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PRINCE

PROLOGUE

Asthelast of the stragglers sscumbled into the cave, Krynan looked back over his shoulder a the end
of the world, wondering vagudly why hefdt nothing. He grabbed for the rocky ledge above, ignoring the
pain of hisburned hands, and pulled himsalf up, collapsing with relief as another bolt of lightning stresked
the blood-red sky, thick with volcanic ash.

Propping himsdf on hiselbows, Krynan felt, rather than heard, the ground rumble again. 1t had been
shaking likethisfor days now, making it difficult to stand, let done flee the carnage. Blinking back
gtinging tears, he shielded his eyes and turned to stare into the distance. There wasn't much left to see.
The city of L'bekken was gone, and many of the outlying villages buried under layers of pumice and ash.
Those structures that weren't swal-lowed by the advancing lava had been burned away earlier by the
lightning thrown around with such abandon by the immortas who had brought this down upon them.

It wasimpossible to tell where hisfarm had once prospered by the river; impossible to pick one
landmark from another. The river had boiled away, the land buried beneath the molten rock pouring from
what had once been thefertile dopes of Mount Iriggin.

How many were dead was anybody's guess, what would happen to the survivors dmost too
frightening to contemplate.

"Krynan?'

He turned, barely recognising the woman who spoke to him. His wife's face was blackened with soot
and speckled with blisters gained fleeing the burning ash. Her fair hair was adirty brown colour and her
once-fine clothesin tatters,

Shelooked like abeggar.

We're all beggars now.

"What?" he asked, more harshly than he intended. It wasn't Aled's fault they were homeless, destitute
and destined to diein thiswar between two gods who cared for nothing but their own desires.

"Y our mother wantsyou.”

Krynan sighed, knowing what his mother wanted of him; certain he wasn't ready for the thankless and
probably futile task the Caba had so des-perately bestowed upon her only son.

"Tdl her I'll bethere shortly,” he replied, turning to watch hisworld disintegrating before hisvery eyes.

Aleawas slent for amoment and then nodded. "The Matriarch hasn't got long, Kry," shewarned and
then turned and headed back into the cave.

None of us have got long, Krynan thought, as another mountain farther to the east suddenly
exploded, its peak boiling away inabal of flame and ash, billowing into the sky like foaming de sailling
over thelip of atankard. Still numbed by the magnitude of the destruction, he watched for amoment
longer and then turned away.

His mother was lying on her sde on amakeshift stretcher in the crowded cave. In thefitful light from
the few torches they'd been able to salvage, he could see how badly sheld been burned. Her breathing
was S0 laboured it was painful to listen to. Alea moved back when she saw him and dlowed Krynan to
knedl beside her.

"Mother . . ."

"Krynan. You'redill. . . here”



"Where dsewould | be?!

With ablackened hand, his mother clutched at histattered deeve. "You haveajobtodo. .

"My jobisto look after the survivors.”

She shook her head painfully. ™Y ou are the Custodian of the Lore. Your job . . . your only job ... isto
protect the Lore. It'sour only protection . . . against the Tide Lords."

"Fat ot of good it'sdone usthistime,” heretorted bitterly.

"All themorereasonto . . . protect it, Krynan." His mother's face was etched with pain, but she
seemed determined to ignore her own agony. For her, the Lore was everything; more important than any
one person'sfear or pain. "Wemight have. . . failed, but future generationscan . . . they can build on
what we've learned. The Cabd... isrelying on you. Form another Pentangle. Protect. . . the Lore. It
mugt. . . survive."

Her request, dthough he was expecting it, infuriated him. "Y ou want

me to walk away from my people? Let them suffer? Just to protect afew tat-tered pages of useless
information?"

"Don't let your pain . . . cloud your . . . judgement, Krynan," his mother advised. Her voice was
falling. Shewasfading fast. " ou've known dl dong it might cometo this.

That wasthe bitter truth. Ever since the Pentangle—the governing body of the Cabd of the
Tarot—had gppointed him Custodian of the Lore, Krynan had known it might cometo this. But there
was avadt difference between knowing you might be called upon one day to perform an onerous task,
and theredlity of being confronted by it.

He shrugged helplesdy. "I fear thetruth isthat | never expected to sur-vive."

"That you have ... isasuresign. . . thisisyour destiny, my son.”

He shook his head. "'I'm not strong enough for this, Mother.”

"The Cabal thought you were, otherwise you would not have been made Custodian.”

Krynan frowned, thinking he'd got the job because in the civilised parlours of L'bekken nobody redly
thought the Tide Lordswould ever turn on each other so savagely. The humans weren't even sure what
the fight was about, what atercation between the gods had escalated from a disagreement to the
destruction of the whole world. Chances were they would never know, ether, but like the countless
civilisations before them who had suf-fered the same fate, it didn't really matter. All that mattered was
saving the Lore, keeping it hidden out in the open, disguised asthe Tarot. The Tide Lords wereimmortal
but sooner or later, the Caba believed, someone would find away to destroy them. It was for that
reason the Lore must be protected at al costs.

It just hadn't occurred to Krynan until now how high that cost might be.

His mother's breathing was thready, her voice dmost gone. "Now promise me, Krynan . . . promise
youll. . . protect the Lore."

"l promise," he said, not brave enough to deny his mother's dying wish, despite how uselessatask he
thought it. "I'll see the wretched thing sur-vives. Who knows, maybe in the future there will be humans
smarter than us who can figure out away to defest the bastards.”

She nodded and moved her hand, reaching for something tucked into her blouse. Seeing the pain the
movement caused her, Krynan reached for it himsalf. It was a pitifully thin packet he extracted, wrapped
inan oiled cloth to protect it from moisture. It wasn't fireproof, however. For that, Krynan's mother had
used her own body, shielding the precious documents from the burning ash with her life.

Krynan didn't think he was nearly so brave. Or dedicated.

"Thefuture ... isrelying on you, Krynan," his mother whispered painfully. "Dont... let it down.”

"Protect theLoreat dl costs," he quoted, trying to keep the scepticism from his voice because nothing
elsewould ease her mind. "The Tarot must survive so humanity can survive.”

"Therewill. . . comeatime, Krynan," she promised softly, her eyesclosing. "Jud. . . not now. Not in
our time."

"Therewill comeatime,” he agreed, surprised to taste salty, sooty tears streaking hisface. Ashe was
gpeaking, his mother's raspy breathing dowed and then stilled. He waited for amoment, hoping it would
pick up again, but between one breath and the next that never came, his mother's body had relaxed, her



features no longer contorted with pain.

Alea came up behind him and placed acomforting hand on his shoul-der.

"l don't haveto leave," he said without looking back at her. "1 could stay. Now she's dead, nobody
cares—"

"The Tarot must survive so humanity can survive," Aleacut in. ™Y ou mugt fulfil your oath, Krynan. For
al of us, not just your mother.”

He stood up and turned to look at her. "Do you redly believe that, Alea?"

"I have to beieveit, Kry," shetold him, leaning forward to kiss his tear-streaked face.

"Comewith methen ..."

She shook her head, smiling sadly. "We can't risk it. Go, my love, now, while the gods are still busy
hurling mountains at each other. One man will dip through where agroup might not. Therelll be safer
placesto hide, other places where the devastation isn't as bad.” She smiled with ineffable sadness, gently
wiping away histearswith her thumbs. "Just think of us, sometimes.”

"Alea..."

"Y ou're the Custodian of the Lore, Krynan. It'syour duty.”

It seemed too heavy aburden, and probably a useless one. All they'd gone through to gather the
information contained in the Tarot had proved futile. He reached down to the swell of her belly
protruding from her tat-tered clothes. "I'll never ssemy son. . ."

"If you don't do this," hiswife pointed out sadly, "it won't matter if your sonisborn or not."

"BU"

"I'm relying on you," she whispered, kissng his cheek. "They're reying onyou."

He looked over his shoulder at the refugees crowded into the cave. There were scores of them, their
faces blackened with soot and ash, their eyes blank pools of despair.

"You'retheir hopefor thefuture, Kry," Aleareminded softly. "Their hope that humanity has afuture.”

Theweight of responsibility felt enormous and he wasn't sure he had the strength to carry it, but the
notion his unborn son might one day wear alook of such abject despair helped him find it. To be utterly
without hope ... to be so totally wretched. His son deserved better. He deserved to have areason to
hope, eveniif it ultimately proved afutile one.

Krynan pulled Aleato him and hugged her tightly, and then kissed her blackened lips, knowing if he
didn't leave now, the despair might suck him down too and he wouldn't have the courageto go a dl. He
put hishand on her belly. "I love you, Alea. Make sure my son knows | loved him, too."

"Hell know hisfather wasahero,” she promised. "Now go! Beforethe Tide Lords loseinterest in
hurting each other and start to wonder what has become of us."

He nodded and dipped the small packet into his shirt. "Isthere any-thing you want beforel. . ."

"Go!" she commanded.

Full of uncertainty, Krynan nodded and turned toward the cave's en-trance, putting his back to the
scores of pitiful survivors, hismother's corpse, hiswife and hisunborn child.

The Tarot must survive so humanity can survive, hereminded himsdf as he stepped out into the
hdlish night. There will come a time. Just not now. Not in our time.

PART |



Vanishing Tide

Thetide never goesout so far but it dways comesin again.
—Cornish proverb

Chapter 1

Hope seemed an odd emotion for aman about to be executed, but that was the only name Caya could
givethethrill welling up insde him asthey led him up the steps of the platform.

Soon, one way or ancther, hetold himsdf, it will be over.

He could see nothing with the black hood over his head, his other senses starved of input by the rough
weave of the cloth. He gathered the mask was as much to spare the spectators as it wasto offer a
condemned man some semblance of privacy. It muffled sound, too, making the world outside seem
remote, shrinking redlity to only what he could hear and fedl. Thetal grim wallswere gone, so werethe
overcast sky and the gloomy prison yard. He revelled in his sense of touch; relished the cold air on his
bare chest and the musty canvas over his head that reeked faintly of other, successful degths.

Cayd breathed in the aromaand hoped.

With luck, thismight be the last thing he ever knew. Oblivion beckoned and Caya was rushing to meet it
with open arms.

"What the. , . 7" he exclaimed suddenly as athick, heavy noose was tightened around his neck. He
struggled againgt it, wondering what was happening. They should be ordering him to knedl, making him
reach for-ward to the block.

Hedidn't want to hang. Hanging was usdless. Futile. And likely to be very, very painful. . .

"No!" hecried in protest, but with his handstied behind him, his strug-gleswerein vain. He could fed the
hangman checking to make certain the knot was secure and in theright place, just under hisjaw below
the left ear, the place guaranteed to snap aneck as quickly as possible.

"Any last words?'

The gruff voice sounded disinterested, the question one of form rather than genuine consideration for a
dying man'swishes. For amoment, Cayd didn't even notice the hangman was addressng him. Then he
redlised this might be hislast chance to object.

In atone that was anything but repentant, he turned his head in the di-rection of the executioner's
voice. "What's going on here? Y ou're supposed to behead me.”



"The executioner's on vacation,” the disinterested voice informed him. "Reed the charges.”

The order was directed at someone else. A moment later, a shaky voice announced from somewhere
on hisleft: "Kyle Lakesh, citizen of Caelum. Y ou are charged with and have been found guilty of seven
counts of heinous murder ..."

As opposed to any other sort of murder, Caya retorted slently, hisanger welling up. The
headsman's on vacation? Are they kidding me?

"... For this crime, the Supreme Court of Lebec in the Sovereign State of Glaeba has sentenced you
to death.”

Caya cursed behind the hood, certain nobody would see the irony. He'd killed seven men to get here.
Seven worthless humansto get himsdlf beheaded. And the flanking headsman's on vacation! Stll,
there was afunny sideto this, he thought, wondering what the venerable members of the Supreme Court
of the Sovereign State of Glagbawould do if they knew of the seven odd million held killed before thet.

"Isthere any word from the Prefect regarding his grace's willingnessto consider clemency?”

Another question of form, directed at the Warden. A last-minute re-prieve could only come from the
Duke of Lebec himsdf, an act that had only happened once in the past fifty years or so. Caya knew that
for afact. Hed checked. When one was as determined to end their suffering as Caya was, one did their
homework.

Glaghan justice was harsh but surprisingly evenhanded, which suited him just fine. When you were
deliberately setting out to be decapitated, there was no point in choosing acountry known for itsleniency
toward killers.

The silence that followed the clerk’s question put to rest any last-minute hopes Caya had that they
might not carry out his sentence. A mo-ment later, he heard footsteps echoing hollowly on the wooden
decking of the platform and felt agloved hand settling on his bare shoulder.

"Reedy?

What if | say no? Cayd wondered. What's he going to do? Wait until I'min the mood?

"l want to be decapitated,” he complained, his voice muffled by the hood. "Hanging meisjust wasting
everybody'stime.”

"Do you forgive me?' the hangman asked in abarely audible voice. Cayd got the feding that of al the
questions the hangman asked of hisvic-tims, thiswas the only one to which he genuinely craved an
affirmative answer.

"No point," Cayd assured him.

Blinded by the hood, he couldn't tell what the hangman's reaction wasto hisreply, and in truth, he
didn't care. Caya was beyond forgiveness. He was beyond despair. Just to be sure, he reached out
mentaly, wondering if there was any trace of magic left, but he could sense nothing, not even afaint
resdud hint of the Tide he once commanded. The magic couldn't save him from the pain he knew was
coming. . .

Almost before he finished the thought, the platform dropped benesth him. He plummeted through the
trapdoor without any further warning.

The rope tightened savagely, cutting off his breath. Cayad thrashed asthe air was driven from hislungs,
the knot under hisleft ear pushing hisjaw out of alignment, snapping his neck with an audible crack.

Filled with frustration, Cayd jerked vicioudy on the end of the rope, choking, asphyxiating, hoping it
meant he was dying. His eyes watered with the pain. His very soul cried out in anguish, begging for death
to claim him. He thrashed about, wondering if the violent motion would complete the hangman'sjob. The
agony was unbelievable. Beyond torture. White lights danced before his eyes, hisheart wasracing,
lightning bolts of pain shot through hisjaw and neck, he couldn't breathe. . .

Cayad cried out in alanguage nobody in Glagba knew, pleading with the powers of darknessto take
him . . . and then, with hislast remaining breath, his cry turned to awail of despair. Hed been thrashing at
the end of the ropefor far too long.

His cry had driven the remaining air from his lungs. Histhroat was crushed. His neck broken.

And ill helived.



They left him hanging there for along, long time, waiting for him to die. It wasthe nervous clerk who
findly ordered him cut down when it was clear he wasn't going to.

Cayd hit the unforgiving ground with athud and lay therein the mud, dragging in painful bresthsto
replenish his oxygen-starved lungs as the noose eased, aready feding the pain of hisdidocated jaw,
broken larynx and neck beginning to hed of their own accord.

"Tided" he heard the clerk exclam asthey jerked the hood from his head. "He's il dive.”

The hangman was leaning over him too, his expression shocked. "How can it be?"

Cayd blinked in the harsh spring sunlight, glaring painfully up at the two men. Rough, unsympathetic
facesfilled hisvison.

"l can't die," herasped through his crushed larynx and twisted jaw, not realising that even had he been
ableto form thewords properly, he still spokein his native tongue; alanguage long gone from
Amyrantha. Realisng hiserror, he added in Glagban, "I'm immortd.."

"Wheat did he say?' the clerk asked in confusion.

" Something about a portal?* the hangman ventured with ashrug.

Cayad took another deep breath, even more painful than the lagt, if that was possible, then lifted his
head and banged his face into the ground, jar-ring his jawbone back into place.

"I'mimmorta," he repeated in his own tongue. Nobody understood him. Even through the pain, with
thefailure of these foolsto give him the reease he craved, he found himself losing patience with them.
"Youcant...kill me.I'ma... Tide...Lord."

It wasn't until later—when the Warden came back down to see what was going on—that he'd
recovered sufficiently to repeat his announcement in alanguage even these stupid Glagbans would
understand.

“I'm...aTideLord," hed announced, pushing aside the agony for amoment. He'd been expecting
shock, perhaps alittle awe a his news—after dl, they'd just borne witness to hisimmortality—ocertainly
not scepticism. "And as I've now proved . . . you can't hang me, | demand ... to be decapi-tated!”

The Warden had been far from impressed. "A Tide Lord, eh?"

Ignoring the throbbing in his neck and jaw, trying to sound command-ing, Caya nodded. ™Y ou must. .
. execute me again. Only thistime, do it properly.”

The man had squinted a Cayd lying on the ground at hisfeet inafoetd curl, smiling humourlesdy. "I
must do nothing on your command, my boy. | don't care who you think you are.”

Cayd hadn't actudly thought about what might happen if they didn't behead him. Not in practical
terms, at any rate. He had wanted to end things so badly he hadn't allowed himself to consider the
consequences, just in caseit jinxed him somehow. Lukyswould have called him a superstitious fool for
thinking like that. But then, Lukys would have had quite abit to say about this entire disastrous escapade
if hed known about it. Caya won-dered, for amoment, what had happened to him. It was a century or
more since Cayad had seen any of his brethren. Perhaps, if he had, he might not have cometo this, but
finding the others was nigh impossible if they didn't want to be found. It was easy to get lost in aworld of
millions when there were only twenty-two of you.

So, done and despairing, Caya had waited until the lowest ebb of the Tide and then, quite
deliberately and methodically, set out to put an end to his desol ation.

And failed miserably; a problem he was only now—as he heard the War-den demanding to know
what had gone wrong—hbeginning to fully appreci-ate.

"l am...Cayd, thelmmortd. . . Prince," he gasped, between his whimpers of agony. The damage
done by the noose and his anxious jerking about at the end of the rope was substantia. Thiswasn't going
to hedl in afew hours. Overnight, it might, but it was going to take time.

"You'rearight painin the backside, iswhat you are," the Warden mut-tered, turning to the guards
who stood over Cayal, watching him writhe on the cold ground in agony as the healing progressed apace.
"Take him to the Row while | decide what to do with him."

"Didn'tyou. . . hear me?' Caya demanded asthe Warden walked away, wondering if hisinability to
stand was somehow robbing hiswords of au-thority. The Warden seemed singularly unimpressed by the
importance of his prisoner.



"l heard what you said, you murdering little bastard,” the Warden as-sured him, glancing back over his
shoulder at where Cayd lay. "And if you think acting crazy is going to save you from the noose, you can
think again."

Crazy? Who's acting crazy?

"You don't know . . . who you're dealing with!" hetried to yell hoarsely at the Warden's back. The
pain was unbelievable. Hedling at an accelerated rate was a very nasty business.

"You'vegot alot to learn about Glagban justice yourself, old son," one of the guardsinformed him,
hauling him to hisfeet. "Come on, your holi-ness. Y our royd suite awaitsyou.”

Cayd'slegs hung usdesdy benegth him, his shins banging againg the stone steps as they dragged him
up the narrow curving stairsto Recidivists Row while they worked out what to do with the man who
wouldn't die.

The man they refused to acknowledge as animmortal.

Chapter 2

Warlock could smdll the danger from across the corridor, even in the dark-ness. It overrode dl the
other rancid aromasin this place, sharper even than the stench of mouldy straw, the reek of stale urine,
human faeces and the sour tang of boiled cabbages that permested the very stone of his prison walls.
Eventhe smdl of digtant rain did nothing to mask it. The feding of imminent danger tugged onaprima,
ancestral memory beyond sense or reason, made more ominous somehow by the far-off rattle of thunder
asastorm beat usdlesdy at these thick prison walls.

He knew what lurked across the hdl; could taste the menace as surely as he could fed the rusty bars
benesth his paws, as sure as he could hear the guards gaming far down the hall, so far away that not even
the light from the guardroom reached his cell. He could hear the warders, though, his ca-nine sensesfar
sharper than mere human ears, even those belonging to the suzerain.

Warlock bared histeeth &t the cdll opposite. Although his moaning had not let up dl night, the
occupant was probably adeep, given the late hour. He would know nothing of the dight. He probably
wouldn't care, either. But it made Warlock fed alittle better. If he couldn't alleviate his discom-fort,
snarling in the face of hisenemy madeit alittle easier to bear.

The danger he sensed had arrived last night in the form of the occupant of the cell acrossthe hdl. A
foreigner, the guardsinformed Warlock asthey waited for one of the orderliesto clean out the cubiclein
anticipation of hisarriva. A wainwright from Caelum convicted of murder. Y esterday held been awaiting
execution.

And then, oddly, they'd brought him here.

"Here" was Recidivists Row. At least, that's what the guards caled this dank and dreary place. The
residents had other namesfor it, the kindest of which was hell. Recidivists Row was reserved for the
worgt crimindsin Glagba. Those the authorities had no intention of releasing but couldn't judtify killing.

And why would they kill us, Warlock wondered, when it's so much more fun to watch usrot?

Warlock's crime was much lessimpressive. Hed only killed one man. That hisvictim had killed three
of hisolder sster's cubs and been raping his younger sister when Warlock tore histhroat out with his
bare hands had meant nothing to the human magistrates who had stood in judgement of him. Warlock
was Cragi. A dave. Hiscrimewas raising ahand in anger to-ward any human.

The only thing that had saved Warlock from the hangman was that his victim had been acrimind with



no family to speak of. There was nobody willing to stand up and beg for justice a the trial. Had Warl ock
been human, that might have been enough to see him rel eased without pendty. Glagban justicewas dll
about consequences, which meant the fewer there were the less savere the sentence was likely to be. The
man Warlock killed was lamented by nobody and had hiskiller been human, the court might have
dismissed the case out of hand. But a previous black mark—when Warlock was little more than a pup
hed accidentaly hit ahuman in abar fight and been charged with assault—had landed him herein
Recidivists Row. The Glaebans were jugt, but they weren't particularly tolerant. Attacking ahuman once
could be con-sidered an accident. Twice meant he was dangerous. So dangerous his thread-bare prison
uniform was stamped "never to be released.”

And now, just when Warlock was beginning to come to termswith hisincarceration, they'd caught a
suzerain and tried to kill him.

Idiots.

The man acrossthe hal had spent dl night groaning in hisdeep. Hewas till heding, Warlock
guessed. Such was the price of immortality. Na-ture didn't like being tampered with. Without a doubt,
the suzerain would live, but the accderated healing process was unrelenting. This agony which made him
cry out, even in his deep, wasthe price one paid for immortaity.

The prisoner screamed hoarsely again and then began mumbling something in alanguage Warlock
didn't understand. His knowledge of the suzerain was handed down oraly through generations of Crasii,
hisfear and loathing of them as much ingtinct asit was reason. It wasthe samefor dl the Crasi. The
nearness of a suzerain was enough to make them lose dl sem-blance of independence, any vestige of
courage or rebellion. Knowing held been bred to serve the suzerain, Warlock was surprised to discover
he still had the capacity to hate one of them. He'd thought, given the proximity of the man, héd bea
gibbering mass of fawning submission by now. Oddly, he wasn't. He could fed the suzerain, taste his
scent, but nothing in Warlock felt compelled to offer himself up to his master.

Maybe it wears off, hethought, this need to serve the suzerain. It was athousand years since
they'd been heard from last. Not sincethe last Cata-clysm.

Or perhapsit's Low Tide. Warlock had no way of knowing the moods of the Tide Star. He was of a
race created by magic, not one able to sense or wield it.

Hewas still pondering the mystery when another sound coming from the distant guardroom caught his
notice. The faint scraping of achair, the scuff of leather againgt stone, mumbled apologies, apromiseto
return . . . One of the warders getting ready to do his rounds.

Warlock glanced through the bars but there was no telltale flicker of torchlight heading hisway yet.
Hetook a step back, however, long experi-ence having taught him how threatened the guards were by
his mere pres-ence, let done any stance they judged to be overtly aggressive.

He didn't mind that they feared him. If anything, it gave him some small sense of sdf inthisplace
designed to sgp dl trace of spirit from a creature's soul—Crasii or human. Knowing the guards
consdered him dan-gerous meant hewas till alive; still capable of action. Warlock would rather have
died than spend alifetime cowering in the corner of hiscell.

Booted footsteps againgt the flagstones derted him to the approaching guard, even before he saw the
light coming around the corner of the narrow stone passage. He could tell by the scuffing rhythm of his
walk that it was Goran Dill, the garrulous, fat corpora fond of e and collecting orchids. It was astrange
hobby for a prison guard, the corpord readily admitted, but he was alwayswilling to chat to his charges,
asif by befriending them, he somehow |essened the danger to himsalf. Warlock had wanted to respond
that it was astrange hobby for any man, but no sane prisoner upset one of the few even remotely decent
guardsin this hellhole, so held smiled and nodded and tried to sound interested as Dill explained about
colours, variartions, and habitats of flowers he'd only heard about and never seen.

One does what one must to survive in this place.

Thelight grew steadily stronger as Goran Dill gpproached. Warlock smelled him long before he came
into view. The man reeked of stale swest, dirty leather and the faint perfume of the flowershe so
adoringly tended.

When he reached the cells, Goran raised the hissing torch and squinted through the flickering light into



the gloom.

"Can't deep, eh, dog boy?" he remarked, when he caught the shine of Warlock'seyesin the
torchlight.

"Not with that racket going on acrossthe way," Warlock replied, jerking hishead in the direction of
the cell where the groaning suzerain was incar-cerated.

Goran cocked his head and listened for amoment. The man was bab-bling incoherently againin some
foreign tongue that neither the Crasii nor the guard understood.

"How long's he been groaning and mumbling like that?'

"All night.”

The guard shrugged. " Should've died when he was supposed to. Then he wouldn't be having these
troubles™

Goran'slack of sympathy was hardly surprising and Warlock knew ex-actly how hefdlt, but he
needed to deep and that wasn't going to happen with aman screaming in agony across the hal.

"Can't you give him something?"

"What do | look like? A flankin' pharmacig?!

"Knock him unconscious, then,” Warlock suggested. "Better yet, et mein there for aminute or two.
I'll shut him up.”

Goran seemed amused. "Yeah . . . right. . . therésanidea. I'll let you at him, eh, dog boy? And how
would | explain him being dead in the morning?’

“Trust me, Corpord Dill, of al thethingsthat you may or may not have to explain in the morning, your
friend acrossthe hdl there dying isn't among them.”

"Y ou buy hisstory then . . . about being immorta ?*

"Isthat what hésdaming?’

"Reckonshe'saTide Lord," Goran informed him. " Saysthat's why the noose didn't kill him."

"Then ashort sharp blow to the head will either prove helsright or save the executioner the trouble of
another hanging, won't it?' Warlock pointed out, trying very hard not to look surprised at the news. Not
that it mattered. Given the dim light and Goran Dill's poor ability to read Crasi expressions, it was
unlikely he noticed anything amiss. "Either way, if he'sunconscious hell shut up and I'll be ableto deep.”

The suzerain cried out again, thistime atormented scream that echoed off the walls and made even
the other prisoners tir in their deep.

Goran sighed heavily, but nodded in agreement with the need to do something. "All right then. I'll see
what | can do."

Taking the keys from his belt, he wedged the torch into the bracket set into the wall behind him and
fiddled with thelock for amoment before throwing the door to the suzerain's cell wide open. Through the
open bars, Warlock could tell the man didn't notice hisvigitor, either still adegp or too consumed by his
pain to care what was happening around him. Goran Dill walked to the pallet and stared down at the
writhing lump tossing and turn-ing on the dirty straw mattress, and then, with little ado, withdrew his
trun-cheon. One sharp blow to the temple and the man fell silent.

Warlock bresthed asigh of rdief.

"Might beimmorta," Goran joked as he relocked the cell, "but heain't invincible."

"Thank you," Warlock said with genuine gratitude.

"All part of the service," Goran shrugged, lifting the torch out of its bracket. ™Y ou get some deep now,
eh, dog boy. Don't want you dl snarly and growly in the morning when they give you abath.”

"A bath?' he repeated in surprise. "Why am | being made to have abath?!

"Everyonein Recidivists Row is gettin’ abath, lad. And fresh clothes. Gotta scrub the cells out, too.
And change the bedding.”

"Why?" he asked, unable to imagine any circumstance that would prompt such an unexpected burst of
housekesping.

"Y ou've got an important visitor coming,” Goran informed him as he headed back up the hall. "At least
the Tide Lord does, ‘cause he's coming to vigit him. A red important man, heis. Can't have him getting
offended by dl you filthy scumbags, can we?"



"Who?' Warlock asked curioudy. "What important man?”

"Declan Hawkes," Goran cdled over his shoulder. "The King's Spy-master his-sdf.”

His announcement made, Goran headed back down the corridor, humming tunelessly, the flickering
light and the smell of the corpord fading together with his shuffling footsteps, leaving Warlock aonein the
blessed silence.

So the King's Spymaster is coming to visit the prisoners of Recidivists Row. Warlock sat on his
pallet, scratching himsalf idly behind his ear, wondering what would bring someone asimportant as
Declan Hawkesto a place like Lebec Prison.

Then he glanced through the bars at the unconscious suzerain across the hall and thought he
understood.

Chapter 3

Thearrival of the King's Spymaster was an occasion of note at Lebec Prison athough certainly not a
welcome one. Although he had no authority herein Lebec—at least not officidly—he wasthe eyesand
ears of the King of Glagba and that made him aman to be cautious of.

L ooking down over the grim prison courtyard from the window of his office, the Warden watched his
vigtor dismounting in the drizzling rain. He chewed on hisbottom lip as he tried to fathom the meaning of
thismost disturbing turn of events.

Am | to be held personally responsible for a botched hanging?

He had expected his report about the failed hanging to cause problems—an investigation, perhaps,
maybe even areprimand to keep the Caelish Ambassador happy—~but not this.

Not the King's Spymaster on hisvery doorstep . . .

Is Hawkes here to demand my resignation? Or worse?

Sweat beaded the Warden's brow. He'd heard rumours of men who'd never been seen again after
crossing the King's Spymaster. Just as held heard the other, even more disturbing rumours about this
common-born son of awhore who'd been appointed spymaster five years ago—at barely
twenty-five—when the previous spymaster, Daly Bridgeman, retired. Every-one thought the king had
taken leave of his senses when the announcement was made. Whatever his origins, however he had
managed to get himself gppointed spymaster, nobody doubted Declan Hawkes's ability to do what was
required of him, ruthlesdy, efficiently and without any quams about removing anything or anybody he
considered athresat to Glagbas sover-eignty.

The spymeaster disappeared from view as he entered the building. Turning away from the rain-misted
window, the Warden forced the last of histea past the lump in histhroat, put down the cup with a
betraying rattle of chinaand glanced around his office one last time, just to make certain there was
nothing there that might catch the spymaster's eye. The Warden had no ideawhat might catch the eye of
aman like Hawkes, but that was one of the things that made him so dangerous. Y ou just never knew
what he wasredly &fter.

Although he was expecting it, the knock on his door—when it findly came afew minutes later—made
him jump. He sat down and then abruptly stood up again, deciding to meet the man eyeto eye, rather
than be forced to look up a him. Even before he called permission to enter, the door began to open. The
Warden had to force himself to resist the urge to mop the ner-vous swesat from his brow.

"Master Hawkes! What an unexpected pleasure!”

The spymaster eyed him curioudy as he closed the door behind him. "1 sent amessage two days ago



saying | was coming to Lebec, Warden. Didn't you receiveit?'

Declan Hawkes proved to be even more daunting in person than his reputation suggested. He was
taller than the Warden by amost ahead, and his damp hair was dark, aswere hiseyes. . . eyesthat
seemed to take in everything with asingle glance.

"Well, yes.... of course..."

Hawkes shook off his rain-splattered oilskin cape, shaking the rain-drops onto the Warden'srug with
little care for the damage he might be do-ing. "Then my arriva ishardly unexpected, isit?

The Warden didn't know how to respond and Hawkes—curse his common-born hide—seemed
happy to let the silence drag on for an un-comfortable length of time, waiting for aresponse.

The Warden cracked first. "Er . . . won't you have a seat, Master Hawkes?"

"Thank you."

Afraid hisknees might give way, the Warden sat himself down abruptly as Hawkes lowered histall
frameinto the chair opposite the remarkably bare desk. The Warden had been here haf the night making
sure there wasn't so much as ascrap of paper on the battered leather surface that Hawkes could catch a
glimpsedf.

"l... er ... | takeit you're here about the hanging?'

"And to think, theré's arumour getting about Herino that you're not very bright,” Hawkes replied.

The Warden's eyes narrowed. He might have to put up with the King's Spymaster, but he didn't have
to St here and beinsulted by him.

"What do you want, Hawkes? I'm a busy man," he demanded, dropping al pretence of cordidity.

Hawkess dark eyesraked the empty desk and then he smiled. "Yes, | can seethat. Why did you try
to hang him?"

"Pardon?'

"Y ou tried hanging this prisoner. | was under the impression beheading was the norma method of
executionin Lebec.”

"Itis," the Warden agreed. "But my executioner's mother died a couple of weeks back. HEs gone
back to Herino for her funera and to sort out the family's affairs. As| didn't want to fall behind, | decided
to proceed without him. Beheading isafairly speciaised skill, so we thought we'd hang the pris-oners
until he got back."

" gee"

"You'll want to interview the prisoner, | suppose?' the Warden asked.

"Eventudly.”

"Why eventualy? Surely your firgt task isto find out how L akesh man-aged such atrick?

"After I've diminated the possbility that it wasn't atrick."

TheWarden smiled at the spymaster with al the condescension he could muster. "Just because you
grew up in the dumswith the Crasii, Mas-ter Hawkes, doesn't mean you have to believe everything you
heard down there, you know."

Declan Hawkes didn't even seem to notice the Warden was insulting him. "1 wasreferring to the
possibility that one of your men was bought off by this Caeglishman to botch the job, affording him a
chance at a second trial."

"Impossble”

"Y ou think hewon't get asecond trid ?"

" think no man of mine could be corrupted in such amanner.”

"Y ou're probably right," Hawkes agreed with a perfectly straight face. "1'm sure the professions of
hangman and prison guard attract only the most righteous and upstanding sort of characters.”

The Warden bristled a the soymaster'simplication. "Even if my men could be corrupted, they'd never
alow themsdlves to be suborned by a Cadl-ishman.”

"You only hire patriots, too, | see.”

Thiswas getting too much. "'l don't haveto it here and put up with thigl”

"You'reright, Warden, you don't," Hawkes agreed. "' So why don't | wait here while you toddle off
and find the hangman for me. I'll interview him first. Then I'll talk to the other guardsin attendance at the



hanging, the prison clerk and the guards L akesh was dedling with on adaily basis prior to his miraculous
escape from certain death.”

"What about the prisoner? | would have thought the logical thing to do would be to speak to him first."

"Did you?' Hawkes et the question hang, asif he waswaiting for the Warden to judtify his postion.

The Warden pretended not to notice. "I can arrange for you to speek with him firgt."

"Given theinjuries you claim he sustained in your report, | doubt he's capable of speaking.”

"He's recovered.”

For thefirst time, Hawkes actualy looked surprised. "Recovered how?"

"Other than afew fading bruises," he replied with a shrug, "the man is completely hedled. Infact, by
the following morning, hewasfine"

Hawkes leaned forward in his chair, agesture he managed to make threatening without any effort at
al. The Warden wished he knew how Hawkes did that. Given the calibre of the peopleaman in his
position was forced to ded with on adaily bass, it would have been auseful trick to know.

"Y ou failed to mention this extraordinary recovery in your report.”

"l didn't think it wasimportant.”

Hawkeswas slent for adisturbingly long time before he replied. " Per-haps | will spesk to the prisoner
firg, after dl.”

The Warden smiled in triumph. It wasasmal but sgnificant victory.

"Il have you taken to him," the Warden offered. And you can damn well interrogate himthere, he
added slently. If the King's Spymaster thought he could just march in here and take over his office
without so much as aby-your-leave, he had another thing coming.

Disappointingly, Hawkes rose to hisfeet, asif he didn't even notice the Warden had won this small
but significant battle of wills. "1 want to see him now.”

"Of course,”" the Warden agreed, ringing the small bell on hisdesk asheroseto hisfeet.

A moment later the door opened. The guard looked at the Warden questioningly. "Sir?"

"Escort Master Hawkes to the Row. He wants to speak to Kyle Lakesh."

"Thank you, Warden," Hawkes replied, heading for the door.

The Warden couldn't resist onelast dig. "When you're done with him, perhaps you'd liketo join me
for tea?'

Hawkes stared at him for amoment and then, inexplicably, he smiled. "For tear

"It'sacivilised custom, among men of breeding,” he pointed out, with only the dightest emphasison
the word breeding.

Hawkes bowed with a surprising amount of grace for one born so low. "Thank you, Warden, but |
fear I'll haveto declineyour . . . civilised offer. Once I'm done with thisinvestigation | was planning to
catch up with afew old friendswhile I'm here."

The Warden smiled. "Then far beit for me to keep you from your boy-hood playmates, Master
Hawkes. Of coursg, if you'd like to give metheir names, | can check our register. | imagine agreat many
of your childhood friendsfinished up incarcerated in here for one crime or another.”

Too lowborn to redise he was being insulted, Hawkes looked amused. "That might well be the case,
Warden. Perhaps | should give you their names. Therewasonegirl | was particularly close to whenwe
were children . . . what was her name? Ah, that'sright. Arkady Morel. She's mar-ried now. Did quite
wdll for hersdf, they say. Perhaps you know of her?!

Hisminor victory over thisinsufferable man suddenly tasted like ashesin his mouth. The Warden
paled. "Yes, of course | know of her."

"Excellent! Then when I'm done here, I'll give you the names of my other friends and you can send
word if you find them. I'll be staying at Lebec Palace. With my old friend. Arkady."

Hawkes et himsdf out of the office, leaving the rest of it unsaid.

The Warden dumped down into his seat. Everybody in Lebec knew who Arkady Morel was. Tides,
everybody in Glagbaknew it.

Only shewasn't Arkady Morel any longer. These days she was Lady Arkady Desean.

The Duchess of Lebec.



Chapter 4

Dinner at L ebec Palace was dways an occas on; the exquisite decor, the mouth-watering menu, the
faultless service, the gparkling company and the manifest lies—al of it unpardleled in any other stately
home in the whole of Glagba

The hostess, Lady Desean, the Duchess of Lebec—Arkady to her clos-est friends, Doctor Desean to
her colleagues a the university—presided over the dinner party with the ease and polish of long
experience. With her high Glagban cheekbones, rich dark hair and rare, sapphire-blue eyes, she wasthe
jewel in Lebec's crown, her husband's prize trophy. It was an act, a-beit avery good one. The lce
Duchessthey called her. Arkady knew that, and didn't care. She was very good at ignoring snide
remarks and envious glances.

High society in Glagbawas no place for the faint-hearted.

The twenty dinerswho had gathered here in thelong, high-ceilinged dining room this evening were
Stdlan'sfriends, not hers, if "friends’ was even the right word. Acquaintances, some of them; business
and diplomatic associates, afew more. Others were here because they sought the Duke of Lebec's
favour. One or two, like Etienne Sorell, the poet Sitting &t the cen-tre of the long table—charming the
rings off old Lady Fardinger—was here because he could be relied on to provide the riveting
conversation for which the Duke of Lebec's dinner parties were so famous.

A few placesto Etienngsright sat another regular guest: Lady Tilly Ponting, self-gppointed clairvoyant
to therich and famous of Lebec. Larger than life, the Widow Ponting had ataste for bright, outrageous
colours and was always good for alaugh. Rich enough to be considered eccentric rather than crazy, she
was the sort of person who could fill an awkward silence with something inane and harmless. It made her
priceless a a gathering such asthis. She'd dyed her hair purple since they'd seen her lagt, too, and shed
offered to read everyone's Tarot after dessert, which should keep the politica discussonsto a
minimum—abrilliant ideagiven the volaility of Glagban politicslatey

Other guests, like the man sitting on Stellan's right—flirting across the table with her husband's niece,
Kylia Debrell—were herefor their own rea-sons and far more dangerous than Tilly. Arkady eyed him
thoughtfully, while nodding absently in agreement with the woman on her right who was expounding
loudly about the dire increase in the number of fera Crasii these days and how someone should do
something about them. She sipped her wine and studied the young man through the forest of crystal and
sl-verware separating the head from the foot of the table. Her husband's din-ner companion must have
felt her gaze on him. He glanced up, raised his glass mockingly in her direction, and then returned his
attention to Lady Debrell.

Arkady frowned. Jaxyn Aranville. Lebec's Kennel Magter. Distant cousin to the Earl of Darra.
Scoundrel. Gambler. Troublemaker. Darkly handsome and arrogantly aware of the fact. And Stellan's
lover, which madeit impos-sibleto berid of him.

It couldn't last, Arkady knew. They never did. In that, she genuinely felt sorry for her husband. He
was agentle, forgiving man, but he was never go-ing to be content because the one thing he wanted, he
could never have.

But he kept looking. In al the wrong people, to Arkady's mind.

Jaxyn was toying with him, Arkady suspected. Y oung Lord Aranvillés most recent lover before
Stdlan, if one believed the gossips, was awoman more than ten years his senior. If thelooks he was



giving Kylia Debrell were anything to go by, hisnext after Stellan Desean might well bea
seventeen-year-old virgin. Not that her husband's niece was objecting to his attention, Arkady noted
darkly. Perhapsit had been amistake to seat them so close, a-though sheld had little option in the matter
given Kyliawas Stellan's heir, which meant protocol demanded she be seated at her unclesright hand.
This dinner was supposedly in Kylias honour. The unexpected arrival of Stellan's niece severd daysago
cdled for nothing lessthan afull state dinner to introduce her to society. Still, Arkady had thought a
frivolous girl would offer no attraction to aman like Jaxyn Aranville.

Then again, perhaps he'd guessed Arkady's intentions and was flirting with the girl for exactly that
reason.

Jaxyn Aranville did thingslike that. It was how he amused himself.

"Don't you agree, your grace?"

Arkady felt, rather than heard, distant thunder rumbling in the background—the remnant of another
spring thunderstorm—as she re-turned her attention to the man on her left. Hewasabading manin his
late fifties, one of the few people around thistable Arkady considered her friend rather than Stellan's. An
academic like hersdlf, he was al so working to un-cover the logt history of Amyrantha, athankless task
that saw them scorned, as often as not, for their efforts. People didn't want to know what lay in the past.
Only whét thefuture held.

It'swhat made Tilly Ponting and her wretched Tarot cards so damned popular at parties.

"Forgiveme, Andre. I'm afraid | was miles away."

"Doctor Fawk was just telling us we should pity the un-indentured Crasii," Lady Jmison informed her
through amouthful of truffles, sound-ing quite scandalised by the notion. "I mean, have you been through
the dumslately? The city outskirtsare fairly crawling with the miserable, flea-bitten creatures. They live
like animals, copulate anywhere they please, treat the streetslike apublic toilet. They're disgusting. | say
they should al be rounded up and put down.”

"A littledrastic, don't you think?" Arkady asked, trying to imagine Lady Jmison ever sullying her
dainty satin dippersin the muddy streets of the Lebec City dums. "The Cragii living in our city
dums—and every other city in Glagba—are desperately poor, have no income, no accommodation or
any of the other basic living requirements that indentured Crasii enjoy asamatter of course. They have
almost no prospects for employment, and con-sequently, precious little hope. | know these people, my
lady. They deserve our pity, not our enmity.”

Lady Jmison frowned, but whether a her hostesssradica suggestion, or the unsubtle reminder of her
common-born background, Arkady couldn't really be sure. She took a perverse pleasure in reminding
snobs like Lady Jimison that her duchess had started life in those dums she so de-spised. And it certainly
wasn't fashionable to pity the Crasii. Hadn't been fashionable for quite sometime. Not since Harlie
Pamerston published his Theory of Human Advancement about ten years ago, theorising that the Cragi
were afalled offshoot of humanity and living proof of his conjecture that the human race had reached the
top of the food chain because of its supe-rior intelligence.

Given the only other explanation about the existence of the Cragii until that point had been the quaint
notion that the mythica Tide Lords had blended human and beast magicaly, to creste adave raceto
serve them, Pamerston's theory had been welcomed with open arms by the scientific community of
Glaeba. If the Ambassador of Caglum—who sat between Kylia and Etienne—was to be believed, the
theory waswel on itsway to be-coming accepted globdly asthefirst logica and unified theory of human
evolution. Of course, the science behind the theory meant little to the Lady Jmisons of thisworld. Bigots
like her were just looking for an excuse to hate the Crasii.

"Frankly, my dear, | think if you spent alittle more time being awife, and alittle lesstime doling out
free mealsto those mangy beastsin the dums, you'd gain amuch better perspective on the matter of the
lower races and the proper way to deal with them."

Lady Jmison's voice was shrill and her comment fell into amomentary Iull in the conversation. It was
followed by along awkward silence.

Stellan cameto Arkady's rescue. The duke smiled and leaned back in his seat, Spping hiswineas he
surveyed hisguests. "I think my wife's efforts to help those |ess fortunate than us should be applauded,



Lady Jmison. She sets an example we should al aspireto follow, don't you agree?”

Lady Jmison might be abigot, but she wasn't afool. She barely even hesitated before nodding
apologeticaly in Arkady's direction and then smil-ing a Stellan. "Please, your grace, | meant no insult to
your lovely wife. You'reright of course. Sheisan exampleto usal.”

"Well said!" the Cadlish Ambassador agreed, hisface flushed with alittle too much winefor a
diplomat to consume wisdly. "But aren't you afraid of catching something in the dums, my lady? | mean,
they're pitiable creatures to be sure, and they're not very . . . clean.”

"Oh, the duchess has|ots of experiencein the dums,” Jaxyn answered cheerfully before anybody else
could say aword. "She's not afraid of catch-ing anything. Besides, Arkady's not really interested in the
Cradi, areyou, your grace? Shejust likesto dig up dirty little secrets about the long-lost Tide Lords, and
gpparently the Cradii know more about them than the rest of us.”

"The Tide Lords? How quaint,” the ambassador remarked. "Have you discovered anything
interesing?"

"Like many othersin my field. I'm working on the complete history of Glagba," Arkady explained,
slently wishing there was away to have Jaxyn's drink laced with some terrible poison so she could watch
him dieahorrible, ugly desth in front of the entire dinner party. "Not the Tide Lords, specif-icaly.”

"Like agrowing number of our colleagues, Ambassador, we believe the Cataclysm that laid waste to
thelost nations of Kordiaand Fyrenne were not accidentd,” Andre clarified, coming to her defence. "The
destruction seemsfar too specific to have been an accident of nature. Given the long oral history the
Crasi have and that it predates our own written history by severa thousand years, our hopeisthereisa
clueto what redly happened buried somewherein their lore."

"But your theory israther controversid, isn't it?" another voice added. "I mean, there'sno real proof
Kordiaever actudly existed, isthere?’

Arkady looked down the table to see who had spoken and sighed. Joal Dekerman. An old friend of
Stellan's. One of the Herino Dekermans; mon-eyed, bored and jaded. HEd moved to Lebec with his
equally bored and jaded wife about eighteen months ago to take up the role of Prefect. It wasan
honorary title. The Duke of Lebec wasthereal power in this prefecture and everyone knew it. But asthe
officia representative of the crown, the title gave Dekerman socia standing and theright to be heard,
even if nobody was particularly interested in what he had to say.

"Theideathat some amighty power brought down an apocaypse on Amyrantha," the Prefect sniffed,
"isnat only mildly offensive, it'sabsurd.”

"But if we'reright, someday we might be able to determine what redly happened during the
Cataclysm,” Andre Fawk pointed out. "\WWe may even be able to prevent it happening again.”

Joa Dekerman studied Arkady curioudy for amoment and then asked, "Do you think it wasthe Tide
Lords?'

Arkady couldn't help but smile. "I dedl in facts, Prefect Dekerman, not flights of fancy."

He smiled and raised hisglassin her direction. "Then perhaps | have migudged you, your grace.
Pease, forgive my ignorance.”

In the brief silence that followed Dekerman's gpology, Tilly Ponting clapped her hands loudly and
announced, "Wdll, darlings ... | can't tell if the Tide Lords caused the Cataclysm, and | can't tell aCrasi
from aScard, but | can certainly tell you what the future holdsl Who'sfor having their Tarot read?”

With ardieved laugh, half adozen of the dinersindicated their willing-nessto have Tilly tell their
fortunes and the conversation moved to much less dangerous ground as the more enthusiastic guestsrose
to their feet.

Dear Tilly, Arkady thought, idly moving her truffles and the rich cream in which they were smothered
around her plate without actualy eeting them. Shewasn't fond of truffles but they were addicacy and
expensive S0, of course, they were amust for any med served in the palace. You're worth every one of
those diamonds you're wearing. Thiswas the reason—purple hair and al—that Tilly Ponting graced so
many tablesin Lebec Paace. She could aways be relied upon to shift the discussion back to something
inof-fengve.

At the other end of thetable, Stellan smiled at her before turning back to his discussion with Jaxyn



Aranville, who was looking decidedly smug. Arkady felt an unreasonable surge of hatred for the young
man and the danger he represented, knowing full well there was nothing she could do about it.

But for the time being, the danger was past and Arkady was able to re-sume her perfectly proper
smile as she presided over her perfect table, in her perfect palace with her perfect husband smiling at her
fondly. She wasthe envy of every woman present, she knew, because the Duchess of Lebec—to
outsiders at |least—appeared to have a perfectly wonderful life.

A little later, when everybody had moved into the library to dlow Tilly her chanceto play fortune
teller, Arkady followed her guests, having ordered supper to be served in another hour. She took a seat
by the window and watched the fun. Surrounded by her admiring audience, Tilly was breath-lesdy
informing atotally credulous Kylia Debrell that she would definitely marry atdl, dark and handsome
granger whom she would meet sometimein the next five years.

There's a safe prediction, shethought, given Kylia will undoubtedly be mar-ried off to some
Glaeban lordling by the time she's eighteen.

"I'm sorry about what Jaxyn said at dinner.”

Arkady glanced over her shoulder to find her husband had come up be-hind her. Stellan Desean was
only alittletaller than Arkady, but he was atrim, attractive man, his caramel-coloured skin and dark,
Glaegban eyestyp-icd of hisrace and his class. They were a handsome people, the Glagbans; cultured,
civilised, advanced .. . Not like the Caglum with their fondness for blood sports, or the Torlenianswith
their rigid morals, or even the Senestrans with their secretive religiousrites. Arkady had only met afew
people from placesfarther afield, so she couldn't comment on their character, but she knew her own
people well enough. Stellan was one of their scions; the Deseans one of the True Families. His bloodline
Was precious.

Which, Arkady mused, is at the root of most of Sellan's problems.

"Y ou don't haveto gpologise for him, Stellan," she said, turning to her husband. And then she smiled.
"Make him come to me and apologise him-sdlf. Preferably on his hands and knees. That will do.”

"Now, now ...," he scolded, good-naturedly. "L et's not be petty, my dear.” A sudden burst of laughter
from Tilly's audience drew his attention. He glanced at the crowd around the table and frowned. " Should
| be wor-ried about what nonsense Tilly istelling my niece?"

Arkady shook her head. "Apparently Kyliachose the Lovers, Caya and Amaleta, when she dedlt the
cards. According to Tilly, it means Kyliawill marry someonetal, dark and handsome.”

"Well, astall, dark and handsome describes more than ninety per cent of the likely candidates for
the hand of someone aswell connected asthe Duke of Lebec's helr, | doubt Kyliawill be disappointed,”
Stellan remarked. "But if you're sure she's safein Tilly's hands for the foreseeable future—no pun
intended—could you spare amoment, my dear?"

Arkady looked up at him, wondering at the request. "Is something wrong?"

He shook his head. "There's someone here to see you.”

Sheraised her brow questioningly. "At this hour? Who?'

"Declan Hawkes"

Chapter 5

Declan was waiting for them in Stellan's study. It was alarge, high-ceilinged room, built on the same
grand scae asthe rest of the palace, every surface gilded or painted by amaster with scenesranging
from smple landscapes to stories attributed to the long-lost mythical Book of the Tides. The study wasa



work of art initsown right, each wall depicting the same scene painted at a different time of day. The
west wall depicted sunset, the east sunrise, the north wall showed a bright and sunny aspect while the
south wall was gloomy and overcast, the sky dark with storm clouds. Every piece of furniture had been
chosen to complement thewalls, even down to Stellan's opulent desk with itslegs carved from solid
ivory. Arkady had been overwhelmed by the magnificence of this place when sheld first come hereto live
after she mar-ried Stellan. Now she barely even noticed it.

"Lady Desean!" the spymaster exclaimed with agrin, turning from the fireplace to greet her. Hed been
staring up at the stern countenance of Stel-lan's great-grandfather Rocard, larger than life and dressed in
gilded ar-mour in the portrait; asevered head lay at hisfeet whilefires raged behind him, destroying what
Arkady assumed was some sort of crude village. The Bloody Duke, they used to call him. Hewasthe
one credited with hunting the Scards of Lebec into virtua extinction.

Arkady hurried across the room and threw her aams around her old friend, hugging him tightly. "Tides,
Declan, we haven't seen you for ages. What are you doing in Lebec?'

"Business brings me here. And your husband was kind enough to offer me aroof for the night.”

"Why didn't you tell me he was coming?' she asked Stellan over her shoulder.

"l didn't know mysdlf, until he arrived,” Stellan informed her, taking aseat in one of the overstuffed
leather armchairs facing the desk, which he moved to face the spymaster. Stellan tolerated her friendship
with Declan Hawkes, but—for obvious reasons—her closeness with the King's Spymas-ter made him
more than alittle nervous. She'd told Stellan any number of timesthat she'd not shared his secret with her
old friend, but he still wor-ried about it. HEd never said or done anything to indicate he knew about her
husband, but still, deep down, Arkady suspected Declan knew the truth.

Stepping out of hisembrace, Arkady looked up a Declan expectantly. Rain pattered softly against the
tall windows either side of the fireplace, not nearly as heavy asthe earlier downpour that had come with
the thunder and lightning.

"Wél, what are you doing here? It's too much to hope, | suppose, that you're smply here for the
pleasure of my company?"

"Actudly, I'm herefor your expertise.”

Arkady looked at him oddly.

"Do you remember adreadful murder in the village of Rindovaseverd months ago?' he asked. "A
whole family—seaven brothers—was daugh-tered.”

She was puzzled by the question. It certainly wasn't what she'd been ex-pecting. "I remember. The
killer was aforeigner, wasn't he? A Cadlish tradesman of some sort? Didn't they catch him at the scene
of the crime, standing over hisvictims, till covered in their blood?"

"They did," the spymagter agreed. "He was awainwright. HisnameisKyle Lakesh. Hewastried and
condemned for the murders, too."

"|sthere some sort of problem with histrid?" Arkady glanced at Stel-lan. "Isthat the reason you
wanted the Cadlish Ambassador invited to din-ner this evening?'

"Thereis something wrong, Arkady," Declan informed her, "'but the ambassador has nothing to do
withit. Not yet, at least. Y ou see, they hanged the criminal several daysago.”

"And the ambassador is upset becauise we've executed one of his citi-zens?'

"He's got nothing to be upset about,” Stellan remarked, brushing an imaginary fleck of dust from his
trousers. "Hedidn't die”

"Who didn't die?"

"Lakesh," Declan said. "The murderer. They hanged him and he didn't die.”

"Y ou mean the hangman botched the job?" she asked, not at dl certain she understood what they
weretdling her.

"No, asfar as| cantel, the hangman did afine job. The man just re-fused to die."

Arkady looked a her husband, hoping to detect a glimmer of amuse-ment in his eyes, thinking this
must be some sort of joke. But Stellan was quite serious. So was Declan Hawkes.

"How could he refuse to die?' she asked, looking from one man to the other. "Don't you people have
some sort of arrangement where an officer ddiversthefata blow if an execution fails?!



"Y ou're thinking of military executions,” Stellan explained. "Thisisacivil matter. The man was hanged.
It's ugly sometimes, but it's difficult to botch it completely. There are no dternate arrangements because
they usu-dly don't go wrong.”

"So what happened in this case?!

Declan picked up his brandy from the marble mantel and took along swallow. Therain onthe
windows behind him had aimost stopped while they were talking, Arkady noticed out of the corner of her
eye.

"According to Lakesh, hisreal nameis Cayd and the reason he didn't dieis because hesimmorta.”

Arkady laughed. " Cayal, did you say? Asin Cayal, the Immortal Prince} The Prince of Tides? The
legendary hero of ancient myth?" She shook her head, wondering if Declan had thought up thisjoke and
her husband was just taking part in it to relieve the boredom. Maybe Jaxyn was behind it. It reeked of
one of his pranks—except she couldn't envisage any circumstance that might entice Declan to do Jaxyn
Aranvillésbidding. "Y ou don't need me, Declan; you need Tilly Ponting and her blessed Tarot cards.”

"I'm just as sceptical of hisclamsasyou, Arkady,” Stellan agreed. "But thisman's no fool. He's taken
alucky accident and turned it into aloophole.”

"A loophole? But you said he's aready been tried and convicted.”

"And he should be dready dead,” Stellan agreed. " The problem we have now isthat we can't hang
him again without going back to court for another execution order."

"He'singgting hesaTide Lord," Declan added, "and he'sbegging usto try again ... to kill him again,
thet is"

"So he'ssuicida? | wouldn't have thought that was amgjor dilemma given the man is dated for
execution.”

"But the state can only execute asane man, Arkady," Stellan pointed out. "Master Hawkes
suspects—and | agree—that this sudden bout of insanity is Lakesh's way of avoiding a second attempt.
If the Caelish Am-bassador getswind of it, helll start ingsting the man be released.” "Why would he want
amurderer released?’

"Because under Caelish law, if an execution failsaman isfreeto walk away with al hissinsforgiven. |
refuseto alow that to hgppen in this case. I'm certainly not going to let some Caelish wagon builder play
usfor fools by manipulating the law to suit himsdlf." "How could hedo that?' "If he's proved insane, we
can't executehim.”

Arkady shrugged. "I don't see what this hasto do with me. Why not just lock him away in an asylum
somewhere and be donewith it? It'snot asif you've never done anything unjust before.”

"Well, for onething,” Stellan said with adisgpproving edgeto hisvoice, "I have no intention of letting it
get about that one can escape the noose in Lebec by pretending to be crazy.”

"For another,” Declan added, "the Caelum Ambassador has been look-ing for an excuseto cause a
diplomatic incident for most ayear—ever since the king refused the offer of a marriage between Prince
Mathu and Princess Nyah. Thismessislikely to give him one.”

Arkady well remembered the incident Declan spoke of. While the idea of uniting Caelum and Glaeba
in marriage had some politica merit, the Crown Prince of Glagba was a strapping young man of nineteen,
who'd been more than allittle disturbed at the prospect of being forced to accept an eight-year-old bride,
particularly as Caelish law required proof of acon-summated marriage within amonth of the exchange of
vows. The king had sent Stellan to Caglum to explain—astactfully as possible—that in Glagba, such an
arrangement was considered not just awkward, but actudly im-mora, however, if the queen would like
Glaebato consider the princess as a suitable consort for their crown prince at some point in the future,
once she reached a more suitable age, then he'd be happy to consider the offer.

It was atestament to Stellan's skill as adiplomat that he had been able to refuse the proposal on
behdf of the Glaeban king and walk away with both his head on his shoulders and Caelum till an dly of
Glaeba. But there was till adegree of resdua resentment among the Caelish who suspected King
Enteny'srefusal had something to do with their Princess Nyah not being good enough for asodding
Glaeban, rather than the stated culturd differ-ences that made such a union untenable.

"And again | ask—what do you expect meto do about it?' she said, asit dawned on her that thiswas



no prank, but adeadly serious matter.

"Y ou work with the Cradii," Declan reminded her. "Y ou know alot about their lore and the Tide
Lords"

"They'reamyth,” Arkady assured him. "There ends my knowledge."

"Y our husband says otherwise."

Arkady glared at Stellan, wondering what else held told her old friend, before turning back to the
spymadter. "Evenif | knew everything there was to know about them, Declan—which | dont,
incidentally—I ill don't see what some child'sfairytale—which | know for afact you don't believein—
hasto do with this madman.”

It was Stellan, not Declan, who answered her. "Declan suggested you may be able to prove thisman
islying, Arkady."

"And I'd very much like your expert testimony to that fact at his next execution hearing."

Arkady shook her head. "He's claiming he'sa Tide Lord, for pity's sake. That sort of saysit al, don't
you think?'

"We can live with thelies, Arkady," Stellan assured her. "It'sthe insan-ity pleal'm trying to avoid.”

Arkady was far from convinced. "There must be somebody €se? What about Andre Fawk? He's far
better qudified than me. Tides, Declan's grandfather knows more about the Crasii than any man dive.
Why not ask him?"

"Andre doesn't live herein Lebec,” her husband pointed out. "He has commitmentsin Herino that will
be remarked upon if he neglects them. Bringing another expert from the capital will take daysand dert
the Cadlish Ambassador to our problem. We can't risk that happening until we have proof this man
clamingto beaTide Lord isfaking insanity to avoid the ex-ecution.”

"Asfor my grandfather ..." Declan hesitated for amoment and then shrugged. "Y ou've much more
credibility. Y ou're the Duchess of Lebec and ahistorian in your own right. Pop isjust an old man who
livesinthedums™

Arkady frowned at the description, wondering what it would take to reconcile Declan and his
grandfather. Then she smiled at him, mischie-voudy. "I don't suppose you've considered the possibility
that he'stdling thetruth?' sheteased. "He might redly beimmorta.”

Declan wasn't amused. "Please, Arkady, thisis no joking matter. Will you do it?'

Arkady still hesitated. The decision wasn't an easy one. She had no par-ticular desire to spend time
with a cold-blooded killer who'd murdered afamily he claimed held picked at random and then gave the
reason for his crime when he was discovered standing over the bodiesas”'| envy their abil-ity to die”
Even Arkady knew about that. The case had been news, on and off, for months.

On aprofessond leve, however, to have anybody recognise her as something other than the Duke of
L ebec's wife was too good an opportu-nity to pass up. That might well be the reason Declan was
offering her this job and not someone else more qualified. He knew better than anybody how hard sheldd
fought to be taken serioudy. She nodded dowly. "1 suppose.” "How long will it take?" he asked.

Arkady shrugged. "That depends on what you want as proof. If | inter-view him for an hour and then
stand up in court to announce that in my ex-pert opinion he'sfaking insanity, his defence advocate will
amply produce his own expert who'll claim with just as much authority that he's not, and if the Caelish
Ambassador getsinvolved, you can bet hell be far better credentialed than me. To do this properly, I'd
need to trip him up, | suppose. Find the crack in hisstory and exposeit.” "How long would that take?"

