine you have questionsfor me,” Elysius said gently. “Put on the pot, we' |l have another jar of tea
each, | think.” And asWy! slently moved to oblige, Elysius added, “I’ll tease up the fire again.”

Knave padded up quietly to steal awarm spot. Water was set to heat while the embers were prodded
and encouraged to flame again. New kindling erupted into larger flames and afresh log was thrown on.
Satisfied, the Manwitch made himsalf comfortablein the creaking rocking chair he had a so crafted.

“Ask me” Elysiussaid. He could fed the barrage of queries stored up in Wyl’smind.
“How do you see?’

“I use others. Knave is my favorite, but | can use birds or other beasts. | am deaf, too, Wyl. Others are
my ears”

“People?’

“Only if I'm prepared to open my magic to them.”
“Whichyou aren't, | gather.”

“Rardly. It'stoo dangerous. Animalstake nothing from me.”
“But you used Myrren for this purpose,” Wyl accused.

“Only during her incarceration, so on two occasions, and yes, | had to relinquish some of my powersto
her. Shetook just enough to dull the pain of her torture.”

Wyl nodded, seemingly satisfied with that line of questioning. “Y our brother. | gather from what you' ve
sad that he has made you look thisway,” he said, trying hard not to give offense with hiswords.

“yes”
“Why?'
“Because | believe he hated me.”
“Why?

“I would not share the secret of communicating with beasts or birds. It was evident to me from avery
young age that Rashlyn was ungtable.” Elysius scratched hislarge chin. “More than that, in truth. | knew
Rashlyn was mad. And hewas cruel beyond imagining asachild. As he matured, he became worse.”



His curiosity piqued, Wyl could not help but ask more about the strange, dark little man in the mountains.
“Why didn’t he possess the secret you did?’

“We have different skills. Mine are based in nature and living things. He has...well, other talents. His
magiciswhat | would call black. It isfrightening, and with histwisted mind widlding it, it would be the
darkest of weapons.”

“But he could learn your magic?’

“Ohyes,” the Manwitch answered. “As| could his. He offered me dl of it—every answer to every
question—if I'd give him the secret of the beasts.”

“Why did he want this so badly?’

“To command them, | suspect.”

“Todowhat?

Elysius amiled, but there was no mirth init. “Hewould rule the land if he could.”
Wyl looked at him increduloudy. “Y ou mean asa sovereign...ausurper.”

“Beyond. Why not Emperor? Why not Lord High King of the three relms, just for astart. He would
look to Parrgamyn and further. With all that power & his disposa, he could contral dl of us”

“Why hasn't hetried to do something like thisadready. Surdly if he can call up storms, he can wreak all
sorts of havoc.”

Elysius nodded thoughtfully. “I think my brother islosing hiswits. | noticed it dl those years ago when we
were gill together. There would be periods when he was not lucid.”

“He s mad—isthat what you mean?’

“Insane. | sense his madnessis getting worse. And he will know this, of course, so | suspect hewill seek
to influence instead and thisis perhaps why we now find him in the Razors working with Cailech. Y ou
said you sensed that he had an unheglthy control over the Mountain King. Thisislikely Rashlyn beginning
to exercise hisdark influence over apowerful man. If he can control Cailech, he can wregk havoc.”

“Was helike thisasayounger man?’

“He could not control me—my mind was closed to him. Rashlyn dways did crave power but never had
it. Y oungest son, you see. And as much as my father was uncomfortable with our powers, heloved me
and | him. His relationship with Rashlyn was strained from early childhood. My father sensed the
darknessin hisyoungest son, often talked to me about it and whether | could somehow work my powers
on my brother to stem his powers.”

“Why didn’t you?’

Elysius cringed somewhat. “It seemed crud at thetime. He had so little going for him and | seemed to
haveit al. But aswe got older | redized my mistake and by then it wastoo late. He was far too
suspicious of me. I’'m surprised he took aslong as he did to exercise his power over me, to tell the truth.
We had little love for each other.”

“Could you not"—WYy!| searched for the right words—" prevent him from using his magics on you?’



“Shield mysdlf from his powers, you mean?’
“I don't know what would be the right expression,” Wyl admitted.

“It hastaken meyearsto learn his*scent.” That’show | describe magic, being able to sensethe wielder’s
Characterigtics”

“And s0 you can—what, fed him using his powers?’

“Y ou could describeit that way, yes,” Elysiusreplied. “Heis up to dark things, Wyl, and it bodes badly
for dl of us...dl of Morgraviaand Briavel, even for the Mountain Kingdom he ostensibly serves.”

“Can he senseyou?’

“Perhaps. | don’t know. He thinks I’ m dead, remember, and | use my magic fleetingly thesedays. | dso
suspect that the usein my magic out in the Wild is somehow masked. The Thicket filters sentient activity.
| can sense him, in other words, but he can’'t senseme.”

“Why wouldn't he have recognized mein Koreldy’ sform?’

“Because of the Thicket. .. it has subtle powers, most of which even | am not privy to. It ismy belief that
it has protected you.”

Wyl had thefedling that Elysius was not being entirdly forthright but decided it was more urgent to focus
on the centra details of Elysius s story. Rashlyn was not important to Wyl—or so it seemed to him—and
he pressed on to get the full tle of Elysius sfinding himsdf in the Wild. * So tell me what happened after
your father asked you to stem your brother’ smagic.”

“I lied and said that | couldn’t. | wastoo young and stupid to redlize how that would come back and bite
me. My father’ s relaionship with Rashlyn was nonexistent by the end.”

“Theend?’

“Y es, sorry, we' ve been jumping about, haven't we? After my father discovered my relationship with
Emil, he banished meto Parrgamyn, to live without my family. Leaving Morgravia, our home, was
punishment enough, but to be without my family—he knew how much it would hurt. My parents did not
know that Emil was pregnant, of course, but Rashlyn suspected as much. He also guessed that | wouldn't
return to our place of birth permanently. | rather liked Morgraviaand | especialy enjoyed the south,
whereit’ s green and filled with meadows and woodland. Parrgamyn ismore arid, you see.” Wyl nodded.
“Anyway, in my anger | carelesdy boasted to Rashlyn that | would jump ship and escape back into
Morgravia. | recklessy thought he might help. Quite the opposite, he began to blackmail me. He
threatened to tdll our father of my intention unless| gave him the secret of the beasts.” Elysius laughed,
but there was little amusement init. “I refused to relinquish the secret, despite histhreat.”

“So what happened?’ Wyl prompted.

“I had given my parentsthe promise that | would return to Parrgamyn, but | had every intention of
returning to Morgravia after asuitable period. | think my father knew this but chose not to acknowledge
it. And so | dutifully took the ship home from Brightstone, but we' d barely gotten out of the port into the
deeper watersto sall around the Razors toward Grenadyn when Rashlyn wove a brilliantly dark and evil
concoction of spdllsto capsize the ship | was on. | imagine he hoped | would drown with the rest of the
unfortunates on that sailing—ninety soulswerelost that day—but | miraculoudy remained &fl oat, dthough
the freezing waters of the north would have surdly killed me. With my last remaining strength, |
summoned awind and cast my luck withiit. | remember very little of that wild night, but when | regained



consciousness, | had washed up on atiny beach in the far north.

“But thisishow cunning Rashlynis, Wyl. Hetook the precaution that should | survive, | would never be
abletoliveinanormd society again. He cast his second devastating spell.” Elysius sighed. “Death would
have been easier and my brother knew this; he understood my love for poetry and literature, knew |
would suffer without the socia contact | thrived on.”

“And thisistheresult of hiswork.. .this guise you wear?’

Elysus nodded. “A sea eagle showed me through her eyes how | now gppeared. And | had lost my
sense of sight, hearing, taste, smell.” Elysiusfixed his nonseeing gaze on afaraway spot and recaled that
difficult time. “With the sea eagl€ shelp, | navigated my way into the foothills of the Razors, and then
using avariety of animalsfor my lost senses, | skirted the mountains for several weeks. | wasin shock—I
had nowhere to go and was o terrified of being seen that | had to avoid dl humanity. My friends, the
animals, whispered to me of a place—an enchanted place—called the Wild, where no person dared go.
| begged them to take me there...and so they did. I'velived here since.”

“The spell cannot belifted?”

“Not with any magic | own,” he answered ruefully, “though | havetried, Wyl, | havetried.”

“We are both cursed, then.”

“Y ou speak true,” Elysius admitted. “Y ou are only the third person | have met since | came here.”

“And Fynch isthe second, so that means...ah, yes, of course, Emil. | remember now, the Boatkeeper
gave me her name, but | didn’t make the connection...so Myrren’s mother came to you?’

“Y es. She braved the Thicket and the Darkstream to find me.”

“How did she know whereto find you if everyone thought you were log?’
“I shouldn’t have but | used a seer | knew to seek her out.”

“Widow Ilyk!” Wyl cried, hushing himself for fear of waking Fynch.

The Manwitch nodded. “I knew she was safe to use because her powers were weak. Whatever
enhancement | added by opening myself up to her would not make her dangerous—I believed shewould
take only what she needed to make hersdf more skilled in her craft.”

Wyl wrapped Y lena sthin arms about her €lbows and shivered. “Tell me about the widow.”

“Wadll, sheand | had met on severd occasions during a couple of her visits through the southern region
and oncein Pearlis. | had dways liked her and so | took the chance. | cast myself wide and was ableto
reach out and find her. Naturally, she was amazed to hear my voicein her head, but she was abeliever of
magic, 0 | suppose she overcame her fright rapidly. She agreed to find Emil and give her amessage.
And in return she took some of my power—not very much, she was not greedy—which alowed her to
become very gifted with her sght.”

Wyl sipped the strongly brewed tea. * Extraordinary.”

“Emil came. She was shocked, terrified, of course, by the state | wasin. | learned of my daughter and
she learned that the child she bore me might be cursed with the same magics. She could neither bear to
look upon me nor stay longer than the hour she dready had. All my hopes of finding somelove or



companionship again evaporated the moment | saw the revulsion in her face. With some help from me
she was able to navigate her way back through the Thicket safely without the Boatkeeper noting her
return, and | have had no further contact with her. I'm presuming she never told anyone that | was till
dive”

Wyl shook his head. “I imagine not. How did Myrren react to learning the man she called father was not
her redl one”

Elysusgrimaced. “It was asif she’ d suspected as much al her life and yet how could she have?
Neverthdess, shetook the news camly when | finaly found the courage to speak with her inthe
dungeon—it felt dmogt likerelief, infact, to tel her the truth. The next time we spoke, it was very brief,
and occurred after her torture, so she was near enough dead anyway. She told me she wanted
vengeance on the Prince through you. | think she believed you might relishit. | could not refuse her.”

“Her gift seemsto be more suited to her uncle smagic, if you don’t mind my saying so, dthough I’'m
presuming you both share some powers.”

“Y ou'reright on both counts. There are certain skillswe can both wield. And it might be that Myrren did
inherit some of our combined magic and that when she took my power, she corrupted it with the sort of
dark twist Rashlyn would use. She made the conditions of the gift, not 1.1 smply channeled her the
power to achieve her desire.”

“And s0 | have no choicein this. My destiny ismapped out,” WYyl said into the gloom of the dying
embers.

“Y ou aso have no choicein making it happen, Wyl. Remember this, you cannot force degth. It does not
work that way. Myrren’s Gift hasits own momentum, its own force, you could say. Y ou do not control
it; it controlsyou.”

Wyl shook hishead. “Soif | asked Cdimusto stick hisblade in my belly, the gift won't work.”

Elysius shook his head dowly. “What'smore, it will make you pay a pendty. Those were my
conditions—I couldn’t have you running around begging influential peopleto kill you. Now that | know
you, | redize you would never do such athing. Power isnot what you crave. Y ou cannot welcome death
through someone else and thus maneuver it to your own ends. The gift is subject to the whims and fancies
of theworld around it.”

