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Prologue

It felt like an eternity to Fynch.

There was brightness, unbearably sharp, and combined with ahammering pain. He squeezed hislids
tightly but the dazzling gold light hurt hiseyes al the same as he hel plesdy relinquished control of hissmall
body to the vast agony exploding through it. He believed he fdt his body writhing uncontrollably, but in
truth hewasrigidly still, histeeth bared in agrimace as the force of magic gifted from Elysusradiated
painfully into him.

At one point he thought he glimpsed the sorcerer passing through him to his deeth, like a distant memory
he could not quite bring into focus. Elysius gppeared whole again and he was smiling. Fynch vagudy
sensed him offering thanks but was unableto lock on to it asthe pain clamed al of his attention.

The sickening throb of power began to pulse through his body in time with his escaating heartbesat, each
push harder, each more breathlessin itsintensty, until helost dl sense of himself. He no longer knew
who hewas or where he lay; he had to relinquish dl to the excruciating pain until, finaly, he glimpsed its
end. The agony ebbed gradualy but steadily until he redlized he was bearing it. His pulse was fast but his
heart no longer fdlt asthough it might explode through his chest. The blinding light had dimmed to flashes
of gold, asif he had been staring at the sun too long, and his breath was no longer panicked and shalow
but came in deep, rhythmic drafts.

Hiswitsreturned. He had survived.

Trembling from the chill that now gripped him, Fynch opened hiseyesto dits. Heregistered anew layer
of pain and closed them again; thistime it was a headache that prompted ingtant nausea. Hefdt like
crying. But where other youngsters might have had the comfort of amother’ svoice and love, therewas
no such consolation for Fynch. Hewas aone. Wyl had gone.

Fynch hated the way they had parted. He knew Wyl had wanted him to leave the Wild immediately and
he had watched his friend battle hisinclination to say as much. Ylena s face was too expressive to mask
what her brother wasthinking. And yet Wyl had said nothing, had permitted Fynch to make hisown
decison and remain alittle longer. Fynch felt aprofound sadnessfor his friend who had suffered so much
loss dready and would suffer more yet, he sensed. He wished he knew of away to spare Wyl more
pain, or at least to share some of it with him.

He sighed. The nausea had passed. His eyes were il closed and he redlized the pain had dimmed
considerably. But the londliness remained. There would not even be Elysiusto offer solace. No. The boy
susgpected he was aonein the Wild, save for the four-legged beast who was his constant companion.

Full consciousness sifted through his shattered nerves and Fynch became aware of a pressng warmth at
his side. Having sensed he was dert again, the source of warmth moved and growled.

“Knave,” Fynch croaked through a parched throat.
Never far, avoicereplied in hishead. The unexpected sound made him flinch.

The boy turned toward the great black dog. “Did you speak to me?’ he asked, tearswelling. “Can |
findly hear you?’

Depthless eyes regarded him and again he heard Knave sreply inhismind. | did. You can.



The friendly voice—one he had never thought to heer—was too overwheming. Fynch managed to
command his reluctant armsto obey him. Slowly, painfully, he wrapped them around the big animad’ s
neck and wept deeply and without shame.

Elysius? Fynch asked after along time, testing his newly acquired power.
The dog’ sresponse was instant. Dead. It was quick. And he was glad to go.
Whereis his body?

Everywhere. He became dust. The massive transfer of power disintegrated his physical being and
then dispersed him.

Did he say anything before...before he passed on?

That you are the bravest of souls. He agonized that he might be wrong to force this burden upon
you, the dog admitted. He regretted the pain you would experience and the journey ahead, but he
believed there is no one else who can walk the path but you. The dog leaned closer and spoke very
gently. In this| know heisright.

Fynch pulled away from hisfriend, eyes ill wet. There was so much yet to learn. Knave, | don’t know
how to use this power. | have no—

Hush, the dog soothed. That iswhy | am here.

The boy took the beast’ s huge head between histiny hands. Who are you?
| amyour guide. You must trust me.

| do.

The dog said no more, but Fynch sensed that he was glad, even relieved.
But there is something | must know, he went on, histone amost begging.

Ask it. Knave' s menta voice was so deep that Fynch suspected that if the dog could speak aloud, he,
Fynch, would fed the sound rumble through hisown tiny chest.

Who isyour true master? Where do you belong?

Fynch sensed Knave' samile. | have no master as such. But | do belong.
Where? Pleasetell me,

| am of the Thicket.

Ah. Fynch' stensed muscles relaxed as understanding flooded through him. The neatness of thedog's
answer pleased him. Are there otherslike you?

| am unique, although there are other enchantments within the Thicket.
So Elysius didn’t send you to Myrren?

Elysius did not know me by flesh until we both came here, although he knew of me. And Myrren
was not the person | sought.



Thiswas areveation. Fynch pressed his hands against his eyesin an attempt to ease their sorenessand
clear hisswirling thoughts. Then why didn’t you just search out Wy1 ?

Because Wyl was not the one | sought either.

Fynch looked up sharply. Who, then? WWho must we now search for ?

The search isover. It was always you, Fynch.

What? The dog' s unerring gaze told Fynch Knave would never lie. But why?

You are the Progeny and | am the Guide.

| thought | was the Wielder , Fynch asked, confused.

That, and so much more, Knave said reverently. You are many things.

The Thicket sent you to find me?

The Thicket sent me to find the next Gate Wielder. It did not know that would be you.
But it must have known Elysius was dying in order to send you in search of his replacement?
Yes.

So your role has never been about Wyl or Myrren...or protecting Valentyna? Fynch sent
wonderingly.

Knave' s response was measured. My task is to protect you. When the magic of the Quickening
entered Wy, the Thicket believed he was the next Wielder. Elysius wondered the same.

Are you saying that it was pure coincidence you came into Myrren’ s life? Fynch asked, desperately
trying to piece the puzzle together.

Not exactly. She was Elysius s daughter. Magic was part of her even though it was not strong in
her. It was she whom the Thicket decided to keep a watch over. When Myrren made such
connection with Wyl, we thought he might be the one. It was only when | met you that | realized it
was you we searched for.

How can you tell?

Thereis an aura about you, Fynch. Unmistakable, and invisible to all but those of the Thicket.
Fynch sghed. | was born with this aura?

Yes. Your destiny was set.

Elysius never mentioned it.

Elysius didn’t know. The Thicket told himwho you are only as he died.

It talks!?

Communicates, the dog corrected.

Fynch held his head and groaned. These revelations were causing fresh gusts of pain to surge through his



dready aching mind. It hurts, Knave. Will it always be so?

You must control the pain. Don’t allow yourself to become its slave. Master it, Fynch.
Isthis how it will kill me?

The dog held adifficult slence between them.

| would know the truth, Fynchinssted. If you are my friend—my Guide, as you say—then tell me
honestly.

He sensed the dog’ s discomfort as he began to explain. Thisis the beginning. You must use your
powers sparingly. Talk to me aloud whenever you can, although hearing my response in your
mind will not sap your energies. The pain and other weakenings will only occur if you send the
magic yourself

How long have | got, Knave?

The dog raised his head to look Fynch directly inthe eye. | don’t know. It depends how strong you
are, how sparingly you use this power .

If Knave expected despair it did not come. Fynch wiped his eyes and, using his companion as support,
raised himsdf wearily on unsteedy legs. | must rest, thelittle boy said gravely.

And then we must go to the Thicket, Knave said, equally somber. It awaits you.



Chapter 1

The vineyard sorawled before them, the land suddenly doping down in the distance to asmall shingle
beach and the channd of sea. Thetang of sdtinthe air wasinvigorating and the bright day with its
cloudless sky and sharp light reminded Aremys of how much he had missed the north al these years. He
inhaled the air now and smiled. It felt good to be dive, despite the new and sudden complexitiesin his
life

With hismemory now blessedly returned, Aremys felt much better equipped to accept the King's
invitation to “walk therows’ of vinesat Racklaryon. The mercenary learned thet it was one of Cailech’s
great plessuresto see hisvineyard bursting with new life each spring, showing the spectacular results of
the savage pruning hisvigneronsins sted upon.

King and mercenary looked out now across the neat rows and Aremys could dmost taste the winethis
field would produce at summer’send. Bright green leaves, like the protective wings of a mother hen,
shaded their yet-to-mature babies, bunches of fruit that hung liketiny green jewels, fattening and ripening
daily asthe plants sent out fresh tendrilsto weave and curl their way adong the specid lines that supported
the vines. The Mountain People had pioneered this method of support. In the south, the vineswere |ft to
themsdlves, to grow tal at first, sooping over when heavy with fruit. It made for aragged, untidy
vineyard but, in truth, did not affect the quality of the wine. In the north, however, vine support lines had
been devel oped to air the fruit, as some months were humid and damp. It aso looked more spectacular.

Cailech’s people took pride in the ordered appearance of their vineyards. Not only were the rows
straight but each vine was sung to asit was planted—asmall prayer to Hador that each new beginning
might yield life of itsown. At each row’ send, the Mountain People planted aflower caled atrined. It
was beautiful but fragile, very susceptible to lack of water or other natural attacks. Cailech’ s vignerons
maintained that if the trineal foundered, they would have but afew weeksto find the solution to prevent
the vinesfrom following suit. It was an ancient tradition but one till faithfully adhered to. The bright
rainbow colors of the trined bushes were an attractive feature in this, Callech’ sfavorite vineyard, and
they stood proud, colorful, and hedlthy at the heads of the rows. It would be abountiful harvest, the men
murmured.

The King wasrarely adone; today he was flanked by Myrt and Byl. Aremys had come to know these
particular fellowswell since hiscurious ariva in the Razors. He felt comfortable in their presence and
over the past few days had started to view them as companions as much as captors. Nevertheless, he
had chosen not to reved that his memory wasfully restored. It suited him that these Mountain Dwellers
knew only as much as he was prepared to share, until he could learn more about their intentions for him.

The small company had ridden to the vineyard beyond the lake and Aremys was sorry to seethat the
King had not chosen to bring the intriguing black horse that had caused him such fright on their previous
ride. He mentioned his disappointment to Cailech.

“Ahyes, Gaapek,” the King replied softly, and Aremysfelt the weight of the green gaze upon him. 1 had
the impression that he disturbed you somehow the last time we rode together.”

It was said without accusation but Aremysfelt the scrutiny couched within. Wyl Thirsk’ swarning burned
inhismind: Only afool took any comment by Cailech at face value. Everything he says has a purpose,
Wyl had impressed upon Aremys during their journey together from Felrawthy. He misses nothing.

The mercenary thought back to the moment of disturbance the King spoke of. It had occurred only afew



days ago. Aremys had initidly admired the King' s mount but, on casualy touching the horse' s strong
neck, had felt ablast of dark, tainted magic surge through his hands. It had been an intense shock for
Aremys—not only that the cresture was aive with magic, but also that he could sense it—and he had
jerked back in distress. Worse, he had been unable to regain his composure and had been forced to
excuse himsdlf from the party of riders. The entire scene had been embarrassing to Aremys, but, more
important, no doubt had a so appeared suspiciousto his keepers at atime when hewas striving to
convince them that he was not aMorgravian spy or athreat to any of the Mountain Dwellers.

The only positive outcome was that the shock seemed to have caused hisamnesiato dissipate and he
had been able to piece together what he was doing in the Razors. He remembered following Wyl Thirsk,
who now walked in the guise of hissgter, Ylena, courtesy of the powerful gift, the Quickening. Together
they had entered the mysteriousregion in the far northeast known asthe Thicket. Aremys recalled Wyl
asking him to whistle so they would not lose each other among the tangle of this dense landmark. He had
obliged, could even remember the tune he had chosen, but then al had gone black and he had woken,
disoriented and without his memory, on the frozen rocks of the northern mountain range. Cailech’smen
had discovered him there, and aided by his genuine confusion, he had managed to muddle hisway
through those early and dangerous stages. He felt convinced now that he had carefully won not only the
trust of the Mountain warriors but that of their king aswell. Wyl had warned Aremys that the Mountain
King was changesble, capricious even, and had recounted the terrible night of the feast when Cailech had
threatened to roast dive the Morgravian prisoners his men had captured and feed them to his people.
Thiswas definitely not aman to second-guess and so Aremys had been as honest as he could with the
Mountain King, even disclosing hisidentity wheniit finaly returned to him.

He had not, however, told Cailech anything about his connection to Wyl Thirsk, the former Generd of
Morgravia, or that Wyl was possessed by a magic that had already taken the lives of three people—one
of them Romen Koreldy, in whom Cailech had shown akeen interest. Aremys vowed that if the
Mountain Kingdom held its own secrets, he would learn them and at least be useful in some small way to
Wyl, who had promised to return to the Razors someday in search of hisfriends Gueryn and Lothryn,
both of whom had offered their livesto save his.

Nor had he been honest with Cailech about hisarriva in the Razors. It had taken Aremys hours of
musing to accept that the Thicket must have somehow repelled him. It was adifficult notion for him to get
hismind around. Until recently he had neither particularly believed nor disbelieved in magic, but growing
up inthefar north, on the Ides of Grenadyn, meant he held aloose acceptance that such a power might
exist and was not necessarily something to fear.

L oose acceptance and indisputable proof were entirely different matters, however, and nown—since he'd
met Wyl and shared the sorrow of his plight—the legend of the Thicket had taken on asinister character.
Acknowledging that this enchanted place had purposefully separated him from the very person he had
sworn to protect was disturbing enough, but accepting that the Thicket had also affected himin such a
way that he now possessed the ability to sense magic wasterrifying.

The horseitsdlf couched adarker mystery. Just touching the animal had made him fedl ill. It reeked of
evil—and yet dso of despair. Aremys needed to see the horse again, reach toward it once more.
Perhaps his captors had no idea of the darknessin Galapek? But how e se could Cailech know the horse
was the reason for his disturbance?

Aremysredized Cailech was till watching him carefully. The mercenary, practiced at subterfuge,
sretched alazy smile across his generous mouth. “1t had nothing to do with the beast, my lord. | fdt very
off-color that morning and | dept for many hours after that event.”

“Probably out of your discomfort at dmost spewing on the King' sboots!” Myrt added, safein the



knowledge that Cailech encouraged amore casua atmosphere when he was away from the fortress and
the formdities of being their ruler.

Myrt’ sjest gave Aremys the opportunity he needed to navigate himsdf from the King's scrutiny. It
suddenly occurred to him that Cailech knew more than he was giving away. Hisingtincts had rarely et
him down, so helistened to them now.

“It reminded me of thetime,” he said, seizing the opening, “when avery aged and gtrict aunt of mine
cameto vigt thefamily.” His companions, sensing atalein the making, came closer. “Shewasa
cantankerous woman who despised socid gatherings, yet inssted on everyone celebrating her nameday
each spring. Oh, how we hated that day and her arriva with dl of its pomp and ceremony. But our family
was obliged to her, for the rich crone had gifted much money to the town, and | would belyingif | said
we had not benefited from her gold.”

Aremys saw with relief the loose, expectant grin on the King' s face as he bent to ingpect avine of
juvenile grapes. He continued with histale: adare by his brothersthat went horribly wrong and
culminated in histossing the contents of achamber pot over the head of the town’s specid guest.

The men roared with laughter. Aremys noted that Cailech was |ess responsive but nonetheless amused; a
wry smile crinkled the westhered face and sparkled in hiseyes. “1 would never repeat such atdeif that
had been me,” he said.

“Nor will I again,” Aremys admitted, rather impressed himsdf by histelling of the story, which was
wholly fabricated. “But | am trying to impress upon you, my lord, the level of my dismay. Thissorry tde
has now been relegated to the second most embarrassing moment of my life. | hope you can guessthe
firg”

“You areforgiven, Farrow, and it sforgotten,” the King said as the other two men began to wander
away through the rows.

Aremysdid not believe him. “Thank you, Sre.”
“Perhaps you would like to ride Galapek?’

Aremys had not expected this and he knew his hesitation was telling. The King was testing him and both
of them knew it. The mercenary quickly gathered hiswits. “1t would be a privilege, my lord.”

“Good,” the King replied, his steady gaze unfathomable. “1 will arrangeit.”

He looked beyond the mercenary. “Ah, here comes Baryn. Heis head of the vineyard.” The previous
topic seemingly forgotten, he strode toward the man, calling back over his shoulder, “Don’t you love the
Thaw, Aremys? Soring unfurling her fronds, pushing through her shoots, warming the ground, and melting
theice?’ Cailech pointed as Aremys caught up. “Just look at these vines, fairly bursting with joy astiny
green buds and tendrils begin their lifejourney.”

“Y ou should write poetry, sire.”
The King smiled at the compliment. “| have aproposition to put to you, Farrow.”

Callech’ s sudden twist took Aremys by surprise. He would have to be careful; Wyl had warned him of
this. “Sre?’

“I have been thinking about our conversation.”



“Oh?" Aremysthought back over the past few days; he and Cailech had had many discussions.
“Regarding Cdimus,” Cailech darified.

Aremysnodded. “I recal suggesting aparley.”

“Thereiswisdom in what you advise and | have decided to act upon it.”

Aremysraised his eyebrows but managed to keep the surprise from hisvoice. “Redly?’

Callech nodded. “Yes. | an going to Morgravia, and not under cover of disguise or gedth. Actudly, let
me correct that. We are going to Morgravia”

“Y ou and your chosen men, Sre?’
“Meand you, Farrow.”

Aremys searched the King' sface for any signs of guile, then redlized that he would not be ableto tdll if
Cailech was bluffing. The man wasamaster at hiding behind agranite expresson—athough on this
occasion Aremys thought he detected the barest hint of amusement.

“Then | am honored, King Callech,” Aremyssaid diplomaticaly.

Cailech smply nodded. “Y ou will set up the meeting, as you know Celimus. Y ou will act asmy
emissary.”

And with that the King strode away, leaving the newly appointed envoy for the Mountain Kingdom
openmouthed.

“Closeit, friend,” Myrt said, returning to Aremys sside.

“Hecan't be serious,” Aremys murmured, watching as the King's broad figure joined the vineyard
manager among an ocean of green leaves.

“He never jests about such things. Take it as acompliment, Farrow. He must trust you.”
“Do you know when we leave?’

“As soon as the streams run with the Thaw, he told me.”

“But that’snow!” Aremysturned to look at Myrt.

The man grinned. “ True. Come on, we d better head back—apparently you areto ride his prize stalion
this afternoon.”

Aremys s ssomach had clenched when he caught sight of the magnificent horse being led out of itsstdl by
Maegryn, the stablemaster. The stdlion flicked itstail congtantly, asthough angry. A weak sensation of
nausearippled through the mercenary. He forced himsdlf to relax, for he had been holding his breath and
was ashamed at himsdlf for dlowing thisanimal to have such adramatic effect on him.

It'sonly a horse, damn it! he berated himsdlf, but to no avail; the Snister fedling intensfied.
“He sabeauty, thisone,” Myrt commented by hisside.



Aremysfought the swirling dizziness. Did no one dsefed it?“Is Cailech not joining us?’ he asked
through clenched teeth.

“No. Rashlynwill beriding out, though.”

“Who ishe?” Aremys asked innocently. He recalled Wy’ s description of the man who seemed to have
an unnaurd influence over the Mountain King.

“The King's barshi—a detestable cregture,” Myrt said. “But if you ever clam | said that, I'll deny it first
and kill you later.”

Aremysgrinned. “A man of magic, then?’ he asked, watching as Maegryn saddled Gal gpek.

His companion nodded and Aremys felt his scomach twist again. “ Can he sense other empowered
people?’ He hoped Myrt would not hear the anxiety in hisvoice.

“I have no idea. Why do you ask?’

Aremysforced ashrug. “Oh, no reason. I’ ve always been rather intrigued by those with the power, that's
al”

“To be honest | wish he’ d leave the mountains. Hisinfluence upon our king istoo strong. There are
times...” Myrt'svoicetrailed off.

Aremys glanced toward his captor. “Go on.”
The Mountain Man shook his head. “No, | speak out of turn.”

Aremys could see it would not be wise to push Myrt further right now, athough it pleased him to note
that Myrt felt comfortable enough around him to be candid. Perhaps Myrt could become a source of
information, or akey to escape.

It looked as though Maegryn was satisfied with Galapek. He was barking orders now for the other
horsesto be led out.

“Where did Cailech find this magnificent horse?” Aremys asked brightly, noticing that he seemed to be
growing more accustomed to the nearby magic.

“It'sthe strangest thing,” Myrt replied, clearly relieved to have moved away from the previous
conversation. “| redlly don't know.”

“What do you mean?’

“Wadll, the very best horses come from Grenadyn—as you would know—but this animd just turned up
oneday. He certainly isn't from our stock.”

“You mean it just appeared out of nowhere?’ Aremys asked, astounded. Perhaps the stallion had also
been cast here by the Thicket.

Myrt laughed. “No, | didn’'t mean that. But Maegryn knows dl the foals born here. And if we bring
horses over from Grenadyn then it’ s quite abig event because they have to be shippedin. | don’t recdl
thisanima being brought across the channel—it would surdly have caused adtir if he had.”

Aremyswasintrigued. It was not hisimagination, then. There was something mysterious about the King's
horse. “What does his handler say?’



“Maegryn’svery tight-lipped on the subject. I’ vetried to find out more but he' srefused to discussit. |
get theimpression that Rashlyn might have gifted the horse to Cailech, though | couldn’t guess a where
he would find such abeast. Perhaps the King has asked both to keep it quiet. Cailech can be quite
unpredictable on occasion—in case you hadn't noticed.” Myrt grinned.

“I have” Aremyssad wryly.

“Heisagreat man, but he can be contrary at times,” Myrt warned, before adding softly, “I know that
worried Lothryn.”

Aremystook acareful breath at the name of Wyl’ sfriend. “Lothryn—that name sounds familiar. Who is
he?” he commented absently.

“A friend. Formerly second in command to our king. A man | would have followed without question into
any Stuation—Dbut who betrayed usdl.”

Maegryn was leading the horse toward them now and Aremys again felt the sickening pull of magic. He
forced himsdlf to focus on Myrt’ swords. “Betrayed you? Where is he now?’

“Gone,” Myrt said, ending the conversation. “Y our mount is ready—and here comes Rashlyn. Be
warned—heisadrange man.”

The barshi was already mounted on a chestnut mare. He stopped just steps from the mercenary and
gazed down upon thetal foreigner. “Y ou must be Aremys,” he said in his strangely hesitant manner.
“Cailech suggested we mest. | hopeyou don’'t mind if | join you?’

“Not at dl,” Aremyslied, ingtantly taking adidike to the wild-looking man with the dead eyes and
unwilling smile. Heraised hishand in salutation, deciding to avoid dl physica contact with the barshi. If
Aremys himsdlf sensed the horse’ s magic through touch, perhaps Rashlyn could do the same with him.
He wondered whether Cailech had specificaly asked Rashlyn to watch how he reacted to the horse
today.

Which would mean they are definitely suspicious of me, he thought. The stench of Galgpek’ smagic
buffeted his senses asthe handler halted the stallion dongside the mare.

“Magter Aremys, you' Il beriding Galapek this afternoon,” Maegryn said. “ Be firm with him, sir. But lso
give him his head on theflat. He likesto galop. Could use agood run today.”

It was dl Aremys could manage to nod agreeably and take the reins from Maegryn. How had he backed
himsdlf into this Stuation? Nausea threatened to overwhelm him, but he fought it and deliberately turned
his back to Rashlyn as he mounted. He could not allow the barshi to read hisfear.

Waves of revulsion pulsed through him as he took his seet in the saddle. It required al his courage not to
legp from the horse immediately. “Y ou lead,” he sad tightly to Rashlyn, hoping to get the magic man
ahead of him.

Unfortunately, Rashlyn had his measure. “ Myrt—you know the best paths,” he said. “ Y ou lead. I'll bring
up therear.”

The party of three set off, with Aremys now fully convinced he was under observation by the King's
sorceref.



Chapter 2

Myrt suggested a path via the lowlands surrounding the lake. Aremys grunted his agreement, ill
struggling to dampen hisrevulsion for the horse beneath him. Myrt did not linger for acomment from the
barshi and set the direction. Once the horses were moving at a steady canter, Aremys felt better, and
when they set them at agdlop, the exhilaration and the wind in hisface dleviated some of the sSickening
taint permeating his body from below.

For thefirgt haf of the ride the men said nothing and Aremyswas happy to be logt in histhoughts and the
pure pleasure of being out in the breathtaking valey. Thelake was mirror cdm and he marveled at how it
reflected the lower rises of Razors. The cacophony of the waterbirds drowned any potential for
conversation, which suited him perfectly. Although the sun was high overhead, therewas no red fireinit,
and the riders were glad to fed its gentle spring warmth upon their shoulders, loosening winter’ sfirm grip
on theland.

Now that Aremys had been touching the stallion for some time, he was able to control his reaction to the
horse. Whatever had initially caused him to gag wretchedly in front of the King had diminishedto a
congtant queasiness, which he was mastering. His revulsion had given way to an intense pity for the
animal. The beast moved beneath him with superb grace, all muscle and power, eager to respond to his
rider’ surgings, but Aremys sensed something beyond the physica, something he would amost equate
with human emation.

“We can stop over there and rest the horses.” Myrt butted into his thoughts, pointing toward a cluster of
rocky outcrops that formed aloose semicircle and anatura sun trap.

Aremys nodded. He would have preferred to keep going but was helpless, certain that thisentire
afternoon was dl being carefully orchestrated.

They settled themsdlves againgt the boulders while the horses grazed contentedly on some tender grass,
far enough away that Aremys could converse without the magica stench threatening to upset him. Still, he
felt Gaapek’ s pull. The more confident Aremys became in his res stance to the revulson, the more
strongly the horse pleaded to his senses. What did it want him to do? What was this creature that it
could generate such loathing as well as sympathy?

A new thought struck Aremys. not what wasthisanima but who? The notion was so gtriking that it
washed away hisfear. Who was this animal? Who was calling to him using the magic of the
Thicket? Could the beast be under an enchantment, like Wyl—a man trapped in another guise?
The thought revolted him.

As he shook his head clear of such a shocking notion, the barshi embarked upon the expected
interrogation.

“TheKing tellsme you havelost your memory,” Rashlyn said, without any preamble.
“I have,” Aremysanswered. “It isaterrible feeling not to know anything about oneself.”

“| gather it isreturning gradually?” the man replied, reaching to unwrap the hunk of cheese and hard
biscuit Myrt had packed.

Aremys noted the man’ s grubby fingers and looked away. The Mountain Men were tough and capable
of living rough, but he knew they bathed regularly. The King led by example: He was dways scrupuloudy



clean. Asit had struck Elspyth not so long ago, Aremys had redlized that the people of the Razorswere a
sophisticated race with great artistic and cresetive skillsaswell asalove of the land and a deep respect
for one another. Since Cailech had stopped the triba fighting and drawn the peopl e together, that respect
had extended beyond smple courtesiesto living dongside one ancther in amanner that promoted
cleanliness and protected them from disease. Aremys had noted with surprise the speciad ablution blocks
that were built around the fortress, proof of how highly Cailech rated the importance of proper sanitetion.
The King was convinced of alink between human waste and disease, and S0 it was rare to see any
Mountain Dweller squat in the fields or in acorner of the fortressto relieve himsdlf Instead, cartsrolled
away from the many ablution blocks daily to deliver the waste into pits dug deep in the ground, far from
the main living areas, where it would harmlesdy break down and return to the earth. It was part of the
modern thinking—along with education and the maintenance of the old languages—that Cailech was
beginning to impress upon his people. But thisman, Rashlyn, with hisdirty hands, his unkempt
gppearance and offensive manner, did not fit the Mountain folk’smold. How did they tolerate him?

Rashlyn was staring a him. “Yes, dowly,” Aremysanswered findly. “1 know my name, at lesst, and
wherel hall from.”

“Would you like meto check your skull for any damage? | am aheder,” Rashlyn offered, along with
some of the cheese.

Aremys could not risk that the sorcerer might sense through his touch the Thicket’ strace of magic. And
Shar done knew where those filthy fingers had last been. “ Thank you, no,” hereplied. “I’'m not hungry
and my head isfine”

The man frowned. “ It must have been afirm blow to knock your senses so. Y ou redly should let me
examineyou.”

“No need,” Aremysreplied briskly, glancing toward his quiet companion, hoping to be rescued. “Myrt
here has aready looked me over. Thereisno sign of any damage.”

Myrt did not deny Aremys s claim but did not support it elither. Aremys suspected that he too was
fighting abattle of loyaty. It wasfairly obviousfrom his body language alone that the warrior despised
Rashlyn.

“Thisbusiness of your lost memory isodd, then,” Rashlyn said. He spoke through hisfood and bits of the
cheese crumbled and fell from his mouth into histangle of abeard. Again Aremyslooked away,
disgusted. “How could ablow strong enough to cause you to lose your wits be entirely healed?’

“I havenoidea,” Aremyssaid, shrugging. He found the barshi’ s probing stare most unsettling; there was
madness lurking there, he was sure of it. He stood and said politely, “Excuse mewhilst | take adrink,”
glancing again a Myrt, thistime for permission to sp from the stream.

Myrt nodded and Aremys walked as casudly as he could to the stream’ s edge and bent down. He
splashed freezing water over hisface, enjoying the refreshing trickle of droplets that found away into the
front of hisshirt and did down his chest. As he straightened, flicking water in dl directions, he sensed
someone directly behind him. Thethrill of fear that passed through him nearly unbaanced himinto the
stream. He turned abruptly, expecting to see Rashlyn reaching toward him, sinister and threatening.

Y es, Rashlyn was standing behind him, but instead of reaching out for the mercenary, hewasdigging in
his pockets. Aremysfet stupid. He was definitely becoming paranoid, he berated himself silently and

angrily.
“Apologies, | didn't mean to Sartleyou,” the man said, alittle dyly, Aremysthought. Heretrieved atiny



jar from a pocket. “Here—thiswill ease the headaches | believe you have been suffering.”
“What isit?’

“A soothing blend of herbs for rest with adash of laudanum. It won’t harm you, or dull anything but the
pain, | promise. Sip it every hour asyou need.”

Aremyswas trapped. Rashlyn’ sfilthy hand was extended toward him with the small bottleinits pam. He
had to take t, or risk throwing yet more suspicion on himsdf. If the King was waiting to hear that Aremys
had vomited again or had refused to ride his stdlion, then he would be disgppointed, but this moment
might yet be his undoing. Aremys saw the hedler’ seyes narrow at hisreluctance but till he hesitated.

“| can easily make up some more; you' re not denying anyone by taking it,” Rashlyn assured, the softness
in hisvoice dmogt threstening. Aremyswas sure the man was daring him to refuse.

He took a moment to shake his head free of the water droplets, then paused to wipe adeeve across his
face. “Thank you,” hereplied, reaching out dowly, hoping Rashlyn would smply drop the phid into his
hand.

Before that could happen, Gaapek darmed al three men by rearing up behind them, screaming loudly as
though in pain. Myrt reacted firgt, running toward the horse. Aremystook his chance, moving swiftly
away fromthe heder. “Let mehep!” hecdled.

The horse clearly wanted Myrt nowhere near him, rearing and screaming even more wildly asthe warrior
approached. To Myrt’ s surprise, however, the stallion calmed alittle at the sound of the big mercenary’s
voice and allowed Aremysto sdieup to him.

Aremys reached for the reins and called again to the horse. “ Gaapek, there, boy. There, now. Settle, big
fellow,” he whispered. The horse tilled now, trembling and frightened.

“Poor Galapek, whatever has happened to you, | shal rescueyou, | promise,” Aremys said, stroking the
anima’ s broad, magnificent face. “Be cam now, boy.” He rubbed the stalion’ s neck, and for the first
time, the stench of the magic did not turn his ssomach. Whatever this curse upon the stalion was, it was
somehow communicating with him, flowing through him and around him, begging him to keep his
promise,

And then aword cameinto in his head. It wasfaint and desperately called but he sensed it clearly.
Elspyth, he heard, just once, and then it was gone, like asigh given to the wind and borne away.

Aremys was s0 shocked he stood rigid against the horse' s neck, trying without successto recapture the
word. Elspyth. Surely that was the name he had heard? Myrt’ s urgent voi ce broke through his haze of
confusion.

“Farrow! For Haldor' s sake, man!”

Aremysturned, surprised by the anger in the man’svoice. Then he saw Myrt’ s expression—not angry,
but distraught—and followed hisfriend’ s pointing finger. By the water’ s edge, where he had left him,
Rashlyn writhed on the ground, shouting gibberish as spittle foamed and flew from his mouth. Hisarms
and legsflailed wildly, then, suddenly, fell completely ill.

“Check that the horses are secure,” Aremys caled over his shoulder as heran to the pronefigure. He
hoped Rashlyn might be dead, but luck was not with him. He lifted the small man’schin to ensure aclear
bresthing passage, but stopped short of breathing any life-giving air into the barshi’s mouth. “Hehasa
pulse, I'm sorry to say,” herisked to Myrt, who had come up behind them.



Myrt did not smile but something akin to atwitch of amusement flitted across hisface. “What's
happened?’ the Mountain man queried.

“Ishe pronetofits?’

“I don’t know. I’ ve not heard of any occurring before.”

“Could it be the cheese?” Aremys asked.

“No, it'sfresh. Nothing wrong with it.”

“Something e se, then. It seemed to occur a the same time as Galapek took fright.”

“What are you saying?’ Myrt squatted, saw the indecision in his companion’ sface. “ Speak fredy—I
have protected you before.”

Rashlyn lay rigidly il at their feet. Aremyslifted back the man’ slids. The dark, madness-filled eyes had
rolled back into his head. The man was unconscious, he could hear nothing.

“I’'m not surel should air my views. You'realoya Mountain warrior, after dl.”

“Not to him!” Myrt spat disdainfully on the ground. “Like you, | wish he was dead. He' sadanger to dl
of us”

“Because of hismagic?’

Myrt nodded rdluctantly. “He usesit for evil, I'm sure of it.”
“I think it' shismagic that has prompted this episode.”

“I don’t understand.”

“| don't either, entirely.” Aremys sighed and decided to take a chance on Myrt. He hoped hisingtincts
would serve him truly. “Were you given any ingtructions about me and this afternoon’ sride?’

Myrt frowned. “Nothing specid. | was briefed to give you a chance to enjoy Galapek because you had
expressed such interest in the horse.”

“TheKing didn't tdl you to keep aspecid eye on me?’
“My jobisto keep an eye on you, Farrow. You're our...”—he hesitated—" our guest, after all.”

Aremysgrinned ruefully. “Myrt, you are more friend to me than most people | have met over the past
decade. But let’ s be honest here: I'm aprisoner. | have to accept that. However,” he went on, scraiching
his head, “your king is entrusting me with avery serioustask, which means he hasfaithin me. Sadly, |
can't be quite as honest with him as | can with you.”

“Why not?’

“Because | suspect heisinthethral of thisman. Y ou’ ve told me as much yourself, and spending just an
afternoon with Rashlyn has convinced me he' s not someoneto trust.”

Myrt said nothing, merely frowned again.

Aremys pushed on. He glanced toward the horse. “1 could be aming completely off target here, but |
think there’ s something very odd about Galapek. No, not odd. Enchanted.”



Myrt rocked back on his heds asif dapped. “Magic?’
Aremys nodded. “Worked by Rashlyn, I'm guessing. And known of by your king.” There, it was said.

Myrt sood and began pacing. He said nothing for awhile and Aremys kept the silence, watching Rashlyn
for any sgns of consciousness.

“I don't believethis” thewarrior hissed eventualy, pointing a Aremys.

“Youdon't haveto,” the mercenary replied calmly, having anticipated the anger. “I'm just offering my
own thoughts. I’'m not suggesting that your king—whom | like and respect—isin complete agreement
with Raghlyn.”

“Thenwhat do you mean, mercenary?’ Myrt asked brusquely.

Aremyswas sorry that he had pushed hisfriend so far. It was obvious from his anger that Myrt had
suspected something not so far from what Aremys had suggested. But the blood of the Mountain People
ran thick with loyaty. Wyl had warned him as much and he should not have presumed that friendship
might override that loyalty—although, of course, it had in the case of the man Lothryn, who had chosen
love and friendship over hismonarch.

“I'msorry if I've given insult, Myrt. It was not intended, especidly not to you. | meant that | think
Cailech—under the spell of Rashlyn, asyou have pointed out—has permitted something unnaturd to be
wrought upon thishorse.”

“And how for thelove of Haldor’ s arse would you know, Grenadyne? Are you a practitioner yoursdlf,
now, who knowswhen magic is being wielded?’

The harsh words bit at Aremys, asintended, but he could not ignore the truth. Could herisk divulging it
to Myrt?

“Myrt, do you trust me?’

The man passed aweary hand over hiseyes. “I’m not sure.”
“What does your gut tell you?’

“That you arereliable.”

“Good. That isenough for me. Now, we have to get Rashlyn back to the fortress. Help melay him
across hishorseand | will tell you everything | know aswetravel.”

They took the same route home, athough more dowly. Aremys had tethered Rashlyn’shorse on alead
some distance behind them, so if the healer regained consciousness he would not be able to hear their
conversation and would have to dert them by calling out. “ An old mercenary trick,” Aremys had said,
winking.

On the return journey, Aremys began to share with hisfriend dl the information he was prepared to risk
bringing into the open. He cast asilent prayer to Shar that he had this man’s measure, that he could trust
him not to betray him. He said nothing of Wyl, of course, smply explaining that he had been in the
employ of the Morgravian sovereign. Myrt accepted that the mercenary would not explain what specific
task he was employed to do for Celimus, merely nodding when Aremys assured him that it was nothing



connected with the people of the Razors.
“Let mesmply say that | was tracking someone of interest to the Crown,” Aremys offered.
“And that’ swhat brought you so far north?’

“Yes. I'veremembered that | cameto a place called Timpkenny in thefar north east of Briavel,” the
mercenary lied. “1 believed the person | wasfollowing had passed through there.”

“And these people who set upon you—just common bandits, you think?”

“Mmm.” Aremys nodded. “ Added alittle something to my aeto make mefed sick so | would stagger
outsdetheinn late a night. I'm guessing now—all of thisisalittle hazy, thanksto the drug—but they
must have thrown me over a horse to remove me from prying eyes. They led meto the fringe of aregion
cdled the Thicket. Have you heard of it?” Aremysheld his bresth.

Myrt was staring a him intently. He nodded. “ They say it has powerful magic.”

“It does, my friend, or a least | think it does. The bandits left me there after robbing me. Something must
have frightened them, becauise | expected to be beaten, at the very least.” Aremys steered himsdlf toward
thetruth. “Thelast thing | remember is a strange noise coming from the Thicket itself.”

Myrt'seyeswere huge. “A creature?’

“No creature | know makes that sound. No, | can till hear it—it was asort of humming sound—and
then the air became thick and oppressive,” Aremysreplied.

“Thenwhat?’

Aremys made a gesture of gpology. “ Then nothing. | woke up to the sound of your men’svoices and no
memory of what had occurred or who | was. Y ou know the rest. My memory came back gradually over
the next couple of days, and it’still returning dowly.” He shrugged, then added for effect, “I can even
remember the faces of my family now.”

Myrt, stunned, shook his head. Finally he spoke. “I believe you, Aremys. No one could make up such a
tale, and we know of the Thicket’ slegend. It'sjust ashock to hear that its magica reputation ismore
than myth.”

“For metoo, Myrt. But I’ ve been over it and over it and the only explanation | have isthat the Thicket,
or something ingde it, had something to do with me appearing at alocation in the Razorsit would take
daysto reach by normal means. Y ou checked the areg; there were no signs of other people or animals,
so | couldn’t have been kept drugged and led in by horse.”

“I believeyou,” the big warrior repeated, his hands raised in defense.

“Well, | don’t want to put any strange ideasin your head, but my only explanation isthat this place caled
the Thicket is enchanted—I too have heard the old tales—and it did not like my being there, let metdll
you. | felt itsanimosity. | think it got rid of me.”

“That' simpossible, man!” Myrt said, desperate to cling to something retiond.

“1 agree, but there’ s no other explanation. Y ou understand now why | had to keep this part of my story
to mysdf? Obvioudy | couldn’'t tdll that tale to the King. He would have laughed first and had my throat
dit amoment later. Asto how the Thicket rid itself of me—it repelled me. | can't think of any other way



to describeit. It would be grest to believe anice family of tinkers found me, picked me up, and carried
me with them on their journey through the Razors, but | think you’ d agree we d only be making up an
explanation to help oursalves fed better about a notion we don’t want to accept or understand. No,
Myrt, I am convinced that magic has been wielded upon me. | have other reasons to suspect as much as
wdl.”

Hereit was, thevery core of histae. Myrt would either give himsalf over entirely to Aremysnow or
brand him a madman and go running to Cailech. Aremystook a deep breath and waited for Myrt's
inevitable question. He risked a glance behind. Rashlyn lay draped over his horse, ill unconscious.

“What do you mean by that?’

Thefortresswas all but upon them now. Aremys could see the people working the orchards, driving
carts and going about their chores. He shivered, noticing for thefirst timethat achill had descended into
the valley and adight breeze had picked up, sending ripples across the surface of the formerly mirrorlike
lake. The disturbance matched his own mood.

“Aremys, what did you mean?’ Myrt repeated.

Aremysreined Galapek to ahdt and the other horses followed suit. He knew Myrt could tell thiswas
difficult for him and was giving him timeto find the right words. There were no right words, though—so
hejust told it ashe saw it.

“I think I’ ve been touched by the magic of the Thicket. It temporarily knocked out my memory with the
force of its power, but it gave me something in return.”

Myrt drew back warily and opened his mouth, then closed it again. Aremys hurried on. “It left mewith
the ability to sensemagic.” He held up hishand. “ Before you jump in—no, | can’'t widdit. | just senseit.
And magiciswith usnow.”

“Where?’ his companion whispered.
“Right here, beneath me.”
Myrt looked toward the ground.

“Galapek,” Aremyssaid. “Thishorseisnot natural, Myrt. It isriddled with magic, bad magic. It's
tainted—it smells evil and repulses me as effectively asthe Thicket transported me al those leagues. This
horse reeks of enchantment and | think Rashlyn isrespongblefor it.”

“That’ swhy you were so keen to avoid histouch,” Myrt finished, tying together the threads of al he had
noticed but had not been able to understand.

“That sright. That'swhy | disgraced myself on our first ride together when Cailech rode Galapek. The
magic assaulted me and | had no control over my reaction toiit. | didn’'t even know why | was behaving
so strangely. It took me awhile to work it out, but | know I'm right.”

“And now?’

“The magic iill revoltsme, but | haveit under control now.”

Thewarrior whistled through histeeth. “ So that’ swhy you seemed nervous riding out this afternoon.”
Aremys nodded. “I wasterrified. | had no ideahow I’d handleit, but | knew that Rashlyn had been sent



to watch my reaction and so | had to be very careful .”

“So you' re saying the King sent him?’

“Of course. Cailech’ stoo smart to dlow my behavior on that first ride to go unnoticed. He stesting me.”
“He speaks wedl of you, Aremys, you should know that,” Myrt defended.

“Thank you. I’ ve grasped as much, and yet | know he is suspicious of me—understandably so, because
if he'sgot something to hide with this enchantment, anything that threstensit isadanger.”

“Y ou' rerisking much by telling methis.”

Aremysnodded gravely. “My lifeisin your hands, Myrt. | trust you, and Shar knows, | had to tell
someone. | was about to go mad.”

“What do you want meto do?’
“Nothing. Just keep my secret for now.”
“I cannot be party to anything didoyd to Cailech,” the man said carefully.

“I wouldn't ask it of you. | just want to learn more about the horse—and Rashlyn, whom | wouldn't trust
if hewerethelast man diveinthisland.”

“None of uswould, except the King,” Myrt replied, disgust lacing histone. “ And you think the horse's
rearing and shrieking and Rashlyn’ s collapse are connected?”’

“Y es. Something has tampered with their magic or disturbed the link between the two. I’ Il admit to
somethingdse...”

“YS?’

“I fdt it too, but only lightly. As Rashlyn was holding that medicine out to me, | became light-headed,
dightly dizzy. | thought it was the fear of him touching me, but | think I know better now. The magic of
the Thicket was resonating again. . . perhgps warning me. Or maybe something has happened, something
connected with the Thicket that has aso disturbed the horse. | don’t understand what, or how. Maybe
the Thicket can disrupt the actua enchantment on Galgpek—why else would Rashlyn aso react? They
must be connected.”

“But you don’t know how?’
“No! It'sfrudrating!” Aremysfrowned. “But | intend to learn more. Will you keep my secret?’
Myrt nodded unhappily. “I will keepit.”

“Thank you. | won't betray you or your people—you have my word.” Aremys banged hisfist on his
chest in an oath only another northerner would understand.

Myrt mirrored the movement and then the two men banged fists together in the traditional northern oath
of loydlty.

After they had ridden on sometimein silence, Aremys decided to push hisluck with the Mountain Man.
“Now that you know my secret, perhaps you would share with me whatever it was that you held back
earlier about your greet friend Lothryn?’



Myrt looked taken aback and uncomfortable. “It was nothing of importance.”

Aremys shrugged. “ It seemed to me that you were troubled by the mention of hisname. | thought you
might want to share your burden with someone who would not judge you for it—an outsider you can
trust.”

Myrt glanced back at the barshi’ s unconscious figure, then looked around surreptitioudy, his expresson
uncertain. Come on, tell me, Aremysurged silently. He knew if ever there was amoment to learn about
Wyl'ssavior, it was now, while Myrt wasin afragile state of mind and the bond Aremys had built
between them was new and strong.

“Lothryn...” Myrt spoke the name asif in veneration. “Brave Lothryn was brought back to the fortress
after the Morgravians escaped—wsll, dl but one.”

Aremys bit back the question that legpt to histhroat. He must not disturb the man’sflow of speech.
There would be timeto learn about Gueryn le Gant | ater.

“Koreldy and the woman, Elspyth, managed to get away—because of Lothryn’said and the fact that we
werefacing severd zerkons. Lothryn and | fought back to back together on Haldor’ s Pass, a dangerous
escarpment. Wekilled three zerkons that day and lost severa men. When the battle was over my great
friend turned to me and held hiswrists out to be bound. He didn’t ask for mercy or even aquick
desth—both of which | had expected, and might even have given him. | loved him enough to give my
own lifefor him, and | knew Cailech would execute meif | showed such mercy. But Lothryn knew
Cailech would have ingtructed me to bring him back to face hisruler. He dlowed meto kegp my faith

withmy king.”

It was Aremys sturn to whisper. “What happened?’

Myrt's expression became distraught. His voice shaking with tightly held-back tears, he continued. “I
ddivered him to Cailech. It was a private meeting and | was not permitted to be present. | have no idea

what passed between them. Later, al the King would tell me was that L othryn was undergoing a specia
punishment and we would not see him again. | asked whether he wasto bekilled and I’ [l never forget the

King'sreply.

“He said, ‘He probably wishes | would kill him.” | saw amixture of pain and regret in hisface, Aremys.
The King loved Lothryn like abrother, and his betraya cut deeper than any other wound ever could.”

Aremyssighed. “ And there’ sbeen no sign of Lothryn since?’

Myrt shook his head, deeply upset. “We vetried. | know Rashlyn knows something, but he' sas mad as
apit of burning snakes. He makes little sense at the best of times.”

Asif on cue, they heard asound behind them, awesk cry from the man dung acrossthe trailing horse.

“He sdirring. We vetarried long enough. We shal speak again when we next get achance done,”
Aremys said and, as Myrt dropped back to check on Rashlyn, he clicked Galapek on toward the
mammoth arch that swallowed them into the great sone fortress.



Chapter 3

Wy’ s progress along the Darkstream was slow as he traveled against the current back toward the
thicket. hismind felt burdened rather than lightened by his meeting with Elysius and his heart was
especidly heavy at leaving Fynch. Further, hisemotionswere ill in turmoil at the loss of hissigter, Ylena,
whose body he now inhabited, and by the disappearance of Aremys. He had preciousfew friendsin his
life now. To lose one so soon—especidly one he trusted as he did Aremys—was devastating.