"Only afew minutesif he hasn't thought it through,” she speculated. "Monthsif he's been working on
hisgory for awhile."

"This nonsense about him being a Tide Lord only started after the exe-cution,” Declan told her. "Up
until then hewas no different to any other prisoner. He certainly wasn't claming to beimmortal.”

"Then it shouldn't take long," she suggested. "When did you want me to spesak to him?"

"Assoon aspossble,” Stellan advised. "We can't put the ambassador off much longer."

"I'll doit tomorrow, then.”

"I'll have acarriage sent for you in the morning to take you to the prison,” Declan offered, looking
quite relieved. "And you'll be paid, of course. For your services."



Arkady couldn't hide her smile. "I recal you once referred to my 'ser-vices asaquaint little hobby,
Declan Hawkes. Now you're willing to actu-aly pay for them. My, what awonderful leveller desperation
turnsout to be."

"Arkady, please. . ." Stellan sighed.

"It'sal right, your grace," Declan told him. "I probably deserved that. And theirony isnot lost on me,
Arkady." "Doctor Desean,” she corrected.

"Pardon?'

"When I'm working, Declan, | am Doctor Desean.”

Declan glanced at Stellan, alittle surprised. ™Y ou don't object to your wife using her academic title?"

"Should | object?' Stellan enquired. Y ou know aswell as anyone that Arkady got her doctorate
without any help fromme."

Declan Hawkes didn't answer Stellan's question, but his silence spoke volumes. It was easy enough
for Arkady to guesswhat he was thinking. She might not have her doctorate because of you, Stellan,
but she only keeps her job be-cause without your support the University of Lebec would have to
shut its doors.

There was no point arguing about it, either. Arkady had learned that long ago. She and Declan had
fought long and hard over her decision to wed Stellan Desean and barely traded a civil word for severa
years after the wedding. Declan had been furious with her when she told him who she was marrying. He
accused her of sdlling her body for atitle, aplace in society, and the Desean family fortune. It had taken
Arkady along timeto forgive him for that. In fact, it was only since Declan had become spymaster that
their friendship had dowly begun to resemble the closeness they'd shared as children.

"Certainly not, your grace. Forgive mefor implying anything of the kind."

"Well, now that's settled, | suppose we should return to the party,” Stel-lan suggested.

Declan bowed politdy to Arkady. "I'll see you tomorrow, Doctor De-sean. If you'll excuse me, your
grace? There's some business | need to take care of in the city before | retire tonight.”

"Areyou going to visit your grandfather?' Arkady asked.

Declan stared at her for amoment and then shook his head. "No."

"Y ou should. He missesyou.”

The spymeaster ignored her comment and turned to her husband. "'I'll see you in the morning, your
grace. Goodnight."

"One of the Cradi will show you to your room, Master Hawkes."

A moment later Declan shut the door behind them, leaving Arkady aonewith her husband.

Chapter 6

After the spymaster left, Stellan turned to Arkady curioudy. "What was that about his grandfather?”

"Declan and his grandfather haven't spoken in years.”

"Don't you think that's Declan's business, then, my dear, and not yours?"

Arkady shrugged. "I know . . . it'sjust. . . they used to be so close. His grandfather raised him. It
pains meto seethem likethis”

"Stay out of it, Arkady. Nothing good ever comes from interfering in other peopl€'s family squabbles.”
Rising to hisfeet, he crossed to the side-board and poured himself another generous splash of brandy
before he turned to look at her. "1 was surprised, though, when Hawkes asked if 1'd mind your



involvement in thisrather ddicate Stuation.”

Arkady followed him with her gaze. "Why didn't you tell him it wasn't your place to decidewhat |
should or shouldn't becomeinvolved in?"

He leaned againgt the sideboard, swirling the dark brown liquid in his glass. "Because we both know
that's not how it works, Arkady."

She nodded, acknowledging the truth of hiswords. "1 know. 1t'd be nice to think even an old friend
like Declan Hawkes wanted my help because of who | am, not who I'm married to."

"I sought your help because of who you are," he reminded her.

"Which isactualy the reason people don't take me serioudy,” she replied without rancour. "Still, |
shouldn't be too upset. | wouldn't even have thismuch if it wasn't for being your wife."

"You see, my dear,” he said, raising hisglassin her direction. "We both benefit from this clever little

"Which brings me to another problem,” she replied with afrown. "How much longer is Jaxyn staying
with us?'

"Why do you ask?"

"You said held be here afew days," she reminded her husband. "That was dmost ayear ago."

"He's earning his keep, Arkady. Y ou can't deny that."

"| think he's going to be abad influence on Kylia."

"You think he'sabad influenceon me,” Stellan corrected.

Arkady sghed, wondering why she bothered. Thiswas an argument she had no hope of winning. "Just
be careful, Stdlan. Kyliais very young and Jaxyn can be very charming, aswell asthoughtless. | don't
want her getting hurt.”

"I'll gpeak to him," Stellan promised.

"We should be getting back to our guests,” she suggested. "People will start to wonder where we
ae"

Sdlan smiled. "Maybe they'll think we snuck away for aromantic in-terlude.”

"Weve been married too long for peopleto think that,” she assured him. "They'll probably think we're
fighting."

Her husband finished his brandy and stepped forward, offering her hisarm. "Well. . . what do we care
about what peoplethink, anyway, eh?"

A great deal, Sellan, my dear, Arkady thought. Otherwise, you wouldn't have married a
penniless physician's daughter to protect your family from the scan-dal of learning what you really
are.

Before she could say something doud, however, the study door opened and Jaxyn Aranvilles head
appeared. "Ah! Thisiswhereyou two are hiding."

"We werejust about to return to our guests,” Stellan informed him.

"Y ou might want to hold off doing that for amoment,” the young man suggested, opening the door
fully. "Until you've spoken to your vigtor."

Standing behind him was ayoung canine Crasii, one of the pupsfrom the village. Dripping wet, he
stood barely taller than Jaxyn'swaist, and was covered in a pdt of reddish-brown hair, hisbig dark eyes
wide with appre-hension. He looked human from adistance, but for hisdistinctly canine head, with ears
that twitched nervoudy in the presence of hismasters, and histail hung low and submissive. The pup was
hopping from onefoot to the other and wringing his hands, looking past Jaxyn anxioudy, searching for
something—or someone. His presence, Arkady knew, signdled that some-thing was badly amiss. It was
rareto see apup here at the house. The eldersusudly didn't let them out of their sight, and certainly not
a thistime of night.

"Laddie?' Arkady asked. "What are you doing here?"

"Hetch sent me, your grace. He sent meto tell you to comeright away."

"What'swrong?' Stellan knew aswell as Arkady that the old dog wouldn't have sent a pup to the
palace at this hour for anything lessthan adire emergency.

"It'sBoots, your grace," Laddie muttered, looking down at hisfeet.



"What about her?"

"Shefindly doneit, your grace.

"Donewhat?' Stellan demanded impatiently.

"Done busted out of the compound,” the pup informed them, raising his head. His eyes glistened and
he was clearly distressed by the news he car-ried. "That's why Fetch sent me, your grace. 'Cause she
near killed one of thefdines gettin' away."

"Il go," Arkady volunteered, after Stellan made Laddie repesat his startling news. It wasn't often a
Crasii davetried to escape, and certainly not from Lebec Palace, where they were treated better than on
most edtates, but the news didn't redlly surprise Arkady. Boots had been nothing but trouble since she'd
learned how to talk.

"What about our guests?' Stellan asked, not questioning her decision. They both knew she was better
a handling the Cradii than hewas.

"Nobody will missme. They'retoo busy with Tilly and her Tarot read-ings. If you putinan
appearance, it'snot likely they'll even notice I'm gone."

"Il gowith you," Jaxyn offered.

Arkady frowned but before she could object Stellan nodded in agree-ment. And with good reason,
she supposed. Hewasthe Kennel Madter, af-ter dl. "Good idea. Things are likely to be amite fraught
down thereif one of the felinesisinjured. Make sure you're armed.”

Once again, Arkady opened her mouth to object, but it was Jaxyn who cut her off thistime. "1 won't
need awegpon,” he said.

Sheglared a him. "Planning to subdue the Crasii with the force of your winning persondity, are you?"

"Of course," hereplied. "What were you planning?'

"Hetch said to hurry, your grace," Laddie piped up, staring up at the human adults with amixture of
awe and fear. "Tipsy might be dying.”

Jaxyn glanced a Stellan with araised brow. "Y ou named afighting feline Tipsy?"

"What of it?" Arkady snapped, annoyed by histone.

"It just never ceases to amaze me how you people manage to get any sort of work out of the Crasii at
al, when you namethem asif they weredl children's pets”

"It never ceases to amaze me that after amost ayear as Kennel Magter, you didn't know we had a
feine named Tipsy," sheretorted.

"There's hundreds of them," Jaxyn reminded her with ashrug. "I can't be expected to know the name
of every sngle dave on the estate now, can |?"

"Just go," Stellan ordered patiently, before Arkady could argue any fur-ther.

Jaxyn bowed mockingly first to Stellan and then in Arkady's direction and stood back, winking at her
as she passed him. Arkady let out an exasper-ated sigh and headed down the broad carpeted hall with
Jaxyn and Laddie in her wake, wondering what had provoked ayoung Crasii dave to throw away
everything for the dubious notion of freedom.

The Crasi compound on the grounds of Lebec Palace was more like aclus-ter of small villagesthan
traditiond dave quarters. It was actually aseries of three compounds radiating in acircular pattern
around acentra common, divided into three sections by tall brick walls designed to separate the
occu-pants for their own protection, rather than confine them. The compound to the left nearest the lake
housed the amphibians, the dark waters running un-derneath the wall to feed the birthing pools. The
centre compound was home to the feines, while the largest enclosure on the right was hometo the large
canine workforce employed both at the palace and on the estate as agricultural workers. It was aradical
design providing the daves with an gp-proximation of village life and not atogether successful. It was
never agood ideato let the canine and the feline Crasii mingle too closdly, and the am-phibians were
unsociable at the best of times. Fights frequently broke out between them and while the felinesinvariably
won the confrontation, a ca-nine bite could fester and turn gangrenous with remarkable speed.

There was an exterior wall surrounding the outer compound, but Arkady had thought it unnecessary.



Crasi davesdidn't run away often, not if you trested them well. There were afew recacitrantswho
bolted the first chance they got, but asarule, Stellan wasinclined to let the Scards—as the discarded
Crasi were called—go when they ran away. It cost too much to mount a search party to hunt them
down, and then when you finaly caught them, you had to either restrain them or kill them. There was no
point try-ing to make them work. Better to let them go, he said. Once a Crasii turned Scard, they were
ruined anyway, and usually more trouble than they were worth.

But harming another Crasii in the process.. . . well, that made things very awkward, Arkady knew.
The natural animaosity between the felines and the canines meant | etting Boots leave without afusswas
smply no longer an option. The felineswould demand retribution and failure to provide it would make
them fractious and uncooperative. It was never agood thing to have an uncooperative army full of
peeved felines capable of laying you open from neck to navel with asingle swipe of their claws.

Therain had stopped completely by the time they arrived at the com-pound, athough Arkady would
have to change before she returned to her dinner guests. Her skirts were six inches deep in mud and her
delicate eve-ning dippers were ruined. She and Jaxyn were met by a delegation of ca-nines on the central
common in front of the walled compounds, many carrying torches that flared sporadically in the cool
breeze, hissing occa-sonaly asastray raindrop landed on the oil-soaked wadding. The daves|ooked
concerned, aswell they might, Arkady thought, as she stopped and waited for them to approach. Fletch
wasinthelead, hisred fringed shawl— denoting his rank asthe most senior caninein the village—as
murky asfresh-gpilled blood in theflickering light.

"My lord. Your grace" he said with arespectful bow. "Thank you for coming so quickly.”

"Whereistheinjured fdine?’

"In their compound. They've barricaded themselvesin and posted guards. Wetried to reason with
them ..."

"I'll talk to them," Jaxyn announced, pushing through the crowd. The canines parted for him without
question.

"Jaxyn!" Arkady cdled after him, but heignored her. The caninesfdl back for the young man ashe
headed toward the feline enclosure, bowing respectfully as he passed, something that aways annoyed
Arkady for no rea-son she could readily identify.

"We had no idea Boots was planning to run away again, your grace,” Fletch assured her, dragging
Arkady's attention back to the canines.

"How did thefeline get hurt?"

" She was on guard. She challenged Boots as shewas leaving.”

"Boots broke out of the confinement cell and ripped her throat out!" Laddie informed her glegfully.
The animosity between the two Crasii species was legendary—fostered from an early age by the elders
of both races, Arkady suspected—hence the delight Laddie wastaking in the feline'sinjuries. His earlier
nervousness at the paace was forgotten now he was back among his own kind.

"What was she doing in the confinement cell?' Arkady asked.

Boots was one of Fletch's many grandchildren, agood-looking creature with areddish-brown pelt,
big dark eyes and the dmost-human facid feartures so prized among Crasii breeders. She was just
sxteen, and only re-cently deemed ready to begin her formd training in the pal ace household.

"Shewas given her firg tunic,” Hetch said. "She and Lord Aranville had words about it.”

It wasn't just the clothing, Arkady realised. Modesty was aforeign con-cept to the Crasii, aswas
privacy. Crasi of dl breeds preferred their natural state—considering clothing ahuman affectation, asign
of status, rather than necessity. For most indentured Crasii, receiving their first tunic was an occa-sion of
note, arite of passage that sgnalled their acceptance into the ranks of adulthood. Asthe Crasii dressed
only to please their human masters, be-ing awarded her first tunic would have been akin to presenting the
mutinous young canine with aball and chain, Arkady guessed, and she had probably received a sentence
of solitary confinement for her defiance. Boots had ques-tioned her status as adave since shewasold
enough to comprehend what it meant and had complained vociferoudy about it at every opportunity.

Arkady slently cursed the slly bitch for harming afelinein her escape. Given Stellan's generosity
toward runaways, the chances were good that she would have been alowed to try her hand at freedom



without hindrance, had she dipped quietly away. But not now. Now they had no choice but to mark her
aswanted. And probably post areward for her capture.

Privately, Arkady hoped Boots got away. Perhaps the young rebe would find Hidden Valley, the
mythical sanctuary the Crasii believed existed for al the Scards who fled their masters and were never
heard from again. The re-ality was morelikely that the fugitive Scards had perished in the mountains or
become swallowed up in the dums of the many city-states bordering the Great Lakes. She'd seen plenty
of absconding daves over the years but had never met one who'd had any luck finding sanctuary among
others of their kind. But the myth gave them hope and that was something. Hopelessness could be more
destructive to a soul—human or Crasii—than war.

Arkady glanced across the torchlit common in time to see the felines open the gate to their compound
with asqued of rusty hinges on asingle word from Jaxyn. That surprised her. Hetch was claiming they'd
barricaded themsdlvesin. At the very least, she expected the felines to put up some sort of resistance.

"Coming?"' Jaxyn cdled.

Arkady turned to FHetch. "Well talk in the morning, Fletch. Right now, | need to seeto Tipsy."

"Of course, your grace."

The old dog bowed as Arkady hurried toward the feline compound where Jaxyn was waiting by the
gate, beyond which the mirror-like eyes of the fdines caught the flickering torchlight like pinpoints of
maevolence.

Unlike the canines, whose village conssted of severd long, dormitory-style buildings, the feline
compound was made up of scores of smaller cottages, and two larger residences with caged yards at the
far edges of the complex, where the males were housed. Arkady followed Jaxyn toward a cottage near
the western edge of the compound through a corridor of slent, angry glares. With their flat faces, wide
noses and danted, almond-shaped eyes, many humans found it hard to read the expressons on feline
faces. Arkady had grown up around them, however, and knew what those twitching tails signalled.
Although no fdine sood much over fivefeet tdl, she and Jaxyn werein danger, she redlised, quickening
her step to catch up to her compan-ion. Slavesthey may be, but the fdine Crasi were warriors, first and
fore-mogt. If they considered the justice dealt out by their human masters over this attack to be lessthan
satisfactory, there was going to be trouble.

The hut where Tipsy was being treated was dark, the only light in the single-roomed cottage a small
candle on the low table beside apile of furson thefloor. It was atypica feline abode, dark, warm, small
and cosy—just the way they liked it. In the darknessit was hard to tell where Tipsy ended and the furs
started.

"We need morelight,” she whispered to Jaxyn.

"Bring another lantern,” he ordered the female kneeling over Tipsy'slimp body, not nearly as
consderate of thefdines fedings as Arkady.

The black-and-white Crasii rose to her feet and hurried out of the hut. Arkady scowled a him. "How
do you do that?"

"Dowhat?" the young man asked.

"Get the Cragii to jump to your orderslike that?"

"It'sal inthetone of voice" hetold her, turning his atention to Tipsy. Helooked down at her
unsympatheticaly, sudied the wounded feline for amoment and then shrugged. ™Y ou might aswell put it
out of itsmisery.”

A hiss of anger, or perhaps distress, behind them on the cottage steps was the only objection Jaxyn
received to his calous pronouncement. Arkady glanced over her shoulder at the score of felines gathered
outside in the darkness and then shut the door on them before she turned back to Jaxyn. ™Y ou haven't
even had acloselook at her."

"Don't need to." He shrugged. "Can't you hesr it breathing? The pup wasright. Y our escaping bitch all
but ripped itsthroat out.”

"Her nameis Tipsy," Arkady corrected, annoyed at the way Jaxyn treated the Crasii as things rather
than living crestures with minds and fedl-ings of their own.



"Her nameis dead,” Jaxyn retorted. "Y ou redlly shouldn't get so attached to them, you know.”

Pushing past him, Arkady squatted beside the piled-up furs, reaching cautioudy forward to stroke
Tipsy's head, acutely conscious of the feling's potentid to react violently to the dightest provocation.
Although the crea-ture's shape was outwardly human, the feline was atabby, her grey fur mat-ted around
her throat, which glistened with fresh blood in the candldight. Her human-shaped hands curled in pain,
the claws exposed and ready to shred anyone who got too close. Jaxyn was right about her breathing.
Theair rasped in and out of her lungs, bubbling around the wadded bandage her companions had used to
stanch the bleeding. Boots had probably done ex-actly what Laddie claimed, which made Arkady
wonder what injuries the young canine had sustained in the dtercation.

Much asit pained her to admit it, Jaxyn was probably right about the likelihood of surviva, too.
Arkady was a physician's daughter. She knew afatal wound when she saw one.

"Isthere anything | can do to ease your pain?' she asked softly.

Tipsy shook her head, ever so faintly, her eyeswide with fear.

"Wewill avenge you," she vowed, thinking it a useless promise. The chances were good Boots would
never be seen again, and if shewas, it was unlikely anyone would bother with atria to address the issue
of onedavekilling another. But it would give the dying Crasii some comfort, she sup-posed, as she
drifted into death.

"Once upon atime, she'd have been able to avenge hersdlf,” Jaxyn re-marked.

Arkady glanced over her shoulder at him. "What are you talking about?'

"Doesn't Crasi legend claim that if afeline died in battle, the Tide Lords would bring them back over
and over again, to keep on fighting? Nine times was the limit, wasn't it, before they couldn't revive them
any longer?'

"Please don't mock their beliefs, Jaxyn," she asked, wondering how he'd learned of that particular
legend. The Cradii didn't share their lore with humans readily. But Jaxyn had ahabit of surprising her with
little snip-pets of information like that. Things sheld taken yearsto coax out of the Crasii, even those who
trusted her.

"1 wasn't mocking anything," he protested. "I was just wondering why you can never seemtofind a
Tide Lord when you need one."

Arkady cursed his callous flippancy under her bresth, turning her atten-tion back to the dying fine.
Moved by the Crash's silent fortitude, she stroked Tipsy's forehead gently, fedling the cold settling under
her soft pelt. Tipsy's breathing wasincreasingly laboured. Arkady feared she would be dead before
Mitten returned with another lantern.

"It would be kinder to put it down," Jaxyn repested behind her.

"That would be murder."

"Do you think it's more humane to watch it suffer?”

Arkady roseto her feet and turned to face the young man, wishing Stellan was here now. Thiswasthe
Jaxyn Aranville her husband never saw. He was dl sweetness and light when hislover was nearby, but
thissde of him, this crue, unfeding wretch, was something only Arkady knew. Jaxyn prob-ably redlised
she saw through him and figured there was no point in pre-tending otherwise.

"Get out!"

"Temper, temper, my lady. You'll upset your patient.”

"So help me, Jaxyn, I'll do more than—"

Arkady never got a chance to finish the sentence. The door banged open in aflare of light just as
Tipsy's strangled breathing fell sillent. Jaxyn forgotten, Arkady dropped to her knees beside the Crasii but
it wastoo late to do anything. It had been too late before they got here. Mitten, the feline who'd brought
the extralantern, raised it high, glaring at Arkady, asif she was persondly responsible for the degth, a
low growl building in the back of her throat.

Choking back alump, inspired by fear as much as grief, Arkady pulled the covers over Tipsy's il
form and roseto her feet. "Y our blood-sister will be avenged, Mitten," Arkady promised, trying to ignore
the Crash's un-sheathed claws and threatening stance. "Tell your sstersI'll have Boots de-clared outlaw.
Shelll be found. And made to pay for what she's done.”



Mitten said nothing, her twitching tail the only indication of her mood. Her silence was enough to make
Arkady sweat. An angry feline was some-thing to be feared and once word spread of Tipsy's death to
the other war-riors, the problem would only get worse. It was along way from this hut to the gate, with
severd hundred angry felines between them and sofety.

"Back off!" Jaxyn warned.

To Arkady's amazement, the Cradii lowered the lantern, bowing her head in acquiescence. "Forgive
me, my lord."

"Now thank the duchessfor her concern,” Jaxyn ordered. "And for her consideration in coming al this
way—in the middle of adinner party—to seeto ameredave.”

"Thank you, your grace. We appreciate your sacrifice and I'm sure you'll seeto it that Bootsis made
to pay."

"Now leave," Jaxyn added. "And tell your friends out thereto return to their quarters.”

Without question, the feline did as the young man ordered, her tail twitching violently as sheleft the
tiny hut, taking the lantern with her. Arkady stared at Jaxyn in the gloom, not sure what disturbed her
most—his arbitrary orders or the fact that the Crasii had followed them without ques-tion.

"They'renot your daves, Jaxyn," she reminded him. ™Y ou have no right to order them about like that."

"I'm Kennel Master here, your grace. It'smy job to see they behave." When Arkady said nothing in
reply, he shrugged. "I'll just et them attack you next time, shal 17"

"I'min no danger from the Cragii," she declared gamely, determined not to let this man think she owed
him any favours.

He stared a her thoughtfully for atime, so long that Arkady thought he might argue the point with her,
but then the moment passed and he smiled, the dy, facetious Jaxyn she knew so well back inforce.
"Well, you know them best, your grace. Shal we return to your dinner guests? They must be wondering
wherewe are.”

Chapter 7

Cayd woketo thefirg faint rays of dawn dicing through the darknessin his cell, wondering if his
dream had woken him. He couldn't recdll the details and didn't want to in any case. Cayad's dreamswere
something he could well live without.

He sat up dowly, Sghing. Tides, what's it going to take?

Glaeban justice, being what it was, had littleinterest in the facts, only what appeared to be the facts.
Ontheface of it, the wainwright from Caglum had attacked and killed seven men without provocation,
left saven widows and twenty-six orphaned children, not to mention avillage without aleader and seven
familieswithout a breadwinner.

His sentence was so predictable Caya wondered why they'd bothered with the cost of atrial.

But they had and they'd brought him, guilty as charged, here, to the Lebec Prison, fed him alast medl
of baked fish, soggy cabbage and foaming ae, and then put a noose around his neck, when by every
circumstance imaginable, they should have decapitated him.

The headsman was on vacation, for pity's sake?

Until Caya repeated his assertion that hewasaTide Lord, it never re-aly occurred to him just how
completely hiskind had been forgotten. The Warden and the prison guards didn't fal to their knees, as
they would have done athousand years ago. They'd actudly laughed at him, even accusing him of trying



to fake insanity in order to escape the noose.

If only they knew how helonged for it.

" S0 the suzerain awakes. Feding better, are we?”

Cayd looked up at the remark, not sure what surprised him most, the contempt with which it was
spoken or the fact that held been referred to as asuzerain. The name was an ancient insult, used only
among the Crasii, afeeble attempt to spit in the eyes of their masters.

The creature who had uttered the words was |eaning against the bars of the cell across the corridor.
Although they'd been separated by nothing more than a corridor for severa days now, thiswasthefirst
time the crea-ture had spoken. He was a huge beadt, easily six and ahalf feet tall. Hisfea-tureswere
human enough at first glance, his dark eyeslarge and intdlligent, his ears pert and pointed, hisforearms
displaying adisturbingly well-defined muscul ature lurking benesth hisragged prison shift. Hewas
cov-ered in afine pdt of brown hair and his fingernails were more clawsthan nails. A Cradii, then, Cayd
decided. One of the canines. He knew the type. Dumb as a plank, strong as an ox and patheticaly eager
to serve,

Obvioudy, something this one had forgotten.

"Bow in the presence of your master, gemang.”

"Look around, suzerain. Y ou're not the master here.”

"I'm your magter, Fleartrap,” Caya responded. " Something you'll never be able to change.”

The Crasi amiled, baring his pointed caninesat Cayd. "Don't be too sure of that, suzerain. The Tide
can be along time turning, and you wouldn't be hereiif it was on the way back.”

Never a truer word was spoken, Caya lamented silently. The Cradii wasright. It wasthelong
drought caused by the Vanishing Tide that had brought him to this desperate pass and there was till no
hint of when the Tide would begin to turn, and with it, hisfortunes.

"When it doesturn, you'll be on your knees, begging for the scraps from my table, gemang,” he
predicted, leaning on the bars to study his com-panion more closdy. He realy was a magnificent
specimen. From Tryan'skennels, if Caya guessed correctly. HEd bred his Crasii for their size and
drength. "Enjoy your moment of rebellion. It won't last long.”

The Crasii wasn't given achanceto answer. At that moment, several guards rounded the corner of the
corridor, shoving atrustee and awater cart ahead of them, yelling at the prisonersto step back from the
bars so they could open the cells.

Cayad did asthe guards asked, watching the big Crasii across the hall asthey shackled his hands and
feet, thinking that if he decided to make abresk for it, he'd need the Crasii to aid him. Until the Tide
turned and Cayal's power with it, he was helpless. Perhaps, with the aid of a beast specificaly bred by
hiskind to serve the Tide Lords, he had a chance of escaping this place.

Then, with luck, he could resume his quest to find away for ator-mented immortal to commit suicide.

Severa hourslater, with his cell reeking of bleach and clean ticking on his straw-filled mattressfor the
first time, Caya suspected, in at least four gen-erations, he lay down to wait for the historian they were
sending to interro-gate him.

It was gratifying to learn the Warden had taken hisclaim of being a Tide Lord serioudy. Serioudy
enough that the King's Spymaster had been to see him and now they were sending a historian to speak to
him, too.

The Duchess of Lebec hersdlf, no less.

He was surprised they were sending a historian. He'd been expecting a doctor; and one armed with a
sraightjacket and avid full of laudanum, at that.

Not that he held much hope any human scholar would be able to verify hisclam. And thisone was
femdle, to boot. Given the low opinion the men of Glagba held of educated women, Cayd imagined
ether this duchess must be some spoiled heiress playing at being an academic to while away the long
hours of her leisure time—which was bad enough—or worse, she took hersdlf serioudy and would
question him endlessy on facts she had no way of checking.

He wasn't sure which would be more painful.



This Glagban duchess might well prove aworse torment than the noose.

That was the trouble with hiding for athousand years. People forgot about you. Or they twisted your
story around so much they turned you into a myth; they scorned your very existence until you began to
wonder if you werered, or just afigment of your own imagination.

Cayd folded his hands behind his head and closed hiseyes, ill cursing hisown stupidity. It had been
foolish to think thismight work; sheer lunacy to imaginethe Vanishing Tidewould release him from his
hellish sentence. Hed tried it before, to no avail. And it wasn't asif he didn't have proof of the futility of
trying to die. Even with everything they had done to each other over the years, no Tide Lord had yet
succeeded in killing another.

But Caydl till hoped for an escape. It amazed him alittle that he was till able to do that.

Or maybe not. Before the relentless drudge of immortdity had worn him down, Caya had aways
been an optimist. Even in the most dire cir-cumstances, hed always believed things would go hisway,
sometimesto the point of idiocy. It wasatrait heldd brought with him into immortaity; some-thing held
been quilty of long before fate had taken ahand in his future and made it endless.

Perhapsit was with him till. Only an optimist would think it possible for animmorta to find away to
die

Cayd dozed eventualy, something he suspected he would be doing alot in the coming days and
months. Therewaslittle elseto do in Recidivists Row. The Glagban prison system was punitive, not
remedid. They made no pretence about reforming criminals here. They were only interested in keeping
them off the streets. If the criminds suffered in the process of their incarceration, so much the better.

As he dozed, Cayad dreamed of places|ong gone and people he could no longer name. Thousands of
years of memoriesvied for his attention when he dept, sometimes coming in broken snatches, other times
unravelling with gartling darity, asif he wasreliving the moment al over again. Some-times he couldn't
bear to close his eyes. Other times, he sought refuge in deep. Sometimes faces from his past spoke to
him in his dreams. Often he couldn't put aname to them, or even recal how he'd known them.

And some faces had stayed with him through eternity, their memory too strong to fade, even with the
passage of endlesstime,

Today was one of those times. Gabridllacameto vist him again. In the back of hismind, Caya knew
shewasn't red. He had known her—loved her—long before he was made immorta. Gabriellahad been
his future once. Now shewas so far in hispast dl that remained of her wasthisinfre-quently recurring
dream.

Nobody aive remembered Gabridla. Only Cayd could recal her long, rich brown hair, her
devadtating eyes, her flawlessfair complexion, her throaty laughter, her stunning body. Shewasa
nobleman's daughter and if the fine weave of her clothing hadn't given that much away, her bearing
cer-tainly did. Shewas proud, Gabridllawas—proud and tall and beautiful. A fit consort for a prince.

And sheknew it, too.

Gabriella spoke to him in words he couldn't make out. Cayd wasn't sure he wanted to hear what she
had to say, anyway. They had not parted friends. Gabridllas promise to stand by him through adversity
and pain until the end of time had lagted right up until thefirst time Caya found himsdlf in serioustrouble,

But he missed her in hisdreams. Or the idea of her, at least. Caya re-membered that much. He
remembered what it wasto bein love, to love and

beloved. He lamented theloss of it, even if the memory |eft abitter taste in his mouth that eight
thousand years of distance had never been able to completely dispd.

Maybe that's the true torment of immortality? he wondered. To be tortured by the memory of
true love while knowing it will forever elude you.

Longing can be more painful than grif, if it never ends.

Was that what Gabriellawas saying to him? Her lips were moving, those luscious, soft lipshe
remembered so well, most aswell as he remem-bered how her lithe, naked body had fet in hisarms,
her soft breadt, the taste of her skin, the moist warmth of her forbidden places. . .

And then he was jerked rudely out of his dream by aloud metallic bang-ing. Cayd's eyes flew open
and heturned his head, hisvison colliding with redlity as helooked at her. . . standing on the other side of



thebars. .. Gabridla. . . the same hair, the unmistakable bearing . . .

He met her eyes and stared, dumbstruck . . .

And then the guard banged his truncheon against the bars again and Cayal redlised held been
dreaming. Thiswasn't Gabriella. He was in a Glae-ban prison for murdering Rindova's butcher and his six
stupid brothers. And when helooked at her more closely, sunning though she was, other than the same
hair colour, thiswoman was nothing like hislong-deed lover.

Thiswas the Duchess of Lebec.

And smply by theway shewas staring a him, Cayal redlised she wasn't hereto help him. Shewas
here to prove he was amadman.

Chapter 8

The ride through Lebec to the prison had taken the better part of an hour, during which Arkady got
very little out of either Timms or Flane—the two men Declan Hawkes had sent to escort her—about
Kyle Lakesh. All they would tell her was that she would see for hersdf what he was like when she met
him, so Arkady turned her attention to the scenery rolling past the rain-splattered windows of the carriage
and let her mind wander.

It was early spring and the countryside wasin full bloom, the lush fields burgting with new life, the
trees glistening with traces of last night's thun-derstorm that had washed the world clean. On her |€ft, the
slver waters of the Lower Oran glittered in the broken beams of sunlight that managed to pierce the
clouds, white sails dotting its mirror-like surface, set against the hazy blue outline of the Caterpillar
Rangesin Caglum on the distant shore of the lake. The most impressive of the Great Lakes, the Lower
Oran boasted the largest freshwater body on the entire Glagban continent, not to mention the highest
concentration of population.

Twelve of the nation's most powerful city-states fronted the Lower Oran, dthough few were asrich or
powerful asLebec. Stellan's ancestors had expanded their territory well into the mountainous regionsto
the east of the Gresat Lakes and claimed the vast minera and timber wedlth that came with it. Asthey
passed through the crossroads |eading to Clyden's Inn and the mines beyond, Arkady wondered how
many people toiled in the mountains to produce the wealth she enjoyed. It made her fed alittle guilty.

Arkady had seen the mines of Glaeba. Her father used to take her there sometimes, when shewasa
smdll child, as he tended to the miners who might never have accessto aphysician in the normal course
of events. Thetal, forested dopes held little mystery for Arkady.

It was the existence of the Waste which kept Arkady and her fellow his-torians awvake at night. There
seemed no logical reason for such placesto exist. There were many of them. She'd received a number of
letters from a colleague in Torleniawho was investigating the same phenomenon in his country where vast
tracts of land had been rendered uninhabitable during the Cataclysm. Nobody knew what had caused the
Cataclysm or why the ef-fects had been both widespread and yet so localised. Millions of people had
died—Iater generations had found the mass gravesto prove it—and yet even the skeletons they'd dug up
gave no hint of how they'd perished. All the his-torians knew was that more than athousand yearsago a
great many people had died, and that there had been enough survivors|eft to bury them. Other than thét,
their fate and what had devastated so much of every conti-nent on Amyrantha remained acomplete
mystery.

Of course, it was such mysteriesthat gave the Tilly Pontings of thisworld dl the ammunition they
needed, Arkady lamented. It was people like her who fed the rumours and the appetites of foolswho'd



settle for any ex-planation that involved the supernaturd.

Arkady, being arational and logica person, considered such bdiefsto be utter nonsense and it was
part of the reason she was|ooking forward to meeting Kyle Lakesh. The more Arkady thought about it,
the more she re-alised how dangerous this man was, and not smply because he was a cold-blooded
murderer. If word got out that the hangman had failed and the survivor was claming to beimmortd,
every crackpot in Glagba—and beyond—would be lining up to shout "I told you s0."

That wouldn't happen if Arkady Desean had anything to say about it.

The carriage findly rattled through the forbidding gates of Lebec Prison, forcing Arkady to
concentrate on more immediate concerns. Flanel—or Timms, she couldn't tell them apart—handed her
down from the carriage where the prison Warden was waiting to greet her.

"Your grace!" he exclamed, bowing excitedly. He obvioudy wasn't in the habit of entertaining such a
noteworthy guest. "Lady Desean! Y ou hon-our us beyond words!"

Arkady shook her head, wishing—not for the first time—that she'd married a man nobody had heard
of. Y ou needn't bow to me, Warden, or address me so formdly. | am here in an academic capacity.
Youmay cdl me Doctor Desean.”

The Warden seemed alittle taken aback by her suggestion but nod-ded anxioudy in agreement. " Of
course, your . . . Doctor. Asyou wish.

Please. .. comein, comein ... | have refreshmentswaiting for you in my office..."

"I'd redly rather speak to the prisoner first, Warden. Can that be arranged?”

Again, he nodded anxioudy, desperate to impress. "Of course. Timms! Flanel! Escort Lady Desean
totheRow."

Arkady raised acurious brow. "The Row?"

"Recidivists Row," the Warden explained. "It's where we confine the worst offenders. I'm sorry. . .
perhaps you'd rather have the prisoner brought to you in aplace somewhat less . . . intimidating?'

"No, it'sdl right, Warden. I'd like to speak to the prisoner in a place where he feels comfortable. Are
you expecting Master Hawkes this after-noon?"

"Any moment now, your . . . Doctor Desean.”

"“Then I'll see you both when I'm done. Perhgpsthen | might avail my-sdlf of your generous offer of
refreshments?’

"Whatever you desire, your grace.”

Arkady bit back asnarl at the man's fawning inability to address her by thetitle sheld earned, rather
than the one sheld married, and followed Timms and Fland up the weathered flagstone steps of the
prison. Dark-ened to an even more ominous shade of grey by the recent rain, the wallsloomed over her
s0 oppressively she found it hard to breathe. It was asif the architects of this building had set out to rob
al who entered here of any hope of redemption.

Asthey approached, another guard opened the heavily studded door for them, revealing agaping
maw from which Arkady imagined she could a-most fed the misery emanating. She knew she was being
foolish; she knew the darkness of Lebec Prison could not harm her, but she hesitated before crossing the
threshold.

Her father had taken a step like this once, and never returned.

"Doctor Desean? Areyou dl right?" one of her escorts enquired.

"I'll befine," she assured him, and taking a deep breath Arkady fol-lowed the men insde.

Recidivists Row was located on the fourth floor of Lebec Prison. To get there, Arkady had to climb
four flights of cold, steep, narrow, winding stairs, pass through a cluttered guardroom reeking of stale
cooked cabbages and then down another long hallway which bent at aright angle somefifty feet from the
guardroom, opening up into along narrow corridor with open-barred cells on either side. Therewerea
dozen cdlls, six on each Side, lit by narrow barred windows. Too small for aman to crawl through, the
windows et in enough light to see the occupants of the cells, but not enough to remedy their pdlor.

The prisoners stared at her, some with curiosity, and some with totd gpathy. They were uniformly
wretched, but she hardened her heart to their plight. There might be other men incarcerated e sewherein



L ebec Prison who were less reca citrant, but no man without a past filled with other peo-ple€'s misery
finished up here, confined in Recidivists Row.

"Arethe prisoners alowed out at al?' she asked, as she walked dowly between the cdlls.

"Not thislot, Doctor Desean,” Flanel assured her.

"Not even for exercise?'

"What good would exercise do?' Timms asked, asif genuindy puzzled by Arkady's question.

She braced hersdlf asthey approached the last two cells. Both were oc-cupied. On the left, the
prisoner was a Crasii; a huge canine who looked asif he should be muzzled aswell as confined. He
seemed to be none the worse physicaly for his confinement. The beast watched her curioudy but made
no threatening gestures.

Inthe cell on the right, Arkady assumed, was the self-proclaimed Tide Lord, Kyle Lakesh.

The young man was dozing, she noted, as she stopped outside the bars flanked by her escort. Timms
banged on the bars with his truncheon, jerk-ing the prisoner awake. He sat up, staring at Arkady oddly,
asif he was e-ther shocked to see her, or confused by something. Timms banged the bars again. The
prisoner frowned, rubbing his eyes, and then pushing the fugue of deep aside, heroseto hisfeet. Hewas
taller than Arkady was expecting, clean-shaven, with shaggy dark hair. But his eyes were remarkable, a
clear piercing blue that shocked her with theintensity of hisgaze.

"Wdl, well, wdll...," the prisoner remarked, eyeing Arkady up and down with an insolent smile. "They
sure don't make higtorians like they used to."

Timms belted theiron bars with his truncheon again, making Arkady jump.

"Y ou keep acivil tonguein your head, scumbag.”

"Or you'll what?' the prisoner taunted. "Kill me? Tried that dready. Didn't work."

"Because you'reimmorta ?* Arkady suggested, wondering if the man was willing to repest his
alegation when confronted with genuine scepticism. She knew Declan didn't believe hiswild clam any
more than she did, but men like Timms and Fland would be wondering if maybe. . . just maybe. . . this
man was what he clamed to be.

"You didn't take much convincing, did you, precious?' Kyle Lakesh smiled at her, reveding arow of
unnaturally perfect teeth. In aworld where most adults—particularly in the lower classes—had lost afew
permanent teeth by the time they reached thirty, hiswere even, white, and showed no sign of wear or
daning.

"] doubt there is anything you could say to convince me of your claim, Magter Lakesh. And my name
is Doctor Desean, not precious.”

"My nameis Cayal, not Lakesh."

"The Warden says your nameisKyle Lakesh."

"The Warden iswrong."

"What would you prefer to be cdled?!

"Your roya highness"

Despite hersdlf, Arkady smiled. "What's your second preference?”

"Cdl meCayd."

"AndyoureaTideLord, soyou clam?'

"That'sright.”

Arkady nodded thoughtfully. "Very wdll, then. Proveit."

"Excuseme?'

"Proveit,” sheordered. "Y ou claim to be animmortal, a sorcerer, awielder of elementa magic. So
wield something. Make the bars melt. Have the wals grow flowers. Give us a demonstration of your
power, O Mighty One."

"Hal" the Cradii in the opposite cdl chuckled. "She's got you there, suzerain.”

Arkady turned to study the big Crasii. She had no ideawhat he was in-carcerated for, but he looked
strong enough to part the bars with his bare hands. His fur was short, the rich brown colour favoured by
the more dis-cerning breeders. His ears were pointed and twitched with interest. Histail, however,
remained still. He wasn't friendly, this beast, neither was he afraid. He was intelligent, too, she judged. He



spoke like an educated human. This Crasii wasn't astray. Someone had gone to agreat dedl of trouble
to house-break and train him.

"Whet did you cal him?' she asked the Crasi.

"He caled measuzerain,” Lakesh said. "It'saninsult. The Cradii thought it up because they weretoo
stupid to think of anything more cre-ative." He looked past Arkady and her escort and glared at the
Cradi. "Go gt in the corner and lick your bals, gemang.”

Timms bashed the bars of Cayal's cubicle with histruncheon again for his crudeness asthe Crasii
lunged at the bars of his cell opposite, making Arkady take an involuntary step backwards. The step
brought her danger-oudy close to Lakesh's reach, unnoticed by either Flanel or Timms, who were
concentrating on the snarling Crasii.

"Get rid of the guards,”" he whispered urgently. "Then I'll prove any-thing you want."

Arkady amost admired hisgall. She stepped away from hisreach and smiled. "Oh yes, that's going
to happen. Anything else you'd like, while I'm at it? The keysto your cell, perhgps?’

Cayd smiled suddenly. "Areyou offering?’

Arkady didn't bother to reply. Instead, she turned around to look at the Crasii again. He had backed
off, but she suspected it was because he was trying to appear nonthreatening, not because Flandl or
Timms had scared him away with their truncheons.

"What's your name?' Arkady had dedlt with agreat many Cragi, both the daves who now served her
and her husband and the poor, sick and des-perate ones who had sought out her father's help when she
wasachild. They held little fear for her, which made her ararity among her class, most of whom were
quietly terrified of the beastswho served them so loyaly.

"Warlock," the Crasii answered after only abrief pause. "Out of Bella, by Segura”

He knows his pedigree, which means he isn't a stray, Arkady thought. "Y ou're housetrained.”

"l served in Lord Ordry's household,” the Crasii confirmed. "As his steward.”

Arkady knew Lord Ordry. He was a harmless old man, scatterbrained certainly, but not known for
brutalisng his Crasii. Whatever the reason Warlock had wound up here, it wasn't because Ordry
midirested him.

"Why do you cdl thisman asuzerain?

"That'swhat he smdllsof.”

"That'sthe name your people givethe Tide Lordsin your legends, isn't it?'

"What makes you so sure they're legends?' Warlock asked.

"Seel" Lakesh called out from across the corridor. "Even the fleabag agreeswith mel”

"I'll shut him up, Doctor Desean,” Timms offered with an impatient sgh, raising histruncheon ashe
turned.

"If the hangman couldn't take me, what makes you think you and your little stick are going to fare any
better, fool 7' Lakesh challenged, nimbly skipping backwards out of reach of the truncheon.

Thisisridiculous! Arkady thought, wondering what she ever thought she might achieve here. There
was no way to prove or disprove what this man claimed short of killing him again, and she certainly
wasn't qualified to as-certain how sane he may or may not be.

Thetrouble was, the Crasii intrigued her; or to be more precise, the Crash's reaction to Kyle Lakesh
intrigued her. Sheld never seen adave react to ahuman so strangely before. Certainly not one aswell
trained as War-lock had obvioudy been.

Filled with uncertainty, she turned to study the wild-eyed young man claiming to beaTide Lord, and
then turned her gaze on the huge canine Crasii who swore his cellmate smelt like one.

Not for aminute did she think Kyle Lakesh was actualy what he claimed, but she was dangeroudy
inquisitive and that, Arkady knew from long experience, meant she probably wouldn't rest until she had
sated her curiosity about both of them.



Chapter 9

Declan Hawkes was waiting for Arkady when she returned to the Warden's office, sipping teafrom a
delicate flora tea service that seemed wildly out of placein this dank, depressing prison. The room was
surprisingly comfort-able, furnished with dark, wooden furniture of aquaity not normally seenin any
establishment furnished out of aWarden's stipend. A small fire kept the chill out of the air, the book-lined
wall opposite the fireplace aslent tes-tament to the Warden's surprisingly good education. Arkady noted
some of the book titles with interest—including aleather-bound copy of Harlie PAmerston's A Theory of
Human Advancement—as she accepted a cup of teafrom the Warden and took the chair he offered
opposite his desk, taking an appreciative sip of the lemon-scented brew before she spoke.

"Y ou have some interesting inmates, Warden," she remarked, as she lowered the cup onto the saucer.

"That's one way of describing them," the Warden replied. With Declan in the room he seemed much
more nervous than he had when shefirst ar-rived, athough thankfully appeared to have gotten over his
need to cal her your grace.

"What was your opinion of Lakesh?' Declan asked, placing his cup on the Warden's remarkably
empty desk. The spymaster might give the im-pression he had nothing better to do than St here sipping
tea, but she knew him well enough to sense that he wasn't pleased about the wait.

"Ah," Arkady sghed, quite ddiberately drawing out her answer. "Kyle Lakesh. Or Cayd, the
Immorta Prince, if you believe him. Interesting fel-low.”

Declan scowled at her. "I'm glad he piqued your academic interest. But what did you find out?

"In the bare fifteen minutes | was alowed with the prisoner, absolutely nothing,” shereplied, taking
another sip of tea. "And what piqued my aca-demic interest wasn't our would-be immortal, Declan. It
wasthe Cragh'sre-action to him."

"The Cradi?'

"Y ou mean Warlock?' the Warden asked. "Did he give you any trouble?’

"Not redly. But he and Lakesh seem to despise each other. Or rather he seemsto despise Lakesh
and Lakesh seemsto look down on him asif he's somekind of animd.”

"TheCradi areanimds," the Warden pointed out with ashrug. "1 see nothing unusud inthat.”

"How long have they been in opposite cdlls?" Arkady enquired.

"A little more than aweek," the Warden informed her. "Thefirgt hint we had of any trouble between
the two of them was the night of the hang-ing. The watch reported Lakesh kept the rest of the Row
awake haf the night with hismoaning.”

"He seemsto bein no pain now."

The Warden shrugged, unable to explain it. "The man does appear to be aquick heder.”

"Enough to make him immorta?* Declan asked, clearly sceptica about the whole notion of Tide
Lords.

Arkady shook her head. "I'm suggesting nothing of the kind. Have you questioned the hangman about
how this man survived? | gather it's not a common occurrence.”

Declan nodded. "There seemsto be nothing amiss.”

"Did they speak before the execution?

The Warden shrugged. "It'straditiona for an executioner to request the forgiveness of the man he's
putting to desth. My understanding isthat Lakesh didn't grant the executioner forgivenessfor hishanging
so0 much as complain that we should have beheaded him.”

"Maybe your Caelishman offered something € se—like asubstantia bribe?" she suggested, not ableto
imagine any other way aman could have survived the noose and recovered so quickly from hisinjuries.

"| can assure you, Doctor Desean, as| did Master Hawkes—my men are above reproach. The man



acting as hangman the day of the execution has held hisjob for nigh on ten years. If hewasthe easily
corruptible sort, he'd have proved it long before now."

"I'm sure you believe that, Warden,” she replied, and then turned to Declan. "I thought we beheaded
criminasin Lebec.”

"Apparently the headsman was on holiday,™ Declan informed her in atone she knew well.

Arkady covered her smile with her teacup and turned to speak to the Warden. "I'd like to speak to
the prisoners again tomorrow."

"Prisoners?’ he asked, looking alittle confused. "I was given to under-stand that you are here only to
gpesk with the Cadlishman.”

"l would dso like to keep the Crasii nearby.”

"For what purpose?’ Declan asked.

"Hisreaction to the presence of Lakeshisintriguing. He called him asuzerain.”

The Warden seemed quite puzzled. "What's that?"

Declan answered before Arkady could. "It'san insult. A name the Crasi—in their legends, at any
rate—had for the Tide Lords."

"] don't seethe problem,” the Warden said, leaning back in his chair. "The man'scalling himsdf aTide
Lord and the Crasii insulted him accord-ingly. There's no mystery there.”

"But how did Lakesh know what asuzerain was?' Arkady asked. "He knew exactly what it meant.
The Crasi are very protective of their ord his-tory and their legends. Asfar as| know, the only people
who know what asuzerain isare the Crasii and those few humans who have managed to gain their trust.”

"Likeyou, for ingance?"

Arkady met his gaze evenly. "That'swhy | was asked to come here, isn't it? Because | study the
Crasi and they're the only ones with any sort of knowledge of the Tide Lords.”

"Having knowledge of the Tide Lordswould imply they'rered," the Warden reminded her.

"Tothe Cradi, they are.”

"The Crasi areanimals, Doctor." The Warden shrugged. "Any intdligent man knowstheir fairy stories
arejust that. . . stories made up to explain things they don't have the wit to understand.”

Declan shook his head. "That <till doesn't explain away Warlock's reac-tion to Lakesh. | sensed it
too, when | spoke to the prisoner.”

Arkady nodded in agreement. "If they've only been opposite each other for aweek, they haven't had
time to develop the animosity that's dready built up between them.”

"So you think Lakesh redly isaTide Lord because some big dumb an-ima doesn't like the smell of
him?' The Warden rolled hiseyes.

Arkady glared at the Warden. "What | think, gir, isthat it won't take long for word to get about that
your Cradi prisoner thinks Lakesh's claim is genuine. Add that to his miracul ous escape from the noose
and it won't be the Caelish Ambassador we have to worry about. Even if every rationa per-sonin
Glaebathinksit's nonsense, the Crasi—for whom the Tide Lords are quite redl—may start to believeit.
Do you redly want every davein the country thinking his ancient masters have returned and they are no
longer required to serve us?"

Not surprisingly, the Warden didn't have an answer to that.

"What do you recommend?' Declan asked, in the awkward silence that followed.

"If Lakesh has enough knowledge of the Crasii to know what asuzerainis, then hesdone his
homework. | doubt thisis a spur-of-the-moment plan. He's thought this out, and very carefully.”

"For what purpose?’ the Warden asked, clearly not convinced.

Arkady shrugged. "There could be any number of reasons.” She turned to Declan. "Y ou asked me
here because we're sill having problems with Caglum, didn't you? Maybe in revenge for theinsult of
refusing Princess Nyah they've come up with away to destabilise the very foundation of Glagban society
by making our Crasii believe the Tide Lords have returned. Maybeit's a scam cooked up by Lakesh
himself for some nefarious purpose of his own. Whatever the reason, this man needsto be exposed asa
fraud before you execute him again. If anything went wrong a second time, it would be caamitous. He's
aready survived the noose once. If he'strying to convince the Crasii he'simmorta, he's probably clever



enough to find away to beet it again.”

"I'll have the bastard run through!" the Warden declared. "That should cure his delusions of
immortdity.”

"And then you can explain his deeth to the Caelish Ambassador,” Declan reminded him. "I'm sure he
won't object to uskilling one of his citizens out of hand because we felt the prisoner needed to be
disabused of hisddusions of immortdity."

"But how do you intend to prove the man islying, your grace?' the Warden asked, pretending Declan
hadn't spoken.

"1 want to talk to him. At length. And without any watchdogs hovering over me.”

Declan frowned. "That would be very dangerous.”

"If Lakesh staysin hiscell and | stay out of reach, I'll be safe enough.” She smiled. " Surdly you don't
think heredly hasmagica powers, Declan?!

"No, | suppose not." He thought about it and then nodded. "' Can you have him moved to somewhere
more accessible for her grace'svisits, War-den?"

"Actudly, Declan, I'd rather speak to him where he is. Where War-lock can overhear the
conversation. His knowledge of the Tide Lord legends and his reactions to Lakesh's answers should help
my work con-siderably.”

"Let meseeif | understand this, your grace," the Warden said. Y ou plan to prove to the Crasii that
thisTide Lord isafake by alowing one of them to it in on your discussonswhile the man verifieshis
cam?' The Warden smiled a the spymeaster, shaking his head. "There's an example of incomprehensible
femdelogicfor you."

"Y ou don't think | might actually succeed in exposing Lakesh?' she en-quired, ignoring his snide
condescension. "That in the process of exposing hislies, the Crasii would come to believe the man was
faking?'

"Assuming you can expose hislies," Declan countered.

"If you think | can't, Declan, then my work hereisdone. Y ou obvioudy don't need me. Thank you for
thetea, Warden."

Arkady roseto her feet as she placed her teacup on the desk. She turned for the door but had only
taken two steps before Declan stopped her.

"Arkady . .. please”

She looked back at him, surprised he had addressed her by name in front of the Warden. "Oh, so you
do need my help?"

"Y ou know we do. Too many people know about this aready.”

"Then let me hep you. My way."

"Can you expose him, though?'

Arkady nodded, hoping she gppeared alot more confident than shefelt. "Unlessheredly isaTide
Lord, thenyes, | believel can.”

Declan Hawkes hesitated but finally he nodded and turned to the War-den. "Give Doctor Desean
whatever she needs, whatever she wants."

The Warden nodded. "Asyou wish, Master Hawkes."

They left the prison together, Declan taking the time to hand Arkady into her carriage before taking
charge of hisown mount. "Don't let me down, Arkady," he warned as she took her seat.

"Dont patronise me, Declan” she responded impetiently.

He seemed more amused than annoyed by her reply. "Y ou'relooking very well, by the way. | meant
to tell you that last night," he added, as he closed the door, "but | wasn't sure what your husband would
think of such an observation. Being a duchess suitsyou.”

"Y ou don't seem to be suffering too badly, yoursdlf," Arkady replied through the open window.

He smiled at her the way he used to when they were children looking-for mischief in the backstreets
of the Lebec dums. "Weve done dl right for ourselves—you and . For acouple of dum brats."

"Doesthis mean you've forgiven me?"' she asked, eyeing him curioudy. "For . . . what wasit you



cdledit? That'sright. . . for whoring myself for the sake of a fortune and an empty title?"

He shook his head apologeticaly. "Y ou're never going to let me forget that, are you?"

"Not anytime soon,” she agreed.

"He seemsto befond of you," her old friend conceded with some re-luctance.

"Who? Stdlan? Why would you assume my husband was anything less than fond of me, Declan?
Tides, you can't believe he married mefor my money?"

"Actudly, I'm dill puzzling thet one out."

"Well, it's niceto know the King's Spymaster is doing something useful with histime. Why can't you
just accept that Stellan married mefor love?"

"Dukes marry for property or politica advantage. Y ou brought him nei-ther." Hesmiled a her. "I'm
suspicious by nature, Arkady. Y ou know that.”

She sudied him for atime, thinking he wasn't the only one with asus-picious nature. It wasasixth
sense you developed in the dumsif you in-tended to survive. "Why did you really ask me here, Declan?’

"Y ou know Crasii |ore better than anyone | know."

"Even better than you?"

"What do you mean?'

"Y ou knew what asuzerain was," she pointed out. "Do you really need my help to break thisman?*

Hewas slent for amoment and then he shrugged. "Y ou want an honest answer?"

"No, Declan, | was hoping you'd lieto me."

Heleaned alittle closer. "I can't stay herein Lebec. | have to get back to Herino. | shouldn't really be
hereat dl, truth betold. Thisisaprovincia problem, not amatter for the crown. | want you to do this
because you know Crasii lore, | trust you, and | suspect Kyle Lakesh will tell abeautiful woman things he
won't tell amaeinterrogator because hell let down hisguard in your presence.”

His answer made sense. And it didn't surprise her. She had long grown accustomed to the notion that
Declan Hawkes wasn't above using anybody he needed to achieve his godls, his best friends included.

I nteresting, too, she thought, that Declan thought she was beautiful. HeEd never once com-mented on her
appearance before and sheld known him since she was eight years old.

"Y ou dress better these days, Declan, but you're till the same wretched boy | knew asachild.”

Hegrinned. "Y ou say that likeit'sabad thing."

She frowned at him, not amused. "I'll help you, Declan, but you have to do something for mein
return.”

"Nameit."

"Leave my husband done.”

Declan eyed her curioudy. "Isheinvolved in something | should be in-terested in?"

"Whatever you think my reasonswere for marrying Stellan Desean, he'sagood man. | don't want you
doing anything that might endanger his position with the king."

Declan's smile faded. "While ever you remain childless, Arkady, he's do-ing that without any help
fromme"

That was atopic she had no intention of discussing with Declan Hawkes, no matter how good afriend
he might be. "I mean it, Declan. Promise meyoull leave Stellan done.”

Without answering, he stepped back from the carriage and signalled the driver. The carriage jerked
into motion, carrying Arkady away from the gloom of Lebec Prison'swalls and back toward her gilded
palace. She leaned out of the window to stare at him but as soon the carriage moved off, he turned his
back on her to mount his horse.

Frustrated and more than alittle annoyed by his manipulation, Arkady dumped back in her seet. Her
thoughts weren't on Declan Hawkes for long, however. Asthe carriage trundled through the prison gates,
Arkady was sur-prised to find that al she could think of wasapair of vibrant blue eyes and the mystery
of aCrasi who addressed acommon murderer as suzerain.

Shewondered if Warlock even knew what the word meant.

My lord. That'swhat suzerain meant.

Without even understanding why, the Crasii, Warlock, had instinctively addressed Kyle Lakesh,



however scathingly, as my lord.

Chapter 10

Jaxyn Aranville was bored and boredom invariably meant he went looking for trouble. Jaxyn knew
this, much as he might have once wished it was oth-erwise, he couldn't seem to help himself.

It was Stellan's fault he was bored. Held been called away to the capital on business; something to do
with the king. That was the trouble with being acousin of the king, particularly one far enough down the
lineto actually fed the need to earn his keep. Stellan was anatural peacemaker, aborn diplomat.
Whenever there was a problem, King Enteny caled on his cousin, Stellan Desean, tofix it.

That meant Stellan was on hisway to Herino City and Jaxyn was stuck here in Lebec with nobody
but Stellan's niece and hisintimidatingly intelli-gent wife for company.

Fortunately, the intimidatingly intelligent wife was out at present, which left only Kyliato amuse him.

And she did entertain him. For reasons nobody in this household could imagine, Jaxyn took agreat
ded of interest inthe antics of KyliaDebrdll.

Kyliahad been at the pal ace for more than amonth now, arriving with-out warning with the
announcement that sheld had enough of the ladies college Stellan had abandoned her to when she was
bardly twelve. Appar-ently, now she had reached an age where she was no longer required to obey him
davishly, sheintended to have some fun. Arkady had persuaded Stellan to let her stay, not send her
packing—which was the course of action Jaxyn had counselled—so now they were stuck with her.
Jaxyn had resigned him-sdlf to her presence, and to her unclesvast rdlief, she still hadn't questioned why
Jaxyn—who as Kennd Master ranked little better than one of the hired hep—was living in the palace.

Stdlan was easily convinced the girl hadn't noticed what was going on when shed ssumbled over
Stellan and Jaxyn sharing an intimate embrace in the library last week, believing it was her provincid
upbringing that made her so blind to the redlity of her uncl€'s situation. Maybe—Jaxyn had per-suaded
Stdlan—in Kylidsinnocent, black-and-white world, there was no room for anything but aman and a
woman fdling inlove and living happily

ever after.

Fortunately for al of them, Stellan had been satisfied with Jaxyn's ex-planation. All that remained now
was for Jaxyn to get young Lady Kyliaaone. There were afew things heintended to ask Lady Kylia
about exactly what was redlly behind her sudden gppearancein Lebec.

Hefound one of the Cragii in the hals, young Tasse, acanine pup of about seventeen. Loyd, eager to
serve and covered with afine pelt of white fur under her smple white-and-gold shift, shewas till being
trained, hence the reason she was working the morning shift and not the evening eventsin the more public
areas of the palace. But she was keen to learn and always re-sponded well to akind word and a bit of
encouragement. As usua, as he ap-proached, she ingtinctively cowered away from him, her tail drooping,
areaction that always amused him.

"Good morning, Tassie," he said pleasantly as she stopped before him, the teacups on the tray she
carried rattling softly as she trembled.

"My...my...lord."

"I'mlooking for Lady Kylia"

"She'sin the m-m-morning room, sre.”

He smiled. Nameless fear was addlicious thing to behold. "Is some-thing wrong, Tassie?'

"N-n-no, my lord."



"Areyou afrad of Lady Kylia?'

"N-n-no, my lord."

"You're not afraid of me, areyou?"

Theyoung Crasi hesitated and then, somewhat to his surprise, she nodded. "A little bit, sre.”

Heraised abrow at her. "Only alittle? | must be dipping.”

"To serveyou isthe reason | bregethe, my lord,” she assured him, bow-ing her head in submission.

Jaxyn amiled. "Then theworld isasit should be. In the morning room, you say?"

"Yes my lord."

Jaxyn watched her silently for amoment longer, until the Crasii redlised he waswaiting for her to step
asde, and then he continued down the hall toward the morning room, leaving Tasse staring after him, her
tray softly rattling with her fear.

Asit turned out, Jaxyn didn't need directionsto find his prey. He could sm-ply have followed the
sound of Kyliaslaughter. Tilly Ponting was with her, the two of them giggling over something laid out on
the table. Jaxyn turned on his best smile as he entered the morning room.

"1 hope I'm not interrupting anything, ladies?'