“What do you mean?’

“Wdll, | do not use my power for dark purposes, and this vengeance—which | was obliged to
provide—had ablacknessto it that went against the spirit of my magic. So | made sure that athough you
could not contral the gift yoursdlf, it was subject to choice.”

“Other peopl€’ s choices, you mean?’

“Exactly. Death must visit you because the perpetrator decidesit, not because you or the gift does.
Peoplewill influence how the magic appliesitsdf, in other words”

“And that madeit al right in your mind? Wyl asked, aghast, histone |eaden with disgust.

Elysusfdt hisanger and frustration. 1t made it easier, Wyl, that’sdl. | thought that if others had some
choice in the matter, you might be spared.”

Wyl laughed humorlesdy. “And as you can see, |’ ve been spared alot of suffering.”



Elysiusremained quiet. He had no words of comfort to offer.
“Andit will sop when | rule Morgravia?” Wyl said into the thick silence.

“Yes. This| do know; it was Myrren’ s greatest desire that Wyl Thirsk rule the realm that caused her
desth.”

“Because she knows I’ [ stop the persecution of witches once and for al?’

“Becauseyou'll stop torturing any souls, including the persecution of empowered people,” Elysussaid
oftly.

Wyl sighed. “Of course she wouldn't have known that the same King who permitted her death would
campaign to stamp out the Zerques and the persecution. She could have saved me alot of trauma.”

Elysius nodded. “Magnus was agood king even though he dlowed my daughter to die.”

“Elysus, isthere anything good about your daughter’ s gift to me?’

“Only one thing—an odd one, too. Myrren was determined that any child of yourswould truly be yours.”
Wyl frowned, confused.

“| think she was understandably feding very sorry for hersdf in that dungeon, redlizing that the father she
had grown up loving was not her father and her true one was some sort of freak living in the fabled Wild.
Her head was probably spinning. Anyway, shethrew it in as an afterthought and | respected her wishes
when | crafted the magic.”

“But what does that mean?’

Elysius shrugged. “It meansthat when you father an heir to the throne of Morgravia, no matter whose
body encloses you, the child will truly have Thirsk blood running initsveins”

It was a cold comfort for Wyl but acomfort nonethelessin an otherwise cheerlesstale.



Chapter 36

Aleda had dept as deeply as the doctor had predicted. When she surfaced it wasinto adulled confusion;
she did not recognize where she was, but there was awoman staring at her.

She felt weak; knew her time was upon her.

“Welcome back,” the woman murmured, her expression one of relief.
“Wheream 7’

“Safe. Inatown caled Brackstead.”

“Briavd?’ Aledaasked anxioudy.

The woman soothed her. “Yes. My nameis Bel. Let me help you to it up. Y ou need to drink this—all of
it.” Sheheld out amug.

“What' sthis?”

“A specid tea. Physc Geryldinggts. I'll tell you about him.”
Images flooded back as her mind cleared. “Did he go to Werryl!”
“Hush,” Bd sad. “Physc Geryld rode to Werryl for help.”

“I haveto find my son,” Aledawhimpered.

“You'rein no state to do anything.” Bel did not want to tell her that she probably would never leavethis
bed. “Let’swait for newsfrom the capitd.”

Aledaaready knew her fate. She wastoo weak to sit up. “If | can last that long. | can fed that the
bleeding' sbegun again.”

“You must hold on,” Bel urged. “Please. Drink.”
Aleda struggled with afew sips and then let her head fal back onto the pillow.

“Y ou must keep drinking the teaiif you want to live,” Bel urged, terrified of losing the woman and being
blamed for anobl€ s degth.

“I have nothing to live for. My family isdead, murdered.” Aledagroaned.

Bd fel into an awkward silence and hoped it would encourage the noblewoman to deep again. She
might even have dozed hersdlf until anoise disturbed her.

“Riderd” shesad, stting up.

There was a cacophony of voices, excited onesfrom below. Then footsteps, aman’ stread, heavy and
eager, thundering up the stairs. The door burst open.

“Mother!” Cryscried, hisvoice thick with emotion, and then he was acrossthe room in afew grides, his
head buried in hismother’ sarms as asmile of pure joy stretched across the older woman’ sface.



“My boy.” Shewas so weak, she could only whisper. “Y ou madeit.”

Vaentynawas not far behind Crys. Bd, in her excitement and confusion, did not recognize the Queen.
She was summarily excused by Liryk, who aso pushed into the room.

Cryswept into Aleda s chest only momentarily, sensing that he would lose her very soon. He looked up
into the face that had dways made him fed safe and loved. “Pil found us, told us.. . Elspyth made meride
to Briavel rather than home.”

She could see hisdespair at having to make that decison, wondering whether he could have saved his
family if he' d ridden in the other direction. “Y ou choseright, thank Shar for Elspyth’s clear head. You
live, Crys, and you are now Duke of Felrawthy. Make that count.” She refused to dissolve into the tears
shefelt were determined to fal. “ They never gave us achance, were sent by Celimusto daughter us.

Y ou would be dead too. But you must fight back now, son. Raly an army, as 'Y lenaadvised, and make
that treacherous sovereign of ours pay for what he' s doneto thisfamily and to the Thirsks.”

Crys heard the fighting words and marveled that his mother could set asde dl her pain and lossin her
find moments of lifeto talk to him about duty. He could amost hear hisfine father’ svoice joining hers,
urging him to live up to the family name of Felrawthy, thistimefighting againg, rather than for, the Crown.
It was achilling thought.

“I loveyou,” wasadl he could say to hismother, and then she died with the bittersweet joy that her son
lived and Cdimus might yet face retribution.

At first the commotion was only about the sudden arrival of Briavellian soldiers. Thefolk of Brackstead
werethrilled to see the purple and emerald colors so rich and bright on amurky early spring morning.
Then word got around that no less than Commander Liryk wasin town. Whatever was happening at the
Lucky Bowman was obvioudy of great import to have the highest-ranking soldier in the realm descend
upon it without warning.

“It' sto do with the stranger,” Bdl offered knowingly to any who would give her an ear. She had been
thanked soundly for her time and paid handsomely, then asked to leave. “1 should know, | was asked to
look after her. She'snoble for sure and with aMorgravian accent. What she' sdoing traveling aloneis
anyone' s guess, dthough that youngblood who suddenly appeared was apparently her son,” she said,
nodding asif she had solved the puzzle. It became obviousthat Bel knew very little more when she was
unable to answer further questions; nonetheless she enjoyed far closer atention than she was used to as
the locals clamored for news.

When an observant onlooker suggested he was sure it had been their young queen riding into town and
legping off her horse with long-legged agility, the tempo of the conversation increased to near-boiling
point. Such high excitement had not been experienced in Brackstead since King Vaor himself had
dropped in for an e on hisway back to Werryl from the north three years back.

Confirmation had to be sought. Bel considered it her duty, now that she had been elevated to such stellar
heights, and she accosted the irritated keeper whose inn had been suddenly cleared of its downgtairs
patrons by soldiers and officia-looking people storming room four upstairs.

“Just tell us, Nan,” Bel urged. “Or I'll never be able to get them to leave this place,” she added,
congpiratorialy, asif she had immense sway over the townfolk.

Nan remained tight-lipped only for amoment longer before redlizing that her friend wasright. A crowd



would keep gathering and would disrupt the proceedingsif she did not come clean. “Yes, yes, dl right. It
isher.”

Bel swung around to the waiting people. “It’strue! Our queenisherel”

A roar went up and Nan understood al too clearly her mistake. The frenzy wastoo high, no onewould
leave. Her admission had only made it worse, as runners were sent off to take messages to more of the
townfolk.

She sighed. “Reduced-price aefor everyone, but it' s served outside,” she said to Bdl. “ Anyone not
drinking will haveto leave,” shewarned. “1 might aswell make mysdf apenny or two if you'redl going
to clog my path.” More cheers as Bel passed on thisnews. “But, Bel, you' d better keep them till for
now. They’ve asked for quiet and that’ sfrom the top.”

The woman' s eyes widened with excitement. As she turned to relay the ingtructions to an eager audience,
Nan stomped back inside and dropped a curtsy to Commander Liryk, who happened to be blocking her

way.

“Sir, I've done my best, but they’ re not leaving until they seeher...er, Sr. I ve offered some e and they
in turn have promised quiet.”

“Thank you,” he said gruffly.

He had no doubt Vaentynawould oblige the crowd and took one more look around to ensure that all
entrances were guarded and al windows blocked by burly men. Once satified, he turned his attention to
the inn’s common room, where he watched the sovereign of Briavel nod at something the Morgravian
Duke had said to her. Shewas resting her hand on hisarm, no doubt offering condolences, and he
appeared composed—stoic, in fact—Liryk noticed, which was to be expected from a duke of the realm.

“Please, Crys, be at ease. Theregret isminethat | did not have the chance to meet her, offer my thanks,”
Liryk heard her say. “ She brought proof, that’s enough,” she added, and the Commander of Briavel had
to wonder what this new turn of events would mean for the reallm and its hopes of uniting with Morgravia

CrysDond was hiding his grief admirably. Hisfather would be proud. Hearing himsdlf named Duke of
Felrawthy was till abitter sound to his ear and he reminded the Queen to address him by his given name
rather than theforma one, even in this company.

He was glad she had obliged so readily and could hardly believe how adeptly Vdentynahad turned the
awkward gtuation of finding hersdlf inaninnin rurd Briave, with aMorgravian duke in her company,
into something easy and comfortable. Her ability to put people at ease was atrue skill. She had used it
well with himsdlf, Ail, and Eloyth when they had turned up so unexpectedly with such shattering news,
and shewas using it again now to ensure that everyone remained calm and talking.

He watched her siretching out tiff limbs and yawning, issuing requests for food and warm drinks, making
everyonereax. It was avery deliberate and cal culated move and he admired her judgment and stored it
away as something he must acquire. Hisfather had tended toward a more authoritarian style of managing
his people. Crys appreciated the pragmatic way Vaentyna dealt with those around her. She remained
very much in control—she was a sovereign, after al—but she listened to people, and even in the short
time he had known her, Crys could tdll that she strived to ensure that everyone' s needs were attended to.
He listened as the older soldier stepped up to mention to her majesty about meeting with the townfolk;
she nodded and said something back before the man moved aside, and Crys knew that she had agreed



to do what would please her people without considering her own fatigue.
Sheturned toward Crys. “I haven't yet told you how sorry | am,” she said, taking his hand.

“Atleast | saw her...had the chanceto hold her asshedied,” he said bravely. “Which ismore than |
could do for my father or brothers.”

“Don't torture yourself,” the Queen said sagely. 1’ m speaking from experience. It makes no difference
and doesn't bring them back. Y ou must now take up where your fine father has left off.”

Hesamiled. “Asyou had to.”

He sensed the sadness in the soft smile she gave back. Hefelt asif he were the only person in the room
with her. “Yes. And hisbootsfelt very largeindeed &t first. Allow yoursdf to make mistakes; forgive
yourself when you do. And follow your ingtincts, Crys. | have no doubt your parents have groomed you
al your lifeto take on this chalenge, as my father groomed me. The know-how doesn’t come easily, but
we re more ready than either of usadmits, I'm sure.”

It felt to Crys asthough something snagpped into placein hismind. Vaentynaknew precisay what to say.
She made him fed strong when the detracting voicesin his head were doing their best to weaken him.

“Thank you,” he said, wishing he could kiss her, and not just out of gratitude. The same voicestold him
to get that ideaout of hishead immediately.

“You rewelcome,” shereplied. “ And no matter what happens, Briavel will dways be afriend to the
duchy of Fdrawthy.”