But it was leaving Fynch behind that troubled him the most. As heinched hisway toward the Thicket,
Wyl redlized how important the youngster had become to him. Others, such as Elspyth and Aremys, had
accepted the strangeness of hislife, but Fynch had guessed his secret from the start and had protected
him. Little Fynch, so humble and yet so wise, had saved not only Wyl’ slife but aso that of asovereign
with hisingenuity. And then, following his own path, he hed |eft the safety of Werryl, first to track down
Romen’skiller, and after obeying the pull of the Wild. The boy was deeply enmeshed in thiswhole
business of Myrren' s Gift, or at least in the curious life that Wyl was now leading, and Wyl was angry at
himsdf for not ingsting that Fynch leave Elysusand travel with him.

Thetruth of it was, he suddenly felt he needed Fynch. Their lives, strange though they both were, were
entwined, and it suddenly occurred to WYyl that Fynch’sinvolvement might be more than pure
coincidence. Fynch had been a Myrren’ s burning; wasit possible that he was magically tied to her gift,
too?

Wyl sighed. Fynch aside, he was concerned about so many people that his only plan at this minute wasto
return to Timpkenny. He would stay overnight there before making adecision on hisnext move. The
remainder of hisjourney up the Darkstream was curioudy and happily uneventful—Y lena sfears
mercifully remained at bay—and Samm was nowhere to be seen when he dighted, relieved, from the
small craft. Hisintention had been to avoid the boatman and so it suited him that the cottage appeared
deserted.

Wyl did not relish the notion of passing again through the mysterious Thicket, but he knew he could not
wait too long to find the courage. Dark fell heavily and fast in this place, and he did not want to risk
Samm coming across him. Hewalked briskly toward the dark line of yewsthat marked the border of the
Thicket. Wyl was convinced that he could hear adim buzz emanating from the enchanted forest; it
frightened him, but as he had been alowed to pass through once before, he was counting on smilar

generogity again.

Wyl took adeep breeth, closed his eyesreflexively, and pushed into the tangle. The Thicket’s cool
atmosphere chilled him ingtantly. The sllence was disturbing. It was clear that the forest knew he was
there, and the thought that this place could sense, think, and make decisionsfor itself wasthe most
disconcerting notion of dl.

Oddly, thistime there were no snagging branches and no confusing pathways. Previoudy, when Knave
had led him through, Wyl had fdlt sure that aone he would have lost himself among the yewsfor good.
Thistime paths seemed to open themsalves up to him. He shook his head with wonder. The Thicket was
guiding him swiftly through its depths. It wanted him gone, was as glad to berid of him as he wasto have
his back to it.

“Thank you,” he whispered in genuine relief Whether or not the Thicket heard he could not know, but he
felt better for having offered his gratitude.



It was then that aterrible thought struck him: If the Thicket could guide him out, it wasjust asableto
keep Aremysin. Was the mercenary ill blundering around in the forest, trying hopelesdy to escape?

Wyl overcame hisintense fear, took the chance, and began to cal to hisfriend. The somewhat desperate
edgeto hisvoice carried loudly through the dense overgrowth but did little more than scatter small
animals he could not see. Asif in response to the tension his concern for Aremys had created, Ylena's
fear of enclosed spaces began to threaten again. Hefdt it first asatightening in her chest, and recalled
theidentica tautness of emotion that had occurred just before he'd lost control of himsdlf during hisfirst
journey on the Darkstream.

The familiar shalowness of breath hit him and he stopped moving. Was the Thicket’s magic acute enough
to sense this change in him? Ingtinctively, he began bregthing into his cupped hands. He could not imagine
how he remembered thistrick, but it was something hisfather had taught Y lenawhen she was an infant.
Panic, he recdlled, had often overcome hisyoung sister, prompted by any suggestion of being enclosed
or hidden: the game hide-and-seek, looking into the dark depths of the well, or playing under Wyl’s bed.
To hisknowledge, Y lena had not experienced thisterror snce she was a child, but obvioudy its ability to
grike had traveled with her into adulthood. Wyl was grateful now for his memory of Fergys Thirsk’ strick
to calm his daughter; he quickly noticed amarked change in what had been steadily risng panic levels.

Whether or not the Thicket was aware of hisdiscomfort, Wyl wasfairly sureit ddiberately steered him
toward what might, at a stretch, be described as a clearing. Hisrelief—or, more to the point,

Y lena s—at the space was evident as her legs buckled, dropping him to the ground. It remained cool
beneath the yews, but the oppressive atmosphere was not as marked, and Wyl knew that if he could get
his breathing under control he would fed less anxious. He put Y lena s pretty head between her knees
and forced her lungsto breathe dowly and deeply, asfoot soldiers, suddenly overcome by fear of battle,
were taught to do before the command to charge. He held this position for severa minutes and was
relieved that he could fed the anxiety lessening.

A soft sound above prompted him to raise his head and he was confronted by the largest owl he had
ever seen. Strikingly marked, the mgjestic tawny blinked dowly and ddliberately in the way owls do. Wyl
watched it asintently asit was regarding him, wondering which of them would turn away firg, if that
indeed was what was expected.

Helost the staring contest. “And you are?” he said, fedling ridiculous but reminding himself that he had
gpoken to Knave without embarrassment. Why not this curious owl with such intelligence lurking inits
large yellow eyes? He was rewarded for hisfaith.

| am Rasmus, the owl said into hismind, startling him.

“I hear you,” Wy replied, in awe of the splendid creature before him.

That was my intention, Rasmus said somewhat disdainfully, rotating its head in a disconcerting manner.
“How isit that we can communicate?” Wyl perdasted. “Isit because of Myrren's Gift?’

The owl made adisgusted sound. It is because | allow it, and because you are here.

“Inthe Thicket, you mean?’

Where else could | mean?

Wyl felt an gpology springing to hislipsbut ressted it. This creature was ether baiting him or smply did
not like him. “What do you want with me?’ he asked, histone direct.



Againtheowl blinked. We want you to leave, it sad firmly.

“Wall, can't you just rid yoursdlf of me?” Wyl replied, determined not to be cowed by this strange
creature.

If we choose to.

Wyl sghed, irritated by the owl’ s superior manner. “Then chooseit, owl, for leaving hereiswhat | want
t0o.”

If you want to be gone from here, why do you linger ? Rasmus asked, histone suggesting he too was
losing patience.

“I am not lingering,” Wyl snapped. “| was guided to this spot, and if you'reasmagica as| suspect, you
can probably sense the sorcery that has touched me.”

| can.

“Then you know theat thisis not the body | was born with.”

And s0?

“And s0 this particular body does not care for the dendty or fearsome atmosphere of your Thicket.”
It is not mine, the bird countered.

It was Wyl’ sturn to blink—with exasperation. He took a steadying breath; showing hisfury would not
help here. “The person whose body | walk inis scared of this place and was having breathing
difficulties”

We gathered.

“Wasthis clearing deliberately created for my benefit?” Wyl was determined to find out the extent of the
Thicket' sabilities.

Yes. Are you ready to leave?
“Not until you answer aquestion.”
| am not beholden to you.

Wyl took agamble. “If you trust Knave, then you should trust me, for heand | arefriends. | mean you
and the creatures of the Thicket—or indeed the Thicket itself—no harm. The secret of your magic is safe
withme”

Therewas along pause. Wyl stood up, frustrated by the owl’ s stare and its sSilence.
“Y ou have let me pass through before. | know you have no intention of killing me.”
Ask your question, theowl findly said, irritably.

Wyl curbed his enthusiasm and took a moment to consider how best to phrase his question. He sensed
the owl would answer, a worst crypticaly, and at best literdly, so his question would have to be very
Clear.

“Whereis Aremysliving?’ he asked carefully.



There was no hesitation from the owl. He livesin the Razors.
Wyl’srelief spilled over. “Ishe safe?’

| have answered your question, the owl replied, fractious now.
“Please,” WYyl beseeched.

Rasmus made a peevish clicking noise. Aremysis safe.

Wyl wondered how much more the owl knew. The Thicket held many secrets; perhapsthey could help
him as he journeyed on. He had nothing more to lose other than the owl’ s patience, and that was aready
fast depleting. “ Rasmus,” Wyl began reasonably, “you have shared your name. MineisWyl. But then I’'m
sure you know that. Can we not be friends?’

Yet another tiresome question?

Wyl sat down deliberately. “Yes, | have questions. | know what you are concerned about, and | will not
betray the Thicket. | oweit for keeping my friend Aremys safe and for helping me so far. | am your friend
aso”

The Thicket has no friends of your kind, save one. You are not he.

Wyl assumed the bird referred to Elysius. “Then let me ask what | need so | can help the others you do
trus—Knave and...Fynch.”

He had intended to say “Elysius,” but “Fynch” cameto hismind and dipped out first. He saw the bird
react as he spoke his young friend’ s name, and the shrubs around him seemed to shudder. Wasit the boy
who interested the Thicket?

“I will protect Fynch dways,” he risked.

And was rewarded with atesty reply. He does not require your protection. He has the protection of
the Thicket.

“I see,” Wyl said, not redlly seeing anything but harking back to his earlier suspicion that Fynch had some
specia purpose in this dangerous game they were playing. Then anotion cameto him as suddenly asa
wasp sting and causing Smilar pain. “He snot coming to Werryl, ishe?’

The bird said nothing at first, then sighed. At that soft sound in his head, Wyl felt hollow. He had lost
Fynch. Fynch has his own path to follow now, Rasmus confirmed.

Although he had suspected as much, Wyl fdt hisheart sink at the owl’ s sorrowful words. Fynch’s new
path must be adangerous one, he redlized, or the owl would not have mentioned protection. Wyl aso
redlized there was preciouslittle he could do about it. The Thicket would not permit him to return to find
Fynch, he knew. It obvioudy had its own reasons for hel ping the boy to follow this new road.

“Knavewill beat hissde, of course?’ he ventured.
Always, Rasmus said.

“Thank you,” said Wyl, and meant it. “1 shal leave now. | am grateful to you, Rasmus, and the ‘we' you
gpesk of, for dlowing methistime and for answering my questions.”

He stood and bowed to the huge bird with marked respect, then walked away, presuming the Thicket



would now guide him quickly to itsfringe and toward Timpkenny. He was surprised to hear Rasmus call
tohim.

Heturned. “ Pardon?’

| said, where are you going? the owl repesated.

“I must make my way south to Werryl asquickly as1 can.”

We will send you there.

Wy! looked at the large bird quizzicaly. “ Send me?’

Come back to the clearing.

“I don’t understand.” Wyl felt athrill of fear run through him.

You will. Sand before me and close your eyes. Do not open them.

“I won't.”

If you disobey us, we shall never allow you to leave, the owl warned.

Too much depended on his safe departure from this place. Wyl did as asked, wondering if this* sending”
businesswasasmdl show of friendship after all.

Be till, the owl cautioned. 1t will feel strange but you must trust us. Do not resist. Just let your
body float. Remember, do not open your eyes.

Wyl understood none of it but obeyed as a man used to taking orders.

Farewdll, Rasmus said, and then Wyl fdlt avast, chest-crushing pressure againgt his body. He wanted to
open his eyes but fought the urge, having given hisword. Breathing was al but impossible, but he refused
to panic. He had to trust the owl.

Had he disobeyed the ow!’ s strict instructions, he would have seen Fynch before him. Wyl could not see
the tears on Fynch' sface or the goodbye the boy mouthed to hisfriend, but he felt the touch of the Gate
Widder as Ylena strembling body was pushed through a thickened disk of air and disappeared.

It isdone, Rasmussaid. Be at rest, Faith Fynch.

“Why do they refer to me as Faith?” Fynch whispered to Knave, who sat tall and imposing besdehimin
aspecia sunlit divide. Had he not seen it with his own eyes, Fynch would never have believed such a
clearing existed in the Thicket. Curioudy, the small light-drenched space added no particular cheer to the
dense, dark, and brooding atmosphere, but Fynch was nonetheless glad for the brief respite from the
chill.

It is how we think of you.
“What do you mean?’

We have faith in you.



Fynch wanted to ask more, but the words stilled in his mouth as creatures—many known to him only
from folklore—began to gather a the fringe of the clearing.

“Theseareyour friends?’ he asked, hisvoice filled with wonder.
They are the creatures of the Thicket.

Fynch' s attention was caught by amagnificent lion that watched him from the shadows. The animal shook
itself and Fynch gasped to see wings extending from the proud cat’ s shoulders.

“Knave, that’ sthewinged lion of legend.”
No legend as you can see, son. He exists.

“I only know of him from the old tales and the carvings a Stoneheart. He... heisWyl’smythicd animd,
who protectshim.”

And yours?

“Mine?’ the boy said, awed as he caught sight of the equally legendary greset bear. “ My cregtureis...”
He heditated as adifferent animd invaded his mind, demanding to be named. He felt treacherous and
pushed the thought away. “My animd isthe unicorn.”

He comes to you now, Knave said.

The other creaturesfell slent asthe beautiful anima emerged into the light. Its coat had ahue of the paest
of blues, but the overal impression was of apure, dazzling white; even itsfamed horn was asilvery white.
It walked dowly and with such grace that Fynch held his breath, utterly captivated.

Tal and broad, the unicorn towered over the boy and his companion. Child, it said in adeep, musica
voice. It ismy privilege to welcome you among us.

Fynch was so overwhelmed that he began to weep. The unicorn bent its great head, careful not to touch
the boy with itslethal horn, and nuzzled Fynch, who put his smal arms around the creature’ sneck in
worship. My name is Roark, it added, for his hearing aone.

“The privilegeismine, great Roark,” Fynch whispered.
Be bright, Faith Fynch. You are our hope, the animd returned into his mind.

Fynch gathered his composure and dried his eyes. Helooked about him uncertainly, registering the
expectancy that hung in the air, and tried not to gawp at the amazing troupe of creatures gathered around
him.

Asone, they bowed, including Knave and the graceful Roark.

You must acknowl edge them, Knave whispered into Fynch’'s startled mind. Put your awe aside, son.
You are to whomwe give our loyalty. Assume your birthright.

Fynch did not understand. He was agong boy. A child of low birth and even lower rank. How could he
acknowledge homage from these mgjestic creatures of legend? Who was he to assume such arole?

It wasasif Roark could hear histhoughts. Fynch, will you accept our obeisance and loyalty?

Elysius swords echoed in Fynch’smemory: Perhaps the Thicket needs you for more than simply



watching over a Gate.

He could not escape his destiny, he knew this. Hislife was no longer his own to direct or to make
decisions about. Choices had aready been made and promises given.

Fynch steedied himsdlf and found hisvoice. “ Cregtures of the Thicket,” he called, “I will make mysdlf
worthy of your faith.”

He bowed, low and long. When he stood upright again, he felt anew strength pulsing through him, from
histoes through to thetips of hisfingers. Heredlized that it must be the Thicket communicating with him,
sending him nourishing power. Hefdt charged with it, and could not help the radiant smile that broke out
onto hisface.

“Tell mewhat itis| must do,” he asked the creatures. “1 am your servant.”

It was Rasmus who spoke on behalf of the creatures and of the Thicket itself. Be seated, Fynch, he
offered from his perch.

Fynch lowered himsdlf to the ground. Knave and Roark remained standing, flanking Fynch on either sde.
Child, you already know what it is we ask of you, the owl said.

“I do?

Elysius shared the same desire.

“Rashlyn,” Fynch murmured.

The crestures and trees al shuddered their shared hatred for the man.

Yes, Rasmus concurred. You must destroy him.

“What isit that frightens you so about thisman?’

Heistainted, and he wants to use his power to corrupt all that is natural about the world. His evil
isborn of hisjealously at being unable to manipulate Nature. More than anything, he passionately
desires the power to control all creatures. With this at his disposal, he would rule all realms.
Imagine him being able to call upon eagle or zerkon alike? Imagine him commanding them to do
evil, the other animals powerless to refuse him? You must destroy him!

“I don’'t think | am capable,” Fynch protested.
The Thicket and its creatures will help you.

Strengthened by the thrum of power that bristled through him from the ground of the Thicket, and
emboldened by the love and loyalty that surrounded him, Fynch took a deep breath. “Then | ask for
nothing more than your faithin me.”

It was the right thing to say. Knave confirmed as much with agently uttered Bravo, child into hismind
while the creatures showed their trust and delight, some leaping into the air, othersrearing to stand on
two legs, still others squawking or braying.

Fynch laughed. He wasfilled with ajoy he had never known before. He suddenly felt he belonged to all
of them. He reached for Knave and touched the great dog’ s head.



| don’t believe it, Knave said, histone humble. The King comes.

“King?’ Fynch repested, puzzled. Since they had begun communicating viathis specia mindtalk, Fynch
had found Knave' s manner to be mostly serious, like himsdlf. The dog was not one for jests or shdlow
thoughts. He spoke only when there was something to say, and during most of their conversationsit had
been hisroleto counsal Fynch. The boy knew of Knave' s graveness, and the dignity that emanated from
his solid, dependable presence, but never had he seen the dog show humility. And thiswas no small
humility: Knave sounded filled with reverence for whatever it was that was arriving. “Knave—"

Hush, said the dog, and a powerful beating sound made Fynch raise his head and squint into the light
above. Something plunged toward them—a suggestion of a shadow at firs, that darkened until it cut out
the light entirely and Fynch no longer squinted but was wide-eyed with both fear and awe.

“Thewarrior dragon,” he breathed.
Our king, Roark said softly, veneration in hisvoice, asthe mighty creature dighted in the clearing.

The creatures bent low to exalt the hallowed creature that stood before them, its famed, darkly
shimmering colorsglorioudy filling the dearing.

Fynch needed no prompting. Hefell to hiskneesimmediately, then prostrated himsdlf. Closing his eyes,
he cast aprayer to Shar in thanksfor the blessing of this day and what it had brought him.

Fynch, said avoice, asrich and mellow astreacle.
“Your maesty,” Fynch replied, not daring to raise his head.

Come stand before me, the voice commanded. Fynch summoned his courage. With Knave and Roark’s
whispered encouragement, he opened his eyes and looked upon the King of all the beasts. There was no
doubting that royaty stood before him, no wondering if this glorious creature was worthy of such
exdtation. Fynch held his bregth as every fiber of hisbeing suddenly felt newly aive, restored somehow
in the presence of such grandeur.

Like everyone €lse who |ooked upon the dragon pillar in the Pearlis Cathedra with awe, Fynch had
believed the warrior dragon to be just legend. Associated with the Morgravian sovereign, it was the most
impressive of al the mythica creatures but no more rea than the winged lion. But now the King of Kings
good indl hisglory before him, asrea as Fynch himself.

Faith Fynch, the King said. Be welcome.

“Thank you, your mgjesty,” Fynch ssammered, bowing. “I am proud to serve you.”

And we are indebted for that service, child, which is given so bravely by one so young.
Fynch said nothing. He had no response to such generous praise.

Thewarrior dragon continued: And still we ask more of you.

“I will givemy lifeif itisso required.”

The King regarded him through dark, wise eyes. We shall do everything in our power to prevent you
relinquishing something so precious.

“Peasetdl me, my king”—my true king, Fynch thought to himsalf—"“what it isthat you ask of me.”



The beast wasted no further time. The King of Morgravia brings shame to hiskind. He is of the
warrior clan—of my blood, you could say—but he disgusts me.

“Cdimusisindeed shameful,” Fynch agreed quietly.

That said, there have been Kings before who have disappointed and we have ignored them. The
Thicket and its creatures do not meddle in the affairs of men, child. We have watched you kill one
another for centuries and we have not involved ourselves. But on this occasion we have been
drawn into the struggles of mankind because of the misuse of magic.

“Y ou spesk of Myrren’s Gift, your mgesty.”

The King hestated briefly. That included, yes. It was wrong of Elysius to channel his power through
his daughter to such a vengeful end. His power, once we granted him access to the Wild, was to be
used only for the good of the natural world.

Fynch felt compelled to defend Elysius. “1 don’t think he fully realized what the repercussonswould be,
your mgjesty.”

Magic is always dangerous, Fynch, even when used with the best of intentions. There are always
repercussions, although sometimes we are unable to see what they are until it istoo late. That is
why the Thicket and its magic have been deliberately shielded from men. Myrren’s Gift has
already claimed four lives. Wil Thirsk should have died; instead he is abroad and carrying a
deadly enchantment. None of us knows where it could end.

“Wyl didn't ask for Myrren’ s Gift, your mgesty,” Fynch mumbled, trying not to sound petulant.

I know, my son, the King replied gently. | feel great sorrow for WWyl, who is one of the best among
men—as was his father. It is the magic that troubles me, and how it will reverberate through the
world of men. | mean to end it here.

“Y ou don’'t mean to destroy Wyl?" Fynch exclaimed.
In away heisalready dead, the creature answered.

Fynch did not like the resignation in the Dragon King' s voice. He grasped for placation, desperate to
prevent this powerful being from hurting Wyl. “The Thicket and its creatures have asked meto kill
Rashlyn, your mgjesty, and with their help | will endeavor to rid theland of the destroyer. Both brothers
will be no more. Themagic will end.”

Not really, child, for now you possessit. Rashlyn wishesto control the natural world. Heisa
corrupter of natural things. He wants power over the beasts. But Celimusis just as dangerous. He
too wants power, although of a different kind. | fear that if we do not destroy Rashlyn, these two
ambitious men might join together. | know how the minds of greedy men work, and should they
claim the Razors and Briavel, they will almost certainly turn their attention toward the Wild. With
Ceimus's help, Rashlyn will try to destroy the Thicket. The King sighed. We do not wish to engage
in such a confrontation.

“What can | doto help, your mgjesty?” Fynch asked, desperation seeping into hisvoice.

| grant you permission to use the magic of the Thicket to aid Wyl Thirskin hisbid torid
Morgravia of its king, for without Celimus | do not believe Rashlyn’s madness can be fully
unleashed.



Fynch nodded thoughtfully, relief flooding his small body to learn that the Warrior King did not mean to
attack Wyl directly. He recognized that the dragon warrior had not offered his own mighty strength or
powers, only that of the Thicket. Fynch aso knew that the creatures of the Thicket would insst on
keeping their secrets. He dready felt apart of this mysterious community and knew he would do
everything in his power to protect them and their magic.

“Cdimushasno heir,” Fynch cautioned, even though he presumed the roya creature knew as much.

Morgravia will survive. Do what you must. Knave is your guide—use his wisdomwell, child, and
your own powers sparingly. | presume Elysius explained the price you may be required to pay?

Fynch nodded. “Hedid.”

The King waited, wondering whether the child would expand on hisbrief answer. A pleafor mercy
perhaps, aquery asto whether hislife could somehow be spared. But no further words came. The King
beet hiswingsin appreciation of the boy’ s humility; he was prepared to give everything of himsdf for
those heloved and asked for nothing in return.

The warrior dragon’ s gaze penetrated deep into Fynch’s heart and he was surprised to seetherea
startling and precious secret regarding this boy. He had not expected it, but the discovery warmed him.
Should he shareit? The child’ slife was dready forfeit; what could be gained from adding more
confuson? The King felt sorrow well up that they would use thisboy so. But there was no other way.
Fynch was the sacrifice, though it cut him deeply to send hisownto die.

Then we remain in your debt, Fynch. The Thicket and its creatures will always hold you in their
hearts. We bless you and hold our faith in you with reverence.

There was too much emotion swirling through Fynch for him to risk another word to this mightiest of
beasts. Instead he bowed to show his complete acceptance. Theroyd creature acknowledged it with
another powerful flapping of hiswings, driving Fynch to the ground as he lifted effortlesdy into the air and

disappeared.

Roark and Knave were at his side again.

He has not appeared to us in an age, Knave said, the awe still evident in hisvoice. He came to pay
homage only to you, child.

Fynch, overwhelmed by thisfateful meeting with the King of the Beasts, was unable to respond. Knave
understood and nuzzled hisfriend’ ssmdl hand. Come, Faith Fynch, we have a journey to begin.



Chapter 4

Lost in bleak thoughts, Queen Vaentynaleaned her elbows againgt the cool whitestone of the walkway
that linked two of the palace towers. It was her private place, one she rarely shared. The last person she
had permitted to spend time with her here was Koreldy, and before him, Fynch. She could not help but
think of those two friends now, both lost to her, both keenly missed. With her face cupped in her hands
she stared out across the Briavel lian moors she loved so much and marveled a a hawk hovering far
ahead in the distance, watching patiently asit waited for its prey. Suddenly it plunged, arrow-like, toward
the ground, making the Queen breathlessfor the smal creature about to loseitslife.

That was how shefelt. Vulnerable, and now suddenly exposed and helpless. Celimus of Morgraviawas
the hawk and she the cregture giving up her lifeto him.

Rumblings of war werefiltering back from Briavel’ sspiesin Morgravia By dl reports, the Legion was
preparing for battle and Vaentynadid not have to ponder too hard to guess at their enemy. Wasit a
ruse? Just an empty threat? Her ingtinctstold her it was, but she would still need to tread with the greatest
of care. Her relationship with Celimus teetered on aknife edge and al that stood between peace for her
subjects and almost certain daughter was her written consent to marriage with the Morgravian King.

For that tenuous security, she owed thanks to Chancellor Krell, who had forced her hand and made her
send the letter. And yet Vaentyna could only hang her head in despair at the damage done by Krdll's
subsequent well-meaning but shortsighted interference in writing to his counterpart in Morgravia,
Chancdllor Jessom. Oh, she could scream just thinking about it. In fact, shewas till so angry at the old
man'sactionsit had taken al her willpower to maintain her composure at Krdl’sfunerd. He had been
quietly buried in the palace cemetery. No family had come for him; he went into the ground aslonely as
he went to his god, believing he was despised.

Krdl had diligently and tirdessy worked for the Briavdlian roya family for nigh on twoscore years. He
was like apiece of old furniture: comfortable, reliable, dways there in the same place. Vaentynahad
grown up knowing that her father relied on him, and had come to appreciate hisloyalty and advice
hersdlf. Despite her anguish that he had invited such ruin with an ill-considered move, Vaentyna could not
help but fed akeen sorrow that the good man would be remembered for that one poor decison among a
host of wise ones during asolid and devoted career serving the Crown.

Now, in aquiet moment of reflection and private recrimination, she regretted her harsh wordsto him. She
had no doubt that she had prompted his suicide and it was something she knew she would haveto live
with. Vaentynahad shed her tearsfor himin private and she would belying if she did not admit to hersdlf
that she missed his steadfast counsdl. But she had aso spoken the truth when she told him she could
never forgive himfor histerrible error. He had overstepped his authority and in doing so had risked the
livesof dl Briavdlians

Morgravia sking was vain, avaricious, and cruel, but he was not adullard. Because of Krell’ s poor
judgment, Celimus would now know about Alyd Dond’ s remains being smuggled into Briavel, and that
the Queen he thought he had well and truly cornered was consorting with his enemies.

A man cleared histhroat quietly at one end of the walkway to interrupt her musings. She looked toward
him, knowing who it would be—one of the few she allowed to cometo her hereif duty caled. All other
servants were banned from tracking her down to the bridge.

“Liryk. Pleasejoin me,” she said. He bowed in respect and walked to the center of the bridge.



“It sbeautiful, isn'tit?” Vaentynasaid, indicating the view before them.
“Morethan that, your highness,” her army’ s commander admitted. It feeds the soul.”
“Liryk,” she said, unable to help hersdlf, “you're a poet.”

Liryk smiled. It was good to hear her playful. That tone had all but disappeared these past weeks. “No,
your magjesty. | just never get tired of these moors. I'm aways happy to seethem when | return to
Werryl after being away.”

“And s0 how areyou and | going to givethisup?’
“My queen?’

“This” she said, moving her hand in asweeping arc. “Wewill be giving thisto Morgravia” Therewasa
note of anger in her voice. “1t will no longer be ours.”

“Not giving, your highness,” Liryk proposed gently. “I’ d prefer to think of it as sharing.”

“Cdimusisforcing usto give Briavel to him,” Vdentynasaid coldly. “Heis blackmailing me,
Commander, and there snot athing | can do about it. If | want our young mentolive, | haveto give up
theredm.”

“Pardon me, your highness, but I—and | think | can spesk for al your loya subjectsin this—do not view
it that way. We gpplaud thismove.”

The Queen Sghed. “And | am grateful for that,” she said. “But will you thank me when King Cdimus
gartsto stamp his own brutal form of authority across Briavel 7’

Liryk had no answer, and in truth, the Queen did not expect one. “What news did you come hereto tell
me, Commander Liryk?’

“TheLegionis preparing for movement east now, your highness. If we are going to placate our
neighboring King, we need to do it soon.”

Vaentynaclosed her eyes and took a deep breath. She cast one more fond glance toward the moors
and then gave brisk orders.

“Have Crys Dond summoned, please. | will meet with you both in my study. Elspyth too.”
“At once, your highness”

Vaentynawatched him leave, hating what she was about to do.

The Queen dismissed the servant and poured the two men a glass of wine hersalf.
“Whereis Elspyth?’ sheinquired of Liryk as he took the goblet from her.

“Y our highness, sheis nowhereto befound,” he answered, silently happy for the woman's
disappearance. He had agreed with Krdl| that Elspyth’ sinfluence on the Queen was dangerous. The
Morgravian woman had fired their queen’ s spirit—made her feel strong and encouraged her to defy
Cdimus



Vaentynaglanced at Crys, who shrugged. “1 haven’t seen her for acouple of days, if truth be known. |
thought she waswith you, your mgjesty.”

“Strange,” Vaentynaadmitted. “Y our search has been thorough?’ she asked her commander.

“I’ve sent severd runnersto comb the palace, your highness. She' s certainly not in any of the usud
places”

“Has anyone checked her chambers?’ Crysasked. “Y ou had lent her some garments, your highness,” he
added. “Arethey 4ill there?’

“You think she sfled?’ the Queen exclamed.

“Did shetell you about aman caled Lothryn?” Crysreplied, camly sipping hiswine. He sugpected that
they would not find Elspyth. She had mentioned severd timesto him that she was no longer needed here.
He dso suspected his own stay had worn thin, and who could blame the Briavelians with the Legion
gathering in force across the border?

The Queen nodded dowly. “Only vagudy.”

“There sagtory attached to him,” he explained. “It involvesKoreldy.” Once again it pained him to see
the Queen react to that man’s name. Wyl had given firm ingtructionsthat Vdentynawas not to learn the
truth about Koreldy, but it seemed to Crys unkind not to let her know that the person she obvioudy
loved was not dead as she suspected but roaming theland in anew guise. Crysfelt alurch of despair as
he remembered that terrible night at Felrawthy. The day after had been worse, but he knew he must not
think on that now. Bury your hurts, his mother used to say. Bring them out only when you ‘re alone
and strong enough to look at them. And so he had somehow buried the despair of losing hisfamily so
cruelly and wastrying not to dwell on their deaths.

13 Crys?l
He was embarrassed to redlize both the Queen and Liryk were watching him.
“I—I"m sorry. Lost mysdlf there,” he said, not wanting to say more.

“Y ou were telling us about Elspyth and Lothryn,” Vdentyna prompted, deliberately avoiding mentioning
Koreldy by name.

“That'sright,” Crys continued. “The Mountain Dweller Lothryn saved the lives of Elspyth and Koreldy in
the Razors. No one knowsif he survived Cailech’ swrath at his betraya. Elspyth is determined to learn
hisfae”

Neither of them referred to their knowledge that Elspyth wasin love with Lothryn. “And you think she's
goneback?’ Vaentyna suggested.

“I think she' s cgpable of doing something that bullheaded, yes,” he said, and smiled gently to reassure the
Queen that he admired Elspyth for her courage.

“Into the Razors?’ Liryk queried. “ Alone?’

“I don't know, gir. She' sapassonate girl. | don't think fear stops her from doing anything. I not for
Elspyth, | would be dead with the rest of my family.”

The new Duke of Felrawthy could refer to hisloved ones now without threet of anger or tears. His brief



timein Werryl, offering distance from al things familiar, and the new title by which everyone seemed
determined to address him, had made the difference between his collapsing into inconsol able anguish or
rising to the challenge of what he was born and bred to do. It was what his fine parents would have
expected of him.

A knock came at the door. Liryk put his glassdown. “Shal | seetoit, you highness? It may bethe
messengers.”

“Please,” the Queen said, distracted as she pondered the business of Elspyth’s disappearance. “I miss
Krdl,” she muttered.

Crys held histongue. No one had heard the exchange between the Queen and her chancellor that had
preceded his death, but Vaentyna had openly admitted that she had driven him to anguish with her harsh
criticism. Crys had to admire the Queen for her forthright manner; she refused to shrink from blame but
accepted and dealt with it as best she could. Krdl’ s death had been a shock for everyone, mogt of all
Liryk, but the doughty soldier had kept hisfedingsto himsdlf and remained stoic throughout the funera
and the ensuing mourning that had gripped the palace.

Crys sipped hiswine quietly, wondering why he had been summoned to what appeared to be aformal
meeting. It would be better for VVaentyna, he knew, if he were to leave Briavel. Perhaps he should offer
and save her thetrid of asking him to do just that.

Liryk returned to disturb histhoughts. “Y our mgesty, we found this note in Elspyth’ s chamber.”
“Anything else?’ Vaentynaasked as she broke the wax sedl. “ Clothes?’
“Nothing, your highness,” he replied, watching her frown as she quickly read the note s contents.

Vaentynalooked up and sighed. “Y our hunch is correct, Crys. She believes she has done what she
came here to do and has taken her leave.”

“Goneto the Razors?’ Crysinquired.

“It doesn’'t say but | suspect you'reright. I know how fond she was of this man Lothryn. If | were her, |
too would want to know the truth of hisfate.”

There was another knock at the door. Vaentyna could not disguise her frustration at being interrupted
again. She stuffed the note into her pocket and stood. “ Gentlemen, I'm going for aride. We shall
continue this meeting this evening, please, when we can talk without disturbance. There are many things
to discussand | need to think. Liryk, would you seeto that?’ She nodded toward the door. “I'll leave by
the back way.”

The two men stood and watched her go.

The highest point of the moors was the farthest VValentya could get from her subjects—or so sheliked to
believe—and the ideal place to vent her fears or frustrations. Her ever-present escort, however, was
hovering nearby, so she swallowed the bloodcurdling shriek she longed to let rip. She gave adeep groan
instead. Too many of those she loved or trusted had been taken from her or left her. She stared back
toward the palace and counted them off softly to herself.

Her father: murdered. Wyl Thirsk: murdered. Romen Koreldy: murdered. Fynch, her little rock of
strength: disappeared, and with him the strange yet somehow reassuring presence of Knave. Now



Elspyth, her new friend and confidante, had disappeared aswell, dmost certainly advancing toward her
own death as she ventured into the Mountain Kingdom to discover the fate of her beloved Lothryn.

Vaentynapaused in her account of her persona sorrows to think on those of Crys Dond. An entire
family daughtered in one evening. So much death. And now, in order to protect Briavel, she would have
to banish her latest friend too. That was what she needed to discuss with the new Duke of Felrawthy, but
this afternoon, with dl of itsinterruptions, conversation had proved impossible.

The Queen of Briavel shook her head with despair. Almost al of this destruction swirling about her was
the work of one man. One cruel, scheming, greedy man. The man she would have to marry if she wanted
to prevent further death.

She cast adisconsolate glance toward the soldiers shuffling in the shade of the copse a short distance
away. Three were now being sent to shadow her every move. She hated it, but put up with it. Liryk’s
caution was well founded, but she missed her freedom. She inhaled the sweet air of the moors and felt
even more despondent. Everyone seemed to be worrying about her at the moment. She sensed her
advisers observing her, could fed their concern tightening around her like abandage, congtricting her free
will. Vaentynaknew what they feared—and they wereright to fear it, for if she could find away out of
thismarriage, shewould renege in ablink. She knew such adream wasimpossible, though. No onewas
going to save her. The nobles had told her to find Ylena Thirsk, but that was pointless. How could it
make any difference? Y lena’ sword might convince them that Celimus was a cold-blooded murderer, but
she knew it would not make them change their minds about the marriage.

She thought about Y lena Thirsk and the terrible things the young woman had experienced. Crys had
explained to Vdentynawhat Y lena had been through just to get hersdlf to Felrawthy. It had made the
Queen shudder to imagine how Wyl’ s sster had coped with yet more terror after what she had aready
suffered at Stoneheart. Y lenawas younger than she and had shown such courage. She would have to
find amilar courage now and face her destiny. Her father had fought to keep Briavel safe. She must do
the same, just in adifferent manner. She would buy its peace with her body. Giveit over to that hateful
man, let him parade it before his minions and use her for his pleasures. But he would not have her
love—ever. That belonged to one alone, and he was now dead. In giving her body to Celimus, however,
shemight gill atain something untainted, something good. They might produce achild. And into that child
shewould pour al of her love, everything she denied Cdimus and had hoped to give to Romen Koreldy.
She would raise aproud sovereign to take the joint throne of Morgraviaand Briavel one day.

Vaentynasighed asthe soft breeze touded her dready messy hair. “Give measign, Shar,” shesaid to
the gentle wind, hoping it would carry her pleato the god. “ Show me that marrying Celimusisthe right
decison.”

Shefdt likeweeping at her pathetic words. Instead she wiped away the single tear that had fallen,
rubbed at her other eyejust in case, and willed hersdlf to be strong. She would live up to the woman her
father believed she had become. She strode back toward the soldiers. They had aready spotted her
movement and busied themsalves with preparing the horsesto ride again.

Squinting into the sun, Vaentynadid not seethe bird at firdt. It was its gentle song that attracted her
attention and she looked around for the music maker. It was perched on alow branch of the great elm
she was about to walk benegth. She recognized itsfamily immediately; King Vaor had been akeen bird
spotter and had gone to some painsto school hisonly child into recognizing various species. Thisbird
was abeautiful little chaffinch and its pretty music made her smile. She whistled back at it as she passed
by, and heard it continue to sing as she departed the copse.

It was only as Vdentynaguided her horse onto Werryl Bridge some half hour later that she redized she



had been humming atune to herself on the journey back. The birdsong had reminded her of atraditiona
Briavelian balad: “Wait for Me, My Love.” Vaentyna had dwaysloved its melody and itslyricswere
beautiful; in fact, her fondnessfor the song waswell known throughout the kingdom and the court
mingtrel had serenaded her with it on her nineteenth nameday. She began to sing it now privatdly in her
mind and the words stayed with her as she ascended into the palace proper.

Randd, a stableboy, bowed and reached for the Queen’sreins.
“Thank you, Ranald,” Vdentynasaid, and found asmilefor the eager boy.
“Y our highness.” He beamed, unable to mask his pleasure at serving the Queen so directly.

“Itwasalovey ride,” she said to him, enjoying his enthusiasm, wishing she could be achild again,
without acarein theworld.

“I’'mglad, your highness. Bonny’ sabeautiful girl. My favorite,” he chirped, ignoring the scowl from the
stablemaster, who had come out to watch his young charge receive the horses correctly and no doubt
thought him far too chaty.

“Minetoo,” Vadentynasaid, winking a Ranad. As she turned away from the boy the refrain of the ballad
filled her mind again—and its resonance struck her.

@

Wait for me, my love;

| shall return one day.
Accept not another’ s words,

With me only, | pray.

Vaentynafrozein the courtyard as the words played over in her mind. Men walked around her and
horses neighed. Dogs growled over abone and busy servants crisscrossed the yard on various errands,
caling to one another. Among the activity, their queen stood still and silent, deep in her own thoughts.
What had sounded so poignant and charming when sung on her nameday now sounded like amessage
from the dead. A warning.

“Romen!” she whispered fearfully, her breath catching in her throat.
“Y our mgesty, are you unwell?” she heard someoneinquire.

“I'mfine” she stammered, coming back to the present and almost running from the courtyard. Sheflew
into the palace and up the beautiful staircase, and up the next flight and the next. Servants watched,
perplexed, astheir sovereign ignored their sautations and curtsies, rushing past them toward her study on
the topmost level, her boots clicking loudly on the flagstones. Findly she cameto her father’ sformer
chamber and dammed the door behind her.

Leaning againgt its solid wood panels, she held her head as her breath came in great sad wrenchings.
Wait for me, my love. Wasthis Shar’ s sign? Was this a message? What had prompted the song and its
lyricsto comeinto her head? The bird! A chaffinch! Wasthisawarning from Fynch? Was he asking her
to wait? For whom? Romen was dead! Cold, lifeless, bloodless...gone.



Sheredlized she was sobbing and felt ashamed of herself for losing control. What was happening to her?
Storming out of meetings, crying violently, listening to birds, believing in magic. She was going mad.

But she had asked for asign. Perhgpsthiswasit. She could beimagining it, of course, clutching at
anything to save hersdlf from Celimus, but it felt so right to believeit.

“But who am | waiting for?” she asked the quiet of her room.

She was Sartled by aknock at the door. “A moment, please,” she caled, ingtantly embarrassed at being
found in such adiscomposed state. She quickly splashed water over her face from abasinin atiny closet
and dried hersdf with alinen cloth, then smoothed back her hair as best she could.

She touched her fingersto her father’ s desk and drew strength from the solid wood, then took a
steadying breath. Her mind wasracing in al directions, but she had duties to perform. She needed to be
Seadfast. Briavel still looked to her for leadership, even asit collectively cast her to the wolves—or walf,
shethought hitterly.

Vaentynacleared her throat. “ Come.”
One of the older pages opened the door and bowed. “Y our majesty, forgive my disturbance.”
“That’sdl right, Justen. Who has sent you?’

“Commander Liryk, your mgesty. He asked meto find you the moment you returned from your ride. He
saysitisurgent.”

“Oh?A problem?’
“A vidtor, your mgesty.”
Vaentynafrowned. “ Another one? Can't Liryk handleit?’ she said irritably.

The page blinked, uncomfortable, and shefdt immediately contrite. “Did Commander Liryk give you the
name of thisvigtor, Justen?’ she asked, more gently now.

“Yes, your mgesty. It isawoman by the name of YlenaThirsk.”



Chapter 5

Maegryn met the riders and was darmed to see the Sate Rashlyn wasin.

“HeEll bedl right,” Aremys assured the anxious stablemaster as he handed him the reins of Galgpek and
Rashlyn'shorse.

“I couldn’t care less about him,” Maegryn said, and the vehemence in hisvoice surprised Aremys. “But
the King will be darmed and that makes us dl uneasy. Did you have any problems with the horses?’

“Galgpek got himsdf alittlerattled over something, but he calmed quickly. Just skittish,” Aremys
answered, skirting the truth. The fewer lies he told the better. “He' smoreincredible to ride than | could
have imagined. Thank you, Maegryn.”

The man could not help himself; he smiled widdly at the praise. “Y es, he' sabeauty, thisone. A red find.”
“Where did he comefrom?” Aremys put the question casudly.

“The barshi gave him as a present to the King. Had the horse sent in secretly from somewhere,
gpparently. Hewon't tell anyone from where.”

“That'salittle odd, isn't it? Y ou’ d think that if there were more like this one. the King would be keen to
know.”

Maegryn shrugged. “We're not allowed to ask too much about Galapek, sir.” He looked embarrassed.
“I'll be off, then, Sir. I’ m glad you enjoyed theride.”

Aremys knew there would be little further information to be won from Maggryn today. “ Thank you. |
hope youwon't mind if I look inon him agan?’

“I'm sure he'll be glad to seeyou, Sir. Y ou're one of the very few he permits near him. | think he’ staken
ashinetoyou.” The stablemaster smiled.

Aremys stroked Gal gpek’ s twitching withers as the horse was led awvay. He was hoping for another sign
from theanimal but got nothing.

Myrt was barking ordersfor Rashlyn—who waslying on the ground still mumbling his strange
nonsense—to be taken to his private quarters and attended by a physic. Then the Mountain Man turned
to Aremys. “Comeon,” hesad. “Theworst is till before us.”

Aremys sighed, needing no confirmation. Cailech.

They tracked the King down to hiswine cdllar, catacomb-like chambers dug into the ground benesth a
separate sone building. Descending the flagged stairsinto the musty darkness, Aremys smelled earth and
spice; mixed with the aroma of yeast and the oak of the barrdls, it was a comforting blend. It was cool
down here but not cold; the temperature would remain much the same year round, he guessed, and the
vaulted cellings combined with the peace and stilinessto give the cdllar achapdllike qudlity.

“WE re sorry to interrupt you, your magjesty,” Myrt began.



The King turned from his discussion with the cellarmaster and grinned at the newcomers. He' s in a good
mood, Aremysthought. What a pity we're about to ruin it.

“Farrow, you haveto try thisl” Cailech called over the barrels. “It’ sto be our best vintage yet.” TheKing
dapped his cdlarmaster on the back in praise, then lifted the long-handled tasting cup to hislipsand
drainedit. “Ah, nectar,” he said, delighted.

“Sre” Myrt bowed. When he straightened, his expression in the diffused light of the beeswax candles
was sufficiently somber to win Cailech’ s attention. The King's smile faded.

“You look like you' ve swallowed bad mesat, Myrt. What' swrong?’

“It'sthe barshi, Sire,” thewarrior began. Cailech handed the tasting cup back to the cellarmaster, who
stepped aside. “He sunwell,” Myrt added.

“Oh?’ Callech looked toward Aremys. “Farrow, what' sthisal about?’

Aremys was surprised to be brought into the conversation. He wanted to clear histhroat but knew this
might make him appear nervous, so he just began talking, sticking as closdly to the truth as he could. “We
wereresting, my lord, after aride around the lake.”

“Wewere a the Ring, Sre,” Myrt interjected.
Callech nodded. “Go on.” Again helooked to Aremys.

“I was drinking at the stream and Myrt and Rashlyn were leaning against the boulders. Rashlyn was
eating, and was seemingly in good health. We had been discussing my headaches and he had just
approached me at the water’ s edge to hand me asmall bottle of a concoction he said would ease my
discomfort—when the horses distracted us.” Aremys had decided that the plain truth, rather than a
version of it, wasthe only course with Cailech.

“It was Gdapek, sre,” Myrt said. “ Something startled him; we don’'t know what. We couldn’t see
anything near him.”

“And?" Callech said, the hard green gaze impaling Aremyswhere he stood.

“Wall, as| recdl, | rushed over to hep Myrt cam the sdlion. It was over asquickly asit
began—perhaps he was stung by a bee or something irritated him. When we turned back to Rashlyn, he
was lying on the ground, seemingly having some sort of attack.”

“Attack?’
“Likeafit, are,” Myrt qudified.

“Helost control of hisbody for afew moments,” Aremys said, “and then he becamerigid. | checked
immediately for a pulse—it was strong—but by then he was unconscious.”

The King' sface showed nothing of what he was thinking. “How long did this episode last?’

“It was over dmost as soon asit began,” Myrt said. “Welaid him on his horse and got him back here as
fast aswe could.” He dared not look at Aremys as he said this. Hurrying back to the fortress had been
thelast thing on their minds.

“And whereisRashlyn now?’



“He has regained hiswits, sire, so | had him carried to hisroom and ordered that aphysic attend him,”
Myrt reported.

“Y ou have no ideawhat thisis about?’ The King looked between the two men.

Myrt shrugged and shook his head. Aremys figured the King needed more than sheepish shrugs. “I
thought it might have been the cheese sticking in thisthroat, but his passage was clear,” he fabricated.
“And Myrt tells me the food was fresh, so we know he has not been poisoned. Does he suffer from fits,
my lord?’ he added innocently.

“It seems he does now,” Cailech growled, the breezy mood blown through and replaced with what felt
like agathering storm. “1 shall go and see him. How was Galapek, Farrow?’

The King switched subjects and moods so adroitly that Aremyswas sure he would never learn to
prepare himself for it.

“Even more magnificent than I’ d hoped, thank you, Sire. A truly beautiful creature. | hope you will let me
ride him again sometime.” He sensed, rather than saw, the glance Cailech and Myrt exchanged.