"Jaxyn!" Tilly declared. "What addight! Of course, you're not inter-rupting! Comejoin ugl"

Jaxyn crossed the e egantly furnished room to the table where Tilly and Kyliawere Stting. Sunlight
sreamed in through the tal bay windows, the morning bright and clear after the scorm last night. They had
the Tarot cards out again. Kylia seemed quite taken with the idea someone could pre-dict her future.

Stellan's niece smiled coyly as he gpproached. Her dark hair and dark eyes set off against her caramel
skin made her a pretty enough prospect, a-though not the devastating beauty Arkady was. But she
radiated akind of leashed lust that seemed more than alittle out of character in an innocent girl. Maybe it
was the idea that undernegth that modest posture and coy smile was avirgin vixen straining to be let
loose. Kyliacould say al that and more with amere glancein hisdirection. She certainly hadn't learned
such athing at arespectable ladies college. It was fortunate her charms didn't seem obviousto other
women and that her uncle was quite immune to them, otherwise young Lady Debrel might find hersalf
being asked more questions than she was prepared to answer.

"Kylig, you grow prettier every day you spend herein Lebec,” he de-clared when he reached the
table. He took her hand, kissing it galantly. "I swesr, if you don't stopit, | will haveto tell Stellan to place
aguard on your room at night to protect you from my uncontrollable lugt.”

Kyliasnatched her hand away, appearing both mortified and thrilled at the same time. Jaxyn smiled.
Damn, she's convincing. Heturned to Tilly and kissed the old lady's cheek. " Of course, the only thing
that kegps mein check ismy unrequited love for you, Lady Ponting."

Tilly pushed him away. "Jaxyn Aranville, you're ascoundrd. Don't listen to him, Kylia Thisboy leaves
atrail of broken heartswherever he goes."

Kylialooked up at him, but ill didn't say anything. Apparently his presence tended to strike her
dumb unless she had afew winesin her.

"What are you doing?' he asked, as hetook a seat opposite. The small table in the morning room was
round, meant for intimate breakfasts and in-formal card games. Sitting opposite Kylia, Jaxyn'sleg was
touching hers un-der the table. She might seem too overwhelmed to speak, but she didn't

move her leg.

"We're going through Kylia's Tarot again,” Tilly explained. "It's more accurate when you don't have an
audience”

"Then| am interrupting,” he concluded. He madeto rise, adding, "'I'm sorry. | shal go and leaveyou
In peace.”

"You can gay, Lord Aranville" Kyliatold him. "Tilly just meant abig audience, like we had here last
night."

Jaxyn resumed his seet. "'Y ou honour me with the secrets of your future, Lady Kylia"

Kyliasmiled a him but didn't answer. Tilly rolled her eyes a hiswords, however, perhaps more
aware of how contrived they were. Jaxyn made amental note to remember that Tilly Ponting wasn't quite



asslly as she seemed.

"Take another card, dear,” sheingtructed the girl.

Kyliadid as Tilly ordered, turning over acard that |ooked like the knave from amore traditional deck
of cards.

"The Page of Tides" Tilly announced, pursing her lipsthoughtfully.

"Isthat bad?' Kyliaasked, looking alittle worried.

"This card isbringing you amessage of love or perhaps romance.”

"Therel" Jaxyn declared. "That's nothing to worry about!"

"But it dso comeswith awarning,” Tilly added ominoudly.

"What sort of warning?”'

"Thislove you seek," the old woman said, pointing to another card that lay face up onthetable. "It
may end in heartbreak."

Jaxyn turned his head to study the other card. It wasthe Lovers again, Caya and Amaleta. Bordered
in gold, the card depicted a man—the Immortal Prince, he supposed—and awoman, probably Amaleta,
hisleg-endary one true love, standing at a crossroads caught in a very intimate em-brace.

"But you said drawing the Lovers means| should trust my ingtincts,”" Kyliareminded the clairvoyant,
obvioudy confused.

Jaxyn smiled, knowing full well—as Kylia doubtless did, too—that the whole wretched Tarot was
nonsense. To look at her, though, hethought, you'd swear she was completely taken in.

"I think you should trust your ingtincts, Lady Kylia," Jaxyn agreed. " The age of Tides might not even
apply to you. For dl you know, it may mean your uncle's marriage to Arkady might end in heartbreak.”

Kyliafrowned as she thought about it. Tilly Ponting, on the other hand, was unimpressed by his
interpretation. " Something you've been working on, perhaps, dear?' she enquired with araised brow.

Jaxyn smiled at her. "Come now, Lady Ponting. Y ou know me."

"Whichiswhy | posethe question,” Tilly replied evenly.

The old bird was definitdly much smarter than she looked, Jaxyn thought. If Tilly took an active didike
to him, his plansfor securing hisim-mediate future could be in serious danger.

Kyliawasfrowning, obvioudy worried her uncle and hiswife might be having marital problems. ™Y ou
don't think it meansthat, do you, Lady Ponting?"

"What? That Stellan and Arkady have had afalling out? Don't be ab-surd. There were never two
peoplemoreinlove."

"Areyou certan?’

"Have you ever seen them fighting?" Tilly asked. "Ever heard them ex-change so much asaharsh
word?'

"Well... no ... | don't suppose | have, now that you come to mention it."

"Then what are you worried about?'

"Ligten to Lady Ponting," Jaxyn advised, deciding it might be prudent to show the old hag he was on
her side. " She knows about these things. Y our uncleisin love and has never been happier. | can vouch
for that my-sdif."

Tilly spared him an odd ook, but said nothing to contradict him. She obvioudy knew the lay of the
land; either knew or suspected Jaxyn'sred role in this household. But she was too old and too wily to
comment onit.

It made Jaxyn wonder, for amoment, how many other people suspected the truth. He was certain the
king wasignorant of hiscousin's sexud prefer-ences. Stellan and Jaxyn both had Arkady to thank for
that. The King of Glagbasfedings on the matter of men who fancied other men werewell known. Stellan
would have been banished long ago if Enteny suspected, even for amoment, that one of hismost trusted
advisors—his own cousin, no less—took his pleasure on the wrong side of the bed. Jaxyn's own fate
would bejust asdire, he knew. It was the reason heflirted so flagrantly with women. Everyone knew
about hisaffair with Lady Carver. Even Arkady was convinced he had hissights set on Kylia. Very few
people knew, how-ever, that he was Stellan Desean's lover.

Tilly Ponting was clearly among the very few.



"Jaxyn'sright, my dear,” Tilly assured the young girl, patting her hand. "Y our Uncle Stellan has never
been happier.”

"Arkady is very protective of him," Kyliaagreed.

Too damned protective of him, Jaxyn slently amended. And not bad at pro-tecting herself, too.

Despite dl hisattemptsto find out the identity of Arkady'slovers, either she was exceptionally good at
keeping them hidden or she had none. As Jaxyn couldn't comprehend the latter—not for awoman as
beautiful as Arkady Desean—he was still searching for evidence of the former.

Jaxyn'sorigina plan for Arkady Desean had been quite clever, he thought, when he conceived of it a
few days after he'd first met the Duke of Lebec. Here was aSituation just begging to be exploited—a
marriage of convenience between a powerful man and a very desirable woman, to hide a secret that
would see acousin of theking and an heir to the throne destroyed if it became public knowledge. Jaxyn
had planned to become the lover of both Stellan and Arkady, which would have seen him well taken
care of—in the manner to which he was accustomed—for quite sometime.

From adistance, it had seemed a brilliant idea. But that was before held met Arkady. Before he
discovered she despised him, mistrusted him and had probably guessed what he was planning within
moments of first meeting him. Stellan was far more trusting, but Arkady was never going to believe a
word Jaxyn uttered. Hed spent much of the past year trying to find away to black-mail her instead,
hoping extortion might work where seduction hed failed.

Just as he was beginning to completely despair of ever finding anything even remotely embarrassing on
hislover'swife, everything changed.

KyliaDebrdl had arrived at the paace.

Orphaned since the age of five, Kyliahad been raised—out of sight and out of mind—on her late
parents estate near Venetia by various nannies and servants until being sent to the very exclusive college
for young ladies from which she had so recently escaped. Her presence herewas athorn in Jaxyn'sside
he would give agreat ded to berid of.

"Arkady lovesyour uncle morethan life" Tilly assured Kylia. "Don't you think so, Jaxyn?"'

"Absolutely!" he agreed with asmile. "Have you drawn my card yet?'

"Your card?' Kyliaasked with an odd look.

"Jaxyn, the Lord of Temperance. My father'sideaof ajoke, | think, to name me after the most boring
Tide Lord of them dl. Or perhapsit was wishful thinking. Doesn't appear to have worked, though,” he
chuckled.

"Il say," Tilly agreed with feding. "I'm surprised you even know what temperance means, Jaxyn."

"Moderation and sdf-restraint,” Kyliaquoted, speaking directly to Jaxyn. "In one's behaviour or
expression, specificdly showing restraint in the use of, or abstinence from, dcohalic liquors.” She amiled
then and turned to Tilly. "We had to learn that definition at school. They harped on about it alot.”

"| suppose that'swhy you escaped from those staid old hags and came here to the palace, where you
can have somered fun."

" think you'd benefit from abit of discipline from afew staid old hags, my lad,” Tilly suggested with a
frown.

He grinned a the old woman. "Only if you promise to tie me down firgt, Lady Ponting, and tell mel've
been avery naughty boy." Before she could respond to that, he turned to Kylia. ™Y ou know what |
think?1 think you and | should take a punt out on the lake. After therain last night it's asflat asapiece of
smoked glass.”

Kylidsfacefdl, as sheredised she couldn't just walk out on Tilly with-out being considered rude. "
cant, Lord Aranville. Tilly came out here spe-cidly to give me a private reading thismorning. | couldn't
possibly abandon her to go boating.”

"No, she couldn't possibly,” Tilly agreed, but not because she waslikely to be offended. Jaxyn
wondered if Arkady had beenin the old lady's ear, warning her to keep him away from Kylia

"l think perhaps, if you ask her nicely, Tilly won't be offended,” Arkady remarked from the door.
"Not now that I'm here to keep her company.”

Jaxyn legpt to hisfeet, not sure what surprised him more: that Arkady was standing there pulling off



her gloves, or that sheld just sanctioned his outing with her husband's niece.

Although he knew sheld gone out this morning, he didn't know where she'd been. Sheld obvioudy
been working, dressed in the clothes she usualy wore when she attended the university: dowdy, buttoned
up high, grey and unattractive. Shetried to play down her appearance, Jaxyn knew, asif dress-ing plainly
would somehow give her credibility. But nothing Arkady Desean did could disguise her beauty. Stellan
had married her for that reason, Jaxyn was certain. He might not be attracted to women sexually, but he
did liketo look at beautiful things.

Pity she's such a frigid bitch.

Kyliawas quite flustered by Arkady's unexpected suggestion. "Would you. . . redly not mind, Tilly?"

"Wdl ... | suppose... if your aunt doesn't mind ..." Clearly, Tilly Ponting wasjust as puzzled by
Arkady's uncharacteristic approva.

"You run aong, Kylia" Arkady ordered, as she placed her gloves on the sdetable. " Just make sure
you take ahat. And a shawl. It can be quite chilly out on the lake at thistime of year."

Kyliaroseto her fet, curtseyed quickly to Tilly and then hurried out of the morning room, stopping
only long enough to plant ahasty but grateful kiss on Arkady's cheek as she raced off to find her hat and
shawl. Jaxyn aso stood up and headed for the door. When he drew level with Arkady, she turned to
him, her expression stern.

"Y es, your grace?"'

"She'd better come back avirgin.”

Jaxyn stared at her for amoment and then smiled. The one thing he did admire about Arkady was that
shewasn't afraid to say exactly what she meant when the occasion caled for it.

"Y ou know I'd never harm anything Stellan loved," he reminded her.

"| dso know what you're after, Jaxyn Aranville. So let me assure you of this. If you expect to spend
another night under thisroof, you'l return Kyliahome at a decent hour, whole, unharmed and preferably
not betrothed to you."

Jaxyn smiled. " Spoilsport.”
"Try seducing Kylia," she suggested frodtily. "If you want to discover how much of aspoilsport | can
be"

Jaxyn decided not to answer that. He turned and bowed to Tilly. "Lady Ponting.” Then he turned and
bowed to Arkady with an insolent smile. ™Y our grace.”

"l meanit, Jaxyn."

"You're very attractive when you're being domineering, did you know that?'

"I'm adso a heartbeat away from revoking my permisson for Kyliato go anywhere done with you,"
shewarned.

"Then I'll be gone, your grace, while I'm gill ahead in the game. Y ou ladies enjoy the rest of your
morning now, won't you?'

He left before Arkady could respond, certain he had aggravated her enough to count himself the
winner of this particular encounter, but not enough to have her do anything to evict him from the palace.
It was afineline Jaxyn Aranville walked with the Duchess of Lebec. Sooner or later, one of them

would haveto go.

Jaxyn wasworking hard on making sure it wasn't him.

Chapter 11



"Wasthat wise?' Tilly asked as she began to gather up her cards.

Arkady rang the bell on the side table to summon a dave and walked across the morning room. It was
quite stuffy in here with both fireplaces dight. She undid the button at the waist of her jacket and
loosened the top few buttons on her blouse as she walked.

"Probably not," she admitted, taking the seat so recently vacated by Kylia. "But | wanted to talk to
you. It seemed as good an excuse as any, to get Kyliaout of the way. Have you been reading her Tarot
agan?'

Tilly nodded. "She's very interested in the identity of her future hus-band.”

"Could you pleasetell her it's not Jaxyn Aranville?'

"1 could,” Tilly agreed, "but that might not be what the cards say.”

Arkady picked up the nearest card and studied it for amoment. Y ou don't redlly believe acard can
tell you anything about the future, do you, Tilly?"

"l don't not bdieveit."

"That'snot an answer.”

"I tell fortunes, darling,” Tilly chuckled. "I'm supposed to be cryptic.”

"Doyou believe the Tide Lordsredly existed?"

Tilly leaned back in her chair and looked at Arkady. "Thereésaquestion | never thought I'd hear from
you. What's brought thison?"

"I'm curious, that's dl. Y ou know I'm working on the history of Glagba prior to the Cataclysm.”

"By trying to get the Crasii to tell you their legends, so I'mtold,” Tilly said.

"Therésusudly agrain of truth in most legends, Tilly."

They wereinterrupted by the arriva of adave answering Arkady's sum-mons.

"Y ou rang, your grace?' the Crasii enquired, after bobbing awkwardly in acurtsey, her tail wagging
eagerly. Until shelearned to contral it, she wouldn't be alowed anywhere near the public areas of the
palace that housed any number of priceless—and importantly breakable—antiques and artefacts.

"Could you bring ustea, Tasse?" she asked.

"Of course, your grace, isthere anything else? Anything a al | can do for you? Anything?"

Arkady smiled. "Settle down, Tassie. Just teawill befine

Tassie bobbed another awkward curtsey and hurried away to fetch the tea.

"Shel'sanice-looking beast,” Tilly remarked asthe Crasii |eft the room.

Arkady nodded in agreement. "We bred her in-house. She's one of Fluffy's pups.”

"Y ou got another litter out of Huffy, then?"

"Stellan probably could have bred her afew more times, but she was worn out, poor thing. Twins
every year for the past eight seasons. Tassewas out of her last litter. We covered Fuffy with asire
named Rex we pur-chased from Lady Jmison, actudly. | hear she was furious when she redised what
she could have made in stud feesif she'd thought to hang onto him."

"That stupid woman wouldn't know acanine Crasii from ahunting dog,” Tilly agreed. "But were
getting off the topic. Why this sudden inter-est in the veracity of the Tide Lord legends?!

"1 met aman today who claimed hewas one.”

Tilly laughed. "Have someonekill him for you, darling. That should settle hisclaim fairly smartly.”

"Wdll, they did, actudly. That'sthe problem.”

Tilly'ssmilefaded. "Y ou can't be serious!”

"Funny, that's exactly what | said.”

"Y ou mean they tried to kill aman who clamsto beaTide Lord and hedidn't die?" Tilly looked quite
shocked.

"Don't get too excited," Arkady warned. "This man's a confidence trick-gter, Tilly. I'm certain of it.
But | need to proveit.”

"How?"

"Widll, that'swhat I've spent the last hour on the way back from Lebec Prison wondering. Thisman
hasreally put some thought into it. He's besten the noose. He knows things about the Crasii that even



I've had trouble getting out of them, and I've more trust among them than most. He's going to be hard to
expose.”

"Kill him again,” Tilly suggested. "If he'snot immorta, that will settle the argument oneway or the
other."

"It'snot that ample, I'm afraid,” Arkady sighed. "The man's Caelish, not Glaghban. We can't attempt
the 'let's settle this once and for dl' solution until we've exhausted every lega avenue, or therell be hell to
pay. If the manis proved insane, on the other hand, well never get to execute him for com-mitting seven
cold-blooded murdersto which hewillingly confessed.”

"If heésclamingto beaTide Lord, darling, I'd be going with the insan-ity option mysdlf,” Tilly
chuckled.

"Only if he genuinely believesheisaTideLord. My inginct isthat thisman isfaking.”

"Get him to do something magic, then."

"| tried that. Apparently, it's Low Tide, so he's powerless until the Tide turns.”

"How convenient.”

Tasse came back with asmall cart before Arkady could answer. They waited while she served them,
bowed three or four times more and then headed for the door.

"Tassel" Arkady caled onimpulse.

"Y our grace?'

She looked over her shoulder at the young Crasii, watching her curi-oudy. "Would you know aTide
Lordif you met one?'

Tass€e's earsflatened and she looked away, wringing her hands, sud-denly very sdlf-conscious. "The
Tide Lords are gone, your grace.”

"Yes, | know that. But suppose they came back? Y our people bdieve the Crasii were magically bred
to servethe Tide Lords. Don't you think you'd know oneif you saw him?"

The Cradii shrugged. "I couldn't say, your grace.”

"Very wel," Arkady sghed, turning back to her tea. ™Y ou may go."

"She'slying,” Tilly noted, as Tassie closed the door behind her. "Not something you see the Crasii do
often.”

"It'smore likely she didn't know the answer," Arkady surmised. "We may disagree with the Crasii
about their origins and whether or not the Tide Lords ever actually existed, but we agree they're no
longer around. The Crasii believe the Cataclysm destroyed the Tide Lords.”

"Or sothey tell us," Tilly amended. "Still, you must give medl the gos-sp on this Tide Lord of yours.
Is he handsome?!

"l suppose,” she said, remembering the intense ook he gave her the firgt time their eyes met. Arkady
discovered she couldn't recall hisfeatures, just those soul-piercing eyes.

"Which oneishe dlaming to be?’

"Cayd. Thelmmortd Prince.”

Tilly nodded, unsurprised, as she spooned agood helping of honey into her teacup. "Well, that would
make sense, | suppose.”

Arkady picked up her tea, took asip, studying Tilly over thelip. "Why doesit make sense?’

"Well, there's more written about Cayal than any of the others. If you're going to take on a Tide
Lord's persona, why not the one you can learn the most about?’

"What do you mean, theré's more written about him than any of the others? Where, Tilly? The only
people who know anything about the Tide Lords are afew crusty academics—and | know all of them
personaly—and the Cradii. I've spent alifetime working with them, and I've barely gained their trust.
Believe me, I've seen the way this man treats Cradii. And the way the Crasii react to him. He didn't get
anything from them. Not will-ingly, a any rate."

"Then perhaps hereads his Tarot.”

She amiled scepticdly. ™Y ou think he had supernatural hep?'

Tilly put down her teacup and picked up the cards. She began laying them out on the table, discarding
all but the mgor cards and placing them out in an order that made no sense at dl to Arkady.



"What | mean,” the widow explained, as she continued to separate the cards, "isthat the Tarot tells
the story of the Immorta Prince.”

" thought it told the future?"

"Well, it does," the old lady agreed. "But the cardstdll their own story. See?!

Arkady studied the cards, no more enlightened than she had been be-fore Tilly showed them to her.
"Seewhat?'

"The story of the Immortal Prince! Y ou seethisfirst card here. . . thepicture. . . that's Caydl, the
young man, off to seek hisfortune. The next card depicts his meeting with Arryl, the Sorceress, who is
possessed by the spirit of the Tide Star. She's the one who convinces him to become immor-ta. In the
next card, he meets Dida, the High Priestess, who teaches him what he needsto know . . . and onit
goes. If your boy is pretending to be a Tide Lord, Arkady, and the Cragii didn't take him into their
confidence, then I'm guessing thisiswhere he got hisinformation.”

Arkady shook her head, unconvinced. "But surely held know anybody with accessto a deck of Tarot
cardswould seethrough his ploy?"

"Not if hewas using the Tarot to back up hisclaim.”

"Y ou mean lacking any other source of information, he can say, If you don't believe me, just check
your Tarot?"

"Exactly! Tilly declared. "If he'slearned it well enough, hell have an answer for anything you throw at
him."

"Andif he doesn't?"

"Then hessurdly not aTide Lord, darling.”

Arkady studied the cards for amoment, nodding thoughtfully. ™Y ou know, it would be interesting to
see hisreaction when heredlises I'm on to him. Can | borrow these?"

"Bemy gues," Tilly offered. "But they're not much good to you if you don't know what each card
means”

"That'sagood point.”

Tilly leaned forward, with a conspiratoria smile. "' So, when you vigt your Tide Lord again, | could
comewithyou ..."

Arkady shook her heed. "Absolutely not, Tilly."

Tilly leaned back in her chair, throwing her hands up. "Oh! Come on, Arkady! Jaxyn wasright!

Y ou're adamned spoilsport.”

"I'm a'so not supposed to be discussing thiswith anyone. Thisisan ex-tremely delicate Situation. | can
just imagine the Warden'sreection if | roll up with one of my noble friends tomorrow, to give our Tide
Lord aTarot reading.” Tilly reached for the deck but Arkady lifted it out of her grasp and began shuffling
through the cards. "Y ou'll have to teach me whet they mean, Tilly."

"Will you promiseto tell me every word he utters?*

"Will you promise to mention thisto nobody?"

"l suppose” Tilly sighed.

Arkady began laying the cards out on the table. "Then tell me the leg-end of the Immorta Prince, so |
can keep us both entertained.”

Chapter 12



Herino City was located some fifty-five miles south of Lebec, which meant the journey took two days
if onetravelled by coach. Stellan could have trav-elled by boat on the lake, but that meant involving alot
more people and no way of dipping into the city quietly. By leaving a dawn and riding afast horse and
changing mounts twice aong the way, however, with only atwo-man escort, Stellan Desean wasin the
capital about two hours after sunset on the same day.

Despite what held told Jaxyn and Arkadly, it wasn't the king who had summoned Stellan to Herino
City. It wasthe King's Private Secretary, Lord Karyl Deryon, who'd sent the message. Stellan probably
wouldn't have pushed so hard if the summons had come from King Enteny himsalf. The Duke of Lebec
was required at court often enough, but with another month or more before the Privy Council was dueto
gt, it was doubtful Enteny was even in the capital at present. Morelikely he was till rlaxing on his
winter estate south of Herino, just outside of Jokarn.

A summonsfrom Lord Deryon, on the other hand, invariably meant there was trouble. The sort of
trouble that needed to be kept in the family. The sort of trouble Stellan was particularly good at taking
careof.

Usudly trouble that involved ayoung man named Mathu Debree, who was, rather awkwardly, the
Crown Prince of Glaeba.

The paace sat on the peak of asmdl hill and, like every other building on the idand-city of Herino,
was built on amassive scae. He dismounted in the torchlit courtyard and gave his horse and his escort
into the care of the palace grooms. Over the top of the wall he could just make out the lights of the city
gretching dl the way down to the lake shore. Behind him, the tall marble columns at the pal ace entrance
loomed like athrest over the whole idand. The rare white marble had been cut from the mercilessly hot
quar-ries on Torlenia, brought to Glaghba by ship, and then painstakingly shaped by countless Crasii
craftsmen.

When he was younger, Stellan would study the columns, with their basestaller than aman and their
intricately carved double rows of acanthus leaves, thinking that if you scrunched up your eyesand
squinted at them from adis-tance, the columnslooked like bars. It was afitting andogy in Stellan's mind.
Being amember of theroya family was as good as being a prisoner at times.

Stellan was expected at the palace and hurried through the broad halls behind a canine Crasii page
who was under ingtructions to show him straight into the presence of Lord Deryon no matter how late he
arrived. TheKing's Secretary was waiting in the atrium, located in the middle of the labyrinthine palace,
its centrepiece alarge bronze fountain depicting severa nymphs carrying water jarsto alarge and
undoubtedly flattering statue of Agrandla, thefirst of their family to assume thetitle of Queen of Glagba
some three hundred years ago.

"Lord Stdlan!" Lord Deryon exclaimed with rdlief when the page an-nounced his guest. "Thank you
for coming so quickly."” The King's Private Secretary was older than Stellan by nearly thirty years, but his
back was ramrod straight, and hisface unnaturally smooth, despite hiswhite hair.

"Would it be too much to hope that Torlenia has declared war on us, and that's why you summoned
me?" he enquired, as he shook the other man's hand.

Lord Deryon smiled thinly. "Likely asthat isto happen if we don't sort out something about who
actually owns sovereignty over the Chelae Is-lands, your grace, our Torlenian cousinsare quiet, a
present. | believe the Imperator has anew wife and she's keeping him distracted.”

"How long can that last?"

"Not long enough, | fear. Well have to do something about it soon.”

"Well, Jorgan's acompetent fellow,” Stellan said, recalling the ambassa-dor charged with keeping the
peace between Glaebaand Torlenia

"l sugpect not as competent asyou, my lord," the secretary said with adight bow. "Lord Jorgan hasa
temper, which ishardly an asset in the art of diplomacy.”

" gppreciate the compliment, old friend,” Stellan replied. "However undeserved it might be.”

"Y ou are too modest, your grace.”

"Perhgps." He sighed as he pulled off hisriding gloves. "l supposeif werenot a war, thenit's our
other little problem again.”



"I'm afraid so, your grace.”

"Do you know where heis?'

Deryon motioned for the page to |leave before he answered. Once he was certain they were aone, the
old man let out a heavy sigh and turned to face Stellan, indicating he should rest on one of the many
couches arranged in small groups about the atrium. "He'sin a brothel near the docks, best we can tell.

Y our timing isimpeccable, as usua . Hawkes only located him afew hours ago.”

"How long thistime?' Stellan asked, taking a seat. He didn't bother getting too comfortable, certain he
would haveto leave again shortly.

Deryon shrugged and took the couch opposite. "Four or five daysis our best guess. Did you want
something to drink? Y ou must have damn near foundered your horse to get here so quickly.”

"I'd better sort thisout first," he suggested with afrown. "1 thought he was supposed to bein Venetia
with Reon? Learning thefiner points of provincia government, wasnt it?'

"Apparently Venetias provincia delights aren't enough for our Mathu."

"1 suppose the king knows nothing of this?"

"Of coursenot.”

Stellan studied the secretary, shaking his head in wonder. "' never cease to be amazed at your ability
to keep Mathu's excesses from the king, Lord Deryon.”

"l keep alot of things from the king, your grace," Deryon remarked. "It's part of my job, you know . .
. keeping secretsfrom him.”

Stellan met his gaze, waiting for Deryon to add something further, but his secretary seemed content to
leaveit a that.

"Can you have someone take me to him?" he asked, rising to hisfeet be-fore the silence dragged on
long enough to become uncomfortable.

"I'll have someone take you to Hawkes," Deryon offered. "From there you'll probably be able to hear
our noble young prince and his drunken friends making fools of themselves from haf amile avay.”

"Savethat drink for me," Stellan suggested. "I think I'm going to need it by thetime | get back.”

"1'm sorry to put this on you again, your grace. Y ou've been having an interesting time of it lately, that's
for certain.”

"What do you mean?"'

Deryon smiled sympatheticaly. "First there was that business with the botched hanging. And then that
escaped dave who killed another Crasii in their haste to depart?”!

"That only happened the other night," Stellan pointed out, alittle con-cerned by the speed with which
the news of his domestic problems had reached Herino.

Lord Deryon shrugged. " Declan Hawkes mentioned something about it. Bad luck comesin threes,
they say."

Stellan shook his head with athin smile. "Then | dread to think what's next.”

Heturned for the entrance but Deryon called him back. "Lord De-sean!”

"Was there something else?" he asked over his shoulder.

"1 meant what | said about keeping secrets.”

The duke hesitated and then nodded, turning back to face Deryon. They were no longer talking about
the wild behaviour of Glaghbas heir. Both men knew that. "1 appreciate your forbearance, old friend.”

"Then take an old friend's advice, your grace. Don't leave the question of your own heir in doubt much
longer.”

"KyliaDéebrdl ismy late sgter'sonly child," he reminded the secretary. " Sheis currently, and quite
legdly, my heir.”

"A stopgap heir, at best, my friend. Particularly given you have awife perfectly capable of bearing a
child. It'sbeen six years since you married your physician's daughter, and | till remember your eegant
and persua-sve arguments when you petitioned Enteny to alow the marriage. All those passionate
gpeeches about how the True Familieswould benefit from the injection of new blood; how your beautiful,
clever, common-born wife would bring much needed vitdity to the Deseanline. . ." Deryon sghed and
opened hishandsin agesture of helplessness. "The king loves you like abrother, Stellan, and he adores



your wife—you know that—but he grows impatient.”

"Therewill bean her, Karyl," Stellan assured him.

"You areascion of the True Families, Stellan. If Arkady doesn't give you a son soon, the king will do
one of two things. Hell assume Arkady is barren and force you to put her aside so you can take amore
fertilewife, or hell start to wonder if there's another reason why you haven't gotten her with child.”

Deryon wasn't threatening him, Stellan knew that. But it was atimely reminder of hisresponghilities.
"I'll gpeak to Arkady, Karyl. Assoon as| get home. | promise.”

"Pease understand, | only mention this out of concern for you, Stellan. And your lovely wife."

The duke nodded in agreement, not doubting the man's honourable in-tentions. "1 appreciate your
discretion.”

Karyl Deryon smiled tiredly. "Speaking of discretion, you will try to get Mathu back here as quickly
and quietly as possible, won't you?'

"Don't | dways?'

"Theking will reward your loyaty someday, Lord Desean.”

"I'd rather he didn't learn of it, actudly," he replied with awry smile. "For al our sakes."

Declan Hawkes was waiting for Stellan on the waterfront in the Sailors Friend, atavern acrossthe
street from the brothel where Glaghba's crown prince was currently ensconced with anumber of his
friends. Still acouple of hours before midnight, the taverns near the lake were in full swing, laughter,
music and the sound of revelry spilling out from every open door and window aong the waterfront.

"Behold the delights of the Friendly Futtock, your grace," Declan announced, as Stellan did into the
Segt opposite the spymeaster in abooth facing the street. Declan signalled for de and amoment later, a
frazzled-looking wench dumped a foaming wooden tankard in front of the duke. Stellan I eft it untouched.
Alewas not hisbeverage of choice. Through the grubby window, he could just make out the run-down
building across the street where the house of ill repute was located.

"The Friendly Futtock?" Stellan repeated, shaking his head. "Mathu doesn't think about how hislittle
adventure is going to sound when his mother hears about it, does he?"

"l believetheideaisfor hismother not to hear about it,” the spy re-minded him, and then he smiled.
"Besides, futtocks are just the timbers that fasten together to make the ribs of a ship, you know, soit's
really not as bad asit sounds.”

Stelan smiled. "I'm impressed that you know that, Declan.”

"I'm surprised you don't, your grace.”

Stellan turned and studied the street outside. There were quite afew people wandering about, but as
the night grew colder, the Lower Oran be-gan to steam and amist started to rise off the lake. In another
hour, Stellan guessed, the fog would be as thick as a goose-down blanket.

"How many men have you got?'

"Threein here" Hawkesinformed him. "Two outsde. And a Crasii in the brothel itsdlf, keeping an eye
on our boy."

"How'd you get aCrasii in there?"

"Shel'sachameleon Cradii,” Declan explained. "Tiji, her nameis. Spooki-est thing | ever saw. Shejust
gands il in one spot and afew moments|ater, you can't tel her from the wal. Gives me the shivers
every time shedoesit,” the spy added. "Damned useful, though, to have her around.”

"Do we know who'swith him?'

"The usud troublemakers. Osdin Derork. Learn Devillen. And anew playmate, Wae Aranville.”

"One of the Darra Aranvilles?' Stellan asked in surprise.

"He's Jaxyn Aranvilles cousin, | believe, your grace.”

The spymaster said nothing more on the subject, but the mere fact held even mentioned Jaxyn's name
told Stellan a great deal. He shouldn't be sur-prised, he supposed. If Karyl Deryon's job was to keep
secrets from the king, it was Declan Hawkes's job to find out those secretsin the first place. And this
man was one of Arkady's oldest friends. Who knows what secrets the two of them had shared . . . ?

Stellan forced his attention back to the matter at hand. "What're they doing in Herino?”"



Declan shrugged. " Perhagps Mathu's practising for the day he becomesking."

"Let'shopethat sorry day remainsalong way off," Stellan sghed. "How long before thisfog thickens,
do you think?'

Hawkes stared out into the night for amoment and then shrugged. "Not long now."

"Good. The fewer spectators the better. Can you get a carriage down here? A closed one?”

"People will notice a carriage on the waterfront &t this hour, your grace.”

"Unavoidable, I'm afraid, and the reason I'd like to wait for the fog to thicken up abit. | doubt our
boy will bein any fit sateto ride. I'd like to get the other young gentlemen out of there at the sametime,
if I can.”

"Y ou're not here to save every errant noble son in Glagba from scandd, your grace," Hawkes
reminded him.

"And given achoice, I'd leave every one of thelittle sodsto drown in his own vomit,” Stellan agreed.
"But if any of them is seen down here, dl he hasto do is say who he came here with for him to be off the
hook and the prince to be exposed.”

"They don't have to go back to the palace, though, do they?' Hawkes suggested, aglint in hiseye that
made Stellan frown suspicioudy.

"| suppose not. Why?'

"Wadll. .. your grace. . .," the spymaster ventured, "if somebody took these poor misguided lads
asde—into anice dark aley, perhaps—and pointed out the error of their ways. . . subtly of course, but
inaway that will more than likely make them shit their fancy highborn trousers... | wasthinking . . .
maybe the next time your boy decidesto play, he won't be able to round up quite as many willing
playmates?'

Stdlan stared at the younger man in amazement. ™Y ou're asking me to sanction you and your thugs
roughing up three sons of the most important familiesin Glagba?'

Hawkes smiled. "It sounds so tawdry when you say it like that, your

grace.”

It did sound tawdry, but Stellan nodded, wishing held thought of it himsdlf. "It dso soundslike agrand
idea. Will it work, do you think?'

The spy shrugged. "Wevetried everything dse”

"Promise youll not leave any marks.”

"Not so much asalovebite.”

"Inthat case,” Stdlan said, "'l think I'll pay avisit to the Friendly Fut-tock mysdlf, and seeif | can't
coax our little friends out of there voluntarily.”

"Y ou be careful now, your grace," Hawvkeswarned. "All thosewhores. . . and you with afat purse

“I'll try to resst the temptation,” he assured the spy wryly. "Can you arrange to have the carriage out
front? In aquarter of an hour?'

"I'll bethere," Hawkes promised. "And I'll havetherest of the ladswith meif you need help.”

"Hopefully, it won't cometo that.”

Hawkes shook his head. ™Y ou should know better than to think that, « your grace. We've done this
dance together before, you and 1."

"Y ou know me, Declan," Stellan replied with athin smile. "I livein hope."

"That you do, your grace," the spymaster agreed. "That you surely do.”

Chapter 13



Theinterior of the Friendly Futtock was everything the dilapidated exte-rior promised it would be. It
was little more than an abandoned warehouse divided into curtained-off cubicles across the back for the
pleasure and, presumably, privacy of the patrons. In the centre of the room the floorboards had been
ripped up, exposing the earth benesth, and arough fireplace had been built in the hole. The room was it
by anumber of thick tallow candlesin wrought-iron stands. Lacking a proper chimney, the fire smoked
quite badly, the smoke seeking any escapeit could through the rough and draughty planking of the
warehousewadlls.

There were perhaps a dozen women lounging about the dimly lit room, ranging from the very young to
the disturbingly old, al in various stages of undress. Stretched out across the laps of two of the whores
near the fire, he noticed the unconscious form of Osdin Derork, €dest son of the Duke of Altarnia. His
face was buried between the naked, pendul ous breasts of one of the whores, who was chatting
unselfconscioudy to her companion while her patron dept and seemed quite content to leave the
comatose young man where he was. Stellan didn't blame her really. These girlswere paid by the quarter
hour. Osdin's little ngp would end up costing him afortune. There were afew undecided patronsin the
room, aswell, who paid Stdllan little attention. Of Mathu and the other two young men there was no sign.

He had barely stepped through the door before he was gpproached by alarge woman wearing an
emerdd bal gown that had definitely seen better days. She eyed him up and down, taking in his
expendgve, adbeit travel-gained, clothes, pursing her lipsthoughtfully.

"You're either lost, desperate or lookin' for someonein particular,”" the madam observed. And then
she added after amoment, "My lord."

"Guess," Stellan suggested, looking around for the prince. Mathu had to be here somewhere. Osdin
Derork didn't stray far from hisfriends on ex-cursions such asthis.

The old whore smiled knowingly. "Figured someoned come looking for him, sooner or later. Y ou
gonnapay hishill?'

"I'm amogt afraid to ask how muchitis.

"Two hundred gold fenets, near enough.”

Looking around at the shabby interior, Stellan raised a curious eyebrow. "He bought the place, then,
did he?'

"Oh, you're awit, you are."

"More agood judge of property values. Whereishe?'

"What about my money?"

"Y ou'll get your money. Whereishe?'

Thewoman planted her hands on her ample hipsand glared a him in thedim, smoky light. "I want it

Stellan looked down at her with al the condescending disdain he could muster, which was
consderable. "What you will get, madam, if you don't take me to him right thisminute, isthe City Watch
tearing this place up, and you run out of the city. If you don't believe | have the power to arrange that,
pop over the road to the Sailors Friend for amoment. Declan Hawkesisthere, right now, waiting for me
to tell him whether or not | want this placeraided.”

The old whore paed. There wasn't aman or woman in Glagbawho hadn't heard of the King's
Spymaster. Or doubted how dangerous he was. She jerked her head toward the back of the room. "The
onewith the green curtains.”

Stellan thanked the woman and pushed hisway through the lounging whoresto the cubicle in question.
He shoved the curtain aside and discov-ered Glagba's crown prince sprawled face down and naked
acrossthe body of a partly dressed girl who appeared no older than Kylia. She looked up as he entered,
frowning.

"] don't do freesomes," she announced petulantly. In the light of the single candle burning in acopper
holder on thefloor, with her long fair hair and unusud green eyes, the whore seemed pretty enough,
Stellan thought, in arough, unwashed sort of way. But that wasn't why Mathu had chosen her, he knew.



Thisboy could have any woman in the kingdom &t the crook of hislittle finger. Mathu's predilection for
ingppropriate bed-partners was aform of rebellion, afeding Stellan was very familiar with, dbeit for
en-tirdy different reasons.

"Leave us," Stellan ordered the girl. Hetossed her agold fenet for her troubles. She snatched it out of
theair, pushed Mathu off her and scrambled over the pallet to the curtain before her unexpected bounty
could be taken from her.

Therewasasmall stool in the cubicle, besides the filthy mattress. Stel-lan pulled it up to the Side of the
pallet and sat down, waiting for Mathu to notice he had company. The whore had woken him in her haste
to be gone.

The prince raised his head and peered myopicaly at hisvigtor.

"Tided" he said as his head flopped onto the mattress. "What are you doing here?!

"Hello, Mathu."

The prince lifted hishead again, pushing hisdark hair from hisface. "How did you find me?"

"Hawkesfound you," Stellan told him.

"Imagine my surprise,” he groaned into the dirty pillow.

"I'm surprised at you, Mathu. Y ou should know better than to try any-thing in Herino City and not
redisethat Declan Hawkeswill eventualy find out about it."

"And good old Uncle Karyl sent you down here to rescue me, | sup-pose?’

"l can't think why. It's not like you ever listen to me when | drag you out of these places.”

With agroan that hinted at amighty hangover, Mathu turned over and pulled himself up into ast,
running his hands through hisragged hair, try-ing to concentrate. The boy was normdly quitea
presentable young man. He was nineteen, fit, tal, dark-haired and very charming when the mood took
him. Right now, though, he was a dreadful mess. He smelled of sour wine, cheap perfume, hadn't shaved
or bathed for days and looked asif held never dept in area bed. And the Tides aone knew what
creatures he was sharing that filthy mattress with.

"Wadll, seeing as how you're here, cousin . . . care to sample the enter-tainment? My treet.”

"No, thank you."

Mathu drew up his knees and rested his head on them. "Y ou're areal prude, Stellan, you know that?"

"l have Arkady waiting for mein Lebec," Stellan reminded him, well practised in such evasons. "What
whore could tempt me when | have such beauty waiting at home?"

"Fair enough." Mathu shrugged. With hisforehead till resting on his knees, he turned his head and
studied Stellan. "Are you going to tell my par-ents about this?'

"l should."

"But you won't?"

"Not if you come quietly.”

Mathu sighed heavily. "Tides, | envy you."

"You envy me}" he echoed in surprise.

The prince sat up alittle straighter. ™Y ou know who you are, Stellan. Y ou know exactly what your
jobis. You know exactly how to go about it, too. Y ou do everything right. | wish | had even an ounce of
your certainty.”

Stellan smiled at Mathu's sorry misconceptions about hislife. ™Y ou have no ideawhat you'retaking
about, lad. And you do have ajob."

"My job, cousin, isto st around and wait for my father to die,” the prince pointed out. "That wouldn't
be so bad, | suppose, if | hated him. Troubleis, | actualy quite like the old stick. | don't want him to die.”
"Not a sentiment one could deduce from your current behaviour, your highness. Y our father would
have astroke if he knew you were down here whoring around the Herino docks when you're supposed

to bein Venetiawith Reon.”

"Reon's an old woman. Y ou know that."

"That doesn't make his counsd any lessvaid.”

The prince reached for his shirt and pulled it over his head, perhaps awake enough by now to redise
he was conducting this conversation while still naked asa Crasii pup. "Don't make me go back to



Venetia, Stellan,” he begged, as his head gppeared through the neck of hisvomit-stained shirt. " Please”

"It'snot up to me, Mathu.”

"Y ou have influence with Karyl Deryon,” the prince reminded him. "If you spesk to him, helll listen to
you."

"What do you expect meto say to him?"

Mathu thought about that for amoment and then smiled brightly. "Tell him I'm going back to Lebec
withyou."

"Thehdl youare"

"But it'sa perfect solution, don't you see?' he exclaimed. "Father has me Studying provincia
government with Reon because hels my cousin. Well, so are you. Lebec's not that different from Venetia.
And you manage aprovin-cid government just as efficiently as Reon Debakor.”

"The king chose Reon Debakor as your mentor for areason, your highness.”

"The king chose Reon Debakor as my mentor because the shyster paid my father ten thousand gold
fenetsfor the privilege," the young prince cor-rected sourly.

"That's adreadful accusation to make."

"Can | come back to Lebec with you if | promise not to repegt it?' Mathu asked with ahopeful grin.

Stellan shook hishead. "And what happens thefirst time you get bored?"

"What do you mean?"'

"Areyou going to run away from Lebec theway you have from Venetia?'

The prince grinned impishly. "I'll haveto rely on you to make certain |

don't get bored, won't 1?7

"In that case, you can stay right here and rot, your highness," Stellan told him, risng to hisfeet. "I'm
not prepared to gamble my entire province on your contrary whim."

"Stdlan, wait!" Mathu pleaded, scrambling off the pallet. "Don't be like

thet.”

The duke studied the scruffy, disreputable-looking young man for amoment and then Sghed. " Get
dressed. We need to get out of here. And | have to settle your debts.”

"Areyou mad & me?'

"I've been up since before dawn and had to ride fifty-five milesjust so | could drag you and your
drunken friends out of a Herino brothel, Mathu. What possible reason could | have to be angry with
you?”

"I'msorry . . .," hesaid, lowering hiseyes, genuindy remorseful for once. "'l never think these things
through.”

"That'sthe Tide's honest truth.”

"Will you think about me coming to Lebec, though?If | promiseto be-have?"

"Y ou've made that promise before.”

"But | meanit, thistime. | siear.”

"I've heard that before, too."

"Don't send me back to Venetia, Stellan,” he begged. "Reon is such abore. He serves watered-down
deingead of wine at the dinner table."

"Alewont kill you."

"But | might end up killing Cousin Reon. Y ou don't want that on your conscience, do you?"

Stellan smiled. Despite the young man's recklessness, he liked Mathu. And he sympathised with his
didike of Reon Debakor. Even the man's own wife and children complained about him.

"I'll think about it," he agreed rductantly. "But I'm not promising any-thing. Now finish getting
dressed. Wheredo | find Learn Devillen and Wade Aranville?!

"With Epatha, probably."

"Who?'

"Epathathe Man Maker," Mathu explained alittle sheepishly, as he tugged on histrousers. "That's
why we came here to the Friendly Futtock. She has a reputation for making boys into men, you see, and
asyoung Wadewas till avirgin ..."



Stelanrolled hiseyes. "Tided"

"It wasjust abit of harmlessfun, Stellan.”

"| doubt the Duke of Darrawill seeit that way, if hefinds out you took it upon your royd self to have
somewhore called Epatha the Man Maker make aman out of hisgrandson. | hope the boy doesn't
cach anything.”

"1 swear, I'll never do anything likethisagain, Stellan,” the prince promised earnestly. He climbed to
his feet, hopping from onefoot to the other as he pulled up histangled trousers. When he was done, he
straight-ened up with agrin and added hopefully, "Not if you let me cometo Lebec. Perhaps| could
study with Arkady at the university.”

"Be careful what you wish for, Mat," he warned, wondering what Arkady's reaction would be to such
anation. "Y ou might get more than you bargained for. Now let's get out of thisfilthy place. Do you think
you could manage that much without embarrassing the crown any further this night?*

Mathu gripped Stellan's shoulder and smiled a him. ™Y ou're agood friend, Stellan.”

"No, I'm not," he corrected, picking up Mathu's discarded boots and thrusting them into the boy's
arms before pushing him out into the smoky main room ahead of him. "A good friend would stop bailing
you out every time you get yoursdlf into strife and make you face up to the consegquences of your
Supidity.”

"Then you're abad friend,” the prince amended. "And I'm grateful for it."

You ought to be, Stellan thought, as Declan Hawkes appeared in the main doorway of the brothel.
That meant the carriage was here. The man nodded when he saw Stellan and the barefoot young prince,
and then waved another couple of his men insde, ignoring the objections of the other patrons, with
ordersto extract the unconscious Osdin Derork from between the breasts of the patient whore who was
gill nuraing his head. He then sent another four men to hunt up Wade Aranville and Learn Devillen.

Asthey were leaving, amovement to hisleft caught Stellan's eye. He turned and watched in
amazement as the wall appeared to waver and then, where amoment ago there had seemed to be
nothing but old planking, a shape detached itsalf and resolved into the body of anaked femae Crasii.
Sender and hairless, her skin covered in fine slver scales, without aword the Crasii unselfconscioudy
followed Declan and the others out of the brothel, nodding politely toward the duke as she passed him.

A few momentslater, and two hundred gold fenets poorer, Stellan Desean was on hisway back to
the palace with the prince. The others, includ-ing the remarkable chameleon Crasii, disgppeared in the
opposite direction, presumably to find anice dark aley where three inebriated young men were about to
have the error of their ways pointed out to them—sulbtly, of course—by the most dangerous man in
Glaeba

Chapter 14

Despite an intriguing day spent learning the legend behind the mgor cards of Tilly's Tarot, Arkady left
them behind the next time she visited the prison. The academic in her couldn't quite bring hersef to
consder aset of Tarot cards asahistoricd text. The Immortal Prince's story, by Tilly's account at any
rate, was asmplistic morality tale, laden with cumbersome, heavy-handed parables and, Arkady
suspected, would make her the laughing stock of the entire aca-demic community of Glaebaif it ever got
about that shewastaking it serioudly.

Now that Declan was back in Herino and the entire responsbility for exposing the prisoner lay in her



hands, she decided instead to question Kyle Lakesh on the subject of hisaleged immortaity. Denied the
obvious option of smply running the man through to seeif he survived, this was the wesk-est part of his
gtory. Thelogistics of immortaity were such that it was, to Arkady's scientific mind, quite an absurd and
impractica concept. To this end, she had compiled alist of questions she was sure would put an end to
his charade, sooner rather than later.

It wasraining again, asit had amost every day for the past week, when she travelled to the prison
aong the same route, the fields burgeoning with new growth, their Crasii attendants seemingly oblivious
of theinclement westher, asthey toiled on, tilling afield here, planting alate crop there, weed-ing another
crop farther beyond the road. She wondered idly if the weather didn't bother the Crasii, or if it was
samply another assumption humans made about them, thinking that because they were animdlss, they
lacked the same depth of fedling real people possessed.

Thistime only Timms cameto collect her and the Warden didn't bother to meet her when she arrived
at the prison, although there was amessage telling Arkady helooked forward to her company for
afternoon teaonce her interview was done. She followed Timms up the long winding saircase to
Recidivigts Row, amost gagging on the rank prison smells, won-dering how anybody got used to this
place.

When they findly reached the fourth floor, she discovered achair waiting for her in the corridor
between Warlock's cell and Kyl€e's cell opposite. She got another shock when she drew closer to the
cdls. Kyle Lakesh was clean, and looked like a different man. He agppeared much younger than he had
the day before, perhaps twenty-six or twenty-seven. His skin was pale, much paer than Glaghban skin,
and he was more than presentable, he was actually good-looking. Arkady stopped abruptly, shocked to
discover her first reaction to seeing him looking so respectable was far more viscera than she expected.

He smiled when he noticed her surprise. " The Warden seemed to think | offended your highborn
senshilities, your grace,” Kyle explained, leaning on the bars as she approached. "Thanksto you, | get to
bathe every day now. For that, | will continue with this absurd charade, provided you promise to keep
vigtingme"

Arkady eyed him warily, and then turned to peer into Warlock's cdll. The Crasii was Sitting on the
floor in the corner, hischin on his chest, ap-parently adeep.

"Good afternoon, Warlock."

"Your grace," the big canine replied in his deep voice.

"Why waste your timetalking to the flea-trap?' Kyle asked. "Isn't it me you cameto visit?'

Arkady turned to face the Cadlish prisoner. "Very well, | thought you might like to tell me about being
immortd.”

"It'sanightmare,” Kylereplied. "Next question.”

"A nightmare?" sherepeated curioudy.

"That'snot actualy aquestion.”

"But your response intrigues me, Mr. Lakesh."

" told you to call me Cayd."

"Very wel, Cayd, why isbeing immorta anightmare?'

"Becauseit'sendless," Cayal replied, asif the answer was self-evident.

"1 would have thought it quite the opposite,” Arkady said. "I mean, it's one of those things that
everyone secretly dreamsof, isn't it? To have dl thetimeintheworld ... to be able to learn any language,
measter any skill, achieve any goa. To never grow old. If I'm to believe what you're telling me, you've
discovered the fountain of youth. Y et you seem to be wallowing in self-pity because of it."

"Sdf-pity?" he asked, looking more than alittle offended.

"Do you have a better word?'

"Y ou don't understand what it'slike," he said. "Y ou can't understand.”

"Then help meto understand. That'swhat I'm herefor.”

He studied her suspicioudy for amoment. "What happened to the other fellow?

"Y ou mean Declan Hawkes?' she asked. "He's returned to Herino. To take care of moreimportant
meatters”



Caya scowled at her. "More important matters?'

Sheamiled. "I'm sorry, Cayd, doesthat bother you? The fact that you're not the most important thing
intheworld?'

Cayd'sface suddenly broke into aknowing grin. "Y ou're pretty good at this, aren't you?"

"You have noidea," she assured him. "Tell me about the drawbacks of immortaity.”

"Thekiller isboredom.”

"But to have no fear of dying. . ."

"... Isto experience the true meaning of boredom, Arkady. Can | call you Arkady?'

"No, you may not. How old areyou?'

The young man shrugged. "1 don't know. I've stopped keeping count.”

Convenient, Arkady thought. "Make aguess.”

Cayd looked away for amoment, obvioudy calculating something in his head, then he looked across
the corridor at Warlock. "Hey, gemang!" he called. "What year isthisby Crasi reckoning?’

The Crasi looked to Arkady, not sureif he should answer the question.

"It'sdl right, Warlock," she assured him.

"It'sthe year six thousand four hundred and sixty-seven,” the Crasii replied. "According to our
higories™

Cayal shrugged and looked to Arkady. "There you go! Add fifteen hun-dred years or so to that," he
suggested. "We started experimenting with Crasii after the first Cataclysm. So | guessthat makes me
eight thousand years old, give or take."

Ignoring hisabsurd claim about his age, Arkady was fascinated by something else entirely. "The first
Cataclysm? Are you saying there's been more than one?’

"Haf adozen, that | know of."

"But that'simpossible.”

"So'sthe notion that humans could ever rule Amyranthawhile my kind lived, yet herewe are.”

"Your kind?'

"TheTideLords"

She eyed him scepticaly. ™Y ou look human enough to me.”

"l amhuman ... or | was. . . once."

Arkady smiled. "So what, Cayal, you just woke up one day and decided to become immorta ?'

"It seemed like agood idea a the time, but that's another story. Ask the gemang if you don't believe
me. Heknowswhat | am.”

Arkady looked across a the Crasii. "Isthat right, Warlock? Do you be-lieve Caya isimmortal ?'

"Hesmellslikeasuzerain," Warlock agreed with alow growl. "Like rancid, rotting, decaying,
putrefying flesh.”

" See what happens when you don't domesticate them properly?* Cayad remarked. "They get al snarly
and learn too many adjectives.”

Arkady ignored his attempt to be witty and took her notebook and pencil from her saichel instead.
"Why do you cdl him agemang?'

"He callsmethat because | cal him suzerain," Warlock answered before Caya could. "Gemang
means mongrel. In one of the ancient languages, | think."

"Kordian, foal. It means mongrel in Kordian."

Arkady looked at Cayal in surprise. "You speak Kordian?'

"] was born there."

"Kordiaisalegend. Theré's no proof it ever existed.”

"Well, it didn't after the first Cataclysm,” Caya pointed out with ashrug. "And its correct name was
Kordana, not Kordia."

"Y ou told everyone in Rindovayou were from Caglum, didn't you?'

"If I'd told them | was from Kordana, they might have been suspi-cious,” he replied with ashrug.

"And not without cause, given what you did to them," she retorted.

"They'll get over it." He shrugged. "Truthis, | probably did them afavour.”



"Therere seven widowsin Rindovawho would disagree with you, | sus-pect.”

"Areyou sure about that?' he asked, not in the least bothered by her disapprova. "Maybe you should
ask them.”

Arkady looked away, pretending to make afew notesin her notebook before answering.
"Convenient, don't you think, that you just happen to come from a country that nobody can prove ever
exiged? A country where nobody can check on the veracity of your clams?!

"Actudly, Doctor, | find it quite inconvenient that everything | once knew and loved was destroyed
by Tryan just because he's. . . wdll... aprick."

"Tryan?' Arkady asked, recalling the name from Tilly's Tarot. Y ou mean Tryan the Devil ?"

"Isthat what he calls himself these days?' Cayd shook his head. "Pre-tentious bastard.”

"And you believe it wasthe Tide Lord Tryan who caused the first Cata-clysm which destroyed
Kordiaand Fyrenne?' Arkady reminded him, trying to keep the conversation on track.

"l don't believe it, | know it," Caya corrected. "l was there, remember? By the way, Fyrenne wasn't
destroyed until years after Kordana. And it was Elyssa, not Tryan, who wiped that inoffensivelittle
population off the face of Amyrantha." He turned his back on her, leaning againgt the bars of hiscell.
"Tides, don't give Tryan any more credit than he deserves! He'sinsuf-ferable enough without it."

Arkady found herself admiring the prisoner's nerve. He spoke with red conviction, not asif hed
studied these mythica characters, but asif he ac-tualy knew them. Thiswasno smple crimind. Hewas
far moreintelligent than his current predicament might indicate.

Which begged another question: What's the real reason he is here in Glaeba?

Isit possible, shewondered, this man really is a Caelish agitator?

If the Queen of Caelum waslooking to avenge the insult to Princess Nyah, why not train aman for the
job? Pick some handsome and person-able young fellow with a sharp mind and have him pose asa Tide
Lord. Teach him Tilly's Tarot. Throw in afew unverifiable factsto give the story the ring of authenticity.
Pepper it with enough Crasii folklore to make it seem plausible, and then sit back and watch the fun.

It was certainly chegper than declaring war.

Her reasoning aso brought her back to her origina line of questioning. Cayd's claim to immortaity
was the weakest part of his story, and probably the easiest way to expose him. She amost admired the
complexity of the plan as she redlised the last thing they could do now was attempt to kill this prisoner
agan. If hedied, it might debunk thisman's clam to immortaity, but it would aso rid them of their proof
of aCadish agitator in Glagba.

This man might not be immortal, she mused, but he's surely found a way to avoid dying.

"Let's get back to your aleged immortdity,” Arkady ingtructed, taking a seat on the chair the Warden
had provided for her. "How doesit work?"

"l don't die," Caya said, turning his head to watch her. "That'swhat im-mortal means, Doctor. Y ou're
supposed to be educated. | thought you'd know that already."”

"Soyou...what?...can't behurt. .. canwalk throughfire. . . break every bonein your body, and
you'll just walk away unscathed?'

"l wish!" Cayad exclaimed with feding. "I can be hurt just as much as any other man. | just heal up,
afterwards.”

"What if you losealimb?’

"It grows back."

Arkady smiled. "Redly."

"Redlly," Cayd assured her. He turned and put hisright hand through the bars. " See here. Krydence
cut my right hand off once. Grew right back, good as new."

Arkady wasn't foolish enough to get within reach of his hand, and there was no point, anyway. There
would be no scars, no telltale marksto prove his claim. That's what made this swindle so effective.

"How long did it take to grow back?" she asked, wondering how far through held actudly thought
this

The young man shrugged. "Couple of hours, maybe. The pain was in-describable. For some reason
bones grow quicker than flesh, so the more tissue damage the longer it takes to hedl and the more painful



itis"

"And what if someone cuts off your head?' she enquired, certain thiswas where his story would begin
to crumble. She looked at him curioudy, not attempting to hide her scepticism. "Does that grow back
too?'

"It surely does," Cayal agreed.

Hisreply took Arkady by surprise. She wasn't expecting that. "Y ouretdling methat if | cut off aTide
Lord's head, it grows back?" she repeated, to make sure she'dd heard him right. "That'simpossible.”

"In your world, lady, not mine."

"But that would require...."

"Magic," Cayd finished for her. " Something you gppear to have trouble coming to gripswith.” He
pushed off the bars and walked to the back of his cell, taking a seat on the straw pallet. "If you don't
believe me, ask poor old Pellys.”

"Pdlysthe Recluse?' she asked, naming another card in Tilly's Tarot. "The Recluse?" Cayd
chuckled, folding his hands behind his head and leaning back againgt the rough stone wall. “Wouldn't you
want to be are-cluse, too, if someone chopped off your head and after afew of hours of in-tense agony
it grew back and you discovered you had no ideawho you were, because your memories dropped into
the basket under the headman's block aong with the rest of your old head?!

"Isthat what you're claming happened to Pellys? Someone chopped off his head?

"That'swhat happens when you piss off another Tide Lord," Caya warned. "Some of us have
absolutely no sense of humour.”

"Why did aTide Lord decapitate Pellys?’

He stared at her with those piercing blue eyesthat seemed to have alight of their own, eveninthe
gloom of hiscell. "Why should | bother telling you?Y ou don't believe aword of this."

"I'm actudly moreinterested in whether or not you bdieveit.”

Caya seemed genuindly surprised by her accusation. He stood up abruptly and walked back to the
bars. "Do you think I'm faking insanity to avoid another execution?”

"I'm interested in how aman claming to be a smple wainwright from Caglum knows enough about
Glaeban law to understand that's an option open to him."

Cayd frowned, obvioudy annoyed. "L et's get something straight, your ladyship. For onething, I'm
not claiming to be awainwright; I'm claiming to bea Tide Lord. That | happen to know how to mend a
wagon is not the point. I've been dive for eight thousand years; | know how to do agreat many things.
And for another, | probably know more about your laws than you do. I'm something of an expert when it
comesto various Amyranthan legd systems. The Tides know I've been tried by enough of them.”

"Y ou've been arrested before?”

"Torleniaput me ontrial once. After the third Cataclysm. Of course, | didn't actualy attend the
triadl—I was il getting over the Tide turning so quickly—but as| heard it, arallicking good time was had
by dl. And they sentenced meto desth, too, which is pretty stupid, given I'm immorta. | mean, look
what happened when your peopletriedit.”

Thisman isreally very, very good, Arkady thought. It was no wonder the Caglish thought they
could get away with usng him thisway.

"What did they charge you with?" she asked, playing aong with him to see how far hewaswilling to
go. Themore hetold her, the more chance she had of exposing hislies. The more complex his sory, the
more detail he provided, the more likely she would eventualy trip him up. Nobody could lie that well.

"It was over alittle incident that happened to the Great Inland Sea.”

Arkady frowned. She'd never heard of such aplace. "Torleniahasno inland sea. It isan arid
continent. Don't you mean the Great Inland Desert?"

"Wdll, itusedtobeasea. . .yousee. .. that'swhat the trial was about.”

"Areyou telling me you turned a seainto adesert?' she enquired, mak-ing no attempt to hide her
amusement.

"I'm glad you think it'sfunny," Cayd sniffed. "At leest | didn't make haf adamn continent
uninhabitable. Well, | suppose that's not drictly true..."



Arkady couldn't hide her smile. "And you performed this remarkable feat with magic, | suppose?
Magic that comesfrom the Tide Star?"

"Naturdly."

"And whereisthis powerful magic that dlowsyou to lay waste to entire continents now, O Immortal
Prince?' she asked, rising to her feet.

"It'sLow Tide." He shrugged. "It1l come back eventudly. It dways does."

"And then we can witness the full might of the Tide Lords for our-selves?”

Cayd'ssmilefaded. "Y ou might want to hope you're not around when that happens, lady,” he
suggested. "The Tide's been out along time. When it comes back next time, it'sgoing to be ahowler.”