And with that find comment, which lifted his spiritsand filled his heart with hope, Cryswatched the
Queen of Briavel release hishand and call for a hearty breskfast to be served once she had had the
opportunity to say hello to the people of Brackstead and apologize for the lack of warning about her vist.

Her comment regarding the need for food made people nearby grin. It was awell-known fact in Briavel
that their Queen, despite her lean figure, possessed afierce appetite. The Guards loved her for it dl the
more, for on many nights she would stroll onto the battlements and never failed to show interest in what
was on for supper. Moreover she was happy to crouch with them and share asmall bite of whatever they
were eating or drink amug of ae with them. And somehow it never felt unseemly; she had the knack of
making everyonefed comfortable about her presence while never relinquishing her grace or regd

bearing.

Later, over breskfast, they spoke of the horrid tale Physic Geryld had related.

Crysshook hishead. “Thehide, thetiming...it al fits. That areawould aso bethe logica place to do the

ugly work of burying my family in the pit and later burning bodies.” He did not want to say that not so far

away was buried the corpse of Faryl of Coombe—a spot especially chosen for its remoteness. It seemed
Celimus s mercenaries had selected well.

Vaentynaput her face in her hands. From behind them she sighed. “ Y ou’ re quite sure it wasthe King.”

“I| wasn't there, highness, so | cannot be absolutely sure. However, al the shocking eventsthat led up to
this—from Alyd' sdeath to Wyl Thirsk’ sdeeth, the daughter at Rittylworth, the pursuit of Ylena, eventhe
sending away of Gueryn le Gant, and now the destruction of my family, seem to berolling together into
one nasty campaign from anew king determined to stamp out any threat to his power. He must be
demented if he feared my father—there was no more loya subject to the Crown than Felrawthy, other
than perhaps Argorn. And yet Celimus has done his utmost to destroy both the great loyaists. He thinks



he' sachieved hisdesre, but | liveto fight on and thistimeit won't be for him. It will be againgt him.”

And hersdf, Vaentyna thought miserably, should she marry Celimus?*“ So your mother brought
the—pardon me for mentioning it again—the remains of your brother to me. Who gave them to your
family?’

“Alyd’ s head was |eft with the monks by aman called Romen Koreldy.” He saw the Queen reect to the
name. “ Do you know him?’

Valentynanodded. “I do. He' s dead, though, no use to any of us.” Shetried to make her words sound
offhand, but they came out forlornly. “I'm pleased he rescued Ylena Thirsk.”

Crysdared not explain Y lena sfate.
“Whereis she now, do you think?’

Thelie came easily, as WYyl had ingtructed. “ Aswe said, she was taken away a the sametime asweleft
by aman called Aremys Farrow, who promised to get her to safety. He sa Grenadyne...knew Koreldy
apparently.” He saw the Queen’ s brow furrow in thought and knew her next question. “Apparently
Koreldy asked Farrow to look inon Ylena at Rittylworth.” Crys shrugged, hoping he was being
convincing. “1 suppose when he saw what had happened, he came looking for her. Presumably Koreldy
had mentioned that she’ d married one of the Donals.”

“So where do you think he would he have taken her?” Vaentyna persisted.

“Aremys cautioned that it would be too dangerous for any of usto know where they were headed.
Celimus might target yet more desth and destruction.”

The Queen nodded. “I1t seems s0.” She was thinking of the note Elspyth had brought, but her thoughts
were disrupted by anew voice joining the conversation.

Liryk cleared histhroat nearby. “1 don’t think we should jump to any conclusions, your highness.”

“No?’ the Queen said. “How can you look me square in the eye, Commander, and tell me otherwise
regarding the man I’'m supposed to marry?’ Sheingtantly regretted her barb, knowing it was wrong of
her to belittle this good Briavelian in front of strangers, Morgravians especidly. “I’ m sorry, Commander
Liryk,” she hurriedly followed up. “ Y ou'reright, of course. | must think about what I’ ve heard.” The
damage was done, though. The old soldier looked mortified and did not acknowledge her contriteness.
Vaentyna could do nothing to repair hisinjured ego at present. Instead she stood. “Well, there is nothing
more we can do here. Wetravel for Werryl immediately. Liryk, please make arrangementsfor the Lady
Aledato be transported into the palace chapel, where Cryswill have the opportunity to pray to Shar for
hismother’ssoul.”

“Thank you, your highness,” Crys murmured.

“I' wish | could do more,” Vaentynaresponded, standing to make arrangements for departure.



Chapter 37

Aremyswaited outside the great doorsthat led into Cailech’s private rooms. he had finaly remembered
hisidentity, but not much ese, athough tantalizing glimmers of further information teased a hismind. He
believed it would be only amatter of time before his memory was fully restored; until then, he decided he
would feign full amnesa

For now he was Cullyn and he would need hiswits about him. Myrt had cautioned him not to play the
innocent victim with the King. Aremys, despite his damaged memory, retained sufficient knowledge to
remind him that Cailech was known as the Fox of Grenadyn. ..and for good reason. He would heed his
new friend’ swarning.

Myrt emerged. “ The King will see you now. Remember what | said.”

Aremys nodded and followed the mountain man into the vasgt, light-filled chamber, warmed by an open
fire a one end. He was entranced by the view.

“Thisis Cullyn, my lord, athough that is not hisreal name,” Myrt said, nodding toward ayellow-haired
man who sat a the end of atable, eating.

Aremysturned back from the breathtaking scene beyond the tall windows and bowed low. Royalty
made him fed anxious, but this King looked anything but regal. No pretentiousness at al about the man.
He wore no outward signs of his status as he stood to greet Aremys, wiping his hands on his breeches,

“Welcome, Cullyn...or whatever your nameis,” he said.
“King Cailech, I'm honored,” Aremysreplied, Straightening from his bow.

He had height and width on the King, but then Aremys had these on most men. This one, however, was
not in any way cowed by hissze. If anything, he was amazed.

“Haldor’sarse, but you're huge, man,” Cailech admitted good-naturedly. “A Grenadyne, | hear?’

“Yes, my lord. Wethink so.” Aremysgrinned. “Apparently my accent givesme away. Plus, | held my
sword in a Grenadyne fashion. It seems | understand Northernish and. ..well, | just know I’ m not from
Morgraviaor Briave.”

“So what were you doing in the Razorsjust north of the Briavellian border?” Cailech inquired, going
draight to the point.

Aremys shrugged, genuindy baffled. “1 cannot tell you, my lord. Not yet anyway. I’'m hoping my
memorieswill not stay blurred for long.”

Cailech held his gaze, granite-faced. It was atest, Aremys knew, and much as hefelt inclined to ook
away from that searching scrutiny, he forced himsdlf to hold the penetrating Sare.

“Andyou fight like asoldier. You'regood, | hear.”

Aremyswas not sure how to answer. “It' singinctive, my lord. | don’t remember any training, dthough |
suspect there must have been somein my past. Yes, sre. | an good.”

“A mercenary, perhaps?’



He nodded thistime. “ That’ s probably true,” he agreed. “1’ ve been thinking as much mysdlf.”
“Joinme,” theKing sad.

Aremyswas taken aback. One moment Cailech was interrogating him, the next inviting him to eat with
him. He sat. “ Thank you,” hereplied, confused. “But I’'m not hungry.”

The King gestured that it was of no matter. He resumed his meal and nodded to someone who
immediately poured Aremys somewine. “ Try this, it smy favorite,” Cailech encouraged.

Hedid and it was delicious. Aremystold the King asmuch. “I’m fairly certain | haven't tasted white wine
of such acrigp, fresh flavor in years. The south favorsthe red grape.”

The King nodded. “ It was dso Romen Koreldy’ sfavorite,” Cailech said conversationdly.
“Oh?Korddy...” Aremysfrowned. “Whoishe, my lord?’

“I thought you knew him,” Cailech replied, not looking up from his baked water fowl. “Myrt tellsme you
mentioned hisname.”

“Did 17" Aremys asked, looking around, and even Cailech bdieved his confuson was genuine. “When?’
Cailech looked toward Myrt, who stood back near the window.

“Wait!” Aremysinterrupted. “1 do remember now. | said ‘Koreldy’ when | was preparing to spar with
Hrl.”

Myrt nodded at Cailech.
“So you do know him?’ the King continued, pleased that this newcomer was being honest.

“I mugt, but | can’t dredge up from where or how | know him. It was...” He searched for the answer.
“That’ sright, it had something to do with a sword that reminded me of him. Is he a Grenadyne?’

“Heis” camethereply.
Aremys shrugged. “ That’show | know his name, then. | have no other recollection.”
“He carriesasword of abluish hue, my king,” Myrt said softly.

Cailech said nothing in response, but Aremys nodded. “I’ m not remembering anything a al about him,
gre. Isthisman important?’

“Tome, yes”
“May | ask why?’

“We have unfinished businessto settle,” Cailech said, unfathomable eyes glinting over therim of his
goblet. “To your full hedth returning, Cullyn,” he said, raising that goblet now.

“I'll drink to that, your mgesty,” Aremysreplied. “What isyour plan for me?’

Cailech resumed hisegting. “Wdll, as you have no memory to draw upon, | presume you' rein no hurry
to be anywhere right now, so why not remain with us? Myrt tells me you can help with teaching my men
some sword skills”



Aremys could see no harmin it. Herather liked the mountain dwellers. He could not help but rather like
the direct man who ruled them. “I’ll beglad to. Do | remain on asyour prisoner?’

Cailech amiled now. “I think ‘guest’ isanicer word,” he suggested.

Aremys understood. It was true. He had no ideawhere he should be or why, so he might as well accept
the hospitable imprisonment of the Mountain King and make the best of it until his memory returned fully.

“Oh, and Cullyn. With regard to the Morgravian King. Do you have any thoughts on him...any memories
coming to mind?’

It could not hurt to be honest with this question, Aremys decided. He knew within himsdlf that he hated
the man called Celimus but could not remember why...not yet anyway. “1 hate him, sre...| think. When
Myrt mentioned his name, my hacklesrose. It must mean something, though I’ ve yet to learn what.”

The King nodded thoughtfully. “That makestwo of us. | hate him enough to do battle with him. But | fear
awar right now would only waste my men.”

Aremyslooked startled. “1’m sure my limited recall serves mefaithfully when | suggest that to take on the
Morgravian Legion would be suicide for your men. The Legion are wdl-drilled soldiers. | know your
people are hard and don't lack for courage. But | would avoid out-and-out war with Morgravia.”

“Unless, of course, we could bring them into the Razors. If we fought on our own territory, we would

win.
“Undoubtedly,” Aremys agreed, and bdieved it. “ But Cdimuswould not be lured, Sre. HE stoo smart.”
“Y ou have met the man, | presume.”

Aremys scratched his head and frowned. “Y ou must be right—I suppose | must have met him to fed so
assured of hisability.” There were thoughts niggling at the fringe of hismind; they were just out of reach,
which was frustrating but Aremys reminded himsdlf to hold faith. His memory would return.

“Do you have another suggestion?’ the King asked, more in conversation than with genuine expectation
that the injured man could offer sage advice.

“Yes Parley. Aslong asyou retaking, no mountain dweller islosing hislife”

Cailech fixed Aremyswith ahard gaze again. There was humor in it thistime, though, because the
stranger had taken him by surprise. “Go on.”

“Why fight? For what reason? Do you truly want Morgravia?’
“I might,” Cailech said, not prepared to share histhoughts.

“No, sre. Why would you want Morgravia? Y our people belong here among the mountains. But what if
trade was free and your people could come and go across the border without fearing an arrow. That
would beworth striving for—not dying for, though.”

Myrt smiled to himself in the background. Cullyn was turning Cailech’s own creed back on the King. He
had preached negotiations dl hisearly life and, in so doing, had united the tribes of the mountains.