“I’'m glad to hear it,” the King replied. “Myrt, you can accompany me to the barshi’ s chambers.
Farrowv—"

“Sre?’

“I'll sseyou later. Youwill beleaving in the early hours of tomorrow for Morgravia”

Back in chamber with the familiar guard outside, Aremys sighed in frustration. He was not going to
attempt an escape and felt sure Cailech knew this. But it seemed the King was keen to remind him that
he was a prisoner and under the control of the monarch; hence the armed guard.

“Not for long,” Aremys muttered under his bresth as he flung hiswater flask into a corner. Hewould
gladly leave for Morgraviain afew hours, and from there he would win hisfreedom. He liked the
Mountain People. He did not even mind living herein the fortress among them, could dmost seea
pleasant life in the Razors stretching out before him, but he was beholden to no man, not even aking, and
certainly not one who stopped just short of shackling him.

It irritated him that Cailech could be so friendly one moment and so domineering the next. Surely the
King knew that Aremyswould far rather give hishelp to him than Cdimus? In truth, though, he could not
blame Cailech entirely for remaining suspicious. One didn’t become—or remain—aking if one trusted
everyone, especially strangers who appeared out of the blue with no tangible explanation for how they
hed arrived. Especidly strangers who reacted strongly to the King's own enchanted horse.

Aremysreplayed the afternoon’ s eventsin hismind. Rashlyn’s collgpse had definitely coincided with the
anima’ s shriek, he was sure of it, which meant something had disturbed them both. There had been
nothing in the vicinity to darm them or it would have creasted asmilar reaction in himself and Myrt. No,
thiswas something else. More like a disturbance in the strange magic that riddled the horse. Could it be
that the wild-looking hedler was bound to the stdlion in someway? What if Rashlyn himself had cast
some sort of pell upon the horse? Why, though? Why would he interfere with the animal ?

Because Cailech had asked him to?
But why would the King ask something like that? Aremys thought it unlikely that Cailech possessed the



cruelty that would prompt the idea of hurting an animal the way Gaapek had so obvioudy been injured.

But what if the idea had come from Rashlyn?* Because Rashlyn could and Cailech dlowed him to,”
Aremyssad quietly into the slence of his chamber.

The notion took afirm place among his thoughts. He nodded. Y es, that made more sense. Aremys
thought back to Wyl s account of Cailech’s horrific actions during the feast, when he had presented the
Morgravian prisoners as adish to his people. Wyl had been sure Rashlyn had been behind that hideous
episode, but that suggested the barshi was capable of persuading the King to do things not of hisown
volition. How could Cailech, usudly so dominant, be so week in the company of Rashlyn?

Aremys had no answer for that. He returned to his origind puzzle. Something had disturbed the magic
linking the barshi and the horse. It couldn’t have been the Thicket or he too would have felt the effects,
but perhapsit had resonated through the Thicket, thereby explaining his more subtle reaction. Had Wyl
done something to disturb the balance? Unlikely, or the Thicket would probably have protested more

grongly.

Aremys put his head in his hands, frustrated by his swirling thoughts that took him nowhere. Think! he
commanded himsdlf. Could it have something to do with Elysus? Had Wyl made it through and met the
manwitch? Wasthat it?“Possbly,” he muttered, but that did not help him get any closer to the riddle that
was Galapek.

And then he remembered the most chilling moment of the whole sorry afternoon. How could he have
forgotten it? The horse had somehow communicated a nameto him: Elspyth. He began to pace now. It
could be acoincidence, of course, but an unlikely one. The horse must have belonged to Lothryn, or
somehow held the secret of what had happened to Lothryn.

Frustrated, Aremys punched thewall. If Cailech wanted to punish Lothryn, why hurt his horse? And how
would ahorse know about Elspyth, for Shar’ s sakel?

You're going mad, Farrow, hetold himsdlf. Now you’ ve contrived a magical talking horse.

He decided to clean up and go in search of Myrt and more answers. Something else had begun to niggle
at him and he wanted to find out if it had any basisin fact. Discovering he was right might not advance his
cause, but it might provide some leverage if and when required.

Aremys opened his chamber door and explained to the guard, a nice young fellow with an unfortunate
harelip, that he needed to find Myrt. The guard nodded, a shy smile emerging on his deformed mouith,
when Aremys said, “After you.” It was ajoke they shared from the time when the guard, Jos, had first
been assigned to Aremys; he had made the wry comment that if he proceeded first, the mercenary might
bash him on the head and escape.

This, of course, had made Aremys laugh. “Look at you, lad,” he had replied, grinning. “I’ d need an ax
just to dent you. You're built like an ox.” He could see that Jos had taken the remark asarare
compliment coming from the bear-szed man. They had never spoken at length, but Aremys had been
sure to keep the words they did share lighthearted and friendly and Jos always responded, albeit
cautioudy. The guard was only just into manhood and gtill establishing areserve of confidenceto draw
upon, a process probably made more difficult by taunts about his affliction, Aremys figured. When they
walked shoulder to shoulder, as now, the mercenary was careful dwaysto defer to hisguard in the hope
that the young man might take some sdf-assurance fromiit.

They found Myrt a the main stables. The Mountain Man nodded when he saw them. “Go get your med,
Jos. Leave him with me. I’'m getting our stuff ready anyway. We leave soon.”



Aremysgrinned at hisyoung keeper. “Don't forget what | said about that young lady,” he said, referring
back to an earlier exchange. “Y ou should tell her, for | sense from what you say that she doesn’t trouble
hersdf over your mouth—it only matters how you useit,” and he winked.

Jos chuckled, ahand flying up to cover his crooked smile.
“What have you beenfilling that lad’ s head with?” Myrt asked.

“Nothing that didn’t fill yourswhen you were hisage, Myrt,” Aremysreplied, helping him to lift aheavy
crateinto acart. “Why aren’t you with awoman, Myrt?’

“Who says|’m not?’ the man countered, somewhat sharply.
Aremys shrugged. “ Y ou haven't mentioned awife...”

Myrt reached for another crate. “1 have no wife.”

“l see”

“Oh? And what do you see?’

“Nothing, my friend. What' swrong with you?’

Thewarrior flicked away what sounded like an apology. “ Cailech’ s furious about what happened. Kept
asking mewhat you were doing when Rashlyn passed out.”

“Mmm,| thought he might. | told you he suspects me of knowing something.”

“He' s not so suspiciousthat he' s not pressing ahead with the journey. In fact he' s brought our departure
forward—we leave a sundown. Y ou, me, Byl, and two others.”

“Sowhat’sdl thisstuff?’

“Giftsfor the Morgravian King.”

“Ah, goodwill.”

Myrt grunted. “Help meload therest of it.”

They worked quietly and quickly for the next few minutes.

Maegryn appeared. “I’ ve picked out the animasyou' Il be taking, Myrt. I’ ve assigned Farrow Cherub.”
“I’'m abetter horseman that that,” Aremys protested. “1'll fed ridiculous calling out *Whoa, Cherub.’”
“That' sthejoke, Farrow,” Maegryn said, grinning. “He s anything but!”

The two Mountain Men laughed and Aremysjoined in briefly, until Myrt gestured that they should leave.

“WEe re expected at the King's chamber,” said thewarrior. “ He wants us to sup with him before we
leave”

Aremys nodded. “ Are wefinished here?’

“Yes, I'd say 0. Thanks, Maegryn. Be back later, then.”



“Asit suitsyou, Myrt. I'll bewaiting.” The stablemaster turned back to the stables.
“I need to talk to you first,” Aremys said asthey made their way toward the fortress.
“I reckoned you might. Follow me.”

They walked in acompanionable silence through several courtyards toward a part of the fortress he had
not been to before.

“Wherearewe going?’ he said.
“My home,” camethe brief reply.

Myrt stopped afew times to share swift words with various people. He asked one youngster to find Byl
and have him call a Myrt’shome after dusk. The big warrior generoudy introduced Aremysto dl those
he spoke with and the mercenary noted how they deferred to Myrt. He presumed the man had taken on
astronger leadership role since Lothryn’s disgppearance. He mentioned as much.

“| suppose so,” Myrt replied. “I don't really want it, but Cailech findsit easier to rely on meto passon
hisorders. I'd prefer everything to be back to how it was.”

“With Lothryn asthe King' s second, you mean?’
“Yes, hewasworthy of it and good at it.”
“Why was he better than you?’

“Because he understood Cailech, and because he was not afraid of him. They grew up together, they
werefriendsfirst and foremost. A bit like how it was between the old Morgravian King and hisgenerd,
that Fergys Thirsk. They were greet friends from childhood, | wastold.”

“Sol'veheard,” Aremyssad.

“Wall, friendships made young like that have longevity and there' s greet affection theretoo. I'll never
have that kind of relationship with the King. And when areationship like that is broken, it hurts.”

“Y ou sound like you' re speaking from experience, Myrt.”

“Inaway,” the man muttered, hurrying Aremys down ashort flight of steps.
“Did you know Lothryn from childhood aswell?’

Myrt glowered at Aremys and his persistent questions. “Y es, as a matter of fact.”

They emerged into the open again, into what appeared to be awalled community. The place took
Aremysby surprise. “ Shar! How amazing.”

His obvious delight broke the tension. Myrt grinned. “More of Cailech’ sdreaming. Thisishisgrest socia
experiment.”

“Explanitme” Aremyssaid, gazing around at the hive of activity.

“Wdll, not everyone choosesto livein and around the fortress, as I’ m sure you' ve gathered. Originaly
the Mountain Dwellers were different tribes, spread throughout the Razors. Cailech not only united us
into one people but dreamed of forming asmal city—he wants the fortress to become the true heart of



the Razors and he is encouraging people to settleinside it. He dreams of his own Pearlisor Werryl, |
suppose you could say. He has built homes for the settlers and has encouraged markets to be held
regularly. He' s even set up aschool, which isvery popular and getting bigger and bigger. Our king
encourages education and at his urging more people are bringing their children to the classroom. Cailech
has organized specid rewards for familieswho set up home here permanently. It' sreally quite anew
experience and alot of our folk are watching to see how it goes. | think it will work. | believe Cailech will
have hiscity in yearsto come.”

“It looks like this community isthriving,” Aremys said, unable to keep the awe from hisvoice. “1 can see
from thelayout that it’s been thought through very carefully.”

“It has” Myrt smiled. “ The King didn’t want it emerging too haphazardly, so he put together a group of
people who could plan avillage, grow it into atown, and envison acity emerging one day. | was one of
thefirst to live here and that encouraged othersto cometoo. Lothryn lived not far from here, among a

smaller group of senior people—formerly tribe leaders and family members distantly related to Cailech.”

“Does Callech have family?’

“Oddly, no. We Mountain folk tend to have large family groups, but Cailech was an only child. His
mother died by accident, in afire. Cailech was about thirteen when it happened. He was away with his
father at the time, settling adispute among the tribes.”

“Does he blame himsdf?’

“No, | don’t think so. He knew it was an accident. But Lothryn told me the King never redlly got over
theloss. That' swhy he's keen on keeping families together, and he loves the youngsters. Part of his belief
isthat children thrive when they have elders around them and big family groupsto teach them the right
ways, and | agree with him.”

“I would have thought he' d have awife, then, hisown family.”

Myrt shook hishead and Aremys thought he saw something painful flicker across his expresson. The
Mountain Man fought down whatever demon wasrising. “He hasn't had time to take awife, | suppose.”

“And you, Myrt? What of your family?’

“I haveadger. | livewith her. Her husband was one of those killed in the Grenadyn disaster. He was
seventeen; they’ d only been married afew weeks. | suppose you' ve heard of that incident?’

Aremys nodded. He knew only too well the story of Grenadyn’ s unwarranted attack on the Mountain
People and the daughter that ensued.

Myrt sighed. “Wdl, my sister never got over her loss. Shedl but raised me. Now, | suppose, | ook after

“No love of your own, Myrt?’

The Mountain Man walked on. “One. That person did not want me,” he answered in athick tone, and
prevented any further conversation by stopping to chat with a shopkeeper sdlling candles.

Aremys stared at Myrt for afew heartbeats. He was sure of it now, sure that the Mountain Man had a
secret. Perhapsit could be exploited toward his own ends of helping Wyl. As Myrt finished his chat with
the shopkeeper, Aremystook amoment to marvel again at Cailech’sembryonic city. The laneways had
been cobbled with stone from the mountains and more building was dready under way, with more streets



leading off the main one. It certainly was not Pearlis, but it was bigger than any village he had
encountered, and there was a sense of sprawl about it; the place seemed well on itsway to developing
into abustling town. He could not help but be impressed by Cailech: Hewas dtill ardatively young king
but he had enormous vision. It was then that Aremys decided to give hisall toward helping the Mountain
People. If somehow he could influence the attainment of aworking peace between the two prideful
monarchs of Morgraviaand the north, then hewould. For Cailech and hisambition, yes, but aso for
Myrt and Byl, for Myrt’ssister, for Maegryn and young Jos, and yes, even for Lothryn, wherever he
was.

LikeWyl, Aremyswanted to believe that Lothryn was till dive. And if he was, heintended to find him.
He was convinced that the horse and its magic would lead him to the man it seems everyone had
loved—even the King.

“Everyone except Rashlyn,” Myrt cautioned, when they were Sitting in hissmall house ashort time later
and Aremys brought the subject back to Lothryn.

“Rashlyndidn’t likehim?’

“Moreto the point,” Myrt said, busying himsdlf with apot of teaat the hearth, “ L othryn despised Rashlyn
and the barshi knew it.”

“Why?

“Cupsare over there,” Myrt replied, nodding toward adresser. “Lothryn objected to the influence
Rashlyn has with the King. He admitted to me not long before he disappeared that it had gotten to the
point where he felt something had to be done about it.”

Aremysamost made theterrible error of mentioning the cannibalistic feast. He topped himsdf just in
time and covered his near blunder by turning his back on the Mountain Man to reach for the cups.

He brought them back to the small wooden table. “What made him say that?”’

Myrt poured boiling water over the leaves. “Let that brew, shal we,” he said amiably. “Well, there were
many reasons. Cailech had been making erratic decisions, out of character for him—there was one
particularly disturbing incident involving some Morgravian prisoners. He wanted to make an example of
them to send amessage to the Morgravian Crown. They weren't even the culprits, for Haldor’ s sake,
they were just araggle-taggle group of farmers who were sent into the Razors with one old soldier asa
leader.”

Aremys held hisbreath. Myrt was dmost certainly referring to Wyl’ sfriend Gueryn le Gant. He kept his
voicecasud. “And?

“The King' s method of making an example of them wasterrifying, to say theleast. | don’t want to go into
the details, but it never sat right with me, or any of us, for that matter. Don’t get me wrong, Cailech
doesn’'t hesitate when harsh punishment is called for—as you know from the repercussions of the
episode at Grenadyn—~but he' s not acruel man by nature.”

Aremys nodded; he remembered the events on hisidand home only too well. He had had acrush on Lily
Koreldy for severd years, but she was older than he and no doubt had never even noticed the lumbering
boy who looked older than his years and who turned a beetroot color if ever hewasin her presence.
“That was aterrible busness”

“Yes, but Cailech spared Romen Koreldy, even gave him ahome and |ooked after him for awhile. They



actually became quite good friends by the end of it, despite the traumathat sat between them.”
“I"'m surprised Koreldy could forgive him.”

“Don’'t befooled. Koreldy never forgave Cailech and the King knew it, which iswhy he warned him
when heleft that if he ever set foot in the Razor Kingdom again, hewould lose hislife”

“So Koreldy was like me, en? A very well-treated prisoner.”

Myrt turned the pot three times and grinned at Aremys s perplexed expression. “Tradition,” he explained.
“Yes, Koreldy was dealt with in much the same way as we re treating you, except he was never
entrusted with amission for the good of our people.”

“Did you ever see Koreldy again?’ Aremys asked. Myrt poured the tea, not answering. “Y ou know he
wasworking for Celimus, don't you?” Aremys pressed. “In name only, though. Actualy he wasworking
agang him.”

That won the Mountain Man' s attention. “What do you mean?’

“Koreldy hated Celimus, with good reason. The Morgravian King double-crossed him in an agreement
they had. | know Koreldy stuck to the mercenaries’ code of honor: He did his job and kept his counsd,
but Cdimustried severd timesto have him killed for what he had learned in doing that job.”

Myrt's eyes narrowed. “Y ou' re talking about the death of the King of Briavel now, aren’'t you?’ he
guessed, and was glad to see Aremys nod. “What do you know about that?”

“Plenty. What are you prepared to swap for it?’
“What?" Myrt said, astonished. “ Swap information?’

“Yes” Aremyssaid, reaching for hiscup. “Listen, Myrt, you know thingsand so do | | would give you
my knowledge happily, but getting information from you islike trying to get milk from azerkon.
Dangerous at best and nicking hard to boot!”

Myrt exploded into arare laugh. “All right,” he said. “ All right, Grenadyne, you win. | haven't laughed
likethatinawhile”

Aremysarched an eyebrow. “I cantell,” hesaid. “Y our turn, Myrt. The Morgravian soldier you
mentioned—ishe il dive?’

“Yes” Myrt said, serious now. He sipped from his steaming cup. “ Y our turn. Whose sde are you on?’

“Cailech’s. | will negotiate for him and will do dl | can to help win this peace he pushes for. Understand
this | hate Cdimus and will do everything in my power to undermine him. | am no enemy to the Mountain

Kingdom.”
Myrt said nothing, but Aremys saw something blaze in the man’ s eyes and sensed it was relief.

“All right, next question for you,” the mercenary continued. “Isthe Morgravian soldier caled Gueryn le
Gat?

Myrt balked at this. “How do you know that? How do you know him?’

A littlefib would help here, Aremys decided. “1 know le Gant’ s niece. She' s been distraught since he
disappeared and | said I’ d keep my ears and eyes open for any news on my travels north. Thank you for



confirmingit.”

“He sin our dungeon.”

It was Aremys sturn to flinch. “1 haveto seehim, Myrt.”

“Not until you answer my questions. Koreldy—whereis he, do you know?’
“Probably scattered to the four winds by now.”

“Dead?’ Myrt could not hide his astonishment.

Aremys nodded. “Killed by one of the King' s hired assassns. A woman,” he said.
“Cailech mugt betold.”

“Why? Did hewant to kill him by his own hand?’

“Hewas certain that Koreldy, after his recent escape, would return to rescue le Gant.”
“What will the King do when he learns of Koreldy' s death?’

“Kill the Morgravian soldier.”

“Then he cannot know of Koreldy’ sdemise,” Aremyssaid urgently.

Myrt scowled. “ Sayswho? I’ vetold you, I'll do nothing that smacks of betrayal of Cailech. Now answer
methisif you want any moreinformation or help: Why are you so interested in Lothryn? It makes me
suspicious of you.”

Aremys shook hishead. “Don’'t be. Elspyth of Y entro is known to me—you could say we are friends,
although we' ve not known each other long. | met her soon after she escaped from here and she was
hoping to return to the mountains to discover Lothryn’sfate. Y ou know they werein love, sheand
Lothryn?

Myrt grimaced. “I guessed as much. There would be no other reason for Loth to betray us as he did, and
without sharing his decison with me.”

Aremyswas glad that the Mountain Man had not blinked at the coincidence that he claimed to know two
separate women who just happened to know Gueryn and Lothryn. He could dap himsdf for such clumsy
contrivance, but fortunately the big man had not been paying close attention. Aremystook his chance.
“Myrt,” he said gently, “I know that you loved Lothryn too, perhaps more than in just abrotherly
fashion—"

The Mountain Man reacted asif burned. He stood up, pushing his chair away, eyes blazing with sudden
hatred. “Fuck you, Aremys.”

Aremys kept silent and did not so much as flinch when Myrt threw his cup and its contents into a corner
and then kicked at his chair, smashing one of itslegs. The big man turned to glare at the Grenadyne,
daring him to make amove so he could punch him aswell. But Aremysremained cam.

“I don’t want to fight you,” he said. “I want to find him for you.”

Despite the warning, he was prepared for afight: ablack eye perhaps, maybe broken fingers. So hewas
ill-prepared for tears, and when they came he hated himsdlf for shattering the barriers that had kept Myrt



strong. He sat there amoment bewildered, then did the only thing one person can do for another who is
hurting: He put his arms around the Mountain Man’ s big shouldersand held him.

Eventudly he spoke. “He sdive, Myrt, | know it. From all that you' vetold me, | don’'t believe Cailech
would havekilled him. That' swhy hisreply to you was so cryptic. Lothryn livesand our only clueis
Gdapek. Help me and we' Il find him together.”

The tears were brief, dried away amost as soon asthey had dared to arrive. They were replaced by
wrath. “1 can’t!” the man roared.

“You can. We'redl he'sgot. If you love Lothryn—as| know you do—then fight for him. Let' s at least
find out if he' sdive and what state he'sin.”

Myrt somped around his small cottage, anew battle raging within him now. Aremys had noticed that the
dwelling showed awoman’ stouch—ajar of fresh hill flowers on the humble sideboard, dishes neetly
stacked, floors swept, and surfaces dusted. It was as neat as a pin. He wondered where the sister was
and asked Myrt.

“Due back shortly,” the Mountain Man answered, distracted. “Listen to me, Aremys. I'll help you
because of Lothryn, not because I’ m threatened by what you' ve learned about me. If you ever repest
what has occurred here or been mentioned between us, I'll kill you. I might bein love with aman, but it
doesn't stop me being capable of killing one. | want you to understand that.”

“Y our secret is safe with me. Whether you prefer men or women is of no consequenceto me. I've
trusted you with my life—I shal go on doing so. I’'m only sorry that you have to be so unhappy.”

“Don't trouble yoursdf. I'velived with it dl my life,” the Mountain Man said gruffly. “Moreto the point,
what can we do? Weleavein afew hoursand | don’t think Cailech plansfor you to return here.” Myrt's
anger had dissipated, to be replaced with despondency.

“Wall, that does change things. It might be that you must track Lothryn down without me.” Aremys
looked toward the ceiling, racking his brain for the best step. “ Can you take me to see the horse again? |
think it wastrying to communicate something to me on our ride.”

“You'rejesting, aren't you?” When Aremys returned his gaze evenly, Myrt scoffed. *Y ou expect meto
believe the horse tried to tdl you something?’

“Weren't you listening when | told you about the Thicket’smagic? No, I'm not saying it talked, exactly,”
helied, “but | felt something, and if thereismoreto learn, thisismy last chance. | aso want to seele
Gant.”

1] NO_”

“Yes Heisnot loyd to Ceimus. He' slike Koreldy and dl the othersthat bastard has coerced and
tricked, double-crossed and had killed. What do you think asoldier of that caliber was doing blundering
about in the Razors anyway? Did you redly think he wanted to be here with agang of farmerswho
wouldn’t know a sword from athreshing fork?’ Myrt bit hislip. “ Come on, man. Thiswas set up by the
Morgravian King. He wanted Cailech to kill Gueryn, but | have to see him to find out why.”

“Becauseit might help in your misson?’

“Of course, why elsewould | want to see him?” Aremyslied again, and hated himsdf for deceiving this
good man. “Keep the secret of Koreldy, | beg you—just alittlelonger. The King will learn of his degth
anyway once he entersMorgravia, or if youinsag, I'll tel him mysdf.”



“I doingg,” Myrt said, staring hard a Aremys.
“All right. Just keep it quiet for now until | can learn some more.”
Myrt nodded. “Where to now?’

“The dungeon,” Aremysreplied grimly. “Then Galapek.”



Chapter 6

Gueryn felt forgotten. It had been days since Myrt and hisfriend had waked with him and he had begun
to think he would never smell sweet air again. Food and fresh water were being ddlivered daily, however,
s0 he knew he had not dropped entirely from the Mountain Peopl€ s consciousness. Thejailer, Haz,
offered no news or even conversation and Gueryn had given up trying to dicit any. In truth it was hisown
fault. Haz had made the effort to talk in the early days, but Gueryn’srefusa to eat had brought the King's
wrath down on his head. Now he ignored the prisoner, taking care of only the bare necessities.

Rashlyn had looked in on him twice since Gueryn had been returned to the dungeon, and was satisfied
that his hedlth was being maintained. The Morgravian had greeted the soft-spoken hedler with only anicy
sllence on each occasion.

Having decided that he wasfighting alosing battlein trying to kill himsalf, and redizing that he could do
more good by regaining his health and learning as much as he could about the Razor King and his
intentions, Gueryn had tried to keep himself fit. Once he felt strong enough, he had begun doing
push-ups, now he was up to three hundred daily. Asaresult, his upper body was muscled again. And he
walked. His cell wasrdaively narrow but quite long and he had used thislength to pace relentlessy up
and down. Helost count of the times he met each wall at either end because he had given up keeping
track after athousand. And with his physica hedlth restored, he had begun to speculate on his Situation.

The hated Rashlyn knew something about Lothryn, that much was clear. And he was smug abouit it. This
suggested to Gueryn that perhaps the brave Mountain Man might not have perished asthey had all
assumed. Gueryn aso knew the King was kegping him dive so that Koreldy would return to save him,
but he had no ideawhy Cailech should believe there was any attachment between them. Gueryn had
never met Koreldy until that timein the fortress. The odd thing was that until Gueryn’s sawn-up eyes had
been released of their gtitching, he had believed Koreldy to be Wyl Thirsk! He had gone over it time and
againin hismind, redizing that he had just wanted to believe it was Wyl. Nevertheless, something deep
down told him there was more to the puzzle than what his eyes had confirmed. Even when he saw the
unfamiliar face, he had il believed Wyl was somehow present. And how could Koreldy know the
family battle cry? Or speak to him in the way Wyl would? Nothing added up, and the King’ s belief that
Koreldy would return to rescue him further muddied the waters of his thoughts.

Gueryn was Stting in the corner of hiscdll, once again remembering Elspyth’ s degth, for which he could
never forgive himsdlf, when he heard the key turning in the lock.

“You'reearly, Haz,” he mumbled. He had no real knowledge of time, but his body and itsregular
functions gave him reasonable clues. And his body was not yet hungry.

A huge man stepped into the cell, aman he had never seen before. “Gueryn le Gant?’

Gueryn nodded, searching for a pithy regjoinder—any attack on his keepersfelt good. “Who e se did you
expect?’

The man grinned, which confused him, and turned to nod to another person outside. Gueryn was sure he
heard Myrt’ svoice saying that he would keep watch.

“What'sgoing on?’ he asked, dlarm bells suddenly klaxoning in hismind.

“I have very littletime, so you must listen as | explain something quickly. And you' re going to haveto
trust me.”



“Why would | trust you?’

“I’m a Grenadyne, not one of the Razor People. And there' sasingleword | can say that | believe will
make you trust me.”

“Oh yes? What' sthat, Grenadyne?’
“Thirsk,” Aremysreplied abruptly. “Now hear me out. No interruptions. | am friend, not foe.”
Thename Thirsk waslike adap in the face. The big man had Gueryn' sfull attention.

“My nameis Aremys Farrow. | am amercenary and was employed by your king to hunt down and kill
YlenaThirsk.”

“What?" roared Gueryn, pushing himsdlf to hisfeet.

“I sad, don't interrupt, soldier,” Aremyswarned. “1 found Y lena, but instead of killing her, | took her to
safety into the north of Briavel, where we parted company. | hope she has made it south to Queen
Vaentyna. | won't go into how | got to be here, but rest assured, athough | might look like afree man,
I’m as much acaptive as you are. Cailech plansto use meto negotiate a parley with King Celimus. If I'm
successful | might win my freedom, in which caseI’ll go looking for Ylenaagain and offer my protection.
Thereis another woman—someone you know—who holds strong affection for aman caled Lothryn. |
understand that L othryn betrayed the Mountain Peoplein helping you, Koreldy, and this woman, Elspyth,
to escape. Now that I'vefound you, as| promised Ylenal would,” Aremyslied, “I’m determined to find
Lothryn aswell. My ingtinctstell me the King has kept him divein order to makethe
punishment—whatever it is—of aiding your attempted escape the sweeter. Y ou should know that
Koreldy isdead.” Gueryn closed his eyes as he heard this. “ And that somehow | am going to get you out
of here”

Aremys stopped. It was obvious he was sharing too much information; the prisoner |ooked too shocked
to respond.

Then the Morgravian began to laugh. It was not the reaction Aremys had expected, and he gritted his
teeth in annoyance. “A word of thanks might be more appropriate,” he suggested.

“Thank you for coming, Grenadyne. Thank you for what you' re trying to do, but I'm as good as dead,
man. If Koreldy isno longer dive, that’s my deeth warrant,” Gueryn said, painful resgnationin histired
voice.

“No one knows about Koreldy but mysalf and Myrt,” Aremys assured.
“Myrt isagood man, but heisaloya Mountain warrior. The King will already know.”

“The King does not know. He doesn't even know we' re here now. Myrt is outside keeping watch. Heis
protecting you.”

“Why?" Gueryn demanded.

“It doesn’t matter why.”

“It mattersto me. It doesn’'t make sense. Myrt has no reason to betray hisking.”
“Let’'sjust say | have something on him that encourages him to help me.”

Gueryn shrugged, suddenly tired. “Fine. Redlly, there’ s no reason for meto care. Everyone | have ever



cared about is dead except Ylena, and it soundsto me like Ceimuswill kill her too.”
“No chance.”

“If you'vemet Ylena, asyou claim you have, then you' Il know sheisa pretty, indulged, and fragile
creature. She will not outwit Celimus—not without her brother’ s protection or mine.”

“She hasthe protection of aqueen...and mine.”

“Oh, that' s right, the protection of anew, inexperienced queen—by now under sege from King Celimus,
| imagine—and a Grenadyne mercenary who isacaptive of King Cailech. Forgive meif | don't hold my
breath.”

“I don't know why | bothered,” Aremys muttered, stung by le Gant’ s ungracious manner.

“Neither do I. Save yoursdlf if you can. | watched Cailech kill Elspyth with his own hands and enjoy it.
Hewill do the sameto me, and to you if he so chooses.”

Aremysfrowned. “Elspyth isn't dead.”

“Yes, sheis, mercenary. I’'m sorry to upset you further. See this on my boots? That is her blood. Her life
became forfeit when | refused to capitulate to Cailech’ sinterrogation. | might aswell have stuck the knife
inher mysdlf,” hefinished bitterly.

Aremys moved for thefirgt time since entering the cell. He crouched by Gueryn and dared even to place
his hand on the soldier’ s shoulder. Hardly daring to breathe, he asked, “When did this happen?’

Gueryn shook hishead. “I’ velost track of time here. It was weeks ago, I'm sure.”

“Gueryn, look at me. | saw Elspyth so few daysago | could count them on both hands and probably
have afinger to spare. She, Ylena, and | were dl together in Felrawthy.”

“Youlie! Why areyou lying to me, you bastard?’

It was Aremys sturn to shake his head, but with compassion. “I’'m not. We drank teatogether, for
Shar' s sake! Elspythisalive and determined to return here to discover Lothryn’ sfate. She was on her
way to Briave thelast time | saw her. She'll be there right now, I’d wager.”

A barrage of emotions raged openly across Gueryn’ s face as he consdered what he was hearing.
Aremyswatched him take a deep breath. “Farrow, | watched Elspyth of Y entro die horribly. Now, one
of us has been taken for asap. | know your timeis short, but | want you to tell me everything you know.”

So Aremysdid, as quickly as he could, whileleaving out everything relating to Wyl’ s magica
metamorphosis. The gruff old soldier would never trust him if he began to talk that sort of nonsense.

When Aremys had finished his story, Gueryn struggled to hisfeet and began to pace, deeply shocked by
what he had heard. “The Duke of Felrawthy isdead?’ he said, so dishdlieving that he repested it.
“Dead? Jeryb?’

Aremys nodded. “I only discovered this piece of savagery mysdlf aday ago from Myrt, when the news
filtered into the Razors. It seems Celimusis making Cailech’ s people the scapegoats, but it was hismen,
hiskilling rampage—I presume punishment for the family’ s harboring Ylena. And no doubt it quashed
any thoughts of an uprising from the northern duchy.”

It did make horrible sense. “All of them?” Gueryn asked.



“So I’'mtold. Cryswas seeing Elspyth to the border, so I’'m not sure about him, but the Mountain People
said thewholefamily perished.”

“Thisismongtrous. That poor girl. Her husband, Alyd...” Gueryn closed hiseyesin despair, then his
courage ralied and he opened them again. Thistime they wereflinty. “And you' re now going to negotiate
aparley between these two Kings?’

“To buy my freedom, yes. What about Elspyth? Do you beieve me?’
“How can | disbdievewhat | saw with my own eyes?’

“Because I’ m guessng Rashlyn wasinvolved, wasn't he?’

“Hewas, infact.”

“Y ou do know he’ saman of dark magic?’

“I"ve been on the receiving end of it,” Gueryn replied bitterly, remembering the hideous sensation of being
suspended in midair.

“Ian’'t that enough evidence?’
The Morgravian turned on the big Grenadyne, eyed him quizzicdly. “What do you mean?’

“Gueryn, hefooled you. Whether it was Cailech’ sidea—or, most likely, Rashlyn’ s—they duped you into
thinking you were weatching Elspyth die”

“Don’t be stupid,” Gueryn roared. “It was her, | tdll you.”

Aremyshit hislip in thought. He had not redlized just how powerful Rashlyn was. “Yes, to dl intentsand
purposesit was Elspyth. Have you ever heard of aglamour?’

“No. What isit—some kind of magic?”’

“Yes, and I’'m guessing that’ swhat Rashlyn used against you. We northerners are more accepting of
magic than you folksin the south and growing up we tend to hear about spells and sorcery of days gone
by. My grandfather once told me about a powerful enchantment that can make one person look like
someone else—aglamour. Only the most gifted can wield such power.”

Gueryn wondered how many more shocks his heart could take in one day. He stared at Aremysina
Sunned Sllence.

“Elspyth was dive and well when | left her,” the mercenary went on. “I hugged her goodbye. | bet you
didn’t touch her.”

Gueryn shook his head numbly. “1 could only watch her die.”

“It was another woman, le Gant. They took some poor woman and placed aglamour on her. Y ou said
they weretrying to get information from you. What was so important that they would murder awomanin
front of you?’

“Cailech wanted to know about my connection to Koreldy. | have none, but it appears Koreldy had
some connection to me.” Gueryn barked aharsh laugh. “ They stitched together my eyelids as part of my
torture and | was blind when | met Koreldy. But do you know something, Farrow, | thought he was Wyl
Thirsk.” Gueryn began to weep, dl his pent-up emotion spilling over. “1 failed the boy. | failed the



Thirsks”

“No, you didn’'t,” Aremys countered helplesdy, feding the depth of Gueryn’semotion. “There s so much
I’d liketo tell you, but there’'sno time,” he whispered. “Look, | haveto go. You're safest here until | can
work out how we re going to rescue you. Y ou must hang on. Give nothing away of what we' ve shared.”

He reached out and grabbed the man’ s hand, putting it against his own heart in the way of the
Morgravian Legion. It was the highest form of commitment one soldier could make to another.

Gueryn was astounded by the action. There were only two men he had ever given such asignd to. Both
were named Thirsk; father and son. Both were now dead.

“Wait!” hesad, suddenly remembering. “Lothryn—you think he'saive?’
“l do.”

“That horse has something to do with it, the horse called Gaapek,” Gueryn murmured, amost to himsdif,
disgusted that he had not yet worked out an answer.

“What?" Aremyswhispered, amost raisng Gueryn’ sfeet from the floor as helifted him to standing.

Gueryn shook hishead. “I don’t know what I'm saying. | just have afeding that the horse Galapek,
Cailech’ snew gdlion, has something to do with Lothryn.”

“Why? What exactly do you know?’ Aremys asked urgently.

Gueryn frowned. He had no ideawhy the Grenadyne was so excited. “Rashlyn knows the truth of what's
happened to Lothryn. | overheard him jesting smugly to Myrt and Byl that L othryn was closer than they
knew. And he went on to make some joke about the meaning of the word ‘ Galapek.””

Aremyslooked blank. “I don’t know the word. Sounds like the old language,” he mused.

“Itis. And | do know it. ‘ Galgpek’ means‘traitor.” Cailech has named his new stdlion Traitor, which, in
my opinion, isjust about the worst name you could give ahorse.”

Aremys looked stunned. Then he spun on his hedls and called over his shoulder, “I’ll be back, le Gant.
Say nothing of thigl”

The huge man al but ran from the cell, damming the door behind him. Gueryn heard the lock turn. He
had nothing but his sorrowful thoughts for company now.

“Wdl?" Myrt asked, startled by Aremys srapid exit from the cell.

“Let’sget out of herefirg,” Aremyssaid, hishead swirling with fantastica thoughts, every nervetingling
with terror. It could not be true, could it?

Fortunately Haz was not in attendance &t the jail. Myrt thanked the young, completely disinterested
guard, who was obvioudy posted in the dungeon as some sort of punishment, judging by his scowl. He
merely nodded when Myrt reminded the lad that Gueryn was to be walked dally.

Outsde, Myrt grabbed Aremys sarm. “Y ou got something, didn’t you?’

“Do you know what the name Gaapek means, Myrt?’ Aremys asked, hisvoice hard and low. When



Myrt shook his head, Aremys closed his eyeswith amix of anger and despair. What acruel fate. “It's
the ancient language of the north,” he said. “ Cailech’ s school children would probably be ableto tell you.
It means ‘traitor.””

Myrt looked perplexed. “ All right, a curious name for ahorse and even stranger connotations, but what's
that got to do with Lothryn?’

“You foal. You poor sad fool,” Aremys said, unableto help himsdf. “ The horseis Lothryn,” and his
voice amost broke on those words. “ Rashlyn has somehow worked his vile magic on Lothryn to turn him
into an anima, and now your oh-so-proud King can keep hisformer friend as his servant until he’'sno
good for anything but the knacker’ syard.”

Myrt opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. No sound at al, in fact. Aremys had once seen a
man suffer aheart tremor; it had come quickly and gone asfast, leaving one side of the man’ sface
parayzed. That was how Myrt looked now: paralyzed. Hisfacid muscles had gone dack and al color
had drained from his cheeks, hiseyeswere like dull black buttons.

Finally he found some lucidity. “Cailech broke him. We dl watched it. He did it in aspecid corrd he'd
had built. 1t took days. Days of painful, heart-wrenching bresking of this horse' s spirit until it bowed its
head before him.”

Myrt began to weep. Aremys could fedl tears stinging his eyestoo; he could not remember the last time
he had cried over anything or anyone. His sister perhaps, when he had seen her tiny corpse laid out, the
vicious gores of the forest boar covered by abeautiful slken dress. He tore himsalf away from the

memary.

“He said hewould bregk him using trust,” Myrt finished. It was Lothryn al dong. Lothryn who fought
for days until he was too weak to resist hisking anymore.”

Aremys shook hishead in wonder. “ And that’ swhy the horse made me fedl so sick. The Thicket’smagic
sensed the sheer power and evil of the sorcery that had been wielded to turn aman into ahorse.”

Myrt' s red-rimmed eyes Stared at him. “ Aremys, don’t lieto me now. Y ou said something earlier that |
scoffed at—that the horse communi cated something to you. Did it redly say something?’

Aremys nodded miserably. “It whispered aname. Elspyth.”

Without another word, the Mountain warrior turned and waked away to dedl with hispain aone.



Chapter 7

It wasthefirst time since childhood that Celimus had set foot in hisfather’ s beloved war chamber.
Magnus had always loved the room, even in times of peace. Itswindows faced east, toward the
traditional enemy, and when Celimus had paid one of hisfew visits here, he had believed its views went
on forever. He recalled now how hisfather had laughed alittle indulgently when Celimus had voiced that
notion. It had been arare moment of shared enjoyment for father and son, and had passed al too
quickly, Celimus forgotten the moment amessenger had arrived with amissive for Generd Thirsk, who
aways seemed to be a hisking' s side. Celimuswas briskly told to find his tutor—although no one
appeared to care where he went, aslong as he left. He had understood with a sour realization that he had
no place among these men. He had been nine years old, ready to watch and learn about kingship, but
Magnus had not cared enough to teach him. That much had been obvious, Celimus had not returned to
the chamber until thisday.

It was here that men had smoked and argued with one another, plotted and schemed against Briave. In
this place many awar had been invented, but peace had aso been designed. It was aroom of ancient
waxed timbers and leather smoothed from years of use, where, if you concentrated, you could still smell
ahint of the sweet tobacco King Magnus had favored. A once magnificent, now faded tapestry depicting
afamous battle scene from centuries previous hung across one wall, and a hand-twisted rug, threadbare
in places, lay across the wooden floor, whose dusty boards had recently enjoyed a polish.

King Celimus held no sentiment for this chamber so loved by hisfather. He hated it, in fact, equating it
with the reason he and his mother had never felt Magnus slove. But thiswar room of hisfather’ swas
where detailed maps of Morgravia, Briavel, and other realms were stored. And Celimus needed those
maps now. He aso needed to give the impression that he was preparing to declare war on his neighbor,
and thiswas the place from which to do that.

In not gppointing agenerad after Wyl Thirsk’ s deeth, Celimus had effectively claimed full leadership of the
Morgravian Legion. This had shocked many of the noble families, who had assumed that Jeryb Dond,
with his brood of sons, was the most likely successor. But Donal had refused when such ideas had been
suggested. Hisfocus, he had assured dl, was firmly on the border between Morgravia and the Razors.
There was no better defense than Felrawthy and he had no intention of moving to Pearlis. Celimus had
made it equally clear he did not require agenera as such. He preferred to work through the captains,
leading the Legion himsdalf To most Morgravians' despair, Celimus had recently given the directive to
mobilizethefirst few divisons of the Legion. People had prayed that war between Morgraviaand Briavel
was for the history books now. The coming marriage had promised so much for thetwo realms
prosperous future together. Still, no one could argue with thisKing. He was alaw unto himsdf It was
Cdimus sintention that his men start departing for the Briavellian border today.

“That should give our queen something to think about,” he said to Jessom, who was standing nearby,
pouring his sovereign acup of wine.

Thewar room had been freshly cleaned, waxed, and aired for Celimus. Someone had even placed a
bowl of fruit and vase of exquisite tannika budsin one corner. Celimus did not particularly carefor ether,
but he liked the splash of color in thisdull and dreary place. His mother, he recalled, had adored the
famed buds, which only flowered for afew short weeksin spring. It afforded him an ironic amusement
that his mother’ sinfluence now held sway in Magnus s once firmly private, men-only chamber.

If he had any of her perfume, he would dab it over every surface so that Adana s scent permested every
corner and overwhelmed any lingering essence of Magnus. He smiled grimly at the thought.



“What aretheir orders, sre?’” the Chancellor replied, handing the goblet to the King.

“Merely ashow of strength at this stage. They await further orders,” Cdimus said distractedly, looking
toward the flushed, dusty messenger being led into the war room by one of hisaides. “Yes?’

The ade bowed, as did the messenger. “Sire,” the aide said, “a courier from the north.”
Cdimusdid not mask hisirritation a being disturbed. “| takeit thisis urgent?’

“I’'massured it is, your highness, and to be given to you directly,” the aide quaified. He would never dare
interrupt the King and his chancellor unlessit wasimportant, although of course he did not mention this
fact. “ Say aslittle as possible” seemed to be the new creed among the palace servants when faced with
their king.

The courier bowed again, overwhelmed to bein the presence of the King. It was clear that since arriving
at the gates of Stoneheart, he had not even paused for a cup of water to quench histhirst.

Cdlimus leaned againgt the huge table where he remembered his father poring over maps and looked at
the newcomer expectantly. With hisarmsfolded and legs crossed at the ankle, the King suggested this
was al most inconvenient and he offered no words to dlay the messenger’ s obvious nervousness.

Theman licked hisdry lips. “Y our highness, | was dispatched from the midlands checkpoint, having
taken a message from another messenger, who had been sent by your captain at our northern base
between Deakyn and Felrawthy.” He paused to take a breath, not noticing the flicker of irritation across
the King' sface at the preamble.

The Chancellor did. “ Get to the point, man, if it'surgent,” Jessom warned, hoping to prevent Celimus
from erupting. He had sensed hisking's brittle mood that morning and experience suggested it would not
dototest hisflexibility right now.

“I gpologize, Sre,” the man sammered. “The message | am asked to deliver direct to you isthat King
Cailech of the Razors seeks aparley.”

A stunned silencefilled the war room, then evaporated as exclamations ensued from both King and
Chancdllor.

“A parley with Cailech!” Cdimus blustered. “ Preposterous! Whatever for?’

The courier reddened. “My king, | am not privy to any background to this missive, other than to report
that it was origindly delivered to the Legion by aman caled Aremys Farrow.” He bowed, histask
concluded. Cdimusignored him, glancing angrily toward the Chancellor. Before anything further could be
said, Jessom dismissed both courier and aide. He stilled the King's coming explosion with aguarded

look and both waited impatiently for the two men to leave.

As soon as the door shut, Celimus erupted. “Farrow!” he raged. “Working with Cailech?’

Jessom ddliberately kept his expression clear of al emotion, although he too was startled by the news.
“Wedon't have dl the details yet, your highness. We cannot know what has occurred here.”

“What secrets has he passed on?’ Celimus demanded.

Jessom shook hishead. “ He knows nothing, sire. Besides, he will not share details of his paid missons
with Cailech. Mercenaries of his caiber never let one hand know what the other isdoing.”



“Precisdly my point, you fool,” Celimus said. “How do we know that he hasn’t been working for Cailech
dl dong?’

Experience had taught Jessom to ignore such offense. “To what end, sre? What benefit has he gained?
What secrets could he have learned during afew hours at Stoneheart? Both he and Leyen were watched
on my ingructions. Farrow did not leave his chamber, even washing up there. He did not emerge until
supper with you, and during your mesting the only matter of note discussed was Y lena Thirsk—and
presumably she means nothing to the Mountain King. Farrow returned to his room and was gone within
two hours. With respect, my king, | think we are jumping to conclusons.”

“Thenwhat is Farrow up to?’ Celimusroared, only mildly placated. “What is Cailech up to?’

“Wel, let’ sthink it through,” Jessom said in a soft voice meant to cam his sovereign’ srage. “ An ambush,
possibly?’

“Hardly,” Celimus countered. “By al accounts, Cailech isnot stupid. He' snot going to risk himself on the
vague chance he could hurt me. No, thereis another reason.”

“I have to wonder what he thinks the Razor Kingdom and Morgravia have in common, sre,” Jessom said
airily, about to expound further when the King cut him off.

“A mutud distrust of Briavel perhgps,” Cailech replied, his mind now working its agile way around
various scenarios. “Let’ s presume Aremys has no loydlty to either party—that he isworking purely for
persona gain. Perhaps he was captured by Cailech while he was on businessfor us, dthough that is
unlikely; asyou suggest, however, there could be other reasons he found himself in the company of
Callech. Let’ sgive him the benefit of the doubt for now, shal we?’

“All right, your mgjesty,” Jessom agreed, asif the morerationa approach were dl Celimus sidea. “ S0?’

“So, | agree to meet with Aremys Farrow on Morgravian soil. | am intrigued asto what Cailech hasin
mind with thisparley.”

“What do you propose, Sire?’

“I shall see him somewhere that can be properly guarded. It will take too long for him to be brought to
Stoneheart.” The King began to think aloud. “Perhaps halfway—Rittylworth?”

“Fdrawthy, my king,” Jessom said in atone of rich satisfaction. “What better spot?’

“Indeed,” Cdimus agreed, warming ingtantly to the notion of personaly taking over therich etate. “Who
caresif CrysDond isdivein Briavel? Heisatraitor now, and Felrawthy beongsto the Crown. Make
immediate arrangements. Send a message for Aremys Farrow to be brought to Tenterdyn. We shall meet
himthere”

“At once, your highness. And Briavd ?’

“Canwait for now. Let Vaentynastew. Perhaps the sight of our men will soften her resolve. She would
be afool to go into battle.”

“Y ou would ill marry her, Sre?’