"I'll kegp that in mind," she assured him, stowing her notebook in her satchd. She picked up her bag
and glanced across at Warlock who had barely made a sound during the whole interview. "What about
you, War-lock? Do you expect the Tide to return soon?"

"l can't tell." The canine shrugged.

"Doyou think Cayd islying?'

Helooked up at her with hisbig dark eyes and bared his teeth. ™Y ou should never trust aword a
uzerain tdlsyou, your grace. Even when he'stdling the truth.”

"Y ou know, come the next High Tide, gemang,” Cayd caled acrossthe corridor, "thefirst Crasi I'm
going to havelicking my arsewill beyou!" Heturned to Arkady and added, "That's why we bred them,
you know. We liked being grovelled to and nothing €l se we ever came up with grovelled better than the
canines. That'swhy we bred them for house daves. All that boundless enthusiasm.. . . that pitiful need to
please thelr magters. . . Tides, they were pathetic then and they don't appear to have improved much
over thelast six thousand years.”

This man istoo convincing, Arkady redised, to be an amateur.

Arkady was guessing he was an actor or performer of somekind, re-cruited by the Cadlish queen or
one of her agentsto wreak havoc in Glagba. He was too good—and too good-looking—to have passed
through Caglum or even other parts of Glagba, unremarked.

Shewasn't going to let him get the last word in, however. Pushing her chair aside, she shouldered her
satchel and turned to face Cayd. "Odd, don't you think, your immortal highness, thet your loya Crasi
here—the one bred to serve your kind so faithfully—doesn't seemin the least bit in-terested in grovelling
to anyone, least of dl you."

"There's nothing wrong with old fleabag over there that can't be reme-died with ahorsewhip and a
good strong collar,” Cayd replied. He eyed Arkady up and down quite deliberately and then added with
awink, "A rem-edy which, | suspect, might work just as effectively on you, my lady.”

Arkady had spent much of her adult life being leered at like that, but rarely did it bother her the way it
did when thisman looked &t her. Defi-antly, she lifted her chin. Caya Lakesh was sadly mistaken if he
thought he could intimidate her, or make her fed uncomfortable with nothing more than aseductive leer.

"Careful, Cayd," shewarned. "Y ou're giving meideas. | could decide to have you prove your
immortdity by chopping off one of your extremities, now | cometo think of it, just S0 | can weatch it grow
back." Shelooked down at his groin and added with acold amile, "All that'seft to decidere-aly is
which extremity to chop off."

Before Cayal could respond to that, Arkady turned on her heel and headed down the corridor toward
the guardroom and the tairs, thinking that if worse came to worst, she had her way to prove thisman
waslying.

How long will your story hold up, Cayal, the Immortal Prince, shewondered, feding alittle
amug, if | bring out the butcher's knives?

Arkady smiled grimly as she descended the stairs to join the Warden for tea. Caya probably wouldn't
be nearly so arrogant, she suspected, with acleaver poised over one of hishands.

After dl, Arkady's father had been aphysician and she'd acted as his as-sistant right up until he was
arrested.

The Duchess of Lebec knew how to amputate afinger.



Chapter 15

It was four days after his heroic dash to Herino that Stellan Desean re-turned to L ebec with the
Crown Prince of Glagbain tow, wondering why he'd allowed himsdlf to be talked into such a potentially
disastrous arrange-ment. Despite al Stellan's objections, somehow Mathu had managed to con-vince not
only him, but the notorioudy intransgent Karyl Deryon aswell, that if he were allowed to study in Lebec,
he would behave himsdlf; that un-der Stellan’s guidance, he would suddenly blossom into the sudious
and re-sponsible young man that everyone hoped he would become.

They arrived after dark, the return journey having taken twice aslong as Stellan's mad ride south
because of the sze of Mathu's retinue. Not that the young man inssted on anything extraordinary. Given
achoice, Mathu would probably have saddled up his horse and ridden back with Stellan on his own, but
Lord Deryon ingsted that if the crown prince was going to Lebec, he was going to do it properly, and
that meant Cragii daves, servants, guards and aluggage wagon.

Impatience got the better of Mathu as the sun set over the Lower Oran near the village of Rindova,
turning the lake into a sheet of molten gold. Al-most as anxious as Mathu to be home, Stellan found
himself agreeing to leave the remainder of their retinue behind while the two of them, with only the
two-man escort Stellan had taken to Herino origindly, went on ahead. Asthe silhouette of the paace
cameinto view on therise beyond the city, he halted their small troop and pointed to the palace, ignoring
themidy rain.

"Thereitis" hesaid. "Lebec Pdace.”

"It'ssmaller than | remember,” Mathu remarked, shaking the raindrops from his oiled cloak.

"Things dways seem bigger when you're achild. | remember being to-taly overwhemed by the
Herino Palace when | wassmadl.”

"That'ssomething | still haven't gotten over,” Mathu chuckled. "Have you ever noticed how the big
columns out front look like barsif you squint at them?”

"l thought | wasthe only one who imagined that."

Mathu's smile faded as he studied the paace on the horizon. Twilight was dl but done, the sky rapidly
losing colour asthelittle light remaining disappeared, the air chill with the rain and the loss of the Tide
Star. Pin-points of light were beginning to appear in the darkness, asthe palace stirred for the evening
medl. "Areyou sure Arkady won't mind my coming?'

Stelan smiled. "No."

The princelooked a him earnestly. "I'll try not to let you down, Stellan.”

"Don't let yoursdf down, Mathu,” he advised hisyoung cousin. " That's more important.”

For once, Mathu didn't seem to have aglib answer at the ready. After amoment, Stellan gathered up
his reins, and with the Crown Prince of Glagba at his side, urged his mare forward toward home.

"Sdlan!" Arkady exclaimed in surprise when he walked unannounced into the dining room. She
smiled with genuine pleasure, dways glad to see him. "Why didn't you send word you were coming
home?!

"l would have beaten it," hetold her, walking the length of the table to kiss her cheek. "Besides, |
wanted to surprise you. Good evening, Jaxyn," he added with anod acrossthe tableto hislover. The
young man did nothing but incline his head in acknowledgement of the greeting, too practised at hiding
their relationship to do anything that might give them away. Then Stellan turned to hisniece. "And how's
my girl thisevening?'

"I'm very well, Uncle Stellan,”" she assured him, as he kissed her cheek. "You'redl wet, isit ill



raining? | swear, it hasn't let up for days. Not since Jaxyn took me punting on the lake the other day.”

"Then it must have stopped for ashort while at least.” Stellan kissed her again, on the top of her head,
and then turned toward the door. "I have asurprise for you."

"For me?' Kyliaasked, her eyeslighting up.

"For dl of you," he corrected. "Mathu!"

At hiscal, the crown prince stepped into the dining room and began walking the long length of the
table to the other end where Arkady, Jaxyn and Kylia had been taking their evening meal.

Arkady jumped to her feet when she saw him. "Y our roya highness!"

"Lady Desean. Y ou're looking stunning as dways."

"What the ... | mean. . ." Shelooked at Stellan for an explanation, clearly shocked. "l mean. .. This
isan unexpected pleasure, your high-ness.”

"Very unexpected,” Jaxyn agreed as he rose to hisfeet, dso giving Stellan aquestioning look. Then he
bowed to Mathu. "Y our roya highness."

"Lord Aranville" Mathu replied with a short bow. "My cousin men-tioned you were herein Lebec.
He saysyou're hisKennel Magter. Claims you have atrue gift when it comesto handling the Crasii." He
addressed Jaxyn but the young prince's gaze wasfixed on Kylia

"Hisgraceistoo kind," Jaxyn replied, giving Stellan alook that spoke volumes. Fortunately, Mathu
had eyes only for Kylia, which was something Stellan hadn't anticipated. He still thought of Kyliaasa
child. He forgot sometimes that she was all but grown and certainly old enough to attract the attention of
ayoung man likethe prince.

"Thismust be your lovely niece?' Mathu exclamed as he reached her chair. Kylia had remained
segted, apparently not at al pleased by the new arrival. ™Y ou probably don't remember me, do you, my
lady?"

Kylianodded, scowling. "I remember you. Y ou pushed meinto the lake at the New Y ear's party in
Herino when | wasnine”

"The correct way to address the crown princeis your royal highness, Kylia" Arkady reminded her
gently, as Jaxyn choked on hiswine.

They al looked at him with concern, but he waved away any assstance.

"Truly, I'mfine," Jaxyn gasped. "Just went down thewrong way." He sat down, burying hisfacein his
water glass.

Arkady turned back to Kylia, who seemed more amused than worried by Jaxyn's condition. "I'm sure
his highness regrets any unfortunate misun-derstanding that might have occurred when you were both
children.”

"It'sdl right, your grace,” Mathu assured Arkady. "1 was alittle mongter back then. Still am, if you
listen to my cousin Reon." He turned his atten-tion back to Kylia. "Did | redlly push you into the Lower
Oran, Lady Kylia?'

"Y es, your highness, you did."

Hetook her hand and kissed it gpologeticaly. "I don't recal doing such adreadful thing, but if you say
30, then it must betrue. If 1I'd known you would grow up to be so charming, my lady, | might not have
been s0 hasty to give you adunking.”

"That will be quite enough of that, my lad,” Stellan warned, as Kyliasmiled at the young princein a
manner just alittle too dluring for Stellan’s peace of mind.

Where had she learned to flirt like that? Surely not at an establishment de-voted to teaching young
noblewomen the finer points of etiquette? Perhaps, when the school proudly advertised that all their
students made good marriages, it's because their students are being taught more than the
classics, he mused.

Stellan was beginning to regret leaving his orphaned niece in the care of othersfor solong. To his
eterna shame, he'd not even recognised Kyliawhen she arrived at the palace and the more he got to
know her, the less he understood about her. Sheld gained agreat dedl of confidence at the school,
however, as her chastisement of the prince proved. Kyliawas nothing like the shy young girl he'd handed
over to the care of aladies college when she wastwelve.



With agtern look, he extracted Kylia's hand from Mathu's and then turned to hiswife. "Could you
arrange something to eat, Arkady? We de-cided to forgo dinner in favour of speed I'm afraid. | don't
know about Mathu, but I'm starving.”

"] could eat aCradi, I'm so hungry,” the prince agreed with alaugh, ig-noring Stellan's warning and
taking a seat next to Kylia, who was fluttering her eydlids at the young man.

"Thenif you will excuse me, your highness" Arkady begged gracioudy. "I'll ssewhat | can arrange.
Selan? A moment?'

It needed no grest legp of intuition to guess what Arkady wanted to talk to him about. With Jaxyn
watching them curioudy and Mathu oblivious to anything in the room other than Kylia, Stellan followed
hiswife out of the dining room and into the hall where she hailed Tasse and ordered the young canineto
tell cook they had aroya visitor and to have more food sent up. She then headed aong the corridor to
his study, leaning againgt the door with a heavy sigh when she closed it behind them.

"What in the name of the Tidesis Mathu Debree doing here?!

"He got himsdlf into trouble again,” Stellan explained, turning to face her. "Karyl Deryon asked meto
keep aneyeonhim.”

" thought the king sent him to Venetia?'

Stellan shrugged. ™Y ou know what Reon's like. He had no hope of con-trolling Mathu.”

"S0 you volunteered?’

He shrugged helplesdy. "1 didn't really have much choice, Arkady. What was | supposed to do? Tdll
Mathu he couldn't cometo Lebec because | didn't want him to learn the truth about me?

"Then you must send Jaxyn away, Stellan,” Arkady advised. "Firgt thing tomorrow.”

"Jaxyn won't be aproblem,” he assured her, taking her gently by the shoulders. "He's very good at
being discreet.”

Shefrowned, unconvinced. "I'm glad you think s0."

"Kyliahasnoidea. . ."

"Kyliaisbarely more than achild, Stellan. Y our particular predicament doesn't exist in her world. She
doesn't understand what she's seeing, even when it'sright in front of her. Mathu is not nearly so innocent.
One acci-dental look from Jaxyn across the dinner table could give you away."

"I'll be careful, Arkady. | promise.”

"It'snot you I'm worried about.”

"Jaxyn'sasmuch at risk as| am, my dear. He won't betray us."

Hiswife remained unconvinced. "The danger istoo grest, Stellan.”

He pulled her close and held her for amoment. ™Y ou're generous to worry so much for me.”

"I've dlied mysdf with you, Stdlan,”" she said, hugging him briefly. Then she pulled away and looked
up at him. "For better or worse. If you go down, I'll go down with you." She kissed his cheek and
stepped out of hisembrace. "But | still think you should send Jaxyn away while Mathu's here.”

"I'll speak to him. But | don't think things are quite as drastic as they seem.”

"Then you'refar more optimigtic than | am.”

"Lord Deryon sends his regards, by the way," hetold her, wondering how he was going to broach a
subject he considered much more problemeatic than the fear Jaxyn Aranville might inadvertently let on that
he and Stellan were lovers. "And he asked . . . when we might be expecting an heir.”

Arkady raised her brow questioningly. "lsn't that rather up to you?"

Hesighed. "I know. But it'snot aseasy as ... perhapswe should ..." Stel-lan wasn't sure what to say.
He admired Arkady, loved her even, in his own way, but not once during six years of marriage had he
ever desired her. HEd never desired any woman. The thought of making love to awoman physicaly
repulsed him. One of the things that made Arkady such arare treasure for aman like Stellan Desean was
that she seemed to understand that.

Arkady took hishand and squeezed it encouragingly. "I gppreciate your dilemma, Stellan, truly | do.
But | can't fulfil my part of our agreement without your help.”

He hesitated, and then gave voice to the only other solution he could think of. Y ou could take a
lover."



The suggestion seemed to amuse her. Sheraised abrow at him. "Did you have anyone in mind?*

"Wdll, no ... of coursenat... | wasjust thinking ..."

"Suppose | chose someone you didn't like?!

"| rather think the point of the exercise would be what you like, wouldn't it?"

"That's not what | mean, Stellan. This has consegquences beyond me having an affair. Could you redly
pass off another man's bastard as your own son? Could you love him like your own? Not watch him
congtantly, waiting for him to betray his ancestry? Could you stand up before King Enteny—your own
cousin—and lie about who fathered your heir?!

"My wholelifeisalie, Arkady," he reminded her. "What's one more?

Arkady wasn't so easlly deterred, certainly not by maudlin sdf-pity. "And what of the child's father?
Wouldn't he have the right to know he had ason? And if he did know—uwhich | imagine any man who
can count would be able to work out—how do you trust a man willing to deep with another man'swife
to keep the secret of your son'strue paternity? And suppose | have a daughter? Do we choose another
candidate and try again or do we go back for seconds?’

"You arefar too analytica," he complained, as she presented him reason after reason why thiswasa
bad idea.

"Thank the Tides| am, Stellan,” she suggested. "L &ft to your own de-vices, youd snk usall.”

"Will you give the idea some thought?'

"About taking alover? Absolutely not. It'sfar too dangerous.”

"Then | guesswe're back where we started ..."

She studied him curioudy for amoment, obvioudy sympathetic, but puzzled nonetheless by his
reluctance, even for something asimportant as the continuation of hisline. "Would it be so intolerable to
touch awoman, Stellan? We could try again . . . With my back to you ... if | made no sound, perhaps ...
if thelightswere out..."

He shook hishead. "I can't explainit, Arkady."

"Then I'll think about it," she promised, dbet rductantly. "But | dtill think we should consder involving
athird person asalast resort, not our first option." She glanced at the clock on the mantel and turned for
the door, smiling apologeticaly. "1 should be checking on our crown prince's dinner. And you need to get
out of those wet clothes. Can wetalk about this|ater?!

Helooked a her standing therein her exquisite, elegant green-silk gown, her hand on the latch, tall,
beautiful, fiercely intelligent and fero-cioudy independent, wishing—for arare moment—that hewasthe
sort of man who could appreciate what he had in Arkady, physically aswell asintel-lectudly. She
deserved so much more than he could offer, and she asked so little of himin return. It seemed avery
unfair arrangement.

He smiled. "If only you wereaman, Arkady."

"If only you were, Stellan,” she replied, leaning forward to kiss his cheek, and then sheleft him done
in the study to ponder the crud twist of fate that had put the soul of the one person on Amyranthawho
truly under-stood him in the body of awoman he couldn't bring himself to touch.

Chapter 16

Jaxyn waited until he was certain the rest of the pal ace was adeep before he made hisway silently
through the wide palace hdlsto Stellan's room. He desperately wanted to talk to the duke. The



unexpected arrival of Mathu Debree disturbed him agreat dedl. Kylias arrival had been bad enough.
There was no room in Jaxyn's plans for any more competition for Stellan Desean's affections, no matter
how platonic. He needed to find out the rea-son behind the crown prince's arrival, certain there was
something Snider init.

"Arkady wasright,” Stellan remarked, looking up as he heard Jaxyn locking the door behind him.
"You redly don't think, do you?'

"She said that about me?" he asked, crossing the rug to the bed. Stellan was stretched out on the
cover reading by lamplight. It was his habit to catch up on the business of the estate late at night, when he
was unlikely to be disturbed. Rain pattered softly against the windows, the earlier shower having settled
infor agood long soaking. It would rain dl night again, more than likely, a common enough occurrencein
Glaeba at thistime of year but one Jaxyn had alittle trouble getting used to. The Glaeba of hisyouth had
never been this soggy.

'She wants me to send you away while Mathu's here," Stellan added, putting aside the document he
was reading.

I'll just bet she does, Jaxyn thought. But he'd learned the hard way not to malign Arkady to her
husband. Stellan wasirrationdly protective of hiswife. " She worries about you too much.”

A not-unreasonable fear, I'm forced to concede, given that you've just snegked into my room in the
dead of night.”

"1 locked the door."

"Making your visit even more suspicious.”

"Why did you marry her, anyway?' Jaxyn asked, Stting on the bed and swinging his boots up on the
coverlet. He leaned back against the bedpost, picked up one of Stellan’s stockinged feet and began
massging it.

Stellan closed his eyes, murmuring appreciatively. "We were in apos-tion to do each other afavour.”

"And how did she take the news on your wedding night that your inter-estslay . . . e sewhere?’

"Arkady knew about me long before we married. She caught me, actu-dly, in the arms of arather
handsome young troubadour who'd been staying at the paace. His troupe was moving on. We were
saying goodbye in the li-brary when she burst in on us, demanding | release her father."

"So she blackmailed you into it?'

"Hardly," Stellan said, lifting his other foot so that Jaxyn could massage that, too. "She didn't care. She
was more worried about her father. It wasn't until later that it occurred to me that Arkady had seen what
she had and not said aword. She didn't express disapprova. She didn't try to use the infor-mation
againg me—and the Tides know she had reason enough to. She just shrugged it off. I'd never met
anybody—man or woman—whao'd reacted to learning my true nature like that before.”

"So out of gratitude you married the first woman who didn't condemn you?”

"Y ou have very little compassion in your soul, Jaxyn."

He smiled. "That'swhat makesme so irresigtible.”

"It'swhat makes you so damned dangerous,” Stellan corrected, but to Jaxyn'srdief hedidn't say it
with much conviction. "WEell haveto be very careful while Mathu's here.”

"And how long will that be?'

"At thevery least, until the king returnsto Herino at the beginning of summer. Can you contain
yoursdf for amonth or s0?"

"Aren't | dwaysdiscregt?'

The duke frowned. "Thiswill require more than discretion, | fear. As my wife so astutely pointed out
earlier thisevening, Kyliaisan innocent and Mathu far from it. We mustn't give him any reason to suspect
thetruth.”

"Thenwell tdl him I'm your masseuse, shal we?"

"Ohyes, Jaxyn, what amarvellousidea. That's not in the least bit suspi-cious.”

Jaxyn chuckled softly. "Y our secretary, then?”'

"That would involve you doing actud work, Jaxyn."

"Ah, we can't have that now, can we?'



"Theresredly nothing wrong with telling him the truth, you know."

"A novel suggedtion.”

"You are Lebec'sKennd Madter," Stellan reminded him, alittleimpa-tiently. "Thereés nothing
suspiciousinthat.”

"| thought you were the master here." Jaxyn smiled at him and pushed Stellan'sfeet aside, leaning
forward, moving the massage farther up hisleg.

Stellan pushed him away distractedly. "Not tonight.”

Jaxyn leaned back against the bedpost with afrown. "Well, | can see having the crown princeasa
houseguest isgoing to be abarrel of laughs, isn't it?"

"It's nothing to do with Mathu,” Stellan assured him.

"What isit then?"

"I'vegot alot on my mind."

"Anything specific, or are you just worrying for the fun of it?'

Stellan hesitated and then sighed. "The same old problem. My heir. Or to be more specific, my lack
thereof."

"Kyliasyour har." Clever little minx that sheis.

"By default, only. I'm ascion of the True Families, Jaxyn. I'm expected to produce a son.”

"And Arkady won't oblige?"

"The problem ismine, not hers."

Jaxyn nodded, feigning sympathy, athough in truth, he didn't redly un-derstand Stellan's dilemma. He
had been attracted to members of both sexes at various times. For Jaxyn it wasn't the gender, but the
person—or what they could do for him—that he found attractive. If hed been Stellan, he would have just
closed his eyes, thought of Lebec and been done withit.

But that wasn't in Stellan's nature. He was an odd combination of aman who at once lived aterrible
liefor the benefit of otherswhile being unableto lieto himself.

Perhaps you could prevail upon Arkady to seek aid . . . outside the marriage bed?' he suggested
carefully, not sure of the reaction he was going to get. His concern that Stellan produce aviable heir was
genuine. Jaxyn was almogt as anxious as the king to see Arkady pregnant, horrified by theideaof Kylia
as Stellan's successor.

Stellan merely shook his head, not in the least bit offended by the idea. " She's adamantly opposed to
it. Shefearswed never be able to trust the man involved to keep our secret.”

Unlessit was someone you aready trusted,” Jaxyn pointed out.

"Who did you havein mind, Jaxyn? You?"

Heamiled. "Why not?'

Stellan actudly laughed doud &t the notion. " For one thing, Arkady de-spisesyou.”

"Areyou sure about that?'

"Yes

He shrugged. Jaxyn refused to believe Arkady was completely indiffer-ent to his charms. "Women
sometimes use one emotion to disguise another, Stellan. Even the practically perfect Arkady isn't above
thet."

The duke remained unconvinced. "Arkady feels many thingsfor you, Jaxyn, I'm sure, but | serioudy
doubt any one of them isdesire.”

"That'snot redly the point, though, isit?'

"What do you mean?"

"I meanit'snot really her decision. She agreed to give you an heir. If you're not able to perform the
task yourself, then you should be able to nominate a proxy, and she should accept your decision.”

"Forcing Arkady to accept aman she doesn't want just so | can have a son would be tantamount to
rgpe.”

"Don't be so melodramatic,” he scoffed. "'I'm not talking about raping anybody. Of course, shed have
to agreeto it. But you have to make her agreetoit.”

Stellan shook his head. "I know what her reaction would be."



"l don't think you do, Stellan. Arkady might act asif there's snowmelt running through her veins, but |
suspect you'll find it's an act she puts on to protect herself as much asit isto protect you."

"And you'd do this sdfless thing for me, would you, my love? Sleep with my wife?'

There was an edge to the duke's voice that set darm bellsringing in Jaxyn's head. "I'd give you the
son you crave, Stellan,” he corrected. "And I'd do it because of what | feel for you, not your wife."

"Then perhaps you should spesk to her yoursdlf.”

"Excuse me?'

" Speak to Arkady," Stellan repeated. "Put your eloquent case to her. If you can convince my wife of
the nobility of your selfless offer and she agreesto it, then you have my blessing.” "Are you serious?'

"Absolutely,” the duke assured him. Then he amiled. "Of course, I'm dmost certain what her reaction
isgoing to be, but | will enjoy watching you try."

"Y ou're challenging meto seduce your wife?"

"l suppose you could look at it like that.”

"Youreinsang!"

"Probably," Stellan agreed. "But at the very least, you'll have to stop flirting with Kyliafor abit and
whileyou're pursuing my wife you'll give Mathu something ese to worry about. Theking isfar more
understanding about adultery between aman and awoman, after adl, than heis about the same sin
committed between two men."

"You redly arelosing your mind, you know, old boy."

Stellan shrugged philosophicdly. "Ironic, don't you agree, that insanity is acceptablein our world,
Jaxyn, and yet usloving each other isnot?'

"Y ou know me. I'm far too shalow and venal for such deep thoughts. Still, 1 do promise not to make
things any harder on you," Jaxyn assured him. He swung his legs onto the floor and stood up from the
bed, adding with awicked grin, "No pun intended. Don't stay up too late, eh? Y ou've had along day."

"Yes, Mother."

"Being rude to mewon't help your cause, you know."

Stellan smiled tiredly. "Go to bed, Jaxyn. Y our own bed."

"Goodnight, Stelan.”

"WEell talk again tomorrow."

"Perhaps. If | havetime," Jaxyn sighed as he headed for the door. "I may be too busy seducing your
wife"

"Shell say no," Stellan called after him. "And if you're redlly lucky, shewon't leave any marks.”

"Well s

Jaxyn opened the door and glanced up and down the hall outside before he turned and looked back
at Stellan. The duke had picked up the document he'd been reading when Jaxyn camein, asolitary figure
wrapped in the warm yellow glow of the lamp beside his bed; asingle puddie of light in the otherwise
dark room.

"1 sugpect you don't know Arkady aswell asyou think, Stellan.” With that find prediction, he closed
the door behind him and made hisway down the hdl, back to his own room, whistling softly to himsdf.

Things were back under control, Jaxyn Aranville mused. Kylia would soon be made redundant.

And Arkady Desean was officially fair game.

Chapter 17



It took another week and severa more frustrating interviews with Kyle Lakesh before Arkady was
able to pin down her husband to discuss what she considered the fastest and most effective way of
bringing thisfarce to an end. She wanted to call the prisoner's bluff, and needed the approva of the Duke
of Lebectodoit.

Arkady couldn't say why she was so anxiousto bring her vistswith Cayal to an end. At first, she
thought it might be smply her didike of Lebec Prison. After dl, her father had died there, so she had little
affection for the place. However, as she rode out to the prison each day with the silent and watchful
Timms as her escort, her heart beating alittle faster in anticipation of seeing her prisoner again, Arkady
began to redise it was more than dis-like for the building. 1t was Cayd himself who disturbed her and she
couldn't—for the life of her—understand why.

That the young man was a consummate actor was beyond question. His story was flawless. He had
an answer for everything and never once hesi-tated before providing one. He had not attempted to avoid
her interroga-tion, never dodged a question. He was suspicioudly anxious to cooperate, in fact, arrogantly
ingsting that once the Glaeban authorities recognised what he was, they would have no choice but to
releesehim.

Warlock's reaction to him was equally disturbing and was the reason Arkady was becoming more and
more convinced this man's story needed to be discredited urgently. From across the gloomy prison
passage, the Cradi listened closely to her interrogation of the Caglishman, and athough he clearly
despised him, every word the would-be Tide Lord uttered, rather than expose hislies, seemed to
reinforce the Crash's opinion that Caya was what he claimed.

Arkady didn't believe for amoment that Kyle Lakesh wasredly Caya, the Immortal Prince, but she
knew how much Crasii folklore centred on the Tide Lords, how critical theimmortals existence wasto
the Crasii under-standing of their placein the world. The Tide Lords, according to their ora history, were
the Creators. The Mother, the unnamed Tide Lord they be-lieved responsible for their very existence,
was spoken of in hushed and rev-erent tones and rarely mentioned to outsiders. The Tide Lords were the
Crasi godswho had fashioned their race by blending humans and animds; the gods who had—according
to legend—ingtilled them with the irresistible compulsion to serve. The relationship between the Crasii
and their gods was ambivaent, however. They despised the Mother while worshipping her; resented the
Tide Lordswhile being unable to refuse their commands. . .

Or they would be unable to refuse themif the Tide Lords were actually real, Arkady reminded
hersdf, as she knocked on the door to Stellan's study and let hersdlf in without waiting for an answer. It
waswarm in the office, thefire blazing in the carved marble fireplace not redly necessary on such amild
day. Therain had let up for the past day or so and the whole world seemed brighter for it.

Sdlan was dtting behind hisivory-legged desk in his shirt deeves go-ing through one of the large,
leather-bound estate ledgers, with Mathu leaning over his shoulder. The prince was ill on his best
behaviour and had done nothing, thus far, to embarrass either hisfather or hishost.

"Good morning, Lady Desean.”

Arkady curtseyed degantly to their guest. Y our roya highness. How are you thismorning?'

"Bored sensdless," he complained. "'l can't believe how tediousit islearning about tax collecting.”

"Tedious but necessary, I'm afraid,” Stellan reminded him. "We could do with a bresk, though. What
can we do for you, Arkady?'

"| wanted to talk to you about Kyle Lakesh."

The prince looked at them questioningly. "Who's Kyle Lakesh?"

A Cadlish prisoner currently incarcerated in Lebec Prison, your high-ness, who'sclaiming to beaTide
Lord," Arkady informed him, figuring there was no point in trying to hide the details from Glaghas crown
prince.

‘Redly?' he said, resting on the back of Stdllan’s chair with hisarms crossed. "How bizarre! Why
would any man claim such an absurd thing?”'

It'snot so absurd if the Crasii believe him," she replied, taking a seat opposite the desk on one of the
exquidtely carved and embroidered chairs Stellan's grandmother had commissioned to match the rest of
the room.



"Do the Crasi believe him?* Mathu asked.

"The onein the cdll opposite him does," she told them. "And he's not very happy about it."

"I'm surprised at you, Arkady," Stellan said, leaning back with asmile. "I thought you'd have this chap
on the run within afew hours of meeting him."

"To behonest, so did 1," she admitted. "He's proving to be amuch bet-ter liar than | anticipated.
Suspicioudy s0."

"Y ou think there's something more sinister going on here than asimple attempt to avoid the noose?"
her husband asked, frowning.

She shrugged. "'l wish | knew. The man's Caelish, which might have something to do withit. He
certainly has an answer for everything. It wouldn't surprise mein the dightest to learn held been
coached.”

He nodded thoughtfully. "If he'sa spy, it would account for the ambas-sador'sinterest in him."

Mathu's forehead creased in apuzzled frown. " Surely if thisman's claming to be immortd, your grace,
then the quickest way of deciding theissue would beto kill him, wouldn't it?"

"Tried that,” Stellan said, glancing over his shoulder at the prince. "Which isthe reason we're having
thisdiscusson.”

"You killed him and hedidn't die?"

"We hanged him and he survived," Stllan corrected. "We thought he was faking insanity to avoid a
second—and more than likely successful— attempt.”

"S0 hang him again. That should stleit.”

"With the Cadlish Ambassador taking an interest in his case?' the duke asked, shaking hishead. "'l
think not."

"There might be another way," Arkady suggested carefully. She couldn't say why, but she wanted to
be done with Cayad as quickly as possible and she had the means, if only Stellan would let her useit.

“I'mligening.”

"Caydl. . . that'swhat he calshimsdf . . . ingsts he has an unlimited ability to regenerate. He clamsto
have had alimb amputated that grew back. He even claims a Tide Lord named Pellys was decapitated
and grew another head.”

Stellan looked at her, alittle puzzled. "So . . . what do you want of me?"

"1 need you to speak to the Prefect. And the Warden. Do you think they'll et me amputate
something?'

Silence descended over the study. It was the prince who broke it. "Lady Desean, you can't be
serioud”

"I'm quite serious, your highness™

"But that's. . . barbaric!"

"It'saso lidbleto be very effective. Thisman isvery likely a Cadish spy, sent hereto causetrouble as
some sort of retribution for our refusal of Princess Nyah as your consort. Asit was Stellan who ddlivered
news of the refusal to the Cadlish queen, it makes sense that any attempt at evening the score would start
herein Lebec. But aswell rehearsed asthismaniis, | suspect his story will changefairly quickly if he
thinks we're serious about cutting off afew fingers so we can observe hisimmortaity in ac-tion.”

"And when we haveto give him back?' Stellan said, alittle less shocked than Mathu. But then, he
knew her better. "How do we explain away his missing fingers?'

"Why do we have to give him back?' Mathu asked.

"Becauseif he'saspy, we can trade him for one of our spiesthe Cadlish are holding.”

The prince's eyeslit up. "We have spies in Cadum?'

"We have spiesin alot of places, Mathu," Stellan assured him.

Arkady sighed when she redlised what Stellan wastelling her. Mathu was il looking alittle confused,
however. "l don't understand.”

"What my husband is saying isthat if thisman redly isa Caelish oy, whatever we do to him, the
same, or worse, will be doneto our prisonersin Caglum.”

"Y ou mean, we best their spy, they beat ours?’



"We amputate afew fingers, they do the same," Stellan confirmed with anod.

"I'm sureit won't cometo that, Stellan,” Arkady assured him with more hope than conviction. "Can |
at least threaten to do it?'

"What purposewould it serve?"

"If hethinks he might lose afew fingers, | fancy the Immorta Prince's story will change very smartly.”

"Andif he cdlsyour bluff?'

"Then heloses hisfingers." She shrugged.

"Which meansyou'e not redly bluffing, are you, your grace," Mathu pointed out with agrin. "'l must
say, | never redlised how ddlirioudy bruta you could be, Lady Desean. No wonder Stellan toesthe line
odiligently.”

Arkady glanced a Stellan with apuzzled look. He smiled. "Mathu isalittle surprised | had the
srength of will to refuse the offer of one of hisladies of the night in Herino."

"I'm shocked you would even make such an offer, your highness," she declared in mock dismay.
"Sdlanisamarried man.”

"So | discovered, Lady Desean,” he chuckled, finding nothing amissin the situation. "And avery
faithful one, too, I'm happy to report.”

"Nonethdless, it was very naughty of you to suggest such athing. Per-haps | should threaten to chop
off afew of your fingers"

"l believeyou'd do it, too,” Mathu laughed. "But let's get back to thisimmortal of yours. Why not have
him prove he'samagician by doing some-thing magic?'

"Ah, now that's the true genius of his deception. According to our im-morta, it'sLow Tide."

"And Tide magic was supposed to be tiddl, wasn't it?' Mathu said. "So until the Tideturns...."

"He'shepless" Arkady finished for him.

"Clever."

"But surely you can trip him up in other ways?' Stellan asked. "Declan Hawkes asked you to speak
with him because of your knowledge of the Tide Lords, Arkady."

That news caught Mathu'sinterest. "Declan Hawkes isinvolved in this?*

Stellan glanced over his shoulder at the prince. "There's not much that goes on in Glagba Declan
Hawkesisn't involved in, Mathu. It would serve you well to remember that the next time you fed like
doing something fool-ish.”

"My knowledgeis gleaned from Crasii legends,” she explained. "Their histories don't rel ate to specifics
about individual Tide Lords. It's sad to think so, but Tilly Ponting's wretched Tarot gives more detail
about the Tide Lords themsalves than anything in the Crasii legends I've been able to drag out of the few
willing to sharethar ord historieswith me."

"lsan't that where your Cadlish Tide Lord would have learned it too?' Mathu asked.

Arkady nodded. "That'swhat Tilly suggested.”

"Then perhaps you should check Cayd's story againgt her Tarot first, Arkady," her husband
suggested, " before we start torturing and mutilating prisoners?!

"Chopping off hispinkie will be quicker, dear."

Stelan smiled. "Mathu wasright. You are abarbarian.”

Arkady wasn't amused. "I'm more worried for my professiona reputation. | find the notion of
confronting our prisoner with aTarot card | borrowed from an eccentric widow with purple hair more
than alittle disturbing, not to mention so scientificaly unsound it doesn't bear thinking about.”

"Nevertheless, Arkady, I'd rather you eliminated that option before you take to him with ascape.”

Stellan had that intrangigent look about him that Arkady knew well. She had no chance of winning this
argument. She sighed in defeat. "Then | shdl drag this charade on for alittle while longer, shdl 1? Quiz
our immorta with that unimpeachable historical record, the Tide Lord Tarot, as my only resource? I'm
certainto trip him up that way."

" Sarcasm does not become you, my dear.”

"If it'sany consolation, I'm on your side, Lady Desean," Mathu assured her chearfully. "Chop off his
filthy Cadlish digits, | say!"



"Fortunately, you don't have asay in this, Mathu,” Stellan remarked, frowning up at the young man.

"Pity," Arkady said, risng to her feet. "I haveto go, I'm afraid. If I'm going to rip our clever spy's
story to shreds using nothing but a deck of cards, I'm going to need to spesk to Tilly on the way to the
prison thismorning.”

"And you won't be amputating anything without my express permission, will you, dear?' Stellan said
in atonethat displayed adisturbing lack of trust in her intentions.

Arkady hesitated before answering, and when shefinally did agree, it waswith agreat dedl of
reluctance. "If youinds."

"l do."

She amiled a Mathu. "And you thought Reon Debalkor was a bore?”

"Y ou can leave us now, Arkady," Stellan suggested, his good humour starting to fade.

"Yes, dear."

"Will you tell usdl about it a dinner, your grace?' Mathu asked.

"Every riveting word of his confession, your highness,” she promised. Sheglared at Siellan. "The
confession | plan to scare out of our devilish Caglish spy with the judicious use of a Tarot card.”

"Goodbye, Arkady."

"Sdlan," she said with an degant curtsey. "Y our highness.™

Her husband made no further comment as she left the room, damming the door ever so dightly onthe
way out, the only outward expression of her irritation.

Chapter 18

Warlock had discovered that, among the less obvious drawbacks of incar-ceration, he wasn't
alowed—for obvious reasons—afile with which to trim his nails. Left unattended they would grow and
curl until hisfingers became dl but unusable. Out in the wider world, hed aways been ableto file hisnails
down whenever they began to grow too long. Lacking arasp, however, he was left with no choice but to
use the rough granite wall to keep his nailstrimmed. It was adow and laborious process and he spent
hoursat it every other day, dowly wearing down his claws againgt the onein arhythmic, hypnotic
motion that Ieft his mind free to wander. And wander it did, usu-ally outside these dreary prison walsto
aplace and time much happier than here.

"Tides, how long can you keep up that inferna scraping!” Caya com-plained from acrossthe
corridor.

That was the other advantage of filing his nails againgt the stone. It drove the suzerain to distraction.

He glanced across the hall and bared histeeth in the gloom. "Long as| haveto.”

The suzerain was Sitting on his pallet, leaning againgt thewadll. He glared balefully at Warlock. "Come
High Tide, | intend to do something about you, gemang.”

"Would that be before or after I've licked your arse?" Warlock en-quired.

"If you don't do what | command,” Cayal warned, "I'll have your filthy Scard corpse fed to the
ravens.

"You think I'm a Scard?" Warlock asked, abandoning his nail filing to squint at the suzerain curioudy.
The word was dang, short for "discard.” The discarded Crasii who didn't work out the way the Tide
Lords planned, their foremost fault being thelack of any compulsion the suzerain had in-tilled in dl their
magically wrought davesto obey their masters blindly and without hesitation. Of course, they'd killed any
Scards they found without mercy, but there were some who'd escaped, smart enough not to let on that



their obedience was merely away of disguising their true natures until they had achance to break free.

Hewas planning to ask Caya more, ask why the suzerain thought he was a Scard, when he caught a
whiff of perfume. Long before they heard her footsteps on the flagstones, Warlock knew Lady Desean
was coming for her daily interrogation of Cayal. He could smdll the strange human scent of her—jasmine
soap mixed with clean sweat mixed with ahint of musky perfume mixed with awhisper of fear.

And desre.

The duchess probably wasn't even aware of that emotion, but Warlock could tell. On somelevd,
certainly not a.conscious one, something about the suzerain called to the baser side of Arkady Desean.
Cayal isa mystery and perhaps she finds that enticing? Or maybe it was Smply human weakness.
The Tide Lordswere very good at manipulating people. Even without Tide Magic to aid him, Caya had
had eight thousand yearsto polish his seduc-tion technique.

"Your vigtor ishere"

Cayd sat up straighter. "How can you tdl?"

"l can amdl her."

"What does she smdll liketo you?' the suzerain asked as he climbed to his feet.

"A human," Warlock replied unhdpfully.

Cayd amiled. "A canine with asense of humour, en? There's something they didn't plan to breed into
your line, I'll wager. What's your pedigree, anyway?"'

"Why do you care?'

"I'm curious." Caya shrugged, leaning on the barsto stare at him acrossthe hal. "Besides, if you turn
out to be a Scard, once the Tide turns, I'll be rooting out every pitiful bastard pup in your line and
degtroying him."

"l am Warlock, out of Bella, by Segura," he informed him proudly. And there aren't enough of you to
destiroy my line, suzerain.”

"Don't be too sure about that,” Caya warned. "It could take some time, granted, but we suzerain are
quite fond of venturesthat take alot of time. Helps dleviate the boredom, you see."

Warlock couldn't help himsaf—he amiled. "Is that why you're hererot-ting in a Glagban gaol? To
dleviate the boredom?*

"I've done stranger things for lesser reason.” Cayal shrugged. Their visitor's footsteps were audible
now, even to someone without the benefit of canine hearing. Caya and Warlock waited for afew
moments and then she appeared, bringing with her the only bright spot in the day of both the Tide Lord
and the Cragi.

Arkady was wearing much the same as dways, along grey skirt and matching jacket, cinched at the
wais and trimmed in velvet, over ahigh-collared white blouse adorned with delicate pintucking and small
pearl buttons down the front. She was—as usual—carrying the battered leather satchel where she kept
her notebook.

Thiswoman dresses to hide her beauty, hethought.

Warlock knew quite alot about women's fashion. His mother had been a seamstress of some notein
the service of Lady Bdlobrinawhen he was a pup. He knew what women—particularly human
women—wore when they were trying to attract amate. The Duchess of Lebec dressed asif shewas
trying to drive them away. And yet he could smell the latent lust on her and it didn't match her outward
appearance a al. Shewas a puzzle, this duchesswho knew about the histories of the Crasii; this
well-educated noble-woman who seemed to care about hiskind far more than the average hu-man. He
wished, sometimes, that she were here to interrogate him and not that arrogant suzerain acrossthe way.

"Good morning, Cayd. Warlock."

"Your grace," the Cragii replied politdy. "Isit raining again?'

"Yes itis" sheinformed him. "Can you hear it in here?"

"l canamdl it."

She nodded and turned to look at Caya. The suzerain was still leaning againgt the bars, watching her
like acat watchesits prey while it debates the most entertaining way to torment it.

"Lady Desean."



"Cayd."

"What trick questions do you have for metoday?' he asked. "Did you want to know what we do for
fun? What immortals eat? Why we even bother to est, given were never going to die of starvation? Or
thire."

"Do you know that for certain?' Arkady asked, curioudy.

Cayd nodded. "Eventried it once. | got hungry and | got thirsty, but nothing much el se happened.
Didn't even lose weight. Did you know there are no fat immortals?* he added. "There're no skinny ones,
ether. Arryl speculatesit's because immortality forces one's body into its optimum con-figuration and
keepsit there. More efficient, that way, you see, and if natureis anything, it's efficient.”

"Arryl," Arkady said, opening her satchd. "Arryl, the Sorceress. She's the one who convinced you to
become immortd, isn't she?'

"Convinced?" Caya repeated. "Don't know that | needed much convinc-ing. Immortality seemed
like arather attractive progpect once, but no, she wasn't instrumenta in my transition from mere mortaity
tothis. . . higher plane of existence.

"You'd think," Warlock remarked from the gloomy depths of hiscell, "that your higher plane of
existence might have come better equipped than this."

Arkady glanced a him with asmile. "I wasthinking much the samething, Warlock."

Cayd'sexpression soured. "Oh, theworld isjust full of jestersthismorning, isn't it?'

"If you think that's funny, wait until | show you this." She put down the satchel and moved the chair a
little closer to Cayd's bars, before taking a seat. She had something in her handsthat at first glance,
Warlock thought was asmall book. Then she began to fan the pages out and he redlised it wasn't a
book, but adeck of cards.

"We're going to play cards?' Cayd asked, obvioudy as puzzled as War-lock.

Arkady shook her head. "These aren't playing cards.”

"What arethey, then?"

"TheTideLord Tarot."

Caya burst out laughing. ™Y ourekidding!"

"Thisisdl that'sleft of you and your kind, Cayd," she mocked. "Thisisit. The historical record of the
immortals. Quite pitiful, don't you think, to redise how the mighty have falen so low?"

"Those cards are aload of superstitious old twaddle," the suzerain scoffed.

"You'refamiliar with them, then?"

"I've been around for along time, Arkady. Therésnot alot | haven't seen.”

"My friend . . . the one who's expert in such things, saysthese cardstell the true Sory of the
immortals”

"Your expert friendisanidiot, if hethinksthat."

Arkady held up one of the cards for Cayal to see. "Thefirst card of the Tarot, I'm led to believe. This
isCayd, the Immorta Prince. Here heisdressed in his colourful but ragged clothes, carrying a
magnifying glass, acat at his heds, apaace on amountain in the background, asun . . ."

"Noneof itistrue,” Caya objected.

The duchess was undeterred by his scorn. "According to Tarot legend, Cayd, the Immortal Prince,
travelled theworld endlessly in search of hap-piness and fulfilment. What was the magnifying glassfor by
theway? Tilly couldn't answer that.”

"It'sdl nonsense” Cayd inssted.

"The second card isthe Sorceress,” Arkady continued. She seemed amused by Cayal's reaction,
rather than discouraged by it. "According to the Tarot, the next person you meet on your journey is
Arryl." The duchess consulted her notebook in her lap and began to read from it. "Possessed by the spirit
of the Tide Star, Arryl raises one hand to the sun, and pointing the other at the ground, the Sorceress
cals upon the power of the Tide Star. Magically, the ground opens up at Caya'sfeet. In front of the
Immortal Prince are dl the possibilitiesin the universelaid out before him; dl the di-rections he can take,
every dternateredity ..."

"What are you trying to prove?' Cayd cut inimpatiently.



"That youreimmorta,” Arkady replied pleasantly. "I thought you'd be glad to help.”

"Thisisridiculous"

"And dlaming youreimmortal isn't?" she countered with araised brow. "Let'slook at the third card,
shdl we. Dida The High Prietess.”

"Spareme!" Cayd groaned, turning his back on her.

"Continuing hisjourney,” Arkady read from her notes, "the Immorta Prince comes upon amysterious
veiled lady lying on abed set between two pillarsand illuminated by the Tide Star. Sheisthe soul sster
of the Sorceress...."

"She'sadut,” Cayal corrected sourly.

"... seductive rather than persuasive, enticing rather than convincing. She uses her body where the
Sorceress uses her mind to entrap the unwary. . ."

"Asl sad: adut.”

Arkady kept on reading. Warlock was certain she was doing it to aggra-vate him. What strange
games these humans play.

"Sheisthe High Priestess,” the duchess read on, "and she amazes Cayal by knowing everything there
isto know about him: histhoughts, his hopes, hisdreams, and hissins. 'Snce you know all my
innermost secrets, my lady, perhaps you can guide me?' he asks, sitting beside her on the bed. 'The
Sor cer-ess showed me the myriad paths to infinite possibilities, but | don't know which road to
take." In answer, the High Priestess produces an ancient scroll. 'Everything you need to know is
contained in this scroll, but you must give me something in re-turn.’ "What do you want?' Cayd
asks. "Your undivided attention." So, seating himself at her feet, the Immorta Prince lisgensto the High
Priestess as she reads to him by the light of the Tide Star. When sheis done, Caya under-stands which
path he must take—"

"Oh, for the Tide's sake, will you stop!” Caya cried.

Arkady looked at him in surprise. "Why, Caya? | thought you'd be de-lighted to know your history
has been so diligently preserved.”

"That'snot my history!" he snapped. "It'safarytale. It happened noth-ing like that!"

"It being you becoming animmortd, | suppose?* Arkady asked. "How did it happen, then, if the
Tarotissowrong?'

Heturned to glare a her, his blue eyesblazing. From his cdll acrossthe hall, Warlock roseto hisfest,
sensing adanger in him that he hadn't previ-oudy felt. Even Arkady could fed it. When she spoke again,
her voice was gentle, conciliatory, soothing . . .

"Tdl methetruth, then, Cayd.”

"What would be the point? 'Y ou don't believe me."

"Il believethetruth.”

Cayd paced his cell, debating something within himself, and then sud-denly he turned and grabbed the
bars. "Y ou redly want to know, do you? Re-alty? Thetruth?'

Arkady nodded. "The truth."

"Then you'd better get comfortable," hewarned. "It'savery long story..."

Chapter 19

If I had to point to a single incident—the one deed that set me on this path—it was the moment |
killed Orin, son of Thraxis, in adud defending the honour of some girl I'd never met until afew hours



before and whose name, to thisday, | till don't know.

I remember what caused the fight well enough. We'd been sheltering from ablizzard in Dun Cinczi on
our way to Lakesh, me and two of my older brothers. We were on our way home for awedding. My
wedding. | was twenty-sx years old and only two days away from marrying the love of my life, Gabriella
of Kippen, and | resented every moment of the damned blizzard that forced usto break our journey.

Dun Cinczi wastucked into asmdll valey in the Hotendenish Moun-tainsin northern Kordana. It
belonged to avassal of my sister, Queen Plan-ice. Thelord of the dun, Thraxis, was happy to open his
hearth to travellers caught by the storm, particularly to those related to his queen. | was only ayounger
brother—there were eight older siblings between me and the throne—but we were near enough to the
seat of power for Thraxisto treat us as honoured guests.

Thraxissonly son, Orin, and | had been friends since childhood, so we settled in for a pleasant
evening around a blazing hearth quaffing vast quan-tities of mead with my brothers and the other men of
the dun while the blizzard raged outsde. From what | remember of it, the night turned into an impromptu
bachelor party. Everyone was in fine spirits, boasting of their hunting triumphs and bragging about their
conquests—highly exaggerated, I'm sure—of the opposite sex.

Orinwasin the midst of one such lengthy and highly improbable boast when thelast of the night's
travellersblew in. | remember looking up asagust of icy wind announced the arrival of anervousyoung
couple, bundled up in ragged furs.

Tides, it could get cold in Kordana. . .

The chilly blast was cut off as the door was dammed shut and we al turned to study the newcomers.
They looked tired and wary of ahearth full of drunken strangers. The husband seemed particularly
protective of hiswife, who was unmistakably in the late stages of pregnancy. With abelly a-most swelled
to bursting and clearly fatigued from her journey, we made room for her around the fire as Thraxiss wife
hurried in with abowl of venison stew and atumbler of what was—most likely—fermented mare's milk.

She ate her medl hungrily, the pregnant woman, sitting next to Orin, who studied her curioudy for a
moment and then placed hisarm around her shoulder. We al thought he was just being kind, you know .
.. offering her thewarmth of hisbody to aid the firein taking the blue from her lips. The woman might
have been pretty; probably was, | suppose, given Orin'sinter-est in her, but | couldn't say. | only
remember her belly. And thefurs.

Odd, isn'tit? After dl thistime, how thelittle things till stick inyour mind.

Anyway, the stories continued. The night wore on. We got drunker and the blizzard showed no sign
of letting up. The young husband—I never learned his name, either—drank very little. He spent most of
histime glar-ing a Orin, who was sarting to act asif the wife was his woman.

Things came to a head when the young man rose to hisfeet and an-nounced he and hiswife would
retire for the evening. | think the pregnant woman made to rise, but Orin pulled her down again beside
him. He made some drunken declaration about her knowing areal man when she saw one. And then he
announced she'd decided to spend the night with him.

Thraxis, who was probably more inebriated than dl the rest of us put together, laughed uproarioudy at
the proclamation. It was proof, he bel-lowed drunkenly, of what a great man his son was. Look at him!
the old drunkard chortled. Her belly's already starting to swell, and he's only been sitting next to
her!

I must have been too drunk to notice thetension in the hall, at least un-til things had gotten completely
out of hand. | still can't say what made me take notice. Perhaps it was the panicked look on the face of
the young preg-nant woman. It might have been watching Thraxiss wife trying to coax the girl from the
fire, amove Orin thwarted by dragging the girl onto hislap as soon as he redlised what his mother was
doing.

It was at that point the husband tried to intervene.

Laughing at his objections, two of Thraxiss men held him back as he cried out, protesting Orin's
possession of hiswife. The young woman strug-gled, trying to get away, but she was held fast, despite
her best efforts.



"Help me!" she begged, looking straight at me, as Orin pushed her down and began to tear at the furs
in which she was swaddled. "For pity's sake, isthere nobody here who'll help me?”

She screamed as Orin pushed the furs aside and ripped apart the laces on her shift, laughing as her
heavy breasts were exposed.

Even with eight thousand years to wonder why, to thisday, | still can't say what prompted meto
intervene. | didn't know the girl and Orin was alifelong friend. In hindsight, | doubt it was out of asense
of chivary; in those days chivary was a concept gill foreign to humanity, something they took another
few hundred yearsto think of. And it wasn't because | consid-ered taking awoman against her will to be
particularly wrong. Although my fiancee had been lucky—my engagement to Gabriellawas alove match
that suited both families so it had been alowed to proceed—there weren't many wivesin Kordanawho'd
gone willingly to their marriage bed. Steling the woman of your dreams and taking her by force passed
for anational sport in the country of my birth. There wasn't even aword for rapein the Kordian
languege.

But something in the voice of the pregnant woman struck a chord. Be-fore | knew what | was doing, |
wason my fedt. "Leave her aone, Orin."

Orin took his mouth from her breast long enough to laugh a me. "Wait your turn, you greedy sod.”

"I meanit, Orin. Let her be”

Helooked up a me, astonished to redlise | was serious. "Do you chal-lenge mefor her?'

"She's not yoursto give or take, Orin," | remember saying, or some-thing likeit. I'm sure it sounded
terribly noble to my mead-fogged mind.

Whatever | said, it was enough to infuriate Orin. He pushed the woman aside and staggered to his
feet. Everyone scrambled clear as his mother dragged her out of the way while the other women started
removing any-thing that might bresk—the inevitable result of two men disagreeing about anything around
Thraxiss hearth.

"Youwant her . . . you're going to have to get past mefirst!" Orin de-clared, shaking hisfist a me.
Even then, | don't think | appreciated how serious he was.

Or how serious| was, too.

"l don't want her," | tried to explain, beginning to wonder—somewhere in the dark recesses of my
addled brain—what I'd started. "And she obvi-ously doesn't want you, either. Just et her be."

"You can't tell mewhat | can and can't havein my own father's hearth!”

"Orin, thisisn't worth fighting over . . ."

Famous last words, I've often reflected in hindsight.

The details of the fight are still unclear. | was drunk. There werefigts at first and not much damage
being done, | think, given the amount of leather and fur we were both wearing . . .

Andthen | got inalucky hit, belting Orin on the nose. | remember the spray of blood, Orin's howl of
pain and outrage, the cheering circle of men, and the flickering light from the huge hearth, the smell of
greased leathers, smoking timber and poorly cured furs.. . . odd thingslike that. | remember Orin's
furious bellow ashe charged . . .

But | cant. . . not for thelife of me. . . remember how the knife came to bein my hand.

Or how it finished up buried to the hilt in Orin's unmoving chest.

Shocked silence descended over the dun's hall when Orin fell. It wasn't asif nobody had ever shed
blood on this hearth before. In winter, with the men cooped up and fedling fractious, it wasamost a
nightly occurrencein Dun Cinczi. But it was dl in good fun. There were rardly any wesponsin-volved.

Until tonight. 1'd crossed that unspoken boundary, even if | couldn't re-call exactly how I'd managed
it.

My poor recall meant nothing to Thraxis. As Orin's mother fell to her knees beside her son, keening
with despair, Thraxis roared out with the agony of hisloss. The next thing | knew, | was being dragged
from the hal and thrown into the icy mesat store, the only door in Dun Cinczi with alock onit.

| stayed there for three whole days, certain my punishment was freezing to deeth.

Solitude is an interesting companion. It is both enemy and friend, com-forter and tormentor. | spent a



lot of timein Dun Cinzci's meet locker trying to decide which. Fortunately, when | tired of solitude, | had
guilt to keep me company. Guilt isan even more interesting acquai ntance than soli-tude, let metell you.
Solitude isaharsh but essentialy benign attendant. Guilt, on the other hand, isaliving, breathing cresture,
cruel and remorse-less. It eats you from the inside out; devours what little hope you have left.

It feeds on you, growing stronger with every accursed replayed memory, every usaless recrimination.

My guilt was atangible thing, tinged with inescgpable grief, Orinwas my friend and | had killed him
over somewoman. What was| thinking? | didn't know her. There weren't words to describe how little
she meant to me. Y et Orin was dead because | had legpt to the defence of a complete stranger. My
supidity was breathtaking, my guilt overwheming, my future uncertain, every day spent in thisicy meet
locker another day closer to dying—I was convinced—either at the hand of Thraxis or of hypothermia,
the former amost awel come prospect given the nature of my confinement.

But desth would have been too easy. The Tides had afar crudller fatein store for me, although it
would be awhile yet before| discovered it. The ul-timateirony, of course, isthat | would welcomeiit
when it finaly came, too foolish to recognise the danger.

So | froze, and | paced the small space between the hanging carcasses, and | fretted endlessly and on
the fourth day, the door opened.

When | saw the Slhouette standing there, | knew my lifewasin morta peril. My guilt meant nothing.
My remorse meant even less.

Orin's death would be avenged with mine, | was certain, and there was probably nothing | could do to
prevent it.

Chapter 20

"Y our grace?'

Arkady started at the unexpected interruption. She glanced over her shoulder to find Timms standing
behind her.

"The Warden would like to see you, your grace.”

It took her amoment to register what Timms was saying. Arkady stared at him blankly, sill caught up
inCayd'stde. "Um ... er ... of course. . ."

"Your grace?' Timms asked, looking rather concerned.

"Her ladyship seemsalittle confused,” Caya noted.

Arkady forced herself to concentrate. Unbelievably, it was amost sun-set. Sheroseto her feet,
stuffing her notebook back in her satchel before Timmsor Caya had any chance to seeit. The notebook
was awadte of time anyway. Sheld stopped taking notes about the time Cayal rose to defend the young
pregnant woman, but didn't want either the prisoner or his guard to know that. So she smiled
condescendingly at the prisoner and said, ™Y ou missed your calling, | suspect, Caya. Y ou should have
been abard.”

Leaning on the bars, he eyed her curioudy. "Y ou didn't believe aword of that, did you?"

"It's certainly afantagtic tale," she conceded.

"Why not ask your living lie detector over there," he suggested, jerking his head in Warlock's
direction. "Ask him if I'mlying."

Arkady didn't want to ask Warl ock's opinion, because she wasfairly sure she knew what it would be.



"A five-year-old could tdll yourelying, Cayd. But you do weave amagicd tae. Perhgpstomorrow,” she
suggested, push-ing the chair to one Side after sheld put Tilly's Tarot cards away in the satchel next to the
amost empty notebook, "we can hear the rest of your remark-able story.”

"I've been around avery long time, Arkady," he reminded her. "It's going to take more than acouple
of leisurely afternoonsto tell you about my life"

"Then let's hope the hangman is patient,” she suggested frodtily. It made her uncomfortable when he
addressed her by name, but she usudly ignored it, certain remarking on his rudeness would only give him
more ammunition. It wasasubtleif silent battle she was engaged in with Cayd, the Immorta Prince. She
had no intention of arming him with anything he might use againg her.

"I'll see you gentlemen tomorrow, shal 17"

"Youtdl us" Cayd replied, sudying her closdy, dmost asif he could tel what she wasthinking.

"Y ou're the one with the freedom to come and go as you please.”

"Then| will seeyou tomorrow," Arkady assured him, and then she turned on her heel and followed

Timms asfast as she was able without actu-aly bresking into arun.

Asingtructed by the Crown Prince of Glaeba, Arkady was required to re-peet the essence of Cayal's
tale over the dinner table that night. There was no dinner party this evening, but Stellan, Jaxyn, Mathu and
Kyliawere dl in attendance, so she gave them an abbreviated verson. She told herself she was censoring
the story for the sake of agood narrative, but she wasn't. Arkady didn't really want to share the details.
Cayd had told his story to her. It wasn't meant for strangers ears.

"S0," Stellan concluded when Arkady had finished telling her story. "Hetells you just enough to make
it ssem red, without giving you anything you can verify or even deny. Our spy has been well coached.”

"A littletoo well, | fear," shereplied, frowning as she Spped her water.

"What do you mean?'

She shrugged, not sure how to put her concernsinto words. "If this man is a Caelish agent—if he's
been sent hereto stir up the Crasii—you'd think histale would follow the known histories more closdly.”

"| thought the problem was that we don't actually have any proper his-tories of the Tide Lords?’
Mathu said.

"Which isexactly my point, your highness" Arkady agreed. "The Crasii ord history doesn't ded in
specifics, so given the dearth of factud in-formation, if he wanted to prove hisclam, logicdly, hisstory
should follow the Tarot—the only known record besides the Crasi—as closely as possible. But it
doesn't. Theré'saseed of truth in histale, perhaps, but nothing more. And he spesks asif it really
happened to him. It'sunnerving.”

"Have you consdered the possihility that he'sinsane?' Mathu asked. "Perhapsit sounds so red
because hetruly bdievesit?'

"Or the Cadlish are more sophisticated than we give them credit for,” Stellan suggested. " Perhaps our
oy isspinning asomewhat different tale to make it seem real, knowing any other path would be
suspect.”

"Do you think he's handsome, Arkady?' Kylia asked.

Mathu glanced at her curioudy. "Why do you assume he must be hand-some, Lady Kylia?'

"Well. .. hesaTideLord ... or claming to be one. | thought they were al supposed to be outstanding
beauties

"He's obvioudy outstanding a something,” Stellan chuckled, dabbing his mouth with his napkin. "But
I'm not sureit's hislooks that deserve the credit.”

"What would you know, Uncle Stellan?' Kyliasaid dismissvely "Y oureaman. Y ou don't know what
handsomeis.”

Jaxyn laughed aoud at Kylias declaration. "Y ou're absolutely right, my lady. What would abig, ugly
brute like your uncle know about what makes aman attractive, eh?

It really should be legal to murder someone like Jaxyn Aranville, Arkady noted darkly.
Everybody laughed, of course. Kylia—and fortunately Mathu—had no ideathat Jaxyn meant anything
other than exactly what he said.



Completely obliviousto his double meaning, the young woman turned to her, grinning broadly. "Wadll. .
. what do you say, Arkady? Isthis Caelish-man handsome enough to bea Tide Lord?’

Arkady shrugged. "I suppose.”