Aremys pressed on. “ And by the same token, sire, Celimus might think he wants the Razors, but in truth,
why would he want the Mountain Kingdom? What is he going to do with it? No Morgravian would
survive easly up here, save afew hardy northerners perhaps. And he certainly isn't going to move his



palace up here, my lord. It’ s pointless. From talking with Myrt—and | mean no offense, sre—I believe
thistuation is just two obstinate Kings, neither prepared to give ground. Why not get together and work
out asolution? Spill no blood. Who knows what good might come of it.” It was along speech for
Aremys, but as much as he knew he hated Cdimus, he did not for amoment believe the mountain
dwellerswere amatch for the Legion. A new thought struck him. “And should you escdate these
skirmishes |’ ve been told of, my lord king, if | were Cdlimus | would unite with Briavel to crush you.
Between the Morgravian Legion and the Briavellian Guard, | don’t care how brave your people are, Sire,
they will die and in numbers. Y ou are a nuisance, for want of abetter word, and Morgraviamight well
put its differences with Briavel behind it temporarily if it meant getting rid of the nuisance from the north.”
He had no ideawhere his assurance had come from and could only assume that his knowledge was
returning at arapid rate now.

He expected a harsh reaction from Cailech. But the King nodded. “Y ou speak sense, Cullyn. | just want
to teach the upstart King alesson, let him know we are not the smpleton barbarians he believes usto be.
Intruth, | could not leave my beoved mountains.”

“But that' s precisely what you would have to do, sire, should you conquer him. And anyway, there are
many waysto skin arat, Sre.”

At this old northern adage, the King laughed, green eyestwinkling with hismirth. “Y ou mean there are
other ways to teach the southerner alesson.”

Aremys nodded. “ Precisgly. It doesn't have to be by proving you are mightier. Intelligenceisthe key
here, sire. Prove you are the King with the vision for peace.”

“Do you think Morgraviaand Briave will unite?’ Cailech asked suddenly.

Aremys could not guess at this. “It was atheory, your mgesty, but one with merit.” He shrugged. “If |
were the Morgravian King and faced war with you, that’ swhat | would seek to do. | think I'm right in
saying that the Briavellians are less warlike people, but they have their own suspicions about the mountain
dwellers. Faced with fighting you, yes, | think they might strike up atentative bargain as neighborsto
work to defeat you.”

“And that’ s precisely what heisdoing, Cullyn. Y our ingtincts are sharp, but your faded memory has not
told you that Cdimusis petitioning Queen Vaentynaof Briavel.”

At the King' swords, old memories resurfaced and dotted into place. A man caled Wyl suddenly came
to hismind. He could not see him, but he was thinking orange-haired...ageneral. Morgravian, no less.
Try though he might, he could not put aface to the memory. He kept seeing awoman’seyes...fdineand
sensud. The naming of the Queen had prompted this memory of the Morgravian—were the two
connected? He shook his head to rid it of the digointed thoughts, he would have to consider them later.

“All the more reason to parley, King Cailech. Seek friendship, seek trade, seek peace. Y ou will bethe
winner; it'syour people who will benefit more than the Morgravians, in truth.”

“I likeyour style,” Cailech said, after draining hisgoblet. “What do you suggest?”’

Aremysthought about it and the King did not seem to mind the pause. “Don’t be too proud,” hefinally
said. “Lead the talks—show his people and your own that it was you who had the vision rather than he.
Cdlimusisnot trustworthy, so you must tread carefully. And should the talksfail, then no one can accuse
the Mountain King of acting in anything but a chivarous manner. They will know you held out the hand of



Cailech stood, impressed and allittle startled. He needed to think this audacious idea through; perhaps
have the Stonesread. “1 like you, Cullyn of Grenadyn. We shall talk more. Join me later for aride. You
must see Galapek, my new gtdlion.”

Rashlyn moved the Reading Stones about before him. He was adone and he was baffled. They spoketo
him of change. Big change, but he could make no sense of it. He cast again, specificaly looking for any
indication that might spell his greatest fear—the degth of King Cailech. He had saved hislife once
previoudy, when Koreldy had threatened it al those years ago, and he now regularly searched the
Stonesfor answers with regard to Cailech’ slongevity.

Alas, change, once more, was dl the Stoneswould yield. What did it mean? Without Cailech he had no
power. He must not alow the King to be threatened in any way and yet here was Cailech murmuring
about escalating hisdidike for the Morgravian King to out-and-out war with Celimus.

Rashlyn moved restlesdy to the window of the stone chamber he liked to work from, well removed from
the hustle and bustle of dally lifein the Cave. In hisincreasingly rare lucid moments, such asnow, Rashlyn
himsdf knew he waslosing hismind, but it was adow and tormenting process and he hoped thisinability
to get more out of the Stoneswas not part of that disintegration. He pulled angrily at thewild beard he
hid behind and admitted to himself that his periods of lucidity had shortened significantly whilethetime
gpent in the prison of hisdark thoughts had increased until he wondered if each sane period would be the
last. Only he knew that spells that were once so easy for him to concoct and use were now challenging
him. Oh, hewas il brilliantly skilled, but the talent was beginning to dude him. Stranger Hill, hewas
beginning to recdl, in vivid detail, memories of his childhood playing with hisbrother.

Elysius Curse him! Rashlyn felt sure he was dead and felt no remorse for causing his brother’ s degath.

Emil had met Rashlyn first and flirted recklesdy with the plain young man. And she had done so just
because she could, picking her target perfectly, for it was obvious Rashlyn was starved for femae
attention. As much as Rashlyn desperately wanted to touch, to kiss, to lie with awoman, none would
have him willingly, so Emil was areveation for him. Even the whores of Pearlisthought twice about
taking hismoney.

There was something about hiswild eyes and disturbing manner that frightened them. And they wereright
to be scared. Rashlyn’ sinsecurity had caused the death of two progtitutes on separate occasions when
he had been unable to see their brief, paid couplings through to their norma close. Neither woman had
laughed or made him fed in any way inadequate—if he' d known the truth of how frequently this
happened in their work, he might not have overreacted. Instead, embarrassed to the point of anguish, he
had lashed out with his powers and murdered both cruely and painfully.

Thiswas not hisfirst taste in killing, of course, and sncetasting itsfed of power, he wanted more,
needed more. He loved the sense of power that death brought. He wished he had killed his brother
sooner so Elysiuswould never have met Emiil, for as soon as she had clapped eyes on his handsome
brother, the humiliation for Rashlyn had been complete. Her passing interest in him was done. So beit,
he had decided, | will find my pleasuresin other, darker ways. And he had.

He had hated his brother for hislooks and his easy manner with others, but mostly he had hated him for
his ability to work magic with animals, for as hel pless as they seemed to Rashlyn when he had them
pinned out or trapped, he had no control over them...no relationship with the natural world at all.

He hoped Elysius had fought death hard before the sea consumed him, and if by chance he had cheated



the waters, he hoped his brother had died a pitiful desth as afreak in some corner of the realm.

He had not felt hisbrother’ s magic since that dark day of death, but then Rashlyn could not be confident
that hiswaning power could still detect something as subtle as Elysius at work. He had aways pretended
that he found it easy to trace his brother’ smagic, but in truth it was the opposite. Elysius s magic was
artful and delicate while at the same time so potent it took his breath away. He had feared that as Elysius
matured, he would learn the key to cloaking his magics. Perhaps he had. .. perhaps he was dlive and
practicing hisart right now?

Since hisbrother’ s presumed demise and his own defection into the Mountain Kingdom, Rashlyn had
devoted his energiesto unlocking the secret to achieving power over the animas and birds, the mountains
and the trees. One could rule the world with that sort of power at your call. His own sort of skillssimply
made him a sorcerer; he knew this, which iswhy he had attached himself to the far-thinking, highly
intelligent King of Mountains. Using him as his cover and indeed histool, Rashlyn could imagine himself
manipulating power...and not just in the Razors.

But right now Cailech was being rash. He was howling for Morgravian blood too soon. Rashlyn knew
the King had this notion that Rashlyn’s magics and prophetic ability would serve to keep him utterly
secure. It was on this confidence that the King wasriding, believing that even in war, hisbarshi’ s magics
would ensure as few casudties as possible among the Mountain Dwellers.

Rashlyn needed more time to shore up his defenses, work new spdlls. Recently he had cometo the
gartling redlization that desth was easy to inflict, but crafting aspell to prolong an agonizing life wasthe
chdlenge. Changing Lothryn from man to horse was the culmination of years of practicein hiswing of the
mountain fortress where no one could hear rabbits and squirrels scream. And now that he had at last
harnessed these new powers, his magics were failing him. He remembered how he had only just managed
to hold on to that glamour of Elspyth.

A few moments more and the vision would have crumbled. The breathtaking spell on Lothryn—which so
impressed his king—had been achieved brutally. There was nothing subtle or beautiful about what he had
done, even though the result seemed so miraculous. It was an abomination. Elysiuswould never do
something so tainted with wrongness. . .but he was not Elysius.

He congdered Lothryn, wondering at the pain he was probably in. If Elysius had conquered the spell to
shapechange, Rashlyn knew in his heart he would have achieved it effortlessy and without the smashing
and digtortion of limbs and breaking of the mind, and without the torturous pain, both menta and
physica, he had put the courageous man through.

Rashlyn did not mind Lothryn suffering the pain, in truth. His despair was dl sdlfish—hewanted hismagic
to be subtle...more like the magic of Elysius. Instead it was messy and clumsy.

Would Lothryn die? Rashlyn had no ideaiif the man’s spirit would survive the traumaand keep the beast
dive, or whether it would wither and kill Cailech’s beautiful new stalion. The anxiety of not knowing the
answer infuriated the barshi, but Rashlyn comforted himsdlf with the beief that thistime of discomfort
would be brief. The madness would descend any moment now and his mind would once again swirl itself
back into its dark and twisting pathways that held no questions about hiswork, no remorse, no
sympathy, no love for anything but power and corruption.

Next to the shapechanging of Lothryn, being able to tap into Cailech’ s mind was his most recent diabolic
act. He had learned how to roam the King' s thoughts and influence his decisonsto suit his own base
ends. But he could not wield this magic unless the King stood near him and was receptive to that
manipulation. There were timeswhen Cailech was utterly closed to him. And without direct and



undivided attention, he had no hope of influencing the King through magic. That was hisweakness.

The door opened and Cailech, asif acting on some slent signal, entered. He pulled Rashlyn from his
musings and the sorcerer fdlt the familiar drag downward from rationality into his other, deranged sef. No
one but the King ever cameto hisrooms.

“My king,” Rashlyn said, not turning yet. “1 wasjust admiring the day out there.”
He used the moments to compose himself.

“How serenefor you,” Cailech said, clearly agitated. “We must speak. | want you to do areading for
rre”

“I just have, my lord king.”

“And?

“The Stones predict change.”

“Oh?What sort of change?’ Cailech asked, his body language suddenly intent and eager.

Rashlyn turned now and noticed the flush on hisking' s cheeks. Something had created high excitement.
“Thisthey don’t tell me. | have cast the Stones severd times, your highness. Each time a prediction of
changeisprophesied.”

Cailech surprised his barshi by clapping his hands and laughing. It was a cheerful response to something
that would normdly disturb hisking. Rashlyn frowned, unsettled by thisreaction.

“Perfect!” the King muttered. “Do you have any wine here?’

“Er...why yes, of course. Let me pour you some,” Rashlyn offered, intrigued. He poured for both of
them and waited for the toast he sensed was coming.

“To change,” Cailech obliged, holding out his cup before swallowing it contents.

Rashlyn copied hisking and put his cup down. “So you are happy with my prediction, your highness?’
“Yes. It confirmswhat | must do.”

“And what must you do, my lord?’

“GotoMorgravial” the King said. “For aparley with King Cdimus.”