Celimuslooked at his chancellor as though he were conversing with adullard. “1 don't want war, Jessom.
| want her to capitulate. | don’'t want her as my equa—whichiis, tragicaly, how she sees hersef—but |
do want her asmy queen. | want an heir from her. | want Briavel, man. And then | shall havethe



Mountain Kingdom too. | want it al!” he bellowed, storming from hiswar room, his energies charged.

Aremys found the company of the Legionnaires easy and comfortable. With the Razors behind him, he
was relieved to be back in Morgravia—and suddenly the chance of finding Wyl again fet possible. He
gtill felt touched by Myrt’s sorrow, Gueryn'simprisonment, and the shock of realizing what had become
of Lothryn, but there was nothing he could do about any of that right now. He had ajob to carry out for
the Mountain King and his freedom to win.

Heliked Cailech, in spite of it al. The man had adeep intelligence and quick mind, and Aremyswas
impressed that the King—who he sensed was capable of arrogance and too much pride—had not been
too proud or arrogant to appreciate the benefit of a parley with the southern King. That Cailech despised
Cedlimuswas obvious, but he also had the capacity for pragmatism. He had admitted to Aremysthat if he
could stomach ameeting with Celimus and form some sort of loose bond, the long-term benefits were
immense

They had talked over asumptuous supper before Aremys and his escort |eft. Myrt had been quiet, but
then Myrt was dways quiet. Only Aremys seemed overly sengtiveto his silence; the King was focused
on the coming meeting with his southern counterpart.

“Can he betrusted?’ Cailech had asked bluntly.

“I doubt it. Canyou?’ Aremys had inquired, which had made the King bellow with amusement.
“You'll dowel, Aremys. Go and set up this parley for me.”

“Andinreturn, Callech,” Aremys had risked, “what is my reward?’

“I dlow youtolive,” the King had answered. The gregarious mood did not fool Aremys. He knew only
too well that the King still held deep suspicions about him, but no mention had been made of Rashlyn
other than to assure the two men that the barshi was well.

Aremys had not replied to the King' s flippant comment. Instead he had held his ground, refusing to flinch
under the King' s scrutiny.

“All right, mercenary. | understand your need for an exchange of somekind,” Cailech said, relenting. He
smiled. “What would please you that | could provide?’

Aremys had decided to risk it. “| would have Galapek.”

The King' s reaction was dramatic despite his efforts to shield it. The eyes narrowed and Aremys saw the
man’sjaw tighten. Hisbarb had hit home.

“What isyour interest in my horse?’ Cailech had asked, his tone bordering on anger.

“Only that | wish hewere mine, Sre,” Aremyshad lied. “Heisthe most beautiful gdlion | have ever
encountered—and that' s saying something, coming from a Grenadyne.”

“Heis4ill new for me. | amfond of him.”

“I see” Aremys had observed, keeping hisvoice light so no offense could be taken. It wastimeto pull
back. “King Cailech, | will attempt to set up this parley for you in good faith. | need nothing from you in
payment—not even your fine stdlion. All | ask isthat you grant my freedom once you have had the



opportunity to work out a peace agreement with Celimus.”

Cailech had ingtantly offered his hand, palm up. Aremysknew thiswas arare show of friendship from a
man who no doubt believed he had no equal, and once again he was struck by how quickly the King's
mood could change.

“I will gladly sedl hands on that, Aremys,” the King had said. “I like your confidence that Celimusand |
will find common ground.”

Aremys had placed his own hand on top of the King's. “Y ou alone will make it happen, my lord. | have
completefathinyou.”

Cailech had smiled and thistime there was no guilein hisface, just open warmth. “1 hope you will choose
to stay among us, Grenadyne. But | will grant you your independence as soon asthis dedl isdone.”

Aremys had opted for alighthearted response. “1 must be free, your highness. My memory telsmel
have awoman to find,” and he had winked, much to the King' s delighted amusement.

And so Aremys Farrow of Grenadyn had been provided with an escort, afine horse, and amessage to
deiver to Cdlimus, which he had duly done, emerging out of the Razorswith his hands held high, indsting
that Myrt and his other two companions do the same.

Aremys had deliberately asked Myrt to lead him as close to Felrawthy asthey could get, having learned
from Wyl that these L egionnaires were the least likely to shoot arrowsfirst and ask questions later. They
had entered Morgraviaviaa pass known as Haldor’ s Tooth, which had led them into the duchy of
Felrawthy, to avillage mainly inhabited by soldiers about ten milesfrom Brynt proper. Captain
Bukanan's men were well drilled to take prisonersfor interview. Aremys believed he could thank Jeryb
Dond for thismercy.

He had nodded gently at Myrt to alow the Mountain Men' s hands to be bound.

Histoo had been tied, and while the men of the Razors wereled into asmall dwelling, Aremys had been
taken before Bukanan, who had listened to his story with an intense interest.

“A parley, you say?’ the ruddy-faced Captain had repeated.

“Yes, ar. That' sthemessage | bring,” Aremys had confirmed.

“Y ou understand how odd thisis?’

“I do, gr. It'swhy | was chosen to deliver the message. | am known to the King and he will trust me.”

Bukanan had studied him closdy and findly replied: “ Y ou will remainin our care until we hear back from
Pearlis”

“I understand,” Aremys had said, smiling at the nicely couched words that redlly meant they were
prisoners of Morgravia. “Y ou must understand, however, that these men of the mountains are not to be
harmed in any way and are to be rel eased the moment you receive word from King Celimus.”

“Who makes these conditions?’ the captain had inquired politely, athough Aremys had heard the edgein
thetone.

“Cailech of the Mountain People. Heinsists his men are not to be compromised by King Celimus.”
“And he'sin aposition to make such demands?’ the Captain had asked, somewhat surprised at the



audaciousness of the Mountain King.

“Captain Bukanan, | am merely the go-between for two powerful men. If my attempt to bring them
together succeeds, you and | can continue our livesin peace. | think Morgraviawants peace, and what |
want isto return to my life asafree man. Let us make this happen, you and I. If Callech’'smen are
harmed or kept longer than he considersfair, hewill cal off the parley and you may well be fighting awar
on two fronts—with the King of the Mountains and the Queen of Briavel—which would be ashame,
don't you agree?’

When it was put like that, Bukanan most certainly had agreed. Hiswife had just given birth to ason and
the Captain had every intention of remaining diveto raise the child he loved with such ferocity. “We'll
accept these terms, Farrow. Although you will have little to bargain with once Cailech ison Morgravian
soil—for you may be sure Cdimuswill not agree to go into the Razors.”

“Leavethat tome,” Aremyshad said crypticaly.

The Captain had shrugged. “ As you wish. We will dispatch our rider thisingtant. Make yoursdlf
comfortable among us. It will take afew days.”



Chapter 8

Liryk had persondly escorted the woman who called herself Ylena Thirsk to asmal reception room. She
was disheveled and spokelittle, ingsting that her business was with the Queen, who was expecting her.
Liryk, despite the woman'’s high rank, had her thoroughly searched for even the smdlest of weagpons.
The woman gave no protest and, in fact, carried nothing with her except the riding clothes she stood in.
She certainly did not resemble the famed Thirsks. Apart from the golden hair—an obvious
difference—she was beautiful, not aquaity the Thirsk men had been known for. Liryk noticed that she
carried herself erect and proud—clearly of noble status—and her defiant gaze when hetried to question
her at the guardhouse had told him she was not intimidated by him or hismen. Finaly he had agreed to
send arunner to the Queen.

“Itisup to her mgjesty whether shewill seeyou,” he had cautioned.

“Rest assured, your queen will sseme,” the woman had replied, and had followed the soldier in Slenceto
the chamber. The commander recognized thet this sudden visit was fraught with danger for the now
precarious marriage plans. The nobles had called for Ylena Thirsk and it seemed Shar had answered
Vaentyna s dearest prayers.

“Lady Ylena, my men tel methey found you in the woodland bordering the palace?’

“Yes, that istrue,” Wyl replied. “1 waslost, Commander Liryk, and grateful for their guidance. | have
dready explained that my horsefdl lamein Beeching,” helied, ill alittle shaky from hismagica ariva
into the Werryl woods. “I |€ft it there,” he added, redizing too late that the Commander could easily
check up on hisstory.

“And you walked from Beeching? Could you not buy another horse?’
“Totdl thetruth, Sr, | did not have sufficient fundsin my pursefor that purchase. It wasn't so far.”
“Mogt noblewomen would find five miles adifficult journey on foot.”

“Youforget | anaThirsk,” Wyl parried. “ Even our women are tough,” he added, working hard to keep
vexation from histone.

Before Liryk could reply, the doors of the chamber burst open and Vaentyna strode in, her complexion
dightly flushed from her hurried passage through the palace.

Wyl had been anticipating her arrival with ahammering heart, and hefelt it lurch now at the Sight of her.
He hurriedly dropped alow bow, glad that he had the excuse of riding breechesto avoid the more
feminine curtsy. “ Y our highness” he murmured, hisfeminine voice catching in histhroat. He could smell
her soft scent of lavender. All he wanted to do was hold her, kiss her. He could do neither.

“Please, Ylena,” Vaentynasaid, equaly nervous but for different reasons, “be at ease.”

Wyl looked at Vaentyna s extended hand. He could not help himsdlf; he took the Queen’shand in his
own elegant fingers and kissed it—an unusud action for another woman. He saw her frown dightly ashe
looked up. Wasit from consternation or had she recognized something in his eyes? He knew he was
clutching a strawswith such anotion. Surdly al she saw before her was aragged noblewoman.

“Thank you, your mgesty, for permitting me an audience,” he offered. It was al he could trust himself to
say, and hewas relieved to be rescued by the arrival of aservant with atray of refreshments.



“Truly the plessureismine, Ylena,” the Queen said, bafflement still evident in her expression. “Let us
move to the balcony, shall we?It'salovely morning.” Vaentynaled theway outside. “Liryk, you're most
welcometo stay,” she added, which of course was his cue to depart.

“| shdl take my leave, your highness,” he said, and saw the Queen’ sfacerelax at hisdecison. “1 will
leave aman outside the door should you need me again,” he added, glancing toward Y lena Thirsk. His
couched message was unmistakable. The Queen nodded at him, smiled her thanks at the servant, and
offered to pour her guest aglass of sweet wine; Liryk was already forgotten. The Commander departed
unhappily, hismood evident in his sour expression.

If Wyl’s own sense of awkwardness was anything to judge by, Vaentynawas equally unsure whereto
begin. He decided to take the lead.

“Y ou have been expecting me, haven't you, your highness?’ he asked, taking the cup of wine.

“Wadll, yes” Vdentynabegan, then shook her head dightly. “1t' san odd thing, Ylena—may | cal you
thet?”

I’d prefer you to call me Wy, he thought. “Of course, your mgjesty. Please go on.”

“Your letter said to wait for you and to trust you would come. My noblesinssted that without you they
could not believe any of the recent claims againgt the Morgravian King, so | prayed for your arrival. And,
curioudy—please don’t think me slly—"

“I would never do that,” Wyl confessed, leaning forward and taking her hand. It felt so natural to do this
and yet, heredlized, it would strike the Queen as odd for her guest to be so ingtantly familiar.

Vaentynadid not appear to be discomfited by hisforwardness. “ Even disheveled, you'reredlly so
beautiful—not at dl like Wyl!” she exclamed, and then burst into embarrassed laughter, covering her
mouth. “My apologies, Ylena. I'm so surprised to see you my manners seem to have fled with my wits”

Wyl laughed. How could thiswoman say words that would normaly offend and yet coming from her they
seemed like playful affection?“Wyl was not handsome, your highness...and he knew it,” he admitted.

“Ah,” the Queen interrupted, “but Wyl, even though | knew him so briefly, was probably one of the most
beautiful people ontheinsidethat | will ever have the good fortune to meet.”

Wyl et himself glowing at thewords. “1 think if my brother could eavesdrop on this conversation, your
highness, he would be more thrilled than you could ever know.”

“Hewas s0 generous to my father and me,” the Queen said somberly. “1 can’t quite shake the guilt of his
degth, knowing that he could have saved himself.”

“It’ s probably not right of me to speak so openly, your highness, but Wyl wasin love with you.”
Vaentynafet ahot blush stedling up her throat. “How can you know this?’

“Romen told me,” Wyl answered, and watched the Queen blink at the mention of her lover’sname. It
waswrong of him to do this, but hefelt alittle out of control in her presence. It was dangerous, though,
feding that anything was possible. Hereined in his spirdling emotions.

“How well did you know Romen?’ the Queen asked tentatively.

“We weretogether for several days, traveling to Rittylworth and its monastery. | got to know him well



during that time, as people do when they eet together, ride together, and share thoughts that two
strangers might not otherwise.”

“Romen spent time here too. Did you know that he made a promise to your brother?’
“To protect us both. Yes, hetold me.”
“I—I would be honest with you,” Vdentynasiruggled to say. “1 wasin love with Romen—I am ill.”

Ylenawould have no way of knowing thisand so Wyl framed a expression of gentle surprise on her face.
He nodded, wanting to make it as easy as possiblefor Vaentyna. “| can understand that, your highness.
Romen was very tender toward me and | know he was a good man despite his occupation. | can see
what afine match the two of you would make.”

Vaentyna s eyes shone a the compliment. “Truly?’
Wyl nodded, hating himself and yet loving that he could lift her spirits so.

“No one else would agree with you, Ylena,” the Queen admitted drily. “Romen might have been noble,
but my realm hasits collective heart set on a union between two roya households. But forgive me
bleating on likethis. I’'m aware of your shocking losses, Ylena, and amill at heart for you.”

Wyl lowered his head but Vaentynareached over and clasped Ylena s hand. Her touch sent atremor of
joy through him.

“I have aso heard about your courageous trip from Rittylworth to Felrawthy and know your brother
would be so proud of you.”

“How have you heard this, your highness?’

“Through CrysDond.”

Wyl moved free of her touch, surprised a such news. “Crysis here?’

The Queen nodded. “I’'m sorry; perhaps | should have mentioned it earlier. There sso muchto tell.”

WyI sat back, his pulse racing not with love now but with fear. What had occurred?“Please, tdl me,” he
sad.

“The Dond family was murdered.”

Wyl stood abruptly, staggering dightly and gripping the bacony rail. He forced himsdlf to breathe deeply.
“Y ou have proof?’ Hisvoice came out asagroan.

Vaentyna sreply was soft. “ Y es. Their deaths were confirmed by awitness.” She paused to dlow him
to collect himsdlf before she continued. “ Crys was escorting Elspyth to the Briavellian border, whichis
how he escaped being killed too.” Vaentyna s voice was trembling. 1t was Pil—the novice...Y ou know
of whom | speak?’

Wyl nodded without turning to look at her. He could not bring himself to explain that Y lenaand Rl had
traveled together.

“It was Pil who found Elspyth and Crys and derted them to the tragedy, and Elspyth inssted the new
Duke of Felrawthy accompany her to Werryl.”



Wyl could not make histhroat respond. It felt closed and as dry astinderbush.

“My apologies, Ylena, | should have started from the beginning,” Vaentynasaid. “It has been a shock
forusadl.”

“Wasit Cdimus?’ Wyl croaked.
“Apparently so. The men wore his colors, according to Pil and Lady Donal.”
He swung around. “Lady Dondl lives?’

Vaentyna shook her head sadly. “I’'m sorry, no. She died of her wounds, but the brave woman got
hersdf asfar as Brackstead, bringing the—" She stopped abruptly, realizing that what she had been
about to say would only upset Ylenamore,

“Bringing what?” Wyl ingsted.

Vaentyna stood, offered her hand, and ended up gently embracing her guest. She spoke softly.
“Ylena...let me gart again and tell you everything | know.”

Wyl nodded glumly.

“Let’swak. I'll find it eesier to revigt thispainful gory if I'mmoving.” She found athin smile, but it was
not returned by her guest. “Come, let us stroll in the gardens...if you' re not too tired?”

“I'mnot,” Wyl said, numb from the shocking news but sill glad for any time he could share with
Vaentyna “Whereis Crysnow?’

“I'll send for him so you two can meet after our walk.”
“And Elspyth—she' sheretoo, | presume?’

At thisthe Queen paused and searched for the right words. She found nothing of comfort. Instead she
spoketo Ylenain astraightforward fashion. “ She disgppeared during the night. Y ou missed her by
hours.

Wyl could no longer be shocked. He raised weary eyes to meet the searching blue gaze of thetall
woman before him. “ She’ sgone after Lothryn, then,” he said, resigned.

“Y ou know of him?’
He nodded. “What amess,” he murmured. “What a shocking messmy lifeis.”

Vaentynadid not understand the depth of his comment, but she nodded gently and took her guest’sthin
arm. “Come, the gardens will revive you even though what | haveto tell you might not.”

The two women, strikingly different in appearance, strolled quietly through the peaceful herb gardens.
The dark of Vadentyna s hair contrasted with the gold of Ylenda s. Both wereinriding clothesand
Vaentynawas quietly delighted that the noblewoman waking aongside her had not so much as blinked
at her appearance. It struck her as odd, because most women she met were surprised that she preferred
this masculine garb, and Y lena seemed the kind of fragile beauty who would be horrified to appear in
anything but a perfectly tailored outfit. Y et here she was, entirely unsdlf-consciousin dusty trews, her hair
tied back, her face smudged and fingernails hastily but not successfully cleaned. It did not match up with



the woman she had imagined. Fynch had given her such adetailed description of Wy’ s beautiful sster,
how elegant and sophisticated she was, that it hardly seemed this could be the same person walking
beside her. Of course, Vaentynareminded hersdlf, Y lena had been through considerable traumain
recent weeks, and shewas of Thirsk stock. The bloodline had to prevail, she reasoned. And it wastrue
that Y lenareminded her more and more of the Wyl she had known so briefly.

She spared the young woman none of the details, telling her everything she knew of what had happened
inMorgravia

“Whereis Alyd' s head now?’ Ylenaasked. Vaentynawas surprised by both the forthrightness of the
question and the young woman'’ s control. She had expected an outburst of grief, but Y lena had shed not
asingletear.

“Ylena, | know thisisvery difficult for you,” the Queen began, trying to step gently around the tender
subject of Alyd Dond’ sremains. “I will do whatever you wish.”

“Bury him here” Wyl said without hesitation. “ Tenterdyn is soiled with enough blood of itsown. Let him
liedongside hismother.”

Vaentynanodded. “ That's how Crysfelt about Aleda. He wanted her to belong herefor the time being.”
They had made severd revolutions of the herb garden now. “ Areyou tired?’

“I must bebut | couldn’t deep anyway,” Wyl replied, shaking his head. “ Al of this newsis shattering, but
there are plansto make. Tell me about Ceimus, your highness.”

Bemused by her enthusiasm to share her anxieties with thiswoman, who could do littleto help her,
Vaentynatold Ylenaeverything she knew.

“I can't believe Krdl would do such athing,” Wyl said, darmed at how rapidly the Stuation in Briavel
had deteriorated.

“If you had known him, you would understand how very accurate your comment is,” Vaentynaagreed.
“It was foolish beyond belief and so out of character for him to do something so rash. Celimus now
knows everything.”

“Not everything, my queen,” Wyl cautioned, and Vaentynacould hardly believe the thrill thefighting
words sent through her. “He has no ideawhere | am. We must keep it that way.”

“But it will soon get out. If | have spiesin Morgravia, Briavel issurely riddled with hiswatchers.”

“True. It was amistake for me to announce my real name,” Wyl admitted. “But it was the only name that
was going to get me through the palace gates. | need some timeto think, your highness. Perhaps | might
take that rest now, if you will permit it?”

“Of course. I'mglad you're here, Ylena,” Vadentynasaid, surprising herself with such naked truth. “Y ou
may not look like your brother, but your personalities are devadtatingly smilar. He made mefed safe, as
you do, curioudy enough.”

Y lena sface shone with Wyl’ s pleasure. “I am your servant, your highness. As my brother once pledged
hisalegianceto Briavel, so | dotoo.”

“I accept it with gratitude, Ylena, but what can we two women do againgt that treacherous King to the
west? | marry him shortly, do you know that?’



“Perhgps you must, your highness, but not without aplan,” he said reassuringly, even as his somach
clenched at the thought. “ Gather up al the latest information you can—everything your people can

report.”

The Queen wondered a what point in their conversation Y lena had assumed such authority, but she
nodded her agreement. “My intention wasto ask Crys Donal to leave Briavel,” she added.

“Y es, he cannot remain here. It will only inflame the situation now that Celimus knows he has survived.
Besides, Crys may befar more help to our causein Morgravia”

“What do you mean?’

“I'm not sure yet, your mgjesty. May wetalk again in afew hours?’

“Surely,” the Queen said, and then, unable to help hersdlf, added: “1t’ suncanny...”
“What is, your mgjesty?’

“Either I'm going mad or Shar himsdlf is conspiring to confuse me.” She gave Wyl along, searching gaze
and he watched, discomfited, as her eyes misted. “It sounds so foolish, but not only do you echo your
brother, you remind me keenly of Romen Koreldy in the way you talk to me. He and | plotted together
not so long ago on how to keep Ceimus and his marriage proposa at bay. | fed asif | am rdiving that
moment.” A tear escaped and ran down her cheek. “Oh, forgiveme, Ylena. I’'m know I’'m making no

“Don’t be sorry,” Wyl said, reaching into a pocket and handing the Queen a handkerchief.

Vaentynagave asmal, harsh laugh. “No, you don’t understand. Our mutua friend Elspyth asked mejust
acouple of days ago to keep an open mind on people who might pass through my life.”

“You'reright; | don’t understand,” Wyl admitted, trying to lighten the moment with agrin.

Vaentynadabbed at her cheeks with the handkerchief. Something tweaked at her mind, but she paid it
little attention. “| hate feding thisweak. A mention, areminder of Romen, anything that resonates of him
can undo me.”

“Then use hismemory to make you strong. If he was able to make you fed safe, call upon that feding to
give you courage rather than dlowing it to undo you,” Wyl urged.

The Queen sighed, handing back the beautiful square of linen. Once more shefelt atug at her thoughts,
but again she dismissed it as Y lena spoke.

“What were you going to say about people passing through your life?’

“Oh, nothing really.” Vaentynapulled a astalk of lavender, crushing the flower between her hands. Wyl
had to look away; it was a painful reminder of happier times, when Vaentyna had crushed a head of
lavender and held up her pamsto Romen for him to inha e the scent.

“Elspyth isdetermined that | should lock Romen away and open up my heart to otherswho might love
me,” the Queen continued, shyly now.

Wyl heard darms klaxoning in his head. “ And what € se did the wise woman Elspyth advise, your
highness?’

Vaentynasmiled at his gentle sarcasm, not knowing how terrifying this conversation wasfor her guest. “It



was an odd moment—she was most intense about her words. We were in this very place actudly, and
she begged me that should someone ever remind me strongly of Romen to take notice of it.”

Wyl fdt his ssomach twist with relief. Elsoyth had obvioudy danced around the topic. She had learned the
lesson of aloose mouth in the harshest way at Tenterdyn—and his Sster had died because of it. Elspyth
would not make the same mistake again, although it had not stopped her from aluding to his secret.

He needed to get away before the conversation became even more dangerous.

“I am proud indeed that | remind you of someone you loved so much, your mgesty,” he said, and bowed
to kiss the Queen’ s hand and take hisleave. As he did, he inhaled the scent of lavender as he had done
not so long ago in the guise of Roman Koreldy, and felt arush of adoration and desire through his body.

Wyl fled from the herb garden with its painfully sweet memories and was fortunate to bump into young
Stewyt, the page who had looked after his needs when he was last in the palace, as Romen. He schooled
his expression to show no recognition.

“Excuseme,” he said, touching the youngster on the shoulder.

“My lady?’ thelad said, bowing.

He had grown in the short time Wyl had been away. “What isyour name?’
“Stewyt, my lady. May | help you?’

“I hope so. I’'m aguest here and—"

“Y es, the household staff has been informed, Lady Ylena, and | have been gppointed to wait on you, if
that pleases?’

The boy had struck Wyl as sharp on their first meeting and it seemed thisintuition had not been
misguided. The page had been very sure of himself then and it had occurred to WyI that Stewyt might be
aspy for Chancdlor Krell.

“It does please me,” he replied now. “1 was wondering where my chamber is”
“Let metake you there, my lady. Please follow me.”

They engaged in smdll talk on the journey through the formal reception rooms of the palace, making their
way up the beautiful marble staircase and then another flight—| ess ornate this time—toward the guest
rooms. Stewyt was a competent guide, pointing out items of interest as they entered the western wing of
the paace—a place Wyl had not been previoudly.

“We have arranged a suite for you, my lady. | hope you find the accommodation comfortable. Please et
me know if there sanything | can fetch for you.”

“Thank you,” Wyl said, impressed by the lad’ s composure. He stepped past Stewyt into afreshly aired
Stting room.

“The door over there leads into your deeping chamber, my lady, and that other door isadressing room
where you might take your ablutions. Shdl | send up abath?’

“Please”



“Would you like amaid to help with your toilet?’

“Er, no, thank you, Stewyt. | would prefer to be done right now.” Wyl knew he should order some fresh
clothes, but this new existence was hard enough. Theriding clothes made him fed comfortable.

Stewyt nodded. “Asyou wish, my lady,” and he bowed formaly to take hisleave.

It seemed to Wyl he would never escape the fragrance of lavender. A fresh bunch had been placedina
jar by thewindow and alight breeze carried the scent through the room. The stalks were mingled with
mint, of dl things. So typicaly Vaentyna, he ghed. She'd probably ordered the arrangement herself He
looked out from the window across Werryl Bridge. It was amagnificent sght from this high perspective.
A procession of people crossed to and fro, in and out of Werryl city, and he noticed they al paid quiet
homage to the newly erected statue of King Vaor, who had taken his place among the other, more
ancient royalswho stood guard, made welcome and bade farewdll to al who traveled the bridge. The
peopl€e slovefor Vaor was evident in the way they paused to nod at his likeness or touch the statue's
foot. It was poignant to watch and Wyl wished asimilar tradition were followed in Morgraviato honor its
revered dead. Then he stifled anervous laugh at the menta picture that sprang to mind of the folk of
Pearlis spitting on agtatue of Cdimus.

| must not falter now, he berated himself, knowing that being so closeto Vaentynawhile trapped as
Y lenawas dangerous for him. He decided he should lie down, even if rest duded him. Wyl wasadeep in
moments.

Fynch cameto himin hisdreams.
| cannot stay long. | amtraveling with Knave into the Razors.
Fynch! Isit really you?

WyI, sending to you is hard for me, so don't talk, just listen. | know what troubles you. Offer to go
to Pearlis on Valentyna' s behalf. Buy her moretime.

Celimus will have me killed.
But you are already dead, WyI. Farewell. | hope we shall speak again.
Fynch? Fynch!

Wyl woke trembling and disturbed.



Chapter 9

Fynch sat down hard on the small mound outside the cottage that had been built by Elysius. “my head
throbs.”

Knave prowled nearby. It will. Each time you use the magic, the pain will become a little worse.
“I had to.”

Knave did not comment. Instead he offered some advice. Take some sharvan leaves from the pot in
the cottage. Elysius used themto alleviate the pain.

Fynch nodded and forced himsdlf to stand, despite the lingering ache. “ Do we leave immediately?’
As soon as you fedl strong enough.

“I wishwe didn’'t haveto leavethisplace. | fed safe here”

| understand, Fynch.

“Why did he come, do you think?’

Knave knew to whom the boy referred. To thank you.

“Something odd happened.”

Knave remained quiet, athough the slence wasfilled with ungpoken questions.

Fynch touched the dog on hislarge head as he moved toward the cottage. “Maybe | imagined it, but |
felt connected to the King somehow.”

We all do.

“No, it was morethan that. | fet like | belonged to him,” Fynch said softly, dightly embarrassed. “Even
though | know my cresture is Roark, the unicorn.”

The dog offered no explanation and Fynch sensed hisfriend was confused when hereplied: It cannot be
a bad thing to feel connected to the King of the Beasts.

Fynch understood he would get no more insight from Knave. He knew the Warrior King had aso sensed
something between them. He had seen recognition flare in the cregture’ s dark eyes. But the King had
gone now and there was no point in teasing at that problem.

Not when there was ajourney to make, aman to kill, and another to save.

Despite hisdeep, Wyl did not fed rested in the dightest, and Fynch’ swords had so disturbed him that he
could not face putting his head back on the pillow. Soon enough, agaggle of servants arrived to ddliver
the bath, hot water, fresh clothes, and atray of welcome food and wine.

Hetook histime luxuriating in the sleaming water and staring at the trio of gowns Vaentyna had sent for
him to choose from. He hated the sight of them, despised having to climb into adress and curtsy before



the woman he loved. And what was more, something terrifying was occurring in Ylena sbody. At first he
had been aarmed by the cregping hurt that had begun low and deep, dmost at hisgroin. Sharp needles
of pain had stabbed regularly at him since he had woken. The hest of the bath had soothed them but not
taken them away, and then a fresh ache across his back had begun. When the dull throb of a headache
gathered, he knew he wasill, but it was only as he was considering how to explain the discomfort to a
physic that he understood what thiswas al about. He had Y lena' s monthly bleed. A new wave of
sickness passed over him. How much more humiliation could he take? Did he truly have to contend with
this?

Hetook his mind back to easier times, when life was bright and happy for Ylena. Herecalled how she
would withdraw each month for aday at least and rest, but he had hardly been privy to much more
information than, “Y our Sgter isindigposed. Sheleaves amessage that you should vidt tomorrow when
shewill befeding better.” He smirked bitterly in thewarm waters. The first day is always the worst,
she had told him when he had dared to ask more than was polite. So he had to deal with this pain for one
day—and then what? How long would the bleed last? He knew there was something about linens and
regular changing, but that was awoman’ sworld. His world now. He dipped deeper into the warmth of
the bath.

Fynch’ swords haunted him. Hisfriend wasright: What did it matter if Ylenadied a the hands of
Cdimus, or anyone els=? Her desth would buy Vaentynatime. Wyl Thirsk would go on living anyway,
he thought grimly. Perhaps he could persuade Ceimusto do the ugly deed and end it once and for al.
But just as he began to work out a plan, he remembered Elysius swarning that if he attempted to
contrive his own degth, the repercussions would be savage. He could not risk another person heloved
auffering and he felt sure the penalty would be leveled on someone el se rather than himself.

He dropped Ylena s head to her handsin deep frustration, but in truth his mind was made up. Fynch's
advicewaswise, Wyl could represent Vaentynato Cdlimus. The King of Morgraviawould hardly turn
down the opportunity to welcome Y lena back to Stoneheart—and no doubt directly into her former cell
in the dungeon...or worse. He cared not. The sooner he wasrid of Ylena sbody, the better. He felt sick
at heart that he would lose her again, but he would be glad to no longer walk in her skin.

Wyl pondered aplan ashe washed Y lena s hair and readied her for dinner. A small glow of luck saw a
maid arriveto clear histray. He begged afavor and it was taken care of in minutes. She brought him
grips of linen and astrange brown liquid that smelled awful and tasted worse,

Theyoung maid smiled a him as he thanked her. “The pain will go quickly, my lady. I'll have some more
linensddivered.”

The Duke of Felrawthy crossed the room and swept Y lenainto hisarms. “Wyl,” he whispered into his
prisoner’ s ear, “thank Shar you' re safe.”

Wyl felt self-conscious at the show of affection and yet knew it would appear perfectly norma to the
Queen, who stood regaly nearby, delighting in the reunion of her Morgravian guests. Shelooked dazzling
inadark brown gown of the smplest design. Figure hugging, with no frills or flounces, ruches or tucks; it
flattered her tal, dim frame, the deep color accentuating the brightness of her eyes againgt her creamy
complexion and the dark hair she had twisted up behind her head with atortoiseshell comb.

When he was placed back on the floor, Wyl took the Duke s hand in his own and placed both their fists
againg hisown heart. It wasthe gesture of aLegionnaire, and in Morgravian society would have looked
not only odd but vulgar when performed by awoman. Fortunately, V aentyna had no understanding of



the gesture, athough Wyl knew Cryswould ingtantly understand itsintent. For Wy, it was the only way
he could show histrue sdf and convey the depth of hisfeding for what had occurred.

“I’'m shattered by the news of your family,” he said softly.

Crysmomentarily lost histight grip on the sorrow he kept locked away and Wyl saw it march dowly,
painfully, across the handsome Duke' s fegtures.

“I can't—" Crysbegan hdtingly.

“I know,” Wyl said, fighting down the lump that was closing hisown throat. “| understand. Stay strong,
Crys. Ther liveswill not have passed invain.”

All Crys could do was gather up his hurts quickly and hide them again. It was either that or bresk down
completely. He nodded as he turned away.

Vaentynarescued them both. “Ylena, Crys, come, I’ ve had atable set up by thefire. Let us break some
bread together.”

Had the Queen deliberately chosen to entertain them in the same chamber in which Wyl had first met her
father, with its secret doorway and huge tapestry covering the privy? He could not guess but it felt
strangely comforting to be here again—as though he had come full circle. Nothing much had changed in
the room, save afew Vaentyna-esque flourishes. Ajar of blooms, some fresh lavender and herbs
scattered on the floor that would rel ease their scent asthey were crushed underfoot, athick rug, and a
charcod-sketched likeness of VVaor done by his daughter that hung unobtrusively in acorner. It was not
agreat work of art but had obvioudy been done with raw emotion and she had somehow captured the
spirit of theman. Thefina brightening touch was atiny puppy, gamboling about near the warmth of the
hearth, teasing at abone.

Vaentynasaw Wyl’samusement at thelittle fellow asthey seated themsalves and shrugged. “1 miss
Knave.” Then shewhispered, “I hear you have the curse. Have you taken some raspberry-leaf tea?’

Wyl nodded, though he had no idea whether he had taken such tea or not. He was startled by her
candidness. Did women discuss these ma adies openly with one another?

Vaentyna ssmilewasdl sympathy. “Thefirst day isawaystheworst.”

Wyl wondered if hisface was flushed red with the embarrassment he was fedling and was glad when
Crys clamed his attention, drawing him away from the Queen’ s conspiratorid gaze.

“Y ou've heard that Elspyth has gone?’ Crysinquired of Wyl, the young Duke fully composed again.

Wyl fdt proud of him. Morgraviacould recover with young men likethisto lead the future. If only he
could rid the realm of its present monarch, there was hope. “Y es, into the clutches of Cailech, | suspect.”

“What can we do?’ Crys asked, not really expecting aresponse.
“| shdl haveto go after her.”

“What?’ Vaentynacried, and Wyl could understand how strange his comment must have sounded.
“What can atiny creature like you do againgt Cailech and his Mountain Men?’

“Oh,” Wyl said, finding alazy grin he was certain Romen would be proud of, “you’ d be surprised, your



“But you' ve never been there. Y ou have no idea about thisman!” Vaentyna spluttered, the
noblewoman’ s arrogance reminding her of someone she had once loved.

“True,” Wyl lied. “But Elspyth decided to risk it,” he continued, “and we have time on our side.
Presumably sheison foot?’

The Queen nodded. “ She took nothing, not even the horse sherodein on.”
“She'll be awhile getting into the Razors, then. In the meantime, there saream a stake.”
Vaentynafound asad smilefor her new friend. “1 was measured for my wedding gown this afternoon.”

“Asyou should be,” Wyl said, suppressing the nauseathat rose in histhroat at the thought. “Y ou must be
seen to be progressing with your plansfor the wedding, your highness. L et the spies report that you are
preparing as any imminent bride would be.”

Vaentyna put down her goblet, her expression one of disgugt. “And in theinterim dlow himto intimidate
my people by setting up hisarrogant Legionnairesin camps aong our border?’ She briefed her guestson
everything she had gleaned from recent reports.

Wyl congdered thisinformation, Sipping quietly from his own wine, asapoultry course was laid before
them. Vaentyna sfare was smple but ddlicious, aswas her choice in most things. He stared now at the
roasted chicken before him, the heady scents of lemon and rosemary wafting up to tantalize him.

“The Legion’smovements are purdly that,” he said, looking up from his plate and sounding nothing like a
pampered young noblewoman.

“Pardon me?’ the Queen inquired, afork speared with meat balanced hafway to her mouth.
“Youthink it saruse?’ Cryschimedin.

Wyl shook his head. “No ruse. Cdlimuswould not hesitate to send in hismen, if pushed, but he hasa
good soldier’ sbrain. And he' saking now with designs on broadening his empire, not losing his subjects.
No, | think thisiswhat you might call stage one. | would do precisely the samein his shoes.”

“Whichiswhat, exactly?’ Vaentynaasked, stunned by Y lena s sudden likenessto Liryk or, indeed, her
own father. The girl’ s brother, Wyl Thirsk, had sounded just as straightforward in the fina few moments
she had known him as he had helped her escape the fate both he and her father had met that afternoon.

“Parade the might of the Legion, remind Briave of the power that lies across the border. He knows you
are aware that war with Morgraviawould be insanity and that you will not permit it.”

“Won't |7’ she said, suddenly contrary. She sounded asif she would rather fight. Ylena s presence,
fragile though it appeared, seemed to have given her anew rush of hope.

“No, your mgesty,” Wyl answered. Y lena s voice was high-pitched and very feminine, but the tone he
managed to hit left no room for argument. “Y ou will send him adeclaration of your affectionsinstead. A
reinforcement, if you will, of your commitment to the marriage and peace for the region.”

A hard blue gaze riveted Wyl to where he sat. He swallowed to loosen histhroat, which felt suddenly
tight. Oh, how hewould loveto take her in hisarms and kiss her, declare hislove, and tell her everything,
to hdll with whether she believed him or not. A roll of painin hisbelly reminded him that the Queen saw a
woman across the table and certainly did not harbor the same sentiments. What was more, her
expression demanded an explanation of his statement.



He was about to continue when they were interrupted by aknock at the door. Vaentynacaled for one
of her aidesto enter and Wyl saw theirritation flicker across her face. He redlized how much she would
be missing Krell’s competent presence, knowing how much he had screened from her and dealt with
himsdf The man bowed. *Y our highness, Commander Liryk said you would want to havethis
information immediately.” He handed her adocument.

“Thank you,” the Queen said, standing as she took the paperwork and nodding to dismiss the messenger.
She moved to thefireto read it. “Excuse me,” she murmured to her guests.

Both watched her expression grow more serious as she read, then darken. She let out a harsh sound, half
laughter, haf despair. Wyl pushed his chair back and, despising the swish of hisgown and girlish click of
his hedls, was & her side.

“Y our highness, what isit?’ He could see her pae before him.
Crystoo wason hisfeet. “Your mgesty?’

The Queen shook her head, eyes closed, jawsfirmly clamped together as she gathered hersdlf. She
opened her eyes and they werefilled with tears. “ Our spiesreport that King Celimus of Morgraviaison
hisway north to Felrawthy, where he will meet for aparley with the Mountain King.”

“Cailech and Cdimus?” Wyl murmured in disbelief.
She nodded. “It' sardiable source too.”
“What on earth would they have in common?’ Crys said into the tense silence.

“Briave!” Vadentynabanged her fist againgt the mantelpiece and let out asound of degp anguish. “They
mean to destroy us.”

“Wait, Vdentyna” Wyl cried, forgetting himself and al protocol. “Let methink.”

He began to pace.

Anyone who had known Fergys Thirsk, and perhaps his son, would be aware that thiswas afamily trait.
It had dways amused Magnus to see his generd pacing as he formulated battle or peace plans, and if
Ylenaor Alyd were dive, they would be able to confirm that Wyl was hewn from the same block.
Neither of the two people watching Y lena pacing now had known Fergys or Wyl Thirsk that well, but
Vaentynahad known Romen and she had watched him perform this very action when thinking and
plotting. It struck her so resoundingly shefelt her breath catch in her throat. Even more disconcerting was
thefact that Ylenawas pulling at her ear as she paced, ahabit Vaentyna had teased Romen Koreldy
about on severa occasions during their short time together. Thereit was again, the tugging at the right
ear, the rlentless dow pacing, thefacelost in thought. Shar! She was going mad. She looked away and
reached for her wine, swallowed it in asingle draft. The liquor helped steady her but did nothing to
aleviate the shock of the news or the bewildering sense of Romen’s presence.

Suddenly she was reminded of Fynch's strange suggestion that Wyl Thirsk and Romen Koreldy were of
one mind. The boy had stopped just short of saying they were one person. How could it be that Wyl's
ggter now seemed to reflect smilar traits? And then Elspyth’ swords blew through her mind:

| believe that some people are reincarnated. Perhaps you should listen more carefully to your
friend Fynch. It isto thiswhich herefers, | am sure. And you must promise me that should
another person look at you and per haps touch you emotionally as Romen did, reminding you
uncannily of the man you loved, that you will permit it.



Permit them to love me, you mean?Vdentynaremembered saying in anusement, almost teasing.
But Elspyth had nodded serioudy and added, Perhaps even a woman.

Vaentynalooked back at Ylena. Perhaps even a woman. She gasped, turning away to hide the sound
and the frightened look on her face. What was happening here? What was Shar’ s plan? Something else
nagged at the edges of her mind, something urging her to recdl it. But it remained on the fringe, hovering
and niggling, and her anxiety over thislatest action of the Morgravian King won the battle and banished
the thought. VVaentyna had to focus on Cdimus and hisintentions, not her spiraling emotions and
deranged thoughtsthat Y lena Thirsk was the embodiment of Romen Koreldy! Fool! she screamed at
hersdf inwardly.

Crysurged Wyl to speak histhoughts.

Wyl swung around, the swish of his gown annoying him again. How he wished he could at least be Faryl,
tal and strong in her masculine cothes. “1 know Celimus,” he said, just pulling himsdf back from blurting
out, I know Cailech too. “And | have traveled with someone who knows Cailech,” helied.

“And?’ Vaentyna prompted, pushing away her own confusing thoughts.

Wyl raised Y lena s ddlicate hands. “ Celimus despises Cailech. Heis quietly obsessed with the Mountain
King, your highness, and nothing would prompt him to organize a parley with asovereign whoserealm,
I"’'m sure, he entertains visions of destroying.”

“Atleast Cdimusisconggtent in hisambitions,” Vaentynacommented bitterly. “Go on.”

“Everything I’ ve heard suggests that Cailech hates Morgravia s new king just as energeticaly—has more
reasonto, infact.” Wyl’smind wasracing. “ So intruth, | can’t see either of them making such amove of
their own valition. Something has prompted it.”

“ Asthe Queen suggests, then—joining forces againgt Briavel,” Crysargued.

Wyl shook his head, felt Ylena s hair bob from side to Sde, and grimaced to himsdlf. “No. Cdimus
doesn't need the Mountain King to overwhelm Briavel. The Legion could crush the Briavelian Guard
resoundingly. If he were of amind to do so, he could take Briavel by force and then combine the armies
to take on Cailech. That' sthe morelogica scenario—no offense intended, your highness.”

“Nonetaken,” shereplied, frowning. There was no doubting it: Shefdt asif shewere being briefed by a
soldier. “Why the parley, then?’

“Doesthe letter say any more?’

Vaentynascanned it quickly again. “No, just the name of the man who brought the origind message out
of the Razors and ddlivered it to Celimus' s people.”

“Who wasit?” Wyl said. No doubt someone reliable like Myrt, he reckoned.

Vaentynasquinted at the page. “ Dreadful writing,” she murmured. “| think it says his nameis Farrow.
Y es, Aremys Farrow.”



Chapter 10

Using fresh horses a intervas, King Celimus had swept through the gates of Tenterdyn earlier than he'd
expected. he wasimpressed by the sprawling estate of Felrawthy’ s duke and delighted to see that the
manor itsalf was exceptionaly well appointed. For aprovincia family, the Donals had not lived without
cresture comforts. Freshly bathed and changed now, and having taken ownership of Jeryb’s magnificent
study with its view over the heather-laden moors, Celimus nodded at his chancellor. “ Bring him before
me”

Jessom entered the small antechamber where Aremys Farrow had been asked to wait. “| trust there are
no tricks up your deeve, my friend,” he cautioned the mercenary.

Aremys eyed the hook-nosed Chancdllor. “ Just earning my living, Jessom,” hereplied. “Lead on.”
The man turned and showed Aremysinto the main chamber.

“Farrow,” Cdimus said from the window where he had been admiring the vigta.

“Your highness,” Aremysreturned, dropping alow bow.

“Youarequiteasurprise”

“That isnot my intention, Sre,” the mercenary replied, Sraightening.

“Will you tell me how it comes abouit that you are working for my enemy?’

“Y our highness, | an aman available for hire by anyone with cointo pay. | am dwaysloya to my
employer, as your chancellor would know. Y ou must not fear that | have shared any secretswith
Cailech, just ashe need not fear | will share any of hiswith you,” Aremys said smoothly.

“So you admit he has secrets?” Cdimus said, moving in hisfluid, eegant manner to sit on the corner of
Jeryb’sold desk.

“Weadl have secrets, your maesty,” Aremyssaid carefully. “ It does not mean they necessarily impact on
one another.”

“Farrow, | would know how you came to be in the Razors when you were on paid businessfor the
Crown of Morgravia,” Cdimusreplied testily, tiring of the banter.

Aremyswas prepared for this question. “Y our magjesty, | wasfollowing thetrail of YlenaThirsk, as
instructed.”

“Did you meet up with Leyen?’ the King interrupted.
“No, dre. But | believe she may have discovered that our prey had visited this very house.”
“Isthat 307" Celimus said, olive eyes narrowing.

Aremys moved into the critical area of hisfabricated sory. He would have to be convincing. “I don’t
know what happened to Leyen. | presume she must have given up her pursuit because | haven't found
any trace of her since Tenterdyn. Perhaps she had other tasks to perform?’ he prompted carefully, and
pretended not to see the glance between Chancellor and King.



“| gathered Ylena Thirsk had dready |eft Tenterdyn before Leyen’'sarriva,”

Aremys continued, “and found mysdf giving chaseto the eldest son of Felrawthy and the Thirsk woman,
who seemed to be heading north to the very rim of the Razors before veering east.”

Cdimus nodded. “Into Briavel.”
Aremys hesitated, aquestion in his expression. Perhaps the King knew something he did not.
“We have heard reportsthat Crys Dondl isat Briavel’s pdace. Perhaps Y lenaiswith him.”

Aremyswondered how in Shar’ sname the heir to Felrawthy had found himself in Werryl, dthough
having heard with horror of the daughter of Jeryb’s clan, he wasn't terribly surprised that the young man
had fled Morgravia. “Not necessarily, your highness,” he said into the lengthening silence.

“What do you mean?’ Celimus queried.

“Y our spies have not reported asighting of Ylena Thirsk, have they?”’

“Not yet, no.”

“Hmm,” Aremyssaid, quietly theatricd, asthough thinking through something complex.
“Farrow, you gtill haven't explained how you come to be with Cailech’ s people,”
Jessom prompted.

Aremys understood now why Wyl had didiked Jessom so deeply. He fdt his own hacklesrise at the
interruption.

“| was getting to that, Chancellor. | overnighted in aborder village, preparing to crossinto Briavel the
next morning to seeif | could pick up thetrail of Ylena Thirsk. Therewasno inn, just ashorrock house,
and perhaps | had one too many, | don't know. | suspect my nip was spiked with something in order to
makeit easer for thievesto set upon melater. It seems| wandered away from themainvillageina
stupor, and | do remember stumbling onto atrack which | presumed would lead me into the Razors
proper. | wasvery cold, | recal, and desperate to lie down. | remember men following me from the
village, which iswhat drove me toward the mountains. But I'm afraid | remember very littleelse, sire.”

The King shook hishead. “ So what occurred next, Farrow?’

“I’ve pieced together that the thieves did attack me but were fended off by some men from the Razors,
obvioudy using thetrack to enter Morgravia. They dedlt with the villagers swiftly, by which timel was
unconscious, and then decided to take me with them.”

“Why?" Cdimus demanded.

“I don’t know, Sire. Perhapsthey knew | would diein the cold if they didn’t. They could see | was
drugged and had been set upon by bandits. They felt obliged.” He shrugged.