"Y ou mean you haven't noticed?" Jaxyn gasped in mock aarm. "How unobservant of you, your grace!
And hereyou are doing dl thisremarkable inteligence work for the King's Spymaster and you haven't
even taken the time to notice what our Caelish spy looks like? I'm shocked.”

Arkady smiled. "Y ou're right, Jaxyn, | should pay more attention. And now | cometo think of it, heis
very handsome. Compared to you, a any rate."

Everyonelaughed at Arkady's retort, even Jaxyn, but she could tell he was less than amused by it.
Their eyes met across the table for amoment, the look he gave her one of pure venom.

Don't try engaging in a battle of wits with me, Jaxyn Aranville, shewarned him slently asshe
amiled a him just as poisonoudy.

"Areyou going to vigt him again, Arkady?' Kyliaasked, entranced by dl thistalk of mystery and
espionage.

"I mugt, I'm afraid, Kylia" Shelooked up at Stellan and added with asmile, ™Y our uncle won't let me
chop one of our immorta's hands off to seeif it grows back, so I'm going to have to do thisthe hard
way."

"Eeeuw!" Kyliaexclamed. "Tha'srevolting!"

"Y our aunt can be very revolting," Jaxyn agreed, toasting Arkady mock-ingly with hiswineglass.
"Don't you agree, Stellan, that you find some things about your lovely wife revolting?”

"Youreright, Jaxyn," Stellan replied, refusing to be drawn into Jaxyn'sidiotic game. "l only like
revolting women."

Kyliafrowned. "Does that mean you think I'm revolting, too, Uncle Stdlan?’

"Of course| don't, Kylia" he assured her. "1 was just making fun of Jaxyn."

"1t sounded more like you were making fun of me. And Arkady."

"Would | make fun of my favouritegirl?"

Kylialooked surprised. "lsn't Arkady your favourite?'

Stellan shook his head, smiling at his niece. " She wants to chop people's limbs off. Y ou're much better

Apparently Kyliawasn't the sort to stay depressed for long. She smiled and looked across the table at
Arkady. "Do you mind that Uncle Stellan says I'm hisfavourite, Arkady?"

"Of coursel mind," Arkady replied calmly, reaching for the cream. "1 shdl have to wait until he's
adeep tonight and chop off one of his limbs un-less he begs my forgivenessimmediately.”

"Y ou'd better gpologise, cousin,” Mathu warned with achuckle. "I think she's serious.”

Everyone laughed again and the conversation soon moved on to safer topics. Arkady didn't relly
notice, eating her dessert without registering what it was, her mind gtill swirling with the images Caya had
evoked of adaring young man, noble and honourable enough to risk hislife to defend the honour of a
woman he'd never met before and would never meet again.

Chapter 21

Much later that evening, Stellan went looking for hiswife, finding her even-tualy in her bedroom,
sitting cross-legged on the large carved bed, squint-ing in the lamplight, the quilt covered in scraps of



paper. She had let down her long hair, her blouse was open at the neck, there was a pencil stuck be-hind
her left ear and she was frowning over something she was reading.

Sheglanced up when helet himsdf in, smiling distractedly. "Comefor your regular conjugd vist,
husband?'

"L et's hope that'swhat the servantsthink,” he said, locking the door be-hind him out of long habit.

"Then you'd better stay awhile,” she suggested, returning her attention to her papers. "To make it look
plausble”

He walked across the room to the bed and sat down on the end of it, leaning back against the heavily
carved pillar holding up the rich brocaded canopy, careful not to disturb her carefully laid out notes.
"What are you doing?'

"Going through my noteson Cay. . . our prisoner. | didn't havetime earlier.”

He studied her curioudy. "This man disturbs you, doesn't he?" She hesitated, put down the paper she
was reading and looked a him. "More than I'd like to admit, actualy. How did you know?" "I know you,
Arkady."

"Then maybe you can tell me why he bothers me so much.” "Isit redly because you think helsa
Cadlish agent?' She shrugged. "I'm gtarting to hope heis." "Why?' "Because the dternative istoo horrible
to contemplate.”

Stdlan laughed. "Surdly you're not darting to believe he's actualy im-morta ?"

"Of course not!" she said. "But Mathu raised avery good point at din-ner. Caya might just beinsane.”

Stellan shrugged, not sure he understood her problem. "Then well have it made alegd judgement,
confine him to an asylum and that'sthe end of it."

"Cayd doesn't belong in an asylum, Stellan. I'm not sure where he be-longs, mind you, but he doesn't
deserve anything so brutd.”

"Hekilled seven people, Arkady. Surely you haven't forgotten that?*

"No," she snapped, alittletoo defensively. "I haventt forgotten that.”

Helooked at her in concern. "Perhaps you should stop visiting the prison. It's obviousthisis upsetting
you. I'll tell Hawkesto find someone eseto do hisdirty work for him."

She shook her head, smiling, probably in an attempt to reassure him. "For the sake of Glagba, | must
get to the bottom of the mystery that is Cayd, the Immorta Prince," she said. "Besides, | won't deep well
aganuntil I figure him out, I'm quite certain.”

He leaned forward and picked up the stack of gilt-edged cards sitting on the covers near the edge of
the bed. "Tilly's Tarot?"

"Thevery same."

"Doesthe prisoner seem familiar with the cards?’

"He seemsfamiliar with the people they represent,” she corrected. "That's what makes him so scary. |
wish you could speak to him."

Stellan shook his head. "It's bad enough Declan Hawkes got involved. Until we're certain he's not
been sent here by the Cadlish queen, | don't want to be seen paying Kyle Lakesh any more attention than
he deserves. The prisons are the Prefect's direct responsibility, not mine, and if people think I'm taking
more than apassing interest in them, it will be... . noticed.”

"But ill, if you could spesk to thisman ..."

Stelan shook hishead firmly. ™Y ou can vist him and it ssemsodd. | vigt him and ther€ll be rumours
flying al over Lebec within hours. Hawkesis gill on the case, if it'sany comfort. Hes making enquiriesin
Caelum. We should know something in afew weeks."

"A few weeks?"

"Y ou can op seeing him any time you want, Arkady."

She shook her head. "No, it'sal right. I'm tougher than some madman who thinks he'simmortd."

Stellan smiled. "I've no doubt about that. Do you think I've stayed long enough to stisfy the
downgtairs gossips?"

"I'm more concerned about the upstairs ones. Y ou really must have aword to Jaxyn, Stellan. He was
behaving likeanidiot at dinner.”



"He doesn't mean any harm, Arkady."

"Oh, yes, he does," she disagreed, returning her attention to her notes.

"I'll gpeak to him," he promised, wondering if there would ever come atime when Arkady would
accept Jaxyn. Sheld never reacted to any of his other loversin such afashion. Maybe fear inspired her
angst. He'd had lovers before, but they'd come and gone without disturbing the equilib-rium. Jaxyn was
different; he'd lasted longer, been more apart of their lives than any of the others. Stellan knew, as
Arkady did, that Jaxyn was trading on their relationship to keep himsdf in the manner to which he had
become accustomed, but unlike hiswife, hefet he could see the good in the young man, and had hopes
that love would prevail. "Has he said anything to you?"

"About what?"

"l wastalking to him about my lack of an harr."

"Wasthat wise?'

Stellan shrugged. "It's not like Jaxyn doesn't know my deep, dark secret, dear.”

"True enough.”

"He suggested he might be willing to father an heir for me."

Arkady didn't even look up from her papers. "I hope you told him I'd rather have rusty needles stuck
inmy eyebdl|s”

"Actudly, | told him to go ahead and try."

Thistime she did look up a him. ™Y ou cannot be serious.”

He smiled. "I told him held have no chance with you, of course.” His smile faded, and he added quite
serioudy, "But with Mathu in the house, | thought it might be prudent if Jaxyn had his attention fixed on
you for awhile

Arkady raised abrow at him. ™Y ou set your lover onto meto avert sus-picion from you? Theresa
marriage vow | don't remember making."

"Mathu would be displeased, my dear, but it would not cost us the duchy if he thought you were
having an affair with Jaxyn Aranville. | doubt hed be as understanding if he learned of my indiscretions.”

"Then send Jaxyn away, Stellan. That'sthelogicd solution.”

"Loveisnever logicd, Arkady."

"A truism you seem determined to prove.”

He smiled at her hopefully. "Will you be nice to him? For me?!

"Definenice.”

"No dapping hisface or kneeing himin the groin if he makes apass a you. No chopping off limbs. . .
that sort of thing."

She hesitated, making agreat show of considering her answer.

"Arkady. . ."

"Oh, very well," she agreed withill grace. "If | mugt.”

"Youmug."

She sighed heavily. "Then | shdl alow your lover to make eyes at me and amuse mysdf with
bloodthirsty thoughts of what I'd like to do to him, rather than putting them into practice.”

"You redly arethe perfect wife, you know," hetold her, rising to hisfest.

"Just keep telling yoursdlf thet, dear.”

He amiled, and leaned down to kiss the top of her head. "I'll see you in the morning.”

"Are you going somewhere?"

"Mathu's found a Scard fight going onin town. It starts at midnight. Not my idea of entertainment, but
at least if I'mwith him, he'slesslikely to get into trouble.

"He's been here barely aweek!" she exclaimed. "How does he find out about these things?'

" think Jaxyn had ahandiniit."

"Therésasurprise.”

"Goodnight, Arkady.”

"Goodnight, Stdlan.”

He left Arkady on the bed, closing the door softly behind him, her at-tention aready back on her



notes so completely that she didn't even look up when he left the room.

The Scard fight that Jaxyn and Mathu had found in Lebec wasin alakeside warehouse disturbingly
reminiscent of the Friendly Futtock in Herino. In the centre of the torchlit building was arough wooden
enclosure con-structed to contain the fighters, with afloor covered in sawdust. Stellan looked around the
crowded warehouse and then studied the arena where a post was set in the ground in the centre of the
pit. The bear would be chained by the leg when it was brought out, Stellan knew, which enabled it to
reach almogt, but not quite, to the edge of the arena. The much smaler Crasii would then belet looseand
would stay in the arenauntil one of them was dead.

The fight organisers had arranged tiered seeting, giving everyone aclear view. The seatswerefilled to
capacity, the lesser bouts having Started earlier.

When the doorman redlised the three noblemen seeking entry were the Duke of Lebec and two of his
friends, lessworthy patrons were shoved aside to make room for them ringside. Nobody recognised
Mathu, but Jaxyn was certainly well known here, returning more than one cheerful greeting from among
the exclusively male audience. The bookmakers were particularly pleased to see them. With noblemen
came the prospect of far larger wagers than usud, from men who could afford to gamble.

"Who'sfighting?' Mathu asked, leaning over the chest-high barricade to examinethe arena. The
sawdust was clumped in places, Stellan noticed, no doubt the result of blood spilt during previous bouts
thisevening. They'd arrived in time for the main event, rather than come earlier. Even Jaxyn bored easily
when the only things on offer were fighting cocks and rabid dogs.

"The main event isa Jeidian snow bear againg afdine Cragi," Jaxyn told them. "I'm wagering fifty
glver fenets on the bear.”

"Hardly seemsafair fight,” Stellan remarked. Jdidian snow bears were uncommon in Glagba. Prized
asmuch for thair stark white fur astheir en-tertainment vaue, the beasts were huge, stlanding eight feet
tall onther hind legs. Thelargest feline Crasii Stellan had ever seen was barely five feet tal.

Hedidn't think it would be much of abattle. Feline Crasii were com-mon enough, and this one was
probably acrimina of some description, no doubt sold by the courts to make reparation for her crimes.
A Jdidian snow bear, on the other hand, was avery expensive investment. Stellan doubted there was
much risk involved for the beer.

" Are we wagering on the outcome or how long the fight lasts?" Mathu enquired, obvioudy of the same
mind as Stellan.

"Whichever you prefer,” Jaxyn assured them. "The bookies will give you odds on ether.”

Mathu looked at Stellan, shaking hishead. "I wager aminute flat before the bear is chewing on the
Scard'sthigh bone."

"That long?' Stellan chuckled, asthe master of ceremonies began to ring the small brass bell near the
barred entrance across the arena, which Presumably led to the cages out back. The crowd sat forward in
their seatsin anticipation asaferrety little man with an avaricious gleam in his eye hurried across the
sawdust to where Stellan, Mathu and Jaxyn were Sitting, to enquire about their wagers.

"May weinspect this Scard before we decide who has the better chance?" Stellan asked.

"Sheisafearsome creature, your grace," the man assured him. "Y ou can wager on her with every
assurance of collecting on your winnings."

"But | can't see her until after 1've placed my bet?"

"Those are the house rules, your grace.”

"With rules such asthosg, it'sawonder you can't afford a better house."

The man smiled, revealing arow of broken, brown teeth. "One hasto make aliving, your grace.”

" Something you need to remain in my good gracesto do, gir, if you in-tend to continue making this
living of yoursin my city," the duke pointed out pleasantly.

The man wasn't stupid. He bowed his head and pointed to the barred gate. "'Perhaps for you, my lord,
aprivate showing might be arranged, yes?'

"| thought you'd see things my way."

"But only you, your grace,”" the man added, looking pointedly at Jaxyn and Mathu. "Not your friends.”



It was dim in the rooms beyond the arena, stinking of stale urine and fear. The ferrety little bookie led
him past cagesfull of fighting dogs and cocks wounded from the evening's exlier fights. The place set
Stellan'steeth on edge. Animas whimpered as they passed the cages, in pain and fear, or snarled at them
for the same reasons. Findly, Stellan and the bookie reached two much larger cagesin the back of the
warehouse. The one on the left housed a magnificent snow bear, easily the largest creature Stellan had
ever laid eyeson. It prowled back and forth across the whedled cage asiif it couldn't wait to be
unleashed, the chain around itsleg rasping metadli-cally againgt the bars. The handlers were getting ready
to release the beast, manoeuvring the cage toward the arena. He studied the snow bear for a mo-ment,
frowning, wondering what hope any living cresture had against such power.

"They've been garving it for days," afemae voiceinformed him from the cage on the right.

Stellan turned to look at the Crasii, shocked at how human she ap-peared. Feline Crasii usualy
looked more cat than any other creature, but this one's pelt was ginger and so fine that from adistance it
seemed no dif-ferent from tanned human skin. Her body was unmistakably that of ahu-man female, her
green eyes were danted, her noseflat, her ears pointed, but her fingers and toes ended in retractable
clawsthat could open aman from throat to belly in asingle swipe. She had two pert, human-like breasts
that showed no sign of ever having borne milk, the line of falow nipples be-neath them under her fur
invisbleinthedim light. As she stepped up to the bars, he noticed her dender, muscular tail whipping
back and forth impa-tiently. She wastdl for afdine, perhapsfive foot two, and there was no fear in her
demeanour, even though she clearly knew what she was about to face.

"Can you defeat it?' he asked her, wondering if she was as confident as she seemed.

The Cradii shrugged. "What would be the point?’

"Togoonliving?' Stelan suggested.

" S0 that weasdl can make me fight again in amonth when I'm recov-ered?" she asked, glaring at
Stellan's companion. "I'd rather be put out of my misery now."

"Everyoneiswagering on the bear."

"Then they'll win," shereplied, gpparently unconcerned.

"What's your name?"

"Chikita," shereplied proudly. "Out of Kamira, by Taryx."

Stellan's eyeswidened in surprise. This Crash's pedigree was impeccable. Not the sort you'd expect
tofindinaplacelikethis. "Y ou're one of Taryx's cubs?'

"You've heard of him?"

I own him, Stellan was tempted to reply, but he wasn't sure how she would react to such news.
Instead, he nodded. "I have severd of your sb-lingsin my service"

Chikitashrugged. "Tell them | said hello. Just before asnow bear ripped meto shreds.”

"It'stimeto go, your grace," the bookie indgsted. " The other patrons grow impatient.”

"Let them wait," Stellan told the man, and then turned back to Chikita, intrigued how such a pedigreed
feline had fdlen so low. "If you had suffi-cient incentive," he asked curioudy, "could you take him?"

"That stupid bear? In three minutesflat," Chikitaassured him.

It was an unlikely boast, but the feling's confidence might not be mis-placed, Stellan thought, given her
line. "Il wager a hundred gold fenets on the Crasii,” hetold the bookie.

"The odds on Chikitawinning are one hundred to one, your grace," the man informed himwith a
frown. "If shewins, that would bresk the house."

"No need to bresk the house," Stellan said. "If shewins, I'll take her off your hands. A feline Cradii,
even one able to take down a Jelidian snow bear, isn't worth anything near athousand gold fenets. You'd
be getting the bet-ter end of the ded.”

Given that Stellan had the power to shut him down and run him out of the city on awhim, the man had
little choice but to agree. He didn't seem too worried about the deal, however. He could only lose the bet
if thisfeisty little Crasii defeated a snow bear. There was a sound reason the odds were a hundred to
one against tha happening.

"Asyou wish. Itsyour |oss."



"There," Stellan announced, turning back to the Crasii. "If you best the bear, you will belong to me
and you won't haveto fight in the arenaagain. Isthat sufficient incentive for you?"

The Crasii looked him up and down with adisparaging glare. "'l don't haveto fight again, en? Why?
So you and your friends can sate your noble curiosity with alittle bit of bestidity? Thanks, but | think |
prefer aquick degth at the hands of the bear.”

This Cradi was lucky, Stellan thought, that he was married to awoman like Arkady, who'd taught him
tolerance of the Crasii in amanner rare among his class. Any other man in his position would have had
her run through for her temerity.

"Do you know who | am?'

"Y ou keep daves, so you'rerich, that much isobvious. Y ou're probably highborn. Y ou may even be
important.”

"] am Stellan Desean. Duke of Lebec.”

She seemed unimpressed. "Then | guessed right, didn't 17"

He sghed patiently. "If you win thisfight, you will enter my service. Asl have no interest in bestidity,
that leaves me with little option but to place you in my guard, aposition you are uniquely suited to and
where | aready havein excess of two hundred other feline Crasii daves—some of which are members of
your own family—all of whom seem quite content in my em-ploy. Of coursg, if you'd rather die at the
hands of a hungry snow bear for the entertainment of awarehouse full of bloodthirsty human gamblers,
be my gues.”

Stellan turned away. He had barely taken two steps before she called him back.

"Areyou redly the Duke of Lebec?'

Heturned to look at her. "l am."

"Do you mean it? About joining your guard?"

"Yes, | meanit.”

She thought about his offer for dl of thirty seconds before she turned to the fight master, her ears up,
suddenly al smiles. ™Y ou'd better rethink your odds, you old swindler. | think | just found an incentive to
goonliv-ing."

The man jerked his head in the direction of the snow bear, who was be-ing whedled toward the
arena. He smiled knowingly. "It's not me you have to convince, kitten." He shrugged. "It's the bear."

Chapter 22

When it wasn't raining, Arkady often took breakfast on the terrace at the rear of the palace,
overlooking the gardens. She loved the view of the lake, the crisp breeze that blew in off the water early
inthe day and the feding that over dl this, she was queen.

The day they married, Stellan had brought her out here on the terrace at sunset, after the guests had al
left and they werefinaly aone. "Y ou're ef-fectively the Queen of Lebec, now, you know," he'd told her,
putting hisarm around her. "Y ou're not going to make me regret this, are you, Lady Desean?”

"No," she assured him, gill not used to her new title. "Y ou've kept your end of the bargain, Stellan. I'll
kegp mine”

Stellan's end of the bargain had been a pardon for her father and his re-lease from Lebec Prison as
soon as they were married. A messenger had been dispatched with the appropriate paperwork from the
wedding recep-tion by her new husband as soon as the formalities were over. They were ill waiting on
word from the prison that he had been released. Arkady's side of the bargain had been to provide Stellan



the appearance of ahappy family life and eventudly an heir.

Asit turned out, neither of them had been ableto fulfil their promise to the other.

Arkady'sfather had died before the messenger could deliver hisrelease papers and Six years later,
through no fault of Arkady's, Stellan <till had no son to inherit histitle.

But they'd remained friends through al of it.

Two misfits with only the other to understand us, Arkady often thought. Strange how these
things work out.

"All done, your grace?'

Startled by the unexpected interruption, Arkady jumped to her feet as Mathu Debree climbed the
steps leading down to the lawn, glad the young man couldn't read her thoughts. He was dressed in riding
boots and a crum-pled shirt and had obvioudy been out and about for some time this morn-ing.

"Your royd highnesd™

"Please,”" he urged, "don't get up on my account. | don't mean to disturb your breskfast. May | join
you?'

"Of course," she said, pointing to the wrought-iron chair opposite hers on the other side of the small
table. "Would you like something to est?'

"|'ve eaten aready,” he assured her, taking the offered seat. "1 was up early with your husband, riding
around the estate. He had something €l se to check on so he asked me to meet him before we head down
to the dave pensto see how hisnew Cragi issttling in." "Stellan hasanew Crasii?* "Hewon her |last
night a thefight." "Must have been an interesting fight.”

"It was disturbingly quick, actudly," the prince remarked with afrown. "Do you think we should
worry about how viciousthe Cragii are?' "'In my experience, they're only vicious when you mistrest
them." Mathu smiled. "All yes, I've heard about you, Lady Desean. Champion of the weak, the
downtrodden and the disenfranchised. The common-born daughter of ableeding-heart physician who
scandaised the entire nobility of Glagha by gppearing out of nowhere and somehow snagging one of the
most eligible bachelorsin the country. Y ou're the wrong person to ask about the savagery of our dave
races, aren't you?"

"Y ou sound asif you disgpprove of me, your highness.” "Far fromit," he laughed. "I think yourea
breath of fresh air. And please, you've welcomed me into your home, Arkady. | redlly would prefer it if
you cdled me Mahu.”

"If youingd. . . Mathu. But I'm more interested to know why you think the Crasii are so vicious?"

The prince's smilefaded. "Last night | saw afeline Crasii kill aJdlidian snow bear twice her szewith
nothing other than wits and claws. Have you ever seen abear baiting? They chain the bear inthe middle
of the pit and then let the Cradii loose. She hasto dodgeit, kill it or die. Only thisone didn't eventry to
dodgeit. Shetricked it into looking away, ran up its back and then ripped itsjugular open with her
claws"

Arkady frowned. "Thank you, Mathu, for sharing that image while I'm eating.”

He grinned sheepishly. "Sorry. It'sjust it occurred to melast night that if they ever took it upon
themsdlvesto revolt, wed bein alot of trouble.”

"Then perhaps you should prevail upon your father to make crudlty to the Crasii acrime, Mathu,
rather than a hobby for jaded noblemen.”

He studied her curioudy for amoment. "I'm surprised to hear you de-fend them so staunchly, Arkady.
Weren't the Crasii the reason your father died in prison?”

"My father was arrested for being part of an underground movement hel ping wounded and terrified
daves escape brutal magters. It'sthe fault of the men who terrorised their Cragii into fleeing that my father
was forced into such arole, and their fault he died in prison. The Crasii are the victims, not the
aggressors.”

"But they were Scards..."

"A Scard isany dave who refusesto obey his master, Mathu. At least by our definition. That doesn't
make them inherently evil "

"By our dfinition?'



"Tothe Cradi, it'squite adifferent thing. A Scard isactudly a Crasii not compelled to follow the
orders of the Tide Lords. It has nothing to do with their human masters. The inability to worship their
creators was aflaw the Tide Lords sought to eradicate, according to Crasii lore, which iswhy the Tide
Lords discarded them, hence the dang reference to Scards. They obey us because they choose to,
Mathu, not because they haveto."

"How do you know so much about them?”

She shrugged, seeing no harm in telling the tale. 1t wasn't asif it was a secret. And the key to any
successful lie, she knew well, wasto stick as closdly as possible to the truth. "1 wanted to be aphysician
like my father, but they wouldn't let me study medicine at the university because I'm awoman. The only
course open to me was history, because it's common— even acceptable—for women to research their
own or their husband's fam-ily background to prove how well connected they are. With my father
sheltering runaway Crasii, | had to pretend | was studying them to remove suspicion about why there
were so many seen coming and going from our house. My feigned interest became agenuine one.”

"Until your father was arrested.”

Arkady shook her head. "I'm not the only human in Glagbainterested in the Crasii. Therésawhole
department dedicated to researching their ori-gins at the University of Herino. Harlie PAmerston, the
author of our much-lauded Theory of Human Advancement, isamong itsleading lights.”

"Y ou're the only one who's had afamily member arrested over it, though.”

"There've been plenty of other people arrested for aiding runaways," she assured him. "And many
more the authorities prefer to ignore. Y ou just don't hear about them in polite society.”

"Because their daughters usudly don't marry into the Glagban royd family?' Mathu asked with raised
brow.

"Exactly! Arkady declared with asmile. "That's how Stellan and | met, you know. After they arrested
my father, and I'd had no luck getting him re-leased through normal channels, | came charging up hereto
the palace to demand the Duke of L ebec do something about it.”

"l dways thought you and Stellan were childhood sweethearts."

She smiled, shaking her head. "Not exactly. I'd met Stellan before when we were children. My father
was sometimes caled to treat hisfather, when the old duke was till dive, if the palace physician was
away. | decided our previous, abeit tenuous, relationship was dl theinvitation | needed to barge into his
library to inform the Duke of Lebec exactly how | thought he should run his duchy.”

"Fortunate for you that Stellan has a sense of humour, | suspect.”

"Indeed," Arkady agreed. Therest of the story sheleft to Mathu'simagination, quite sure he would fill
in the romantic detailsfor himself, no matter how far removed from the truth they might be.

It was at that moment that Stellan himsdlf gppeared on the terrace from the dining room behind them
with Jaxyn. He waved both the prince and his wife back into their seats when they made to rise, kissed
Arkady's cheek and then hel ped himself to one of the pastries on the table. " So, | turn my back for a
moment and find you working your devious wiles on my wife, eh, Mathu?' Stellan joked.

"Tonoavall," Mathu lamented. "Arkady seems more interested in edu-cating me than entertaining me,
| fear."

"Ah. .. but what an education it would be," Jaxyn suggested with awink, making both Stellan and
Mathu laugh.

"And onewe don't havetimefor,” Stellan warned. "Did you still want to come down to the barracks
and meet Chikita, Mathu?' He turned to Arkady and added by way of an explanation, "I won mysdlf a
fdineCragi lagt night.”

"So Mathu informs me. I's she breeding stock?’

"A bit early totell. She'safighter, though, that'sfor certain. One of Taryx'sline.”

"Then don't let me keep you, dear. And don't let this new Crasii of yourswork out unless she'sup to
it. | imagine she didn't escape a Jdidian snow bear without someinjuries.”

"A few, but nothing too serious" he agreed. " Are you coming, Jaxyn?"

"Tides, no!" he exclamed, collgpsing into one of the vacant chairs. "My head is till pounding. Y ou go
on ahead. I'll stay here and seeif my devious wiles are any more effective on your lovely wifethan



Mathu's"

Stellan kissed her cheek again, amiling. " Sorry, darling. It seemsto be the morning for it. Will you be
infor lunch or are you heading back out to the prison?’

"] thought 1'd pay another visit to our immortal.”

"Then | shdl look forward to another entertaining anecdote at dinner tonight. Come on, Mathu.”

The duke and the young prince headed down the steps and across the lawn toward the dave quarters.
Jaxyn helped himself to a cup of teafrom the pot sitting on the table and then turned his attention to
Arkady.

"Don't bother,” shetold him, before he could utter aword.

"Pardon?'

"Don't bother trying your 'devious wiles on me, Jaxyn Aranville. Stel-lan told me about your offer.
And | can promise you, thereis more chance of Kyle Lakesh proving to beimmortal than thereis of me
ever sharing abed with you, no matter how noble the cause.”

"I'm disppointed in you, Arkady."

"I'll just bet you are.

"No, serioudy. | thought you genuinely cared for Stellan.”

"l do carefor him. That'swhy I'm counting the days until you tire of him and move on to something
moreenticing.”

"Sdlan lovesme”

"Something I'm sure hélll liveto regret.”

Jaxyn leaned forward on the table, looking at her earnestly. " Stellan would love ason of minelikeit
washisown.”

Sad, but true, Arkady thought, athough her expression betrayed no hint of what she was thinking.
"You'll haveto come up with a better argument than that to convince me," shetold him.

"Areyou avirgin, Arkady?'

"l beg your pardon?"

"Areyou avirgin?' herepested, curioudy. "I mean, there was no hint of any previous|overs before
Stelan, or the king would never have alowed the marriage. And there's never been as much as awhisper
of scanda since the wedding, which means either you're discreet beyond imagining, or there's been
nothing to be discreet about.”

"Y ou have some nerve, Jaxyn ..."

"You know, | think you might be," he said, relaxing back in his chair asif astounded by hisown
brilliant deduction. "Tided That would explain so much!”

Arkady smiled serendy, refusing to dignify his accusation with areply. "Y ou truly areafool, Jaxyn
Arawille"

"Andyou'reafrad," heretorted, sounding very certain of himsdf. "Y ou're atwenty-six-year-old virgin
who'sterrified of men.”

"Am|?'

"Of courseyou are! That explainswhy you married Stellan. | mean what could be safer than marrying
aman who will never, ever, want you? No wonder you're so damned frigid.”

"And shouting this accusation out across the terrace is going to make me melt into your amsto
correct this deplorable state of affairs how, ex-actly?' she enquired.

Jaxyn glanced around guiltily for amoment and then fixed his gaze on her withady smile. "Yourea
cool one, Arkady, I'll grant you that.”

"Far cooler than you," she advised, rising to her feet. "Y ou'd be wise not to forget it, too."

Arkady turned for the dining room door, but she stopped on the thresh-old, certain that if she didn't
put an end to Jaxyn's specul ation, she was never going to hear the end of this. "And for your information,
| haven't been avirgin since | was fourteen years old. That the king doesn't know about my past is merely
proof that given the right incentives, even the King's Spy-master will hold histongue.”

Sheleft Jaxyn gitting on the terrace, staring after her in surprise, amiling to hersalf as soon as her back
wasturned. Living a lieis getting easier by the minute, she mused. Or maybe it was because she'd



been taking lessons from the master of dl liarslately: Cayd, the Immortal Prince.

Chapter 23

Mathu looked around with interest as they entered the Crasii village, quite taken with thisinnovative
method of housing daves. In Herino, asit wasin most other placesin Glaeba, their daves were confined
in cells or locked barracks. The idea of |etting them coexist in avillage setting was something held never
encountered before.

"I'm guessing thiswas Arkady's idea?’ the prince remarked as the word spread through the canine
village that their lord and master had cometo visit. Crasi pups had appeared on the common the moment
they arrived, bounding around their ankles, barking excitedly, while their more reserved parentstried to
cdl them back.

Stellan bent down and picked up the nearest pup. The size and shape of asmall human child, hewas
black and white, his pelt so soft Stellan couldn't resist the need to strokeit. " Thisis Bounder,” hetold
Mathu. "One of Tasse€smany sblings.”

Mathu smiled at the pup and reached out to pat him. "Hello, Bounder."

Bounder barked excitedly, licked Mathu's hand and then wiggled out of Stellan's grasp and jumped to
the ground.

He let the pup go with asmile. "He's only about two or three, | think. Hell be five or so before he
stops barking and starts learning to speak.”

"And you let them live like humans?' Mathu asked, looking around at the nest row of dormitories
lining the Sngle street of the village.

"They're part human, Mathu. Mostly human, if you believe Harlie PAmerston's theory. We have them
inour homes, we let them cook for us, we entrust our children to their care and we let them fight our
battlesfor us. Why are you surprised they have the ability to live like civilised human be-ings?’

The prince consdered the matter for amoment and then shrugged. "1 don't know. | guess| never
thought about it much.”

"Y ou should think about it," Stellan suggested. "Y ou'll be king someday. The Cradii are your subjects,
too."

Mathu smiled. "I think my father would shudder to hear you suggest such athing, Stellan.”

"Y ou don't have to rule the same way asyour father, Mat."

"lan't it alittle treasonous to suggest you don't like the way he's ruling now?' the young prince teased.

"Ahl" Stellan exclaimed, raising his hand to hisforehead dramatically. ™Y ou've discovered my dreadful
Secret!"

Mathu laughed as they continued across the common. "Y es, well, | shdl haveto report this, you
know. Can't have seditious activities like treating the Crasii humanely going on in the kingdom! What will
our neighboursthink?'

"For the sake of Cradii everywhere, | hope they'reimpressed, your highness.”

The two men stopped before the dave who had answered Mathu's ques-tion, an old Crasii wearing a
knitted shawl fringed in red over his shaggy tan shoulders, indicating he was the most senior Cradii inthe
village. A hunting Cradii, now retired to alife at stud, he bowed politey to Stellan and Mathu, waiting for
Stelan to formdly introduce them.

"Your royd highness, thisis Fletch, the village mayor."

"Y ou let them have their own government?' Mathu asked in surprise.



Fletch nodded. "L ord Desean dlows us to manage our own affairs, your roya highness. Upto a
point.”

Stellan amiled. "We disagree about where that point lies, occasondly, but generdly, it workswell. It's
lesswork for me and the Crasii appreciate alittle autonomy, don't they, Hetch?'

The old canine nodded, his lips curling back from histeeth in asmile, athough it looked rather more
like asnarl to the uninitiated. But Stellan was used to the old dog, and they got dong well enough, given
the in-equitable nature of their relationship.

"Thereareafew areas of contention," Fletch informed the prince. "For example, hisgrace won't et us
chasethefelines, even for exercise.”

"It'sfor your own protection,” Stellan reminded him. ™Y ou know that."

"It'sarisk werewilling to take, your grace."

"But one I'm not willing to take," the duke replied. "Y ou're too valuable, al of you, canine and fdine
aike, to risk anybody getting hurt or possibly killed in a pointless game.”

"It's only humanswho think chasing fdinesis pointless, your grace. Wethink it'sanoble and
worthwhile pastime. Not to mention, well, fun.”

"Thefdinesthink fishing for tadpolesisfun too," he pointed out. "I don't et them indulgein that game,
ather.”

"Asadways your wisdom is exceeded only by your concern for our wel-fare, your grace,” theold
Crasii replied respectfully. He bowed low and stepped to one side. "Please, don't leave it so long before
you vigt usagan.”

"The Tides protect you," Stllan replied, using theformal Cradii saluta-tion that few humans bothered
to remember.

Fletch smiled and bowed even lower. "The Tides protect you aso, your grace."

"Tadpoles?' Mathu asked in surprise, asthey resumed their walk to-ward the feline compound. "Y ou
have amphibian Crasi?'

"You've never heard of Lebec'sfreshwater pearls?'

"Of courseI've heard of them.”

"Where do you think they come from?"

The prince pondered the question for amoment. "I never redly thought about that, elther.”

"Wefarm the pearlsin the lake just north of the estate. The amphibians do most of the work.”

"l heard they were notorioudy hard to keep in that sort of setting,” Mathu remarked. "Rumour hasit
the minute you put them in the water, they're gone.”

"Y ou haveto give them areason to come back,” Stellan told him.

"W, you certainly seem to have the canines egting out of your hand.”

He smiled and glanced over his shoulder at the old Crasii who watched them walking away with an
unblinking gare. "If you're referring to Fletch's grovelling admiration of my anima husbandry skills, just
now, don't be fooled. He was ahunter in hisday and heswily asthey come. He knowstheright thing to
say. It's the canine need to please their masters. It can be dan-gerous to mistake it for what they redly
fed."

"Whichiswhat?'

"Ah, now for that you would have to ask Arkady. She knows much more about the Crasii than | do.”

They reached the end of the common and thefirst of the high brick wals dividing the villages from
each other. There was awooden gate set into the wall, with asmall round window cut out at about four
feet off the ground. Beside the gate was a brass bell with asmall meta bal hanging from a short length of
rope. Stellan rang the bell a couple of times and then bent down to peer through the hole in the gate.

A few momentslater the sound of abolt diding back was followed by ametallic screech asthe gate
was opened by a black-and-white feline who bowed when she redlised her visitor was the duke.

"Your grace! Welcome!"

"Hello, Mitten. We've cometo visit our new arrival.”

"Of course," she said, stepping back to let them enter.

The gate screeched closed again, making Stellan wince. "Why don't you oil those hinges?!



Thefdine shrugged. "Because the noise drives the canines crazy.”

"| could rescind the order about them chasing you anytime | wanted,” Stellan warned with afrown. It
wasjud like the fdinesto find something that annoyed their canine neighbours.

"We have no problem if they chase us." Mitten shrugged. "And they have nothing to fear unlesswe let
them catch us."

Mathu seemed amused. "Ther€'s areason we confine the Cradii to pens back in Herino, you know,
Stdlan. Were not confronted with any of these discipline problems you have to contend with."

"Y ou get less than half the productivity out of them, too, I'll wager," he countered. "Thisis Mitten, by
the way. Mitten, thisis Prince Mathu."

The feline bowed just low enough to be respectful. ™Y our highness."

She held out her arm, indicating they should follow her toward the largest building at the back of the
compound. Off to the left, againgt the outer fence, were two separate residences. There were armed
feline guards standing outside and caged yards surrounding the cottages.

"It'swhere we keep the maes," Stellan explained, noticing the direction of Mathu's glance.

"How many do you have?'

"Four at the moment,” he replied. "The three younger males sharethe larger house. Taryx livesin the
other pen on hisown."

"Taryx? Thedreof the Crasi you won lagt night?

Stellan nodded. "Named for the Tide Lord. HE's been avery profitable and prolific sre”

"Did you tell her that her Srewas here?"

He shook his head. "It wouldn't have made much differenceif | had. The felinesdon't pay much
attention to familid ties. If they do, it's usualy because they're bragging about their lineage. Thefelines
liketo brag.”

"Why do you keep him separated from the others?'

"Because he's old and cranky. Did you want to meet him?”

Mathu nodded. "Is he dangerous?

"Not if you stay out of reach.”

Stellan changed direction and headed across the compound to the smaller cottage with Mathu beside
him. Mitten took another few steps be-fore she redlised her visitors were no longer behind her, and then
turned to find out why, obvioudy displeased when she saw the direction they were headed.

"Your, grace," she called after them. "Please. Don't encourage him.. . ."

Stellan and Mathu ignored her call and kept walking toward the bars of the enclosure behind the
cottage on the right-hand side of the compound. Inside, afigure reclined on a battered sofa, soaking up
the sunlight that broke through the clouds. It would rain again before the day was out and the old cat was
making the most of the sunshine. He was a huge beast, outwardly human from the chest down, but his
tawny fur was black streaked with silver and grew in athick mane that completely encir-cled his neck
and reached partway down his back and chest. He made no attempt to rise as they approached; instead,
he rolled on his back and tucked his hands behind his head, exposing hisimpressive genitaliato his
vistors

"That's Taryx for you," Stellan remarked. "The king of good manners and civilised behaviour.”

"He'sfarly impressve,” Mathu agreed, sounding alittle uncertain.

Stelan laughed. "For the Tides sake, don't et him know you think that. HE's insufferable enough
without you feeding his narcisssm. Be niceto him, though. He fancies himsdlf king of the pride.” They
stopped at the bars. "Good morning, your highness," Stellan called.

"Good morning, your grace.”

Stellan waited and after amoment, the Crasii deigned to rise from his couch and wander over to the
bars where Stellan and Mathu waited.

"What'sthisthen?' Taryx asked, as he leaned on the bars, eyeing Mathu up and down curioudly.
"Lunch?'

"Thisishisroyd highness, Prince Mathu Debree, Crown Prince of Glagba."

"Dinner, then," the Crasii corrected.



Stellan smiled. Crasii felines no more ate humans than the canines did, but Taryx enjoyed perpetuating
the myth. "Mathu, thisis Taryx, the king of the Lebec Pride.”

"Y our reputation precedes you, your highness" Mathu informed him, playing along with the notion that
the Crasii had some sort of royd rank. "Y ou've sred hdf thefighting Crasii in Glagba, | believe.”

"Moreliketwo-thirds," the feline corrected, alittle miffed. Then he smiled suddenly and turned to
Stellan. "'l hear one of my cubstook out a Je-lidian snow bear last night.”

Stellan nodded. " She certainly did.”

"Damn, I'm good," he preened.

Stellan was used to Taryx's arrogance. Asfar asthe Crasi torn was con-cerned, he was directly
respongble for anything impressive his descendants did, while being in no way respongble for their
mistakes. Sometimes, Stel-lan envied this uncomplicated cresture, kept in comfort, fed on demand and
required to do nothing more than mate with the females of hispride. If hispet was alittle scarred these
days, it wasn't dl from fighting. A felinein heat was aravenous beast and intercourse between any two
creatures with re-tractable claws capable of tearing the throat out of a Jelidian snow bear was bound to
be dangerous.

"Youtell her I'm proud of her," Taryx ingtructed.

"1 will," Stellan promised. "And you take care, eh? Those young bucks aren't ready to take your place
ya"

"They'll never beready,” the torn predicted confidently.

"Your grace" Mitten reminded them, alittle impatiently. "Did you want to see Chikitaor not?' She
was standing behind them, her tail lashing back and forth with annoyance.

"Of course," Stellan agreed and they turned to follow Mitten. Asthey walked away, Mathu glanced
over hisshoulder at the old fdine and then looked at Stellan. "How will you know when one of the other
malesisready to take his place?’

"Thefdineshave an annua fegtival. They cal it the Passage of the Tide. Part of the celebrationsisa
chance for the younger maesto take on the head of the pride."

"And the winner becomes the new leader? That must make for arather peeved loser.”

"Theloser isusualy dead, Mat," hetold him. "So it's not a problem Weve ever had to dedl with."

The prince looked shocked. "Y ou let them fight to the death?"

"Their idea, not mine. But | can seethelogic behind it. Taryx would be dangerous and unmanageable
if he was deposed by ayounger mae. We'd end up having to put him down, anyway. At least thisway
hell get to go out in ablaze of glory."”

Mathu shook hishead, sghing. "And | thought you were trying to be more humanein your trestment
of the Cragii."

"But they're feline Crasii, Mathu,” he pointed out asthey entered the longhouse. "The object isto let
them live by their rules, not ours.”

Chikitawas confined to a cage at the back of the longhouse, normally re-served for felines on heeat
that Stellan didn't want mating with any of the males. They walked the length of the empty dormitory
behind Mitten, past rows of narrow beds piled with furs and blankets, asif each Crasi wastry-ing to
own more bedcl othes than their neighbour did. Stellan dways found it intriguing that the Crasii dept on
top of their bedclothes, rather than un-der them, even in the dead of winter. It wasafdinething, he
guessed. They didn't like to be covered. Even in battle they eschewed armour or any other sort of
protection, preferring the freedom of movement that came with fighting in nothing but their own skin.

The Crasii jJumped to her feet as soon as she spied Stellan and Mathu approaching, grabbing at the
bars of her cage, her tail whipping back and forth angrily as she growled at them.

"Youlied!" she accused, before Stellan could utter aword.

"l beg your pardon?"

"Youtold meif | won thefight I'd be freg!”

"Actudly, | believe the duke told you that you could enter his service," Mathu corrected, obvioudy
adarmed by thefein€'s aggressive tone. "Cradii weren't meant to be free.”

"Step alittle closer, human,” Chikita suggested with asnarl. "Then welll see who was meant to be



frea"

" Settle down, kitten. Y ou'rein herefor your own protection,” Stellan assured her, putting hisarm out
to prevent Mathu from doing exactly what the feline suggested. In her current mood, shed rip him from
neck to navel if he got in reach of those claws. "It'll take afew days before the others get used to your
scent. Once they do, you'll befreeto join your comrades. Un-til then, and until you've recovered from
last night'sfight, you're better off whereyou are.”

Chikitaglared at him for amoment and then looked past him. She hissed a Mitten, growling low in
her throat.

"And you won't be going anywhere until that stops, either,” Stellan warned.

"l am afighter," Chikitaannounced. "Y ou would have me acting like ahouse cat.”

"Which ismarginaly better than being torn to shreds by a bear for the entertainment of aroom full of
bored humans, | would have thought.”

Chikitas eyesflashed with defiance, but her tail dowed and she seemed to cam down alittle. "1 will
wait then, until my lord commands me.”

Stdlan frowned, thinking her capitulation alittle quick. "That's amuch better attitude to take."

"Will I be permitted to meet him soon”?”’

"Meet who?' he asked. He had no ideawhat the Crasii was talking about.

"Chikitaisjust nervous because she's new," Mitten explained, glaring at the young femae. "Sheis
pleased to meet both her lord and her prince. She doesn't mean anything ese.”

"But | can smell—," thefdine objected, but Mitten cut her off impatiently.

"She can amdl Taryx, your grace,”" the Cradii told them with ashrug. "It's making her alittlejittery.”

"Everything will be fine once you're used to the place" Stellan assured her. "Mitten will seetoiit you
have anything you need.”

"Of course, your grace," the older Crasii agreed with asubservient bow.

A little unsettled, but at least satisfied that his new dave waswell in hand, he turned and headed back
out into the sunlight. Mathu followed him, stopping on the top step of the porch to look out over the
Cradi vil-lage.

"Isit my imagination, or was there something very odd going on just now," he asked, ""between those
two Cragi?'

"No," Stdlan replied. "Y ou weren't imagining things.”

"So who do you think she can redly smdl|?!

Stellan shrugged. "I have no idea. Maybe she's coming on heat.”

"1 met aman once," Mathu told him, "who decided to find out what afeline on heat waslike."

"That'd be arather dangerous gameto play."

Mathu nodded. "It was. | mean, shelooked human enough—if the light waslow and you didn't mind
theideaof fur instead of bare skin—but those claws ..." The young prince shuddered. "He said it was
amazing. Troubleis, he damn near bled to desth finding it out.”

Stellan grimaced. "Never seen the attraction in fornicating with another species, mysdlf. Even an
amogt human one. There's something in-nately repulsive about the very idea”

Mathu clapped him on the shoulder, amused rather than surprised. "Y ou redlly areastaid,
unadventurous old prude at heart, aren't you, cousin?"

Stelan smiled. "l guess| must be," he agreed, idly wishing the rest of the world was as easy to
convince of that as Mathu Debree.

Chapter 24



Tilly Ponting's house in Lebec was set at the end of a cul-de-sac not far from the lake's edgein the
more exclusive part of Lebec City. It had been her town house before her husband's demise; her family
seet being located some forty miles northeast of the city. After her husband died, sheld moved into the
city full time. Tilly wasasocid cresture and while she enjoyed the wedth that came with being one of the
landed gentry, she wasn't all that in-terested in spending time on theland.

A well-trained canine Cradii showed Arkady through the house to the morning room, where Tilly was
indulging her latest hobby. The widow had decided severa months ago that she had sometalent asan
artist based, ap-parently, on a passing comment an art tutor made to her when shewas agirl. Now that
shewas free to pursue whatever hobbies she desired, she had de-cided to discover the hidden artist
within, who had been—shé'd assured Arkady—stifled by years of repressive marriage and suffocating
conformity. When Arkady arrived a the house, Tilly was staring pensively at her latest canvas, paintbrush
in hand, and appeared to have been in that position for sometime. A large ginger cat dept curled on the
table beside the easd, thetip of itstail resting in apot of blue paint.

"What do you think, Arkady?" Tilly asked, turning to greet her guest. Should | call this Mist on the
Lake or Ocean at Rest?"

Arkady considered the painting for amoment. "How about Big Blue Blob?"

"Y ou are crud beyond imagining, Arkady," the older woman replied. And then she smiled. "Although
alittle more tactful than my son, | have to say, who suggested naming it the Ode to My Compl ete Lack
of Talent."

Arkady laughed and took a seet at the table. "How is Aleki? | haven't seen himin ages.”

"He'sfing" Tilly sghed, putting down her paintbrush and taking the seet opposite Arkady. "Heloves
being afarmer. | despair of him ever find-ing a decent wife."

Arkady smiled. Only Tilly Ponting would consider her son's dedication to hisfamily's massve etates
farming. "I thought you weretrying to arrange a union between him and Davista Brantine?"

"It wasadisagter,” Tilly lamented. "My sonisabore and Davigaisasilly girl. Don't suppose Stdllan's
interested in marrying Kylia off, ishe? Would you like some tea?' she added, indicating the Silver tea
sarvice on thetable.

"Thank you, | would." She accepted acup that Tilly poured with her own hand, and took asip,
before she answered her hostesssfirst question. "Even if Stellan was|ooking for ahusband for his niece,
Tilly, | doubt Aleki isin the running. Hes more than twice Kylias age.”

"Tides, heésnot going to let her marry for love, ishe? It would be just like that fool man to do
something so stupid.”

"Y ou think marrying for loveis stupid?" Arkady asked curioudy.

"Don't you?'

She hesitated before answvering. "Actudly, | hadn't reglly thought about it.”

"I've thought about it alot,” Tilly told her. "If I'd had my way when | was seventeen, I'd have married
one of my father's grooms. His name was Neron. | was so in love with him, | thought | would diewhen |
wastold | couldn't have him."

"Did hefed the sameway?'

Thewidow shrugged. "I liketo imagine he did, but the truth is, about three months after my father
found out about us and forbade him to see me again, he married agirl from hisvillage, moved back home
and that wasthelast | ever saw of him." She Spped her teaand smiled. "Hardly the stuff of epic
romance."

"Do you ever regret it?"

Tilly shook her head. "Not amoment of it. | don't regret faling in love with agroom any morethan |
regret marrying Aleki'sfather. I've had agood life, Arkady, and I've lived every moment of it in the style
to which I'm sinfully habituated. Even better, my dear husband had the decency to pass away whilel was
still young enough to enjoy being awidow, but not so young that | needed to remarry. | have a decent,



hardworking son, deter-mined to keep mein the manner to which I'm accustomed, and delightful, terribly
well-connected friends like you to keep me on every reputable invi-tation list in town. It'sal worked out
rather svimmingly, in fact."

"Yourean evil old cynic, Tilly," Arkady laughed.

"Better to bean evil old cynicthan acynic at your age," she scolded. ™Y ou need to fdl inlove, my girl.
Hard. 1t would do you theworld of good.”

"What makesyou think I'm not in love with Stdlan?"

"Hmmm .. .," Tilly said, feigning deep thought. "I think it comes down to two words. . . Jaxyn
Araville"

"Youredly are anevil old cynic," Arkady accused, frowning.

"I'm right though. Y ou need to have an affair, girl. And | don't mean some discreet little assgnation
once aweek, adl donein good taste and deco-rum. | mean something that makes you foolish. Something
S0 consuming you'd throw your whole life away for it. I'm talking passion. A screaming,
tear-my-clothes-off-and-take-me-now-you-brute sort of fling. Preferably with someone totally
inappropriate.”

Arkady shook her head. "And exactly what would that achieve?'

"You'd know youredive, Arkady."

"I'm content with other, less dangerousindicatorsthat I'm dive," shereplied. Y ou know: breathing. A
pulse. That sort of thing.”

"They'rejust proving you're not deed,” Tilly corrected. "That's awhole world avay from being dive,
my girl.”

Arkady smiled. "I don't know why I listen to you, Tilly Ponting. Y ou're a shameless meddler and you
give the worst advice of anybody I've ever met.”

"But that'swhy you love me," Tilly chuckled, patting Arkady's hand acrossthe table. "So tell me,
dear. If you didn't come for my advice on mat-ters of the heart, what are you doing here?"

"l cameto talk to you about the Tarot."

"Y ou want to know more?"

"About the characters on the cards, yes."

"How did your last interview go?'

"ltwas. .. interesting.”

Tilly looked at her cannily. "But your immortd isnot so eadily tripped up?"

She shook her head. "Not so easily.”

Tilly roseto her feet and crossed the room to the sideboard. She opened adrawer and pulled out
another deck of cards smilar to those she had |oaned Arkady and then came back and began laying
them out on the table.

"Engarhod,” she said, as she dedlt the cards. "Emperor of the Five Reams. Hiswife, Syrolee, the
Empress. Elyssa, the Maiden. Tryan, the Devil. Pellys, the Recluse. Lukys, the Scholar. Rance, the
Hanging Man. Kry-dence, the Judge. Taryx, the Warrior. Sometimesthey call him Tyrax—"

"Sow down!" Arkady begged. "I'm not going to remember dl of this. He mentioned Pdllys, though.”

"The Recluse?'

Arkady nodded. "Cayd claims Pellys was arecluse because someone had him decapitated. His head
grew back afterwards, but without his mem-ories. That's why hewasarecluse."

Tilly looked at her in surprise. "He actualy told you an immorta's head grows back?"

"It's gpparently one of the benefits of immortality.”

"Did hetell what € se hgppens?’

Arkady looked at Tilly with araised brow. "'Is something else supposed to happen?”

Tilly laughed. "Theres the legend that it'll destroy the world, but | guesswe got lucky. Good thing our
headsman was away, en?'

Arkady smiled at the very notion. "I tried to get Stellan to let me chop off one of Caya'sfingersto see
if it grew back so we could settle the matter once and for dl, but hewon't let me do it."

"How inconsderate of him,” Tilly agreed.



Shelooked at her friend oddly. "Y ou think I'm a barbarian, too, don't you?"

Suddenly thewidow smiled again, dthough it seemed alittle forced thistime. "No, | think | wasright
about you needing to have an ffair. Y ou redly have cut yoursdlf off from norma human emations,
haven't you, dear?"

Arkady shook her head and pointed to the cards. "Just stick to the Tarot, Tilly, and stop trying to fix
thingsthat aren't broken.”

The old woman dedlt out another card. It was apicture of two lovers entwined in an intimate
embrace. "The Lovers. Caya and Amdeta” Tilly laid it down quite ddliberatdly, studied the card for a
long, meaningful mo-ment and then looked at Arkady with araised brow. "If | was superdtitious, Arkady
Desean, I'd say theré'san omen here."

Arkady rolled her eyes. "For the Tides sake, you read Tarot cards, Tilly. Y ou think theré'san omen
ineverything."

"Could beI'mright."

"Well, I'm sure your Tarot lovers are the very embodiment of happily-ever-after, but they're not going
to help me much. Maybe you should tell me about this Emperor of the Five Reams," Arkady suggested.
"I'm quite sure the omens can take care of themsdlves."

"The Lovers represent tragedy, not happiness,” Tilly corrected. "The legend goesthat Caya had
aready discovered the secret of immortdity by thetime he met Amaeta. After hefdl hopeesdy inlove
with her—according to the Tarot, at leas—he took her up into the Shevron Mountains and there he
asked her to marry him, promising her immorta life as proof of hiseternd love. She was understandably
nervous about making the trans-formation, but he begged her to trust him. Eventudly, she agreed, and he
set about making her immortal so they could sharethelr eternity in per-fect bliss.”

"Wel, yes, Tilly," Arkady said, smiling. "I can seewhat atragedy that must have been.”

"It was atragedy. Cayd got it wrong. Instead of giving Amadetaeternd life, hekilled her."

Arkady was having ahard time keeping astraight face. "That must have been rather awkward for
him"

Tilly was clearly not pleased Arkady wasn't giving her Tarot the respect shefelt it deserved. "They say
his grief was inconsolable. According to leg-end, the Great Lakes are the result of the Immortal Prince's
tears”

Arkady could no longer hide her amusement. "Odd, if we're talking about the same Immortal Prince
we have locked up in Lebec Prison. He doesn't strike me as the weepy type."

Tilly leaned back in her chair and stared at Arkady. "I you're not going to take this serioudy ..."

"I'm sorry, | shouldn't tease," she said, patting Tilly's hand, realisng she was very closeto offending
her old friend. "Please, tell me more. | don't mean to scorn your Tarot. It's just the academic in me has
trouble dealing with the notion I'm being forced to rely on adeck of cards used for telling fortunes as my
only dependable resource, that's al. Tell me about the oth-ers. I'll not laugh again, | promise.”

Tilly frowned, deliberating the sincerity of Arkady's gpology, before nodding and dedling out the rest
of the cards. "The Tarot deserves respect, you know."

"Of courseit does."

"People died to protect it, during the last Cataclysm.”

Arkady nodded solemnly. "I'm sure they did.”

Tilly glared at her. "Some of us go to agreat ded of trouble to ensure this record of the true nature of
the Tide Lords never fadesfrom memory, Arkady. It'sasolemn trust that we take very serioudy. If
you're going to scoff at it, you can find someone elseto tell you about the Tarot.”

"Someof us?" Arkady asked with asmile. "Tides! Y ou makeit sound like you're part of some giant
conspiracy to keep the knowledge of the Tide Lords dive.”

Tilly continued to glare a her. " Some secrets are worth protecting, Arkady."

"Secrets?" Thiswas starting to get alittle bizarre and it was certainly thefirst time Arkady had ever
seen Tilly so serious. While she knew Tilly ddlib-erately cultivated the idea that she was nothing more
than an eccentric widow, Arkady had always believed it was dl part of her plan to avoid an-other
marriage. It never occurred to her that Tilly might be doing it for any other reason. And certainly not for



something astrivia asadeck of Tarot cards.
Picking up the nearest card, Tilly handed it to Arkady. "1've said too much aready. Let's get on with
this"

"Tilly," Arkady asked curioudy, "do you actudly believe the Tide Lords are red ?"

The old woman was slent for amoment and then she shrugged. "It doesn't matter what | believe.

Y ou're the one supposedly interrogating an immorta. | think what you believe israther more important at
thisstage.”

Her answer surprised and disturbed Arkady alittle. Sheld never seen her old friend like this before.
"I'm sorry, Tilly," shesaid. "I don't mean to mock you or your beliefs.”

"Let'sgart then," Tilly sad, rather more frogtily than Arkady was ex-pecting, "with the Emperor of the
FveRedms..."

It was past lunch by the time Arkady arrived at the prison, the day overcast and gloomy. Shewasled
through the depressing hdlsto Recidivists Row without ceremony, the guards so used to her vists by
now they addressed her by name as she passed by.

When she reached the Row, she was surprised by how pleased both Cayd and Warlock wereto see
her. Cayd's smilein particular was rather unsettling. He seemed disturbingly eager and, for amoment,
Tilly's sugges-tion about indulging in a screaming, tear-my-clothes-of f-and-take-me-now-you-brute sort
of fling with someone totaly ingppropriate flashed through her mind.

Idiot, shetold hersdf sternly. It was easy to forget she was their only contact with the outside world
other than the guards. For these prisoners, she was awindow into arealm from which they were
excluded, probably for therest of their lives. That was why they were so glad to see her, she reminded
herself. If Caya seemed to eagerly approach the bars whenever she arrived, it was just because she was
the only respite he had from the boredom of hisincarceration. If his eyes widened when helooked a her,
if hisgaze lingered longer than it should, if his smile seemed alittle too famil-iar, it meant nothing—no
more than her own quickening heartbeat meant smply that she despised being in this place where her
father had perished.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen. Sorry I'm late.”

"Y ou have no need to apologiseto us, my lady,” Warlock informed her gravely.

"Oh... I don't know," Cayd disagreed. "I kind of like the ideamyself."

"Youwould," the canine rumbled, retresting to the back of hiscell.

Cayd turned his attention to Arkady. " So, what is your excuse for being late, then?

Shefrowned at hisimpudence. "Don't push your luck."

"l don't redly care, anyway." Caya seemed digtracted. "But I've been thinking."

"How nicefor you."

"I think we should trade.”

"Tradefor what, exactly?"

"Therest of my story, inreturn for abit of fresh air. I'm going crazy locked up in here."

"1 thought that was the whole point of your claim to beimmorta, Caya? To prove you're crazy?'

He shrugged. "That's your idea, not mine. | want out of here. Even if only for afew hoursaday.
Tides! Even the gemang wants out of here. You arrangeit for us, and I'll tell you anything you want to
know."

It seemed an unlikdy offer, but she wasn't sure it was one she could re-fuse. It was hard to avoid the
feding this man was manipulating her. "Will you tdl me who sent you here? Who you work for?"

"I'maTideLord," hereminded her. "I don't work for anybody."

Her eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "Very sdfless of you to include War-lock in your request for fresh
arand exercie”

"Maybe I'm planning to escape and | need the gemang to help.”

"If you want to enlist my help to escape, suzerain," Warlock remarked from the cell acrossthe way,
"not calling me gemang would be agood gtart.”

Arkady couldn't help but smile. ™Y our magicdly created race of adoring davesredly in't performing
to specifications, isit?"



"Wait 'til the Tide turns" Caya suggested. "Then you'll see.”

"I'm breathless with anticipation,” she assured him. "Tel me about Di-da. Inthe Tarot sheisthe High
Priestess.”

"Arryl was High Priestess.”

"What was Didathen?’

Cayd smiled sourly. "We used to call her the Minion Maker." .

"Thewhat?"

"The Minion Maker," he repeated. "That'swhat she did, Arkady. Dida sought out likely minions for
the Tide Lords and then trapped them into an eternity of servitude.”

Arkady's brow furrowed. "Minions? | don't understand.”

He stared at her for amoment and then smiled. "Y ou don't serioudy think every one of those namesin
your pathetic Tarot was actually a Tide Lord, do you? How many cards have you got there? Twenty or
more? No world could survive that many jaded lunatics looking for ways to entertain themselves.”

"Who arethey then, if they're not immortal ?'

"Oh, they'reimmortal,” he assured her. "They just can't manipulate the Tide very well. Magtery over
the Tideisaskill only afew of ushave."

"Y ou mean some of them have no magica power."

"Some power. Not alot. And it varies."

"Will you tdl me about them?

"Will you speak to the Warden about us getting out of herefor abit each day?"

"That depends on how cooperative you are.”

Cayad smiled. "Then pull up achair, Arkady. Asl told you before, it'savery long story.”

Chapter 25

Where were we? That's right—freezing to desth in the mest locker at Dun Cinczi. The door had
opened . ..

Squinting in the painfully bright light, | redly began to worry when | reglised the slhouettein the
doorway was my sigter, Planice, the Queen of Kordana.

Y ou may wonder why | wasn't sghing with relief, thinking rescue was a hand, given | wasthe queen's
brother. Planice was agood fifteen years older than me. We'd never been close. | think her resentment of
me was because it was my birth that had findly killed our mother. She was only fifteen when our mother
died and aong with her title, Planice had inherited a clutch of nine sblings that included a newborn babe
needing care and attention. As she lacked any real maternal instinct, 1'd been anuisance she was forced
to deal with most of her life. And it wasn't asif I'd been aparticularly easy child. Infact, my only real use
had proved to be as a convenient groom for the daughter of amuch-needed aly, once I'd grown.

Until now, that is. Until I'd unwittingly given her the excuse she was|ooking for to berid of me,
something that only just occurred to me as| warily stepped toward her.

"Planice. . . thank the Tides you've come...."