“Thisisajest, surdy? The Stones suggest no such thing,” Rashlyn spluttered, al politeness deserting him.

Cailech hardly noticed. He put aglesful finger intheair. “Ah, wait, hear me out,” and hetold him of the
capture and subsequent meeting with the man known as Cullyn.

“And you trugt thisman....thistranger!”
“Oddly, yes,” Cailech replied, unpredictable as dwaysin his responses.
“Wait,” Rashlyn cautioned. “ Say no more until | read the Stones about him.”

Cailech nodded and settled back with asecond cup of wine while hisbarshi set about casting the
smoothed rocks with their odd assortment of engravings. He remained silent as Rashlyn threw the eleven



Stones across the floor and squatted to read them. He stood up again after along time.

“Wel?

Rashlyn shook his head dowly. “The Stones are confused. They tell me that he speaks the truth, but—"
“Hal” Cailech interrupted, delighted.

“But...he holds back onthings. | can’t tell what these are.”

“Hehaslost hismemory, man...that would explainit. And anyway, we dl have secrets...even you,
Raghlyn.”

Not you, though, sire. No secrets. | can read your mind as if it were an open page, the man of magic
thought sourly, knowing thiswas not wholly true. “I would recommend caution, my lord.”

“The Stones themselves predict change. Change of scenery, change of heart, change of ideals, change of
plan. Not war with Celimus, Rashlyn...but equals, trade, prosperity together. I'm ashamed | wasn't the
oneto think of it firdt. It isingpired—I can’'t wait to tel Lothryn about it. Do you think he hears
me...understands me?’

Rashlyn sghed inwardly. The King's mind was made up. Hewould go right into the lion’ sden. So beit.
“I think there’ s enough of his spirit till left that the horse remains Lothryn despite his appearance, though
| cannot promiseit will remain 0.”

“Excdlent,” Cailech replied, ignoring the promise, “for he would approve of thisplan.”
“My lord king, may | ask how you intend orchestrating such a ddlicate parley?’
“Not me. Cullyn, or whoever heredly is. Hewill makeit happen.”

Rashlyn nodded and changed the subject to something he could contral. “ About the prisoner, my
lord—the Morgravian soldier.”

“I'm not planning to give him back as apeace offering, if that’ swhat you' releading up to.”

“No, gre. | haveanideafor him. A rather entertaining one which | think you'll approve of,” the barshi
said, reaching out with his probing spell and entering Cailech’ smind.

Later that afternoon Aremys met with the King on horseback, Myrt, Firl, and a couple of other mountain
men, including Maegryn, in attendance.

“Ian’'t he magnificent?’ Cailech said to hisguest.

Aremys had to admit, intact memory or not, he did not believe he had ever set eyes on afiner horse. “Fit
only for aking, my lord,” he admitted, and could see this comment pleased Cailech. “May 17" he asked,
so impressed he wanted to touch the deek, black coat of the galion.

“Of course,” the King replied, and Aremys hopped down from his own chestnut mount.

Hewaked around the black horse, which tossed its head. Aremyswhistled. “1 have never seena
prouder stdlion,” he said, stepping gently toward the animal in order not to Sartleit.



“Here, Cullyn, give himthis,” Maegryn suggested, tossing an gpple toward Aremys, who deftly caught it.
“He spicky, he doesn't like the green ones, they make him sicken,” and the men laughed.

Aremysheld the gpplein hisflat pam and raised it toward the horse’ s mouth. He was captivated by the
animd and enjoyed watching it take the fruit greedily. Asits velvety lips brushed againgt his hand, Aremys
felt atremor of shock pass through him. In hismind adam had burst and ariver of information—his
memories—flooded in. He staggered backward, holding his head.

It was Cailech who reached him firgt, legping down agilely from Galgpek. Again Aremyswas struck by
the man’slack of pretenson. He could just imagine Ceimus caring enough even to ook hisway!

“Cullyn, man! Areyou ill?What' s happening?’ the King asked, reaching for Aremyswhile holding the
reinsof hishorse.

Aremyswas not ready to revea too much. His cautious nature forced him to take stock of hisSituation
first and congder hispogtion fully. “I...I"m sorry, my head suddenly hurts” In thishewas not lying; it
throbbed.

“Take him back,” Cailech said to one of hismen. “If he' swdll enough, he can ride with ustomorrow.”

“I'm sorry,” Aremys repested, stunned from the shock, not just of his memory returning whole but of
something ese, something frightening affecting him. He straightened, deciding to give theworried men
something genuine of himsdlf. “My nameis Aremys Farrow,” he admitted, hoping it was not an error to
admit as much.

Cailech scrutinized him, then nodded. “We know of your family, then. Y ou are from the northern ide of
Grenadyn. Anything e s?’

Aremys shook his head miserably. “ Just that. It cameto mejust asthispaindid,” helied. “I’'m sorry
about theride”

“No harm done,” the King said affably. “I' m pleased your memory returns. Are you ableto ride back on
your own horse?’

“Yes, of course” Aremys reached again toward the horse known as Galapek, bracing himsdf thistime.
He needed to be sure of something. He touched the anima’ s neck asif in farewell to theriders. The
tremor of knowledge that passed between him and the horse was genuine. It was there. Magic! How he
knew this, he did not know; how he could senseit, he had no idea. But it existed. The stallion was
riddled with a huge and tainted spell he could fed passing through his hand and resonating throughout his
body. It made him fed like retching. Hedmost did. “I’ll ret, thank you, my lord,” he said as evenly ashe
could, not daring to say more.

“We shdl seeyou later, Aremys Farrow,” Cailech said, something unreadable in his expression.

Aloneat |last in hischamber, Aremys remembered everything about himself, and it wasterrifying. The
Thicket had risen up againgt him and, using its magic, had hurled him into the Razors. He could recall,
understanding, asit had occurred, that the Thicket did not want him to pass through with Wyl.

One moment he had been whistling and admiring Y lena s rump, the next he had found himself separated
from her. He could remember now how the air had become suddenly chill—freezing, in fact—and then
he had felt it gathering about him. The air had begun to thicken behind and before him and it was asiif



invisble hands had shoved him through that thickened air to blast him into adifferent place.

The Thicket’ s magic had knocked out his memories for awhile. Hence no blow to his head, he realized.
It had dll happened interndly. Hefdt hisingdestwigt with fear for Wyl, traveling as ahelpless young
woman—athough in truth, he knew Wyl could easily hold his own againgt others, but perhaps not against
magic. What if the Thicket had done the same to Wy! asit had done to him? Perhapsit had not wanted
ether of them there and now Wyl was lying in some corner of the realm without memory, also trying to
piece his especidly strange life back together. Aremys' s thoughts began to travel rapidly now. He needed
to get out of the Razors and back south to Wyl. He must find him, help him. If, by some stroke of luck,
WyI had found Elysius, then no matter what had occurred between them, Wyl would still head toward
Briavel and Vdentyna; of this he was sure. However, if Wyl had not made it to Elysius and the Thicket
had treated him with smilar disdain, then he might bein Morgraviaand not the mountains, for Cailech’s
scouts would surely have spotted him by now if he had aso been thrown into the Razors.

Thoughts and plans swirled, but once theinitial panic had settled, Aremys began to think more clearly.
Perhaps he could be of some useto Wyl while he was here. His friend had spoken of the soldier Gueryn.
In hisheart, Aremys believed Wyl’s mentor was dead. There was just no reason to keep the man dive,
and from what Wyl had told him, Gueryn was a thorough nuisance to the Mountain King. However, Wyl
believed the man was dive...would be kept dive as bait to lure Romen Koreldy back into the Cave of
the Mountain King. Aremys grimaced. He wondered how Cailech would react to learning that Koreldy
was long dead and that Y lena of Argorn wasyet another host to Wyl Thirsk. What would he think of her
arriving to clam Gueryn, if helived? Plus there was the other man—Cailech’ s man—who had turned
traitor to help Wyl and Elspyth escape the mountain fortress. Wyl had told Aremys often enough that he
would return, come what may, to find out the fate of brave Lothryn.

“I mugt find them for Wyl,” Aremys muttered, swinging hislegs over to St up onthebed. “Aslongasl’'m
captive here, | might aswell make mysdlf useful.”

Heturned his mind to the strangest of &l experiences—the fact that he could suddenly detect magic. It
had pulsed through the stallion Galapek, and his head gill pounded from the ferocity with which that
magic had spoken to him. He could only assume that the huge jolt of magic from the Thicket had
somehow made him vulnerable to sentient matter around him.

It was arevelation. And he had not imagined it. He had touched the horse a second time to ensure that
he was not making this notion up. Aremys shook his head. He understood none of it, but one thing was
sure: He had to get into the dungeons. If Wy’ sfriends were dlive, that was as good aplace asany to
gart looking for information on them.

A knock at the door disturbed his thoughts. Aremyslooked out of the window and noticed the sun
lowering. He must have been wrestling for along time with his confused thoughts.

“Whoisit?”

“Messenger. The King wishesto seeyou.”



Chapter 38

Wyl was admiring Elysius s handiwork. “Y ou did this?’ he asked, his gaze sweeping acrossthe
breathtaking landscape before him. They were standing on arise amid a copse of tall treeswhose leaves
shone afantadtical lime color asthe sun danted through the trand ucent canopy to the gently moving
stream. Beyond the copse was arugged cliff face over which water flowed direct from the Razors, Wyl
presumed. They had dready walked through sweet-smelling meadows from the modest dwelling Elysius
had built for himself on ahill overlooking an equaly panoramic view. Wyl could hardly beieve how
incredibly beautiful the Wild was.

The little man took afew momentsto reply. “In Parrgamyn we believe in our god, Mor. In Morgravia
and Briave it is Shar who holds the spiritud power. In the kingdom of the Razors, Haldor isthe god
whom the mountain dwellers pray to. My belief, Wyl, isthat we'redl praying to the samegod. And |
think that god is Nature. Anything that can create such beauty asthis,” he said, sweeping an € ongated
arm across the vista, “or craft such sophigtication asyou or |, such grace asadeer or such mgesty asan
eagle—thisis apower worth worshipping. What you see before you is Nature swork.... 1 have smply
embelished someof it,” Elysius said, “because my skillsadhereto dl things naturd. Thewaterfdl’s
theatrics are my work, but in truth, the framework had been in place for centuries. Shar had seentoit.”

“So thiswild beauty was already here? Harmless and gorgeous. . .and feared.”

Elysius nodded. “ And | seem to be the only onewho enjoysit. It suited my purposesin the early yearsto
live ahermit’sexistence, but | have since found my lonelinessto be a curse. | would add that it would be
apity for Briavel to discover how harmlessthe Wild is, for it to become an annex of that relm—just
imagineitstrees cut down, its streams dammed and diverted, its sheer wildness harnessed. But, on the
other hand, | do miss people. Sometimes | fly with the birds so | can look through their eyes over Briavel
or Morgraviaand get asensethat | am back within acommunity.”

“Then go. Can’'t you cast aglamour about yoursalf and leave?’
The Manwitch smiled. “1 cannot work magic of that kind on mysdlf, no. Irritating but true.”
Wyl frowned. “ So if the Wild is not enchanted, why did people of old fear it?’

“Thereismagic here, Wyl—be very sure of that. | can't explainit, | Smply accept it. The Thicket, for
example, is something rather extraordinary that, fromwhat | can tell, has no reason for being other than
to keep people away from the Wild. Perhapsif we were to delve back into history, the scholars might
throw some light on why no one has explored the region. . .what exactly they feared so irrationdly or
perhaps knew to be true.”

“Old superdtitions, I'd guess.”