“Obliged!” Cdimusroared. “To hep aMorgravian?’

Aremyswas determined not to be intimidated. He kept hisvoice low. “ They are not al murderers and
thieves, your highness. The people of the Razors have scruples, families, adesire for peace—"

“Ah, you sympathize with the Mountain horde, Farrow?’ the King interrupted, a definite barb in histone.



“My king, | am a Grenadyne, so my soul isof the north. I like the notion that relms may prosper in
peace rather than conquering one another through war.”

“Isthat what thisisdl about, then?’

“Yes, your highness”

“Callech isholding out the olive branch to Morgravia?’ Dishelief wasthick inthe King' svoice.
Aremys nodded dowly. “Y ou would like him, your magjesty, if you' d agree to meet with him.”

“Thisisrich beyond words, Farrow. When did the legp from drugged captive to King's counsdl take
place, might | ask?’

“King Cailech naturaly wished to meet the stranger who had been picked up lurking on the fringe of the
Razors. He learned that | was from the north, working as a mercenary in the south, and on businessfor
the Crown of Morgravia. He does not know the details of my task for you, your highness. When the
King interviewed me our conversation led ustoward discussing the future of the Mountain People. When
he said it was his greatest desire to create peace in the region, | asked him what was stopping him from
discussing the same with the King of Morgravia. | mentioned that you were preparing for your wedding,
gre, and that the two greet realms of Morgraviaand Briavel would soon be joined in peace. It fired his
imagination, | think. He asked meto set up this meeting.”

“That'sit?’ Jessom posed. “Y ou are merely a go-between?’

Aremysdid not look at the Chancellor but addressed Cdimus. “ Yes, dire, that is precisely what | am.
Because | had been employed directly by you, Cailech thought it would be easier for meto seek an
audience and set up this parley. He believed you were more likely to trust me than him.”

“| don't trust anyone, Farrow, least of al mercenaries who have no loydties.”

Aremys said nothing but he did not shrink under the hard gaze of the King. He understood that Celimus
was used to staring down others. He must practiceit in his mirror, Wyl had once commented
caudticaly. Aremys remembered that now and had to stop himself from smiling.

“King Cdlimus, | sall my services, not my soul,” hefindly replied, determined to stand his ground.
“Cailech certainly does not own me—no one does. | am here to respectfully suggest that you, the
reigning sovereign of apowerful kingdom, might consider it worthwhileto listen to what your northern
neighbor hasto say. Far more can be achieved around the dinner table, sire, than on the battlefield.”

“So now you' re a philosopher and peacemaker, Farrow? | could have you killed for your insolence.”

“Yes, you could, sre,” Aremys said in atone that made it clear he knew that worse had happened to
innocents around thisman. “But | ask your forgivenessif | have given theimpression of
presumptuousness. What you need to understand isthat my own lifeisat stake, sire.”

That seemed to win the King' s attention. He gestured for Jessom to pour somewine. “Carry on,” hetold
Aremys.

Jessom offered Aremys a cup of wine and the mercenary was relieved by the gesture. Perhaps he would
makeit out of thismeeting dive after all.

“Thank you,” he said before continuing. “1 give theimpression of being afree man, Sre, but | amin fact
Cailech’s prisoner. | have bought my freedom with the promise that | would attempt to set up this



mesting. No money will exchange hands”

Cdimus held his cup up toward Aremysin anironic toast. “Y ou play with your lifefredy, mercenary.”
“Itismineto give, athough I’'m not sure | had any choice, your magjesty.”

“And did you think I'd just say yes?’

“I could only hope so, sire.”

“In order to save your life?” Celimus mocked.

“No, my lord. To save Morgraviafrom war. | presume you' d like your marriage to be conducted in

Celimus arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “ So the Mountain upstart believes he can wage war on
Morgravia—isthat right?’

Aremyswastired of thisbut knew he was treading afineline. Cdimuswalked his own knife edge of
madness and would just as easily snuff out a person’slife asswat at afly. He needed to be careful. “No,
your magesty. | think he believes he can achieve peace between hisredlm and yours.”

Celimus smiled dyly and waked around Jeryb’s desk to gt down. Ashe did so, Aremys had timeto
notice achild’ sengraving in the wood of the desk. The letters carved clumdly into thetimber said ALY D
and the mercenary was reminded of how that young man had been treated by this very King—hislife
taken on awhim, in front of his new wife and his closest childhood friend. That same friend who was now
considered friend by Aremys. The mercenary felt acharge of anger as he considered that the two great
families of Morgravia—the Donals of the north and the Thirsks to the south—had been al but wiped out
on the command of the cruel man before him.

He watched Cedlimuslean back in Jeryb’s handsome chair and sip from Jeryb’ s cup what was
presumably arefreshment from Jeryb’s cellar. Anger settled in hisgut. Hejoined Wyl in hating Cdimus
more than any other man, alive or dead, and determined to bring about his demise.

“Farrow,” the King began in avoicefilled with tedium, as though explaining something obviousto
someone stupid, “you know full well that 1 will not risk myself by going into the Razors to meet with your
cowardly captor, aman who sends one of my own people—if | dare call you that—to do his dedlings for
him.”

“I redizethat, your highness.”

“So | must presumethat heis prepared to risk coming here done, for | will not brook his men setting foot
on Morgravian soil.”

“They would set up camp at the border,” Aremysreplied, asthough he and Cailech had aready
anticipated as much from Celimus. He felt relieved that the Captain had not reported that Aremys had
been escorted into Morgraviaby men of the mountains. Aremysinwardly saluted Bukanan’ sforesight at
not risking anything that might turn this Stuation ugly. Presumably the man knew how vicious hisking
could be and that an opportunity to make an example of Cailech’s men would proveirresigtible.

“| see. So that means Cailech is perfectly comfortable about coming to meet me, in Morgravia, with no
protection other than the sword of a Grenadyne mercenary who isin my employ and presently under my
guard?’ Celimus stone wasfilled with ironic amusemen.



“I am not his protector, sre. | am purely hisemissary.”

“Excdlent. The Situation is even more precarious, then, for Cailech isal done and on Morgravian soil.
Wha isto op mefrom smply killing him?’

“Your desirefor peace, sire,” Aremys offered as reasonably as he could. “ The men of the Razors can be
damnably elusive and they do not forgive, my lord. | am guessing they would wage systematic attacks on
your borders until their last man fdll...thelast woman, even.”

“That does not scare me, Farrow,” the King replied, lazily twirling hisgoblet. “ Frankly, I’ d prefer his
head on aspike at Stoneheart to holding talksin my court.”

“Of course he does have someinsurance, Sire.”

Cdlimus laughed, genuine enjoyment spicing the mirth. “Of course he does! Now what could Cailech
possibly offer methat | don't have and could possibly want?’

Aremysfelt atremor of fear pass through him. He was about to weave his most audacious lie yet, the
only trump card he could produce from up his deeve, and to aking who would have histhroat dit from
ear to ear thisvery second if he even suspected theruse. “1 believe there is oneitem you desire more
than anything else, Sre”

“I didn’t know you possessed such magica ingght into my desires, Farrow. Perhaps | should have you
tortured and burned as awarlock?’

“No enchantments, sire,” Aremysreplied camly. “ Simplelogic tells me what you covet at present.”
“Andthat is?’ Cdimus said, asarcastic sneer on hisface.
“YlenaThirsk, your highness”

The sneer vanished ingtantly, asdid the casua posture. The King sat forward, suddenly aert. “Y ou have
her?’

“I will ddliver her, your mgesty, on the promise that both Cailech’ slife and my own are ensured your
complete protection. We will cometo Morgraviafor the parley and you will alow him an escort of his
men. Y our two best captains, including Bukanan, who | gather is currently indispensablein the north, will
stay at the border with the Mountain warriors. When the parley is complete, we will be escorted safely to
the border of the Razors and permitted to depart into the mountains. When this promiseisin writing and
announced publicly to your people, | will arrange for Y lena Thirsk to be delivered to you.”

Cdimusignored everything Aremys had just listed. “ Do you have her, Grenadyne?’ the King bellowed.

“I do, sire,” Aremyslied, schooling hisfeaturesto show an expression without guile. “ Although | am not
at liberty to tell you how that cameto pass or where sheis.” He smiled. “1 do not require payment for her
capture, sire. | would not consider that fair,” he added, and chanced a soft grin.

Theideato use Y lenaas bargaining power had only occurred to Aremys when he had stood before
Captain Bukanan and had arrogantly claimed that he had something in store that would keep Cailech’s
life safe. He had no ideawhere Wyl was or how he might reach him, but he reckoned Cdimuswould go
along with the notion that Aremyswas holding Ylena, not just because he was amercenary paid to track
her down, but because the King wanted her. Celimus s own greed and crudl desireto visit more torture
on thislast remaining member of the Thirsk dynasty far outweighed any doubt of Aremys s honesty—at
leadt, that was what Aremyswas counting on. How he would ddliver on his promise or, moreto the



point, wriggle out of it, was awhole new problem, but for now hewas bargaining for hislife and Wyl was
al he had. If he could win Cdlimus s nod with thelie, he would aso win hisfreedom from Cailech. He
resssured himsdlf that he had no intention of betraying Wyl; hewas smply using Ylena s name asthe lure
to buy sometime and his own safety.

Celimus legpt to hisfeet. His eyeswere dark and stormy with wrath, and Aremyswondered if he had
migudged the monarch. But he had not. The impending storm cleared as swiftly asit had gathered and
the King began to laugh as he applauded Aremys.

“Bravo, Farrow. Bravo indeed. | shdl guarantee your life and that of King Cailech for the duration of his
stay on Morgravian soil. Isthat good enough?’

“With dl the other provisosin place, Sre”

“Yes, | agree. When?’

“When it suitsyou, your mgesty. Y ou are the host.”
“Where, Jessom?’ Celimus asked.

“Here, of course, Sire. Tenterdyn offers easy access to and from the border, plus the ambience of a
provincid paace. | would suggest afeast and entertainment, your highness. Show Cailech that you area
magnanimous host and prepared to extend the hand of fellowship while you hear what he hasto say.”

“Good. Seetoit al, Jessom.” Celimusturned back to Aremys. “And Y lena?’
“I will start making preparations, sre,” Aremyssaid, feding very nervous now.

“Waste not aminute, Farrow. Return to your captor and pass on your news. | expect the Thirsk woman
to be delivered as soon as our talks are done.”

Aremys bowed and departed, eager to be out of the King' s sight.



Chapter 11

“So how did this Aremysfelow end up in therazorsif he waswith you in Briavel?’ the queen asked,
having discovered why both her guests had reacted so dramatically to the mention of the man’s name,

“I havenoidea,” Wyl replied, feding both relief and ddlight that Aremyswasdive. “Welost each other
inthenorth.”

“How does one lose someone?’ Vaentynasaid, Spping her wine.

It was not a serious question and WYy opted not to answer it. “Long story,” he murmured. “I have an
idea,” he added hurriedly when it ssemed the Queen might want to hear the long story. Fynch's
suggestion would work now, with thislatest news about Aremys.

“A plan?’ Vdentynarepeated, fractiondly sarcastic. Shefolded her arms.

“Yes. But you won't carefor it much.”

“What' sthisabout?’ Crysqueried.

“We have to buy sometimewith Cdimus,” Wyl explained, and Crys nodded. “ So we buy it with me.”
“Hel kill you!” Vaentynaexclamed.

“No, hewon't,” Wyl said, not believing it himself.

“Herazed Rittylworth Monagtery and itsvillage, killing dozens, before turning on Tenterdyn and
daughtering my family,” Cryssaid, hisvoice cold, “dl to hunt you down. Don’t tel me hewon't kill you
the moment he seesyou.” Then he added, quietly, “Y ou know what will happen!” He was tilled from
saying anything further by adark glarefrom Ylena

“What will happen?’ Vdentyna asked, sensng anew tenson.

Wyl shook his head, ignoring the Queen’ s question. “He won't kill me because of Cailech,” hesaid. “I'll
make sure to time my arriva when the King of the Mountainsis present. If they’ re planning some sort of
treaty, Celimuswon't be so stupid as to demand the death of a noble before his newly formed
partnership, will he?”

“Won't he? Vdentynasaid, an gppalled expresson accompanying her query. “Y ou’re gambling an
awful lot on his sense of courtesy.”

Wyl was rdieved she had been diverted, and replied, “1 know Ceimus. | grew up around him. If he has
one outstanding qudity, itishischarm. No, | don't think he will harm me while he needsto maintain
outwardly cam relations.”

“And what about afterward, when Cailech’ s gone? Why will he care then?’ she demanded.
“Because | shdl be gonetoo. Aremysisthere—hewill help me escape.”

“No,” Vdentynasaid from thefireplace, her voiceraised. “I can't let you doiit. It' sridiculous and of no
subgtance. | won't permit it.”

Wyl took adlent breath. He would not enjoy this next statement. “1 am not yours to command, your



highness”

The words hit her as effectively as a punch. She struggled to control her expression as pain battled with
her defenses. “My agpologies, Ylena. | think | misunderstood our talk earlier,” the Queen replied, her tone
astepid asthe congedled gravy around the chicken they had all forgotten to est.

“No, your highness. Thereisno misunderstanding. | am loya to you and to Briavel. That will never
change. But | will make my own decision on how to serve.”

“Youwill begoing to your death, Ylenal” the Queen snapped.
“I don’t believe so, but | choose that path come what may.”
“Not on my behdf! | will not have your blood aswell asyour brother’s on my hands.”

“I’'m sureyou tried to order Wyl around too, your highness, but it ssemsyou lost that argument aswell. |
am just as stubborn when it comesto protecting those | love.” The bit about love had dipped out. Wyl
felt Ylena sface color afresh at the error.

Vaentynamissed the dip. “Ylena, you are barely into your womanhood!” she exclaimed.

“And it ismy womanhood which demands| leave your table, your highness. Please forgive me,” Wyl
sad, suddenly feeling amost unpleasant release to the build-up of pain that had accompanied him al day.
Stll, it was awelcome excuse to get away from the Queen’s commands.

Cryslooked baffled but the Queen, till angry, could only nod. She understood precisaly Ylend's
predicament. “By al means.”

Wyl fled toward his chamber, clean linens, and afresh brew of raspberry-leaf tea. He hated being a
woman. And he especidly hated the disdain shown to women by others of the same sex. How dare
Vdentynaconsder Ylenaunworthy? Well, that’s not really fair, hetold himsdlf asheran up thelast
flight of stairs. Not unworthy, but certainly ineffective. He thought of Faryl and wished Vaentyna had had
the opportunity to meet her. Then the Queen would have seen awoman hold her own against aman.

He spent the next few minutes with an expression of disgust on hisface as he Spped at the raspberry-lesf
teaand replaced the linens. He fdt quite worn out by the end of it al and, in afit of pique, changed into
hisfavored trews and shirt, although he had to admit the skirt was easier to wear in his current condition.

Shar, please deliver me fromthis, he prayed as he drank the bitter tea. Let me be a man again.

A knock at the door interrupted his plea. He was not surprised to see that it was Vaentyna, but hewas
embarrassed.

“May | comein?’ she asked.
“Of course, your highness,” Wyl said, clearing histhroat. “I’'m sorry, |—"

“No, it'squitedl right. It is| who should gpologize. Forgive my interruption,” Vaentynabegan. “ Oh,
good, | seeyou' ve brewed more leaf. How are you?’

“Oh, you know, firgt night,” Wyl said, offering ahaf smilelike an old hand.
“Had you hoped you were pregnant?’ the Queen startled him by asking in her most gentle tone.

“No, your highness. | knew | wasn't,” Wyl lied, unable to think of anything more enlightening.



“I’'m sorry. | shouldn’t have asked. | just thought that, newly married, you and Alyd had probably...well,
you know...”

“Yes” Wyl interjected, disturbed by where the conversation was headed. He had never felt more of an
impostor. “No baby, though.”

Vdentynalooked wistful. “Y ou know, Ylena, there are moments when | wish more than anything thet |
had joined with Romen and that his seed had quickened my womb.”

Wyl had to look away. Thiswastoo painful. He busied himself with tidying his discarded clothing.

Vaentynardlied asmile and changed the subject. “1 see you' ve changed out of the gown. Not to your
liking?’
“It'slovely, your highness. | just got S0 used to these comfortable clothes while traveling.”

Vaentynanodded knowingly. “I often prefer my breeches mysdf. Men haveit good. | oftenwish | wasa
man, don’t you, Ylena?’

“I do, your highness. I'm wishing it right now infact.” Wyl had never spoken atruth with more passion.

Shetook hisintengity in adifferent light. “ Ah yes, | can understand why. Y ou presumably get alot of
pain. | must admit that | escape the cramps. Shar is merciful with me.”

“Do you look forward to children of your own?” Wyl asked, desperate to push away from the subject of
women'salments and yet not doing so very successtully.

“I do. I’'ve decided it' s the one good thing that might come out of this hateful marriage. Cdimuswon'’t
have my love, but he can have my body. He will give me something far more precious than he takes.”

WyI grimaced as the fresh ache from his side joined with the pain of the image of Cdimus siring achild
upon Vaentyna

Vaentynafilled the difficult pause. “1 came here to gpologize for my heavy-handed tactics earlier. Even
asalittle princess, | bossed everyone around,” she said, trying to lighten the mood swirling about them. “I
know | cannot permit or deny you anything, Ylena. | just don’t want you to forfeit your lifein order to
save mefrom Cdimus”

“I don’t think | can save you from the marriage, but | can give you moretime to get used to the idea,”
Wyl sad, the resgnation in hiscomment agonizing initstruthfulness.

“But you can't guarantee that you will escape.”

“There are no guaranteesin life, your highness. | havelost too much in too short atime to care anymore.”
“But | don't want to lose you aswell,” the Queen said, her tone plaintive.

“Youwon't.”

“What exactly isyour plan?’ Vaentynasaid. “No, wait, let’ s have some warmed milk sent up. We can
lace it with some liquor to help you deep and forget your pains.”

Wyl nodded. Vdentynalooked outside and called to Stewyt, who had been positioned for the night
outside the door, sending him to the kitchens.



“Now, tdl me everything,” she said, curling up next to Y lenaon the deep sofa near thefire,

She was unbearably close but Wyl would have dashed his own throat sooner than ask her to Sit apart
from him. If thiswasdl he could have, it would have to be enough.

“I shal goto Felrawthy, present myself before King Cdimus—ensuring that King Cailechisin
attendance—and beg Morgravia sindulgence.”

“But what isyour am?1 can’'t seethe point if | haveto marry him anyway.”

“Waéll, among other things, to get the Legionnaires redeployed from Briavel’ sborder. Their presenceis
making your people very nervous, and rightly so.”

“But you sad it wasonly aploy.”

“I am assuming that, your highness. | can't truly spesk for Cdlimus swhims. Regardless, | would seethe
physica movement of the Legion away from the border.”

“Andyou think he'll doit?” the Queen asked, amazed.

“Yes. I'll tell him that you are nervous, that you fed intimidated and threatened—uwhich is, of course, his
intention. I’ Il assure him that your persona preparations are well advanced and I'll give him atoken of
your loyaty to him and the truth of your daims.”

“And what’ sthat?’
1] Me.ll
“So hecankill you!” Vaentynaexclamed, exasperated again.

“Hewon't do that in front of Cailech, your highness. But he will be gppeased. He will redlize that for you
to relinquish me, you have been duly intimidated. The plan is perfect inits smplicity. My presence will
confirm not only your commitment to peace and the marriage, but also your desire to appease him—you
have gladly turned over his enemy who had run to you for protection.”

“And how doesthat saveyou, Ylena?’
“It doesn’t—but please, your mgjesty, let me worry about saving mysdf. | have afew tricks of my own.”

“Oh, you're so frudrating!” Vaentynareplied. “Y ou sound like Wyl and Romen rolled into one.” Then
she stopped, shocked at what she had said without thinking.

“Do I?How odd,” Wyl replied.

They stared at each other, the candldight and flames from the fire combining in a soft glow acrosstheir
beautiful faces. They were so close, Wyl realized. Too near. Close enough to kiss. A madness came over
him and smothered hisjudgment. It was the move of alunatic and he knew it, but ill he leaned across
the few inches separating his mouth from the Queen’ sand placed Ylend slipsto Vadentyna's.

The Queen reacted asif burned by a spitting coa from the fireplace. She leapt to her feet, wiping
frantically at her mouth. “Ylenal” she spluttered, shock and anger combined on her face.

Wyl fdt frozen with horror at hisactions. “I’m sorry,” wasal he could manage. 1 beg your forgiveness,
your highness”



The Queen appeared uncertain whether to flee or dap the woman before her. Then she gathered her
wits. “No,” she said, holding up ahand. “1 must have been giving off al thewrong sgnds. Forgive me,
Ylena, | should not have come to your chamber tonight. All thistalk of babies and changing into men...”
She laughed awkwardly and then that awful expression of disgust crossed her face again.

Wyl stood, fedling sorry for both of them. “ The apology isal mine, Vaentyna. | don’t know what came
over me. |"ve been through alot these few weeks and the emotions have got me al confused,” he
offered. It was pathetic even to hisown ears, but he pressed on, desperate to fill the vile and difficult
slence that would surely prevail if he did not keep talking and backing her toward the door. “It' sbeen a
very long two daysfor me, without much deep, and | shdl put it down to the raspberry-leaf tea clouding
my judgment, your highness.”

“Yes” Vdentyna stammered, none of her mortification dissipating. “1’ ve heard it can make one
hdlucinete.”

“You don't even look thetiniest bit like Alyd,” Wyl said, hating himsdlf for the wesk jest at the expense
of hisbeloved sster and friend.

There was aknock at the door and the Queen started, her hands wringing each other. “That will be the
milk,” she said, and Wyl heard the dightly hysterica notein her voice. Helowered his head, ashamed of
himsdf asnever before. “I'll leaveyou, Ylena,” Vaentynamanaged with some grace.

“No, I'll leave you, your highness,” Wyl said, bending to kiss her hand. He could fed her fingers pulling
away with revulsion at the touch of Ylend slips and could have wept at hisown lack of control and
Supidity of moments earlier. He would never forgive himsdlf and she certainly would not.

The Queen, flushed and agitated, pulled open the door and pushed past the same serving maid who had
helped Wyl eexlier.

“Thank you,” he said wearily to the girl as she placed the milk on asmall sdetable. “Can you ask the
page to bring me parchment, quills, and ink, please?’

There was not anything to pack, and nothing other than his memoriesto kegp him here aminute longer.
Helifted the letters from the desk and blew out the flickering candle, leaving behind the debris of his
hurried toil—sedling wax, broken nibs, ink blotches, aswell as various letters begun and crumpled on the
floor, where he had tossed them in frustration. He bent now to pick them up and threw them into the
embers of the fire he had not bothered to tend. The paper sputtered and curled before catching and
burning quickly in abrief eruption of flames. He watched until his awkward words of explanation to the
woman he loved were nothing but blackened flakes—just like the fragile relationship he had clung to and
now ruined.

He cast aglance at theletter in hishand. After severa attempts he had findly settled on being Wyl and
the words were brief and to the point. There was nothing of Romen’s charm, Faryl’ scunning, or Ylena's
courtesies, merely asimple gpology for his unforgivable behavior and areteration that he was making for
Felrawthy. No honeyed farewell, no promise of return, no attempt at reconciling their awkward parting.
Hewould be gone from her life once and for al. Wyl had wished her well for her upcoming marriage and
encouraged her to be brave and stoic in what she faced. To never forget who she was and to remember
her promise to bring forth a babe who would rule both realms with honor and love. Wyl could not save
her thistrid or the destiny of an unhappy life with Ceimus, but he could let her know that he had listened
to her soft words and wished her thejoy of loving a child. He suspected that this part of the letter might



make her cry, but he knew she would read the rest with only relief that he had gone. “So beit,” he
muttered to himself as he strode across the room to the door.

Stewyt was Sitting outside, straight-backed and wide-awake. No need to rub the deep from those dert
eyes, Wyl thought.

“Thank you, Stewyt, for waiting up,” he said.

“A pleasure, my lady. | am hereto serve,” the page said, sounding mature far beyond hisyears. “May |
take those for you?’

“Pleass” Wyl sad.
“I will persondly ddliver them immediately, my lady.”

“No, Stewyt, | would prefer if you would arrange their ddivery in the early hours of the morning. | don't
wish ether recipient disturbed tonight and there is nothing of such import that it cannot wait until
tomorrow.”

Stewyt nodded, then hesitated, and Wyl saw him take in the change of clothes from gown to breeches.
“Isthere anything else | can do for you tonight, my lady? Perhaps | could send up some refreshment,
have the fire soked?”’

Wyl cut him off with agently raised hand. “Nothing, thank you,” he said, forcing asmile. He had no
intention of letting the curious page know of hismovements. “1 am very tired and degp calls”

“| shdl seeyou're not disturbed again then, my lady. Good night and deep well.” Stewyt gave asolemn
bow and moved swiftly off into the shadows of the corridor.

Wyl waited for what felt an interminable time, making sure theinquisitive page did not see his departure.
Eventudly, hetiptoed from his chamber and made hisway quietly down the variousflights of Sairs. At
onelanding he noticed a portrait of Vaentyna he did not recal having seen before. In thelow light of the
sconcees, thetall figure seemed to be pulling away from the wall, advancing on him. Her expression struck
him as accusatory, the faint smile mocking. If only she knew the truth, he thought, and regretted bitterly
that he could not share it with her. He extended his hand toward the painting, hoping he could reach high
enough to touch her on thelips, but Ylena sfingers only stretched to Vaentyna s chest. 1t would do.

“Farewdl, my love,” he whispered, and then he was sprinting down the find flight of stairsand running
toward a doorway he remembered from histime as Romen. It took him through the scullery, where he
saw one deeping atendant who should have been stirring the porridge that Smmered continually through
the night. The young girl looked exhausted; her lips were parted and alight snore punctuated the silence
as she dumped on the table. Wyl smiled. Oh, for asmple life with only a dressng-down from cook in the
morning to worry about.

He dipped out of the door into one of the many vegetable gardens, disturbing two catsfighting over a
struggling rat. Onetook off, the dying creature fill initsjaws. The other shrieked at itsloss of the feast.
Wyl looked around to get his bearings and made for the stables and hisjourney north.



Chapter 12

Vaentynabroke her fast early and privately on the balcony of her bedchamber. she had changed rooms
not so long ago. at firdt, after learning of Romen’s murder, she had wanted to cling to his memory, to
remember every word, every smile, every touch they had shared together, so briefly, in her bedroom.
More recently, however, with her marriage looming, she had decided she must bury those memories and
put aside anything that prompted their return. Hence the move into the new quarters. Her new room had
been her mother’s. It was from her mother that she had inherited ataste for aSmple, finethings, and this
chamber and its suite of rooms used naturd light and space to achieve asense of cam. And calm was
what Vdentyna needed right now. Shewas still deeply upset from the previous night’ s events, and
athough not hungry after her fitful deep and fretful awakening, she had adhered to her father’ slong-held
advice that bad news and bad moods were best dedlt with on afull belly. Nevertheless, she had ordered
only thelightest of medls, congsting of asmdl sugared roll, asinglelightly boiled egg, adiced pear, and a
pot of dark, strong tea.

She had |eft the letter from Y lena unopened by the Side of her tray until she had picked over the fruit and
egg, neither of which shetasted, and downed her first cup of tea. Vaentyna suspected the letter would
contain an outpouring of beautifully crafted yet cringing apologies and hated the thought of reading them,
let alone facing the woman who had so misread her affections. She was sure her face ill burned from the
combined horror and embarrassment of Y lena s error, dthough Vdentyna was uncertain whether this
intense discomfort was for hersalf or on behdf of Wyl’ssster. Both probably, she thought glumly.

She poured asecond cup of tea, thistime with adice of lemon instead of sweetening honey, and waited
until she had sipped from its steaming contents before breaking the seal on the letter. It was asharp
surprise to discover that it was not even close to what she had imagined. A brief and succinct apology for
what Ylenacalled her unforgivable behavior was followed by an equally concise confirmation that she
was aready on her way to Felrawthy. She specificaly asked not to be followed, and urged the Queen to
writeimmediately to Celimuswith newsthat she was sending Wyl Thirsk’ ssster asatoken of her loyaty
to the King of Morgravia

The second hdf of the Single sheet was softer initsintentions, if not in itswords, and reminded Vaentyna
of things her father might say. Unlike her father, though, the words felt as though they had been written by
someone not used to being openly affectionate, yet who cared deeply for her well-being. Frankly,
Vaentynathought, drumming her fingers on her seat, Ylenasmply did not know her well enough to write
with such tender, dbeit awkward, familiarity.

Tears stung her eyes and she hagtily rubbed them away. She had not intended to cry, but weep she did,
hating hersdlf for these last days of such hysterical behavior. From Wyl’ s description of hissster dl that
time ago, she had expected Ylena Thirsk to be agentle, fragile sort of character. Despite hearing how
she had overcome such enormous trauma, Vaentyna had sill been stunned by the confident and direct
woman who had presented herself at the court of Briavel.

She put down the I etter, picked up her cup, and let the steam from the teawarm her face, which fdlt chill
from being outsde on this il brisk spring morning. It struck Vaentynathat Y lena had behaved in afairly
masculine fashion throughout her short time a Werryl. This had occurred to her well before the kiss, even
before the supper; it had begun to resonate as early astheir stroll in the gardens. Y lena had showed dl
the poise and upbringing of anoblewoman, but she appeared to think like aman. Vaentyna prided
hersdf on being an adept judge of character, but Ylend s digposition was not easy to explain yet unusua
enough to notice. At first she had thought she wasimagining it, but during supper Y lenahad taken over
the conversation and led the discussion to Celimus and Cailech asthough they were Sitting in awar room.



She had heard her father conversing with his soldiersfor too many years not to recognize the smilarity of
the Stuation.

That asde, she wondered about Ylend s uncanny habit of pacing while she was thinking. That had

rocked Vaentynaonly marginaly less than the wretched kiss. The likeness to Romen was too painful to
bear. VVaentynaremembered how she had had to ook away and how shallow her breathing had become
as shewatched Ylena And then the worst part—that terrible incident in Ylena s chamber. Vdentyna
blamed hersdlf for it. Ylenahad lost so much—parents, brother, husband, the family friend Gueryn le
Gant. And then she had |learned of the tragedy a Felrawthy. The emotions had dl boiled over,
presumably, and she had sought affection from someone who seemed to be offering it. Vaentynamade
an involuntary sound of disgust. And yet the explanation sounded too neet and tidy, as though she were
contriving every excuse to explain the curiogty that was YlenaThirsk.

Far morelikdy, the practicd voicein Vaentyna s head suggested, the girl had aliking for women. But
even that did not make sense. A woman who wanted to lie with other women surely did not haveamae
childhood sweetheart; nor did she marry that man as soon as they were both old enough. When Wyl
Thirsk had told her and Vdor about Alyd Dond’ s death, he had aso described the great |ove between
Alydand hisYlena

Vaentynaclosed her eyesin frugration. And then the nagging thought, which had called from the edges
of her mind amost snce Y lend sarrivd, filtered to the top of her consciousness and set anew and
chilling problem before her. Y lena s handkerchief—the one she had handed Vdentynawhen she had
wept in the garden—was the same linen that she herself had given to Romen! How could Y lena possibly
ownit?

The Queen put down her cup, stood, and |leaned against the bal cony railing. Was she imagining things?
No! It was her own handkerchief. She had even mentioned it to Elspyth at Aleda s funerd. Elspyth had
been weeping for Aledaand Vaentyna had put an arm around her petite companion and handed her a
beautiful square of embroidered linen. She closed her eyesto remember the words she had shared with
her friend: | gave Romen an identical kerchief, she had whispered. You keep this. Now both my best
friends own one.

She repeated the words in her mind as she gazed down onto Werryl Bridge and its endless stream of
activity. Romen had died in abrothel in Briavel, and Ylena s only contact with him had occurred between
Pearlis and Rittylworth, she caculated. Then they had parted, and as she understood it, they had not seen
each other again before he died. VVaentyna had given Romen the handkerchief long after he had | eft
Morgraviaand the Razors, and he had lived the rest of his numbered daysin Briavel.

A new thought struck the Queen. Perhapsthat hateful woman, Hildyth, had stolen it from him. But why
take asquare of meaninglesslinen? And even if she had stolen it from Romen at the Forbidden Fruit,
how could Ylenanow haveit in her possession?

Wyl, Romen, Y lena, and Hildyth—what did they have in common? Why was she even linking them in her
mind? Wyl and Y lenawere rel ated; that one was obvious. Romen and Wyl had fought together in vain to
save her father and had certainly saved her. Romen had rescued Y lena, keeping apromiseto her dead
brother, Wyl. And Hildyth? Hildyth was connected only to the man Vaentyna had loved, through
desth—a blade in the heart.

But no. There was another link, was there not? She shook her head in afutile attempt a denid, but it
whispered through her raging thoughts. A shining, clear notion that traveled brightly through the
maelstrom of her mind and landed as sharply and painfully asan arrow. A notion that had been voiced by
two separate people: Fynch subtly, and Elspyth more insistently.



Fynch had claimed that he believed Wyl and Romen were of one mind. Vaentynawasimmediately
reminded of Knave and the talk of magic that swirled about the dog. She recaled Fynch's confusion
when Wy’ s cantankerous dog had taken so easily to Romen, and how Romen had called out the dog's
name in Stoneheart, though he had never met Knave before. Even more baffling for Fynch was how
playfully Knave had greeted the stranger. The Queen remembered Fynch describing how Wyl’ s eyes had
changed color at the witch burning—more talk of magic she had ignored. And then along came Elspyth
with smilar murmurings. She had urged Vadentynato accept the notion of reincarnation, al but saying that
shetoo bdieved Wyl somehow resonated within Romen, and that the Queen’ s beloved might well be
spiritually present in anew person—awoman, even. Wyl...Romen... Ylena

Vaentynadartled hersdlf by being sick, turning just in time to avoid soiling her clothes. She sank to the
floor of the balcony, upending the crockery on the tray, and gave way to deep, dry sobs. Nothing made
sense anymore.

Sheremained curled on the balcony until the cold and the smdll of her vomit brought her back to the
present and the one stark redlity she could not escape: marriage to Celimus. Today was the dl-important
fitting for her gown. She must attend to her toilet, and tolerate the ssamstresses’ chatter and annoying
pins and requests. The time between now and the night when the King of Morgraviawould legally bed
her could be counted on her fingers.

Vaentynacollected her shattered wits, put al thoughts of reincarnation and magic to the back of her
mind, and steeled hersdlf for her regd dutiesin the coming days. Forging peace was dl she would permit
herself to focus upon. She had awar to prevent and awedding to prepare for. Shewould do as Y lena
Thirsk suggested and write aletter of gppeasement to King Celimususing Y lena as barter. She might as
well, now that Y lenahad made her sacrifice.

Cryshad risen later than Vaentyna but read hisletter before he dressed. Wyl suggested two options for
him to consider. Thefirst wasthat hetry to catch up with Elspyth, who Wyl felt was on afoolhardy
mission, athough he did not believe she wasin any immediate danger. Both he and Crysfdlt protective
toward Elspyth and it was only right that, with so few dlies, they al look out for one another. Failing this,
he suggested Crys don adisguise and infiltrate Pearlis, particularly the Legion, spreading the word of
Cdimus sbetraya of Jeryb and hisfamily. Wyl listed afew names of reliable men Crys should single out
in particular. He wasto tell them about the trestment of Ylenaand Alyd aswell. Take the head of your
brother, he urged; give them proof. Cryswasto be patient, though. He wasto avoid doing anything
rash and to encourage asimilar salf-control in any angry Legionnaires. Wyl asked himto lie low among
the Legion until Wyl himself somehow got word to him. He reinforced the point that Cryswas not to
even hint at the truth should the Queen ask questions about Ylena. He signed off, wishing Crysluck and
hoping that they would meet again soon. He added a note to Crysto remember the password, for he
could not promise hewould return as Y lena.

Crysamiled grimly at the postscript. Any stranger could walk up to himin the futureand clamto be
Wyl. How frightening it must be for him, he thought as he turned his mind to departure. Frankly, he
would be glad to be on the move again, doing something congtructive. He would |leave today—this
morning, in fact—and was sure the Queen would quietly sgh with relief when he did so.

Vaentynagritted her teeth and got through the gown fitting. As she had expected, the seamstress and her
assigantstittered around her for dmaost an hour. Sadly, they did not poke her with asingle pin, which



might have at least given her an excuse to vent some of the frustration she wasfeding. Somehow she
found a smile when they stood beaming &t their finished crestion.

She had demanded smplicity, and smplicity she had been given. Madam Eltor was used to Vaentyna's
likes and didikes, having designed gownsfor the new Queen since shewas old enough to attend formal
engagements, but thistime the dressmaker had surpassed hersdlf. The gown had long, clean linesina
fabric that fell so beautifully into its natural foldsthat it took even the designer’ s bresth away when she
saw it hanging on Vaentyna s elegant bodly.

“Y ou’reawoman now,” she had whispered to Vaentyna, whose eyebrows had raised dightly when she
saw the plunging neckline. It reveded not only the shapdly top of her arms but displayed the flawless
creamy expanse of her chest, fabric meeting flesh just before any cleavage might show.

“You will haveto be sewnin, of course, my dear,” Madam Eltor warned through the pinsin her mouth.
Having known the Queen since childhood, the dressmaker had long ago been excused from the formality
of usng Vaentyna stitles. “I1t' sthe only way we' |l get this perfect fit across your bust.”

Vdentynanodded distractedly. “Finished now?’

“No,” camethereply. “Bedill, child,” and the Queen of Briavel could not hide the ghost of agrin a the
reprimand Madam Eltor had been giving for so many years now they had both lost count.

The gown’sonly adornment was atiny row of pearls sewn along the neckline and around the cuffs, which
ended three-quarters of the way down Valentyna slong arms.

“I'll wager dl of Morgraviaand Briave will be wearing this new length and dim deeve by summer’s
close, your highness,” one of the assstants commented eagerly.

Vaentynaand Madam Eltor shared aglance in the mirror. They had been setting new fashion trendsin
Briavel for years, despite Vadentyna slack of interest in her wardrobe.

“Would you liketo seeit with the veill?” Madam Eltor inquired, aready knowing the answer.

“Not today, Margyt,” Vaentynabegged. “Next time, | promise. Right now | have some urgent thingsto
attend to and arealmto run.” She gave the older woman abesseching grin.

The seamstress nodded, alook of long-suffering patience on her face. “Next time, then,” she said kindly,
adding firmly: “Which, your highness, will bein four days. Be warned.”

Vaentynagroaned. “ Thank you. everyone,” she said, wriggling hagtily out of the dress.
“Flowers?’ Madam Eltor asked.

The Queen sighed. “Itisin hand. Y our colleague Madam Pern is designing open creamy white roses and
fairy’ s breath for the posy and awregath of white budsfor my head,” she answered. “1’d prefer lavender.”

“It wouldn’t work,” Madam Eltor commented, quite used to Vaentyna s contrariness. “ The white buds
will echo the pearls and enhance the Stone of Briavel, which | presume you'll wear?’

Vaentyna nodded. She had to admit the gown suited her, with its deek look and sharp lines. Shewas
not onefor the rounded, softer look many of the court women preferred. The Queen liked the way her
dressmaker had echoed her dightly masculine edge in the sharp plunge of the gown’ s neckline, and the
lack of affectation and adornment made her fed she could amost get away with wearing her riding boots
beneath it. She smiled inwardly. Her people gracioudy accepted her tomboyish nesswithout reading all



manner of Snister connotationsinto it—why could she not accept Y lena s masculine contradictions?
“Becauseit doesn't add up,” she argued.

“I beg your pardon, dear?’ Madam Eltor said, the wedding gown held reverently across her outstretched
arms, ready to be placed into clean mudlin for the journey back to her chambersin Werryl.

“Nothing,” Vaentynamurmured, embarrassed to redlize that she had spoken her last thought aoud.
“Thank you, Margyt. I'll see you soon.” She saw the seamstress and her chittering assistants to the door
and called for apage.

“Find me Stewyt, please, Ross, and also summon the Duke of Felrawthy to ameeting in my solar. | will
seehiminan hour.”

The boy bowed and ran off on his errands. Vaentyna hurriedly tied back her hair. She wished she could
weer it just like this at her wedding—combed off her face and plaited. She pulled at wisps she had not
quite managed to incorporate into the main plait, then made a sound of disgust at their waywardness and
left them done. A soft knock heralded the page.

“Stewyt, thank you for coming so quickly.”
“Your mgesty,” he said, bowing low. “How may | hdp?’

Stewyt often unnerved her with his mature manner. Talking with him often fdlt like spesking to Krell or
someone of smilar age and ilk. She saw that Stewyt would make afine chancellor in yearsto come; he
encompassed dl the right qudities, from discretion to intense curiosity about everyone and everything. He
was asuperb listener and rarely needed to have anything repested.

She cleared her throat and her thoughts. “1 wanted to talk to you about Lady Ylena”
“Y es, your highness. Y ou received her note, | presume?”’
“| did, thank you. But you didn’t ddliver it. | was given it with my breskfast tray.”

“That’ sright, your mgesty. Lady Ylenadid not want you disturbed last night. She told me the contents of
the letter were of no immediate import and | was to ensure both were delivered thismorning.”

“Both letters?’
“The other wasfor the Duke of Felrawthy,” Stewyt qudified. “Is there something wrong, your mgesty?’

“No, not at dl. I’ ve been informed that Lady Y lenaleft the palace during the night. Did she seem upset
when you saw her?’

Stewyt frowned. “No, your highness. Shewas very dert, as| recal, and somewhat intense, if | might
hazard that thought.”

Stewyt looked as though he had more to say. Vaentyna nodded, impressed as aways by his composure.
“Isthere more?’

“Forgive me, your magesty, but | took the liberty of watching Lady Ylena”
“Oh?’

“Yes, | felt her manner was atrifle odd. She went to some trouble to impress upon me how tired she was
and in need of deep, yet throughout our conversation she struck me as being very much awake and



caught up by asense of urgency.”
“And you wereright, of course,” Vaentyna prompted.

“Yes,” thelad said, not meaning to sound smug. “1 set off on my errand as requested but doubled back,
just to seeif my ingtincts were right. Chancellor Krell taught meto follow my ingtincts, your highness” he
added. “1 watched Lady Ylenahurry out of her chamber.”

“She did mention in her letter to me that she intended to depart last night,” Vaentynareplied, determined
that thislad should not think Ylenawas up to any mischief. She could not have gossp of that kind going
the rounds and providing any future ammunition. “Y ou recall, Stewyt, | asked you to keep her presence
between oursalves, which iswhy | handpicked you as her page.”

He nodded solemnly. “1 have told no one of her presence, your highness.”
“Did anything ese occur that you think isworth mentioning?’

“Wadll...” The page sounded uncomfortable.

“yes?

“She—" He stopped, and started again. “ On her way past your portrait on thefirst landing, your
highness, she paused. . .rather deliberately.”

“And?’ Vdentyna queried, not understanding the boy’ s hesitation.
“Shetouched it, your mgjesty. Touched your...er, your breast, your highness.”
Vdentynafelt anew thrill of darm. “Did she say anything?’

“She murmured afarewel to you, your highness. In al truth, | would say that shewastrying to reach
your face but wasn't tal enough.”

“I see. Thank you, Stewyt.” The Queen quickly dismissed the page, following him out of her chamber
and heading to her solar to meet with Crys Dondl.

Hewaswaiting for her. “Good morning, your maesty,” he said, and bowed.

“Crys, you look readied for travel,” she said, noting the cloak as she walked toward him, and surprised
himwith abrief kiss.

Heblushed. “ Y es, your highness, I’ ve decided to leave. | think it’sonly right, what with your troubles
with the Legion and so on. | know I’'m athorn in your sde and | agreewith Y lenathat | can probably be
of more use back in Morgravia, being athorn in the King'sside.” He grinned but it looked hollow.

“Y ou’ ve spoken with Y lena about this?’ the Queen asked, surprised.

“No. She sent me aletter which | received this morning. She suggested | infiltrate the Legion and Start
spreading news of the daughter at Tenterdyn to help turn the army againgt their king, your mgjesty.”

“Isthat her plan?’
Crysshook hishead. “1 don’'t know what her plan is, your highness”

Vaentynasat down in her favorite window seet with her back to her guest so he did not have to look at



her in the eye. “ Crys, snce when did the Duke of Felrawthy—or any Duke of Morgravia, for that
matter—take orders from a young noblewoman?’

Therewas adifficult pause, as she had anticipated, and then an equally awkward laugh. “Y our magjesty,
YlenaThirsk isno ordinary noblewoman. The surname aonetells you the stock she comesfrom.”

He was going to say more, but she cut him off. “ The fact that she isthe daughter of the famous Fergys
Thirsk and sster to the revered Wyl Thirsk does not necessarily make her amilitary strategist, though,
doesit? | would have thought awoman like Y lenawould have been taught to embroider beautifully and
make polite conversation with strangers while making an e egant tour of aroom, not the art of warfare.”

“Jugt like you, your highness.” Crysimmediately regretted his gentle sarcasm as Vaentynaturned to fix
him with agtare. “ Forgive me, your mgesty, | meant no insult. | admire you tremendoudy for the dazzling
way you ba ance being a beautiful woman and astrong ruler. 1t' snot easy, your highness; anyone with
half abrain can see that such skill requires both afeminine and amasculine side.”

Vaentyna dug deep and found a smile to show no offense had been taken—it was obviousthat Crys
was genuinein hispraise, dthough just as obviousthat he was protecting Ylena “I don't know, Crys. |
was under theimpression that Y lenawas agentle, pampered young woman.”

“Which shewas, I’'m sure, your highness. But plenty has happened to change that, and they do say blood
will win out.”

“They doindeed,” Vdentynasaid crypticdly. “If you'll forgive my digging into apainful subject—her
relationship with Alyd, did you know much about it?’

“Only that they were madly in love. Hisletterswere filled with his adoration of both Thirsks. They were
hisfamily during histimein the south. What' stroubling you, your highness?’

She struggled. Could shetell him? She needed to share her secret with someone and Cryswas asreliable
asany of her own counsdl. “Y ou don't think she had leanings toward women, do you?’

The Duke looked shocked. “Ylena? No! Whatever gave you that idea?’

Vaentynamade aface. “ Oh, just something that happened last night between us. | don't really want to
talk about it.”

“Except we are,” he said, grinning, understanding what must have occurred. That would now explain why
Wyl had fled inthe night. “No, Y lena used to write to us aswell, your highness, and shewasintensgly in
lovewith Alyd. It was al she could do to talk about anything other than him, their marriage, and children.
They were planning alarge brood.”

“So they wanted babiesimmediately?”’

“Oh yes, even Alyd said they would begin afamily as soon asthey could.” He laughed. “They even
married before we expected—couldn’t wait for us.”

Vaentynashook her head, baffled, recalling Y lend s confusion when she had mentioned pregnancy.
“Wadll, she'snot pregnant, | can vouch for that. It' swhy sheleft the table so suddenly—her monthly flux
had arrived.”

Crystried unsuccessfully to stifle alaugh at the thought of Wyl dedling with women’ sallments.

“I can'timaginewhat’ sso amusing, Crys” Vdentynasaid in avaguely injured tone.



“Thereis nothing funny, your highness. My gpologies.”

Vaentynawas sure he knew more than he wastelling her, but she could not fathom what. “Isthere
anything else you know that could hep me, Crys? Please, | fed like I’ m navigating through aquagmire.”

He gave her alook of tender sympathy. “Y our highness, Ylenaistrueto you. After dl that Ceimus has
perpetrated on her family and the family she married into, her loydties have changed. Wedl love
Morgravia, but we would rather fight on the Side of Briavel aslong asKing CdimusstsMorgraviad s
throne.” He surprised her by going down on one knee. “Y ou can trust me and you can trust Y lena. Sheis
fearlesdy casting hersdlf into the lion’s den. Whether Celimus has her killed or not, it doesn’t matter—we
will never sse'Ylenaagain, that much | can assureyou.” Thelast was said bitterly.