She responded by backhanding me, her roya signet tearing the frozen skin from my cheek. The blood
waswarm on my face as| fell backwards against the hanging carcasses, hurt more by her reaction to my
plight than her blow.

“ldiot!"



| staggered to my feet, only just Starting to appreciate the trouble | wasin. It wasn't that | didn't
understand the consequences of killing aman. And it wasn't asif | expected no cost for my actions. But
to anger Thraxiswas one thing. To annoy the Queen of Kordana was another thing entirely.

"l canexplain ..

"Y ou killed Thraxiss only son over some woman you've never laid eyes on before?' she screeched,
amogt asangry as Thraxis himsdf. "Two days before you're to marry the daughter of one of our most
tenuous dlies? Do you have any ideawhat you've done?"

"It was an accident..."

"1 ought to hang you, you dangerouslittlefool!" she shouted, her face red with fury.

| ought to hang you, she said, giving me aglimmer of hope. Given the mood shewasin, I'd been
expecting her to say: I'm going to hang you.

"So why don't you?" | asked, dabbing at my bloody cheek.

"Because Thraxisisdemanding it," sheinformed me. "And | can't af-ford to have any dun lord in my
kingdom telling mewho | should and shouldn't kill."

"But Planice..."

"Shut up, Cayd, I'm not interested in anything you have to say. Much asit grieves me, you'll get to
live" Beforemy relief at thisreprieve had timeto register, she added coldly, "But only because I'm
making a point here, not because | care one scrap about you. And even if it does suit meto let you go on
breathing, nothing says | have to put up with you a my hearth. Y ou are banished, Cayal of Lakesh," she
decreed, assuming aformal air. "Y ou may take the clothes on your back and aweapon to defend
yoursdlf and leave the borders of Kordana by sunset tomorrow. If you are still within my borders by
then, or if you ever attempt to return, you will be hunted down, like the vermin you are, and killed without
mercy. Do you understand?’

| nodded, too surprised by her decree to think about what it meant. | don't think, at that moment, |
understood the emotional impact of exile. | just knew it meant I'd keep on breathing. That was something
to be grateful for.

Planice stood back from the door. "Let him go.”

"What about Gabriella?" | asked.

Between my bouts of guilt and remorse over Orin, I'd spent much of the past three days clinging to the
image of Gabridla. We used to joke about how life would be so much easier if | wasn't aprince, if the
hopes and ambitions of Gabridlasfather didn't rest so firmly on her shoulders. Alwaysthe optimistin
those days, even after my sentence had been pronounced, | till dared to hope. Perhapsthiswould be
our chance.

Perhaps, out of this nightmare, something good might happen.

Gabriellaloved me, after dl. | never doubted that for amoment. With her by my side, | had no fear of
anything.

P anice seemed less sure of my fiancee's undying devotion. She even smiled a my naivety. "Even if
sheld still have you after thisfiasco, do you redly think 1'd ill |et the wedding go ahead?”

Her scorn worried me. "Don't you think that should be Gabridllas de-cison?”

Planice stared at me for amoment, asif debating something, and then she shrugged and stepped back
from the door. "Fine. Ask her. Ask your beloved if she'swilling to go into exile with you and become a
pauper'swife."

| emerged into the sunlight blinking, the snow's reflection hurting my eyes, which had grown used to
the darkness of the mesat store. Everyone had gathered in the dun's yard. Thraxis wasthere, glowering
angrily. Severd of my brothers were standing beside the dun lord; the two brothers who had arrived in
Dun Cinczi werethere, too, in addition to several others who must have accompanied Planice from
Lakesh. They looked ready to hold Thraxis back if the need arose, dthough there was nothing
sympathetic to-ward mein their demeanour.

And Gabriellawas there, her face pale. | stepped toward her.

She spat on the ground in front of me.

"Gabriella?"



Her dark, devastating eyes blazed angrily. "Don't come any closer, you unfaithful cur!™

"What?"

"Woasthe child yours?'

| stared at her in confusion. " Child? What child?"

" She means the pregnant woman you claim you didn't know that you killed your best friend to
defend," Planice said behind me.

| glanced over my shoulder at my sister, asit dawned on me that some-where between the young
couple seeking shelter in Thraxiss hall afew nights ago and now, the child the pregnant young woman
was carrying had apparently become mine,

"No!" | protested. "It wasn't likethat. . ."

"l can't believe you had to gd| to arrange for your whoreto follow you to Lakesh for our wedding,"
Gabriellaspat. There was nothing in her eyes but hatred, nothing in her words but scorn.

"| swear on the Tide Star, Gabridlla, | never saw her before—"

"So you killed the heir of Dun Cinczi over aperfect stranger?”

| realise now how it must have sounded, but what can you do when the truth is so unbelievable?

Gabridlas scorn was acidic. "How noble of you, Prince Cayal. Isthis something you do often? Were
you planning to tell me of your hobby of rescuing damsdlsin distress after the wedding?!

"Gabridla. . ."

" She doesn't want you anymore, Cayd," Planice pointed out, taking more than asmall degree of
pleasure from my pain. | wasn't surprised. Sheld set out to deliberately hurt me often enough when | was
asmall child for me to have no doubts on that score.

"Shut up, Planice.” | had no reason, any longer, to keep the peace with my sister. And at that moment,
| couldn't have cared less what she thought.

| turned to look at Gabriella, unable to comprehend how easily she was abandoning me. | was young
and naive enough to think love could conquer anything. In truth, even then, as she made amockery of
every whispered declaration of our undying devotion to each other, apart of me waslooking for asign,
looking for some secret indication that thiswas an act put on for the benefit of our large audience.

If therewasasign, it wastoo subtle for meto find.

"Go, Cayd," Planice advised behind me. "Before | change my mind.”

Asif to emphasi se the queen'srgection, Gabridlaturned her back on me and walked the short
distance to where Orin's mother stood off to the left with the other women of the dun, their eyes swollen
and bloodshot from crying. A seaof faces surrounded me, al full of accusation, but the only one that il
gtands out clearly in my mind—after al thistime—is Gabridlas.

There was no word for my hurt, no scale large enough to measure it, no vessel great enough to
containit.

One of my brothers drawing his sword prompted me to move. Blindly, numbly, I turned toward the
gate. The crowd parted for me, leaving a corri-dor of muddy, trampled dudge pointing to the
snow-bound countryside be-yond the dun. | walked without thinking, my pain agaping wound that
should have | eft bloodstains on the snow, it felt so redl. As| reached the open gates, awoman began to
keen, the cry soon taken up by the other women of Dun Cinczi.

Tothewalil of unrelenting grief, my own as much as of the women of the dun, | stepped out onto the
rutted road and turned to face the accusing audience who were watching my disgrace, severd of them
with adegree of maicious satisfaction. Of the young woman for whom I'd thrown away my entirelife,
therewasno sign.

But she wasthere, withessing my banishment with no more emotion than someone watching an
ill-behaved dog being locked out of the hall on astormy night.

Gabridla My beautiful, magnificent, crud Gabriella

"Set foot in Kordanaagain," Planice caled after me, "and you'll be sorry, Cayd."

"Y ou're the one who's going to be sorry,” | shouted back. And then | added thoughtlesdy, "Curse
your wretched kingdom, Planice, and everyoneinit!"

| said thewordsto Planice, but it was Gabridlal couldn't tear my eyesfrom.



Gabridlafor whom | meant the curse,

Shedidn't ssem to care. Spitting contemptuoudy into the mud again, Gabridlaturned her back on me
once more and put her arms around Orin's grieving mother.

It wasn't until |ater—after Tryan had laid waste to Kordana—that | would remember my unthinking
curse and wonder if | wasn't to blame, after all.

I'll gpare you the details of the next few months after | was thrown out of Kordana. Other than my
complete and utter humiliation, not much hap-pened, really. | wasill equipped for alife on theroad. I'd
no skillsto speak of, other than my ability to hold aweapon competently and hunt well enough to keep
mysdlf fed, but those were skills owned by every man in Kordanaand any of the score of nameless
kingdomsthat populated the land of my birth eight thousand years ago. Cayal, the Exiled Prince, had
nothing with which he could barter. | had no trade or craft to fall back on, no money to speak of and no
notion of how one went about earning aliving.

After traipsing alone and friendless with my heart ripped to shreds by Gabriellas betrayal, acrossfirst
Kordana and then north through Senestra, | grew weary of the continent of my birth, and the rumours
that followed me. Rumoursthat lingered like aclinging fog and refused to go away. | heard in
Harkendown that Gabriellawas betrothed again—I ess than three months after | was banished—to
Daryen, one of my older brothers. | was shattered by the news.

Love had little to do with marriage in Kordana. | understood that. The aliance my wedding to
Gabriellawould have brought was gtill important to Planice, | gppreciated that, too. | tried to tell mysdf |
couldn't have cared less. She was my past. She was my lesson hard learned. A memory turned sour by
bitter redlity.

| fled north, thinking distance would dull the pain.

It took me elght months to reach Magreth.

In hindsight, | suspect my journey northwest was prompted by the de-sire for warmth as much as any
red yearning to vigt the fabled country. In Magreth, at least deeping outdoors didn't mean risking
frostbite.

Thetruth was | was running away, trying to find somewhere my pain might be eased, but it'sessier
and so much more "manly” to blame the westher.

Surviva demanded | move on, athough my heart wasn't lisening. No matter how much | told mysdlf
otherwise, | till missed Gabriellalike an amputated limb. News of her betrotha smply drove home how
badly | wanted my life back. | was hungry and desperate enough by then that | didn't care if Planice
hated me. | just wanted to go home and the only way | could do that was to somehow redeem mysdlf in
my queen's eyes.

Inmy heart, | didn't accept Gabriellano longer loved me. | had turned her rgection of meinto
something far more noble and selfless. By then, I'd managed to convince mysdlf sheld spoken so cruelly
to protect my sister's holdings from her father'swrath. In my lovesick blindness, | began to imag-ine there
was some hope for us. Perhaps, | lay avake a night teling mysdf, if | can find a way to restore my
reputation in Planice's eyes, | will be allowed home.

I'm sure apart of meredised | was clutching at straws. But desperation can blind aman better than a
hot poker, which might have been less painful.

But my hopefulness meant | had begun to look for something noble to do; some great act of heroism
to prove my worth to my heartless sister and my poor, misguided Gabridlla.

Tides, what anaivefool | wasin those days.

Such aquest wasn't easy to find. Delusion, misery and desperation brought me to Magreth. Being a
hero without a cause is adepressing state of affairs. Magreth, on the other hand, was the home of the
Eterna Flame. The High Priestess of the Tide resided there. Perhaps there was sometask | could
undertake for her. Perhaps the High Priestess of the Tide needed the services of awell-intentioned, abeit
disenfranchised, prince.

I'm not sure who put the notion in my head to go to Magreth, or where | got the idea such aquest



were even possible, but with nothing better to do with my time, it seemed as good a plan as any.

I managed to find aberth on an oared sailing galley making the perilous voyage across the Jade
Ocean. As manning an oar required brute strength rather than any particular kill, | was ableto play
down my lack of experi-ence with the ship's master and convince the man | could do the job. An hour
out of port, my shoulders burning from the unaccustomed exercise, | was dready regretting my decison.
Two days later, so sick | could barely stand, my hands rubbed raw by the oars, | was ready to throw
myself over-board.

By the seventh day, | was convinced | was about to die. My hands were blistered and bloody, my
body wretched, thin, worn out and dehydrated from the constant vomiting. My back was adab of raw
meat exposed by the lash of the oar-master who had no sympathy for any man who couldn't take the
pace. My life blurred into such alitany of pain, misery and woe that even the memory of Gabridlas
rejection seemed less painful in compari-son.

| doubted | had the strength to go on, not even for another day. Unfor-tunately, Magreth was a
couple of thousand nautical milesfrom Senestraand | cameto this conclusion severa hundred milesfrom
the nearest coast-line, so there wasn't much | could do but endure.

The voyage took another thirty-seven endless, nightmarish days.

Somehow, | madeit. It would be an exaggeration to claim | began to en-joy the cruise, but by the
time we docked in theidand harbour of Taal, I'd come to termswith the notion of hard physica labour.
My hands were ca-loused, my back scarred from the oar-master's lash, and | was quite deter-mined
never to set foot on an ocean-going vessd ever, ever again.

| soon learned another valuable lesson in Taal. One could, | discovered, run away from their
problems, but one could never redlly escape them. | wasjust as unemployablein Magreth as| had been
in Senestra, only now | had the added complication of not speaking the language.

Magreth was a breathtakingly beautiful place. A cluster of volcanoes had grown up out of the ocean
floor over the eons until they formed asmall idand continent, the rich soil fertile enough for seasoned
timber to take root. Surrounded by treacherous reefs, startlingly white cord sands encircled the
continent, stretching for mileswith pristine beaches shaded by tall palms and populated by laughing,
naked, brown-skinned children who thought the tall, pale stranger deeping on their beach was quite a
novelty.

The children poked fun at my fair, sunburned skin and told me I'd never survive the heat. They aso
taught me enough of the language to dis-cover that even getting in to see the High Priestess was next to
impossible

| scoffed at their warnings about the High Priestess, but they were right about the hest. | soon
abandoned my Kordanian leathersfor the sen-sibleloca custom of wearing awrap. The only difference
between the male and female mode of dressin Magreth, in fact, seemed to be the place at which onetied
on their garment. The women wore theirstied just above the breast. The men wore them tied around
their waists. They were bright and colourful, but most importantly, they were coal. | fdt ridicu-lous and
self-conscious at firgt, wearing nothing but a scrap of cloth tied around my middle, and it was astolen
scrap at that, but common sense and the risk of sunstroke won out over fashion sense. | decided I'd
rather be cool than careif anybody noticed my lash-scarred back or my pitifully protruding ribs.

The Temple of the Tide was located in the foothills of the Handel Mountains, afabulous place built of
marble and gold, some two hundred milesfrom Tad, no distance at dl given how far I'd dready
travelled. By thetime | reached it, | was tanned most as brown as the beach children, thin to the point
of emaciation, but healed from my orded on the galey, d-though | ill bore the scars on my back and
the cdluseson my pams.

And | was driven. Driven by the thought that every day | spent as an ex-ile was another day closer to
Gabriellamarrying my undeserving brother; another day closer to the end of hope. | had no ideaiif the
High Priestesswas even in residence, certainly little hope she would agree to see me, but suchisthe
power of self-delusion that <till | dared to dream.

After ten days on the road, within Sght of the Temple of the Eternal Flame, | was set upon by bandits.

| never understood why they attacked me. Perhapsit was because | was aforeigner. | had nothing of



vaue. Anything | had ever owned worth sdll-ing was long gone, sold or bartered in exchange for food.

But attack me they did, and when the bandits redlised | had nothing worth taking, they beat me some
more, asif that somehow made ambushing thisweary traveller worth the effort. | tried to resst, but the
fight had gone out of me by then. Months of lonely exile and near sarvation had left me amere husk of
my former saf. Asl lay on the ground, blows raining down on me, | was certain | was going to dieand
for thefirst timein my short life, the prospect didn't bother me unduly. As | was battered, punched and
kicked without mercy, even the pain faded into the distance after atime. | barely felt the boot that
ruptured my kidney, or the punch that burst my spleen.

| did seethefoot coming that ended it al, however. A boot in the face isamemorable thing, even for
aman in the process of being beaten to degth.

| felt nothing after that, convinced | was dead, afedling that only got stronger when | felt gentlearms
lifting me from the road. The pain re-ceded. Oblivion beckoned. | opened my eyesto find awoman
leaning over me. Shewas smiling. Dressed in awhite wrap, her fair hair glinting like gold in the sunlight.
She was more than beautiful. She was exquisite.

"Rest easy, young traveller," she murmured in avoice woven from silk. ™Y ou are safe now."

"Who...whoaeyou. .. ?" | managed to ssammer through my bro-ken jaw. | remember tasting the
metallic tang of my own blood, the jagged fed of my broken teeth, the odd thickness of my swollen
tongue, but | wasin no pain—asensation (or lack of it) which merely exacerbated the feding that | had
died and crossed into the afterlife.

"A friend," she assured mein asilken whisper, smiling, smoothing the blood-matted hair from my
forehead.

"lanCayd. ..," | must havetold her.

"And | am Arryl," shesaid. "The High Priestess of the Tide."

Chapter 26

Once again, the spell of Caya's story was broken by the appearance of Timms, come to escort the
duchess from Recidivists Row. Arkady acknowl-edged him with anod and roseto her feet. Caya
watched her closdly, asif he wastrying to gauge her reection to histale.

"WeI?" he asked, when she offered no comment.

"Wdl, what?' she asked, putting awvay her notebook. Once again, she had only pretended to take
notes, Cayal's hypnotic voice distracting her from her purpose. Once again, the pages were amost blank,
her scientific objectivity forgotten as she became engrossed in the world he crested with hisfabuloustae.

"Do you believe me yet?!

"| believe you've studied the Tarot. Y our tale says exactly what the cards say. The Immorta Prince
travelled the world looking for adventure.”

"Y ou don't allow for the fact that your wretched cards are based on my truth and not the other way
around?'

"Not for amoment.”

"Then morefool you, my lady."

Arkady turned away, afraid held read her uncertainty. It was gloomy in the cells. She shivered alittle
asthe temperature dropped with the setting sun, wondering idly how these prisoners got through the night
with noth-ing but athin blanket for warmth.

"I'm curious about one thing," she said, shouldering her satchel and turning to face him, composed



once more.

Heraised abrow at her curioudy. "Only one?’

"If you truly areimmorta, then you've known al aong, if | understand this correctly, that you can't
die?'

Cayad nodded. "Wdll. . . yes™"

"And yet you committed a heinous crimein a place where you knew the only punishment islikely to
be execution. Y ou must have known your hang-ing wouldn't work. Why bother?

"Because they weren't supposed to hang me. Lebec usudly beheadstheir criminas.”

"What good would that do you? Y ou told me Pellys was decapitated and his head grew back. Why
didn't you say something when they tried to hang you?"

"l did try. My pleas of I'd rather you didn't hang me because | can't ac-tudly die didn't seemto
impress the hangman overly much.”

With that, Caya turned his back on Arkady and walked to his pallet. She stared after him and then
glanced across at Warlock and Timms, won-dering if the Cradii or the guard had any ideawhat Cayal
meant.

"The suzerain growsweary, | think."

Arkady looked over her shoulder at the big Crasii. "Weary of what?"

"Living."

"What do you mean?'

"Decapitation would have taken hismemory away, if not hislife.”

Arkady turned to look at Cayd. "Isthat true?"

Helay back on his palet, amsfolded behind hishead. "Truthisanil-luson.”

"Itisinyour world," she agreed, alittle annoyed that he had retreated behind his veneer of disdain and
contempt once more. The Caya who spoke so eloquently of hislong-forgotten world seemed a different
man en-tirely to the one incarcerated in Recidivists Row.

"Will you speak to the Warden, your grace?' Warlock asked, approach-ing the bars. Timmsdrew his
truncheon with athreatening scowl, warning the Crasii back.

Arkady looked at the canine blankly. " About what?*

"About being dlowed out for exercise. Asthe suzerain requested.”

She glanced across at Caya, whose gaze was fixed determinedly on the rough celling of hiscell. She
hesitated and then nodded. "I'll seewhat | can do."

"Thank you, your grace.”

Timms ordered the Crasii away from the bars, but Caya made no at-tempt to echo the Crash's
gratitude. More than alittle peeved by his moodiness, she shouldered her bag afraction higher, pushed
the chair aside, and then, on impulse, as Timms headed back down the corridor assuming she was behind
him, she stepped up to the bars of Cayal's cell.

" Something e se about your story intriguesme," she said.

"How nicefor you."

"Y ou speak of Magreth asacontinent. Y ou talk of atemple dedicated to this Eternd Flame of yours.”

"y

"Well, what hgppened to it? Magreth is nothing more than a series of uninhabited idets, surrounded by
reefs and riddled with volcanoes. Where did your temple go? There are no ruins on Magreth that I've
ever heard of, and I'm ahistorian, so | would have heard something about them, if they ever actualy
existed. Where are they? What happened to the people? Did they just vanish, too?!

"Pdllys happened to them."

"What do you mean?"

Caya was silent for amoment and then sat up abruptly, rose to hisfeet and waked back to Arkady,
stopping so close only the pitted iron bars sepa-rated them.

Before she could stop him, hetook her handsin his. Histouch startled and surprised her. There were
no calluses on his hands, as one might expect on alabourer. They were smooth, unmarked and
unscarred, which was odd for aman claiming to be atradesman. Even Stellan's hands were calloused



from holding the reins after alifetime on horseback.

"You redly aretoo curious for your own good, Arkady."

She refused to react to him, pretending she didn't notice he was holding her hands.

"Y ou're avoiding my question, Cayal." She'd never been this closeto him before. It darmed her to
realise her heart was pounding. She knew this man unsettled her, but she hadn't expected she might be
afrad of him.

"No," he said, massaging her hands gently. "I'm not."

"Then tell mewhat happened to Magreth." She wanted to step back, but was afraid the movement
would betray her uneasiness, or attract Timms's attention. She couldn't understand why she wanted to
protect Caya from Timmss truncheon. Thisman was aliar, amurderer and prob-ably aspy. He had no
business making her pulse race with fear.

And it isfear, shetold hersdf gernly. She wouldn't allow hersdlf to con-template the notion that it
might be for any other reason.

"Magreth was destroyed,” he told her, studying her face closdly, asif he could read every conflicted
emotion lurking behind her eyes.

"In the Cataclysm?'

"Inafit of pique.”

"l don't understand.” Arkady was no longer even certain they were talk-ing about the same thing.

"When Pellyss head grew back," Cayd told her softly, forcing her to fo-cus on what he was saying
rather than what she wasfedling, "hewas ablank date, just awholelot of power and no memory of how
to contral it. The gemang has that much right. Pellys split the continent asunder with astamp of hisfoot.”

"He destroyed the temple?’

"He destroyed everything. Theimmortals survived, naturaly—or un-naturdly, | suppose would be
more accurate—but the rest of Magreth's population wasn't nearly so fortunate. Didaand Arryl were
ableto protect the Eternal Flame, but Lukys estimates nearly haf amillion people died that day.”

Arkady searched hisface, certain that this close, she should be able to detect some hint that Caya
waslying. But al she could see were apair of startlingly blue eyesthat seemed to devour her very soul.
"So you tried to get yoursdlf executed for what, Caya? Were you trying to erase your mem-ory?"

"Moreor less”

"If | can't die, then oblivion will suit mejust aswdl.”

Arkady smiled faintly, thinking that at last sheld found achink in his story. "If that was your purpose,
Cayd, why kill seven people? Y ou could have found someone. . . paid someone. . . surely, to chop
your head off . . . if that wasredly your intention.”

"1 wanted my head chopped off, Arkady, not hacked off. The job needed a professiond to do it
properly. It'sasomewhat speciaist profession, you'll find. And it takes adecent axeto do it painlesdy.
Why didn't | just pay someone? Because headsmen don't tend to advertise their occupation. Too many
pissed-off relativesto deal with, | suppose.”

" S0 you did something that would bring you to the headsmen,” she con-cluded, thinking, yet again,
that either Cayal wasthe mogt gifted liar on Amyranthaor heredlly wastelling the truth.

"For dl thegood it did me."

"And the power you claim such an event would unleash? What about that? If I'm to believe this sorry
tale, your beheading might well have de-stroyed Glaeba."

He shrugged. "I would have survived it."

His cdlous disregard for human life broke the spell. She snatched her hands away and stepped back
from him, more rattled than she was prepared to admit.

"How do you know so much about what happened to Pellys?"

"Because I'm the one who decapitated him."

Arkady recovered her composure quickly, certain now that he was mocking her. ™Y ou really must
takemefor afool."

"I'm not thefool here, Arkady," hewarned. "Word will reach the oth-ers, eventudly, that I'm here.



And when it does, they'll comelooking for me."

Sheraised her brow sceptically. "The other immortas can't be coming to kill you, surely?'

"l haveimmorta enemies gplenty and we have other ways of taking vengeance on each other," Cayd
assured her ominoudly. " They're much more effective than death. Mostly they involve destroying things
you think your enemy cares about.”

Far from being intimidated by hiswarning, Arkady was genuindy amused. Thisstory of Caya's
immortality was getting wilder by the day. "Oh, so now you're suggesting we should release you to
protect Glagbafrom the wrath of your immortal brethren?’

He smiled crookedly. "Therés athought.”

"| think you redly areinsane, Cayd."

He shrugged. "Can't hang aman for asking.”

"No," she agreed. "We save that punishment for murderers.”

"Now you'retrying to hurt my fedings”

"A tectic that might work; if 1 thought you had any."

Arkady turned away, satisfied she had gotten the last word in, but she was il too closeto the bars
and Cayal was quicker than she anticipated. He snatched at her arm and held it tight, pulling her closer
with bruising force, until hislipswere next to her ear, the cold bars pressed againgt her side. Acrossthe
corridor, Warlock lunged at the bars of hiscell, growling, but there waslittle he could do to aid her.

"You know nothing of my pain, Arkady," Caya hissed, his hot bresth burning her ear, sending
shivers down her spine. "Y our narrow, wretched, shuttered, mortal mind can't conceive of thetrue
agony of immortdity.”

"Let...me...go," sheordered siffly, afraid of this dangerous man for any number of reasons, few
of which—shewas only just beginning to appreciate—were his potentia for anger or violence.

"If only you understood,” he added in an agonised whisper, "that re-lease from thishell inwhich |
resdeisdl | crave”

He released her then and retreated to the back of hiscdll, refusing to look at her again, leaving
Arkady rubbing her bruised arm, wondering what he meant.

Of onething, Arkady was certain. When Caya spoke of the hell in which he resided, he wasn't talking
about L ebec Prison.

Chapter 27

Once ayear, the King of Glagba cameto L ebec.

It was atradition as old as the nation of Glaebaitsdlf, dthough the rea-sonsfor the annua bal were
lost in antiquity. Tilly Ponting claimed it had something to do with one of Stellan's ancestors saving a
Debreg'sroyal hide in some obscure battle fought long ago, and the annual visit wasto ac-knowledge the
family debot.

Being rather more cynicd than hiswifesfriend, Stellan thought it probably had more to do with the
king keeping on the good sde of the one branch of hisfamily with the wedlth, the resources and the right
bloodline to topple him, if the mood ever took them. The Deseans were loya sup-porters of the king, but
it would only take one Duke of Lebec to get alittle greedy for the whole royal house to start trembling.

That, Stellan knew, was the reason Mathu had originaly been sent to Reon Debakor and not here to
Lebec, when it cametime for hislessonsin government. Enteny wished to keep hiscousin onsde. He
didnt particu-larly want him insde.



Despite that, Enteny and Stellan got dong quite well, helped, no doubt, by the differencein their ages.
The king was dready ayoung man by the time Stellan was born. In fact, he was closer to Mathu's age
than the king's age. They had never been rivals—Stellan and the king—or even particularly close friends
when they were younger. It was only since Stellan had become Duke of Lebec that the king had begun to
fully gppreciate what aloya ser-vant he had in his cousin, and maybe even now, he didn't fully
understand how good afriend Stellan was. Karyl Deryon knew, but it wasin the best in-terests of both
men that the king remained in ignorance of some matters.

Theking's vist, however—politics asde—was easily the most important socid event of the yesr,
marking the beginning of summer and end of the court's winter recess. Everybody who belonged at court,
many who wished they did, and quite afew who were out of favour, flocked to Lebec for the King's Ball
and then retired to their town housesin Herino for the rest of the summer, where they could attend court
on adaily basisif they wished to. Or if the king wished them to.

Aninvitation to the King's Ball in Lebec was a guarantee of favour for the coming court season.
Excluson might mean something as smple asan oversght, or it might herald the downfal of an entire
House. One advan-tage of hogting the ball, Stellan thought as he descended the grand sweep-ing stairs
that led down to the ballroom, was there was no danger he wasn't going to be invited.

"Theflowersaredl wrong! That's not what | ordered at al!"

Stellan amiled a Arkady'sirritated exclamation as he reached the bot-tom of the staircase. The vast
ballroom was empty, but for hiswife and the score of Crasii daves|oading up the tables and placing
gilded, velvet-upholstered chairs around the walls.

"Should | fal on my sword now, or wait until the king arrives?'

"Y ou mock me at your peril, Stellan,” she warned.

He kissed her cheek fondly. For acommon physician's daughter, she had aremarkable eyefor the
finer details of staging aroya event. He studied the flowersin question, which were being held by a
nervous canine ,Cradi whose face was lost amid the foliage of the large arrangement. "They look fineto
me"

"That's because you're a complete ignoramus about anything flora. Y ou can't tell the difference
between apetuniaand a pinetree. Fuchsasarein thisyear. Roya Cerise fuchsias, to be precise. These
are Noble Scarlet fuchsas"

"They look like pretty red flowersto me."

"Laugh at my flowers one moretime, Stellan Desean, and trust me, you don't need to fall on your
sword. I'll giveyou apush.”

"1 wouldn't dream of questioning your floral expertise," he assured her, forcing hisfeaturesinto avery
serious, dbelt entirdy fase, expresson. Y ou look quite stunning, by theway. Isthat the dressyou
beggared mefor?"

She nodded digtractedly, dismissed the Crasii who'd brought her the flower arrangement to inspect,
and then turned to look at him. She was wearing the family rubies, an elaborate choker encrusted with
deep red stones interspersed with freshwater pearls that had been in hisfamily for generations and was
probably worth as much as some entire noble estates. The ball gown was red beaded silk, the same
colour asthe rubies (and Arkady's questionable fuchsas), cut low at the front, even lower at the back,
designed to entice as much as conced . Her dark hair was caught up in amatching ruby and pearl clasp
on theright sde, but alowed to tumble over her bare left shoulder in a cascade of perfectly arranged
curls. She has an eye for more than the appropriate flowers, this wife of mine, he thought.

"Doyoulikeit?"

She was beyond beautiful. She was breathtaking. But Stellan knew how annoyed she could get when
he reminded her of the fact. He shrugged. "Ac-tudly, I'm abit disgppointed. Given the price of the
damned thing, | was ex-pecting it to be encrusted with hand-sewn virgin mermaid scales, at the very
leadt.”

Arkady spared him abrief smile, ordered another one of the Crasii to move the punchbowl on the
main table and then turned back to him. "It'sthe qudity of the workmanship, Stellan. The fitchingisso
small you can barely seeit. No, Tassie," she called suddenly, "put the cups by the punch-bowl, not by the



hot food platters!” With asigh, she turned her attention back to her husband. "Have you seen Kyliayet?'

"No. Why?'

"No particular reason. Just be certain to make afuss of her when you do see her, particularly if
Mathu'saround. Thisis her firg officia outing as an adult. She needsto know she's beautiful.”

"IsMathu suggesting sheisn't?'

Arkady smiled. "Just doit, Stellan. Don't try to figure it out. Be im-pressed by her. And don't ask
what the dress cost.”

He sghed dramatically. "If you're so determined to ruin me, Arkady, | could arrange for you to stand
at the gates and throw al my worldly wedlth to the passers-by, you know."

"I'd never be ableto lift the antiques,” she replied blandly. "Thisis much more fun.”

Shaking his head, Stellan smiled. "I'll bet shelooks atreat. Asdo you, | might add. Areyou planning
toflirt with the king?'

"Don't | dways?'

"Y ou know he thinks you're the only woman in Glagba he can't have.

Arkady seemed amused. "That's only because he doesn't get out much, Stellan. Do you think they'll
be ontime, thisyear?'

"Asthey haven't made it on time once in the past decade, I'm not cer-tain it would be wise to count
onit thisyear, your grace."

Stellan and Arkady both turned at the unexpected answer to find Declan Hawkes standing at the
entrance to the ballroom, cutting asurpris-ingly eegant figurein his unaccustomed finery. It must be
raining again, Stellan noted. The soymaster's hair was damp, although obvioudy he had taken thetimeto
comb it before entering the palace balroom. Hawkes stepped forward, bowed politely to Stellan when
he reached the foot of the staircase and then turned and bowed with equal respect to Arkady. "Y ou look
lovely asaways, your grace.”

"Thank you, Declan. It's nice to see you again.”

"Asdways, it'sniceto behome," hereplied, raising her hand to hislips.

Stellan frowned. The friendship between Declan Hawkes and his wife made him morethan alittle
uneasy. He frequently told himsdlf there was nothing sinister about it. They'd grown up in the dums of
Lebec together. Their friendship was dmost as old asthey were, but it disturbed him, nonetheless.
Perhaps it was because he was never certain just how much Arkady had shared with her best friend, or
indeed if Declan Hawkes wasn't secretly jealous of him for marrying Arkady and smply biding histime,
waiting for the right moment to bring the whole world crashing down upon hisriva. Stellan had no proof,
or even the dightest evidence that was the case, but the possibility niggled at the back of hismind every
time he saw hiswife and the spymaster together.

And then another thought occurred to him. Arkady knew Stellan would not object to alover. If she
took one, would it be this man? For that matter, had she aready chosen him? Was that what she meant
when sheld warned alover was too dangerous? Did she mean dl loversin general or was she specificaly
referring to Declan Hawkes?

"Istherest of theroyd party following you?' Arkady was asking, as Stellan forced his growing
paranoia away to concentrate on Declan'sreply. You worry about nothing, he assured himself. Hawkes
would die before he al-lowed anything to hurt Arkady and | trust her implicitly.

"The king and queen were an hour or so behind me," he was assuring Arkady. "1 rode on ahead so
you can tel me of your progress with our would-be immorta."

Reieved there was arationa explanation for Hawkess early arrival, Stellan smiled. " Arkady has been
quizzing him quite diligently. She wanted to chop hispinkie off."

Declan'sface creased into asmile. "That sounds like something Arkady would suggest. Asfor proving
hisimmortdity, for al we know, it could betrue."

"What do you mean?'

"The Cadlish have never heard of him. Or if they have, they're denyingit.”

"Then hels not a Caelish agent?' Arkady asked, with aglint in her eye that made Stellan wonder if she
was dtill planning to dismember their prisoner.



"There's aquestion about whether or not he's even from Caglum,” Declan told them. "According to
my sources, the only reason the Caelish Ambassador hasn't denied it officialy yet is because his
government isstill trying to decide if there's some sort of profit to be made by claming him.”

"If hesnot Cadlish, what ishe then?' Stellan asked. " Tenacian, per-haps? Senestran? He's too
fair-skinned to be Torlenian.”

"He sayshe's Kordanian,” Arkady informed them, clearly sceptical of the claim.

Declan shrugged. "That's convenient. Claim to come from anation that no longer exists. Who decided
hewas Cadlish, anyway?'

"l believe that'swhat he said when hefirgt arrived in Glagba," Arkady informed them. "Or they
assumed it. It doesn't surprise meto discover he'slying. Cayd lies about everything.”

Stellan shook hishead. " Are you surewere not just dealing with amad-man?’

"Not entirely,” Arkady conceded. "But | suspect not. His story istoo well thought out to be the
ravingsof alunatic.”

"Whéll, youre the oneinterrogating him," Declan told her, "so I'll leave you to be the judge. Just be
careful.”

"We can't be faulted on this, Declan," Stellan assured him, alittle sur-prised to hear the spymaster
issue such awarning. "Weve done everything according to the strictest |etter of thelaw. Thefear this
man might be a Caelish agent left us no other choice."

"Don't betoo sure of that, your grace," the young man warned. "To an outsider it looks asif you have
your wifeinterrogating a potential sy, in-stead of executing him again or handing him over to me
officidly. Someoneisbound to read something into that."

"Y ou know the reasons we can't execute him again aswell as anybody, Master Hawkes. And it was
your suggestion Arkady becomeinvolved.”

"Yes" the spymaster conceded. "But that was before Prince Mathu in-vited himself here. It's not what
| believethat counts, my lord. It'swhat the king believes. And right now, you have another cousin
suffering intense em-barrassment because the king's heir would rather bein Lebec with you thanin
Venetiawith the mentor hisfather chosefor him.”

Arkady glanced at her husband with an expression that spoke volumes, but she wastoo politeto say |

told you so with Declan Hawkes [ooking on.

"Mathu hasn't put afoot wrong since he's been here," Stellan reminded him.

"A gituation that smply makes Duke Reon look even more incompe-tent.”

"Am | introublewith the king?' Stellan asked, alittle Sck of Hawkessingtinctive need to hedge
around theredl issue.

Hawkes shrugged. "Let'sjust say that both the king and the Duke of Venetia are acutely aware of the
crown prince's presence, not to mention his exemplary—and quite out of character—behaviour, in
Lebec."

"Enteny only had to say something and | would have sent Mathu back to Reonin Venetia," Stellan
reminded him.

It was Arkady, as usua, who saw straight to the heart of the problem, even before Hawkes could
answer.

"Y ou should have known, Stdlan,” shetold him. "That'swhat the king will be angry about. HEs mad
at you because he shouldn't have had to say anything about it at al."

Chapter 28



Jaxyn Aranville waited a good long time before he attempted to speak with Arkady at the bal. There
was no point going near her early in the evening. As Stellan's hostess, efther she was too busy organising
thelegion of Crasii daves on duty for the occasion or she was occupied greeting their guests with her
husband, Mathu, and the King and the Queen of Glagba. Either way, she had no timeto sparefor a
houseguest whose only function this eve-ning was not to draw attention to himself.

He watched her from afar, thinking the Duchess of Lebec was going to be ared challenge. It wasn't
just her physica attributes that attracted him. Arkady offered a chalenge the likes of which he hadn't
enjoyed in avery long time. She genuinely despised him. What's more, she despised him for the purest
and most admirable of reasons. She could see through him.

And that, to Jaxyn's mind, meant that she understood him.

To understand him, Jaxyn figured, she must be able to think dong the same lines. To fully appreciate
the depth of hisambition, she must have asimilar ambition of her own. It was that which Jaxyn found so
enticing. Theideathat in the perfectly proper Arkady there might lurk a soul mate waslike dangling a
piece of shiny gtring in front of akitten. Evenif shedidn't redisethe truth in hersdf, the fun would come
from pedling away those protective layers she had drawn about hersdlf, exposing the darkness lurking
undernegth.

It was more than enticing, Jaxyn decided. It was nigh onirresigtible.

Corrupting innocence is easy, after all; corrupting the self-righteous. . . now that isinfinitely
mor e satisfying.

Jaxyn had watched the party rather than taken part in it. He had avery comfortable life herein Lebec
and wasn't about to ruin it by embarrassng Stellan. He kept to the fringes, smiling; drinking and nodding
to the few people he wished to acknowledge and avoiding those friends of the family likely to ask
awkward questions about his activities, or worse, actual mem-bers of the Aranvillefamily. It was closeto
midnight before he deemed it safe to approach Arkady. By then everyone had consumed enough acohal
that he could count on hazy memoriestomorrow, if need be—including hisown.

Not that it mattered much. Nobody was really watching him. All eyeswere on the crown prince, the
room talking of nothing but the attention the young man had paid to Kylia Debrdl al evening. And what
was Prince Mathu doing in Lebec anyway? Hadn't the king sent him to Reon in Vene-tia?

Kyliawas wearing amuch more demure gown than Arkady. Dressed in layers of pae green silk so
fine they were amogt trangparent, she wafted around the ballroom, her gaze only for the crown prince,
ignoring every other person in the room.

The prince's obvious attraction to her didn't surprise Jaxyn. She might have Stellan believing shewas
an innocent, but Jaxyn knew better. The girl was aborn seductress. What remained to be seen was how
her machinations would impact on Jaxyn's plans. He hadn't decided yet if Kyliawas going to bea
problem, partly because he wasn't entirely convinced she had the skillsto snag herself aprince, which
was clearly her intention, and the reason the gossips were so busy. He watched her looking into Mathu's
eyes asthey danced, her face alight with happiness, and shook his head.

Poor Mathu didn't stand achance, redly.

Putting asde the dilemma of Kylia, Jaxyn turned his attention to his own, moreimmediate problem. As
the evening wore on he worked hisway surreptitioudy around the ballroom, nodding a greeting here,
amiling there, even taking the time out to partner Lord Devaon's decrepit old wife through the quadrille.
When hefinally got near Arkady, he hesitated, con-tent to just admire her from ashort distance. She was
addressing anumber of daves, issuing more orders, and the canines listened eagerly, determined to
please. True, that was the nature of canine Crasii. The eagerness of dogsto Please their masters wasthe
reason the Tide Lords chose to blend dogs and humansinto household davesin thefirst place, Jaxyn
knew. Arkady had away of dealing with them that went beyond simple inbred loyalty. The Crasii actudly
loved her. They wanted to be her daves.

"Did you wear that dressfor me?' Jaxyn asked, sdling up to Arkady as she finished ordering the last
few davesto bring out another platter of pastries he dessert table, and they'd hurried off to do her
bidding. "Y ou cer-tainly didn't weer it for your husband.”



The party had thinned allittle, but till had away to go before it was done. The king and queen hadn't
retired yet, and most of the guestswould not dare leave before they did. Arkady turned to Jaxyn, smiling,
far too aware of the need to publicly maintain her gracious posture to react to histaunt.

"Lord Aranville" shereplied. "How nice of you to join usthisevening.”

"Wouldn't have missed it for theworld," he assured her, durring hiswordsalittle. ™Y ou look stunning,
by theway. But you know that aready, don't you. Want to know how | cantell?’

She sghed in annoyance, but her smile never wavered. Anybody watch-ing them from a distance
would be unable to determine the nature of their discussion unlessthey could lip-read. "I'm sure you're
goingtotdl me

"It's because you're never surprised when a man tells you how beautiful you are. Y ou accept the
compliment likeit'syour due"

"Then consider your dues paid and get out of my way," shetold him pleasantly.

He moved alittle dloser, running hisfingerslightly down her exposed back. He felt her stiffen with
shock under histouch, but she couldn't do anything about it without drawing attention to them both. "Can
| cometo your room tonight?"

"Only if you fancy being castrated.”

"I'm serious, Arkady."

"Soam |, Jaxyn," she assured him, slepping away from his hand.

Jaxyn's smile widened. The more he had to do with Arkady Desean, the more convinced he became
that shewasjudt like him. " Stellan wouldn't mind.”

"l would."

"Only until you cameto your senses.” He cast his gaze over her enticing cleavage. "And | could
arrange for that to be days from now."

Arkady surprised him by laughing aloud. "No wonder you've turned to your own sex for gratification,
Jaxyn. No woman over the age of fourteen would fdl for that line.”

Jaxyn glanced around, surprised she had made such a statement so openly. There was nobody within
earshot, fortunately, and even if there had been, with the music and the level of conversation goingonin
the balroom, she probably wouldn't have been overheard. Still, Arkady was proving her-sdlf far more
willing to take risks than hefirst suspected.

"Y ou likeliving dangeroudy, don't you?"

"Unlikeyou," sheretorted, "who likesliving like awell-kept pet.”

He raised abrow at her and grinned. " Jedl ous?'

"Not inthedightest.”

"Ah, that'sright. . . I'm aprofligate parasite, but you have your noble academic work to keep you
occupied, don't you?"

"Don't be 0 hard on yourself, Jaxyn,” she scolded sweetly, her smile dripping venom. "Y ou have
important work, too. Whoring can be areal chdlenge, I'm told."

"Have you broken Cayd yet?'

His question took her by surprise, shaking her out of her smug conde-scension. "What?"

"The Immorta Prince?' he reminded her. "Cayd of Lakesh. Have you broken him yet? Proved his
mortdity."

"What's that got to do with you?'

"Judt curious.”

"It's none of your business, Jaxyn, whether | have or not."

"l bet you'd wrap those gorgeous long legs around ared Tide Lord if you were given haf achance."

Sheglared a him. ™Y ou should retire now, Jaxyn, while I'm gtill in the mood to dismiss your remarks
asthe drunken ramblings of asmall-minded fool."

"And you should learn to quit while you're till ahead of the game, Arkady. Y ou're playing with fire
and you don't even redise they'vetied you to the pyre.”

She shook her head, clearly puzzled by hiswarning. "What are you bab-bling about?!

He amost told her, but stopped himsdlf at the last moment. She wasn't ready yet and thisgame had a



long way to go before it was done. "Nothing. Y ou wereright. It'sjust the drunken ramblings of afool.
Care to dance?'

"Don't be absurd!"

"Then | and my drunken, foolish ramblings shal retire, your grace. Thisisyour party, after dl, and this
well-pampered pet doesn't fancy having to find anew home anytime soon.”

She stepped back from him, obvioudy confused by his erratic behaviour and more than alittle
disturbed by it. "Goodnight, Jaxyn."

"Your grace." He bowed to his hostess, wobbling alittle on the way down, and then headed off
acrossthe balroom leaving Arkady staring after him, clearly concerned.

With his back to her, he smiled, not nearly asinebriated as Arkady thought he was. He hadn't gotten
any closer to seducing her, that was true, but he had worried her enough that it was unlikely she would
think about much elsefor therest of the evening.

Any night Arkady couldn't get her mind off him was a success, Jaxyn believed. Every worried frown,
every nervous sip of wine she took while wondering what he was up to, who he was spesking to, who he
might be of-fending, who he might be sharing Stellan’s dangerous secret with . . . every one of them was
amoment spent thinking of him and that, Jaxyn knew, was haf the battle.

Thefirgt rule of seduction wasto make your victim aware of you.

Forcing them to think of little e se was the touch of amaster.

Chapter 29

The morning after the ball, Stellan and Enteny Debree, the King of Glagba, took aturn by the lake
before breakfadt, their first chance to spesk in private since the king had arrived in Lebec. Although
nothing had been said so far, Stellan knew his cousin was displeased, and wondered if the
con-sequences were going to be anything more dire than atelling off. Enteny was not an unreasonable
man, but neither was he particularly flexible. Nor was he very tolerant of his son's peccadilloes. Or of
those who appeared to condone them.

Enteny wastal and well built, the muscle of hisyouth softened with age. His hair was completely grey
now, hisface lined by alifetime of wor-riesfew norma men ever had to dedl with. They walked beside
thewater's edgein silence for atime, the ground squel ching underfoot, and when the king finaly spoke, it
was of inconsequential things. It took him sometime to get to the red reason he had asked for this stroll
aong the shore. The sun was gtill low on the eastern horizon, afaint mist hovering over thelake. The
rushes whispered softly on Stellan's right, the rustling caused by the birds that nested in the tal reeds.
Therewas no wind. With the overcast ky just waiting to burst, the air felt so il it was asif theworld
was holding its breeth.

"Mathu seemsto have enjoyed histime herein Lebec,” the king remarked findly. "Unexpected
though it was"

"I'm sorry, Enteny," Stdlan replied. "1 should have consulted you be-fore bringing him here.”

"Y ou should have sent him straight back to Reon," the king scolded. "It Was not Mathu's choice
where | sent him and certainly not your role to override my wishes. I'm ill not even sure how he wound
up herein Lebec. Reon's claming you engineered the whole thing with the express purpose of throwing
my son and your niece together.”

The duke shook hishead. "If | was planning a union between Kyliaand Mathu, | would have cometo



you long before now, Enteny, and proposed the damn thing formaly. I've nothing to gain by throwing
them together and hoping they fdl inlove."

"Wdll... areyou?'

"Am| wha?'

"Planning to approach me about Kyliaand Mathu?

"No."

"Why not?" the king grumbled. "Isn't my son good enough for a Desean””

Stellan amiled. "'l was under the impression you had Reon's eldest daughter, Sarina, in mind for
Mathu's consort. Hence the reason you sent him to Venetiain thefirst place.”

Unexpectedly, theking Sghed. "Tides, iseverything | do so damned transparent?”’

" Speculating about who will marry your sonisasport that's been popu-lar snce Mathu drew hisfirst
breath. It'l just get worse until he'sfinaly off the market."

The king didn't seem surprised by the news. "Karyl Deryon tells me the same thing. Was | the subject
of so much intense conjecture when | was his age?'

"Probably," Stellan agreed. "'I'm too young to remember it mysdlf. Y ou were dready married by the
timel first cameto Herino Palace.”

Enteny stopped waking and looked out over the lake, squinting alittle astherisng sun gilded a
narrow path aong the till water. He was slent for atime and then turned to his cousin. "Reon'svery
angry, Stdlan. He'sangry with Mathu for leaving Venetiawithout so much as a by-your-leave. With you
for bringing him here to Lebec instead of sending him back. With Lord Deryon for seeking your help
when the boy turned up in Herino, instead of sending word to Venetia. With mefor not insisting you
send him back . . .

"Why didn't you write to me the moment you learned Mat wasin Lebec and demand | send him
back to Reon?' Stellan asked. "1 was half-expecting you to."

Enteny shrugged. "Because Reon'safool and abore and in Mat's place | probably would have
wanted to do the same thing. Not that you'reto ever let him know | said that. Right now, my son thinks
I'm planning to have him dismembered. | intend to |et him continue thinking thet for afew more days a
least. Not only will it do Mathu good to sweet for abit, but it makes Reon think I'm suitably outraged as
wdl."

"And what punishment have you in mind for me, your magjesty?" Stellan enquired with araised brow.
"That will satisfy the Duke of Vendtia?'

"I'm thinking of sending you into exile

Stdlan glanced a the king alittleworriedly. It wasimpossibleto tel from histone if he was serious.
"Exile?"

"Of asort. Things have been rather strained in Torlenia since the new Imperator came to power. Lord
Jorgan—whom we both know is not renowned for his patience—findly logt histemper with him afew
days ago over this business of who has sovereignty in the Chelae Idands. He's been thrown out of
Ramahn. | need anew ambassador. Reon's suggesting—very loudly—that it should be you.”

"And you're actudly congdering it?"

Enteny shrugged. "The ideahas merit, Stellan. After Caelum, Torleniaiisthe most contentious aly we
have and you are—without question—my most accomplished diplomat. Y ou were high on my list of
suitable con-tenders anyway. Placating Reon Debakor isjust abonus, redly."”

"Will the knowledge that | have no wish to leave Lebec, especialy for aplacelike Torlenia, do
anything to influence your decison?

"It might have once," the king replied with ascowl. "Before you brought Mathu here and caused dl
thisfuss™

Stellan shook his head, unable to believe what he was hearing. "But there's the estate to consider and
| would have to speak to Arkady. She may not want to leave ..."

"Y ou have plenty of staff and an efficient estate manager,” the king re-minded him. "He never had any
trouble in the past looking after your af-fairs while you've been away. Asfor Arkady—sheisyour wife,
Stelan; shewill go whereyou do. Infact, she's haf the reason I'm tempted to send you to Torlenia,



anyway. | adorethegirl, you know that, but you allow her far too much freedom. Y ou've been married
sx years. Y ou should have haf adozen brats running around the palace by now. In Torlenia, with no
univer-gty to distract her, Arkady can get on with the prime function of her gen-der, which isto bear the
next generation.”

Stellan was glad Arkady wasn't here to witness the king's declaration, quite certain she would not
have been able to hold her tongue. Asit was, he could imagine her reaction when heinformed her of this
disastrous turn of events. Although the king had said he was only thinking about sending them to
Torlenia, the more he spoke, the more certain he seemed, dmost asif hewastaking himsdf intoit. Karyl
Deryon had warned Stellan the king was displeased with their childless satus, athough he certainly hadn't
hinted a aforeign posting asa solution.

"It would be avkward," Stellan suggested carefully, "for me to leave Lebec at the moment.”

"Why?' the king demanded.

"Well. . . for onething, we have this businesswith our Cadlish agent..."

"Declan tells me the Cadlish have never heard of him.”

"They're claming that now," Stellan agreed. "But Arkady is convinced he's been sent hereto stir up
the Crasii. Until we've gotten to the bottom of it—"

"Hand the prisoner over to Hawkes," the king ordered. "A few dayswith his boys and a red-hot
poker should settle the matter one way or an-other."

"Y our majesty, we can't torture the prisoner. If the Cadlish learn of it, we have peoplein their prisons
who will suffer agmilar fae"

"But they're denying he belongs to them, so they can hardly object to the way were treating him, can
they?' Theking waved hisarm dismissvely. "No. Let's be done with this nonsense. It's Smply more
proof of what | was saying about your wife, anyway. She shouldn't be getting mixed up in thingslikethis.
She should be a home, having babieslike a proper wife."

Stellan sighed, wondering how he was going to break the newsto Arkady. Even if shetook it
well—which was unlikely—he was convinced thiswas aterrible idea.

"Enteny....," Stellan began.

"I'll sweeten the dedl,” the king offered, before Stellan could object any further.

"How?' He couldn't imagine any circumstance that was going to make this untenable Situation easier to
bear.

It's odd, hethought. You spend all your time worrying about one thing, and when the axe finally
falls, it comes from a totally unexpected direction.

"I'll agreeto abetrotha between Mathu and Kylia."

Stellan was speechless.

Theking smiled. "Aha Y ou didn't know about that one, did you?"

"Know about what? | never suggested . . ."

"No. But Mathu did."

"Mahu?'

Enteny nodded. "Hewasin my ear about it the moment | arrived in Lebec. And his mother's ear, too,
and you know how she can never say no to him. He wantsto marry your niece and I'minclined to let
him, because d-though | think Reon has aright to be angry, theideaof strengthening the family ties
between Venetia and Herino doesn't seem dl that attractive any longer.” The king let out ashort,
sceptical laugh. "If this business has achieved anything useful, it's reminded me how dreadful it would be
to have the Debakors as in-laws. Reon's bad enough when | only haveto put up with him afew timesa
year a court. Imagine what it would be like to have him as a close member of the family.”

" thought you were resolved to have Mathu remain unmarried for awhile longer? At least until the
Cadlish have gotten used to the ideathat he's never going to marry Princess Nyah?"

"Y ou took care of the Caelish, didn't you? Y ou told me they'd accepted the reasons for our refusa of
Nyah asaviable wifefor the Glaghan crown prince.”

"| said they appeared to have accepted it. Until we have proof this Lakesh fellow isn't one of their
agents..."



"Oh, for pity's sake, stop with this spy nonsense, cousin!™ the king or-dered. ™Y ou've no more proof
he'sa Cadish oy than | am. Declan will settle the matter once and for al and that will bethe end of it."

Stellan wasn't going to givein o easily. "Kylids only seventeen.”

"Plenty old enough to marry. And | gather she's very favourably dis-posed to theidea.”

" She's too young to understand the consegquences.”

Theking frowned. "Areyou refusing my offer?’

He shook his head. "I'm just pointing out that Kyliamay not under-stand what it meansto marry the
crown prince."

"Y ou underestimate your niece, Stellan. Take some of the credit for raising her well. Her breeding is
impeccable, her education idedl, her family beyond reproach, and she's young enough to be guaranteed a
virgin, some-thing I'm not completely convinced of, by the way, about Sarina Debakor. In fact, it
couldn't be more perfect. Y ou take care of Torleniafor me, I'll take care of your niece, and we've
effectively taken care of Reon Debakor and thumbed our noses at Caelum in the process. It'sagrand
idea, don't you think?'

"Doesit actualy matter what | think?" Stellan asked.

Enteny gripped Stellan’s shoulder and smiled encouragingly. "Don't be like that, Stellan. I'm offering
your girl the chance of alifetime. Y our niece will rule Glagba someday.”

Theunfairness of it left Stellan feding asif held been winded. "' Even assuming | wanted that for
her—which | don't—you're sending me into ex-ile to placate a man you can't abide!”

The king shook his head. "I'm sending you to Torleniabecause | need you there, cousin. The Chelae
Idands are too Strategicaly important to leave in the hands of an enemy and not strategicaly important
enough to go to war over. There's nobody | trust better than you to point this out to the Torleniansheer
up! Reon may think I've exiled you, but histriumph won't last long once | announce the engagement
between Mathu and Kylia"

Stellan sghed dgectedly, the futility of arguing with the king when his mind was set something held
learned long ago. The mist was starting to lift from the lake, he noticed out of the corner of hiseye, the
sun piercing the clouds like lances of light. If therain held off and the king had not just de-stiroyed his
entire world with afew smple words, it might have been a beau-tiful day today. "Can | ask one boon,
your mgjesty?"

"If it'sareasonable one."

"Don't make the announcement yet. Let me speak to Arkady, first. And to my niece. | want to be
certain Kylia gppreciates what she's getting hersdlf into and isn't just caught up in the throes of some
fleeting girlish crush which may vanish as soon astheredlity of her Stuation snksin.”

"Y ou can speak to them at breakfast.”

"Arkady may have dready |eft for the day.”

The king thought about it for amoment and then nodded. ™Y ou have until the end of the week, then. |
will makethe officia announcement at dinner on the last night we're herein Lebec.”

"] was hoping for alittle more time than that."

"You're lucky I'm willing to grant you that much. | am gtill more than alittle vexed with you, cousin, for
causng medl thisgrief.”

"Asyou wish, your mgesty,” Stellan agreed unenthusiagticaly.

Tides, how did this happen? he wondered as they turned and headed back acrossthe lawn to the
palace. An hour ago, he had control of hislife and the lives of those for whom he was responsible.
Suddenly, it had al dipped from hisgrasp. Kylia is going to marry Mathu Debree, while the rest of
the household is being sent into the brutal, scorching deserts of Torlenia because | com-mitted the
crime of saving the king and queen from a scandal.

Stellan wondered who was going to take the newsworgt.

Hiswife, Arkady, who would be required to give up everything for which shed worked so hard?

Or Jaxyn Aranville, the lover he was going to have to leave behind?



Chapter 30

"I'm honoured, your grace," Caya announced with amocking bow when Arkady arrived at the prison
for her interview.

"Honoured by what?" she asked, as Timms placed her chair in the cor-ridor between the cdlls. She
wastired after the ball last night and knew there'd be consequences resulting from her absence at the
palace for break-fast, but for some reason, she couldn't stay away. Although she told hersalf the urgency
of her mission had increased tenfold due to the king's visit and the news that Cayal had been disowned
by Caglum, the truth was much more straightforward. Despite telling hersalf over and over that she didn't
believe aword of it, Arkady wanted to hear the rest of Cayd's story.

She wanted to know how he became immortal.

"Thekingisherein Lebec," Caya reminded her. "And yet you've es-chewed hisroyd company for
mine. I'm flattered.”

"Dont be"

"Wasn't thefamousKing'sBdl hdd last night?*

"How did you hear about that?'

"We're not completely cut off from the outsde world in here," he said, leaning againgt the bars. "Are
we, gemang?"

"The guards spoke of the king'sannual visit," Warlock informed her, risng to hisfeet. Hewas such a
huge beast, easily one of the largest canines Arkady had ever seen. But he seemed so gentle. So civilised;
even under the congtant provocation of his aggravating cellmate. Arkady found it hard to believe
Warlock was here because held killed aman with his bare hands. " They spoke of the ball held in the
king's honour each year."

"What else do the prison gossips say about the king?* she asked curi-oudly.

"They say helsaright old bore," Cayd replied. "And that you were wearing quite a stunning red
dress”

Arkady's eyeswidened in surprise.

Cayd amiled. "You look worried, your grace.”

"l am, alittle,”" sheadmitted. "I can't imagine how you know what | was wearing last night.”

"Sameway | heard about the king. Magic.”

Arkady smiled suddenly. "Magic, en?| think therésafar more likely ex-planation.” She glanced over
her shoulder at Timms, who for once was showing no inclination to reach for histruncheon. "Y our wifeis
aseam-dressfor Lady Kardina, isn't she, Migter Timms?”

"Yes, your grace."

"And she was undoubtedly on hand last night to sew Lady Kardinainto her gown, and still there when
her ladyship returned home in the early hours of this morning, when her extremely fashion-conscious
mistresswould have described every dress sheld seen last night in great and glorious detall, including
mine. | imagine the news travelled from her, to her husband to you. Hardly magic, Caya. Just good,
old-fashioned gossp.”

"Tides, are you such akilljoy about everything?'

"It's one of my more endearing traits, | dwaysthought.”

He smiled a her as Arkady redised with darm that shewasadl but flirt-ing with him. Idiot, shetold
hersdf gernly. "So, are you willing to tell us more of your tale?"

"Have you spoken to the Warden about us getting some fresh air?"



"1'm meeting with him after we're done here thismorning.”

"S0 you want the next instament on credit.”

Arkady sat down and opened her satchel, the act of searching for her notebook giving her an excuse
not to meet hiseye. "'l suppose you could say that."

"Why should | trust you?'

"Why shouldn't you trust me?" she asked, looking up. ™Y ou expect meto take you at your highly
suspect word. It'sonly fair, don't you think, that you return the favour?”

Cayd thought on that for amoment, and then he shrugged. "Fair enough. I'll take you at your word."

"That'svery big of you," she couldn't sop hersdf from retorting.

"Don't take your sore head out on me, your grace," he chuckled, amused for no reason Arkady could
explan.

"l do not have ahangover.”

"No," he agreed thoughtfully. "I don't suppose you do. Y ou probably never drink to excess. You
probably don't do anything to excess, do you?'

"Whether | do or nat, it'shardly any of your business."

"Isit hard work, being so perfect dl the time?”

She met hiseye evenly. "Actudly, | finditsnowork at dl."

Cayd held her gaze without flinching. "Good answer. Y ou redlly are quite the clever one, aren't you?"

"Yes | am."

"Modest, too."

She sghed impatiently. "Areyou actudly going to tell me anything thismorning, Cayd, or just $and
theretrading insults?!

"Why? Have you someplace better to be?"

"TheKing and Queen of Glaebaare currently guestsin my home," she reminded him. "Believe me,
there are plenty of other places| could be."

Plenty of other places you should be, an accusng voicein her head reminded her.

Caya bowed dramatically. "Then we are truly honoured by your presence, your grace.”

"Asyou should be. Y ou were telling me how you met Arryl, the Sorcer-ess," she reminded him, her
pen poised to take notes. "' Please continue.”

Cayad turned hisback on her, leaning against the bars. "I told you aready—Arryl wasn't a sorceress.
She can barely sensethe Tide, let donewidd it.”

Arkady sghed, wondering if hewould ever fdter, even dightly, in thetelling of thiswild tale. Shed
been hoping to shake hisstory, trip him up in alie, but he never seemed to missasingle detail. "Can't all
Tide Lordsuse magic?'

"Arryl ismerely immorta. That doesn't meke her aTide Lord."

"It does according to the Tarot.”

"And haven't | spent hourstrying to convince you that your precious Tarot is about as useful astitson
amelon, Arkady?Weve had this discus-son before. Y ou don't listen very well, do you?'

Sheignored the jibe, still hoping to expose acrack in hisstory. "So dl Tide Lords aren't immortal ?"

"All immortalsaren't Tide Lords," he countered.