“Morethan that. The Thicket isred and thinksfor itself. It allowed methrough al those years ago, as
well as Emil and then you and Fynch, but | suspect it actudly does frighten awvay many who might
attempt to crossit. It certainly dedlt with your friend.” He saw Wyl’sexpression fdl at thiscomment.
“I’'m sorry, that was clumsy of me. | don't believe your friend Aremys has been hurt. | fed surethe
Thicket has never injured anyone, but it does have the power of choice and it chose for him to be

repelled.”
“What hasit doneto him?”’



Elysussighed. “You arethefirst person | have shared thiswith. ..you won't be the last, though. One
other must know,” he answered cryptically. “My belief isthat the Thicket ismorethan just abarrier...itis
agae”

“Towha?’

“I don't know. Other regions, | imagine.” Elysius shrugged. “Perhaps other worlds.”
Now Wyl was astonished. “What!”

“I don't know enough about it. | have never made use of it, nor will 1.”

“So you're saying Aremys might bein adifferent world,” Wyl replied, aghast.

“No, I’'m not saying thet. | understand it so little that | would never suggest such athing. I think it hasthe
ability to be agate to other places...totravd...isdl I'm hazarding.”

Wyl paced. “ And Aremys has been pushed through that gate?’

Elysius shrugged again. “I’m sorry, Wy, regarding Aremys| can’t enlighten you. For al we know, he
could be on the other Sde, taking an dein Timpkenny. It isnot important.”

“Not to you, perhaps,” Wyl said tersely, moving to check on Fynch, who was playing in the nearby
stream with Knave.

“And that was clumsy of me again. What | mean to say isthat | believe heis safe, wherever heis, and
that what' s of importance right now is you and the decisions you make.”

“I came herefor an answer, Elysius, and | haveit now.” He scowled, spoiling Y lend s pretty face. “ There
are no further decisonsto make. | must leavefor Briavel.”

“Y ou know she must marry Celimus, don’t you?’

“It doesn't haveto be so,” Wyl countered. “ And how could you know that so surely while you' re stuck
out here?

“I know many things, Wyl, and I’ ve explained that | travel with the animals—I see and hear dl sorts of
things”

Elysius s cdm countenance was frustrating. “How! How can you know with such certainty that she must
marry the madman of Morgravia?’

“Itisprophesed.”
“By whom?" Wyl demanded, histonejust dightly mocking.
“The Stonestell me so. They aways speak thetruth.”

“The Stones! The same sort of pebblesthat your brother uses to advise Cailech on how to roast people
dive?” Wyl wasjust short of yelling.

Elysius was wise enough to understand Wyl s sense of hel plessness and hisfears. He did not react to
Wyl’swrath. “The Stones don’t advise. They smply give answersto questions. Their answers are not
adwaysdear, | grant you, but in thisthey arefirm. Queen Vadentynaof Briavel will marry King Cdimus of
Morgravia, come what may.”



“Then we had better hope he killsmefirst,” Wyl said bitterly, “for | won't dlow it. I'll use everything |
have within mysdf to prevent such amarriage taking place,” and he hated the sympathy in the
Manwitch’sexpression, asif he knew it to be ahopeless cause. “I’ll take my leave, Elysius. | thank you
for your hospitdity and your explanations.”

“I"'m deeply saddened, Wyl. | wish | could offer more comfort, at least more guidance, but the way
ahead for you is not clear—other than Myrren’s choice for your find destination. Y our journey thereis
shrouded.”

WYyl nodded, too depressed to respond, and then walked away.

Elysius cdled to him and reluctantly Wyl halted and looked back. “Wewill not meet again, Wyl Thirsk.
The Thicket will permit you through. Take food from the cottage and leave before dark. Remember my
warning. Myrren’ s Gift cannot be manipulated. If you try, it will punish you in ways you cannot imagine.
Sheinssted you rule Morgravia. Rule you mugt.”

Wyl fet atremor run through Ylena sthin body at such prophetic words. He could not speak, Smply
rased aresigned hand in farewdll.

“Trust Fynch, athough he has his own path now,” Elysius called after him somewhat crypticaly. He
wanted to say more, but he feared it might persuade Wyl that the Quickening could be foiled. Elysius
knew better. He watched the retreating back of the only person in the land who could save Morgravia,
Briavel, and the M ountain Kingdom. He watched until Wyl was|ong gone and his own ugly wet cheeks
had dried from the tears he had shed.

Fynch sat between Ylena slegs, her thin arms hugging him to her chest. Knave had positioned himself so
close that he was touching both of them.

“I don't mind that you' d like to remain here awhile. It's so beautiful, | could live herefor ever,” Wyl
admitted.

“But why can't you stay longer?’ the smdl boy asked.

“I must go to Vaentyna, Fynch. | have to get agrasp on what’ s been happening.” He scratched his head.
“I don’'t even know if time passes the same in the Wild—who knows what could have occurred since we
werelagtin Briavel.”

“It does,” Fynch assured. “ And you' re sure you don't mind if | stay here alittle longer?”
“I promise,” Wyl said, meaning it. “Isthere areason beyond the peace and solitude, though?’
Fynch nodded. “1 can't explain it, though. | fed compelled to remain.”

Wyl noticed Knave was staring a him. He wondered if Elysius was with them, seeing through the animdl.
The dark eyes seemed to beimploring Wyl to trust the boy.

“Come straight to Werryl once you leave here. | hope I’ ll be there, but you know you have friends there,
no matter what.”

Again Fynch nodded, his mind dready turning to more practical matters. “How will you travel?’

“I'll buy ahorse at Timpkenny.”



“I have plenty of coin if you need.”

WyI chuckled. It wasthefirg timein awhile that he had heard Y lena stinkling laughter. “And | suppose
you have Knave s0 you don't have to worry about transport.”

“That'sright,” Fynch said, turning in Ylend sarms. “Be careful, Wyl...please.”

Wyl nodded. “| promiseto try to remain Ylena,” and was rewarded with asmile from hisfriend.
“Although you know thisthing isn't over yet. Elysius saysit will continue—"

“Until you rule Morgravia,” Fynch interrupted. “Yes, | know. But who knowswhat might happen yet.”

“He saysit must happen.”

“Then he signoring the bit about free will. Remember, Myrren’ s Gift isill bound by thewill of others, if
not your own.”

Wyl hugged the boy again. How odd that no adult could bring the sort of comfort that this child could.
Fynch dways seemed to say the right thing at the right time.

“I must go.” They stood and Wy! leaned down and kissed Fynch. He looked toward Knave. “Bring him
safdy tome.”

The dog growled softly in answer.

Wyl wasted no further time. He packed a small sack of bread and dried meat together with some hard
biscuit and abladder of water. It would do. He |ft the cottage with a single glance behind in case Elysius
had come to add something heartening. Only Fynch stood there, his hand on Knave, his other arm in the
arwaving.

Leave soon, Fynch, he suddenly thought, even though an hour earlier, with the boy hugged closeto him,
he had fdlt the lad was safer in the Wild than in any of the neighboring reslms. He could not put hisfinger
on the reason for this about-face, but Wyl had a sense that Fynch would be changed next time they met.
Asheraised hishand in farewell, he took amoment to fix the picture of theinnocent, seriouslittle boy
and the large, mysterious dog in his mind because he somehow knew both would be different next time
he saw them. Hefdt an urge to warn Fynch, but he was aready too far away. It would mean climbing
back up the hill and the small boat was bobbing invitingly just steps avay on the Darkstream.

Againg hisinclination, he made the decision to press on. As much as hefdt afear for Fynch, heknew it
wasirrational, based on no fact, and Wyl wasthefirst to admit that both of them were caught upin
something so dark and strange that no one could predict the outcome. He wanted to believe he could
stop Vdentynauniting Briavel with Morgraviathrough marriage, but there was something about the
sorrowful look on Elysius sface that told him the prophecy was true and he wasfighting ahopeless
cause. Still, hemust try....dietrying, and he smiled grimly to himself, for death was dl that was ahead for
him until he became the person he was destined to be.

Asfor Fynch, hewas on his own path of destiny. Wyl would just have to hope nothing untoward legpt
into Fynch’ sway, dthough with Knave at his side, Wyl doubted anything—even magic—could deter him
from hisjourney...whatever that was.

Helowered himsdlf into the boat and undid the smdll rope. Immediately the craft set off againgt the
current. It moved through the dark waters effortlesdy toward the great mouth of the mountain that had
swallowed him once aready.



He sent aprayer to Shar that he would hold his nerve thistime, make it through to the other side without
succumbing to the Darkstream’ sinvitation to drown.



Chapter 39

Fynch sat quietly with Elysius outsde his smal mud cottage, watching the birds darting in and out of the
trees and swooping across the picturesque meadows. He made a chain of daisies and looped it around
Knave s neck; the dog did not seem to mind—he was more intent on snuffling around for asmooth,
round stone he could use in the absence of hisred woolen ball. In the comfortable quiet, while Knave
thought about a game and Fynch plaited flowers, Elysius considered, with aheavy heart, how to
approach the frightening topic that needed to be discussed.

“How long will you stay here, Fynch?’ he asked, findly breaking into the silence.
“Aslong asit takes,” the boy replied, stringing a second daisy chain over Knave.
“For what?’

“For youtotdl mewhat itisthat isburning at your lips and making you so anxious.”
Elysius was stunned. He was right about the child. “How do you know?’

Fynch shrugged. “I senseit. Near to you, it’seasier for my sensesto tap into your mood. And Knave's
magic is strong because you are so close. | think he helps me to understand all sorts of things. And then
there' sthe Thicket. Even through the rock face it seemsto whisper to me.”

Elysius nodded, amazed. “Y ou senseright, child.”

Fynch scattered the flowers he held. “ Then tell me. Don't be scared.”
“Have your sensestold you what it isthat Sits between us?’

The boy shook hishead. “It' simportant, though, isn't it?’

“It' salso asecret.”

“Youdidn't tell Wyl?’ Thisobvioudy surprised Fynch because he frowned and then sighed asiif
accepting something unpleasant.

“No. Trust mewhen | say it would endanger himiif | had.”

Fynch accepted this without further question. “ Should | be scared?’ he asked, eyeing his companion
now.

Elysiusdid not know how to answer. Fynch was such asharp child, it would not be right to give him
anything but adirect answer. “Well, | am scared about sharing it with you.”

Fynch nodded gravely. “ Tdl me, then.”
Elysuswasted no further timein hestation. “I am dying. It will hgppen soon.”

The boy did not react other than to stare at the ground. Elysius saw him lace hisfingerstogether asif to
steady himsdlf while Knave stopped his search and lay down silently next to Fynch.

“Haveyou read it in the Stones?’

“Yes” hesaid. “But they assure me, in their strange roundabout way, that the magic need not die” He



leaned forward. “Must not die, in fact,” he added emphatically.

Fynch sghed heavily and lifted his gaze to look directly into the whitened eyes of hisdying friend. “And
yOu can passit onto me.”

Elysiusfelt an enormous outpouring of gratitude and pity toward Fynch. The brave little boy had worked
it out for himsdf. He could hear the regret in the child’ svoice; wished he could avoid giving thisterrible
burden to ayoungster who had aready given more than enough to Myrren’s cause. Thiswas not for
Myrren, though. Thiswas another sort of gift, aterrible, heavy gift of reponsibility to entrust to achild.
But he was the right one and Elysius had known it from the moment Knave had encountered the tiny
gong boy at hiswork al that time ago.

“Fynch. Will you accept it?’
“I fear it,” Fynch replied without committing himsaf.
Elysius was surprised that the boy had not balked. “ It depends only on how you wield it.”

“I don't understand how | can use magic,” Fynch said, shifting to touch Knave, stroking the large head
and fondling the dog’ svelvety ears.

“Yesyou do, child. Y ou have dways known in your heart. Y ou told me your mother wasfey. She
passed her talents and her own susceptibility for sentient ability onto you. Intruth, | do believe you chose
m"

Fynch took no notice of the gentle accusation. “And | must useit to protect Wyl. Seeto it that he rules
Morgravia. Isthisright?’