Vaentyna reached to touch his bowed head, moved by what he had said. “Oh, Crys, | don’'t want her
degth on my hands.”

“She hasnothing elseto give. Y our highness, Ylenadoesn’t want to live anymore—can't you see that?
That iswhy she can giveit up so recklesdy for someone sheloves.”

Hefdt he had gonetoo far in mentioning the word “love,” and Vaentyna s anguished response
confirmed it.

“I don’'t want her love, Crysl” The Queen was shocked by the pain that moved across the Duke' s open
face at her words.

“Then take her sacrifice gracioudy and useit for your own ends, as she asks.”
“I don’t even understand her intentionsin going to Felrawthy,” Vadentynareplied bitterly.

Crysstood. “I imagine she meansto disrupt those talks in the north,” he said. “ And somehow bargain for
the deployment of the L egion back to Pearlis so your people can breathe easily again and get on with
celebrating aroya wedding.” Hetook her hand. “ And about the wedding—I don’t think you can escape
that, your mgesty, but you can demand equdity. Y ou can influence how this new erafor Morgraviaand
Briave will befelt by people. Bdieve me, if we can find away to overthrow Cdimus, we will, but you
must proceed with thismarriage.”

She had heard it before from others and given hersalf the same sound advice. It was time she got on with
living it now. “Y ou’ reright. No doubt we shall see each other in Pearlis.”

“I might not go straight to the Morgravian capita, your highness,” Cryssaid, asif the decision had only
just arrived in hismind.

“Not Felrawthy?” she asked, fear in her tone.

“No, that will have to wait, your highness. The timeto seize back my family estateisnot yet ripe. I've
actudly been thinking about Elspyth.”

Relief softened Vaentyna sexpresson. “Y ou' re going after her?”’

“I think | should. She' saresilient woman and knows her mind, but she’ still only agirl doneinastrange
realm with no weagpons or protection—"

“Heading off into the Razor Kingdom to rescue a prisoner of itsking,” the Queen finished, shaking her
head. “I’m glad, Crys. Thank you.”



The Duke shrugged. “ Elspyth was good to me when | needed to be reminded who | was and what
needed to be done. If not for her insstence, | would have gone tearing back to Tenterdyn.”

“And lost your own life, and Felrawthy would have lost its duke.”
“Yes,” he admitted. “ She saved me from my own stupidity and anger.”

“Wall, you still have every right to be angry, to want vengeance, Crys, and because of Elspyth’sadvice,
you might yet get it.”

He sensed the sorrow behind her encouraging words. “I’ m sorry that you don’t have the same
opportunity, your highness.”

Sheforced asmal smile. “Oh, I'll find my own way.”

Crysknew aswdl as she did that her comment was mere bravado, but he returned her smilewith a
squeeze of her hand.

“How will you follow her?’ Vaentynaasked, changing the subject.

“I'll gart with Liryk, | suppose. | suspect your commander israther gratified that Elspyth isout of your
life, your highness’—he grinned as she nodded conspiratorialy—*but he might help by asking hisguards
if they saw her leave.”

“What good will that do?’

“Wél, | imagine Elspyth wasin ahurry to leave Werryl. That being the case, | believe she might have
hitched aride with someone.” He shrugged. “1t might help mefollow her, that’sal.”

The Queen nodded. “Be safe, Crys. We shal meet again soon, | hope.”

Hekissed her hand with feding, and then thelast of her dliesleft the Briavellian monarch to her londiness
and blesk thoughts.



Chapter 13

After leaving Werryl, Wyl made straight for ahide of Faryl’sin Crowyll and dug up a pouch of money.
He was pleased he could still remember some of the locations of her stashed coin, and although he did
not care for using blood money, he wasin dire need of it.

He gdloped hishorse asfar and hard as the beast would permit, then traveled on through the night more
dowly and spent most of his coin on anew horse the following morning. Although he had not dept, he
was determined to press on and the replacement animal was fresh and happy to be given its head. His
plan wasto follow the border as closely as he could, entering Morgraviaonly when he believed hewas
far enough north to cross directly into Felrawthy. He could not risk stumbling upon any Legionnairesand
being recognized.

At around midday the next day it was his good fortune to ride into the village of Derryn at atime when he
not only had to rest his horse but needed food and deep himsalf, and, most important, a chance to bathe.
The pain had gone and he felt aswell as could be expected, considering hisfatigue, but it seemed that the
bleeding would continue for afew days yet. How inconvenient and messy it al was.

Wyl hoped he would never be awoman again. The grooming, the curtsying, the requirement to be
elegant and gracious at dl times—these were merely afew of its annoying aspects. He pitied Vaentyna,
and yet he admired her too. Somehow she managed to ba ance the demands of being awoman with a
strength of her own. Ylena, much as he had loved her, had delighted dmost exclusively in her
femininity—but then that was dl that had been expected of her since the day of her birth. A daughter
born into awedthy noble family, particularly one as distinguished asthe Thirsks, had one main task: to
marry well. To achieve this she was educated in every possible pastime that could enhance her
opportunities, from the effective running of ahousehold to the art of embroidery. King Magnus had
employed asmall army of women to teach Ylena such nicetiesfrom her arriva at Pearlis at atender age.
And hissister had proved hersdlf to be an adept student.

Fresh sorrow overcame Wyl as he pondered yet again how little Ylena deserved what had befallen her.
She had dways been ready with akind word for everyone and her smile could banish even the gloomiest
of moods. She had truly been abeauty in every sense of the word. That her mind had been empty of the
thoughts and ambitions that drove Vaentynawas not Y lend sfault. She was merdly following form,
whereas Vaentynawas one of akind. Yet Ylena slife had unraveled over amatter of weeks, what
should have been the happiest time of her life had instead been the most crudl.

Wyl felt afamiliar nausea grip him and he knew he must stop grieving likethisover hissigter. Ylenawas
dead and no amount of soul-searching or tears would restore her.

Wyl knew his exhaustion and the monthly flux was contributing to his morbid feglings and was convinced
that a decent meal and some rest would help to lift his spirits. As he walked the horse through the main
street, he found there was no inn but discovered by asking ayoung woman passing by that awidow by
the name of Mona Dey ran aguesthouse in the village. After stabling the horse, paying for its care, and
making sure he could retrieve it with ease whenever he wanted, Wyl headed for the widow’ s place.

He paid Monain advance, much to her ddlight, and was shown to asmall, neat room at the back of her
large dwdlling. He learned from the chatty widow that her husband had been awedthy though miserly
trader with awandering eye for other women, especially whores. According to Mona, her husband had



died between the legs of abuxom twenty-year-old, a blade driven into his back up to the hilt. Shetold
the chilling tale with ady rdish and it brought back hideous memoriesfor Wyl.

“A pocketful of Slver—that’sal the dut got for her trouble,” Monasaid smugly. “I got therest.” And she
beamed. From then on she had lived her lifeto the full, deliberately spending her dead husband’ s money
with abandon in revenge for his meanness, until there was virtualy nothing left. “I held back just enough
to keep me off the streets,” shetold Wyl, with no trace of bitterness, “and now | take paying guests and
liveaquiet life”

“I can’t imagine it gets much quieter than Derryn,” Wyl commented, surprised at the widow’ s candor.
“You'reright there, my lady,” Monacried, and laughed asif he had cracked some great jest.

As open as Mona Dey was about her own background, Wyl appreciated that she showed not the
dightest interest in his. Either she was entirely salf-centered or she was very canny, knowing that most
strangers preferred not to discuss their business. Wyl thanked the widow and paid her some extra coin
for her discretion, for she had not even inquired why Ylenawastraveling done.

The evening medl, Monatold her guest, was served at sunset and no later. Wyl grimaced and politely
asked whether there was any possible chance of atray in hisroom now. He explained how tired he was
and that hisflux had fair drained him of al energy. A look of deep sympathy had come his
way—definitely aspecid sorrow only women could share, he redlized—and no doubt the generous coin
rattling in her skirt pocket had encouraged Mona Dey to look kindly on the young noblewoman.

“I'll seewhat | can rustle up for you, dear,” she said. “Oh my, | used to suffer it something awful at your
age. And my Garth, he had no sympathy at dl, till claiming hismaritd rights” Wyl quailed inwardly a
the turn the discussion was taking but adopted the right expression and paid attention. “And pain! Shar
save me, | thought | wasfit to die,” the widow continued. “My mother had no sympathy. She said |
should get used to it, for it would curse me for most of my life—my mother was a bitter woman, you see.
My father died on her young and left her with abrood of children and no money. Her bleed was bad too
and |eft her in poor shape one week of each moon, and it meant she couldn’t work during some of those
days and we went hungry.”

The widow looked set to carry on discussing her mother’ s moon cycles, but Wyl feigned a swoon, which
effectively stopped the monologue and had Monarushing for cold flannds and smelling sdts. When he
seemed recovered, the widow suggested the young lady take a soak. There was aroom in the house
aready set up for bathing. “1 have some herbsthat will ease the pain, dear,” she offered kindly.

Wyl was grateful to her and said as much, winning awide smile from the widow. “And I ll fetch you
some raspberry leef,” she added. “ Chew straight onit, my lady. Tasteslike hell but isfar more effective
for your condition than aweak brew.”

Wyl slammered histhanks and alowed her to guide him to the bathing room, which had ahuge old tub
that more than swallowed up Y lena s exhausted body. He would have been happy to wash in cold
water, but Monawouldn't hear of it. “Heat iswhat you need, dear, for the ache.”

Wyl did not want to start explaining that the ache was done; he just wanted peace and privacy now. So
he let her fuss and organize for steaming jugsto be brought up by asmall army of lads she paid to runto
the smithy’ swhere a huge cauldron of water was kept on the fire permanently. Thejoy of finaly closng
the door on Mona s chatter and climbing into the tub was second in Wyl’ smind only to kissing Vaentyna
for thefirs time.

Afterward, he ate amed of cold roast meet, potatoes s mmered with cream, and some cheese, before



dipping between the well-worn but fresh sheets on Mona s guest bed and drifting dmost ingtantly into
deep.

When he awoke he was disoriented. It was black outside and as quiet as atomb. Monahad kindly left a
candlein hisroom, but it had burned down to a sputtering nub. He had been adeep for at least twelve
hours, he estimated. Careful to make no sound to disturb the household, he relieved himsdlf in the
chamber pot and hurriedly dressed in his dusty but comfortable riding clothes. Wyl did not like to sneak
away without thanking Monabut had no meansto scrawl anote; the only way he could show his
gppreciation for her care was with money, which he left on the remade bed. He thought it unlikely she
would think further on the young woman who had passed through her house, but if she did, shewould
remember Ylenakindly for her generosity.

He could not risk making hisway through the house, so, thanking hislucky starsthat he was on the first
leve, he climbed out of the window and dropped silently to the ground, rolling as he had been taught
when hewas alad. He must have startled a badger or some night creature on the fringe of the small
wood that skirted the town, for he heard the animal blundering disgruntledly back into the trees. He
remained ill, listening for any other sounds, but it seemed there was no one about. Nevertheless, he
took the precaution of making hisway to the stable via the back lanes. As he had anticipated, there was
adegping stableboy in one corner who could bardly rouse himsdf from his dumber at the young
woman'soddly timed arrival. When he did, he recognized the noblewoman, pointed toward astal, and
mumbled something incoherent. Wyl wasjust glad to find his horse, saddle her, and be off asquickly and
quietly as he could.

Heignored the fresh hunger pangs that gnawed at his belly and was out onto the open road again, Derryn
behind him, momentslater. One more day’ sriding, he guessed, and he would be able to cut into
Morgraviaand enter Felrawthy, back into the lair of Celimus, and perhaps have achanceto getinto a
new, more suitable body.

Cailech sat in asecret cavein Haldor’ s Tooth, pondering the situation that was about to unfold. The
Grenadyne' s suggestion to forge an aliance with Morgravia had touched the very core of everything the
Mountain King believed. He was privately miffed that such an obvious idea had not occurred to himin
the past, for treating with Magnus and his generd, Thirsk, would surely have been easier than dedling
with Morgravia s current monarch. But he had ways derided any suggestion of forging linkswith
Morgravia—wait, no, not always. In hisearly days as King, he had had notions of living as neighbors
aongside the bordering realm, but had put them aside in more recent years. Rashlyn had dways said the
stones did not auger well for negotiating attempts, and eventualy Cailech had stopped asking.

Neverthdess, when Aremys returned to the cave and reported on the meeting with Cdimus, Cailech felt
asurgeof anxiety. “You' resurethereisno trap?’ he asked Aremys.

“No, sire. But | have made our way as safe as| can under the circumstances. Celimusis organizing for
the hostages to be delivered asrequired, and | have taken out some additional insurance.”

The mercenary explained that his bargaining tool wasone Y lena Thirsk, daughter and sster of
Morgravid stwo previous Generas. The name carried weight with Cailech, and he had no qual ms about
using aMorgravian noblewoman to barter for their safety. He just had one question: “Well, whereis
Se?

Aremys sartled the King by laughing and shrugging. “I have no idea, Sire. But that isaworry for another
day. You will be back on your own soil before | have to consider what to do.”



Cailech amiled. He liked the way the large Grenadyne thought. Farrow had impressed him from their first
meeting, and even though the mercenary clearly knew more than he wastelling and had an uncanny
interest in Galapek, Cailech privately considered the man afriend. He had never said as much, but they
both knew it; there was mutual respect and admiration between them. Perhapsit was smply that, with his
clear thinking and dry humor, Aremys reminded him of Lothryn. He missed Lothryn so deeply it actudly
pained him to dwell uponiit.

It had been the most agonizing of discoveriesto redlize that his closest friend and confidant had betrayed
him. How could Loth have chosen the Morgravians over his own people, over his own king? Cailech had
ranted as much to Myrt, who had kept a dull silence throughout, but whose lack of words said much.
Cailech quietly admired the man for hisloyalty to hisfriend. Loth could have learned much from Myrt
about brotherhood, honor, and trust. Cailech’s pride would not permit him to show any mercy to his
childhood friend, no matter how in love with the woman of Y entro he might have been. 1t made no
difference why Lothryn had made his choice; it mattered only that he had madeit, and made it
incorrectly.

When news came that they were bringing Lothryn back dive, Cailech had wanted to day him on the
frosted stones of the fortress' s threshold. He could not bear to see hislifelong companion—now a
traitor—step even one foot acrossit. But then Rashlyn had persuaded him to exact a higher penance.

Somehow the King had been persuaded down the path of magic. Burning with afeverish anger, he had
listened with fascinated horror to Rashlyn’ s suggestion that there was afar more subtle operation than an
easy death by the sword. The barshi’ s repetition of the words “traitor” and “treachery” had fired the
King' sanguish into awhite heat of vengeance. He had agreed to Rashlyn’ s plan, believing that by owning
Loth, by breaking his spirit and forcing his subservience with Rashlyn’ s dark magic, he would somehow
win his respect. Hisformer friend and comrade would suffer the humiliation of knowing he would forever
carry the King on his back, ever be subservient to Cailech, never forgetting who ruled whom.

Now, thinking about it, Cailech saw how distorted and poisonous such punishment had been. If he could
reverse the magic he would do 0, especialy now that Aremys seemed to have such adogged interest in
the salion. Thetruth was, hisvictory over Loth felt hollow. Painful, in fact. Aswith the threet to make
cannibas of hisown people, it had shown him to be base, led by anger rather than by his clever mind.
How had he permitted Rashlyn to guide his hand toward inflicting such horrors? He shook his head.

“A dlver for your thoughts, gre,” Aremys said, approaching Cailech where he sat on arock ledgewith a
clear view into Felrawthy. He brought with him aclay flask of wine and poured a cup for the King and
onefor himsdf Myrt and the rest of the Mountain warriors were sharpening blades and checking the
supplies of weapons, which everyone prayed would not be required.

“I wasjust thinking of Lothryn and how much you remind me of him.”

“| shal take that asacompliment, sire. | have heard people speak highly of your second, despite hisfina
actions”

“Asthey should,” Cailech said, unable to hide the sorrow that had himinitsgrip.
“No one can tdl me what happened to him, sire. | presume you executed him?’
Aremys heard the hesitation. “Yes, heisdead,” the King replied flatly.

“Does't stop you missing him, though, | see”

Cailech nodded. “1 miss him every day. We grew up together. We understood each other, we protected



each other. That was what made his betraya so shocking. We loved each other, Farrow. We were
brothersin al but blood.”

“With such love between you, could you not find away to spare him?” Aremys prompted, hoping to lead
the King into revealing more about Galapek.

“Only the barest thread separates the most passionate of opposites, Grenadyne.”
“What do you mean, Sire?’
“I mean that because | loved Loth so much, his betrayd stirred in me intense hatred.”

“I understand.” Aremysknew he would not get the admission he had hoped for. Instead, the silence
stretched between them, before Cailech roused himsalf from his private thoughts and addressed the
guestion that was no doubt troubling his men too.

“Isthisawise undertaking, Farrow?’

“Many would consder it foolhardy, given the Morgravian sovereign’ sreputation,” Aremysreplied.
“However, | do believe that once he meets you, you, more than anyone, have the ability to convince him
that an alianceis preferable to these regular skirmishesthat could so easily escalae to war.”

Cailech nodded, reassured by the Grenadyne sfaith. “ And his marriage?’

“Istill planned to go ahead shortly, which iswhy timing is of the essence. With Briave’sarmy at his
beck and cdll, who knows what delusions might suddenly cross hismind?’

“I am told the L egion has been deployed to the Briavellian border. Hardly aloving wedding gift.”

“Scaretactics,” Aremys guessed. “ Thereis no benefit to Cdimus starting afresh war with Briavel when
he can conquer the redlm through marriage.”

“Intimidating the bride isagrand way to start ahistoric treaty between the two redms,” Cailech replied.

“It seems Cdlimus knows no other way. From what | can gather, he has been abully dl hisyoung life.
Why should he change now that heisKing?’

“Mmm—my thoughts exactly,” Cailech mused.

Aremys could not work out what the King meant. Dismissing it, he reassured Cailech. “Nothing will go
wrong, sire. Just don’t tarry. Say what you have to say and plan to use emissariesto do therest. The
main thing isthat you and Celimus meet and like what you see in each other.”

Cailech nodded. “When are we expected?’

“Tomorrow. Heis planning afeast in your honor. | suggest that only Myrt, Byl, and | accompany you,
gre”

Cailech’ sgreen gaze narrowed. “A lean force.”
“It showstrugt.”
“Evenif | don't trust him.”

“Exadtly.”



The Mountain King laughed again. “1 hope, for your sake, Grenadyne, that you do not leave this meeting
with my blood on your hands—or you will have hundreds of my warriors baying for yours.”

Callech raised hisglassto Aremys, who followed suit. “To unions, Sre”

“And friendship, Farrow. Thank you for your help.”

“Doesthat mean | am afree man now?’

Cailech drained his cup. “1t does, but I hope you will return to the fortress with us.”

“If wearedl 4ill aive after this adventure, your highness, | would be honored to.”

Celimuswas riding on the moors that surrounded Tenterdyn and surveying what he now consdered
Crown land.

“It isbeautiful, your mgjesty,” Jessom said from his own horse, echoing the King' sthoughts.

“I wasthinking | would make Tenterdyn my summer palace and Argorn could become the roya winter
retreat,” Celimus replied with a smug smile, looking toward the mgestic Razors, which reared up a hazy
purplein the distance.

“CrysDond and Ylena Thirsk might have something to say about that, your highness,” the Chancellor
cautioned, careful to hit atone that did not suggest either reprimand or contradiction.

“Not from the gravethey won't,” hisking snapped tetily.

The notion had crept up on the Chancellor so quietly he had not realized it existed until this moment, but
now it dawned on him that he had tired of the King' s waspish manner and complete disregard for those
who strove to accommodate hiswhims. Jessom’s commitment to Celimus stretched to killing—and for
no extrareward, certainly no thanks. Jessom was no fragile soul who shirked the meting out of death, but
Cdimus s sttling-in period of brutality was, in Jessom’ s estimation, prolonged. The bloodshed seemed
to be escalating, not diminishing, with the King's expanding power.

Celimus was young and brash, and his eagerness to slamp his own mark on his kingdom—and indeed
beyond—was understandable. But since Jessom had firgt arrived in Celimus s life, he had hoped he might
mold thisbrilliantly sharp young man into one who could be relied on to be subtle. Jessom had put al of
his life experience and extensive range of talents at the King' s disposa so that Celimus might learn from
him.

Maris Jessom was the seventh son of arich man, amoneylender who wasinvolved in anumber of
ventures from bridge building to breweries. But even with such wedlth, ason so far down the family’s
hierarchy was never going to be favored highly in the shareholding. His eldest three brothers were carving
up the empire among them, and everyone ese, including histhree ssters, had to find their own way. In
the case of hissgters, they had used their statusto marry well. But Maris, thin and hook-nosed, had long
ago accepted that he would never be a handsome man and so had decided from an early ageto use his
only redl asset—hisincredible intelligence—to get oniinlife. If the combined wits of hissblingswere
digtilled into one. they till would not hold a candle to the speed, agility, and vision of their youngest
brother. Although Maris kept this weapon a secret, it was obviousto him that hisfather should have
chosen his seventh son to run hisfinancia empire; it seemed that he aone had inherited the shrewdness,
perceptiveness, and cunning that had helped hisfather to become one of the wedlthiest menin al of



Tdlinor. But Jessom senior had never taken much notice of his gangly youngest son, and as soon as
Mariswas old enough, he had been encouraged to leave the family home to seek his own fortune. His
mother, who loved him well, had given him aheavy pouch of gold. “Useit wisdly, Maris,” she had said,
her eyes beginning to tear as she hugged her youngest farewell.

And he had, roaming the towns and villages of Talinor from north to south and east to west asatraveling
moneylender: an innovative and supremely lucrative scheme, and convenient for borrowers, who were
surprised and pleased to have money coming to them. Perhaps people thought he would never collect on
hislendings. But collect he did. Borrowers learned the hard way that Maris Jessom did not extend his
loans. And because he never caled in hisloans early or was so greedy asto make the terms so
cumbersome that they might be considered crud, he dways had the law on his sde. The young Jessom
was aso ruthless, a characteristic that contributed to his rapid success.

It was not long before he had to travel with abodyguard, and then two, for fear of being set upon by the
new breed of bandits who seemed to think it was perfectly reasonable to sted from therich, asthey
could afford to lose the money. This made Jessom’ s anger, normally dow to stoke, boil and he was soon
traveling with asmall company of his own paid mercenaries, who killed bandits for ahobby and kept al
the spails.

Jessom enjoyed two decades of thislife, during which time he built anetwork of contacts and knowledge
from dl over the region, before deciding to settle down in Td, not far from hisorigina family home. Here
he planned to establish his own permanent moneylending empire, using mercenariesto do the dirtier work
of collection around the ream. By thistime both of his parents had died and hislessfortunate siblings
were scattered acrossthe realm.

It was around thistime that King Sorryn of Talinor declared moneylenders—whose number seemed to
havetripled in Jessom’ slifetime—to be “a pus-filled carbuncle on society that needed to be lanced” and
systematicaly set about dismantling their terrible grip on the poor. Jessom saw the crackdown coming
and fled Talinor well in advance of the Purge, asit cameto be known.

Hefled to Morgravia, awedthy man but homeess aswell as landless and without the ties of family.
Disllusoned, Maris Jessom decided on achange of career. Hewastoo old to find the energy to
establish anew empire and so he watched and waited. Garnering information, observing trends, and
identifying needs were Jessom’ stalent. He saw an opportunity within the Morgravian roya family long
before it occurred to anyone e se that aking might need more than his generd to be his closest counsdl.

The position of Chancellor did not even exist during Magnus sreign, for hewas aKing who preferred
the companionship and advice of hismilitary strategist in dl matters. But it was obvious to Jessom that the
new King would not accept the guidance of Wyl Thirsk upon Magnus' s death. Maris Jessom fancied
himsalf akingmaker; he had anetwork of messengers, mercenaries, informers, and spieswho could help
shape akingdom, plus he had years of experience in finance aswell as a shrewd understanding of human
nature.

He watched Cdimusfor long enough before he became King to know the young man was
problem-riddied and it would take years of smoothing and guidance to educate him on how to run an
effective realm. Jessom saw the charm too, though; he sensed that Celimus could easily turn that talent
toward hiskingdom and use the energy he squandered in despising people into making them loya to him.
Jessom had to admit the proposal of marriageto Vaentyna of Briavel was amasterstroke, but the killing
of her father, Vaor, had been plain stupidity. It wasthe act of an arrogant man, too inexperienced to
redlize that asuggestion of his power was more than enough. Jessom knew King Vaor would have
supported aunion between Celimus and his daughter, which made his death pointless.



The murder of Thirsk had been another senseless move, athough Jessom realized that there was ahistory
there that affected the King's judgment and prevented him from being objective. Jessom had watched
Thirsk too, long enough to redlize the young Generd wasloya to Morgravia. Celimus could have molded
that loydty to hiswill—and the execution of the youngest Dond, the razing of Rittylworth, and the
daughter a Tenterdyn, not to mention various other deaths, including that of young helpless Jorn, need
never have occurred.

Murder was dangerous. It had anasty habit of coming back to haunt the perpetrator and Jessom could
not help but think that there were too many corpses at the King' s feet—with the Chancellor’s
involvement—for ether of them to escape the outcry that was surely coming. All it would take was one
voice of dissenson. One voicethat counted—be it that of YlenaThirsk or Crys Dona or even Aleda
Dond, wherever the hell shewas. A few rumblings from Lord Bench could set off a catastrophic series
of questionsfor the King to answer....and Jessom knew who would shoulder the blame. It would not be
Cdimus

And yet, if only hewould listen to Jessom, Celimus could gtill be a strong, powerful king who ruled
prosperous redlms. Not one or two, but three—the very empire the King dreamed of. All was not lost
yet. Perhapsthey could use Ylena Thirsk to their advantage—there was always a way—instead of
amply murdering her.

Heredlized he was shaking his head and that Celimus, wearing aquizzical expression, had turned his
horse to face his chancellor.

“Y our magjesty, may | speak candidly?’
“Of course”

“Wadll, sire, with the dliance you may well forge with the Mountain King, and what could only be
described asthe fairy-tale union with Briavel that is about to occur, you will have achieved what most
sovereigns do not dare dream of, | et alone attempt.”

“And your point is?’

“My point, your mgjesty, isthat you are now in the enviable position of essentidly controlling three resims
without resi stance, without bloodshed, without the other two sovereigns redlizing how powerful you
actudly are”

“Why isthat agood thing, Jessom?’

“Y our highness, thereisa saying that holds good in dmost every facet of life: Never dlow one hand to
know wheét the other isdoing.”

“Don’'t give meriddles, you fool. Spesk plainly.”

Jessom drew adeep breath to stop his disdain from showing. “Once married, Vaentynais beholden to
you aswife, so shewill be unableto raly any forces againgt you, which effectively leavesthe Mountain
King in the cold, should he suddenly decide the dliance is not working for him. | suspect heis much too
canny for that, though—he will maintain the peace and enjoy the benefits of trade and free movement as
wdll asincreased prosperity. My lord, it is obvious to me that, handled with care, you will have the
empire you have dways dreamed of.”

“Did you think, Jessom,” Cdimusreplied, “that | could not work that out for mysdlf? Isit your belief that
| need you to spell out every scenario for me because | am too dim-witted to see beyond what isin front



of my nose?’ Thetone was sarcastic and menacing.

“Not a dl, sre,” Jessom replied, will equal calmness but dso with courtesy. “But with such an aliance so
closeto completion, | just think that killing YlenaThirsk or Crys Dond might be...well, shal we say
hasty, for want of a better word.”

“So you would have me |eave two dangerous mouths on the loose?’

“All | suggest, dre, isthat you wait. Y ou will have Ylena Thirsk in captivity shortly. Don’t do anything too
soon. Think on the various Stuations that will inevitably present themsdves. | imaginetha YlenaThirsk is
fedling extraordinarily isolated these days. She has no parents, she haslost her guardian, and her beloved
brother is dead. Her new husband and his family—her only alies—are fodder for the worms. Apart from
CrysDond, she has no oneto turn to. Sheisabeautiful, vulnerable young woman who no doubt craves
the security of being pampered again: her own private chambers, servantsto wait on her, fancy gownson
her body, and money at her disposa. Think about it, sire. Y ou could be her savior. Y ou could put dl this
behind you and lavish your care and riches on the londly girl—until she becomes your supporter.”

Cdimus listened thistime without the smirk on hisface. “ She dwayswas aspoiled little thing. | used to
think she'd jump at shadows.”

“That' s exactly what | mean, sire. She may boast the name of Thirsk, but sheismerdly agirl. Her world
has crumbled and been destroyed. What she needs now is resurrection from the rubble. If you provide
that, it doesn’t matter what excuses or tall storiesyou weave to excuse your behavior of the past; she will
believe them dl because what she will want is her life back again. Marry her off well—to your gain. |
would go so far asto suggest you find her a high-ranking warrior from Cailech’ sbrood. Shewill be no
more trouble to you then.”

TheKing shorse wasrestless. “Interesting idea, Jessom,” Ceimusreplied. “1 will think on what you have
sad. What timeisthe Mountain King due?’

“Midday, your highness. We had better make for the house.”
“My summer paace,” Celimus corrected, and smiled.

Jessom saw no warmth in the smile; if he was honest with himsdlf, he would admit that he had never seen
any genuine warmth in Celimus. Why it should bother him now was a surprise. Thismood of
dissatisfaction had taken him so unexpectedly that he recognized it as dangerous. He, like the King, had
some thinking to do.

The King galloped on ahead, but Jessom rode back to Tenterdyn more sedately, silent and distracted.



Chapter 14

Vaentynacrafted her |etter to Cedimus the afternoon of Crys Dond’ s departure. She wrote with great
caution, outlining her decison to release Y lena Thirsk into his care. The words suggested her expectation
that he would look after Y lena even though she was being given into the captivity of the Morgravian
Crown. The Queen expressed her understanding that any known enemy of Morgravia could not be
considered afriend of Briavel and that, as helpless as Y lena painted her Situation, Vaentynadid not wish
to go against the express wishes of her husband-to-be. She felt sick writing the lies but pressed on,
detailing her progress with her own arrangements for the wedding, not describing her gown but telling him
alittle of how well it looked. She discussed the party that would accompany her into Morgravia, which
was not inconsequential, and then lightly touched on her desire to return to Briavel soon after the
ceremony S0 that a second celebration could be held for her people. Much to her distaste, Vaentynafelt
she should ooze some specia compliments here about how much the Briavellians were looking forward
to seeing their queen with her new king.

By the end of it she fdlt revolted by the smooth way in which shelied to protect her own lifeaswell asat
how easily shewas giving away Ylena s preciouslife. Asterrible thoughtsfilled her mind about the ways
Celimus might chooseto kill Wyl Thirsk’ s ssister—and kill her he would, she knew—the guilt of
remembering how generoudy Wyl Thirsk had sacrificed himsdlf for Briavel’ s heir nearly overwhelmed
her. She was repaying his sacrifice with disdain for hisfamily. Vadentyna sfingerstwitched with the desire
to rip up the parchment with its treacherous contents.

But the memory of Ylend s hard words stayed her hand. It was Y lena s decison to give up her lifeand
Vaentynaredized she would probably aggrieve the young woman moreif she did not carry out her
wishes. Her lifewasforfet anyway, Vaentynatold hersdf. Oneway or another, Ceimuswould hunt

Y lenadown and complete hisannihilation of the Thirsk line. Ylenaseemed to fed that her sacrifice for
Briavel matched that of Wyl’s and would give some point to al the deaths that surrounded her tragic
family.

“Too sad,” Vaentynamurmured at her desk. “Y our lifeisgiven too cheaply, Ylena, for thegainisso
little. | cannot escape marrying him.”

She had the letter dispatched immediately, for fear of changing her mind, going so far asto take the
parchment to the stables hersdlf, placing it into the courier’ s hand.

“How long?’ she asked. Briavel aso used arelay network for messengers and shefelt sure that once
they were across the border, the Morgravian couriers would respect the urgency of thismissive.

“Two daysif weadl ride hard, your mgesty,” the young man said.

“Then use as many couriersasyou can. It isextremedy important that King Celimus see this message as
quickly aspossible”

“I shall personally ridelike the wind, your highness” he said, and with abow from a saddle he was gone,
clatering over Werryl Bridge and heading northeast as fast as his horse would go.

Vaentynaturned away, feding hollow and more londly than she had ever fdt in her life. Growing up asan
only child had taught her to be sdf-sufficient and imaginative, but nothing could have prepared her for this
complete loss of family, friends, and dlies. And till, she redlized, she could not begin to reach the depth
of lossthat Ylenamust surely be experiencing. No wonder Wyl's Sster was throwing her life away with
such abandon. It might aso explain why she was indulging in such curious affections. The Queen had not



been able to shake the memory of Ylena skiss; it seemed to haunt her every moment. There had been
such tendernessiniit...no, more than that. It had been filled with love. Vaentyna had been kissed only
once before in such amanner and that had been by Romen. Although thiswas a different mouth, different
face, different everything, there was an aching familiarity to the passion behind that affection. But the
memory of that physica love made Vaentynaangry too. Angry enough to want to fight: not Ylena, but
the person who had perpetrated all the pain. On her way back into the palace, in astate of resentment at
the way her lifewasturning out, she sent arunner to find Commander Liryk.

He arrived dightly out of breath at her study door. “My queen, you wished to see me?’

Vaentynawas struck by how old Liryk seemed to be al of a sudden. She had taken hisand Krell’s
presence around her for granted, asif they would dways bein her life, but this man was surdly wdll into
his seventh decade. The notion of him not being around one day bit deeply into her thoughts, reminding
her that she might lose yet another of her supporters soon. It hardened her resolve.

“Y es, Commander, thank you for coming so quickly. In the absence of achancellor, | would like you to
summon the noblesfor me.”

“Of course, your highness,” Liryk said, frowning despite his courteous manner. “All of them?’
“Yes. It isurgent. How swiftly are you able to gather them for ameeting?’

He paused and she wondered whether he was considering her question or her state of mind. He
obvioudy anticipated that she was about to do something dramatic. “ Three days, your mgjesty, if | get
the couriers sent immediately.”

“Doit please, Liryk. I'd gppreciateit if you would give thisthe utmost priority.”

“Of course, your highness.” She waited, and of course the gentle objection came. “It isunusud, though.
Perhaps | might give them someinkling of what you wish to discuss so urgently?”’

She smiled. She had expected this. “ State security, tell them,” she answered, and turned away, not
unkindly but with sufficient firmnessthat Liryk knew he had been dismissed. “Thank you, Liryk,” she
added, just in case he thought to try to dissuade her.

Vaentynaheard the soft sigh, the protest of his knee as he bowed, and then the sound of the door
cosng.

Wyl adlowed himsdlf to be picked up by Morgravian soldiers and was relieved to see that they were
genuine Legionnaires and not mercenaries. It was ayoung company; athough he recognized none of
them, they certainly recognized his name. An awkward silence spread through the group of men as Wyl
finished hisintroduction.

“You are Generd WYyl Thirsk’ssster?’ the startled leader qudified.

“I'am,” Wyl replied, his spirits soaring. He knew it was unlikely he could change the outcome of what
was going to happen, but hearing his own name uttered with such reverence restored his confidence. And
perhaps he might live to fight another day in another body.

He wondered whether Vaentyna had taken his advice about writing to Celimus, claiming she was
sending Ylenato him. Their parting had been so awkward and painful, he supposed the Queen was just
gladto berid of YlenaThirsk.



The young officer could not help himsdlf “But what are you doing here? We heard you had disappeared.”

Wyl was certainly not going to start explaining any more than he wanted to give away. “Whét isyour
name?’ he asked.

“Harken,” the young man replied. “Er, Captain Harken, | hope, by year’send.”

“Wadll, Harken, firgtly please remember whom you address. | am the daughter of General Fergys Thirsk,
Duke of Argorn, and the sister of Generd Wyl Thirsk. Please treat mein the fashion you would any
noble”

Harken flushed with embarrassment at the stinging rebuke. Blotches of red appeared on his cheeks and
ears. “l...] apologize, Lady Ylena”

When he saw his reprimand had worked, Wyl ddliberately looked behind him asif suddenly fearful. He
might aswell continue with his planned charade and hope that the Queen of Briavel had complied with his
suggestion. “Thank you, Harken. Have they gone?’

“Who, my lady?’ the man asked, desperate to please. He looked over her shoulder and his companions
followed suit, suddenly nervous.

“The Briavdlian Guardsmen who brought meto this crossing point.” Swordswere drawn ingtantly, the
ring of stedl loud in the Slence of the morning. “Fret not, gentlemen,” Wyl assured. “ They have no quarrel
with you. They were concerned only with me.” Wyl held his breath, hoping his detached manner and
confident explanation would trick the Legionnairesinto believing he had been brought to this point under
armed escort.

“Why have they brought you here, my lady?’ Harken asked sensibly.
“I anagift,” Wyl said, taking some grim amusement from theirony of hiswords. “For your king.”
The aspiring Captain looked appropriately baffled aswell asrattled. “I don’t understand.”

“Y ou are not meant to. Y our sovereign will and you will raise hisireif | am not taken to him immediately.
| have no intention of trying to escape,” Wyl added, glancing toward the rope that had appeared in one
anxious pair of hands. “All you're required to do is escort meinto Tenterdyn, gentlemen. Restraint will

not be necessary.”

“Put that away,” Harken snapped at the lad, who was not much younger than he. “Y ou do know who
thisis, don’'t you?’ he added, more angry with himself, Wyl suspected, than with the youngster. “Lady
Ylenal Sheisto be treated with respect.”

“Thank you, Harken. I’'m sure my brother would be proud of you.”

“I never met him, my lady. He passed away the very week | entered the Legion. But your family’ sname
means everything to me. All | ever wanted to do wasjoin the Legion and be commanded by Genera
Thirsk.”

“Areyou Laud Harken's son?” Wyl asked in surprise.

“Yes, my lady. | am surprised you know of him.”

Wyl redlized hiserror. “My brother spokewell of Laud Harken. How ishe?’
“Dead, my lady. Hefdl in the north recently.”



“How?

Harken shrugged, embarrassed by the sorrowful tremor in hisvoice. “| wastold it wasaMountain
warrior’ sarrow, but, my lady, he was outraged by the Rittylworth scanda and no doubt said too much,
too loudly.”

Murmurings erupted within his group, reassuring Wyl that the name of Thirsk sill resonated loudly within
the Legion. He was counting on this very fact to help Crysto stir up trouble in Pearlis.

“I understand, Harken, and | am deeply sorry for your loss. Now you must take me to Tenterdyn.”

The company remained on patrol while the young Captain-to-be provided the escort done. This pleased
Wy, for it gave him achance to learn as much as he could from the gullible youngster. They traveled in
slence for awhile before Wyl began to ease out some information.

“I imagine the missve from Briavel hasarrived by now?’
Harken frowned. “1’m sorry, my lady, I’'m not sure what you spesk of.”

Wyl felt disappointment dice him. “ Apparently there was a courier coming from Queen Vaentyna about
my arriva.”

Harken shook his head. “We can find out. | will make some inquiries as soon aswe arive.”

“Who isyour general now?’ Wyl asked. He could see Tenterdyn sprawling in the distance. They would
be there soon.

“TheKingisour generd, my lady.”

Cdimus had finaly gotten hiswish and taken over the Legion.

“I see. And | hear heis expecting a parley with the Mountain King?’
“Y es—today. King Cailech arrives by midday.”

“Y ou sound excited, Harken.”

“I am, my lady. If our king marries Queen Vdentynaand this parley achieves atruce between Morgravia
and the Razor Kingdom, there will be peace at long last.”

Wyl made Y lenasmile. “1 thought most young men of your age dreamed of going to war?’

“| am engaged to be married, my lady. | dream of Alysmorethan | do killing for my realm.” He returned
her smile with ashy one of hisown.

“Good for you. It isaworthy dream. So you trust your king to achieve these two coups?’

Harken smiled ruefully. “If anyone can, King Cdimus can.” Wyl suspected that Harken, young ashe
was, would not be drawn into saying anything openly traitorous, although histone suggested hefdlt it.

“Peace for the region would be arare achievement.”
“Isthe Queen as beautiful as everyone says sheis?” Harken asked suddenly.
Wyl nodded. “M ore exquisite than you can possibly imagine.”



“I wastold you were a beauty, my lady,” Harken began, then pulled himself back. He looked stricken.
“Forgive me, my lady, | meant no offense.”

“Nonetaken. | imaginel look ared fright, dressed like aman and having ridden for days,” Wyl
admitted. It isnot easy to fed pretty in thissituation.”

“I'm sorry, Lady Ylena, that wastactless of me. Do you mind my asking why you are presenting yourself
to the King? There was arumor thet...” He struggled to say more.

“That hetried to kill me?’” Wyl finished. The young man nodded. “It istrue, Harken. Y our king isnot a
good man, I'm sorry to say, and | think you know it. Y ou suspect your father’ s death was not as
cut-and-dried as it was painted to be, and you are most likely right. If Laud stood up to the King's
treachery a Rittylworth, then he would have paid in the most dramatic way. | am truly sorry for your
family.”

Harken' s eyeswere wide, the first hints of fear cregping across hisinnocent face. They werejust afew
yards from the compound of Tenterdyn now. Wyl spoke quickly. “Listen to me. | am hereto frighten the
King, but not to prevent peace. | hope the King's marriage to the Queen of Briave will herald the
beginning of the great union of our two realms, and that he will forge a peace with King Cailech, but
Celimusisnot aman ever to be trusted. Remember that, Harken.”

The young man heard the desperation in his companion’svoice. “1 don’'t want to take you in there, my
lady,” he said, further stricken. Both of them saw the gatekeeper stepping out.

“Y ou must. But you must so do what your heart tellsyou.”
“| don’'t understand,” Harken urged.

“Youwill. You are Legion, used to taking orders, but one of the defining characteristics of an officer of
the Legionisthat he will never harm another Morgravian unlessthat person isabetrayer of theream.
Keep that in your heart. Do not adlow Ceimusto lead you and your men and the rest of the soldiers
down the path of darkness. Betrueto the Legion first.”

“Ho, who comes?’ The gatekeeper’ s voice ripped through the tenson of their whispered conversation.
“Tell thetruth,” Wyl encouraged. “Y ou cannot save me.”

Harken spared an anguished glance toward the woman beside him. Wyl felt sorry for the youngster. He
clearly sensed that he wasinvolved in something deeply wrong by escorting Ylena Thirsk into Ceimus's
clutches.

“Come on, boy, we haven't got al day!” the soldier urged, irritated. “Who do you bring here?’
WyI cleared histhroat. “1 amthe Lady YlenaThirsk, Sir. | wish to spesk to King Cdimus.”

The gatekeeper laughed. “Yes, and I’'m the Lady Twinkle and plan to marry him. What isthis?’ he
roared at Harken.

“Watch your manners!” Harken commanded, and the soldier glanced toward the badge on the
youngster’ suniform. Thiswas an officer in the making and Wyl quietly smirked at the older man'serror.

“Thisisthe Lady YlenaThirsk,” Harken said, firm of voice now. “ She has aready been searched, but
you may do so againif you arerequired.”



The gatekeeper, far less chirpy now, signaed to another guard, who asked Wyl to alight from hishorse.
He was searched and Harken' s papers were checked for authenticity. They were permitted to enter the
gate by the now dightly sheepish keeper. Another, more senior soldier arrived to ask questions and his
eyebrows arched immediately a the name of the woman standing before him.

“Cdl the Chancdlor,” he said to his second. Then to Wy, politely: “Wewait, my lady.”

Heturned to the Legionnaire. “Thank you, Harken. We will take it from here. Y ou may return to your

Wyl offered his hand to the young man. “Thank you for your escort,” he said, athough he hoped his gaze
communicated far more. “Again, | am sorry to hear about your father,” he added.

Harken looked distracted and anxious. “ Sir, has amissive arrived from Briavel concerning the Lady
Ylena?”

The man shook his head. “Nothing has arrived from Briavel. | am thefirst point of contact for all
ddliveries”

“Perhgps| should wait—" the young man began.

“No, Harken. A company of men without their leader stands at the Briavellian border. Return to your
post,” the senior man said, thistime firmly enough that it brooked no further argument.

Harken bowed. When he straightened, Wyl done saw the anger and concern in his eyes before the
youngster saluted and departed the compound.

“Ah, herewe are,” the older soldier muttered, and WyI turned to see Chancellor Jessom emerging from
the main house, alook of pleasure on hisface. He swiftly adjusted it to athin smile, but Wyl saw the
satisfaction al the same. The Chancellor’ s reaction confused him. Surely astonishment, or at the very
least irritation, would be more fitting, considering Jessom and Celimus must have hoped Y lena was dead
by now?

Jessom'’ s stride was confident and he covered the ground between the main dwelling and the gatehouse
with surprising swiftness. “Ylena Thirsk. Almost perfect timing.”

What? Wyl kept his expression ddliberately blank as his mind raced to understand this new development.
Jessom continued, “Our king was wondering when you would be delivered. Thiswill be aspecia
name-day present for him and no doubt he will reward Aremysroyaly for the gift of your lifeinto his
hands.”

They were expecting Y lenda sarrival? How could this beif no message from Vaentyna had arrived—and
what did he mean about Aremys? Wyl played for time. “I’m sorry. Do | know you?’

Jessom'’ s smile thinned even further. “My apologies, we have never been introduced. | am Jessom,
Chancdlor and King's Counsdl of Morgravia.”

“Since when did King Cdimus take advice from anyone?” Wyl replied as acidly as he could, watching
the crease across Jessom’ s face, which passed for his amile, fade entirely.

“Thank you, Bern. | will take the Lady Y lenafrom here,” Jessom said to the officer nearby. The man
nodded and left their company, happy to pass on responsbility, but not before both Jessom and Wyl saw
hisraised eyebrows a Y lend s cutting comment. Wyl unhappily alowed Jessom to guide him away from
the gates, but he noted that they were not heading toward the main house. The Morgravians must have



other plansfor Lady Ylena

Jessom’ svoice was biting when it came. “Y ou arein aperilous Situation, Ylena Thirsk. | suggest you not
make it worse on yourself,” he advised.

Wyl made Y lend s beautiful face smirk. “How much worse could it possibly get, Jessom? The snake that
stsupon the Morgravian throne is hardly going to show me mercy. | do not fear him.”

“Neverthdess, | recommend you don’t openly insult King Celimus. It could go very badly for you.”

“Y ou don't understand, Chancellor. | am not afraid of dying. | am not afraid of Celimus and his savage
tortures. Any opportunity | get, Sr, | will openly insult him and the bitch Queen who spawned him.”

Jessom was normaly in control of hisemotions, but he drew back in surprise at the young woman's
words. “When Aremys said he could deliver you, Ylena, I'm not sure our king understood how heroic
you have become. It seems your struggles to survive have toughened you. That only means he will enjoy
hurting you dl the more. | am not acruel man and | certainly do not condone the torture of women. Let
me suggest again that you make thiseasier on yoursdf.”

Wyl was happy he had managed to sting the man into losing his composure, even dightly. But more
important to him was the second mention of hisfriend. Aremys said he could deliver me? What is
going on?

“I am glad | have impressed you, Chancellor, but, frankly, that was not my intention. | will not plead for
the King'smercy. He can do with me as he wishes”

“Then | wonder, what is your intention? What can you possibly gain through your defiance?’

“All will beexplained, | am sure,” Wyl answered crypticaly. Vaentynd sletter had definitely not arrived,
then.

The Chancellor’ s face betrayed his bafflement. Wyl smirked interndly. Jessom was used to knowing
everything about everyone. Ylena sinexplicable behavior must be unsettling.