"What are they, then?"

He shrugged. "Jugt immortd.”

Arkady raised abrow curioudy. "Just immortd.”

Cayd looked over hisshoulder at her. "It takes dl kinds, Arkady, and even immortas need friends.
That'swhat Didaused to do, you know, a-though sheld deny it if you accused her of it—make new
friends”

"You cdled her the Minion Maker."

"Minion. . . friend ... in Didasworld there's not alot of difference.”

"Isthat how you became immorta? Are you one of Didas minions?'

Cayd snorted contemptuoudy. "Shewishes...."

"Then how did you achieveimmortality?"



He pushed off the bars and turned to look at her. ™Y ou mean other than having my name enshrined in
the annds of everlasting superstition and stu-pidity by being named asthefirst card in your wretched
Tarot?

"Yes" she agreed with afaint amile. "Other than that.”

"| asked for it."

"Immortality'sabit like asure bet at the races, my lady. It seemslike aredly good ideaat thetime.
It'snot until you've lost everything you ever owned that you start to wonder about the wisdom of
gambling”

"S0 you've rethought your position?’

"I've had eight thousand yearsto rethink my position.”

"Too much reflection can be adangerousthing,” she warned.

Cayd nodded solemnly in agreement. "M ore dangerous than you know, my lady."

"Then how about alittle lessreflection and alittle more information?" Arkady suggested. ™Y ou were
telling me how you travelled the world look-ing for redemption.”

"Did | say that?"

"Wordsto that effect.”

"Then | suppose you'll want to hear therest of it. . ."

Chapter 31

It took time, but | healed completely from the attack, even my teeth were restored. | knew it was the
result of something the priestesses had doneto me. I'd felt them working their magic, even inthe
semi-conscious depths of my pain, but every time | questioned Arryl about it, she smply smiled and told
me to thank the Tide for my blessings.

Strange, don't you think, that it never occurred to me—or Arryl, for that matter—that there was
anything unusud in the notion | could fed the magic? In hindsght, I'm certain she said nothing to Dida
about it. | would never have been offered the chance to becomeimmorta by Didaif she thought for a
moment that | might one day be athreet to her.

Didawas after minions, not masters.

Arryl, on the other hand—the one you insst on calling the Sorceress— was the very definition of
sweetness. She and her sister, Dida, kept vigil over the Temple of the Tide. It was an impressive white
marble edifice perched on adliff top overlooking adazzling waterfal that tumbled end-lesdy into a
narrow lake, on the shore of which the emperor's palace was built. She'd been on her way back to the
temple with her entourage when she found me lying on the road, |ft for dead by my attackers. Her men
had lifted meinto her litter while she walked the rest of the way back to thetemple, so | could rest.

Arryl and Didaarelike night and day. The eldest by seven years, Arryl issweet, pure even. When |
first met her, | wondered if she'd taken avow of charity, or some such thing, which seemed the only way
to account for her generogity. She cared for me, nursed me back to health with herba poul-tices, her
slky voice and one or two miracles.

In contrast to her Ster, Didais a seductress. I'm sure you've heard the Crasii claim bitches give off a
particular scent when they're on heat that male Crasii can smdll. I'm hereto tll you thosewho claimiit



aren't mis-taken. She only had to be in the room for me to start thinking of her, even when | was till
drifting in and out of consciousness.

Thiswasin those long-distant days, remember, when | was ill igno-rant of the true power of the
Tide—naive asanewborn fool for dl that | had killed a man.

In Kordanawed never embraced the worship of the Tide Star very enthusiastically, athough wed
certainly traded with those who did. We Kordians were a pragmatic |ot and worshipped little other than
our own ingenuity. Even so, every nation on Amyranthal have ever visited has wor-shipped the Tidein
someform, at some point in their history. Some nations prayed directly to the sun itsdf, others have had
much more formal church hierarchies and referred to the Tide as God. They've even worshipped uson
occasion, sometimes as Tide L ords, other times naming us gods, which some among usfind rather
gratifying. But one way or another, the people of Amyrantha have always understood that al life comes
from the Tide Star. At least they did back then. Y ou shun the worship of the Tide asignorant supergtition
now, but in those days people knew they owed the Tide Star their alegiance and they behaved
accordingly.

In Magreth, however, they claimed a closer connection than most. They claimed to hold a piece of the
Tide Star, which was the reason | had come here.

The Eternd Flame, asmall fire that was never alowed to go out, burned on the white marble dtar of
the massive Temple of the Tides. The flame came from the Tide Star itsdlf, Arryl told me, retrieved from
aburn-ing fragment of meteorite which had fallen into the frozen wastes of Jelidiamore than athousand
years before, brought to this land by Engar. He had established the Empire of Magreth and then built a
temple to house the holy flame, awarding it credit for hisvictory. The current Emperor Engarhod and his
wife Syrolee, the empress, were his direct descendants, ac-cording to Magrethan folklore, and
worshipped as demi-gods because of it.

| paid little attention to what Arryl wastelling me, mostly because halfway through her tae, Didahad
come into my room to replace the flow-ers with fresh ones and my attention immediately fixed on her.

| couldn't understand my fascination with the younger priestess. Arryl was by far the prettier and
kinder of the pair, and | was il pining for Gabriella. She was the reason | was here, fter al. | was
looking for anoble quest, not a sexual conquest. But it was Dida, not Gabriella, | dreamed about; Dida
whose face haunted my increasingly erotic dreams; her sinfully voluptuous body beckoning with every
dight movement, no matter how in-nocuous. It was Didas smouldering green eyes, filled with the
promise of indescribable passion, that | yearned to see fixed on me with the same craving as my eyes
fixed on her.

Arryl was not unaware of my attraction to Dialaand considered her sister to be the one at fault. |
discovered thiswhen | ssumbled across them arguing about mein one of the long corridorsthat encircled
the main hall of the temple, several months after Arryl had rescued me from the side of the road.

"I'm sick of this, Dida," | heard Arryl complaining to her sister, just be-fore | rounded the corner.

"Sick of what?' Dialaasked, sounding full of wounded innocence.

| stopped, wondering at her response, trying to imagine about what the Ssters might be arguing.

"Y ou know what I'm talking about.”

"No, sster dear, | don't. Among all the great powers the Tides have be-stowed upon me, telepathy
doesn't seem to be among them.”

"Neither does common sense," Arryl retorted. "And you know exactly what I'm talking about. | don't
want it to happen again.”

"1 haven't done anything to him. And | haven't done anything with him, ether.”

"But you're thinking about it constantly, and he's affected by your lust. Tides, even the mice around
here are probably breeding more prolificaly, with the hest you're giving off."

"Now you're exaggerdting.”

"l wish | wad"

Diadalaughed. "Oh, comeon, Rilly. | can have abit of fun, can't I? And he's very pretty, don't you
think? Now that I've fixed him up.”

"Y ou shouldn't have done that either,” Arryl scolded. "He hasn't stopped asking questions since he



woke up. Broken bones might heal, Diala, but teeth aren't supposed to grow back and scars don't
miraculoudy disap-pear. Areyou trying to give avay our secret?’

"Actudly, I'm gtill trying to figure out why were keeping it asecret a dl, but that's an argument for
another time. What isit you wanted of me, sster?”

"l want you to leave the boy done.”

"He'saman, not aboy.”

"By our standards, Cayad isaboy," Arryl corrected.

"By our standards?' Dida sneered. "He'stwenty-six, Arryl. In that hovel you and | were bornin, that
would make himavillage elder.”

"And you thevillageidiot,” Arryl shot back. Then she added in amore conciliatory tone, "Please. . .
just let him be, Dida. Y ou know therules.”

"Oh, andif | break them? What are you going to do? Tell on me? Now I'm redlly frightened.”

| heard Arryl sigh patiently. " Syrolee has good reason to ingst on her rules. Y ou agreed to them when
you became a Priestess of the Tide."

"That was before | realised she was using the Tide to create her own persond empire. Forever isa
long, long time, Arryl. She can't think she's going to be alowed to dictate to usfor that long.”

"Tdk to Syrolee yoursdlf, if you disagree with her," Arryl suggested. "In the meantime, leave Cayd
aone. Let him heal and et him leave. He's not for you because he's not one of us. And please, don't call
meRilly. Y ou know how muchitirksme."

| heard footsteps on thetiles, heading away from me after that. Guess-ing the conversation was over,
and intrigued by what it might mean, | was about to move off when | heard Didaadd in an irritated voice,
obvioudy not meant for anyone but hersdlf, "He's not one of us, eh, Rilly? Wdll, | can remedy that minor
inconvenience easily enough.”

| heard her footsteps fading into the distance amoment later, but | stood in the shadow of the great
pillarsfor awhile longer, wondering what they were talking of. | should have seen the danger signs, buit |
fear the greater part of me was basking in the knowledge that the priestess Diala— the desire for whom
filled my every waking moment aswell as my dreams— was lusting after me, almost as much as| was
ludting after her.

The atmosphere in the temple changed subtly after | overheard the Ssters arguing. It might have been
because | was now acutely aware Dialawas pay-ing attention to me, or it might have been the
undercurrent of tension that flowed back and forth between the two women. Medls became tense, the
conversation laden with double meaning. If Arryl noticed something amiss, she said nothing, perhaps
content her warning had been enough.

But | hadn't been warned about anything, | reasoned, and | couldn't take my eyes off Dida. | took to
following her around the temple— surreptitioudy, | thought—even when she climbed down the rocks
near the cliff to wash her long dark hair, her body outlined in exquidite, tormenting detail by the folds of
her white wrap, which was al but trangparent when it was wet.

| thought | might go mad, | wanted her so badly. | had never wanted any woman, not even Gabridla,
theway | desired Diaa, which isodd, because somehow, | till believed my missoninlifewasto
perform some great task that would see me restored in the eyes of my sister and my beloved.

Strange how aman can find room in his heart for such diametricaly op-posed beliefs, but | managed
it, and without ever noticing the conflict.

Asisusudly the case with eavesdropping, though, | was eft with more questions than answers. |
didn't understand what Arryl had meant by break-ing the rules or the relationship between the empress
and the temple. No member of the Imperia family came to worship. Never even sent so much asan
offering, for that matter. In fact, the only contact between the paace and the Temple of the Tides, that |
was aware of, in al the months I'd been there recuperating, was the day Arryl returned from the palace
and found me lying on the road and a visit some months later from Engarhod's son, Rance. Hed just
returned from Senestra and stopped by to ddliver some spices Arryl had requested he find for her in his
travels.

| didn't understand much of anything, really, but | did think 1'd worked out the "he's not one of us'



remark. It wasn't aracid thing. With Arryl'sblonde hair and Diadas green eyes, neither woman wasa
native of Magreth—that much was certain. | assumed she meant | wasn't afollower of their religion. |

didn't understand their ways. As a priestess, Dida had aresponsbility to the Tide Star, after dl, and |

was little more than aforeign pagan.

But time was passing and even through my lusting for Dida, | knew the day was fast approaching
when Gabridlawould marry my brother and belost to meforever. | know you'l think me strange for still
believing | had any right to her affection. There| was, panting after Didalike adog after abitch on hedt,
imagining | had afuture with Gabridla | can't explainit and | have no intention of trying to justify it. That
ishow it was.

| never, not even for amoment, imagined anything could go wrong with my grand plan to redeem
myself and be allowed to return home. By then, you might think 1'd begun to learn the stupidity of sucha
blind opti-mism, but | hadn't. Maybe that's why the Tide made meimmortd. Perhgpsit knew it would
take an eternity for meto learn that bitter lesson and was determined to see | had thetimein which to do
it.

Didadidn't laugh at me when | broached the subject of anoble quest with her. I' m sure, knowing her
as| do now, she must have burst something internally trying to stop herself from exploding with mirth
when | went to her so full of earnest hope, but to my face, she nodded and smiled and made dl the right
noisesin dl the places| expected to hear them. | explained my case most e oquently, | thought, putting
forward al my well-thought-out arguments about finding atask that would prove to the Queen of
Kordanathat | was aworthy subject, and to my beloved Gabriellathat | wasworthy of her love.

Didabarely hestated before agreeing to help me.

"The Emperor of the Five Redlmswould welcome such aworthy sup-plicant,” sheinformed me
gravely. "And I'm sure he can aid you in your quest. But you'll have to go through the cleansing ceremony
first before you can be admitted into his presence.”

"What doesthat involve?"

"Well haveto doit inthe main temple" she said, rising to her feet. Therewasno sign of Arryl. |
wasn't sure where sheld gone but she was nowhere to be found. Later—much later—I realised her
absence was the only reason Didaagreed to my request. Had Arryl been anywhere in the vicinity of the
temple, she would have stopped Didaand my life would have followed a much different—not to mention
infinitely shorter—path.

The temple was empty—tall, cavernous and mgjestic; its walls open to the gentle Magrethan climate.
Only the burning vessdl on the dtar was shielded from the wind. Aswe entered the temple, Didatook
my hand and led meto the dtar.

Unafraid, and with no inkling of what was about to happen, | followed her, expecting asermon about
the spirit of the Tide Star or some such thing, perhaps even arepest of the story of Engar bringing the
Eternal Flame back from Jelidia. But when we reached the dtar, Didladidn't say aword. She stopped
and turned to me. Smiling, she dipped her arms around my neck, stood on her toes and kissed mewith
al the wanton abandon of awell-paid Lakeshian whore.

| was too stunned to question the reason for such a blessing. Without athought, | pulled her to me,
kissing her asif | might be able to devour her whole. I'd been lusting after her for so long | wanted to
throw her down on the temple floor and take her, there and then. But Didla had done this before—so |
discovered later—and knew precisaly what she was doing. With the mere touch of her velvety and
dangeroudy knowledgeable mouth, the press of her body against mine. . . that one gave her al the
power over me she needed.

In amatter of moments Didahad me right where she wanted me.

"Will you be mine, Caya?' she breathed as her hands worked at the knot holding thewrap | wore
around my waig.

"Tides! What astupid question, woman," | muttered, wishing | was as adept at undoing knots as
Dida. If only I'd known what shewas redlly ask-ing, | might have been less concerned about her wrap
and more concerned about my future, but she was clever, Didawas. She knew how easy it isto distract
ayoung man with promises of love.



"Y ou haveto want this, Caya. Otherwise, I'll bein trouble for breaking the rules.”

Rules? | vagudly recaled something about rules, but was too engaged in what her hands were doing
to care about it. "Of course | want this."

After acouple of futile attempts between kisses to undo Dialaswrap, | abandoned the knot and
instead pushed aside the thin white fabric, my hands groping for any part of her body | could reach. She
let me fondle her breast, moaned with pleasure when | bent down to suck on it, but the mo-ment my
hand strayed to the moist cleft between her legs, she pushed me away.

"You'renot ready yet," she announced, her eyesbright, her face flushed with what | assumed was
desire. It was, | suppose, but not for my body.

Didawanted my soul.

At some point, she had managed to divest me of my wrap. | stood naked before her. Glancing down
at the obvious evidence of my need, | took a step closer. "Trust me, Diaa, I'm ready.”

"Hirgt, you haveto be cleansed.”

She turned from me and stepped up to the dtar, plunging her hand into the flaming bowl without
warning. Before | could cry out in horror, she turned back to me, her hand dight.

| jumped away from her, afraid, but curioudy, the sight of Didas hand on fire did nothing to dampen
my desire.

Diaanoticed that, too. She smiled even wider. "'l want you to burn for me, Cayd."

"Literdly?' | enquired, staring & the flame with agrest ded of con-cern.

"It doesn't hurt," she assured me, stepping so close | could fed the heat of the flame. "Thisisthe
Eternd Hame."

"Why doesn't it burn you?'

"Because I'm immortal.” She moved even closer, the flame beckoning. "Do you want redemption,
Cayd? Really want it? Do you want your sister to bow down before you? Y our beloved Gabriellato
worship you? Do you want to be like me? Forever young? Forever beautiful 7'

"l don't understand.”

"How old do you think | am?"

Eyes ill fixed on her burning hand, 1 shrugged, wondering about the wisdom of answering such a
question. "Nineteen, maybe."

"] am six hundred and fourteen yearsold,” she announced. The flame till burned in her hand. | was
entranced by it.

And | was entranced by the notion of immortality.

It seems such awonderful ideawhen you don't stop to think about it for too long.

"| was elghteen when | stepped into the eternd flame," Dida coaxed. "Arryl was twenty-five. We did
it together.”

"Why doesn't the flame burn you?" | asked again, mesmerised by the sight of thefirelicking at her
unsinged flesh, seduced as much by the flames and the promise of immortdity as| was by her physica
presence.

"The Eternd Flamelikesme." She stepped closer. "It likesyou, too."

"How canyoutd|?'

"Because | likeyou.”

Dialamoved close enough for meto fed the heat from her right hand. With her left, she reached out to
touch me, running her fingerslightly down my chest. I closed my eyesin anticipation of where her hand
would stop, but she hesitated, stepping even closer. "l briefly can saveyou, Cayd,” shein-sstedina
breathy voice that spoke of endless bliss. "Everything you ever wanted could beyours..."

My gaze locked on the flames, the anticipation more anguish than plea-sure. It never redly occurred
to me that she was offering me an eternity of torment. At that moment, | couldn't see past the next few
minutes. At best | had some vague notion that | might return home ahero someday. Infinity didn't even
factor intoiit.

"l need to hear you say it, Cayd," she whispered softly, her breath on my neck teasing me with the
wordless promise of even more delightsto come. "l want to serve the flame.”



"l want to serve theflame,” | repeated mechanicaly, paying no atten-tion to what | was saying. | was
far too digtracted by what Diaas free hand was doing to worry about it. | let the pleasure wash over me,
gtaring at the green flames, as seduced by them as| was by Diaa

That was enough, it seemed, for Dida. It was certainly enough for the Eternd Flame.

No sooner had the words | eft my mouth than Didlawas kissng me again. Thistime, when shedid
both arms around me, my hair ignited. Within seconds, we were both engulfed in flames.

Inapanic, | broke off the kiss, the agony of immolation putting an in-stant end to any other desirel
might have been harbouring. | didn't know how long it lasted. Later, | learned, it was no more than afew
minutes, but it felt like alifetime. The Eterna Flame consumes only unworthy flesh, you see. For asoul
who wanted what the flame had to offer, for them the magic was much kinder.

| want to serve the flame, | had told Diala, meaning every word of my pas-sonate declaration with
every fibre of my being.

Unfortunately, we were talking about two entirdly different things. The fact that Didaknew that—had
manipulated meinto promising it—and still let me burn wasthe reason | grew to despise her.

In afew moments, the flames had died down and the pain began to fade. | was on the floor of the
temple, curled into afoeta position. | might have cried from the sudden end to my agony, but the heet of
the flames had dried dl trace of my tears.

Didakndt down and gently gathered me into her arms, holding me, muttering soothing nonsense
words. | didn't know what had happened. All | knew was that the pain was gone and Didlawas here,
holding meto her breast.

"What. . . what happened?’

"You survived,” shesad smply.

| looked up at her, even now, fedling the need for her, but understand-ing for the first time that my
desirewasn't naturdl. | don't know how | knew that, but | did.

Before | could ask her about it, however, Arryl stepped into the temple.

"Tides, Dida," she sad, when she saw us. "Y ou've doneit again, haven't you?'

When Didaimmolated me, she was dready over six hundred years old. She'd been trying that
particular trick every few years pretty much since she redised immortaity would be alot more funif she
had her own minions. At least every five years or so—and | think it was more often than that—she'd find
some dupe like me and set him alight. Sheld aready burned her way through a hundred or more
candidates by thetime | came aong. Unfortu-nately, Dialas successrate wasn't all that impressive. Her
failureswound up asfertiliser on the temple gardens, in case you're wondering.

Therules!'d overheard Didaand Arryl speaking of had to do with the Potentid of Dialas minionsto
become Tide Lords. Syrolee was very pro-tective of her children's power and feared anybody else able
towiddit. Sheindgsted Diaa present any potential immortalsto her first, so she could de-termine their
likelihood of being ableto wield magic—asif she could tel— arule Didaflagrantly ignored. Thereisno
way to tell beforehand if aman or woman will be ableto wield Tide magic until they're madeimmortal.
That was the danger, you see. The thing the others feared most.

But the implications of being immortal didn't occur to meimmediately. In part, it was because the idea
was too abstract to grasp, and partly because | was still convinced the quest | assumed | had been
immortalised to per-form was my ticket home. | didn't understand there was no place | could ever call
home again. Until you've survived afew too many close calswith death to cdl it luck, you don't fully
grasp theideathat you'reimmortd, ether.

It took me many yearsto even fully appreciate what | could do, let donework out how to doit.
There's no written guide about how to control Tide magic; no spellsto learn or incantationsto recite. It's
very smplereally. Once one emerges unharmed from the Eternd Flame, aconduit to the Tide opensin
the survivor. For some, like Arryl, it Smply givesthem im-mortaity—abody that will hedl itsdf over and
over, no matter how devas-tating the injury sustained, and in Arryl's case, the ability to accelerate hedling
in others. But for ararefew of us, it opensdl the way and gives us the power of agod.

Y ou think I'm exaggerating? At High Tide, | can make aflower bloom early or avolcano erupt. | can



change the weether patterns of an entire con-tinent on awhim or crush apiece of cod into adiamond in
my bare hands, smply by willing it into being. | can make the wind carry me acrossthe world, cddm the
seauntil it'sso solid I can walk on water. Lukys knows the secret which enables him to cleave the
amallest particles of matter in two, destroying everything in the vicinity, and if you think I'm exaggerating,
visit the Waste sometime and take alook for yourself . . .

But | digress. Learning dl that was years away. In the days and weeks following my immolation, |
didn't understand any of it. | wastoo excited about my upcoming quest and the possibility of returning
home to appreci-ate my predicament.

| did deep with Diala—in case you're wondering. Our affair petered out after a couple of months. I'm
not sure who tired of whom firgt, but unlike my first love, this one died of gpathy rather than ablazing
row. Not long a-ter we stopped deeping together, Dialafound another young man to play with. Thisone
kept her amused for dmogt ayear before sheimmolated him. Unfortunately, for thelad in question, his
will to livewasn't as strong as mine and the Eternd Flame was a demanding mistress. There are no half
measures. Either you desired it with every fibre of your being or you died, Dialas new plaything ended up
apile of ashes on the templefloor. She sulked for months about it afterwardstoo, | heard.

At thetime Didaimmolated me, there were ascore of other immortas, but only eight true Tide Lords.
| wasn't thelast immortd, but | wasthelast Tide Lord.

And for good reason.

Y ou see, | am the one who extinguished the Eternd FHame.

Chapter 32

News of Kylias betrotha to Mathu Debree beat Arkady back to the palace. Shelearned of it from
Queen Inala, who took her hostess aside as they were sitting down to dinner to enquireif shewas
absolutely certain Kyliawas il avirgin. Still distracted by her earlier interview with Cayd, shewas
taken completely aback by the queen's blunt enquiry.

"Er . ..yes, your mgesty," Arkady ssammered, making no attempt to hide her shock at being asked
such athing. "Asfar as| know. Why do you ask?"

"One hasto be certain about these things," the queen replied with alook that hinted Arkady would
know such thingsif she were highborn. "One can never be too careful with the future of one'sline and
Jaxyn Aranville has been ahouseguest here for quite sometime.”" Sheleant for-ward and added in alow
voice, "Knowing the young man's reputation, one has reason to be concerned, don't you think?"

Arkady glanced across the room at Jaxyn, who was galantly seating Kyliaat her place at the dinner
table. Helooked up, fedling her gaze on him, and smiled languidly as he took his own sest.

"Jaxyn has no interest in my husband's niece, your mgesty,” she assured the queen quite truthfully.
"But you ill haven't told me why you're so in-terested in Kylia's maidenhead. Or what it hasto do with
theroyd line"

"She'sto marry my son,” Indareplied, asif everybody el sein the room aready knew it and Arkady
was Ssmply behind the times. "Enteny and Stel-lan are hammering out the detail s as we speak. Didn't your
husband or his nieceinform you?'

"He was probably hoping to keep it asurprise,” Arkady replied with ad-mirable cam.

"And I've spoiled it for him," the queen sighed, patting Arkady's arm. "How thoughtless of me."

Arkady forced aamile. "I'll just have to pretend to be surprised when hetellsme.”

"And what of your houseguest?'



"Pardon?’

"What iskeeping him here so long, dear, if he's not pursuing your niece?

His parasitic desire to be kept like a pampered house cat, Arkady was tempted to reply. "He's
been working on the estate as our Kenndl Magter.”

"Isthat right?" the queen asked, glancing at Jaxyn with araised brow, clearly sceptica of the notion.

Arkady nodded, indicating that the queen should take her place at the table. "It'strue," she confirmed,
asthey walked back to thetable. "In fact, only afew days ago, Jaxyn found another fighter for usat a
bear baiting, isn't that right, my lord?"

Jaxyn nodded, rising from his own seat as the queen took hers, smoothly picking up Arkady'slie and
running withit. "It'strue, your highness. The duke has me scouring the countryside for Crasii. Particularly
fighting fe-lines." He laughed then, and added to the rest of the company, "Sign of amisspent youth, |
fear, thisability of mineto spot agood fighter from amile away in bad light.”

Mathu, who had taken a seat on the other side of Kylia, laughed at Jaxyn's confession. "'l can vouch
for that, Mother. He has area way with them too. | swear the Crasii fairly cower when he glares at
them.”

'‘And isthere any particular reason why the Duke of Lebec fedsthe need to bolster hisfighting
forces?' the queen enquired with afrown. "Is he planning something?"

Mathu grinned a his mother. "That must beit, Mother. Stellan Desean is gathering an army in secret
because he has his eye on the crown.”

"Dont beanidiot, Mathu," his mother scolded. "I merely enquire why, in thistime of peace and
plenty, any duke needsto increase hisarmy?'

'I believe we're having trouble with the minersup in Lutalo,” Arkady

explained, asthe Crasii daves hurried to serve their masters wine. "The

cards are becoming quite unmanagesbl e in the mountain regions around

the Valey of the Tides. Stellan is keen to increase the protection for his

miners and the ore wagons on their way to the smelter.”

"I liked the whole 'plotting to take the crown' scenario better,” Mathu chuckled.

"Who's plotting to take my crown?" the king demanded as he entered the dining room from the
terrace with Stellan by hisside.

Everybody at the table rose to their feet, but the king waved them back into their seats. As Arkady
sat down, she frowned at the look on Stellan's face. Something is amiss. Serioudy amiss, she guessed,
by hisexpression, d-though given hed walked into dinner at the king's Side, it might not betoo dire.

"l was judt trying to convince Mother that Stellan wasraising a Crasii army againgt us,” the young
prince joked, resuming his seet.

As Stellan reached Arkady's chair he bent down to kiss her cheek. A little of her concern must have
been reflected on her face.

"Later,” he whispered through the kiss, and then smiled and took his place opposite her. With Enteny
here, Stellan had rdlinquished the head of the table to hisking.

"And are you?"' the king asked of his cousin, as hetook his own sest.

"What? Planning to overthrow you?' Stellan asked with asmile. "Of course| am, Enteny. That'sal |
do dl day, you know—plot evil schemesagaing my king. | thought Declan Hawkes would have
mentioned some-thing about it in passng?’

"Theyoung devil must be adeep on thejob," the king laughed, not in the least bit disturbed by the
bizarre nature of the conversation. Whatever was bothering Stellan, it didn't seem to affect his standing
with Enteny. Kingsdidn't joke about plots to overthrow them with their dukes unlessthey trusted them
implicitly. "Let's hope he can redeem himsdf on our im-mortd, en?'

Arkady looked up sharply. "I beg your pardon?"

"Y ou shouldn't be bothering yoursdlf with criminals, Arkady, so I've or-dered your husband to hand
our would-be immorta over to Declan Hawkes," the king informed her. "A few days of my spymaster's
less-than-subtle methods of persuasion should settle the matter, don't you think? At the very least, it
save you the need to vigit that dreadful prison, my dear. He glanced at Stellan, obliviousto the effect his



newswas having on hishostess. "It isadreadful place, this prison of yours, | hope? Wouldn't do for the
crimina dement to have too easy atime of things during their incarcer-ation.”

"Rest assured, it'sdreadful,” Stellan agreed, his eyesturning to Arkady-He waswilling her to remain
dlent, she knew; praying she wouldn't embar-rass him by arguing with the king.

Gripping the stem of her wineglass so hard her knuckles turned white, she nodded in agreement. "'l
must concur with my husband's appraisa, your mgesty,” she said, forcing hersdf to amile. "It's quite the
most dreadful place I've ever been.”

"Then you should thank me for sparing you further discomfort, Arkady," the king announced,
obvioudy quite pleased with himsdf. "Besdes, you'll have plenty of other thingsto keep you occupied in
the coming weeks," he added with aconspiratoria wink in Stellan'sdirection. ™Y ou won't have timefor
al this academic nonsense. Will dinner be long, do you think? All thistak of criminas has quite piqued
my appetite.”

She caught Stellan shaking his head opposite her, amost imperceptibly, slently begging her to say
nothing. Out of the corner of her eye, she no-ticed Jaxyn smiling, asif he found something amusing about
al of this

Seething with anger, but unable to do anything about it, she roseto her feet. "Would you excuse me
then, your mgjesty? Dinner should have been served by now. I'll see what's causing the delay.”

Without waiting for the king's permission, Arkady fled the dining room, furious over theking's
arbitrary decision about her viststo Lebec Prison and frustration at her hel plessness to do anything about
it.

"Arkady!"

Stellan had followed her out of the dining room.

"Selan! Whet the Tidesis—"

"Not here," hewarned, jerking his head in the direction of his study.

Acknowledging the wisdom of hiswarning, shefollowed himinto his private sanctuary, turning on him
the moment Stellan closed the door be-hind them and they were alone.

| won't havetimefor al this academic nonsense?" she repeated incredu-loudly. "What did you say to
him, Sdlan?'

'It was more what he said to me," her husband replied, leaning against the door. "Reon'sbeenin his
ear, demanding reparation because Mathu came to Lebec.”

"1 warned you no good would come of bringing Mathu here.”

Stellan nodded in agreement. "It's worse than you think. Were being exiled, you and I, my dear. To
Torlenia”

Arkady stared at him, aghast. "What?" Oh, it's disguised as adiplomatic posting, so our family
honour isin-tact, but it's exile, sure enough. And because he fedls bad about it and Mathu isaromantic
fool, the king has decided Kylia can stay and marry his son, as some sort of compensation.”

Shaking her head in disbelief, Arkady began pacing the rug, certain she must till be adegpin her
room upstairs and that at any moment she would wake to discover thiswas nothing but avery bad
dream. "Indatold me about the engagement just before you and Enteny arrived. | thought she was
joking. It'san insaneidea They barely know each other."

"They know each other well enough for Mathu to fancy he'sin love with her. And | suspect Kyliafeds
the same way."

" She's seventeen,” Arkady scoffed. " She doesn't know what she fedls. And Mathu.. . . Tides, you
were rescuing him out of dockside brothelsin Herino alittle over amonth ago. And now he wantsto
settledown? | hardly think that'slikely.”

" did try pointing that out to the king, Arkady."

Shethrew her hands up in despair. "Thisisanightmare!™

"Jaxyn won't teke the newswell," Stellan agreed.

She frowned a him. "Words cannot describe how little | care about what Jaxyn Aranville will make of
this changein our fortunes, Stelan. What | want to know is how Caya becameinvolved?'

He shrugged. "Declan Hawkesisn't in the business of working behind the king's back, Arkady. Y ou



know that. Once he got involved, there was no chance the king wasn't going to be informed about our
condemned prisoner who didn't die.”

"You can't let them torture him, Stellan.”

"| can't stop them, Arkady, and neither can you."

"Y ou could pardon him," she suggested, not sure what prompted her to suggest such athing.

Helooked at her in surprise. "On what grounds? Y ou're the one who keepstelling me how dangerous
heis"

"I know, but. . ."

He sighed and walked to her, blocking her path to stop her pacing. Taking her handsin his, he studied
her closely for amoment. "Arkady, there is noth-ing we can do about your Caelishman. Let Declan have
thiscrimind. The Cadlish are denying he'stheirs, so our people can't be hurt in retdiation.”

"Tortureisbarbaric.”

"Y ou wanted to chop his pinkie off not so long ago yoursdlf."

Shesniffed indignantly. "Thet was different.”

"How?"

"] wasn't planning to torture him."

"Maybe you should apped to your friend the spymaster, then.” Stellan smiled reassuringly. "Kyle
Lakeshisno longer our problem, Arkady. Forget your Immorta Prince. Our problemis Torlenia. And
Kylia"

"Canl seehimagan?'

Her husband frowned. "Why would you want to?"

"| can't bear to leave ajob incomplete. Please. Let me have one more stab at this? | know you trust
my judgement. Thisman isimportant. I'll get much more out of him than Declan will."

"Theking wantsyou to drop it, Arkady."

"Thendonttdl him."

He heditated, clearly torn with indecision, and then he nodded. "All right. But just this once. And you'd
best do it first thing tomorrow, before Hawkes gets his orders officialy.”

Arkady kissed his cheek. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me, Arkady," he warned, dropping her hands. "If the king catches you visiting the prison,
I'll deny | know anything about it."

"Hewon't catch me," she promised. "And if he does, I'll stand there, meek asalamb, while you
publicly berate mefor defying you. I'll eventry to cry, if you think it might help.”

"Just don't get caught,” he begged. "That would be the best thing for al concerned.”

"And what about Kylia?"

Stdlan sighed helplesdly. "I'll speek to her. Not that | think it will do much good.”

Arkady smiled wigtfully. "And to think, | used to fear Jaxyn Aranville se-ducing her wasthe worst
thing that could happen to your niece."

Her husband frowned. "Y our well-known animosity toward Jaxyn aside, Arkady, it's not actudly the
end of theworld to find yourself engaged to the Crown Prince of Glaeba. He's quite a decent young
felow, actudly."

"He has more of hisfather in him than you redise" shewarned. "And he holdswith most of hisfather's
opinions, too. Y our lot won't improve when Mathu becomes king, Stellan, even married to your niece.”

"Do you think she can handle becoming aqueen?’

Arkady was doubtful. "Kyliacan be alittle. . . spoiled, Stellan.”

"Shels ill achild." He shrugged. "We don't know what shelll be cap-able of when she'sgrown.”

" So maybe we should wait until she's grown before we thrust her into the bed of ayoung man whose
educetion regarding women seemsto have been acquired amost exclusively in the brothels of Herino."

Stellan obvioudy wasn't pleased with her assessment of the situation. "Go say goodbye to your
immortal, Arkady, and let me take care of my niece."

She stepped back from him, alittle hurt at histone. " Perhaps you should have listened to Tilly after dll.
She did predict Kyliawould marry soon, remember? And that he'd be tall, dark and handsome. And that



he'd break her heart.”

"Tilly and her Tarot are nonsense,”" he said, impatiently. " So go. Have your immorta tell you another
fabuloustale. And then get back here and start packing, my dear, because a couple months from now,
you'll be twid-dling your thumbs with boredom and confined to the seraglium like agood Torlenian wife,
while my niece movesinto the Herino Palace and begins her education in the art of statesmanship.”

He headed for the door, leaving Arkady staring after him. She was so overwhelmed by the news
about the betrotha and Cayd'simpending tor-ture, she had not thought what exile to Torleniawould
mean to Stelan.

"Isthere no way the king will change hismind?' she asked.

He hesitated, and then turned to look at her. "I doubt it."

"What will Jaxyn do when you tdl him?"

"l havenoidea.”

"l don't suppose helll be dlowed ..."

"In Torlenia?" Stellan asked with ashort, bitter laugh. "I believe extra-maritd relationships attract the
death pendty in Torlenia, Arkady. Jaxyn loves me, I'm sure, but perhaps not that much.”

"I'm sorry, Stellan.”

"No, you'renot."

"Not for Jaxyn," she agreed. "But | am for you. Y ou don't deserve this."

"Maybe| do deserveit." He shrugged. "They say aman'ssins have away of catching up with him."

"Y our only sinwasto save theking agreat dedl of embarrassment.”

He smiled sadly. "Ironic, don't you think, that we might have avoided being sent to Torleniaif you
were pregnant?'

Hewasn't accusing her, merdly stating afact. "Isthat what you want, Stellan?I'll doit. If it will save us
fromexile"

"| fear it'stoo late for that, Arkady. But | do appreciate the offer.” He placed a sympathetic hand on
her shoulder. "Shdl | chase up dinner while you compose yoursdf before rgoining us?'

"If you wouldn't mind."

Stellan smiled at her before leaving the room, leaving Arkady donein the study, wondering if there
was anything she could do to save Stellan from exile, or Caya from Declan Hawkes.

Chapter 33

After sewing on it dl through dinner, forcing hersdlf to be pleasant to the king and her other guests,
Arkady realised Stellan's suggestion that she ap-pedl to Declan Hawkesregarding Caya's
fate—however glibly suggested— really was the only course | eft open to her. Petitioning the king was
useless, and given the king had just effectively exiled them, Stellan was going to beno help at all, ether.
Declan, however, had it in his power to see that Caya was treated humandly, at the very least, and for no
reason she could readily name, she was prepared to risk quite abit to ensure his safety.

Declan wasn't at dinner. Shefindly found him, later that night, saddling his horsein the stables.
Although he had the authority to order any dave on the estate to perform the task for him, Declan
preferred to take care of such things himsalf. Arkady suspected it was hisingtinctive lack of trustin
oth-ers, honed over years of dl but living on the streets of the Lebec dums, that kept him so grounded
and not any particular love of the task.



"A bit late for an outing, don't you think?' she asked, shaking the rain-drops off her cloak asshe
entered the stables. They were done. Outside the rain beat a soft tattoo on the shingles. It hadn't let up dll
day, the re-lentless downpour starting to wear on the fortitude of even the most pa-tient soul.

Declan didn't turn at her approach. Instead, he kept pulling on the girth strap of his saddle. His
reluctant gelding was clearly resisting the notion of an outing thislate, particularly when it meant leaving a
warm, dry stable.

"l have busnessin town."

"At thishour?'

He glanced over his shoulder. "The King's Spymaster never degps.”

"Y ou spread that rumour yoursdlf, don't you?"'

He amiled. "Among others. Reputation is everything in this game, you know."

Shedidn't return his smile. " So the reputation you have these days as a ruthless monster who'll do
anything to get what hewantsisjust arumour then?'

Declan stopped trying to saddle his horse and turned to study her curi-oudy. "What did | do to
deserve that?"

Arkady glared a him without apology. "The king wants you to torture a confession out of Cayd."

"1 know. He actudly told me before he mentioned it to your husband.”

Arkady's heart skipped a bedt. |sthat where Declan is headed now? To collect Cayal? To begin
his torment?

"And do you intend to?"

He shrugged. "I am known for my partidity for following the king's orders, you know. It's one of the
most effective waysto keep my job as his spymaster.”

Arkady wasn't amused. "The boy | grew up with would never ddiberately hurt another creature.”

"Thegirl | grew up with despised women who married for money. So it seemswe're both doomed to
be disappointed, your grace.”

Arkady stared at him, saddened to redlise Declan till hadn't forgiven her for marrying a Desean.
Tides! What isit going to take? It had been more than Six years since they'd first argued about thisand
it gill stood like anin-visblewal between them. "I didn't marry Stellan for hismoney.”

"Y ou sure ashdl didn't marry himfor love."

"Don't you dare judge me, Declan Hawkes," she retorted, alittle sur-prised to realise how much his
cenaure il hurt. "I married Sellan to help my father.”

"Y our father died while you were dancing the night away in a palace, toast-ing your good fortune with
your royd in-laws, Arkady," Declan reminded her heartlesdy. "Not sure how you figure that was meant
tohdphim.”

"Stellan agreed to rlease my father . . "

" After thewedding," he pointed out. "Wasthat your ideaor his?'

She shook her head, knowing he was trying to anger her and annoyed at hersdlf for letting him. "I
don't have to stand here and listen to you berate me for something you don't understand, Declan
Hawkes."

"Then go back to the palace and your husband, your ladyship. | wasjust leaving, anyway." He turned
back to his horse and picked up the girth, pulling it so hard the gelding grunted in protest.

"Areyou going to vidt your grandfather?"

With his back to her till, Declan hesitated for only afraction of a sec-ond before he answered. "No."

"Y ou condemn mefor trying to help my father, yet you've turned your back on the only family you've
got. Rather hypocritica of you, don't you think?"

Declan's voice wastight when he answered her. "My grandfather knowswhy | don't want to see him."

"Everyonein the Lebec dumsknows why"

That did spark areaction in him. Heturned to her, hisdark eyesfull of anger. "Y ou have no ideawhat
you're talking about.”

"Dont|?'

“No."



"Y ou broke his heart, Declan,” shetold him, asif pointing out his mis-takes would somehow easethe
pain of her own. "He spent hiswholelifetrying to help people and you ran off and joined the king's
service so you could make amockery of everything he ever taught you. Instead of hel ping those less
fortunate, you're paid to hunt them down. What's more, you ac-tualy seemto enjoy it."

"Arkady, you should stop now . . . whilewere still friends."

"Friends? Tided Your job isto arrest and torture the very people—like my father and your
grandfather—who try to make this a better world. Y our grandfather is weighed down by the shame of
who you are, Declan; of what you've become.”

That seemed to amuse him. "What 1've become? All | did wasfind my-sdf ajob that didn't involve
working mysdf into an early grave or starving on the streets of the Lebec dums. Yourethe onel haveto
address as your grace."

She shook her head sadly. "I don't understand you anymore, Declan.”

"I'm till the same person, Arkady. Just better dressed, and much better paid.”

Arkady frowned at hisflippant reply. "Thefriend | knew as a child would have shed blood to protect
those wesker than himsdlf. Infact, | can recdl severd timeswhen hedid.”

"Thisking you're so censorious of happensto be your husband's cousin,” he reminded her. "And yet
somehow you still manageto deep at night.”

"l usemy position to help the Crasii."

"How very noble of you, your grace.”

She sighed. She hadn't come hereto fight with Declan. "Look... | know it's probably none of my

He turned back to finish saddling the gelding. ™Y ou've got that much right.”

"But couldn't you just visit him once? Hell have heard you're in town. Would it kill you to take an hour
out of your busy schedule to make an old man happy?"

Her reasonable tone seemed to strike achord in him. The tension faded from his shoulders and he
shrugged. "I'll think about it."

"And Cayd?'

"What about him?"

"Canyou...?" Arkady didn't finish the sentence. It suddenly occurred to her that she had no rationd
explanation for wanting to save Cayd. Cer-tainly none that would satisfy Declan Hawkes.

"Can | what?' he prompted, glancing over his shoulder a her, perhaps guessing her intentions. "Go
essy onhim?'

"He doesn't deserve to be tortured, Declan.”

"Asl recdl, you were quite prepared to dismember him."

Arkady frowned, wishing people would siop reminding her of that. "The surgica removd of afinger is
hardly torture.

"Tdl that to the owner of the finger," he shot back.

Arkady wanted to scream at him with frustration, but knew it would just make thingsworse. Taking a
deep breath, she tried to sound as reasonable and detached as possible. "Cayal is deluded, Declan, and
quite possibly in-sane. | doubt torturing him will achieve anything. It certainly won't get him to change his
dory."

"Then I'll just haveto use him for practice.

Arkady didn't riseto that. She knew he was taunting her. "Y ou'll be wasting your time. He's
depressed, probably suicidal and definitely delu-siond. For al you know you'll be giving him exactly what
hewants."

"And you cdled mearuthlessmonger ..."

"I'm serious, Declan.”

"l know." Hefinally lowered the stirrups and turned to look at her. "I'm sorry."

"For what? Torturing Cayd ?'

"For involving you in this. If I'd known you were going to get so . . . emotiona about thisman ... |
would never have asked for your help.”



"I'm till wondering why you did,” she said. "Given that you're now to-taly ignoring my advice."

"Y our advice comes apoor second to the king's orders, Arkady."

That wasthe bitter truth. "Isthere nothing | can say that will stop you doing this?"

He stared at her, shaking his head in bewilderment. " Are you serious? Think about what you're asking
meto do, Arkady. Y ou want meto defy adi-rect order from the king because you're afraid a
condemned murderer— one you are thefirst to admit is probably a Cadlish spy—might suffer alittlein
the pursuit of information we might need to protect Glagba."

She knew how it sounded, and with sick certainty that nothing she could say would change Declan's
mind. "Y ou'reright; it was foolish of me to expect any compassion from the King's Spymadter.”

"Y ou can't make mefed guilty about doing my job, Arkady," he warned. "I'm surprised you'd even
try."

She searched hisface for amoment, hoping to find even a glimmer of compassion there, but it wasa
waste of time. Declan had chosen his path along time ago and it was no longer the path she trod.

"I'm sorry. You'reright. | shouldn't have bothered you."

Arkady turned on her hedl and headed back out into the rain. As she pulled the hood up againgt the
downpour, she thought she heard Declan cdling her back, but she chosetoignoreit.

There was nothing her old friend could or would do to help her.

Stellan wasn't in his study when Arkady got back to the palace. Having ex-hausted al other
possibilities, she figured one more appedl to her husband might be worth atry She had no ideawhat she
was planning to say to him. She had aready tried every argument she could think of, to no avall.

But she had to do something. Tomorrow Declan Hawkes's men would collect Cayal from Lebec
Prison and take him back to Herino, where he faced days, perhaps weeks, of agonising torture, unless he
died or was pre-pared to change his story of immortality and confess the redl reason for his presencein
Glaeba. Arkady knew it would never happen. Either insanity or sheer pig-headed stubbornness would
make Cayd stick to hisstory just as Declan wouldn't stop until he'd broken him. It was agame where
there were no possible winners.

With asgh, sheleant againgt the desk, glancing down a Stellan's unfin-ished correspondence. Hed
been writing to the mine manager in Lutalo, by the look of it. Reading it upside down, the letter had
something to do with sending more feinesto guard the ore shipments coming down from the mines. Next
to theletter lay agtick of wax and Stellan's ducal signet, aring so heavy and cumbersome that he rarely
woreit, except on official oc-casons.

Arkady stared a the ring. It symbolised everything about the duchy, was the ultimate proof of the
duke's authority in the province.

I might not have the power to save Cayal, sheredised, but as Duke of Lebec Sellan—if he was
prepared to defy the king—certainly does.

And the instrument of that power lay before her on the desk.

Without thinking about what it might mean if she was caught forging her husband's sgnature, Arkady
hurried around to the other side of the desk and pushed aside Stellan's | etter to the mine manager in
Lutalo. Taking adeep bregth, she picked out a clean sheet of paper and began to wield alittle ducal
power of her own.

Chapter 34



Sunlight smells different, Warlock decided, taking another deep bresath, asif it would somehow last
beyond the meagre hour they had been alocated in the open air.

As she promised she would, the Duchess of Lebec had arranged for the inmates of the Row to be
alowed out of their cells once aday for exercise. Not wishing to gppear asif she favoured either Caya
or Warlock, the duchess had apparently insisted al the prisoners should be included. The Warden, for
his own reasons, agreed to accommodate her request, so the prisoners of Re-cidivists Row had been
alowed out of their cdllsfor an hour. It seemed a gift more precious than gold.

For awonder, the sky was clear this morning; the sun shining brightly, even here beneath the
shadowed walls of the prison yard. Until hetook hisfirst breath of unfettered air, Warlock hadn't redlised
how much his confinement was affecting him. Although the walled yard wasn't that large and was
surrounded by awall-walk patrolled by human guards armed with crosshows and |leashed feline Crasii
who seemed anxious to test their claws on any prisoner foolish enough to make a sudden movement, the
ability to take more than four steps before hitting awall felt dmost like true free-dom.

The suzerain reacted curioudly to hisliberty, Warlock observed. Al-though he had been confined in
the Row for weeks, Cayal showed none of theill effectsthat afflicted the dozen or so other inhabitants.
His skin colour remained good, hisweight hadn't changed, despite his poor diet; hishair wasn't faling out
or growing in corkscrews, asure Sgn of scurvy. His muscle tone remained hedlthy, hiseyesclear. There
was no sign of swollen, bleeding gums or loosened teeth and he moved fluidly and easily, gpparently not
afflicted by the soreness and stiffness of the joints that affected many of the other human prisoners who
shuffled around the yard, trying to make their tired limbs work.

But then why would he? Warlock thought. The suzerain are immune to the diseases that plague
normal men.

"What are you staring a, gemang?'

Breathing hard, Warlock rose to hisfeet as the suzerain approached. He'd paced acircuit of theyard
adozen times now, and was resting before he repeated the exercise, appalled by how weak he was
becoming through forced inectivity.

“"Nothing."

"I'll wager | know what's bothering you," Cayd suggested, jerking his head in the direction of the
nearest guard above them.

Thisclose, Warlock could smell the Tide Lord. His scent filled the air, strong and dangerous ... a
blatant warning to anybody who knew the sgns. And Warlock wasn't the only Crasii who sensed the
danger. He glanced up at thewall-walk. 1t seemed the guards were having trouble with their felinesthis
morning; had been ever since Cayal had entered the yard. Only War-lock and Caya understood the
reason. The humansjust thought the felines were being fractious.

"Y our presence disturbs them,” Warlock remarked.

The suzerain smiled and looked up a the wal-wak. "Want to have some fun?’

"Exactly what do you mean by fun?"

"1 mean how much fun would it be to give one of thosefdinesarun around the yard?"

Despite himsalf, Warlock bared histeeth in agrin. The suzerain wasright. It would be agreat deal of
funto chaseafeline. "You'd haveto get her down herefirg.”

"That'sthe easy part.”

Warlock's smilefaded. " And the moment | made amovein the direc-tion of afeline, one of the
guards would probably put acrossbow bolt through me.”

"How about that?' Caya said with an ingenuous smile. "A game where everybody hasagood time.”

Warlock turned his back on the Tide Lord. "Find another way to enter-tain yoursalf, suzerain. One
that doen't involvekilling me."

"Don't you dare turn your back on me, gemang.”

Warlock stopped dead in histracks, as Caya's order sent ashiver of fear through him. It wasn't what
hed said, so much astheway held said it. And the ancient language he'd spoken. It reverberated through
Warlock asif hisbody was aharp string that had just been plucked.



Before he knew what he was doing, Warlock turned back to face Cayadl.

"My lord," he found himsdlf saying.

The Tide Lord nodded with satisfaction. "Better. Now bow to me, ge-mang. Show the whole world
whoisredly the master here.”

Warlock shook his head, shocked by how little effort it took to defy the order. According to
everything he'dd been taught, every ingtinct he owned, he shouldn't have been ableto refusea Tide Lord
anything. He shouldn't have even been able to contemplate the idea.

"You arethe past, suzerain," he declared defiantly. ™Y ou have no power over me or my people any
longer.”

"l can makeyou," Caya warned in alow voice. Nobody was paying any atention to thelr
confrontation. The other prisoners were too involved in their own exercise and the guards on the
wall-walk were busy trying to cam the restless Cradii.

"Not at the moment, you can't,” Warlock said, growling low in histhroat, his confidence growing with
every moment he defied the ingtinctive Crasi urge to blindly follow Cayd'singructions. "It'sLow Tide. If
you had any power, you'd not be here. Y ou'd be looking for away to endave the entire world, not trying
to get yoursdlf killed in some grubby Glaghan geol, or playing along with these humans you think you're
so much better than. Y our time may come again, suzerain, but it's not now and until it does come again, |
will bow to no one, especidly not you."

The Tide Lord's eyes flashed dangeroudy, but he made no move to-ward Warlock. Perhaps he
understood the futility. Attacking another prisoner would just mean a beating, and given therewere a
half-dozen testy felines not ten feet above them, it would probably mean being ripped to shredsinto the
bargain. Knowing one could survive such an attack didn't lessen the pain of it and Warlock guessed
Cayd wasn't fool enough to bring that down upon himsdlf, just to take a swing at agemang.

"Youll liveto regret saying that," Caya warned, instead.

"Not aslong asyou will, suzerain.”

If the Immortal Prince had aresponse, Warlock never got to hear it. At that moment, the gateinto the
yard siwung open with asquedl of rusty hinges and another guard appeared with the newsthat the
Duchess of Lebec was hereto visit the prisoners.

They were not led back to their cdlls, but to the Warden's office, the varia-tion in routine aworrying
departure from the norm. There was no reason Warlock could think of that would require either his
presence or Caya'sin the Warden's office. Neither of them had done anything to incur the wrath of the
Warden, and the duchess had seemed happy enough when she left the prison yesterday. He glanced at
Cayd asthey were escorted through the dank, labyrinthine hals but the suzerain's expression was
unreadable. He might not even be worried. Caya hadn't been herelong enough to know when
some-thing was amiss.

When they were shown into the Warden's office, Lady Desean was waiting for them. Warl ock looked
around with interest, the smell of furni-ture polish and old leather sharp in his nogtrils, reminding him of
home.

Only I have no home now, hetold himsdf harshly, other than a small cell on Recidivists Row.

Warlock hadn't been in this office since the day he first arrived in Lebec Prison and was introduced to
the Warden, who made apoint of greeting al his charges persondly, to inform them of the perils of
making trouble while aguest in his establishment. The room seemed unchanged, it certainly smelled the
same, but Arkady Desean reeked of fear, athough she was out-wardly calm and the Warden gave no
indication that he thought anything odd about her demeanour.

"l have newsfor you both," the Warden announced, watching the pris-oners closdaly asthey stood to
attention before him.

"Youvefindly seen thelight, so you're going to release me?' Caya sug-gested.

Lady Desean rose to her feet, and held out afolded document, sealed with the ducal signet of Lebec.
Oddly, it wasto Warlock that she offered the document, not Caya. "Close, but it's not you who's been
pardoned, Cayd. It's your companion.”

Warlock stared at her, certain he must have misheard the duchess. He took the document warily,



reading it through twice to assure himself it re-ally was what she claimed, then helooked at her,
dack-jawed with shock.

Arkady smiled. "Don't look so surprised, Warlock. Y our assistance has been most valuable these
past few weeks and after | brought your case to my husband's attention, he reviewed the details of your
sentence. In light of the extenuating circumstances of your crime, he decided to pardon you."

"Y ou pardoned the gemang?' Cayd exclamed in disgust. "For what? Not growling at you?"

"Y ou're not doing much for your own chances of apardon,” the War-den pointed out with afrown.

Cayd looked at Arkady. "But I'm not getting apardon, am 17

The Duchess of Lebec shook her head. "Quite the opposite. Y ou're to be handed over to the King's
Spymaster, Cayd. His mgesty believesyou'll be rather more forthcoming under torture. | am here merely
to escort you back to the palace where Declan Hawkes awaits your arrival." She turned to the Warden.
"Have him chained, would you, Warden, before we leave? | have a squad of felineswith me, but | don't
want to take any chances.”

"Of course, your grace." The Warden hurried to the door to organiseit. Caya glared at Arkady, but
she paid no attention to him, turning her gaze on Warlock, instead.

"Y ou have agreat opportunity to make a better life for yourself, War-lock," shetold him. "Don't
wadeit."

"l won', your grace," he promised, still not redly believing she had arranged a pardon for him. "Nor
will I forget your kindness." There was no doubt in his mind that this unexpected bounty was due entirely
to her. "l cannot thank you enough for your intervention with the duke.”

"Oh, please. . .," Cayd muttered beside him.

The duchess turned to him then, looking somewhat amused by hisreac-tion. ™Y ou disappoint me,
Cayd. | thought you'd have something more to say about Warlock's pardon. The gemang is released
whilethe Tide Lord remains a prisoner? Doesn't that irk your immortd little heart, even atiny bit?"

Warlock liked Arkady Desean for many reasons, not the least of which was the disdain with which
she usualy handled Cayal. Unfettered by the in-stinctive need to obey, she was free to turn her back on
him. And she did. Frequently, despite the undercurrent of tension that ran between her and the Tide
Lord.

Hewondered if Arkady realised that to a Cradii, whenever she went near the suzerain she smelled like
unbridled lust. Warlock wasn't sureif the suzerain could actudly smell it on her, or even conscioudy
senseit, but he could tell it affected Cayal. He could seeit in the way he looked at the duchess. The
self-conscious way their body language echoed each other's movements, even though neither seemed
awareof it.

What strange creatures humans are, hethought. They give off a scent they don't even have the
ability to detect. What's the point of that? "What irks meisthat you're freeing a Scard,” Caya replied,
hislipscurling in disgust. "We used to put them to death.”

"Wdl, when the Tide Lords are ruling the world again, Cayd, you can execute dl the Scardsyou
like" Arkady told him. "Unfortunately, my hus-bandisin control of theworld you inhabit at the moment,
and he's about to hand you over to the king. So say goodbye to your cellmate, Caya. TheKing's
Spymester awaitsyou."

The door opened and aguard camein carrying leg-irons, which—on the Warden's orders—he
proceeded to clamp around the suzerain's ankles before Cayal could come up with asuitable reply.

Still clutching his precious and totally unexpected pardon, Warlock stood back and watched asthey
chained the Immorta Prince, hand and foot, and then led him away, wondering how long such acreature
would a-low himsdlf to be treated like acommon crimind.

Not much longer, he guessed. The novelty of incarceration has long worn off. He's getting
impatient.

Arkady turned to Warlock to say goodbye. He wanted to warn her, fedl-ing he owed her that much.
Hewanted to tell her to be careful. He wanted to tell her chains were useless against aman who had the
power to break a continent in haf when the Tide was & its peak.

But he knew there was nothing to be gained by delivering such awarn-ing. She was human. Her kind



had very short memories, unlike the Crasii who guarded their ora historiesto be sure they would never
forget. She didn't even believe the Tide Lords were redl. There was no point trying to warn her of the
danger of something she didn't think existed.

Besides, he consoled himsdlf, chances are we'll all be long dead before the Tide turns again; long
dead before Cayal and his brethren emerge from hiding.

Warlock clung to that thought as Caya met hiseyeonelast time.

"WEell meet again, gemang,” he promised ominoudly.

"Only if your luck runsout, suzerain,” Warlock replied.

Cayd wasled away, after that, followed by the duchess and the Warden, leaving Warlock donein
the office, aduca pardon in hisgrasp, still getting used to the ideathat he was suddenly and unexpectedly
free

Chapter 35

Arkady sat opposite Cayal asthe coach jerked into motion, her expression blank, her heart pounding
s0 loud it was awonder he couldn't hear it over therattling of hisleg-irons. She wasn't sure how much
longer her courage would last; surprised it hadn't let her down yet. It was vitd she give the ap-pearance
everything was normal, and more importantly, that her arrival at Lebec Prison with ordersto escort the
prisoner to the King's Spymaster was the express wish of her husband, the Duke of Lebec.

Arkady had tried—within the limits of the king's ordersto hand Cayal over to Declan Hawkes—to
arrange things so that later, when she was ques-tioned, her actions might be dismissed as the amateurish
meddling of awoman. Arkady knew how the men of Glagba thought. Although she doubted Declan
would be fooled, she knew the king would be outraged, but she was gambling on him believing her when
she announced shed smply ;been trying to help.

It would set her cause back years, she knew, to admit such afoolish thing, but it seemed worth it for
the greater good.

No man deserved to be tortured for any crime. Despite the danger she was certain he represented,
sherefused to be aparty to this man being bro-ken. Arkady couldn't say why, exactly, but she felt more
strongly about this than any other cause she had championed since she forced her way into the paace all
those years ago to demand Stellan rel ease her father after he was arrested.

Sheld been unable to save her father, in the end. She didn't intend to let another man die for no good
reason.

Warlock's pardon had dmost been an afterthought. As she was sitting there at Stellan's desk, the
duca signet heavy in her hand, it had seemed a pity to waste the opportunity. She couldn't risk defying
the king's orders by trying to pardon Caya, but Warlock meant nothing to Enteny Debree. If things went
wrong, some good at least, she consoled hersdlf as she forged Stellan's signature, would have come from
her interference.

She wished she could be as clear on her reasons for aiding and abetting a confessed murderer to
escape. Although shewas silently listing the justifi-cationsin her head, she knew there was no acceptable
reason for doing this. She was defying her husband, her king, even her own common sense.

Well, Tilly had told me | needed totakearisk. ..

"You look worried," Caya remarked, dragging her attention back to the jolting carriage and derting
her to the fact that she was |l etting her concern reflect on her face. " Surely the duchessis not troubled



over the fate of aconvicted murderer?'

"Y ou could tell methe truth about who you redly are, Cayal. Then there wouldn't be aneed for meto
worry."

" S0 you admit you're worried."

"Y et again you dodge the question.”

"l don't mean to, truly," hetold her, shifting to amore comfortable position with arattle of chains. He
looked very out of place againgt the carriage's plush red leather upholstery in his rough prison uniform
and leg-irons, and his eyes seemed even bluer and more piercing away from the gloom of Recidivists
Row. "But | do resent the accusation that I've lied to you, Arkady.”

"Of course you do. How heartless of meto not believe your perfectly reasonable tale of how you
survived being burned aive without amark. What did you do after you redlised Didahad immortalised
you, by the way? We never did get to that part.”

"It didn't redly occur to mel wasimmortd at first."

Sheraised asceptica brow at him. "Thewhole'l survived being burned dive incident didn't giveit
avay?'

"Youredly areaterrible cynic, aren't you?"'

"Did you know hesitation and avoidance are the two main indicators that someoneislying?'

"Who told you that? One of your brilliant academic colleagues?'

"My father, actudly. He was a physician. Y ou'd be surprised how often peoplelieto their physicians.”
Despite hersdlf, Arkady smiled at the mem-ory of him. "He used to say that three months after the King's
Bdl there were more pregnanciesin Lebec caused by holding hands than there were during the rest of
the year from actud intercourse.”

"So at least one member of your family has a sense of humour, then?!

"Had," she corrected. "My father isdead.”

"Heslucky."

"I'm glad you think s0."

"Degth isagift, Arkady. Don't mourn your father, rgoicein hismortaity.”

Arkady frowned. "Rejoice?’

"Y ou redly don't know how lucky you are, having the ability to die.”

"l can'timaginewhy you think dyingislucky."

"Then let me give you an example. Not long after | was made immortal, Lukys cameto seeme..."

"Lukysthe Scholar?" she asked.

Cayd wasn't amused. "Tides, woman, can't you forget your wretched Tarot even for amoment?”

"It'smy natura cynicism,” she explained asthe carriage jolted along the road toward Lebec. "Every
time you name another character from the Tarot, you do nothing but reinforce the absurdity of your tale.”