Elysius hestated and Fynch heard it, his gaze flicking up from Knave seyesto stare at hisfreakish friend.
“Y ou will hep Wyl—aof thisl’m sure—but Myrren’ s Gift hasits own momentum. It will take him to his
destiny, comewhat may. Y ou...well, you have amuch more complex task, son, and | wish | could spare
youit.”

“What isit that | must do?’ Fynch asked, dread in hisvoice.

“There aretwo partsto your task. Oneisdictated by the magic itself. The other isapleal personaly
make of you as custodian of thismagic,” Elysius explained, feding smilar dread.

Agan Fynch did not hesitate. “What isthefirst part?’

It was not atime for further gpology or placations. Elysius knew thisweight of responsibility must fall on
the narrow shoulders of thissmdll child. “When | first cameto the Wild, guided by the birds and animals,
they called me the Gate Wielder. It took me along time to understand it and then | spent yearstrying to
ignoreit before | accepted what it meant. Therest of my life | have devoted to avoiding it. | never
believed | was strong enough.”

“Gate Wielder,” Fynch said, testing the words on histongue. “And what does it mean?’
Hetold Fynch about the Gate as he had detailed it to WYy! the previous evening.
“Has there always been a Gate Wielder, then?’

It was an astute question and Elysius acknowledged thiswith asmile. “No. In past times there have been,
| suspect. But | wasthefirst in avery long time. The Thicket takes care of itself and can ordinarily keep



people out through its own means. Those who may are alowed to pass through for whatever reason then
have Samm, and before him his predecessors, to contend with.”

“Samm s persuasive,” Fynch agreed. “ So why now?Why did the Thicket need you?’
“My guessisthat until fairly recent timesit hasn't needed someone of magic for dl thet time.”
Fynch looked at him confused. “Y our guess?’

Elysius shrugged. “ Fynch, the Thicket has never spoken to mein the manner I’ m gathering it pesksto
you. My communication with it has been through the birds and animas. From the few thingsyou' ve said,
it sounds to me as though the Thicket itsdlf talksto you. My feding isthat you are no ordinary Gate
Widder, if thereissuch athing.” He laughed briefly, sadly. “I believe that you are someone very specid,
not just a Gate Wielder.”

“What do you mean?’ Fynch asked, scared afresh.

“I don't know what | mean. I'm speculating. Perhaps the Thicket needs you for more than smply
watching over a Gate that dmost never gets used.”

That notion hung heavily between them for severa long moments.
“If the Thicket hasits own powers, why doesit need you?’

“Wadl, again | can only surmise. My hunch isthat it needsto channel its magic through someoneto
achieve change outsde of itsdf.”

“Y ou mean change in the world beyond its own borders.”

“Exactly.” Elysiusreached for aflask of juice he had squeezed that morning. He gestured to Fynch, who
nodded. As he poured them a cup each, hetried to make this difficult notion more clear for the child
whose burden suddenly felt so much heavier than hisown. “I think it needs the wilder magic which my
mother spoke of and it seeks someone whose talent revolves around Nature. 1t found that combination in
meand | presume any previous Gate Widders offered smilar qualities. | am passng my nature magic to
you, so that would answer one part of this strange equation, but the other is how and why the Thicket
peaksto you. | can't imagine how it will useyou.”

Fynch had never felt more frightened in hislife. He took the cup from hisfriend and drained it. “ So
Aremyswent through this Gate?’

Elysius nodded, surprised by the sudden switch in topic. “I pushed him. It wasthefirst time| have ever
used that unknown magic.”

Fynch’'s eyes widened. “Why did you push him?’

“Hewas acomplication. Y ou and Wyl were the only ones | wanted to come through and perhapsthe
Thicket sensed this. It has the ability to make up itsown mind, but it isfirmly linked to the Wielder.
Normally it can repel people with the grestest of ease, but Aremys was strong—his friendship with Wyl
very redl—and | redize now that he was somehow protected by Wyl and the magic that Wyl himsalf
possesses. The Thicket summoned meto open the Gate.”

“Wheredid you send him?’

“| was careful not to push too far. | hope he' sin Briavel or Morgravia.”



Fynch addressed another question niggling in hismind. “ So | must stay here after. .. after you leave?’

Elysiusfinished hisdrink and sighed. “Y es. For awhile anyway. Thisiswhy I’ ve asked you not to follow
Wyl, dthough I’ m sure he asked you to cometo Werryl.” Fynch nodded. “ Stay here until you' ve learned
more about the Thicket and itsintentions.”

“How?’
Thelittle man looked a Fynch sorrowfully. “1’'m hoping it will tell you.”
Fynch bit hislip in thought. “ And the second part?’

Elysius sighed. “Wait, there is more connected with the magic of nature. I'm sorry that it must exact this
from you, but each time you unleash your magic, for whatever reason, you will sicken.”

“Isthiswhat has happened to you, then?” Fynch asked, and once again Elysius was struck by the boy’s
ability to see through to the core of atopic.

He nodded. “It will take my life shortly. Infact, son, | suspect that passing the burden to you will herald
my end.” He saw the misty look in the child’ seyes. “No, don't be sad for me. | wish | could spare you
the same burden.”

“Will | dietoo?

“Perhaps,” Elysius answered honestly. “Thisiswhy | must counsdl you to use your magic sparingly,” he
added.

Fynch nodded, looking suddenly older for thisterrifying knowledge. “ And the favor for you?’ he asked.

Again Elysiusressted the urge to try to soften the blow, offer up empty words of comfort. He pressed
on. “1 want you to track down and destroy my brother, Rashlyn.”

The boy visbly shook. “Elysiud | could never kill anyone.”
“I know what | ask of you isdifficult.”

Fynch shook his head rapidly, asif trying to shut out the placating words. “No. No!” he said, forcing
Elysusinto slence. “1 will not kill another living being for yours or anyone' s persond revenge.”

“Not even Cdimus, after dl that he' sdone?’

At this, Fynch’s mouth hung open. He wanted to respond but could not. Then he held his head,
miserable. “I don't believe I’ m capable of it...not even Celimus.”

“Fynch,” the mellow voice said softly. “I don't ask this of you out of persond need. | ask it for the sake
and safety of those and that which you love... Wyl, Vdentyna, your family—Morgravia, Briave. I'm
daring to think thet thisiswhy the Thicket is becoming involved.”

“What do you mean?’

“Now that | have discovered where heis, | redize that Rashlyn hasthe ability to plunge dl thethree
reAlmsinto war. If, as Wyl says, Rashlyn can manipulate King Cailech, then there’ s only bloodshed
ahead.”

“Why should the Thicket careif wedl kill each other?’



“I don’'t know. Y ou need to seek those answers for yourslf. | think it does care, though.”
“Why me? Why not Wyl, who isa soldier and knows how to wield asword and kill aman?’

Elysius shook his head. “Dear Fynch, | wish | could spare you this. Wyl isawandering soul trapped in
hel pless flesh and bone.”

“Y ou have never seen Wyl fight! He might walk as 'Y lenanow, but heis till Wyl Thirsk.”

“Child, you missmy point. Rashlynisfar superior to Wyl. He could snap asword from fifty paces,
deflect an arrow, smell the poison. .. he cannot be killed by conventiona means. Wyl isno threat to him.
No oneis, infact.”

“How can | doit, then?’

“I am giving you the means, son. Shortly you will be a sorcerer—but far more fearsome isthe fact that
you aso possess whatever power the Thicket deemsto lend. Find out what it can do. Useit.”

A dawning expression moved across the smal boy’ sface. Elysius pressed further. “ Rashlyn isamadman.
A destroyer. No one can stand up to the sort of power he wields, except you. Y ou aone can stop him.
Y ou and Knave and the secret of the Thicket.”

Whether Fynch wasfilled with uncertainty and misgivings or felt frightened and aone, Elysiuswould
never know. A dread slence sat around them as the former gong boy considered dl that he had just
learned. Suddenly the memory of being ahardworking child, coming hometo his parents’ tiny cottage
with its meager belongings, seemed like the best time of hislife.

But even he could appreciate that there was nothing random about his relationship with Knave, which
connected him to Myrren through Wyl, and thusto Elysius and his mad brother. Hispart in saving thelife
of Vaentynawas not coincidence. His own life was being shaped, orchestrated. He had been chosen.
Helooked at the strange, mysterious dog who sat beside him and only now acknowledged the curious
tingling sensation between them that had only occurred after they had moved through the Thicket.

He made hisdecison.

Fynch findly spoke. “1 wish | could Stay herein this serene place without taking on thisterrifying role, but
then | think about Wyl’ s suffering. He too is on a strange path he didn’t asked to journey upon. It seems
to me we're both being asked to do things neither of uswantsto, and yet we must. | know | haveto be
brave and accept the burden of becoming a manwitch even if it does mean an early death. I'll help Wyl
al that | can and I'll face Rashlyn for you. | can't promise I’ ll overcome him, Elysius, but | will die

trying.”

Elysiusfdt arush of love and admiration for the sdfless, bright, brave boy. He hardly trusted his voiceto
speak without trembling and he fought back the water that sprang to his eyes. “Fynch, one more thing.”
Large, trusting eyesturned to look at him. “Y ou cannot, under any circumstances, alow Rashlyn to seize
your powers. Hewill try, believe me. Y ou must never lose sight of the fact that you will be weakened
each time you wield magic, and thisiswhy | urge you to make for the Razorsfirst. Don't try following
Wyl. He must follow his own path now...and you yours. Y ou will need dl of your strength to match
Rashlyn; you cannot risk being compromised in any way. | beg you to heed thiswarning, for if he defeats
you and takes your powers—as he can—then the world is doomed.”

Fynch hugged Knave close. Thedog licked him asif to say he understood the import of what was being
discussed.



“Wyl left very upset,” Fynch commented, wanting to leave behind talk of desth and destruction.

“I brought no peace. He came seeking answers and | gave him thewrong ones,” Elysius said, filled with
regret.

“It occurs to me that the reading of the Stonesis open to interpretation—would that be fair?’
“Of course. They never provide aclear answer.”
“So perhaps Wyl’ sfear of having to become Cedimusis aso open to interpretation,” Fynch prompted.

Elysiusdid not answer immediately. He had learned even in the short time he had spent with Fynch that
he was a serious, degp-thinking person. He might be young, but he was sharply intelligent and perceptive.
“How would you interpret the notion, then?” he asked gently.

“I wouldn't. | don’t trust the Stones or what they predict in their misted way. | trust only what | see or
hear and whét | fed inmy heart.”

“Doyouthink they lie?’

“No, I'm not saying that. I’m smply saying that there are many scenarios that we might not be
consdering. The Stones have put anotion into your mind and you' re trusting it, but you yourself built into
Myrren’s Gift the agpect of freewill, didn’'t you?’ Elysius nodded. “We don't know what might happen
or who might influence the future. Celimus could die tomorrow in ariding accident or from disease.

That’ sthe randomness of the world, isn’t it? And then Wyl would not have to answer to Myrren’s Gift

any longer.”

Reaching for Fynch, Elysius hugged him hard. “Y ou are the most extraordinary person I’ve met in my life,
Fynch. Y ou done will give our world hope, and | go to my desth relieved that it is you who takes over
my power and proud that I’ ve known you. Y ou are right, none of us knows anything for sure.”

It was Fynch’sturn to fed choked. He did not fedl brave and he did not want to be a savior of the world.
He hugged the little man back with affection and sorrow that both of them would suffer for hismagic.

“How much time do we have?’ Fynch asked after along silence.

Elysiusregretted it but knew he had no choice. “ Timeisshort. | must channel al my magicinto you.”
“Andthenyou'll die?’