“TheKing will seeyouingoodtime,” Jessom said, businessike now. “But for the meantime, you will
remainin here” They had arrived at an outbuilding: astorage hut built in the shade of ahuge oak where
Aledahad kept her cool pantry. “I’'m afraid you have timed your arrival alittle prematurely, Ylena King
Callechisdueany minute”

Wyl made asound of disdain.

Jessom pointed to bucket of water. “May | suggest you clean yourself up. | can have agown found for
you, if it pleases”

“It does not please. | will seethe King exactly as| stand before you, Chancellor. And by the way, your
new gtatus as servant to the King”—WYyl emphasized the word “ servant” and was pleased to see that it
struck home—"does not permit you to address anoble by anything but a correct title, Sir. Y ou will refer
tomeasLady YlenaThirsk or Lady Ylena Dona—take your pick—but you will accord me the smal
measure of respect | am due, prisoner or not.”

The Chancellor was taken aback by the attack but composed himsalf smoothly and was quick to
retaliate.

“Morgravia has forgotten you, young lady, and your family’ s nameis being dragged through the mire at



every opportunity. Climb off your pedesta, Ylena. | am not intimidated by your nobleline. I'm
wondering how long they will respect you when your head is rotting on aspike outside Pearlis. Infact, I'll
do you akindness—I’Il hunt down Alyd Donal’ s head for you so you can both rot together. Romarntic,
eh?’ hesad, uncharacterigticaly crue, as he finished tying her ankle to ahuge timber post in the hut.
“Now clean yoursdf up, woman, and make ready to meet your sovereign.”

For thefirst timein hislife Wyl spat at someone. It was the only comeback he could think of to show his
hatred for this servile cresture of the King's. He haf hoped Jessom would kill him in ablood rush of
anger. The Chancellor’ s body would accord him serious power.

But Jessom was not aman of violence; he was far more subtle in his methods. Instead he made aclicking
sound of reproach, as a parent might do to a naughty child. “And you want to be treated like alady?’ He
laughed; the sound was harsh and filled with hate. 1 have been spat on al my life, Ylena,” he said, wiping
her spittle from hisrobe, “and | have aways beaten my enemies.”

Heturned at the sound of the bell from the gatehouse, signaling that King Cailech’ s party had arrived.

“Farewdl, Ylena We shdl summon you in due course.”



Chapter 15

Fynch and Knave stood at the foot of the Razors, about to step onto the tiny, unguarded track that
would glide their ascent into the mountains. They had seen no soldiers and their journey from the Wild
had been uneventful, and enjoyable for Fynch, who had needed timeto think. Knave was not a
companion who made conversation—he replied to questions, and prompted them if he considered them
important, but otherwise hewas Slent.

“Why are we walking? Surely the Thicket could send us?’ Fynch wondered.

You can send us, Knave said, arare tone of amusement in hisvoice. Too dangerous, though. We
cannot take the chance of Rashlyn sensing a powerful spelling. Sending Aremys might have
registered with him, but he would not have known what the magic was and we can only hope he
dismissed it. However, since then we have had the transfer of Wyl to Briavel, the death of Elysius,
the arrival of the

Dragon King, and you coming into your power. So many surges of magic are not easily dismissed.
Fynch nodded serioudy. “Do you think he knows Elysius has died?’

| suspect he might have felt something. More important, | amwary that he would have felt the
transference of power.

“How would he senseit? Would it belikeapain?’

The dog led them onto the narrow track. Neither of them looked behind, even though they were now
officidly leaving Briavd.

Possibly. More likely he would fed it as you might a seizure. Not pain so much, but loss of
physical control and perhaps consciousness. It would bewilder more than hurt.

“But would he know what it was?’ Fynch persisted as he pushed aside the branches of overhanging
trees.

Who knows, Fynch? It would shock himto learn that his brother has been alive all thistime, if
indeed he did work out that the disturbance was Elysius dying, but | can’t imagine he could begin
to consider that his sibling’s magic had been passed on.

“Y ou are guessing, though.”

Of course. But remember, your sensitivity to magic and your ability to embrace it and useit are
known only to those of the Thicket. Rashlyn may be a sorcerer, but he is not sensitive to the
natural world.

The track rose sharply ahead of them and they began to climb in silence, Fynch concentrating on the
chalenging, dightly dippery surface of decaying leaves. Many hours later they reached a plateau of rock,
the trees below them now. It was cold in the open and a breeze had whipped up. Fynch shivered through
his breathlessness. He did not like the cold; hefdt it before most others because of histhinly fleshed
body and hewas glad of the thick fleece jacket Knave had found in Elysius shome and insgsted he carry.

We must be wary, now that we have no cover for a while, Knave cautioned.



Fynch squatted on his haunches to take some deep bresths and rest for afew moments. He put on the
jacket, relishing itsingtant warmth, then took asip from hiswater skin.

“Areyou hungry, Knave?’' he asked, wondering if the dog should be dlowed to hunt.

| don’t need food, Fynch. | ate when with Wyl to maintain a pretense of normality.
“Nofood at dl?” Fynch wasincredulous.

None. | am of the Thicket.

“You arered, though, aren’t you, Knave?’ There was a plaintivenessin the boy’ svoice.
Real enough; fret not.

Fynch sighed and confessed, “I rarely fedl hungry either. | eat because | know | should, never because |
want to.”

That is because of who you are, what you belong to. The powers you have.
“How can that be? | didn’t possess magic until the day Elysiusdied.”

Fynch, you have always had the capacity to wield a certain magic. You just didn’t know it until
NOW.

Fynch shook his head, too distracted and surprised by Knave s assured claim to argue the matter. He
took another draft of water to calm himsdlf. “How long will it take usto get to the fortress?’ hefinaly
asked, wiping hismouth with hisdeeve.

Yes, the fortress. I’ ve been thinking about that, the dog replied. It occursto me that if we do our
resting by afternoon, we might cover more ground at night.

“Using magic, you mean?’

The dog did not answer immediately. Instead, he sniffed the air and Fynch kept the silence, knowing
Knave was pondering the most difficult of decisions.

Yes, thedog said at last. | am hoping that if Rashlyn follows a normal pattern, he may not sense
small bursts of power as he sleeps. In truth | don’t believe he will know what it is even if he does
fedl it, but | have been reluctant to take any chances.

“But you' ve changed your mind now?’

Knave svoicewasgentle. | think | overlooked how dlight you are, Fynch. | don’t believe we will be
able to cover as much ground as | had hoped. It isalong way from Briavel’ s side of the Razorsto
Cailech’ s fortress on their western rim—I realize now it would take us too long. We shall have to

take the risk. He said the last few words with regret.

“But keep the distances smdll,” Fynch added with trepidation.

The dog' s dark eyesregarded him sorrowfully. | am sorry to ask it of you. You will need to chew on
the sharvan leaves regularly now.

“Don’t be sorry, it'smy burden,” Fynch replied, wishing he felt more brave than he sounded. He
attempted a brighter tone. “ Thisis how we traveled before, isn't it...from Baglup to the Thicket?’



Except then | had to rely on the Thicket and Elysius. This time we travel with all the power we
need.

“Areyou sure?’ Fynch had no idea how he was supposed to effect such amagic. He had thought that
after the transfer from Elysius hewould fed areservoir of power gurgling within, awell of magic at his
beck and call. But he could detect no change within himsalf. He mentioned thisto hisfriend.

Knave considered the question. Again Fynch waited patiently. The dog sighed. It is different for me. |
am of the Thicket, therefore | rely on it to feed me its magic when it needs to use me, and | feel an
energy buzzing within. Anyone touched by the Thicket would feel it, I'm sure. | imagine Wyl might
sense it echoing within him somehow and Aremys too. They have both been touched by the magic
of the Thicket.

“Thenwhy not me?’
| think, Fynch, because you are more than us, the dog said gravely.
“Morethan you?’ the boy repeated, not understanding.

Knavetried again. | belong to the Thicket. Wi, Aremys—and others, no doubt—have been
touched by it, not empowered by it but affected somehow. But Elysius, and now you, are
connected to it in ways | can’'t explain. We have no magic without the Thicket to feed it. You do.

“Oh,” Fynchreplied, till feding baffled.
But | think, my friend, there is far moreto you.
“What you mean?’ Fynch frowned.

Knave gave alow growl of frustration, asif he could not put into wordswhat hewastrying to say. It'sas
if you and the Thicket are one. While Elysius was merely passing through—for want of a better
way of describing it—you belong to the Thicket and it to you. And the King of the Creatures

never visited Elysius. | have never seen him before—most of us haven't.

The gravity of Knave' s explanation hit Fynch like ablow. The words and their intent terrified him. There
wasafindity to what Knave was suggesting; it was asif the Thicket had ahold on him that he would
never escape. He did not want to think about it any further. Neither was he ready to consider the
implication of the Dragon King'svisit. That knowing in his eyes—it wasdl too bewildering and
frightening.

“Sowhat isyour plan again?’ he said, ddiberating forcing the fear away by changing thetopic.

Knave must have sensed Fynch'’ sterror, for he switched smoothly from their previous discussion. We
travel on foot by day, then sleep from late afternoon for aslong as you wish. We cannot travel by
sending until the early hours of the morning, by which time I’ m counting on Rashlyn being asleep.

“But what if hesnot?’

Knave shook his head in adoglike shrug. If he can sense your magic, there’ s not much we can do
about that. We will keep the sendings short so he never feelsit quite long enough to tease at it. He
cannot see you, Fynch. Not even with his own magic.

“But he might fed me coming, isthat what you mean?’



Perhaps; | don’'t know. But he won’'t know who or what it is, | believe.

“All right,” Fynch said, giving up thetrain of conversation. To be honest, he had never been one for
farseeing plans. He had taken each day asit presented itself and enjoyed dll that life gave him during
those days. He had been a sunny child and his mother had said often enough that he was destined for
something specid. He thought of his mother now. She had often disappeared for days, but she would
aways return, and when she did, she would be withdrawn, alittle moody. One evening, returning late
from histoil at Stoneheart, Fynch had overheard his parents arguing. Hisfather had called hismother a
dut. Fynch did not know what the word meant, but the vehemence behind it had shocked him. His
mother had laughed in her tinkling manner and given some retort which had enraged hisfather further. A
year or S0 later Fynch had learned the meaning of the insult and asked his sister about it. She had |ooked
embarrassed and even pained by his query, but was atruthful person like her brother, so she had
explained to him that their mother was afree spirit. “ A sort of madness overcomes her,” he remembered
hissister saying.

“And what happens?’ Fynch had asked, not really comprehending.

“Wel, it takes her away from us” hissister had replied gently, ruffling his hair. “ Sometimes she needs
space and freedom.”

Fynch was a child who needed clarity in al things and so he perssted. “What does she do when she goes
avay?’

Herecaled now how hissister had sighed. “ She dlows men to take her, Fynch. It means nothing. Dad
saysitisamadness and best we leaveit like that.”

Thelittle boy had findly understood. He knew his mother was fey—she saw thingsin her dreamsand
heard voices whispering to her. Most of the folk around their way thought she was bordering on insane,
but in truth he could not imagine his mother any other way. He loved her just as she was, with al her
curious ways, and athough deeply troubled to hear of this new side of her life, he said no more about it.
But he thought on it, wondering which men had taken their pleasures with his mother. She was pretty,
there was no doubting it, with her petite frame and efin looks. And when shelet her golden hair down,
and bathed and put on afresh dress, she till took his father’ s breath away. He loved her so, which made
her inclinations dl the more hurtful. Hisfather would drink himsdlf into astupor each time she
disappeared, no doubt hoping the liquor would take away the grief.

Soon after learning his mother’ s secret, Fynch had become troubled by thoughts that perhaps he had not
been gred by hisfather. Fynch did not resemble any of his sblings closdy—they were dl dark and solid
like hisfather, while he wasfair, golden in fact, with the same elfin qudities as his mother. Though he had
worked hard at convincing himsdlf that he smply took after his mother, the thought till troubled him. He
had never shared this anxiety with anyone. Well, not with any person. The Dragon King had seenitin
him, though—Fynch was sure of it. The dragon’s eyes had flared as they penetrated the boy’ s soul—had
seen the truth of Fynch's secret fear.

As he climbed farther into the Razors, Fynch thought about what the King of the Creatures had asked of
him. Perhaps, in his heart, he had dways known that hislifewould be brief and so had given hisenergy to
enjoying the moment helived in. So beit. He was not scared of dying anymore, but he would make his
death count. As much as the Dragon King saw destroying Rashlyn as his priority, Fynch knew that his
own loyaty lay with Wyl. Somehow he had to help Wyl defeat Celimus. It waswhy he had risked more
headaches in sending Wyl to Werryl. And, against Knave' s counsdl, he had sent Vaentynathe chaffinch
to whistle atune he hoped would prompt her to wait for Y lena. He had even risked more pain to send
dream thoughtsto Wyl, urging him to face Celimus and to die again, if necessary.



Fynch was utterly committed to the cause of ridding Morgravia of its present king while aso protecting
Vaentynaand Wyl. Deep down he believed Vdentynawould have to marry Celimus—she could not
both prevent such a union and secure peace for her realm. He wondered whether she could survive such
amarriage, for he knew the crudty of Celimus. But far worse was his deeply held belief that Wyl would
fal in hisbid to become Celimus. When hetried to interpret this chilling thought, the only explanation he
could come up with for hisfear wasthat Wyl hated Celimus so much hewould never be ableto live with
himsdlf in that guise. If Wyl could not achieve the end of the Quickening by becoming Celimus, however,
it could mean an infinite lifetime of changing bodies. Or perhaps the opposite, he reasoned. Perhaps Wyl
would diein the body of somelonely guard, an arrow through his back. Fynch grasped—yperhaps more
than Wyl did—that in any of his guises WYyl could be killed through an accident or natura causes. The
Quickening, as Fynch intuitively understood it, only worked if the killer was till connected to Wyl viaa
weapon or touch, which was why Myrren could not have used the magic to save hersdlf. She had died at
the stake; the flames had taken her life.

Knaveinterrupted histhoughts. We had best keep moving. We are too exposed here.
Fynch stood, adjusted the sack across his shoulder, and buttoning his fleece, followed the dog.
What were you thinking about? Knave asked.

Fynch was surprised. The dog rarely asked questions on such a conversationd level. “Myrren,” he
replied.

Oh?

“She must have known that the Quickening could not save her, that she would be consumed by the
flames. So shetook revengeinstead. If only she hadn’t,” he finished, more bitterly than he had intended.

It wouldn’t have changed WYI’ s fate, Knave said softly. Celimus would still have sent him on the
journey of treachery into Briavel. Wyl would have died by Romen’ s sword; Ylena would have
wasted away in the dungeon; and Gueryn would have died in the Razors.

Fynch nodded wesrily. “ Y es, you'reright.”

| don’t approve of what Myrren and Elysius did, Fynch, but WyI’ s life was forfeit from the
moment Celimus took the throne. It might be worth your looking upon the Quickening as a gift
rather than a curse.

Fynch rubbed Knave' s great head to acknowledge the kindnessin the dog' s voice. No one could
approve of the Quickening, but perhaps some good might yet come of it. He thought about the zerkon
that could so easily have killed Wyl in the Razors. If the beast had succeeded, that would have been the
end for Wyl, for Elysius had told him the magic worked only between humans. They had alot to thank
Lothrynfor, if he till lived. Thefate of akingdom had shifted on that one man’sbravery.

Fynch was not aware that he had voiced this thought aloud in hismind. It was only when the dog
responded that he redlized he needed to learn how to control his new abilities more thoroughly.

Fynch, do you not realize yet that the destiny of all three realms rests with you?thedog said. Itis
your actions—not Lothryn’s or Cailech’s, not those of Celimus or Valentyna, not even what Wyl
might achieve—that will save the land. You will decide the destiny.

Tearsrolled helplessy down the smal boy’ sface. | am the sacrifice, hethought privetely, hauling
himsdf up another amdl ledge. So beit.



Chapter 16

Rashlyn awoke from his stupor, angry at feeling hands at his brow, wiping away the sweat of hisragings.
he swung at the person tending him, hitting her in the face and drawing blood at her mouth. “Begone,
woman!” heroared, searching hiswitsto identify hislocation. He wasin astrange chamber; it was dark
outside.

“Wait!” he called to the woman, who had turned her back on him.

Shelooked at him then, aline of red trailing from the corner of her lip to benesth her chin. Rashlyn could
seethe hate in her eyes and dismissed it, used to such areaction.

“Wheream |7’ he demanded. “Why am | not in my own chambers?’

“The King said we were to watch over you here until you fully recovered,” the woman replied sullenly,
touching her mouth and bringing away bloodstained fingers. “He said you would not like anyonein your
rooms.”

Heignored her injury. “How long have | been here?’

“Two days.”

That shocked him. “Whereisthe King?’

“Gone.” She spoke the word as athrest. “Heleft with the Grenadyne the night of your seizure.”

She called to someone and aman entered the chamber. He took onelook at the woman and glanced
darkly toward Rashlyn.

“I suspect | am no longer welcome,” Rashlyn said to the man, hoping to unnerve him.

“Y ou have never been welcome, barshi,” the Mountain Man replied, not at al intimidated. “We permitted
you in our house only because our king asked it. My wife has taken good care of you.”

“And | regret my odd form of thanks, Rollo,” Rashlyn answered, recognizing the pair now. Shewasa
midwife, a capable nurse, and the husband, Rollo, was asenior and trusted warrior of Callech’s. It would
not be wiseto insult them further.

“My apology, Kaylan,” he said, getting dowly to hisfeet. The dizzinesswas il there. “1 must have been
dreaming. | am sorry for your wound.”

“Leave, scum,” Rollo growled.

Rashlyn was not surprised. Without Cailech around, the people of the mountains did not maintain the
deference they attempted to show himin the King's presence.

“Be careful, Rallo. | understand your daughter iswith child. We wouldn’t want anything untoward to
occur to the infant, now, would we?’ Rashlyn said conversationally as he pushed by the couple.

The man roared, lunging toward the barshi, but hiswife held him back. “Don’'t, Rollo. Who knows what
heis capable of,” she said, terrified now, her bleeding lip forgotten, her pride tattered as her pleading
eyes beseeched Rashlyn to leave the family be.



That’ s better , Rashlyn thought, smirking at the cowed Rallo, pleased by the fear in Kaylan'stone. One
day hewould make them dl pay for their disdain. He lft the stuffy dwelling and gulped deeply the fresh
ar of the mountain night. Limping acrossto the nearby well, he drank two long refreshing cups of the
clear water. It revived him sufficiently that he could make hisway, without staggering, to hislonely
chambers.

Onceingde, he bolted the doors, double-checking thelocks. Only then did he begin to relax; only then,
inthe safety of hisisolation, did he permit himsdf to release hisfright at losing two full days of hislife.
What had happened? He was aware that his periods of darkness, when he spiraled into his other sdif,
were extending, but had no ideathey could stretch so long. Until now, the longest he had lost himself to
such madness was half aday, and that had frightened him enough. But two days! Usudly during these
black periods he functioned reasonably well, but it was as though he was someone ese. Rashlyn did not
didikethat other sdf; at such times he was confident, flamboyant, certainly crestive. Hismind was at its
most sharp and greet innovations often cameto him. Hefdt invincible in this state. No drug he knew of
could induce such a constant euphoric sense of power. But when he was able to think clearly, Rashlyn
understood that the euphoric moods were dangerous too. During these times he was unpredictable,
capable of anything. The surge of power forced him to relinquish control over hisactions. It wasa
madness, he knew. It had been cregping up on him for years. His brother had seenit in him first and his
father not long after. Cursetheir sould!

And yet thistimeit did not fed quite the same. His body was il trembling from the seizure. Normally he
would emerge out of the darkness, redlize he had lost himsdlf, and discover what had occurred in his
“absence’ —there was no better way to describe it. But this occasion was different. It sounded as though
he had smply collapsed. Cailech must have seen him in a considerably weakened state to have ordered
his care. Who else had seen him, apart from the King and the two who cared for him? Where had he
been when the seizure overcame him?

Rashlyn was famished but ignored the growling pleaof hisbely. Using aspdl to summon aflame, helita
fire and brought some water to boil. He added verrun bark and ahandful of arkad petals and tried not to
think about anything but the brewing and cooling of the infusion. As soon as he tasted thefirgt bitter Sip of
the brew, hefdt hismind begin to clear.

He sat a the window, inhaled deeply of the numbing air, which aso helped to freshen histhoughts, and
continued sipping. The teabegan to work; the blurriness cleared and he was able to move backward
through the past days.

It cameto him. He had been riding with the Grenadyne and Myrt. His suspicions about the stranger had
not lessened for knowing him; Rashlyn was convinced there was amystery attached to theforeign
mercenary. If he could make physical contact with the man, he was sure he could find out more. It had
unnerved Rashlyn to hear from the King that Farrow had reacted strongly when he had stroked Gal apek.
Clearly he had felt the magic in the stdlion, which could only mean the mercenary owned power himsdlf
or had been touched by it somehow. Cailech had wanted to dismiss the incident, but Rashlyn was not
convinced such areaction could be passed off as coincidence. And so the King had agreed to force
Farrow into riding Gal gpek with the proviso that Rashlyn accompany him to observe him.

The barshi recalled now how the mercenary had not reacted in the manner described by the King on his
first meeting with the enchanted horse. Either the Grenadyne had wrestled his emotions back under his
control, or the King had been mistaken and the man’s claim of being fatigued from his adventurein the
mountains was true. And yet Rashlyn was sure Farrow was hiding something. The stranger seemed too
confident, too aware that he was being tested. He had parried Rashlyn’ s questions smoothly and then,
just when Rashlyn had gotten close enough to touch him. ..something had touched Rashlyn instead.



The barshi closed his eyes and took himself back to the moment. The shrieking of the horse had echoed
his own ingtinctive reaction to the immense pressure he had felt throughout his body. There had been no
pain, but the experience had been followed by intense nausea. . .then darkness. The woman, Kaylan, had
cdled it asaizure, so presumably he had thrashed about in his unconscious state.

“It was not my madness that caused this,” he murmured. “ So what did?’

“Magic,” he answered himself, and laughed briefly. “ Powerful magic,” he whispered, remembering it
more clearly now.

Galapek had fdt it and had screamed. The barshi wondered if the horse had experienced asimilar
weakness. But there was more to the strange event than his physical reaction. .. there was dso a sense of
dread. The ominous notion that something was coming toward him was strong indeed. For thefirst time
inalong time Rashlyn fet very fearful.

Elspyth had decided to dip away from Werryl Palace when everyone' s attention was diverted toward
Brackstead and Lady Donal. Shefelt bad about leaving without afarewell to both Crys and the Queen.
Vaentyna had welcomed them warmly when they were in need, had sheltered and protected them
without hesitation. Elspyth’s secret departure would surely be considered adight and this bothered the
woman of Y entro. But she wanted to leave with no fuss, no teary farewells, and definitely no onetrying
to talk her out of it—which the Queen most certainly would attempt. It seemed right to go quietly, taking
nothing, not even the horse she had ridden into Briave.

What she regretted most was the seemingly dy departure, which might be construed the wrong way, and
not leaving anote for Wyl. She owed him that much. Why could she not have taken afew extra minutes
and scribbled a second note for the Lady Ylena Thirsk? Elspyth was sure Wyl would find hisway to
Werryl, and she could have given him an assurance she would not do anything rash, dong with apromise
of her return. But her head had been filled with Lothryn and seizing her chance to leave without creating a
commotion. She knew Liryk would be glad to see the back of her; hisand Krell’ s surreptitious glances
and grimaces had |eft her in no doubt of their displeasure at her presence. She knew they did not
appreciate her speaking her mind about Celimus. There were moments Elspyth had been sure either one
of them would have gladly silenced her with something more painful than dares.

So, as soon as she saw the royal party depart across Werryl Bridge, she grabbed her small sack of
goods and fled viaasmall, barely known courtyard gate which Vaentyna had admitted making good use
of asachild. She stepped out of the palace grounds and walked through the town of Werryl rather than
acrossits beautiful bridge. The main township was walled and Elspyth intended to make her escape by
blending in easly with the traffic that drifted into and out of Werryl daily through its most northern gate.
She felt confident she would find someone to hitch aride with into Crowyll, and perhaps from there she
could buy anag and use four legsinstead of two to get to Banktown in the far north, before turning west
and crossing the border into Felrawthy.

It wasthe brewery driver’s child who spotted her first. The cart rolled level with Elspyth asthe big

horse' s ponderous tread caught up with the dow-moving crowd passing through the gate. The guards did
not seem to be paying close attention to those leaving town and Elspyth was confident she was unlikely to
be stopped or questioned. It wasn't asif anyone would be looking out for her at this early stage of her
journey. Nevertheless, her previous adventures had taught her to take precautions. She needed an
innocent cover—jugt likethisfamily here, she thought, eyeing thelittle girl, who smiled tentatively.

“Where areyou going?’ the child asked.



Elspyth smiled brightly. “I’m going north,” shereplied.
“And what will you do when you get there?’ the child said.

“Widl, I'm going home actudly,” Elspyth lied, and cast agentle rescue-me expression toward the driver,
who shrugged his gpology for the youngster’ sinquisition.

“Doyou have afamily?

“No,” Elspyth said, surprised at the question. “I have no one in my life who worries about me, but north
iswhere | come from and where | fee comfortable.”

“Thenorth of Briave 7’

“Thenorth of Morgravia,” shesaid theatrically.

“And where' sthat?”’

Elspyth laughed. “A long way away. | comefrom atown caled Y entro.”
“And you haveto wak dl that long way?’ thelittle girl exclamed.

“Hush, Jen. Let thelady be,” the man said, embarrassed. “I' m sorry, miss,” he added, looking at Elspyth
shyly. “ She gets bored easily on these trips and we ve hardly begun.”

“It'sdl right, redly,” shereplied, making aswift decison. Thiswas her ride. Shelooked toward the girl
again. “I once knew a pretty lady called Jen and she had beautiful red hair likeyours.” It wasalie, but
Elpsyth needed any leverage she could create and quickly Jen’'s eyes grew wide with pleasure. “Am |

pretty?’
“I think you are. I’m sure your father doestoo.”
“Would you like to ride next to me?’ Jen asked.

Elspyth swallowed her ddight. It was the invitation she had hoped for. Shelooked deliberately toward
theman. “Oh, | don't think your father would...”

He reacted precisely as she had intended. “Y ou’ re most welcome to ride with us, miss,” he offered
kindly. “We re going asfar as Coneham, if that helps?’

“Oh, 'msureitwill.” She amiled. “Whereisthat, exactly?’
“North of Brackstead. Hop up.”

Elspyth climbed into the back of the cart, near thelittle girl. “ Thank you,” she said, with relief “Will we be
stopping in Brackstead?’ she added asinnocently as she could, not liking theidea of running into
Vaentynaand Crys.

“No. Wedon't gay ininnsor thelike, miss” the driver said. “We just curl up in the back. We carry
everything with us”

Elspyth smiled. It was perfect. “ That sounds wonderful. I'm sure | can help to keep your Jen amused on
our journey.”

“My nameisEricson,” the man said, an expression of gratitude sweeping across histired face. Elspyth



fdt atiny pang of guilt a how adroitly she had manipulated the kind fellow.

The cart rumbled through the northern gate, Jen chattering incessantly about anything that came into her
head and Elspyth doing her best to agree where necessary and answer when required. She pulled her
blue cloak moretightly around hersdlf, for the morning was chill. Asthey passed the soldiers at the gate,
shetried not to catch anyone' s eye, but she had never quite grasped how attractive she was and her dark
hair and pert features could not help but win attention.

“Shar guide you,” the guard said to her. It was acommon blessing used by Morgravians and Briavelians
aiketo bid others agood journey, but it was the wink that came with it that made her grin. “Don’t stay
away too long, now,” the guard added, encouraged by her smile. “1 won't deep until | see your pretty
faceagan.”

Elspyth made a gesture of admonishment, asif to say it wasimproper of himto talk like that in front of
her family, but the cart had aready rolled on and the young man missed her mock annoyance.

It had been along time since Elsypth had fdlt aslighthearted as she did at that moment. I’ m coming,
Lothryn, she slently cast. She hoped Shar would take pity on her and she might soon be reunited with
her beloved.

As Elspyth was privately celebrating her escape, Gueryn was arguing with Rashlyn, who, now recovered,
had decided to vidt the prisoner.

“Who would it hurt?” Gueryn demanded.

“No one, but | don't understand your request,” the barshi said.
“Because| amrotting here.”

“Why isthat my problem?’

“Because you' re meant to take care of me,” Gueryn said, histone as acid as he could makeit. “Either
you makeit possibleor, | promiseyou, Rashlyn, I’ll find away to kill mysdf, evenif it means banging my
head againg thiswall until | knock my senses clean out!”

Gueryn knew he sounded desperate; he could hear as much in histone, and he also knew it was highly
unlikely he could fashion any genuindy expedient method to cause his own death. Still, he had made the
threat and the barshi looked thoughtful. Gueryn decided to press hisluck. “The King ingsted thet | be
looked after. | refuseto St here day after day in your stinking dungeon.”

“lsn’'t that what prisoners do?’

The man’slight voiceirritated Gueryn further. “Let mework, damnit! I'll provide an honest day’ stoil for
the chance to bresthe fresh air and work my muscles. Y ou can keep me chained if you must.”

“Oh, 1 will,” Rashlyn murmured.

Gueryn felt himself losing histemper; the only thing that stopped him reaching for the barshi’ sthroat was
the memory of the magic Rashlyn had once used on him.

Hetried again, alittle more humility in histone. “The King agreed to dlow me daily waksso | canremain
as hedlthy as possible considering my Stuation. | am prepared to work for them, for Shar’ s sake.”



“Where?’
That took Gueryn by surprise. He stopped his pacing and turned on the healer. “Where what?’
“Where would you work?’

Gueryn knew he had to negotiate carefully now. He forced himself to keep the exasperation in hisvoice,
asif the chance to escape the londliness and despair of the dungeon were dl that mattered. No one,
especidly Rashlyn, must guess histrue intent. “Where? Anywhere! The kitchens, the vineyards, the
gables...” Heran an unsteady hand through histangled graying hair to give himsdf an air of distraction.

“Y our preference?’

“Doesit matter?” he retdiated, wondering whether Rashlyn was testing him. “1’m good with horses; I'm
not afraid to work in an open field; and if you want me scrubbing pans, I’ 1l happily do that. Why don’t
you choose?’

“The kitchenswould not want you, Morgravian,” Rashlyn mused. “And | don’t want you around knives
or any potential weapons.” He scratched at hiswild beard and something fell out of it. Disheveled as
Gueryn himsdf looked and as dirty as hefdt, Rashlyn’s grubbiness revolted him.

“Then let mework inthe stables,” hesaid. “I'll muck out, rub down, water, exercise the
animas—whatever the sablemaster wants.”

Rashlyn stared a him. The eyeswere tiny and dark; no evidence of warmth flickered in that cold gaze. “I
shall spesk to Maegryn,” he said, after along pause. “ Remember my lesson, soldier. With the King gone,
you have no protection to count on, other than what my rule deemsfit.”

“I had no ideayou hailed from roya blood,” Gueryn risked.

“Bevery careful, le Gant,” the dark man warned, hislipstwisted in acruel sneer beneath the filthy beard.

Gueryn emerged into asharply bright spring morning, his eyes stinging from the sunlight but his body
rgjoicing in itswarm caress and the chance to breathe the opposite of the stale mustiness of hiscell. He
stood between two guards, neither of whom he knew, and watched a man approach. Rashlyn was
nowhere to be seen.

“I’'m Maegryn, the stablemaster,” the man said, coming to a hdlt.

Gueryn nodded. “Thank you for allowing meto work in the stables. I’ll not let you down.”
Maegryn made alow sound of disdain. “Y ou wouldn’t want to, soldier. Come with me.”

Gueryn followed asfast as the rope binding his ankleswould alow.

“Y ou’ re not going to make him wear thet al day, are you?’ Maegryn complained to the guards.
“Rashlyn’sorders” one said, shrugging.

“And who isheto be giving orders?” Maegryn said, adding under his breath, “Hador spare me.”

Gueryn took achance. “Hetold me heisthe King' s voice when his highnessisnot here,” hesaid to
Maegryn, who was now dicing through the rope with a blade.



The stablemaster stood, his degp-set eyes giving away little of the man insde. “And I'm the fucking King
of the Stable, so Rashlyn had better look out when he gives ordersin my domain.”

The guards laughed.

Gueryn bowed. “Y our highness,” he said, and knew he had made a fragile conquest when Maegryn
grinned in response. “ Thank you,” Gueryn added, looking toward his unshackled feet.

“Don’t get too excited, soldier. Jos here will be hanging around to keep an eye on you.”
Gueryn eyed the huge, lumbering lad beside him. “Nice to meet you, Jos.”

The big guard nodded, adoping grin pulling a his deformed mouth. “Don’'t give metrouble now,” he
warned, the words dightly mangled.

“Y ou have my promise,” Gueryn assured, looking toward Maggryn too.

“But isit worth anything?’ the stablemaster teased.

“Asan officer of the Legion, most certainly.”

“I wish your king showed similar manners.”

“My kingisaruthless, lying, cowardly murderer.”

Maegryn gave alow whistle. “Well, | hope our king watches his back, then.”
“What do you mean?’

“| gather our people are about to make a peace alliance with your people, soldier.”
“What?" Gueryn’s eyes narrowed; surdly thiswasajest.

“If our Cailech has hisway, then the Razor Kingdom and Morgraviaare soon to be dlies” Maegryn
daified.

Gueryn was shocked. “ Celimus cannot be trusted.”

Maegryn shrugged. “ So long as you can, le Gant. I'm only King of the Stables, remember? What
happensfor the greater good of our realm is not something | have any control over. Now, | think you
need exercise as much as my horses do—follow me.”

Jos stayed with Gueryn dl afternoon and the Morgravian noted that Jos followed his orders dutifully,
taking hisresponsibility of watching over his prisoner serioudy. The deformity was a pity—it gave the
impression that Jos was a dullard when he was anything but. 1t aso gave the other guards reason to tease
him, as Gueryn learned from the lad' s shy admission. He found the youngster pleasant, courteous, and
charming. Jos laughed at Gueryn’'s small jests and even made afew of his own. Gueryn made apromise
to himsdf to make a specia effort with Jos. Confidence was dl the lad needed. The harelip would fadeto
invisbleif Jos s personality were alowed to shine through.

Gueryn had to admit he was enjoying himself after so many weeks of despair. He had walked, rubbed
down, and watered six horses now and was pleased with himsdlf, despite the twinge from aching muscles
and tired limbs. He had not counted on being aswesk as he felt.

“A good afternoon’ swork, soldier,” Maegryn said, offering him alinen rag. “That's good honest Swveet



there”

“Cdl me Gueryn,” the soldier offered. When the man nodded, he added, “Can | come again?’
“Tomorrow’sfine. Il be glad to see you. Perhaps Jos can bring you thistime.”

“What about Rashlyn? Will you spesk with him?’

“Theman’sinsane. No one follows hisrules. We won'’t say anything—he probably won’t even come
looking.”

Gueryn'sreief showed. “Until tomorrow, then.”

He nodded at Josto et the guard know he was ready to be returned to the dungeon and gave him agrin.
He was building tenuous friendships here, and was a big step closer to Gagpek. That made the aches dll
the more satisfying. Tomorrow he might see the horse the stranger, Aremys, had claimed was Lothryn. It
gtill seemed too incredible to contemplate, but Gueryn could not forget the touch of Rashlyn’s evil magic
on hisown body or the murder of awoman made to look like Elspyth. There was no knowing the limits
of Rashlyn’s power.

Until tomorrow, then, he said privately as he fell into step with Jos.



Chapter 17

Crys admired the way the Briavellian Commander, despite his busy duties, offered hishdp. if Liryk
minded, he did not show it.

“Forgive mefor dragging you away from important affairs, Commander Liryk,” Cryssad. “I'mjust a
little worried about Elspyth, asisyour queen.”

“And rightly so, your grace,” Liryk said sharply. “ Sheisayoung woman abroad aone. No matter how |
tighten the net around bandits and cutthroats, they il exist, and she makes the softest of targets.”

“Too true. Where should we start?’
“Let’sfind out who was on duty first during our absence in Brackstead.”
“How many gates are there?’

“Fivemain ones, but as you rightly point out, she wasleaving as anonymoudy aspossible, so | imagine
she would have used the busiest outlets—Werryl Bridge or the northern gate.”

It took them an hour to find and question the relevant men, drawing ablank until one young man was
hurried back from ameal. He wiped his mouth in haste, concern on his face. His superior introduced him.
“Thisis Peet. He was one of three guards on the northern gate for the morning watch.”

Liryk and Crys had dlready questioned the other two from the morning and al from the afternoon
rotation. Cryswas sure this man would offer no further insight and had resigned himsdlf to afruitless
search following atrail that was aready stone cold.

“Sir,” Peet said to his commander, nervoudy nodding & Crys. “My lord.”
Liryk cleared histhroat. “ Relax, man, you' re not in any trouble here. We' re seeking your help.”
“Oh?’ the guard replied, none of the anxiety leaving histone or expression.

“WEe re hoping you might remember ayoung woman who left Werryl yesterday. We think she might have
departed viathe northern gate and we' re pretty certain it would have been on your watch, the
early-morning guard.”

Peet nodded, relieved, looking between both men. “I'll try, sir. Can you describe her?”

Liryk looked at Crys, who obliged. “Wéll, she' s petite. She has dark hair and iscomely. Very pretty, in
fact.” He grinned at the young man. * She stands about yea high to me’—he measured a point hafway
between his ebow and shoulder—*and I'm guessing now but | think she might have been wearing a soft
brown skirt, pinkish sort of blouse, black boots. | really can’t be sure, but that was what she was
wearing when she arrived in Werryl.” He knew Elspyth had not taken any of the items Vaentyna had
given her to wesr.

Peet’ s expression became forlorn and he sounded embarrassed. “Hundreds of people pass through that
gate each day, my lord. That description could be any of adozen women from yesterday.” He held his
hands out in agesture of hel plessness. * So many people, you don't really scrutinize anyone unless you' ve
been ordered to.”



Crys nodded, understanding. “1 know, it was along shot.”

Liryk Sghed. “I’'m sorry, my lord.” He was genuinein hiscommiseration; he did not like the antagonism
thewoman of Y entro had stirred up, but he certainly was not happy at her going off aloneinto the
mountains. He thought Crys had been far too flippant about her disappearance when it had been first
discovered; obvioudy the Duke had had achange of heart, but alittle too late, he thought privately.
“Thank you, Peet, you can return to your meal,” he told the guard.

“Oh,” Cryssaid suddenly, “she did have a cloak with her. The morning was cold, so presumably she had
that on. It'sblue, if that helps.”

Peet, who had been turning away, swung around. “Blue cloak?’
Crysnodded. “Doesit jog anything?’ he asked, noticing the man’ s keen attention.

“Why yes, my lord, it does. | do remember awoman in ablue cloak. Her hair was dark, | think, though
she had it covered though with the hood, so | can't be sure.”

Liryk stepped forward. “Well, tell us, man. Hurry now.”

The soldier bit hislip in thought. “1 wished her Shar’ s speed, my lord,” he said, looking toward Crys. “I
added something aong the lines that she should hurry back to Werryl because | wouldn't be ableto
deep until | saw her pretty face again.” He shrugged. “It was harmless redly—I wasjust passing thetime
of day with alovdy girl.”

Crysamiled. “That'sdl right, Peet. Was she dlone?’
“No, as| recal shewaswith afamily. | thought it was hers.”

“Come on now, son. What do you remember?’ prompted Liryk. “Bring the scene back. Remember dl
those exercises we' ve been doing about how to recal amoment in detail ?’

“Yes, gr, | do,” Peet said. “I can remember it well now. She wastraveling with alittle girl and aman who
was driving the cart they were in. They—the woman and the girl—were laughing. It was acart with one
horse.”

“Did she say anything?’ Crys asked.
“No. Seemed happy, though.”
“The man—what do you remember about him?” Liryk added.

“Not much, sir. He said he was going to Coneham. His cart had brewery barrels on it, which, cometo
think of it, Strikesme asalittle odd.”

“Why isthat odd?’ Crys asked.

Liryk turned to him. “Because our brewery is Situated northeast of the city. There would be no need to
pass through Werryl itsdlf, let alone the northern gate, for deliveriesto Coneham. It does sound
suspicious.” Liryk addressed the officer. “Find out whatever you can on thisfellow—if there sany
information among the men. Get Peet here to give as detailed a description of him as possible. Anything
at al heremembers, record.”

“Isthelady introuble, Sr?’



“No, lad. But we need to find her and your information can help ustrack her down.”
Peet nodded and took hisleave, following his superior officer.
“Not muchtogoon, I'm afraid,” Liryk admitted to Crys.

“It' s something, though. I'll wait around alittle longer—Peet’ sinformation might jog someoneelse's

“Let’sgiveit another hour.”

“And then I’'m heading for Coneham, come what may,” Crys promised.

The cart dowed to astop and Elspyth was roused from the snooze she had falen into. She presumed
they were breaking for something to eat and felt embarrassed that she had no food to share with her
hosts. She did, however, have some coin Crys had inssted she keep during their journey to Werryl.
“You may need it if we get separated,” he had cautioned, and she was grateful now for his generosity. At
least she could offer to pay for her keep while traveling with Ericson and hislittle girl.

Elspyth noted a hut not far away. She knew they had taken aroute off the main road, which Ericson had
said was ashorter route with lesstraffic. “How long have | been dozing?’ she said, stretching. Shedidn't
recall feding tired, or faling adeep, but apparently she had needed rest more than she thought.

“Oh, hours,” Jen said in asingsong voice. “ The tea ways makes the women drowsy.”

Elspyth smiled at the youngster without understanding. They had shared sometea a the roadside not far
out of Werryl. She had thought it odd, because they had only just |eft the city, but Jen had inssted she
was thirsty and hungry and Ericson had said teaand a hunk of cheese would satisfy his daughter, who
rarely ate breakfast. Elspyth had been happy to go along with them and had enjoyed the curious-tasting
brew. “Where arewe?’ she asked, imagining they might be acouple of hours north of the city.

“Jugt outside Sharptyn,” Ericson replied, jumping down. Jen followed.

Elspyth was taken aback. “ Sharptyn! No, wait,” she said, frowning. “ That can’'t beright.” Her mind
raced across her imaginary map of Briavel. Sharptyn wasto the west, dmost into Morgravia, and many
hours from Werryl. She shook her head free of the befuddlement of deep. Perhaps shewas mistaken in
her mapping. “ Areyou sure?’

He grinned and there was something unpleasant init. “Oh yes, very.”

“But Sharptynisfar west. Y ou said you were heading north,” she said, apang of fear tingling through her
body.

His nasty smileremained. “Did 1?7 Well, we re here now, Elspyth.”

Ericson no longer looked tired or kind. He looked predatory and smug. “Jen?’ Elspyth looked toward
the child, bewildered and frightened.

Again the sngsong voice. “ Sorry, Elspyth. So, o, sorry,” Jen chanted, not even looking at the woman.
“Ericson choseyou. | didn’t want to. | liked you.”

“Ericson!” Elspyth shrieked as men appeared out of the hut. “What’ sthisal about?’



“It'snot personal.” he said, acknowledging the new arrivals with anod. “ Just business. Get her, lads” he
added.

Elspyth had no timeto think; she lifted her skirt and ran. Sheforced her legsto move faster than they
ever had before, and she screamed, unleashing every ounce of her strength and spirit. Even escaping
from Cailech’ sfortress had not been asterrifying asthis. She could hear the shouts and taunts of the men
chasing her. They werelaughing at her.

She thought of Lothryn. Her pathetic attempt to rescue him had achieved nothing more than getting
herself trapped, and probably killed. He would never know that she had tried to reach him. She
screamed one last time as she sensed aman about to launch himself at her. He crashed from out of the
bushes, knocking her sideways and crushing the breath out of her. The others arrived panting, some
laughing still. And then Ericson forced her to swallow more of the tea she had drunk earlier. It al made
sense now: She had been drugged. Elspyth tried to spit out the liquid, shaking her head from sideto side,
deliberately gagging. Ericson hit her, which shocked her into opening her mouth, giving her attacker the
chance to pour the drug down her throat.

The men let her go. Shejust had time to count six of them, including Ericson, before the sky began to
redl. She sensed something reaching toward her, something powerful trying to connect with her—or so
sheimagined—but it wastoo late. Elspyth lost consciousness again. There would be no more screaming
now.

Fynch had felt Elspyth’sfear as she fled from the men, sensed it when shefell. He had never met this
woman of Y entro, and yet somehow her terror and hel plessness assaulted him. He reached toward her
and could see her now: prone, presumably unconscious, with men standing around her.

Knave looked back to where Fynch stood rigid on the smdl ledge. The wind was whipping around them
and Knave wondered whether he and the boy should be harnessed together somehow. Fynch was so
dight. Knave feared that a tiff, rogue gust of wind would blow him off the ledge.

Bewildered by the boy’ s closed eyes and fixed stance, the dog returned to him. Fynch! What happens
now? he asked. When Fynch did not respond, he nudged the boy, suddenly disturbed that he could not
lock on to whatever was troubling his companion.

Fynch staggered and findly opened hiseyes. “It' sWyl’ sfriend Elspyth. She' sintrouble,” he said,
holding his heed.

Knave knew it hurt to use the magic. Elysius had been very careful about the power. His channeling to
Myrren had near enough killed him, for she had needed his company and strength for a sustained period.
But Fynch was so smdl and inexperienced and seemed to be opening himsdf fully to the magic. Hedid
not know yet how to shid himsdlf fromit. He must have accidentally latched on to thiswoman's pleafor
help. Well, she was not Fynch’s problem. He had atask to fulfill.

We must press on, Fynch, Knave began.

“No. She'shurt, in trouble. Elspyth isthe woman who escaped with Wyl from the Razors. She helped
him. | cannot forsake her,” Fynch murmured through hispain.

Chew some sharvan, Knave suggested, determined not to show his annoyance at this new setback.

Fynch poked into his sack and retrieved a handful of the dried |leaves he had taken from Elysius' s stock.



He sat down and quietly chewed as suggested.

How do you know this? Knave asked.

“| have seen her,” the boy answered.

I’mnot sure | understand. Is Elspyth empowered? How can she reach you otherwise?

Fynch shook hisaching head. “1 don't think she's empowered. Wyl did not mention her having any
sentient ability. I’'m not sure, to tell the truth, whether she even knew | wasthere.”

What do you mean?

“Shedid not cdl to me, exactly. | felt her fear and then | heard her scream. | followed her trace.” Fynch
looked at Knave with large, serious eyesthat were full of pain and the dog felt grief for the smal boy. “I
think it' sthe Thicket.”

Sending you her message, you mean?

Fynch nodded once, carefully. With the pain dowly clearing, he did not want to reawaken it. “Y ou said
something earlier about Wyl being touched by the Thicket and therefore sendtive to magic, even though
he cannot widd it?’

| remember.

“Wadll, Elspyth isthe niece of the Widow |lyk—the seer Elysius knew and used once. Do you recall
thet?”

Yes.

“So perhaps Elspyth, though not empowered herself, has avague awareness of magic' stouch. Wyl
mentioned that she once dreamed of Lothryn cdling to her.”

And?

Fynch shrugged. His head fdlt better, the dizziness gone, with just areminder of the pain lurking. He spat
out the pulp of the sharvan. “1’m guessing that she cast out her fears without redlizing she could, and it
just 0 happened that the Thicket was listening. The Thicket has connected us dl, you might say.”

It was plausible, Knave thought. So what are you thinking now, Faith Fynch?
“I haveto find out more about what' s happening to her.”

We cannot be diverted from our journey, Knave warned gravely, hoping to impress on Fynch once
again that nothing mattered but what the Dragon King had asked of them: to destroy Rashlyn and rid the
world of hisevil.

“I know. I'm going to send aspy,” Fynch said, and chanced agrin at hisblack friend.
Then use a fast one. We must get on.