"The absurdity isyour refusa to believe me," hereplied. "But that's be-side the point. Y ou asked why
| said you should rgjoicefor your father. | was going to tell you about Lukys. And Pdllys."

"The onewho had his head chopped off?"

He nodded. "Even before he lost his head, Pellyswas alittle strange. He used to hang around the
templein Magreth alot. It was the only way he could be close to Syrolee and his children, | suppose. |
mean, he wasn't ex-actly welcome at the palace.”

"Why not?

"Hewas married to Syrolee when she was made immortal, a circum-stance our future empress found
more than alittle awkward once she re-alised the opportunities fate had suddenly presented her with.
She st him dight with the Eternal Flame and went off and married Engarhod, thinking that would be the
end of him."

"But hesurvived it?!

"Obvioudy."

"What did he do about Syrolee?’

"Not much he could do, by the time he worked out what had happened to him. Remember, | first met
Pellysalittle over athousand years after he wasimmolated. He was still hopeful, | think, back then, that



Syrolee would come to her senses, dump Engarhod and return to him.”

"But shedidnt?'

"Andisnever likely to, either, but he doesn't remember much of it these days, soit's not the problem it
was back then."

Arkady couldn't help but smile. "That's right, you decapitated him, didn't you, and his head grew back
without hismemories?!

"Tides, you were actualy listening, for once. Will wonders never cease?!

Shefrowned. "What has any of thisto do with the ability to die?"

"| was getting to that. Y ou see, Lukys cameto visit the temple not long after Didahad immolated me.
| waswatching Pdllysin the temple gardenstrying to catch the goldfish in the fountain.”

"Well, yes, | can see how that must have changed your perspective on things."

"You'd be surprised,” he said, impatient with her sarcasm. "Lukysand | weretalking on the terrace.
He'sared Tide Lord, by theway, not just immorta. And one of the few | respect. . . but that's another
gory. Lukyswasthefirst immortal who took the time to warn me about what 1'd got-ten mysdlf into. |
believe that day wasthe firgt time anyone suggested | might be one of the few who could fully manipulate
the Tide. Dida cer-tainly wasn't going to tell me magical power was one of the side effects of the Eternd
Flame, particularly as shedidn't have alot of it hersdf. | hadn't even tried to do anything magicd, a that
point. I'd only just been informed of the quest she had in mind, which would restore me in the eyes of my
family."

"Your galing isn't achieving anything, Caya. Every miletakes us closer to Lebec Paace and Declan
Hawkes."

"I'm not staling; I'm trying to explain something to help you, Arkady.

"Oh...my migtake. .. do cary on."

He scowled at her, but continued histale. "Lukysand | were talking when suddenly Pellyscried out: 'l
got one!’ | looked over and there he was, dripping wet, grinning like afool, holding up afishin hisleft
hand. It was gasping itslast few bregths, then findly went limp, either from suffocation or the strength of
his grasp—I can't say which. Pellys studied the fish for amoment, and then with a gentleness that
shocked me, he kissed the dead creature and tenderly placed it on the ground beside the fountain. It sent
shivers down my spine, watching him do that. He stroked it for amoment longer, smiling bestifically, and
then heforgot al about it and plunged his hand back into the pool to resume his game.

"It made my blood run cold, watching him with those fish. | don't know how long held been at it,
pulling fish out of the pond, but there was quite a pile of carcasses on the ground. Intheend, | turned to
Lukysand asked, 'Why is he doing that?"

"What did he say?' Arkady asked before she could stop hersdlf, alittle annoyed a how easily Cayd
could pull her into hisimaginary world.

Cayd leaned forward alittle, his gaze holding her inthral. " '‘Because he'simmortal,’ Lukystold me.
'Pellys can't experience it for himself, so he likes to watch things die.™

Arkady stared at him for along, silent moment and then she laughed. " So what you're telling meisthat
you'e all psychotic killers, you immor-tals? Not just you?"

Cayal leaned back in his seet, turning to look out the window, clearly annoyed with her. "How long
until we reach this palace of yours?'

Arkady glanced out of the window at the budding spring pasture rolling past the carriage. Thelake
shimmered in the distance, asilver smudge on the horizon in the bright sunlight. "A while yet."

Leaning his head againgt the Side of the carriage, Caya closed his eyes, feigning deep. Arkady studied
him for atime, a war with hersdf over thisman's future. She need do nothing, she knew, and dl would
bewell. She could deliver him to Declan, suffer him telling her off for being afoal, for taking such arisk
by trangporting the prisoner herself with only an escort of adozen Crasii, but that's dl that would happen.
Lifewould go on. She and Stellan would take up their post in Torleniaand forget al about the man who
clamed to beimmortd.

Or she could rely on her gut ingtinct, something that didn't come easily to Arkady. Even asachild,
Declan was the one who trusted hisinstincts. Arkady had always been the one who wanted proof.



Taking risks was some-thing she resisted. Perhaps that was why they had complemented each other so
wdll, when they were younger. Declan was the adventurous one, Arkady the voice of reason. Sheld kept
him out of trouble and held coaxed her out of the cocoon of her father'stiny, comforting house and into a
world of which shewas terrified. Declan's grandfather used to cdl her the sensible one, the one who
tempered his beloved grandson's recklessness. The trait had followed her into adulthood. Shewasa
scholar, now. She gathered facts, evidence, proof, before she came to aconclusion. Thisfeding that all
the evidence was wrong, that her dependence on logic might let her down, was an aien sensation, one
thet left her dmost physicaly ill.

Suppose Cayal really isimmortal? that annoying, illogical voicein the back of her mind teased.
Suppose the Crasii legend of their creation by the Tide Lords is more than a myth? Suppose the
Tarot is actually based on fact? Wasit ven possible? Her last conversation about the Tarot with Tilly
suddenly legpt to mind. Some of us go to a great deal of trouble to ensure this record of the true
nature of the Tide Lords never fades from memory, Tilly had told her. It's a solemn trust that we
take very serioudly.

Arethe Tide Lordsreal? A discovery of such magnitude would dwarf any-thing that insufferable
misogynist Harlie PAmerston had come up with, in-cluding his much-lauded Theory of Human
Advancement.

"What was the quest?' she asked abruptly.

Cayd opened hiseyes and stared at her blankly. "What?"

"Y ou said you were given aquest,” she reminded him. " Something to restore you in the eyes of your
sster. Something that would convince her to revoke your exile and allow you to return to Kordanato
marry Gabridla. What wasit?'

Helooked away. "Y ou think I'm aliar. Why should | tell you anything?"

"Pretend your life dependsonit.”

Cayd thought on that for amoment and then smiled sourly. "'If only you knew how much | wishit did.”

She shrugged, asif it didn't matter to her, one way or the other. "It'll be awhile yet, before we reach
the palace. We might aswell passthe time plessantly.”

"Y ou think hearing about my lifeis pleasant?' He seemed amused by the notion.

"Wl it'scertanly entertaining.”

Cayd amiled. "I'm going to missyou, Arkady."

Somewhat to her surprise, Arkady managed to stop hersdf from reply-ing: I'll miss you too, Cayal.

Chapter 36

"We charge you with bringing the Eternal Flame to Kordana. That isyour quest, Prince Caya of
Lakesh. Y ou must bring the full knowledge of the Tide to your people.”

"We" turned out to be the Emperor and Empress of the Five Reams.

| first met the self-gppointed Imperid family afew days after my im-molation. I'd met Pellys by then.
And I'd dready met Engarhod's youngest son, Rance, when held visited the temple while | was
recuperating.

Immolated in hisearly thirties, Rance was—4lill is, for that matter—ahumourless man with fair skin
and reddish hair who accepted my admisson into their ranks with little more than aheavy sgh in Didas
direction. Rance wasn't unfriendly so much as apathetic. He had his own issuesto ded with, mostly to do



with hissblings, dthough Arryl offered no further explana-tion about the sbling rivalry in Engarhod's clan.
When | asked Didaabout it, she was even lessforthcoming, so | didn't bother to pursueit. | had my own
problems, too. There wasn't much room left for worrying about what the other immortals might be up to.

It didn't take melong to learn the folly of such ablase attitude.

Unfortunately, by then, Kordana had been destroyed.

It was severa days after my fateful assgnation with Didaand the Eter-nal Flame that they took meto
meet the emperor. News had reached the Palace that Diada had introduced another minion to their ranks
and the em-peror was planning to throw a party to welcome me, Arryl explained. Of course, she didn't
use the word minion, she madeit al sound very polite and civilised. | soon learned quite the opposite
wastrue, but | waslooking for-ward to it at the outset.

The palace was built on the shores of the crystdl volcanic crater [ake by afamily of ignorant foolswith
endlesstime and resources on their hands and was constructed on a scale commensurate with their
immortal status. Designed and decorated mostly by Syrolee, the palace was ashrine to os-tentatious
vulgarity. Syrolee had been awhore once, and the pa ace was proof—in my opinion—that good taste is
an inherent trait and not some-thing one learns over time. Syroleeisimmorta, after dl, but even after nine
thousand years, she till thinksthe only difference between classand crassisasingle letter of the
aphabet.

Y our much-feted Herino Palace? The one that overawes visitors eight thousand years later? It's smdll
and mean by comparison. Y ou can't imagine what this building was like. Columns of gold-flecked marble
thicker than six men standing close together dominated the entrance. The columns were gilded around the
base and finials—the whole palace took severa thousand daves and fifteen yearsto construct. Arryl told
me all about it as we entered it, with atouch of irony in her smilethat hinted | was likely to hear the story
often.

| couldn't help but gape asthey led meinside. The endless floors were made of severd
different-coloured marbleslaid out in acomplicated geo-metric pattern, interspersed with gold-flecked
travertine, inlaid with silver edging. The halswere vast caverns designed to impress, the cellings so high
they made me dizzy. Some of the rooms were there for no other reason than to be gaped at, I'm sure.
The entire complex was designed to intimidate al lesser mortals—and other immortasfor that
matter—who happened to step insde.

There was a throne room—naturally—in keeping with the scale of the rest of the palace. Opento the
elements dong one sde with avaulted ceil-ing tiled in mother-of -pear, this one room was roughly the
gzeof Dun Cinczi. Dialaled the way with Arryl and me a step behind, stopping before the podium,
which held two ornate jewelled thrones that |ooked suspi-cioudy asif they were constructed of solid
gold.

Engarhod occupied the throne on the right. A tal, angular man, he looks abouit fifty. Hisdark hair is
grey at thetemples and in those days he woreit tied back and held down with agolden circlet. Hisface
iswesathered by the time he spent asamortal, and if he doesn't open his mouth, he looksrega enough, |
suppose. That day he was wearing a cloth-of-gold wrap, his chest a canvas tattooed with an intricate
scrollwork, beneath his greying chest hair. Every time | see Engarhod, the tattoos are different. He has
them drawn on his skin these days, because redl tattoos won't take—his body keeps healing them, you
see.

On Engarhod'sright sat his queen—Syrolee, Empress of the Five Redlms. The whore elevated to
empress. Both Arryl and Diala had warned me about Syrolee, but | wasn't prepared for the redlity. She
wore agolden wrap matching Engarhod's, but | could barely make it out under the weight of the golden
chains she wore around her neck. Her hair wasfixed in an elaborate nest of braids, her face painted
white, her thin lips defined with a blood-red paste and her eyes heavily shadowed with kohl.

| tried not to stare, but it was a challenge. Great beauty might draw the eye, but ugliness enhanced by
bad tasteisimpossible to ook away from.

Diaa stepped forward, bowed to the emperor and empress and then held out her hand to indicate her
latest minion—me. "Y our imperid high-nesses, dlow meto introduce the newest member of our
company, Caya of Lakesh, Prince of Kordana."



Syrolee sudied me for atime before she spoke. "Didainforms us you seek aquest that will take you
home"

Strictly spesking, | waslooking for aquest that would see me welcomed home, not one that would
take me there before my exile was revoked, but | didn't argue the point. | was being offered the quest |
sought. It would have been rude, | thought, to argue semantics.

It was Engarhod who made the announcement that ended up costing so many lives. "We charge you
with bringing the Eterna Flameto Kordana. That isyour quest, Prince Cayd of Lakesh. Y ou must bring
the full knowl-edge of the Tideto your people.”

I had my quest. It wasn't what | was expecting—proselytisng didn't Strike me asbeing avery
adventurous occupation, but it meant returning to K ordana with the sanction of the Temple of the Tides.
Even Planice would have trouble denying me entry with the weight of an entire rdigion behind me.

| was gtill pondering the emperor's words when Syroleg's eyes narrowed suspicioudy. "Arryl tellsus
youreareal prince

| nodded uncertainly, alittle darmed by her tone. I'm not sure what | expected, but it certainly wasn't
such animosity or distrugt. "My sigter is Queen Planice of Kordana."

"l suppose you think that puts you above us, en?’

The question took me by surprise. And | had no idea how to answer it. After amoment, | shrugged.
"I never redly thought about it."

"That'll change," awry voice suggested from behind me.

| turned to see who had spoken, but Arryl answered my question before | had achanceto ask it.
"Lukys Welcome home!"

The man smiled as he gpproached across the vast expanse of the throne room, stopping long enough
to kiss Arryl's cheek as he passed her. He was dressed in loose linen trousers and a deevel ess shirt with
bare feet that made no sound on the white marble floor. As he drew nearer | noticed amottled grey
cregture Sitting on his shoulder which turned out to be atamerat, of dl things. "Hardly the place call
home, Arryl, but | do appreciate the sen-timent.”

"Niceto think there's something you appreciate,” Didaremarked sourly.

He ignored the younger priestess and turned to study me, instead. "Kordana, eh? Y ou're along way
from home, lad."

"It'salong story,” | told him, trying not to stare at the rat perched on his shoulder.

"Youll have plenty of timeto tell usthe details, won't he, Syrolee?" Lukys glanced up at the podium
and then he looked back at me, with a sar-donic expression. "That's one thing we immortals have in
abundance, you'l discover, my young immorta prince. Time."

"Immorta?' | asked.

Lukysturned to Dida "You didnt tdl him?"

"l asked him if hewanted to belike us," she replied, more than alittle defensively. "It wasn't as though
| didn't tell him how old | was."

"Ah, but did you explain your ceremony and what it would do to him?"

"What did it doto me?" | shudder, even after dl thistime, when | re-member how naive | was.

"It'smade you immorta, son," Lukysinformed me.

"How canyoutdl?’

"Because the only other outcome is death. Y ou're stlanding here arguing about it, ergo, you must be
immorta.” Whilel was il trying to take that in, Lukysturned to Dida "Must haveredly tickled you,
Dida, to think you could make an eternal minion out of areal prince, thistime."

"Minion?" | echoed stupidly.

"Ah! Forgot to explain that bit too, did she?’

"Ignore him," Didaadvised with afrown. "Lukysfindsit amusing to denigrate the emperor'smisson to
bring the worship of the Tideto dl the peoples of Amyrantha.”

"Not at al," Lukysdisagreed. "If | thought for amoment that's actually what these two were up to, I'd
be out there banging adrum adongside the rest of you." He laughed suddenly and turned to me. "But, who
am | to in-terfere with the plans of the Emperor and Empress of the Five Realms? Didaisright. Pay no



attention to me, Caya, our Immorta Prince. | am acynic and abore.”

Lukysis nothing like the wise and wizened old figure in your wretched Tarot. He's agood decade
younger than Engarhod to look at and much darker skinned, almost as dark as a Magrethan. The
rat—whose nameis Coron, by the way—is his constant companion. It'simmortal, too, the only animal
I've ever heard of that survived the Eternal Flame. But | was de-scribing Lukys, wasn't I, not his
wretched pet? Hiseyes are blue, hishair so blond it'samost white. Even if his persondity wasn't o
beguiling, the com-bination of light hair and eyes againgt that dark skin, and the rat frequently perched on
his shoulder, isunusua enough to leave alasting impression on everyone who meets him.

"Cayd, the Immorta Prince, en?' Engarhod echoed. "Tides, if we art caling him that, everyone will
want atitle.

"If anybody is going to be known asthe Immorta Prince," Syrolee de-clared petulantly, her golden
chains clinking softly as she folded her arms across her breast. "1t should be my son, Tryan.”

"Why?' Lukys asked dryly. "Is somebody elseusing Lord of the Witless Wonder s?"

Jumping to her feet, Syrolee raised her hand angrily, obvioudy intend-ing to strike L ukys down where
he stood, but before she could do anything, she was dammed back againgt her throne by Lukyss
invisblegrip, gasping with indignation.

| was stunned. Thiswasthefirg time | had witnessed anybody using Tide magic. Thefirst timel even
knew it was possible. What made it even stranger was | had felt Lukys manipulating the Tide. Until that
moment, | wasn't even aware | could senseit.

But the others had no hint yet that | might have the ability to wield the fide, and ignorance stopped me
from revealing mysdlf. | didn't know if what I'd felt was common to everyone present, so | said nothing.

"Don't even think about it, Syrolee,” Lukyswarned in avoice that chilled meto the core. "I can't kill
you, but | can surely messthat face of yours up enough to keep you out of my way for afew days." He
let her go and she dumped in her throne, glaring at him, sulking but no longer defiant.

| watched the exchange in astonishment, a part of me noting that L ukyswas probably not aman I'd
like as an enemy. Lukys must have noticed my expression because suddenly he laughed again. (Helaughs
alot, Lukys does. Nobody else has such an eyefor the absurd ashim. Or is so willing to mock it.) "Bit of
ashock to redise what ahappy little family we are, isnt it, Caya? Just wait until you meet therest of us.”

"Y ou shouldn't speak to my wifelikethat, Lukys," Engarhod scolded belatedly. " She'sthe empress.”

"She'saflanking fool," Lukys corrected absently, his attention still on me. "A trait common among our
kind, I've noticed. Did Diaatrick you the same way she tricked Taryx and Brynden?”

| glanced at Diala, not sure who Taryx or Brynden were. The priestess shrugged and looked away.
"They wanted it."

"Pity they didn't understand what 'it' was." When Didarefused to rise to the bait, L ukys shrugged.
"On the bright side, you'll have an eternity to wonder whether it' was worth the price you've paid, son.
Have they taught you anything yet?"

| shook my head. "I've sort of been.. . . feding my way."

"That'swhat got you into thismess, wasn't it?" he asked with araised brow. "Hope you're not the
squeamish sort.”

"Squeamish?'

"Ah, haven't met therest of thefamily yet, have you?"

"Hell meet them soon enough,” Syrolee announced, dtting alittle straighter on her throne. "And my
daughter, too. Are you married, Cayd?"

The sudden change of subject took me by surprise. "Ah...no..."

Syrolee smiled. "Good." Her predatory smile made me shudder. Still does, when shelooksat melike
that.

Lukys noticed it too. "Tides, Syrolee! Don't you think you should give the boy a chanceto catch his
bresth before you start marrying him and Elyssa off?"

"l suggested no such thing!™

"Y ou'd better watch your step, Caydl," Lukyswarned. "That roya blood of yours makesyou amost
acceptable enough to be aconsort for the maiden princess.”



"L ukys, do you think you could try to go more than five minutes with-out insulting my family?
Engarhod complained.

"And then what would | do for entertainment?'

Ever the peacemaker, Arryl headed off the argument. "Isthat lunch | catch on the breeze, Syrolee? It
smdlswonderful

| couldn't smell athing and suspected Arryl couldn't either. But even Diala seemed anxiousto move
on. "l think you'reright, Arryl. It does smdl wonderful and I'm starving."

"Then we should lunch," Syrolee agreed with ill grace. The empress offered her hand to Engarhod and
together they roseto their feet. "L ukys, get rid of that disgusting creature. Y ou're not bringing him to the
dinner table. It'stime," she added, looking down on me, "“for our prince to meet hisimmorta brethren.”

Between them, Syrolee and Engarhod have four children, dl of them born of their marriagesto other
people. There was arumour, Didatold me once, that the count had once been much higher but the
immolation process had eiminated the weaker members of their family, leaving only the strongest to carry
on into eternity. I've never been able to determine the accuracy of the rumour, but I'm inclined to think
there might be agrain of truth in it. Syrolee strikes me as the sort of mother willing to immol ate any
number of her family membersif it gets her what she wants.

Lukys put Coron down and he scurried off across the marble tilesto ook for entertainment el sewhere
aswe headed across the vast throne room, chatting about inconsequentia things. Lukys asked me about
Kordanaand my genera impressions of Magreth. It was innocuous enough until we reached the banquet
hal, where the remaining offspring of the Emperor and Empress of the Five Realms awaited us.

Thefirg of them to step forward was Syrolee's daughter Elyssa. I'll never forget our first mesting. |
gared at her in surprise. Like Dida, she was only eighteen or nineteen when the Eternd Flame made her
immortal, but shewasn't exactly preserved in the first blush of womanhood. Despite the ru-mours that
persist down the centuries about the beauty of the Tide Lords, immortality does nothing to improve what
nature has naturaly endowed one with. Ugly mortas become ugly immortals, and that appliesequdly to
their persondity and their physical appearance. Scars might heal, pockmarked skin might recover, but
nothing can create beauty where it doesn't aready exist.

Although her complexion is as flawless as any immortd's, with teeth as crooked as a shoreline and
lashless eyes set so far gpart they seem to have been placed there by mistake, she's hardly the matchless
beauty your Tarot speaks of. Elyssa curtseyed, eyeing me off like apiece of raw meat. She was wearing
thick white powdered makeup like her mother, but it had creased into unsightly clumps aong the line of
her chin.

"Oooh ...,." she squedled, clapping her sumpy fingerstogether glee-fully. "Fresh meat.”

Lukys noticed my alarmed expression and leaned in close to my ear. And now you understand the
reason she's il the maiden princess,”" he chuckled.

"What was that, L ukys?' Syrolee snapped, rightly guessing his com-ment waslessthan
complimentary.

"Nothing, Syrolee. Just remarking on the weather." He amiled at Elyssa. "Y ou're looking lovely today,
my dear. Have you lost weight?'

"My weight never changes, Lukys," shereplied, looking alittle puzzled. "Nobody's does. Y ou know
that.”
"He'steasing you," Engarhod told her, scowling at Lukys. "Thisis Didas newest recruit. Cayd."

"The Immortal Prince" Lukys added with asmirk in Syrolegs direction.

Elyssasmiled & me coyly. "Areyou redly aprince?'

| nodded. "'l was. I'm not sureif | ill am. | was banished.”

"Why did they banish you?" the young man standing behind Elyssa asked.

"Cayd, thisis Tryan," Lukysinformed me. "Elyssa's brother.”

Tryan was as beautiful as his sster was unattractive. Tal, dark-eyed and exquisitely formed, it'sasif
Mother Nature spooned dl the beauty into one basket and al the muck into another and then created
brother and sster out of them. The handsome young man stepped forward, offering me his hand.



"Welcometo eternity,” he said.

Tryan was smiling ashe said it, but there was something alittle too con-trived in hiswecome and it
set my teeth on edge. Would that | had listened to my first instincts about him, Kordanamay have seen
out the year, but thiswas al too new and | hadn't learned to rely on my gut fedings yet. Fool-ishly, | was
gl at that point in life where one trustsin others and believes some good will come of it.

"And these two troublemakers," Lukys added, indicating the two men standing behind Tryan, "are
Krydence and Rance, Engarhod's sons."

"I've dready met Rance," | explained, with anod of greeting to the younger brother.

The older man eyed me speculatively. "So, what did you do?'

"Pardon?'

"To get yoursdlf banished from Kordana?' Krydence clarified.

"Got into afight.”

"Did you kill someone?' Tryan asked.

| hesitated, not sure how they would take the news, and then | nodded. There was no point lying
about it. If my mission wasto return to Kordanato bring word of the Tide, there was no way they
weren't going to learn or my disgrace, sooner or later.

Krydence seemed amused. "This one should fit right in.”

"Don't you find it interesting," Lukys remarked, "that Dida never seemsto find innocent little doves
with pure hearts and unsullied paststo join our ranks? That says something about immortality, don't you
think?'

"Brynden fancies himsdf pure of heart," Didareminded them with aglare a Lukys. "Infact, hesquite
obnoxious about it."

"Brynden?' | asked in confusion.

"Another of Didasrecruits,” Rance explained. "Firgt thing he did was run screaming from Magreth
with no notion of how he was going to handle immortdity.” He glanced around a hissblings. "Then the
stupid fool came back here a couple of hundred years later, trying to tell uswe'd been im-mortalised for
some noble religious purpose and should start wearing hair shirts and doing charitable worksfor the
greater good of mankind. Has anybody seen him recently?"

"l saw him about forty yearsago,” Krydencetold them. "Hewasliving in acavein the Caterpillar
Ranges. | believe he's now trying to resolve his dilemmawith meditation.”

"Better than drinking yoursdlf into a perpetud state of oblivion like Jaxyn, | suppose,” Rance
suggested.

"Is Jaxyn another immortal ?" | asked. Thiswasall happening far too quickly for me. | couldn't sort out
who was who here in the paace dining room, let done who the otherswere.

"Jaxyn was Didasfirgt successful immolation,” Lukystold him. "Quite amoment for celebration, it
was"

"Jaxyn certainly thought so," Syrolee agreed, obvioudy not happy with discussing the missing
immortals. "Jaxyn'slikeyou," she added in my direc-tion. "Highborn. Thinks he's a cut above the rest of
us"

"l never said that!" | objected.

"Good," Elyssasaid with her uneven amile, taking me by thearm. "In that case, you can come sit by
me. | want to hear al about Kordana."

Elyssds attention on me seemed to mallify Syrolee somewhat. With thefirst hint of serious misgivings
about what | might have gotten mysdlf into, | dlowed Elyssato lead meto achair at thelong table. Asl
took my place, | glanced around, catching Lukyss eye as the older man sat down. Hewinked at me and
mouthed the word later, then turned his attention to something Krydence was saying on his|eft, and paid
me no more atention for the rest of the medl.

Severd days later, Lukys came by the temple to speak with me. That wasthe day Pellyskilled dl
those goldfish.

Pdllys spotted L ukysfirgt, looking up and grinning broadly when he saw him gpproaching. "L ukys!"

"Hdlo, Pdlys. Y ou look like you're having fun.”



"I'm showing Caya how to catch fish. HEsmy new friend,” the big man announced, dapping me on
the back so hard that | staggered under the force of the blow. "My best friend.”

"Lucky Cayd," Lukysreplied, smiling.

Pdllys grinned and pointed at Coron, perched—as usual—on Lukyss right shoulder. ™Y our best
friend'sarat.”

"Which saysalot about me, don't you think? May | borrow your new best friend for amoment? | just
need to ask him something.”

Pellys thought on that for amoment and then nodded. "Only asfar astherailing," he warned, pointing
to the marble bal ustrade some thirty paces away that separated the temple gardens from the waterfal and
the lake below.

"Not astep further,” Lukys promised. "Cayd?"

Curioudy, | followed him across the garden to the balustrade. | remem-ber glancing down at the sheer
drop for amoment with aqueasy fedling and then turning to Lukys. "I suppose | should get over my
irrationa fear of heights, now | can't dieinafal.”

To my surprise, Lukys shook his head. "Tides, no! Cling to every one of your phobias, lad. It'swhat
makes you human.”

"Am| gill human?' | asked. | ill don't know the answer to that ques-tion, by the way.

"l haven't redlly worked that out yet. Do you have any plans?'

| looked a himin confusion. "Plansfor what?'

"For what you intend to do with the rest of thislong life you've been granted after you've brought the
Tideto your people, or whatever nonsense Engarhod was spouting the other day. Eternity isavery long
time, Cayal. Y our worst enemy is no longer aflesh and blood entity. It's boredom.”

"l haven't redlly thought about it." That wasthe Tide'sown truth. | was il rgjoicing in the knowledge
that | was heading home. The wider impli-cations of immortality beyond that hadn't even occurred to me.

"Then congder this," Lukys suggested. "There are nearly a score of other immortals out there, my lad,
and mogt of them are dready starting to get restless. It's going to lead to trouble, you mark my words,
and given that some of them have the power to manipulate the el ements on arather im-pressve scale, it
could get rather nasty, too."

"I'm not sure | follow you."

Lukysturned to thewaterfall and raised hisarm. A moment later S-lence descended over the gardens
asthe waterfal abruptly stopped. Crystal beads of water hung in midair, waiting for permisson to
continue on their way. | could fed Lukyswarping the Tide around the drops of water like something
crawling on my skin; could fed the strain as his control over the dements warred with the natura
inclination of dl liquidsto settle on the lowest possible surface.

"Thewater isresgting you," | remarked without thinking.

He seemed surprised. "Y ou can fed that?"

| nodded, unaware there was anything unusud init. After dl, 1'd just been made immortal. Nothing
seemed impossible after that.

He dropped hisarm and the waterfall resumed its interrupted tumble down the rocksto the lake
below, the air once again filled with the cooling spray and the ever-present sound of rushing water. Lukys
studied me thoughtfully, but said nothing.

Hisslenceworried me. "Can dl immortas do things like that?"

"Surprisingly few of them, actudly. Have you mentioned thisto anyone else?'

"Mentioned what?"' | asked.

"That you can sense the Tide? Fed others manipulating it?"

| shook my heed. "Isthat abad thing?'

Suddenly, Lukys smiled. "I'd not mention it to anyone around here un-til you're certain, lad. And
worked out how to deal with it. Such ability isbound to be considered . . . threatening ... to those who
lack the same sort of power. Y ou may have noticed the emperor and his clan aren't exactly en-dowed
with an over-abundance of magica ability, just an endless desire for power and conspicuous wedlth.”

"Y ou spesk so disparagingly of Engarhod, yet Didatells me you two were oncefriends.” | turned and



leant against the balustrade. " She told me you and Engarhod discovered the Eternal Flame and brought it
back hereto Magreth."”

"That's true enough, | suppose,” he agreed, "if you strip the story down to its bare bones. But we
certainly weren't friends. Far fromiit, in fact. | Wasn't even afisherman by trade. | was an astrologer who
wanted nothing more than aquiet life spent studying the heavens, but | was aso an eldest son and my
father was amerchant with very clear ideas about what an eldest son should do with hislife. Hed bought
Engarhod's fishing boat the year before we found the flame and sent me aong on the trip because he
thought Engarhod was trying to cheet us."

"Then how did you find the flame?"

"The flame found us, actudly. We were chasing a catch around theicebergs of Jdidia, praying we'd
find something worth sdlling before theice closed in and we were siranded there for the next eight
months. Being so far south, we were accustomed to the strange lightsin the sky at night, but one night,
the sky itsalf seemed to catch fire. It was amagnificent Sght. | was ac-tudly enjoying mysdlf for thefirst
time since being forced aboard that wretched ship. | stood there watching flames streak the sky for
hours, real-ising too late that the shooting stars were getting much too close for com-fort. One of the
meteorites hit us square amidships.”

"And you survived," Cayd concluded. "With Engarhod.”

He nodded. "And Coron here," he said, scratching the rat under the chin. "We named him Coron after
the boat, by the way. Anyway, when the meteor struck | remember thinking: It can't end like this! We
were the only three who lived through the explosion, a any rate, which was the most re-markable thing
of dl, because we'd been standing closest to where the me-teor hit."

"Did you redlise what had happened to you?'

"Not at first. And to be honest, we only kept the flames dive because we were stranded on an
iceberg, it was freezing and dl we had |eft was the remnants of the boat, afair bit of which was till on
fire. 1t took awhileto realise something had happened to us. | think thosefirst few nightswere-dly
thought we were going to die, either of starvation or exposure. But the flames kept on burning, neither of
usgot sick, or even very hungry, and we began to wonder why. By then my friend Coron here was
hanging around afair bit, so we caught him and tried to kill him for food. When that didn't work we tried
to kill each other. Eventudly, it dawned on usthat we were immortal but | don't think we comprehended
it fully for along time after we were rescued. Immortality is not aconcept easily grasped by afragile
hu-man mind."

"How long were you stranded down there?’

"Eight. . . maybe nine months. Plenty of time to come to the redlisa-tion that we weren't the same
people who'd sailed out of Cuttlefish Bay the previous summer.” Lukysturned his pale eyeson me. "Nine
monthsisalong timeto be stuck on an iceberg with aman you don't like. Y ou learn alot about each
other. And when you're Starting to suspect you can't die, you spend alot of time making plansfor the
future, too."

"Did Engarhod's plansinclude becoming Emperor of the Five Realms?!

Lukysrolled hiseyes. "Isn't it adreadful title? Syrolee thought it up when we got back from Jdlidia. It
has something to do with having com-mand over the five dements, which israther optimigtic of them.
Engarhod can't command anything, not even hiswife. He just wanted to berich. Hiswifeisthe onewith
the ddusons of grandeur.”

"Wasn't she Pellysswife back then?' I'd been at the temple for several months by then. | wasn't
totally ignorant of the story about him and the empress but thiswas the first time anybody had offered any
sort of detail tofill inthe gaps.

"Ah, now that was asordid little affair that rebounded rather unfor-tunately on everyone involved.”
Lukys sat himsdlf on the edge of the balustrade and pointed to Pellys, who was till on his knees,
gplashing hap-pily about in the fountain trying to catch the goldfish. "Poor old Pellys. HEs not very bright
now, but I don't remember him being much brighter back then, either. He was the bouncer in the brothel
where Syrolee worked. She married him because it meant he/d bounce the customers she didn't fancy
before hed help any of the other girls. Didn't hurt that he used to hand over all his pay to her each week,



ether. Although strangely enough, given their ability towidd the Tide, | think he redly isthe father of
both Elyssaand Tryan."

"Where does Engarhod come in?"

"Hewas afishing boat captain, which in the socid srata of the Cuttle-fish Bay wharf digtrict in those
days made him pretty closeto royalty. Shelatched on to him like a barnacle the first time he wandered
into that Tide-forsaken brothel and never let go.”

"And Pdllys knew about it?*

Lukysjerked hishead in Pellyssdirection. "Y ou did notice that he's not the sharpest hook in the
tackle box, didn't you?"

| nodded, wondering at the dark truths lurking behind Lukysstale. He spoke asif hewasreating an
anecdote about a particularly amusing hunting trip, but what he was telling me was much more important.
| probably didn't appreciate how important at the time, but | was sarting to get a sense of the danger. Or
maybe | just think that now, because | can't abide the notion that | might have once been such ablind
fool. Whatever the case, 1'd been warned. That | didn't listen, that | allowed Tryan to return with meto
Kordana. . . well, that'sadecison I'velearned to live with.

Regret and immortality are sorry companions at the best of times.

" So what happened when you got back from Jelidia?' | think | asked, or Wordsto that effect.

L ukys seemed happy to tell metherest of the story. "We'd made a pact, Engarhod and I, when we
were stranded on that iceberg, to keep our im-mortality a secret. We swore an oath on the lives of every
person we cared about. Naturaly, the first thing Engarhod did after we were rescued by an-other fishing
boat the following spring was visit Syrolee. The second thing he did was blab the whole story to her,
including the secret of the Eternal Flame. She was on fire about ten minutes after he got back to Cuttlefish
Bay. Burned the whole damned brothel down in the process.”

"That was ahugerisk, wasn't it?'

"Wedidn't fully appreciate the subtleties back then," he told me. "I'm not sure Syrolee understands
them, till. But once she wasimmortd, she had much bigger plans. First and foremogt, she wanted to be
rid of Pellys. For want of a better explanation, we'd come to the conclusion by then that the desireto live
seemed to be the determining factor in who survived and who burned. What we hadn't discovered was
that theré's smply no way of telling who has the stronger will to live. Some people clam they haveit, and
they're toast within minutes. Others—and they're few and far between— have awill that even the flames
recognise and respect. Turns out, Pellys was one of them. Syrolee immolated her husband, thinking he
was too stupid to understand what was going on and that held probably die in the process.”

"But helived."

"Worse, he can wield the Tide with aimaost as much power as| have, which gets up Syroleg's nose no
end, let metdl you."

| crossed my arms against my body, gripped by an indefinable chill. Lukys can have that effect on
you. He hasaway of ddivering the most dire newsin the most conversationd tone. "Tided! It dl seems
too fantastic to bered ."

| remember he amiled sympatheticdly. "Sometimes| till fed that way.

His camaraderie surprised me. More than alittle suspicious of it, my eyes narrowed as| studied my
surprisingly forthcoming new friend. "'Isthere areason you're telling me this?!

Lukys nodded. "Y ou're heading back to Kordanawith Tryan to fulfil this quest of yours. | just wanted
to make sure you redlise exactly who you're dedling with."

"Youthink I shouldn't go?'

"] think you'rein for arude avakening, my friend," he corrected. "But if I've learned one thing since
becoming immorta, it'sthat the only lessonsthat redly stick are the ones you learn for yoursdlf. Go back
to Kordana. Bring your peopleto the Tide. And when you're done, look me up. You and | will havea
great dedl to talk about by then | suspect.”



Chapter 37

By the time Caya finished speaking the carriage had reached the crossroads outside the city. Arkady
was jerked back into the present—quite literally— by the coach turning right, taking the road that led into
the mountains. The main road through the city to the palace dwindled into the distance. It was il
possible to reach the palace by thisroute, but it was much longer.

Arkady had given the coach driver her ingructions before they |eft the paace thismorning. The
degtination she had in mind was an inn some two miles aong the road, favoured by miners on their way
to or from the mineslocated in the Valey of the Tides, aswell as prospectors who scoured the nearer
mountain streamsaround Lutalo for dluvid gold.

Cayd had fdlen silent, his gaze fixed on the passing scenery. Although she wanted to hear more,
Arkady was glad of the chance to gather her thoughts. What she was planning was at best foolish, at
worgt an act of trea-son against the crown. Far from saving Cayal from torture at the hands of Declan
Hawkes, she might well bring the same fate down upon her own head.

"Lebec Paaceisrather less salubrious than | imagined,” Cayd re-marked, as the coach rocked to a
hat in theyard of the run-down inn.

The inn was owned by a one-armed man named Clyden Bell. Arkady's rather had amputated the old
miner'sleft arm after he was caught in acave-rn and in danger of haf amountain faling on him. Clyden
had never for-gotten her father's courage that day. Nor had he forgotten he owed hislife to apassing
physician, heading home from avist to Fioma, with histen-year-old daughter in tow. Arkady il
remembered the lantern trembling in her hand as she stood by her father's side in the dark mine, listening
to the creaking timbers threstening to collapse on top of them. She had handed him his bone saw and the
other instruments he needed to free the young man, wiping the sweat from the brow of the trapped and
terrified miner, pretending she wasn't scared witless.

Clyden hadn't forgotten it, either. If there was anywhere in Lebec Province Arkady could be sure of
complete discretion, it was a the inn be-longing to Clyden Bell.

Nobody came to open the carriage door. Asingtructed before they |eft the palace, the Crasii escort
surrounding the carriage remained mounted. They would not move until they were ordered to.

It was the question of who would give the order that Arkady had brought Caya hereto settle. That's
what sheintended to tell Stellan, at any rate. | was trying to force himto admit he was a Caelish spy,
she planned to say when she was questioned. | never thought he'd make a run for it. . .

Arkady took a deep breath. One step at a time, shereminded hersdf.

"| asked permission once, to amputate some of your fingers,” she in-formed Cayal, surprised at how
steady she sounded.

Cayal eyed her askance. "Isthat aparticular hobby of yours?'

"Y ou clam to beimmortd; that your limbs can regenerate. | thought it the fastest way to establish the
veracity of your clam.”

"But you didn't,” he pointed out.

"My husband wouldn't permit it. He was afraid if we mistreated our Cadlish spy, then the Caglum
government would mistreat our prisonersin return.”

"How terribly civilised of him."

She ignored his sarcasm and continued with what she had to say. It wasn't difficult. She'd rehearsed it
mentaly al theway to Lebec Prison. "Y our problem, Cayd, isthat the Caglish are denying they know
anything about you. It ssemsyou're not a Cadlish agent, after al.”

"l don't recdl ever claiming | was."



"Then who decided you were from Caglum?”

He shrugged. "l lived there for atime before | arrived in Glaghba. | probably mentioned it to someone
in Rindova. Maybe that's where they got theidea."

"Where exactly in Cadum did you live?'

"Inthecapitd. In Taexl."

" S0 you had plenty of time to be recruited and trained by the Cadlish asa spy.”

"Intheory," he agreed with athin smile. "But that doesn't mean | was.

"No. YouclamtobeaTideLord."

"So you were ligening ..."

"I've no timefor your games, Cayd. I'm offering you achance."

"To escape?’ He seemed amused. "I saw our escort, Arkady. Y ou're not planning to let me go
anywhere”

"Our escort is Cragi. There are no humans among them. Even the coach driver isCradii. If you are
who you claim, they'll follow your orders over mine. They won't be ableto help themselves™

"But you don't believe my kind exists," he accused.

"The Cradi do," shereminded him.

Cayd shook hishead. "Thisisjust an excuseto kill me, because they won't let you hang me or chop
off oneof my limbs." With arattle of chains, he folded hisarms across his chest and leaned back inthe
Segt, obvioudy not planning to go anywhere. "Don't do me any favours, Arkady. Take metothis
spymaster of yours. Let him torture me. Believe me, hell tire of the game long before | do.”

"] don't need to kill you to prove you're not what you claim,” she pointed out. " Surrounding this
carriageisascore of Crasi who've never heard of Kyle Lakesh. They don't know who you are, or why
you're here, only that you're my prisoner and were on our way to the palace to hand you over to Declan
Hawkes. Our Crasi areloyd and well trained, Caya. Nothing short of acommand from aTide Lord
would make them defy their orders. So do it. Prove youre a Tide Lord. Step out of thiscarriagein
leg-irons and com-mand your davesto obey you. Order them to set you free."

"And if they do?"

"If they do, then you're freeto go."

"Redly?" he asked scepticdly. "And what about you?'

She shrugged, unconcerned. Of this entire, ill-concelved plan, she was sure about thisonething. "I'll
go back to the king and my husband and tell them thetruth. I'll say | agreed so wholeheartedly with the
need to torture a confession from you that | personaly undertook your transfer from the prison. They'll
believe me. | was the one who wanted to cut off your fin-gers, after dl. I'll tell them we stopped at theinn
on the way back from the prison to water the horses and you commanded my Crasii to release you.
Unaccountably, they followed your orders. Stellan will suspect | wasin-volved, and so will the King's
Spymeaster, but my husband can't implicate me Without implicating himself and Declan Hawkesisavery
old friend. The king will just think I'm afool for letting you get the better of me, but what do you expect
of awoman?'

"Why?"

"Because misogyny isanaiona sport in Glagba."

"No ... | mean why are you willing to let me go?"

"l don't condone torture.”

"Y ou seem to be just fine with treason, though.”

She didn't answer his accusation, partly because she wasn't redlly sure of the answer hersaf. There
were athousand reasons why she shouldn't be Sit-ting here, giving Cayal this opportunity to escape the
king'sjustice, and very few good reasons why she should.

Cayd studied her closdly and then he smiled, asif he could see her dilemmaand it amused him. “I'm
curious, my lady. If you'reright, and I'm not a Tide Lord, then the Crasii will ignore me, and welll
continue on our way. I'll end up in the hands of thistorturer of yours anyway, and you'll have gained
nothing.”

"I'll have proof you're not a Tide Lord," she pointed out. "In which case, Declan Hawkes can do his



wordt, because | think you're here in Glagbato cause mischief, Cayal, and | suspect your target isthe
Cragi. | won't let you hurt the Crasii for some nefarious purpose of your own, when it'swithin my power
to stop you."

He smiled. "1 wish | was even haf as complicated asyou think | am, Arkady."

"Prove you're not," she challenged. "Open that door. Go out there and order your davesto release
you."

"You think | won't?"

Arkady smiled. "I think you will if you want meto believe you're mad, Cayd. For the sake of your
story, you have no choice but to go out there and try to bluff your way past my Crasii. On the other
hand, if you'rethe agitator | suspect you are, you'll St here and smile condescendingly, al thewhiletrying
to give theimpression you couldn't possibly dignify thisridicu-lous charade by participatinginit.”

Cayd studied her for amoment, smiling a something Arkady could only guess at, and then he
shrugged. "Very well. Let's prove I'm amadman, shdl we?!

His answer didn't surprise her. She nodded and leant forward to open the door. As soon as she did,
one of thefdines hurried forward to lower the step, and helped her down into the inn's muddy yard.
Surrounding the coach, mounted on sturdy Glaghan ponies, sat her contingent of Cradi guards, waiting
patiently for the order to dismount. Arkady turned to the nearest feline. She was new, Arkady realised,
when it occurred to her that she didn't know the young female's name.

"You'rethe Cragi from the bear fight, aren't you?”

Thefdine nodded. "Chikita, my lady. Out of Kamira, by Taryx."

"Help the prisoner out of the carriage, Chikita," she commanded. "Thoseleg-ironswill trip him up,
otherwise"

"Asyou wish, your grace." The feline dismounted, handing the reins of her pony to the Crasii beside
her, and then hurried to the carriage to carry out her orders. As shedid, Clyden emerged from theinn,
wiping his one good hand on his beer-stained gpron, smiling broadly.

"Arkady!"

"Hélo, Clyden," shereplied, amiling at the big man.

He bowed gdlantly. "Y ou honour my humbleinn with your presence, your grace." Unlike Declan,
Clyden was impressed with the marriage she had made, and that she had remained hisfriend in spite of it.
It didn't hurt that Stellan took a detour viathe inn occasionally, to partake of an de he didn't particularly
want, just to improve businessfor an old friend of hiswifeswith abit of duca patronage. "To what do |
owe the honour of this unexpected vist?'

"We're just on our way back to the paace, Clyden. | thought my escort might like some refreshment.”
He nodded and opened his mouth to invite them ingde, but hefell silent at the Sght of the chained
prisoner being helped from the carriage. Arkady turned to waich Caya curioudy, wondering if he would

try to order the Crasii to release him.

And what hewould do when they refused.

If he redlly were mad, then held probably rationdise away their disobe-dience with tales of it being
Low Tide or some such nonsense.

It would beinteresting to watch, regardless of the outcome.

Caya jerked the chains as he jumped to the ground, and then straight-ened up and glanced around at
Arkady'sescort. Thefelinessat rigid in their saddles, afew of the ponies nickering nervoudy asthey
waited.

He hesitated and then fixed his gaze on Arkady.

"Areyou sure about this?' he asked, asif it were Arkady who might want to reconsider their dedl.

She smiled at his audacity and waved her arm to encompass her escort. Be my guest, Master
Lakesh."

"Don't say | didn't warn you," he replied, but despite her invitation and his own brave words, he
hesitated Htill, confirming her suspicion it was for making mischief and not madness that had prompted
Cayd'sclamtoim-mortdity. A part of her wasalittle disgppointed. Although sheld never for amoment
believed he might actualy beaTide Lord, apart of her had hoped that his delusions were red—to him at



least—and not acalloudy fabricated web of lies.

She waited afew moments longer, and then shaking her head, Arkady sighed, wondering why she'd
expected any other outcome. "Put him back in the carriage, Chikita."

"Actudly, | think I'd rather you got rid of these chains, gemang,” Caya said cdmly, never taking his
eyesfrom Arkady.

She smiled, glad hed made at |east atoken effort to confirm his mad-ness.

"To serveyou isthereason | breathe, my lord."

Arkady stared at the Crasii in shock as she did exactly as he ordered. Cayal shook free of the chains
as she dropped to her knees before him, her head bowed. Silently, and without so much as awhimper of
protest, the rest of the escort dismounted and followed her lead.

Cayad rubbed hiswrigts, glancing around the yard, and then he fixed his eyes on Arkady, who was
ganding in the yard of Clyden Bdl'sinn, stunned into immohility, surrounded by a squad of adozen
well-disciplined Crasii on their kneesin the mud, paying homageto aTide Lord.

Chapter 38

Cayal knew, dmost as soon as he ordered the Cradii to unchain him, that he shouldn't have doneiit.
Long and painful experience had taught him the perils of being immorta in aworld full of people afraid of
death. It was dif-ferent when the Tide was high and he could wield the power of agod. But to reved
himsalf now, when he had no power, was smply asking for trouble.

Arrogance invariably caused the downfall of the Tide Lords. Lukys had warned Caya of asmuch
within thefirgt few days of meeting him. With immortdity came the misguided belief that onewas
infalible, Lukys clamed. They weren't infdlible, of course, but it seemed to be alesson quickly forgotten
by even the most sdf-effacing of their kind.

He didn't even want to think of the consequences if word escaped Glagbathat the Immorta Prince
was abroad once more, something held been secretly dreading since blurting out that hewasaTide Lord
whilely-ing under the gdlowsthe day they tried to hang him. It would reach one of the othersfor certain.
For that matter, there may be others of hiskind a-ready hiding in Glagba. He had no way of knowing if
there were. He had as many enemies as he had friends among his own kind and when the Tide
re-treated, they al dithered under the nearest rock to await the return of their power.

But he'd ruined it now. To impress some overeducated, sexually re-pressed, glorified librarian, hed
reveded himsdf to awhole squad of Cradii.

And a one-armed barkeep, he noted.

Arkady waslooking quite pale. He ordered the fdines to stand back, speaking in the ancient tongue,
alittle surprised they reacted to it in much the same way Warlock had this morning when hed tried it out
on him. Ex-cept these Cradii didn't question him. There were no Scards among this|ot.

"What did you say to them?' Arkady demanded.

"| told them to back off. I'm a bit surprised they understand me, actu-aly. Nobody's spoken that
language in more than three thousand years."

"Where did you learnit?" she demanded, apparently still not willing to concede he might be what he
clamed. Tides, this woman is stubborn.

"It was the language we a| spoke back then.”

"Back when?'



"Back when wefirst crested the Cragii."

Arkady's eyesflashed angrily and, for amoment, Caya actudly felt sorry for her. In Arkady'sworld,
there was no room for Tide magic. No room for anything that couldn't be explained away by atheory or
amathe-matica formula He suspected she would cling to her rationdisations long past the point of logic.

"Can't you, just once, speak the truth, Cayal ?'

He sympathised with her distress. The truth, he suspected, was much more than Arkady Desean had
bargained on. It wasn't that she didn't believe him, Cayd redlised. She didn't want to believehim.

"Wehad aded," hereminded her. "If the Crasi obeyed me, | wasfreeto go. Areyou planning to
keep your end of the bargain? Or did losing never actualy cross your mind?

Shedidn't answer him, which Cayd took to mean the latter. It would never have occurred to Arkady
that he could do what he claimed. In fact, he was quite certain she considered this just another trick he
had engineered to fool everyoneinto bdieving theimpossble.

"Wdl, I'm going to give you the benefit of the doubt,” hetold her, "and assume that you did mean it."

Arkady shook her head, but seemed unable to speak. Her one-armed companion was much more
forthcoming. He took a step forward, shaking hisfist threateningly.

"You'll not spesk to the duchesslike that!" he declared. " Stand down now, you villain! Surrender,
before | take you apart with my one good arm!

With asigh, Cayd turned to the nearest Cragii. "Kill him."

Thefeineroseto her feet without hesitation, baring her claws.

"No!" Arkady cried, when she realised the young female intended to do exactly what he ordered.

"Hold!" Caya commanded the Cragii and then he turned to Arkady. "And to think, | thought you had
nothing to say."

"Cayd, don't kill thisman," she begged. "Please. You'rein enough trouble..."

"Arkady, Arkady, Arkady. . .," he said, shaking hishead. "I'm not the onein trouble here. Haven't
you noticed that?' He took astep toward her, half-expecting her to back away. But she held her ground.
"Y ou're the one suddenly confronted with the unthinkable.”

"Y ou won't get ten miles out of Lebec before they hunt you down,” she warned.

"Which isadamned shame, redly," he agreed. "But nothing we can't deal with." He turned to Chikita.
"That carriageistoo conspicuous. Find me something to ride. And for her ladyship, too. Shell be coming
withus™

Chikitahurried off toward the stables on the other side of the muddy yard. Cayd ordered severa
more Crasii to set a perimeter, thinking that if one was going to steal adozen Crasii, it was adamned
good thing hed man-aged to find asquad of wdll-trained, military-minded felines. The one-armed
innkeeper had moved closer to Arkady, putting his only arm around her protectively.

If 1 had any sense, I'd kill him before we leave, Cayd thought, just to be on the safe side.

Arkady had value as a hostage, but the innkeeper was awitnessto hisidentity, and Cayd had no
doubt thisincident would be talked about for months around the taproom of his ramshackle inn. But the
secret was out now and surely the Tide was due to turn again soon.

Andif itdidnt. . . wdl, Caya could lose himsdlf again. That was some-thing the Tide Lords were
particularly good &t.

"You!" he demanded of asmadlish feline with agrey pelt, still on one knee by her pony. "What's your
name?'

"Misty, my lord. Out of Sooty, by Kosta."

"Go with the innkeeper. Find me somefood. Redl food. | haven't had a decent meal in months. And if
he gives you any trouble, Misty," he added, looking pointedly at the old man, "disembowe him."

"My lady. . . ," the man began nervoudly, apparently fearful for his duchess.

She amiled reassuringly. "I'll bedl right, Clyden. Go. Do ashe says.”

Reuctantly, the old man headed back into the inn with Misty on his hedls. Cayd watched them leave
and then turned to face Arkadly.

"Taking me hostage will only intensify the search for you," she pre-dicted, before he could say aword.
"And killing Clyden won't help, either. 1t will just seal your fate when they catch you."



"If only | thought dying werethat easy,” he replied, wondering if shed read his thoughts somehow-
"But give me alittle credit. Y ou're my safe-passage out of Glaeba. Y our husband isn't going to know that
if I kill the messenger now, ishe? Y ou really should learn more about me before you jump to conclusions,
you know."

"What moreisthereto learn?'

"That I'm much more restrained than you think, for one thing. Tideswith adozen well-trained fdines, if
the Tidewas up, | could take over the whole damned country, if | wasin the mood.”

"But it'sLow Tide, isn't it? Hence the reason for dl this arrogance and no actua magica power to
back it up?"

Heamiled. "Y ou know, Lukyswould like you."

"Cayal, you don't have to keep up the charade,” she sSighed. "Whatever it isyou're up to in Glaeba,
I've played right into your game, | can seethat now. But at least spare meyour tales. I've had al the Tide
Lord nonsense | can take from you.”

If shewas getting fed up with the stories about him, he was more than alittle fed up with Arkady's
blind faith in theinfdlibility of her own opinion, even when she was confronted with undeniable evidence
that threw doubt on everything she believed. But then, maybe she didn't seethetruth at al. However
improbably, she had a point. With an accomplice or two, he might have somehow bribed the hangman
and subverted the Cradii.

Life would be so much easier for Cayd if she beieved him. She might even want to help. Shed
certainly do whatever she must to keep him free long enough to answer her questions. Caya was sure of
that. The academic in Arkady and her insatiable curiosity would alow no other course of ac-tion. Cayd
had been around Glagbalong enough to know what it must be like for any woman with ambition and
inteligence. And he had laughed himsdlf sensdlesswhen he heard about Harlie PAmerston's pretentious
The-ory of Human Advancement. To be the one who debunked that theory, Arkady would probably
be prepared to take quite arisk.

Shemight even aid him if she thought he was just sadly deluded.

Hewasfairly certain, however, she would do nothing to aid or abet aman she bdieved to be smply a
cold-blooded Cadlish murderer.

Glancing around the yard, he spied alarge sump by the woodpile, asturdy axe resting beside the
chopping block. He grabbed Arkady's hand and dragged her to the pile, and then picked up the axe.
Ingtinctively, she cowered away from the weapon, but he wasn't planning to harm her. In-stead, he
handed her the axe.

"Proveit.”

"What?" She amost dropped the blade on her own foot.

"Y ou want proof, don't you? Here's your chance." He placed his hand on the chopping block. "Doiit.
Cut it off. Then well seeif it grows back, shall we, and decide whether or not I'm truly immortal ?*

Rather than ook repulsed by his offer, Arkady hefted the axe thought-fully and met hiseye,
gpparently more suspicious than disturbed by his sug-gestion.

For afleeting moment, Caya lamented the loss of the Eterna Flame.

Arkady Desean, he suspected, might well have survived it.

"You'rebluffing.”

"Try me”

Sheglared a him doubtfully. "Y ou're just going to stand there and let me cut your hand off with an
axe?'

"l was hoping you'd settle for acouple of fingers," he corrected. "But if your am's not that good, a
hand will grow back just aswell, | suppose, a-thoughiit will takealittlelonger and it'll hurt like hell."

"If you're trying to prove you'reinsane, Caydl, thisisavery good way to convince me."

"Quite the opposite. I'm trying to prove | exist. Doiit."

She hesitated, testing the weight of the axe. "Y ou think | won't."

"l think youregdling."

"I will doit, Cayd..."



"Tided" he exclaimed in exasperation. "Giveit here!”

He snatched the axe from her grasp.

"No!" Arkady screamed.

Ignoring her protests, Cayd braced himsdf againgt the pain, and then—before he could change his
mind—brought the weapon down sharply across the fingers of hisleft hand. Blood gushed acrossthe
stump, leaving thetips of three fingers behind.

Cursing the blinding agony, Caya dropped the axe and jammed his wounded hand under hisright
arm, clamping down on it with al his might, bending amost double in the hope that pressure would ease
the pain. At Cayd's agonised bdlow, the Cragii rushed to investigate. More than afew of them bared
their claws asthey approached Arkady, thinking she was the one responsible for hisinjury.

"Leave her!" he managed to bark through tear-filled eyes when he re-alised the Crasii might harm her
inretdiation. "Go!"

L ooking concerned, the felines obeyed him, nonetheless, and returned to their positions around the
inn.. Cayd collapsed againgt the sump, cursing in every language he knew. The hedling had dready
begun and that was a-most as painful asthe axe blow.

Arkady rushed to hisside and helped him to sit. 'Y ou maniac! Y ou didn't haveto prove..."

He managed athin smile when heredised that far from proving hisim-mortdity, hed smply confirmed
her opinion that he wasinsane.

“I'm not crazy."

"l know," she agreed soothingly. "Now let melook at thet..."

"Arkady. . ."

"Cayadl, please. It could becomeinfected . . ."

"It won't."

Sheglared at him impatiently. "I can't help you, Cayd, if youwon't let me.”

"You canthdp meat dl, Arkady," he countered, "if you don't believe me."

Without waiting for her answer, his eyes watering with the agony of his severed fingers, he held his
hand up for her ingpection. It was bloody and shockingly clean cut, only afew minutes since held struck
the blow, but a-ready the bleeding had stopped.

"Now," he gasped painfully, while Arkady watched in wide-eyed terror asthe flesh of hisfingers
dowly recongtructed themselves before her very eyes, "will you findly accept that | anwho | claimto be,
and that | amim-morta ?'

Chapter 39

The most difficult thing about Stellan's gppointment as the Ambassador to Torleniawasthe
knowledge he must leave Jaxyn Aranville behind. In Jaxyn, Stellan had found a companion, aswell asa
lover, acontrast to his own per-sonality that he found dmost irresistible.

Jaxyn could be reckless; he could be irresponsible, even dangerous, at times. Stellan knew this, but
could never explain—certainly not to Arkady— that this was the attraction of him. He was everything
Stellan was too well-bred, too salf-conscious and too restrained to be. Jaxyn was awindow into aworld
where Stellan didn't have to lie, where he could announce openly who and what he was and not give a
hang about the consequences. The attraction of such freedom was seductive and even when Jaxyn was



flirting with disas-ter, rather than frighten Stellan, it often aroused him, which made it dmost impossibleto
let Jaxyn go.

There was no question that Jaxyn would be permitted to accompany them to Torlenia, however, no
matter how attractive the prospect. It was one thing, here in Lebec, where Stellan was the master of all
he surveyed, to tempt fate by keeping alover, quite another to tempt fate in acountry where adultery
was a crime punishable by death. In the arid deserts of Tor-lenia, any sort of sexua relationship outside
the marriage bed (regardless of the gender of the lovers) was considered amorta sin.

But philosophicd differences aside, Stellan knew well that no foreign diplomat was alowed into
Torleniawithout hiswife beside him. Even if Stellan could have thought up areason to include Jaxynin
his entourage, as an unmarried mae he would not be granted entry into the Torlenian capita inthefirst
place.

Jaxyn, it seemed, was fully aware of that, given his reaction when Stellan broke the newsto him just
after lunch. Hed cdled Jaxyn into his office on the pretext of discussing additiond training for the Cradgi.
The king and queen had excused both the duke and his companion, while they and Mathu, Kyliaand
most of their entourage had gone boating on the lake. Thiswas likely to be the only chance Stellan would
have in the next week for a private discussion with hislover.

"Y ou're abandoning me," Jaxyn accused, as soon as Stellan told him of his new appointment.

"If therewasany way . . . ," Stelan began, wishing he could have bro-ken the news more gently. "But
we're talking Torlenia here, Jaxyn. These people stone women for falling pregnant out of wedlock."

Jaxyn grinned. " Suppose | promise not to get pregnant? Could | come with you then?”

Sdlan amiled. "l wish it werethat Imple.”

"But if | was part of your household . . ."

"Y ou would ill have to be married, Jaxyn. Y ou know the Torlenian edicts about foreignersaswell as
| do. Where are you going to find awoman—"

"Like Arkady?' hecut in, alittleimpatiently.

Stdlan shrugged.

"Sowhat. . . that'sit?It'sall over between us?’

"Of coursenot! It'sjust goingto be. . . difficult. . . while I'm away."

"And what's to become of me?"

"Y ou can Say here."

"For how long?" Jaxyn asked. "Until the king decides Reon Debalkor is sufficiently appeased to let
you come home again? How long will that be?

"1 have no way of knowing," he admitted. "Buit if we found something useful for you to do, here on the
estate in addition to your duties as—"

"Oh, so now I'm usdless? Isthat it?'

Stellan would have denied Jaxyn's accusation, but at that moment, the door flew open and Tasse
hurried in, bowing excitedly. "Y our grace! Y our grace!"

"How many times have | warned you about entering aroom without waiting for permisson, Tasse?'
he snapped.

The young canine's bottom lip quivered at histone, and her earsflat-tened against her head, but she
held her ground. ™Y our grace, there's some one here to see you.”

“Tdl them I'm busy.”

"But itsMagter Bdl. Fromtheinn.”

"Then tel Lady Desean he's here.”

"But she's not back yet from the prison, your grace.”

"Then hell haveto wait."

Tassewas not so easily deterred. "He said it'sredlly, really important, your grace."

He wasn't going to get any peace until thiswas dedlt with. "Oh.. . . very well." Stellan sighed, glancing
at Jaxyn. "I'm sorry, this shouldn