“yYes”

“When shdl we begin?’

“Now, son,” Elysusreplied softly.



Epilogue

The corpse of the former Duchess of Felrawthy had been laid out in the smal chapd a Werryl where
those who had known her—only four of them Briavellian—could pay their last respects. Father Paryn
was muttering afina gentle prayer to commit her body to a peaceful rest. Hewas aided by Pil, who lit
small candles at given momentsin the prayer. Onefor her head, onefor each limb, onefor her soul. They
would burn until they snuffed themselves out and presumably Shar’ s Gatherers had collected her.

Physic Geryld, Commander Liryk, and Chancellor Krell sat behind the Queen, who had, on her right, a
composed Duke Crys of Felrawthy. On her left Sde was Elspyth, the only one weeping. Elspyth had
liked Aledaimmensaly and could not contain the sorrow shefelt at thisfine woman’s shocking end and
her courageous, desperate bid to see her son alive and to warn the Queen.

Vaentynareached to put an arm around her petite companion. “I gave Romen an identica kerchief,” she
whispered, handing Elspyth a beautiful square of embroidered linen. “Y ou keep this. Now both my best
friends own one”

Elspyth was touched by the sentiment, which made her lack of composure worse, and she could only
nod her thanks. Later, when the prayers were done and the candles glowed softly around Aleda s body,
Elspyth was sufficiently calm to whisper back to the Queen. “I’ll stay on with Crysfor afew moments.”

Vaentyna smiled and nodded. “ Forgive me, | have business to attend to,” she whispered.

Everyone bowed for the Queen’ s departure, and once she was outside the chapel, her counselors had to
run dightly to catch up with their monarch’ slong stride.

“I don’'t need to remind any of you, I'm sure, that no oneisto discuss these events outside the nine of us
who know. The death of AledaDona aswell as the presence of the Duke and Elspyth areto remain a
secret to the best of our ability.” She saw Krell balk and surmised what he was about to say. “I
understand that the folk of Brackstead are the weak link in this plan and that the nobility has met Crys
and Elspyth, but we can say they have departed. The gossip in Brackstead will die away soon enough
and we must protect this secret to the best of our abilities.”

Krdl had gone pae now. She frowned at him, but he said nothing and so she continued. “The
Morgravianswill remain as our honored guests aslong as they choose. No oneisto discusstheir
presence outside the palace. Isthat clear?’

Everyone nodded except Krell.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” she said, effectively dismissing them. “ Chancdlor Krell?”
“Your mgesty?’

“A word please, in my solar.”

With the agreement of both sovereigns, Jessom had set up asystem of couriers, which made the mail
journey between Briavel and Morgraviamuch faster. Specid hutsfor overnighting had been established
in recent weeks. These huts ways had a rested man and fresh mount ready to go, aswell as a supply of
dried foods and watered de. By handing over messages at these courier points, the journeying timefor



written correspondence—and less sengitive verbal messages, if need be—was more than halved.

And s0 it wasthat Krell’s communication to his counterpart in Morgraviawas received quickly at
Stoneheart and now King and Chancellor were standing together in Celimus' s study, both seething.

“Read it again!” Celimus ordered.

If it had been anyone el se, Jessom would have suggested that reading it once more would not change the
contents, but he sensibly held the acid-tongued comment and did as his king demanded. “He wasright to
tell us, my lord king,” Jessom said after he had finished.

“Obvioudy Vaentyna doesn't know he has. She wouldn't have sanctioned him writing to you likethis.
No, he' staken thisentirely upon himsalf because he' sfrightened.”

“Of the consequences, do you mean, Sire?’

The King stroked a hand through his dark, lustrous hair. “1 think it’s more smple than that. Krell and that
Commander of theirs seemed determined that the marriage be aredlity. They said as much during our
vigit. Their people want the peace as much as our own do, but those two, Krell, in particular, appreciate
that Briavel isin no postion to fight awar with us. Diplomacy istheir one weapon.”

“Yes, | understand,” Jessom said, even though he had grasped dl that he needed on the first read. He
knew he had to get the King to cam down, then Celimus' s thoughts flowed smoothly and in amore
cunning fashion. Jessom had learned thisthe hard way. When the King was angry, people got hurt.

“And that sniveling bastard son who should have died,” Celimus spat, “ but who somehow escaped our
clutchesis now walking tall asthe new Duke of Felrawthy. Not to mention some stupid woman from
Morgravia poisoning the Queen’ sthoughts. They know everything.”

“Not everything, sre. They are piecing together various sories,” Jessom soothed, though he knew the
King' swords had ahorrible ring of truth. Vaentynamight be young and inexperienced, but she wasthe
daughter of acanny sovereign, and if hisown first impressions were correct, she possessed an intelligent
head on her shoulders. And that is no doubt why his counterpart in Briavel had reacted so swiftly and
done the unthinkable in sending a private communication into Morgravia. It seemed obviousthat the
Queen would be gppaled by what Crys Dona and thisfema e companion of his—Elspyth of

Y entro—would surely betelling her.

Jessom walked to anearby cabinet to pour hisking agoblet of wine. “We don't know the full measure of
the young Duke yet, your highness. He might be useful to usin wayswe cannot anticipate,” he said,
thinking doud.

“True” Cdimusreplied, taking the proffered cup. “But my inclination isto believe that a this point
Vdentynahas no intention of marrying me. Y ou must agree?’

Jessom nodded gravely—the King wasright. “1 do, highness.”
“Thenif shewon't unify willingly, we shdl take Briave the hard way.”
Chancellor Jessom was not ready for such alegp forward. “War, sre?’

“Threat of it, anyway, Jessom. She has understood al the couched words of intimidation. Vaentynaisfar
from dull. She knows precisely what' s at stake here, | fredly admit marriage would be easier and
certainly amore economica method of bringing Briavel under our rule, but if shewon't see the sense of
unification this spring, then | shdl teach her that she never was an equd .. .no matter what she has been



raised to believe”
Jessom unhappily had to agree with the King. “ Y our orders, sre?’

“Summon my generd and his captains. War with Briavel isnow on the agenda,” Cdimus said, before
swallowing the contents of hiswine cup and damming it down on thetable. “And whilewereat it, |
might aswell ded with the barbarian of the north,” he added, glee lacing histone.

Vaentyna s hand was at her throat, alarm spreading through her every fiber at hearing Krell’sadmission.
“Youdidwhat?’ shesad, toneicy, turning on her faithful servant, hoping somehow she had
misunderstood him.

Krdl had never before felt so unsure of himsdf. “ Someone had to, your mgesty,” he said, hisvoice small
and filled with dismay. Suddenly the letter to Chancellor Jessom seemed like arash move.

“Someone had to what, Chancellor Krell? Betray me? Don't you think I’ m degling with enough here
without my own people working against me? Wouldn't it have been eesier to take out aknife and just
plungeit sraight into my heart?’

“Your highness,” Krell beseeched. “I1t was for the good of Briavd...for your reign. Y ou father—"

“Don’t you dare, Krell!” she snapped. “Don’t you dare cite my fine father. Y es, he craved peace. He did
not want his daughter fighting endless, pointlesswarswith Morgraviajust to keep atradition dive. But he
would have trusted me. Y ou never would have gone behind his back in this manner.” She could see Krell
moving to explain, but she held her hand up. “What possessed you, Chancellor? What was going through
your head when you sent that | etter?”

He swallowed hard. He had never seen her like this. Suddenly the young Queen appeared possessed
hersdf. Such wrath; her dark blue eyes blazed bright with anger and it was all directed at him. Surely he
did not deserve this?“| thought, your highness, that Chancedllor Jessom might shed somelight on the
strange series of events. That he might explain whether there was some misunderstanding and prevent us
legping to wrong conclusions and making hasty decisions.”

“Chancdlor Krél,” she snarled. “The only person making hasty decisonsisyou, Sr. Y ou have presumed
too much. Y our office and your familiarity with thisfamily and with me does not permit you to send secret
missvesto our enemies.”

“Enemy,” he echoed softly. He looked completely baffled. “Me confer with an enemy?’ The accusation
was too much for him to bear.

Vaentyna stepped forward. “Y es, enemy, Krell. Cdimus wants Briavel, not me and not peace and not
for the good of Briavellians or even Morgravians, for that matter. He smply covetstheredm. Heis
empire building. Heisaso amadman, dthough | didn’t think I’ d have to explain that to you. Hislatest
actions speak athousand words.”

Krell tried to resurrect some measure of hisformer composure. He forced himself to stand straighter, to
stop cringing before the angry monarch who towered above him. “My queen, if you don’t marry him, he
will makewar uponus.”

She closed her eyes momentarily, asif to gather her patience. “And you don’t think that’ s precisaly what
he will be ordering right now. ..as we speak?’



“But, your highness, | had to do something. What was | supposed to think you were doing—"

“| was galing, you reckless, interfering old man. | am trying to find the solution,” she said. Tearswelled,
but she fought them back. “1 wanted this whole business kept quiet so | could have time to think, to carry
on diplomatic relations, and to keep the King of Morgraviaat arm'’ slength until | knew how to go
forward. | don’'t know yet what the answer is. If you hadn’t interfered, Celimus would be none the wiser.
Hewould il think | had intentionsto marry him and | would have time to plan. ..and perhaps| il
would have had to marry him, sir, but | would have been able to do it on my own terms. Not yours! You
have now committed usto war. How doesit fed to have so much blood on your hands?’

Krel wegpt.

Vaentynadespised hersdlf for reducing this good man to such a state, but her anger was burning
white-hot with fear. “ Get out of my sight. Leave the pdace.”

“Highness, please, let me help.”

“Help?’ She gave abitter laugh. “1 don’t need your sort of help, Krdl,” Vadentynasaid cruely. “What |
need is people who are faithful and true to Briavel and itsruler above dl else. Y ou have betrayed both
and | will never forgive you. Now go.”

Vaentynawaited until her heartbroken chancellor had left her done before she buried her facein her
hands and cried like a child. Through her tears al she could think about was her beloved Romen Koreldy
and how badly she needed his strength and his arms around her now. He would have known what to do.
She had nobody. Not even her friend Fynch and his strange dog, Knave, were near to offer their usua
solace. And then her father’ s face swam before her and reminded her once again of whom shewas. She
could never depend on anyone but herself.

The Queen of Briavel’ sresolve crystdlized, and by the time the Sartling news was delivered that
Chancdllor Krel had jumped to his death from the battlements, her heart was hardened. She shed no tear
at the tragedy, for it was because of him that Briavel might go to war and she would be held responsible
for leading more of her young men to their degaths.

It must be avoided. She searched her mind for ideas. What could she give to Celimus as a sweetener?
The answer was the same blesk solution she had arrived at many times before. She would give Cdimus
hersdf. No more staling or hoping for deliverance from her fate. Perhaps she could suggest bringing the
marriage date forward? Y es, it made sense and would please the King, prove her commitment to this
union.

Vaentynacaled for asecretary. Arrangements needed to be made for Krell’ sfunera...and for a
wedding.

It would be wonderful to write asimple but huge “thank you” and hope that everyone who is connected
with thiswork somehow knows how grateful | am for their support. There are dways those, however,
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Gary Havelberg and Sonya Caddy—draft readers |’ ve now cometo rely on for guidance. Then there's
Robin Hobb, my long-distance friend and mentor, whose own work continuesto inspire and drive me
harder as doesthe work of Guy Gavriel Kay... They both make me gppreciate what along journey is still
ahead for me! My parents for looking after our children while | roam the world for my work and for
freeing me up to write without guilt.



Pip Klimentou, my good friend and early-morning caller who ensures | don't deep in &fter |late nights of
writing. Thank you. A nod to the members of the Fab Fantasy Book Club and to all theregular visitorsto
my bulletin board—for your encouragement and constant support.
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