Fynch looked out across the hazy landscape. He knew what he was searching for and sure enough he
found the kestrel, high on the wing and hovering, staring down toward the ground. He closed hiseyes
and drew on his magic to summon the bird of prey.



Knave saw the bird tilt itswing and knew that was the moment Fynch had connected with it. The kestrel
swooped and banked high again, turning in their direction, and then dived toward them fast, no doubt
curious. When it arrived it perched itself on Fynch's outstretched arm and even permitted the boy to
grokeit, in thanks for answering the summoning. Knave was impressed. He had been told that Elysius
had achieved something smilar once before, but not as easily; according to the creatures of the Thicket,
he had cgjoled and beseeched them when he needed help. But the answer to Fynch’s call had been
immediate

Knave would not normally be privy to what passed between boy and bird, but Fynch generoudy opened
hismind so the dog could listenin aswell.

| need you to find someone for me, Fynch asked.

Who?the bird replied casudly. Knave wondered if the kestrel knew who Fynch was.

It isa woman—thisiswhat she looks like, and Knave saw the mental image Fynch gaveto the kestrel.
Where?

Two miles east of Sharptyn. Another picture was given: an agrid map of Briavel. Knave was
gpdlIbound; was the Thicket supplying Fynch with this practicd information?

And when | find her?
Let me know what you see. | will send help.
With your powers, can you not look for yourself? the bird asked cheekily.

| could, my friend, but | lose strength and a portion of my life each time | draw on my powers. You
can save me some of thislossif you will make that journey and be my eyes.

| shall do what you ask if you will give me your name and tell me who you are.
Gladly. My name is Fynch. | am from Morgravia and was a cleaner at the castle of Stoneheart.

Oh, but you are much more than that, surely, the kestrel said, scorn lacing itsvoice a the boy’s
humility. | must know the truth before | make this journey.

All that | have said is true, Fynch replied evenly.

But there is a secret, the bird encouraged. Itsinquisitiveness was infectious and Knave redized he too
was holding his breath. Fynch said nothing. The silence hung between the three of them, heavy with the
knowledge that one of them was reluctant to share.

You must tell me, the kestrel urged. | am like you, Fynch. | need facts...and | need the truth.

The boy hesitated, and then, | am Fynch, hereplied, his voicefilled with a power Knave had never
heard before. And | am the King of the Creatures.

At the last word, he passed out, crumpling to the ground. The kestrel lifted from the boy’ sarm just in
timeto avoid faling with him and launched itsdf into the air and away from the mountains. Knave wastoo
stunned by Fynch’swords to move. He gazed after the bird until it was no more than atiny speck on the
horizon. Then, asit disgppeared from hisfar-reaching sight, he roused himsdf from his disquiet and lay
down, curling around Fynch to keep hisfriend warm until he regained consciousness.



Chapter 18

Cailech was flanked by only two of his own men as he dowed his horse at the gates of the Tenterdyn
edtate of Felrawthy. on one side of hisrode hisloya warrior Myrt, and on the other aman he now called
friend: Aremys Farrow.

Despite certain misgivings, the King had decided to trust Farrow. Cailech considered himsdlf an able
judge of character and hisingtincts about people had rarely let him down. Lothryn had been hisonly
error—but it had taken amost forty years of friendship to discover his mistake. His mouth twisted at the
thought of Lothryn’sbetrayd.

“Sre?” Aremyssaid, noting the expression on Cailech’ sface.

“I'mal right,” the King replied. “Just wishing Lothryn were here.” He expected Myrt to agree and was
surprised by the grim slence at hisright. He did not missthe dy glance hiswarrior gave the Grenadyne.
What did that look mean?

“Y ou don't need him for this, my lord,” Aremys assured him. “Only you can achieve what we' re seiting
out to do today.”

“He had away of making mefed cam.”

His companions remained sllent. What was there to say? Aremys believed Cailech had no right to fed
sorry for himsdlf after what had been perpetrated on Lothryn, but hewas hardly in apostion to
comment.

Myrt saw the Morgravian guard approaching. “ Are you ready, sire?’” he asked.

“AsI’ll ever be” Cailech replied, glancing toward his new friend, who nodded encouragement.
“Lothryn would be proud of you for this” Aremyssaid.

“Hewould, wouldn't he, Farrow. Thisis something he would applaud.”

“Then you honor him by it.”

Cailech smiled. Therewas gratitude in his expresson and something unreadable in his eyes—sorrow
perhaps? Aremys hoped so.

The guard arrived and the mercenary addressed him. “I am Aremys Farrow. Y ou’ re expecting our party,
| gather?’

The guard nodded. “We are. Wait here, please.” He whistled to the gatehouse and gave ahand signdl.

“Y ou might care to bow in the presence of aking,” Aremys suggested while they waited for the gatesto
open Hewas relieved to see the man looked abashed, had worried for amoment that due respect was
not going to be accorded to Cailech.

“Forgiveme, dire,” the man slammered, and bowed low. Cailech and his companions exchanged satisfied
glances.

An officer met them. “Welcome, your highness,” he said with appropriate respect. Then he looked
toward Aremys and nodded. “ Farrow,” he acknowledged.



Aremys gave hisreinsto the men who had arrived to take care of the horses. “ Captain Bukanan, Sir.
Good to seeyou again. Thisis Myrt, Second Warrior of the Mountain People.”

Celimus was watching as the King of the Mountains arrived at the gate, exchanged alook with Farrow,
and then jumped gracefully from his magnificent stalion. The Morgravian sovereign was surprised. For
some reason he had imagined that the Razor King would be dark, stocky, and bearded, with hooded
eyes and a secretive countenance. He had not expected this golden-haired warrior, tal, clean-shaven,
and artless of dress. The man wore no jewelry to proclaim hisroyd status, and his clotheswere smple
and yet frugtratingly eegant. Celimuswould have liked to own the cloak that hung so magnificently across
the broad shoulders and seemed to shimmer in the daylight. And yet for al the understatement in his
presentation, the Mountain King oozed confidence. Celimus suddenly felt like a strutting peacock in his
bright courtly clothes. He pulled angrily at the circlet around his heed.

“I don't think | need this,” he muttered to Jessom, who, as ever, was nearby.

“I'll takeit, gre,” the man replied, nothing in histone to suggest that he was inwardly smirking at the
insecurity one glimpse of the Mountain King had provoked in hisking. “1t istime,” he added.

Celimusremained slent, distracted by histhoughts. He turned from the window and strode past the
Chancdllor toward the main steps of Tenterdyn, where he had intended to arrange himself so the
Mountain King might come cringing toward him. But there was absolutely nothing in Cailech’ s demeanor
to suggest he would comply with that idea. In fact, if anything, he seemed utterly assured. It wasthe
opposite of what the Morgravian had expected, and baffling.

Cdimusforced away his puzzlement, replacing it with abeautifully contrived bright expression, ashe
emerged to meet hisfellow sovereign.

So far so good, Aremysthought as he looked toward the movement at the front of the large house,
which not so long ago had been filled with the Dona family. Hefelt asudden flurry of fear as he saw the
King, flanked by his chancellor and various other military people, emerge from the huge main doors.

“Your mgesty, King Celimusis hereto greet you. May | accompany you?’ Captain Bukanan offered.

Aremysthanked Shar that Celimus was playing this out according to strict protocol. It was a heartening
sgn that the King of Morgraviawas treating his siworn enemy with courtesy and equdity, dthough
Jessom no doubt had been a guiding hand.

“Thank you, Captain,” Cailech said. Hethrew afinal glance toward Aremys, who noted the glint in the
King seye and read it as acombination of pleasure and mischief. He truly admired this man who walked
s0 boldly into hisenemy’ s camp, unarmed and with nothing to offer but promises.

Aremys closed the gap between himsdf and Myrt to fal into step behind the King. He admired the
superb cloak that the King had donned for this most formal of occasions. It was a pewter color, made
from the softest of wool, spun repeatedly until it shone, from the coats of the shaggy polders—arare
cross between goat and sheep, found only in the mountains. Cailech’ s people took good care of the two
large flocksthey had gathered. The animas' long hair was imperviousto moisture and fdlt like silk to the
touch. The women of the Razors had done their king proud with this beautiful garment, which kept the
natural silvery gray of the polder asits background while yarn dyed crimson and black had been woven
into an eye-catching, intricate pattern dong its entire length. Aremys marveled at how the clever design



made the already tall man look even larger. Cailech was certainly amatch for Celimusin height and
looks, athough the Razor King was older and more rugged than the vain southern monarch.

Myrt nudged Aremys out of histhoughts and they stepped forward for the party from the mountainsto
be introduced to King Celimus.

The dance of Kings had begun.

“King Cailech, welcometo Tenterdyn, our summer retreat,” Celimus said, histonefull of largesse. He
noted atwisted expression flicker across Farrow’ s face and wondered what it meant.

“King Cdimus, it isatrue honor to meet you.” To the Morgravian' s astonishment—and indeed to al who
were privy to this historic meeting—Cailech bowed his head and shoulders toward his southern foe.
“Thank you for this parley.”

For oncein hislife Cdlimuswas at alossfor words. He had not anticipated such graciousness from his
northern foe. He wasiirritated further by the man’s surprisingly deep voice, which made him fed likea
boy greeting hisfather. His ssomach clenched.

Everyonewaited for Ceimus sresponse. Findly it came. “1 am intrigued, King Cailech,” he said,
reaching for the right words, * by this opportunity for Morgravia. Come, we are hereto talk.” He
gestured for Cailech to enter the Donal edtate.

Captain Bukanan, aready briefed on the format for the day, returned to where Myrt stood. “I believe |
must accompany you; isthat correct?’

Myrt nodded. “We will return on horseback to a pot of my king’'s choosing and await word of his safe
return. There are others coming with us, of course.” He stopped himsdlf from using the word “ hostages.”

It made little difference. Bukanan knew he was a hostage. The Captain nodded his understanding and
took hisleave from hisking, asdid Myrt from Cailech.

Inside, the party wasled by their rega host to ahuge chamber Aremys had not seen on his previous visit
to Tenterdyn. At each end of the large space was aglorious stone fireplace and along table tood in its
center. Tapestries softened the walls, as did huge windows with bench seats and € egant shutters, each
one crafted with the Dond sgil. Aremysredized that the room’s smplicity ddiberately alowed the
dazzling scenery of the distant Razorsto do dl the work of impressing visitors with the beauty of the
chamber.

“I thought you would be most comfortable seeing your home from here,” Cdimus said, his charm more
evident now that he had taken aminute to gather histhoughts.

Cailech amiled in return. “Having never witnessed its beauty from this vantage point, | thank you for such
atreat.”

The response pleased Celimus. He indicated the thin man at hisside. “1 took the liberty, King Cailech, of
retaining only my chancellor, Maris Jessom...”

“Your mgesty,” Jessom said on cue, bowing his head to the Mountain King.
“...to match your Aremys Farrow. | believed we would be most comfortable with the fewest ears.”

“I am grateful for the consderation, your highness”



“Please, be seated,” Celimus continued. “Let us offer you some southern refreshment.”

Jessom nodded toward awaiting servant, who brought drinks and wafersto the large table. Celimus
gestured for Cailech to be seated at hisright so the Mountain King could see the Razors through the
magnificent picture windows. Aremyswas offered a seet at his|eft.

“I will bear witness alongside the Chancdlor,” Aremys said, as deferentialy as he could manage, and
moved to stand beside Jessom.

“Asyou wish, Grenadyne,” Celimus said, unfazed.

“Smart move, Farrow,” the Chancellor murmured under his breath. “Y ou would fare well in court.”

“I don’'t belong here, Jessom, and you know it,” Aremys shot back, relieved to be out of Celimus s gaze.
“Shall we dispense with our regd titles, Cailech?’ Cdimus said brightly, raising hisgoblet.

“| thought you' d never suggest it,” the Mountain King replied, grinning and raising his own cup.

“To us, then,” Cdimus said with aflourish, tapping his goblet againgt his guest’ sand noticing the glint of
humor in Callech’slight green eyes.

“To Morgraviaand the land of the Razors!” Cailech responded, and both men drained their goblets.

“Agan!” Cdimus called to the servant. His cheeks were suddenly flushed with the gravity of thishistoric
moment.

“Would your father be proud of this parley?’ Cailech asked astheir gobletswere refilled.

The Morgravian was unprepared for such adisconcerting question. “My father?” he repeated, angry at
himself for doing so.

Cailech nodded and again Cdimus saw amusement sparkling in the man’ s eyes, dthough hisfacid
expression gave nothing away .

“Er...I'msurehewould.”

“I think he would be shocked,” Cailech said.

“Why do you say that?’

“I believe he did not see such avision of peace asyou have, Cdimus.”

Aremysdlently congratulated the King of the Mountains. With anest twist of words, he had given
Cdimus credit for bringing together two enemy nations.

Celimus searched for ahint of guile behind the words but saw nothing except openness on Cailech’s
rugged face. Again he was not ready for the man; such praise from the enemy was something to be
savored. “1 would like to think that I can bring together our realms, Cailech,” he began, warming to the
vision of himsdf as peacemaker, “aswell asBriave.”

“Indeed. In the space of ajust few days, you could achieve such an amazing feat that your jongleurs will
recite great tales about it, bardswill sing stirring songs of homage, and | have no doubt your artists will
record the events so that future generations will understand this momentoustimein Morgravid s history.”



Aremysfet Jessom shoot awarning glance hisway. Cailech’s praise was honeyed, but it wasin danger
of sounding ingncere. So far, however, Cdimuswas lapping it up, Aremys noticed, certain that the
Morgravian King would personally commission the songs, plays, and artworks should they not arise
unprompted. Wyl had told him that the man was vain, but Aremys a so recalled Wyl’ swarning that
Cdimuswas clever, that behind his charm and looks was astunningly sharp mind. Y es, Aremys thought,
Cailech would haveto be abit wary.

The servant had been dismissed now. It was just the four of them.
“And tell me how you fitinto dl of this, Callech,” Cdimus said, leaning back in hischair.

“Quite smply, | wish usto stop being enemies. | see no reason for it other than our own stubbornness
and | am offering you the hand of friendship and aliance from hereon if you wish to take it. My people
will respect your boundaries utterly. There will be no further threat of raids, no incursion into your lands
without your permission.”

Celimus nodded. “ And what will your people gain from that?’

“Freedom of movement without harassment or threat of injury. We wish to have permission to trade
fredy with the people of Morgraviaand Briavel. | would aso suggest you sanction a delegation of your
people to visit the Razor Kingdom in order to gain a greater understanding of our people, our culture,
and our living standards. Perhaps you will dlow asmilar delegation from the Razorsinto Morgravia? |
firmly believe that the more we can appreciate each other’ s culture, the more peacefully we al will live.”

“Interesting. | am not averse to anything you have suggested, Cailech. There would haveto bea
governing body made up of delegates from both relmsto supervisethe...”—Celimus searched for the
right word—"the melding of our kingdoms.”

“Of course. My thoughts entirely. But | don't believe we could ever live asone, King Cdimus,” Cailech
cautioned, addressing his counterpart with highest courtesy. “Our ways are too different from yours. By
the same token, there are many areasin which we are smilar. | want the same things for my people as
you want for yours. | want our young to be educated and literate; | want free trade so commerce can
flourish between our redlms; | want my peopleto eat and deep well, secure in the knowledge that their
own are safe no matter which bordersthey are moving across.”

Aremys could have gpplauded Cailech for building his case so € oquently. He doubted Cdlimus could
find fault with anything Cailech was presenting and it seemed the Morgravian King was paying genuine
attention and not just lip service. Aremys listened as Cailech continued.

“Nevertheless, my people don't want to be Morgravian and | know you have no intention of taking your
people into the Razors. Let us agree that we are different—but will tolerate each other’ s differences. We
will learn to admire these subtleties that make us the people of the Razors and your people the
sophigticated Morgravians.”

“Bravo,” Jessom whispered to Aremys under the guise of softly clearing histhroat.

Before Cdimus could respond there was aknock at the door. The King looked toward his chancdllor,
irritated. “ Seetoit, Jessom,” he said unnecessarily, for Jessom was aready making for the door.

The other three remained silent as the Chancellor listened to the hurriedly spoken message. He turned.
“My king, gpologiesfor the interruption. Thereisan urgent missive from Queen Vaentyna. Apparently
you haveingsted that anything arriving from Briavel be ddlivered to you immediately.”



Celimus nodded. “ Forgiveme,” he said to Cailech.

“Never keep awoman waiting, Ceimus—Ileast of dl abride, and aqueen at that,” Cailech responded
with mischief.

Cdimuslaughed. “Bring the messenger in,” he ordered.

The man was permitted to enter. He bowed and moved toward Celimus. “Y our highness, thiswas sent in
heste”

Cdimuswaved hishand at him, saying nothing, having aready broken thewax sedl. He scanned the
letter. Jessom shooed the messenger out of the door. He, dong with everyone elsein the room, was
holding his bresth. Aremys had not redlized how much tension had been crested by Cailech’s
proposition; it was only now that he saw that he had been hanging on Cailech’s every word, waiting for
Celimusto agree once and for al to aforma union. This messenger could not have come a aworse
time

“Nothing wrong?’ Cailech queried, his voice casud, athough he glanced toward Aremys for guidance.
Aremys shook his head, glad that no one noticed the exchange.

“Farrow,” Cdimus said, taking Aremys by such surprise he amost jumped.
“Yes, gre?’
“Theddivery of YlenaThirsk...”

Suddenly the King' s tone sounded cunning and his body language was dy. Aremysfdt thefirst sirrings
of dam.

“yes?
“Itisin hand, asagreed?’

“Itis dre” Aremyslied, ressting the urgeto tug at his collar, which suddenly felt atad tight.
“Interesting,” Celimus said, standing. “Listen tothis,” and he read Vaentynd sletter doud.

When hefinished, Aremyswas convinced he could hear his heart pounding, the silencein the room was
s0 profound. He made himself look directly at the King. “ That' sright, Sre,” he confirmed. “| sent a
message to the Queentorelease Ylena”

Cdimusfrowned. “ You did!”

Aremys nodded.

“Y ou know Queen Vdentyna personaly?’

“Not persondly, sire”

“Well, how exactly do you know her, then?’

“I’'msorry, Sre, | can't divulge my sources. Y ou understand that, I'm sure.”

Jessom could seethat hisking' sire was stoking frighteningly fast, but there could be no scene right now
with Cailech quietly watching this event unfold. Jessom felt abashed that he too had been caught out by



thismissve. He had presumed Y lena had been brought to Tenterdyn viawhatever means the mercenary
had at his disposal. The fact that Queen Va entyna had become involved was something of a shock.

“Your mgesty,” Jessom interrupted as gently ashe could, “YlenaThirsk isaready here”
“Here?’ Ceimusrepeated, astorm gathering in the olive eyes.

“Yes, your mgesty, she arrived just minutes before your guests. Circumstances prevented me from
bringing her before you.”

The King gave his chancellor such amurderous ook that even Aremys, who could not have cared less
about the conniving servant, felt hisblood run cold. But Aremys aso redlized that the King had been
diverted: Hiswrath was directed at Jessom now, rather than himsealf, and he pressed that advantage.

“Asweknow, sre, Ylenawent to Briavd. | have contacts there, and before | was attacked in
Timpkenny, | sent word to follow her and keep her under observation.”

“Why, by the hairs of Shar’ s arse, would you do that, Farrow, when | wanted her in Morgravia? Why
not have her captured, man?’

Cailech laughed openly at the curse. “I shall have to remember that one, Cdimus.”

The King of Morgravia caught hisfamous temper, the laughter reminding him that he was being watched
carefully by another sovereign.

Aremys, smoothing an innocent expression across hisface, began to embelish the lie, hismind aready
racing toward how he might get to Wyl before anyone else to ensure that their stories coincided. If Wyl
told adifferent tde, they were both as good as dead. “I figured that the noblewoman would be
dangerous wherever | held her in Morgravia, your highness. And as| didn’t have her in my own hands, |
thought it best just to have her watched. | knew | could get to her whenever | needed to so long as|
knew where she was based. | dso felt she was a captive of her own fears, sire. If shefdt safein Briavd,
shewould not leave the realm and | would not have to give further chase.”

“But when did you plan to carry out your mission for me?” Celimus asked, following the Grenadyne sline
of thought.

Good question, Aremys acknowledged slently. Again Wyl’ swarning about Celimus s sharp mind
nudged him. “Immediately, Sre. | wasin the north, and Y lena Thirsk was presumably well south by then,
which meant | didn’t have to hurry and run unnecessary risks of being discovered. | knew my people
would pick up her trail and keep watch until | was ready to make my move. | didn’t expect to be carried
into the Razors, sire. That wasasurprise” He glanced at Cailech, whose mouth was, as he had
expected, twisted into awry grin. “And agood thing too that | had people on task in Briave.”

“Sothenwhat?’ Ceimus persisted. The mercenary began to wonder if the King was smply toying with
him before cdling for the desth squad.

“My people aretactically placed, sire. It was smply amatter of getting word to them from the Razors.”

Celimus switched his attention to hisroya guest. “Y ou were aware of thisword being sent, presumably,
Callech?If Aremysisyour prisoner, ashetellsme, surely you didn’t give him such freedom asto pass
messages out of your realm to enemy states?” It was phrased as a question, but no one could missthe
chdlengein the Morgravian’ swords.

To hiscredit, Cailech did not so much as hesitate. Aremys had told him about hisplanto use Ylena



Thirsk as bait; he would haveto trust his new friend. “1 permitted him amessage, yes. It wasto Briave,
to adignitary in the Queen’scourt. Y ou must remember, Celimus, that you and | were enemies until just
moments ago. | would have done anything to undermine you. Allowing this man to send amessageinto
Briave did not disturb me. Had | known at the time that he was working on your behaf, I might not have
been so generous.”

Satisfied, Celimusreturned astedly gazeto Aremys.

“Anyway, Cdimus, hasthis not achieved the outcome you wished for?” Cailech’s question surprised
everyone.

“Pardon me?’ the King of Morgravia managed.

The Mountain King waved ahand in mock disgugt. “It’ s just that we seem to be wasting time over petty
details. Y ou wanted this woman, you have her. Aremys has ddlivered as he said he would. Why isthere
acaseto argue?’

There was no accounting for the moods of Ceimus or the shiftsin histhinking. Hiswhole body seemed
to relax as he consdered Cailech’s question, and Aremys could not help but compare the two kings
capriciousness. They made agood match.

“Why indeed, my friend?’ Celimus echoed. “Y ou areright,” he added, nodding dightly at hisguest and
then returning his attention to the mercenary. “Thank you, Aremys, for ddivering Ylenainto my hands. To
be honest, | hadn't thought you would trust me sufficiently to hand over the bait you dangled in front of
my nose before you and your new employer left my ream for the safety of the Razors. After all, it wasto
be your insurance.” Hislast few words were not lost on anyonein that chamber.

Aremystook the moment to bow, covering hisrdief. Straightening, he said, “Y our mgesty, as| have
explained before, | am amercenary and dwaysfor hire. Y ou have shown me nothing but generosity and
| would have been foolhardy not to trust such apowerful monarch.” He nodded at the King. “I would
liketo be ableto work for you often, sre. Ylena Thirsk is nothing to me. My communication to your
queen smply suggested that the person to whom she offered sanctuary was your open enemy, and that
shewould bewise not to risk her new king’' swrath by sheltering her.”

“And it worked, by Shar!” Cdlimussaid. “Y ou are acunning man, Aremys Farrow.”

As are you, you snake, Aremys thought; instead he said: “I am simply aman for hire, my lord. | take
opportunities where and when they present themselves. Do you still wish meto kill her, Sre?’

“I think 1 can manage that mysdlf if and when needed,” Cdimus said, acruel amileflitting over his mouth.
Cailech frowned but held histongue. “ So whereisshe?’ the King continued, looking at Jessom.

“In one of the outhouses, sire. | said you would summon her at your pleasure.”
“And how isshe?’
“Surprisingly feisty,” Jessom commented.

“The Thirsk girl has found some spine, has she? | shall enjoy seeing this. So will you, Cailech. Do you
know of the Thirsks?’

“Only by reputation,” the Mountain King said. “ Thisisthe daughter of General Fergys Thirsk, |
presume?’



“Mmm, yes, the sster of Wyl Thirsk—findly back in my care.” Cdimuslaughed. “ Have her presented to
me during this afternoon’ s feast, Jessom. | should like Cailech to see how we deal with treachery in
Morgravia”

Aremysfelt hisblood run cold. He needed to warn Wyl. The thought that hisfriend would probably die
againin afew hours disturbed the Grenadyne so much that he could not breathe. He loosened his callar.

“May | seeher?’ he said, shocked that he had spoken without thinking it through.
“Why?" Cdimuslooked a him sideways.

Aremysthought quickly. “She knew | wasfollowing her, gire. | just want to remind her that | lways
catich my prey.”

Celimus clapped. “Y ou have anasty streak, Grenadyne. By al means. Jessom will go with you. Get her
ready for us,” he said to his chancdllor.

Heturned to Cailech. “Let us get some air. How about aride—just us? That horse of yourslooks
gplendid. | should liketo try him out for mysdif.”

The Mountain King smiled. “ Delighted. Am | to assume that we are done here? Formalities concluded?’

“Wdl, my friend,” Ceimusreplied, Cailech noting this was the second time the southern King had
addressed himin thisway, “1 am about to be married to the most beautiful woman of our age. Aremys
here hasjust kept hisword and delivered to me the last of the Thirsks, whom | shall see die before my
eyesshortly. | can't think of anything | fed like dealing with lessright now than the threat of war between
our relms—whichiswhat | presumeisthe aternative to an dliance?’

Cailech watched his counterpart carefully as he spoke. This man had no intention of honoring aunion.
What he wanted was sovereignty over Briavel and the Razor Kingdom. The marriage achieved thefirgt,
and the pretense of friendship would achieve the second. The green gazes of two powerful men met and
each understood the other very clearly.

“It would mean war, yes,” Cailech findly answered, realizing what a sham thiswhole event had been. His
thought that he could charm this man or gppedl to his good sense amused him suddenly. He had been
carried away by the vison of the Grenadyne, but both of them had misunderstood the main point:
Cdimus did not want friendship or even harmony. All the King of Morgraviawanted was absolute
authority over his neighbors. Neither Cailech nor Aremys had factored in the southerner’ savarice or his
s f-delusion of might. They had entered into the parley like excited boys, supidly believing that Cdimus
would aso be seeking peace, trade, community. How innocent and how ignorant they had been. And
now he was trapped. Would Cdimus alow them to leave here dive? He might not care for the lives of
those he held prisoner, and Aremys had ddlivered Ylena Thirsk early. Why? What had heto gain from
thet?

“That must be avoided, then,” Cedimus commented. Cailech had to remember what he was referring to.
Ah yes, war . It wastimeto unleash hisfina trick then, al that stood between him and certain desth at the
end of thisman’s sword—or more likdly, that of one of the King's henchmen. It was unlikely Celimus
would dirty his handswith Mountain blood.

“King Cdimus,” Cailech said, slanding now to look at hisenemy eyeto eye. “ My emissary here, Aremys
Farrow, may be far too trusting, but | am not. Until now | could not be sure you would seethingsina
amilar way to me. | had to take the precaution that your desires might differ from mine.”



Aremysfdt the temperaturein the hal drop. The gently crackling fires at either end of the room had no
effect on the cold that descended. He had to admire Celimus when the southern King barely twitched at
the couched threat that now lay between the two monarchs. What had Cailech kept up his deeve?

Cdimus asked the question that burned at Aremys sand Jessom’slips. “Ah, further insurance, | gather.
Tel me, King Cailech, so that | understand clearly, why isit that, although you don’t trust me, neither do
you fear me, even though you are on my land, in my house, under my guards watchful eyes?’

“Please don’'t take it persondly, Celimus. It'ssmply the caution of aking who knows how essy it isto
givetrust too quickly.”

Cdlimus nodded indulgently asif to say he truly understood.

“There are two thousand Razor warriors currently gethered in the foothills,”

Callech said.

“Two thousand!” The number clearly took the Morgravian's bresth away.

Cailech grinned good-naturedly. “ And another two thousand camped alittle bit higher.”
Aremysclosed his eyes. He had definitely underestimated Cailech—as had Cdimus.

“And what aretheir ingtructions?’

“To hit Tenterdyn with full might if my second, Myrt, does not givethedl clear by nightfal.”
“Nightfal?Y ou hadn’t factored in much time for the feast, my friend.”

“I wasn't sure I’ d makeit to dinnertime.”

“Bravo, Cailech. Y ou are aman after my own heart. Y ou will make your rendezvous with your men.”
“Alive?’

“Alive” and Cdimuslaughed, genuingly now.

Aremysfdt his ssomach unclench. He took whét felt like hisfirst bresth in minutes.

“I hope you and Farrow will & least agree to dine with me,” the King went on.

Cailech nodded, green eyes ablaze with triumph. “And our union?’

“Beginstoday,” Cdimuslied. “My menwill beingtructed that people of the Razors are no longer targets.
| will put together adelegation, to be led by Jessom here, and | suggest you do the same. They can
hammer out the details of how we shall run thisunion. Let us clasp hands, before our two witnesses, to
sgnify theformd aliance of our two realms.”

The King of Morgraviaheld out his hand and King Cailech of the Razors gripped it firmly. “To peace,”
he said, athough he did not believe it could happen as long as this King sat upon the southern throne.

“To pesce,” Cdimus echoed, privately laughing.



Chapter 19

Wyl heard the approaching footsteps but had anticipated soldiers arriving, not the two men who entered
the hut.

“Look, Ylena,” Jessom said, anote of triumphin hisvoice, “I’ ve brought you avistor.”

Aremys spoke before Wyl could answer; it was his only chance for awarning. “I thought it would be
polite of meto introduce myself, Lady Ylena, as| was the one pursuing you on behaf of King Celimus. It
was | who encouraged your protector to hand you back to Morgravia.”

He watched the surprise leave Y lena sface. There was amomentary hesitation before she replied, but so
dight he was sure he done had been senditivetoiit.

“Congratulations, sir,” Wyl said. “Do come closer and alow me to spit on you and the trade you ply.”
Bravo, VWi, Aremysthought. Thank you for saving my life. Now how am | going to save yours?

“Y ou high-and-mighty Legion wives and daughters are dl the same—don't think your men are any
different. I’ve heard what happened at Rittylworth—"

Aremyswas interrupted by the arrival of aLegionnaire a the doorway.
“Chancellor Jessom, the King wishes to speak to you before he leaves on hisride.”

“I'll bejust aminute, Farrow,” Jessom said. “Try not to make the wildcat too angry—her claws are
sharp.” He amiled thinly as heleft the hut.

“What are you doing here?” Wyl whispered.
“Ligentome, Wyl!” Aremysurged in an equadly terrified whisper. “ They are going to kill you.”
“And that’ s supposed to frighten me?’

The big man frowned. It had not occurred to him that Wyl might welcome the next stage of the
Quickening. “I... | suppose not.”

“That’ swhy I'm here—| want him to kill me.”

Aremys shook his head. “Thisisdl too much for me,” he groaned. He stole alook over his shoulder to
the courtyard, where Jessom was conversing with his sovereign. “Look, | used you as abargaining tool. |
told Cdlimus| could deliver you to him—it was my insurance to get Cailech and mysdlf out of heredive.”

“| gathered as much,” Wyl said, just atouch of sarcasmin histone.

“I had no ideayou would deliver yourself. It wasjust aruse—to buy ustime.”

“Wadl, I'm here now. What intrigues me is how you and Cailech come to be here together.”

“It was the Thicket. It separated us.”

Understanding dawned on Y lena sface. “ Ah. | suspected as much. Any plan in mind for yourself?’

“None,” Aremyssaid, and looked at Ylena slovely face with despair.



She nodded. “When do you leave?’

“Tonight,” Aremysreplied, then heard Jessom’ s footsteps approaching. He gestured to Wyl, who quickly
switched Ylena s expression to one of rage.

“Get out!” he screamed.
Jessom entered to hear her shriek. “Oh dear, | did warn you, Farrow.”
“Don’'t worry, I'm going. What are you going to do to her?’

The Chancellor looked thoughtful for amoment. “Well, the King wants her dead, asyou know.” It wasa
calous comment designed to frighten Ylena.

“Good, | can't wait,” Wyl said.

Jessom was unable to hide his astonishment at Ylena s reckless statement. 1 was going to say that | was
hoping to persuade him otherwise, but the young lady seems determined to die.” He shook his head. “I
imagine King Cdimuswill make an example of her.”

“That’srisky, ign't it?” Aremys queried.
The Chancdlor sghed. “Hewill want to impress hisregad companion.”

“Hewon't—not in that manner,” Aremys said, desperate to prevent Wy’ s degth, no matter how much
hisfriend wanted it.

“We shdl see. Come, Farrow, | trust you have gloated sufficiently. Farewell, Ylena. Prepare yourself to
meset your king.”

“Heisno King of mine, Jessom!” Wyl called out after the two men. A memory of knedling before King
Magnusfilled hismind, and he recalled how he had pledged hislife for Cdimus. “And gladly will | give
it,” he muttered now. He hoped Shar would hear and let Magnus know.

Cailech dlowed Cdlimusto ride the exquisite white stdlion that had been bred in the Razors. The
Morgravian King's silence as they guided their horses toward the back of Tenterdyn where the lush
plains stretched toward the mountains, attested to his enjoyment of the beautiful beest.

“He sextraordinary,” Ceimusfinaly said when they halted beneath asmal stand of trees.
“Heisyours”
“I could not—"

“No, redlly. Let me gift him to you to sedl our historic union. It isappropriate. | reared thisonefroma
newborn foal. He has atwin brother, identical. His mother is one of my most treasured broodmares and
hissireisatough old rogue with perfect bloodlines. He suits you as much as he does me. Now we shall
both have white stallions of the same family. Fitting, don’t you think?’

Cdimus gave Cailech one of hisdazzling smiles. Thisgift pleased him more than anything the Mountain
King had brought with him; it meant more than the dliance itself. “ Thank you. | will think of you whenever
| ridehim.”



“HisnameisWildfire, like thefaling-gar trailswe see on aclear night in the Razors”
“Andwhat can | giveyou in return?’

Cailech shrugged. “Oh, I'll think of something,” he said. Both men laughed.
“Whatever you want, it isyours.”

“Be careful. That promise sounds wide reaching. | might choose your bride-to-be.”
Cdlimus gave awalfish grin. “Whatever you want that isherein Felrawthy, then.”

“I know | mentioned this before, but | feel compelled to repest it: Our fathers would be proud of this
dliance” Callech sad, hisvoice suddenly wistful.

“Not mine. | never made him proud.”

“What you have done today, and what you have achieved between Morgraviaand Briavel, should make
him st up in histomb and gpplaud.”

Celimus liked the notion. He laughed, respecting his companion despite himsdlf, despite his plansto
betray him. He and Cailech were similar. Not in looks of course but in...what was it? He reached for
that intangible something he had recognized in Cailech. Texture, that wasit. They had asmilar texture.
Both Kings, both ambitious. Celimus believed the Mountain King was as ruthless as he himsdf was. The
likeness pleased him. Cailech’s persondlity, though less flamboyant, wasjust aslarge and domineering as
Celimus sown. Hisfather had seen these facets of his son’s nature as flaws, and yet here they were
reflected in aman hisfather had considered powerful, talented, intrepid. Celimus shook his head.

“My father hated me, Cailech. We hated each other, in truth. He killed my mother—I’ m sure of it—and
werel not hisonly heir, no doubt he would have seen me dead too.”

“Y ou will carve your own way for your own realm, my friend. Forget him. Heis dust. Not forgotten, |
grant you—you will dwaysfed his shadow faling over you—but remember, that isdl itis. A shade, no
substance. He cannot hurt you now, or command you. Y ou rule Morgraviaand you have vison. Y our
people are fortunate.”

Cdimus s chest swelled with pride to hear hisfellow sovereign spesk of him with such respect, but it
deflated as he pondered the last few words. “No, they don’t seeit that way. They fear me.”

Cailech reached down to stroke the neck of the borrowed horse he wasriding. “Is that such abad
thing?’
“Y our people arein awe of you. My people arejust frightened of me.”

“Y ou have the power to change that, Celimus. And within weeks, not just your people, but the citizens of
Briavel, and even my people, will see what you have achieved: peace throughout the whole region. What
an extraordinary time thisis—and you are the one who has brought it about. | am proud to be a part of
it

Cdimus searched the Mountain King' sface for guile, suspecting this man was ssimply oiling him up, but he
saw nothing but the hard green gaze of aman determined to forge peace. In that moment he made a
decision that went against everything that made Celimus who he was. Charged by thisman’s
encouragement and pride, he decided to maintain the dliance. He would not betray Cailech as planned;
he would keep his promise and spare lives. He would ensure that the union worked, even though it meant



compromising hisgrand plans of imperia domination. In one of the rarest moments of hislife, Cdimus
smiled and meant it. “Let it be so, then,” he said, his voice dmost catching with the emotion he felt.

Callech saw the change and redlized that he had just saved hundreds of lives and ensured anew peace
for hiskingdom. He fdt invigorated by what had been achieved by a smple conversation on horseback.
“Remind meto gift you ahorse more often,” he said, his eyebrow arching.

Cdimusthrew back his head and laughed boyishly. “I’ll race you across the fields and show you how fine
thisgdlionis”

Wildfire sprang forward and Cailech followed. But insde hefdt atinge of regret, for the Morgravian's
words had reminded him of Galapek and his growing sorrow at what had been worked upon the poor
besst.

Gueryn was permitted to wak without being shackled thistime. Even hishands were freeto swing a his
gde as heluxuriated in the warmth on his back from another beautiful morning.

“How are you today, Jos?’

“Jugt fine,” came the mangled reply, but Gueryn understood.

“Only one of you today?’

The big man nodded. “Wetrust you,” he said, offering his crooked grin.

“I won't run away if you have more important dutiesto attend to,” Gueryn assured.
“You'remy most important duty. | can't let the King down by losing you.”

“All right, | do understand. But you have my word,” Gueryn offered. It was crucid now to build a
friendship and some trust. His chances at escape were increased if he could lull his captorsinto believing
he would never make such an attempt. Descending the Razors was no easy prospect, and vivid
memories of the arrow thumping into his body discouraged him from such anidea, but it was spring and
there would never be an easier time, with the King and Myrt away.

“Morning,” Maegryn cdled, stepping back from a horse whose hooves he was inspecting.
“Andwhat afineoneitis” Gueryn replied.

“Did you ache from your work?’

“Yes, but it felt good,”

“A treat for you today. A ride, with Jos here and another guard.”

“Oh?How come?”’

“Three of our stallions need some proper exercise.”

Gueryn could see his own pleasure reflected in the grin from the stablemaster. “A ride” Hesaid it as
though the words were brand-new on histongue.

“I"d come myself but one of the King's broodmaresisin labor and | have to be around for the delivery.



She' sstruggling abit, so | can't risk not being close.”

“Canwe hdp?’ Gueryn asked reflexively. He had been around horses since he was a child and had been
involved in enough birthsto be useful.

“| appreciateit but I’m hoping the little one will be born before you lot return. And the mother’ s best with
fewer fussng around her.” Gueryn showed his understanding with adight nod. “Jos, you'll be on
Charger—he s out sunning himself over therein the paddock. HE safiery character but let him loose. He
needs agood run. Rollo will be accompanying you. He' son Dray, the older stalion.”

“And me, Maegryn?’ Gueryn asked.

“Wdl now, Morgravian, | thought I’ d alow you to ride something very specid. Y ou might haveto prove
your worth as a horseman today because you'll be caling on al your skills.”

Gueryn grinned. “Do your worst, Maegryn. I’ d ride adonkey right now just for the chanceto be back in
asaddlieagain.”

“Thisisno donkey, le Gant. Thisisthe King'smost prized horse and he' saflighty one. That’shim you
hear right now making al that noise.”

Gueryn frowned. “He does sound agitated. What do you call him?’
“Gaapek.”

Thejoy of learning he would be on horseback, however briefly, had temporarily sapped Gueryn of his
wits. It had not occurred to him that one of the mounts could be the very horse he was trying to track
down.

“Gaapek,” he repeated, taking amoment to gather himsalf and ensure no recognition showed in his
expression. “That' sasorrowful nameindeed for afine galion.”

“Oh?1’ve beentold it’ s from the old language. How could you know old Northernish?” Maegryn asked,
intrigued.

“My ancestors on my maternal side were from a place even more north than here. The old language
gtayed divein our family. | learned some of it asachild.”

“So what doesit mean? We ve dl been dying to know,” Jos chimed in.
Maegryn grimaced. “| think Rashlyn said that none of us know what Galapek means.”

“It means ‘traitor,”” Gueryn answered, surprised. So none of these men had an inkling about the stalion,
not even theirony of the King's choice of name.

“Traitor?” Maegryn repested. “What sort of anameisthat for ahorse?’
Gueryn shrugged. “Perhaps your king has a sense of humor.”

“Stupid name, if you ask me. Thisisan extraordinary beast, le Gant. Y ou Morgravians have never
clapped eyes on anything so remarkable. He sthe most beautiful sdlion |’ ve ever seen.”

“Grenadyne?’

Maegryn's eyes seemed to sink into his skull even further, if that were possible. “He was a present. |



have no ideawho sred him.”

Gueryn sensed the withdrawal . He had worked too hard to forge this precious friendship, however fragile
it was, and didn't wish to loseit. “Well, let’ s see this splendid beast. Y ou’ ve made me fed envious

aready.”

“Here he comes now,” Maegryn replied, forthcoming again. “ Admit it, le Gant. HE sthe finest horse
you've ever seen.”

Gueryn fdt hisbreath catch in histhroat. The horse was massive through the chest. He came toward
them, proud and magjesticin gait. He shook his head and hislong mane flicked in ashiny wave of fluid
movement while hisblack coat sparkled in the bright morning. He was beautiful, there was no denyingit,
but Gueryn saw the uglinessin the horse' s eyes. They werewide, asif in permanent fear, and hisflesh
appeared to twitch incessantly.

“Ah, here€' syour other companion,” Maegryn said. “Rollo is one of the King’ s most trusted men, le Gant.
No tricks, en? He' saso one of our best archers and won't hesitate to sink another arrow into that
shoulder of yours.”

Gueryn smiled at Rollo. Rollo did not smile back, and Gueryn recalled with vivid intengity his aborted
escape, the arrow ripping through skin and nerves, muscle and bone. He wasin no hurry to fed that
sensation again, yet knew hewould risk it if the opportunity for escape presented itself. “ Have no fear,”
he assured, lying eesily.

Maegryn gave somefind ingtructions regarding the horses and Gueryn submitted to having his hands
loosdly strung together.

“Y ou can gill handle the horse with ease. Just a precaution, you understand?’ Rollo said.

Gueryn pulled aface to suggest it was of no consequence to him and then made use of Maegryn's
offered leg up to hoist himsdlf into the saddle. The other men followed suit, and after anod from Rallo,
the party eased itsdlf away from the stable compound.



Chapter 20

They had traveled a short distance through the night using magic.

The boy had performed the magica trangportation and then dept restlesdy, sometimes crying out.
presumably in pain. Now awake, he squatted, pale and quiet, chewing sharvan leaves.

Knave wanted to ask Fynch what he had meant the previous day when he answered the kestrel’s
question s0 audacioudy, but he did not dare. When Fynch had findly roused himsdlf from the curious
stupor he had falen into after the bird’ s departure, he had been withdrawn and Knave had sensed it was
no timefor talk. Movement was best and so he had suggested they walk for atime and then deep until
the early hours, which they had done. When the time came, Knave had marveled at the speed with which
Fynch had conjured the spell to create what could only be described as a bridge to the Thicket. When
the Thicket responded, Knave fet apulse like athick plume of ar punched into hisside. The next
moment he landed, breathless, aongside Fynch on asafe ledge degper into the Razors and closer to their

prey.
“All right, Knave?" Fynch had whispered.

Yes, he had replied, and that had been the end of the conversation. Fynch had settled immediately and
dept. Once again, the dog had lain down beside his companion and kept the youngster’ s body warm
with hisown.

Now it wastimeto move again. Are we waiting for something? Knave risked.
“For Kestrel. | fed him.”
How isthe pain?

“Not unbearable,” Fynch answered. “Thank you,” he added, and Knave knew he meant it. Then:
“Kestrel speaks,” and Fynch opened his mind to share the communication with Knave. Where are you?
he asked the bird across the leagues that divided them.

Just outside Sharptyn. | have found her.
Good, hereplied camly. What can you see?

She seems to be a prisoner—she walks with shackled hands and feet. There are others, all women.
Men guard them. And there’'s a child—a small girl belonging to one of the men, | think. The girl
talks to your friend.

Is Elspyth injured?
Pretty name. There was apause. Not injured, but she looks frightened.
What are they doing now? Fynch pressed his temples and Knave knew the pain was back.

| can’t really tell. | would guess that they are stretching their limbs because they came out of a
shed a short while ago.

Fynch. You must stop, Knave urged.

Fynch nodded. Kestrel, | am so grateful to you. Can | trouble you to remain there awhile longer ?



No trouble.

Thank you. I'll talk again shortly. Fynch closed thelink.
You cannot keep doing this, the dog cautioned.

“We must save her.” Fynch’stone was stubborn.

How?

“You must go to Vaentynaand get her help.” The dog' s sllence made his exasperation clear. “ Please,
Knave”

We have a task to complete.

“And | will finishit aspromised. But | also promised that | would help Wyl’ s cause. | will not forgive
mysdf if Elspyth perishes”

We are helpless.

“Not helpless. Just distant. | can fix that.”
No, Fynch.

“Yes. If youwon't go, | will.”

A difficult slence lengthened between them as the huge dog regarded the trembling yet implacable boy.
Knave knew the suffocating pain Elysius had suffered, even though the sorcerer had used hismagic
infrequently and with utmost care. Knave could not imagine the burden Fynch was bearing right now.

You'll send me?

“And bring you back when you' ve ddlivered her anote.”
That will still take days.

“Not if I send you the entire distance.”

Fynch! It will kill you.

“Trust me. | am stronger than you think.”

The dog felt helpless. He had no doubt his companion would send himsdlf back to Werryl if he did not
comply. And you will promise to continue on alone? he asked.

Fynch covered hisface, pushing hisfingers againgt his eyes. His answer was mumbled and wesk. “Yes,
of course.”

Rashlyn will sense the magic, Knave warned.
“| don't care. Elspyth could die”

So could you.

“| am dready sacrificed.”



Oh, Fynch.

“I’m sorry. | don’'t mean to sound cruel, but you must do thisfor me. | will prepare anote. Vaentynacan
send hdp.”

Can you write? the dog asked, looking for areason to prevent this madness.
“I know some letters...enough to convey the urgency.”

Knavelooked at him gravely. Thereis a cave over there. You must rest for a while before you travel
on.

“I think you'reright.” Fynch admitted. He dug into his sack for ascrap of parchment he had had the
foresght to throw in, but athough he had brought a quill, he had forgotten ink in hisrush. “I’ll use blood,”
he said matter-of-factly, and, without hesitating, dragged a smdl knife across hispam.

He scrawled five words only, spelled incorrectly but clearly enough: Elspyth, Sharptyn south, huts,
danger. He had to dip the quill frequently into the pool of blood in his palm. Knave could not watch,
disgusted with thisturn of events but dso feding hepless.

“For Vdentynaonly, you understand?’

| understand. Knave alowed Fynch to tie the parchment around his neck with sometrailing grassvines.
It was fragile but would make the journey.

“Ready?’
Do it! the dog instructed, unable to concedl his dissatisfaction any longer.

“HI wait to hear,” Fynch said, hugging the dog briefly. Without wasting another word, he sent Knave
tumbling through amagica tunnel arcing from the Razorsto Werryl.

Knave landed softly on al fours, checked that the parchment was till in place, and then took his
bearings. He wasin the woodlands just beyond Werryl city, where the Queen liked to ride. Sighing to
himsdlf, he set off at alope toward the paace.

Back in the Razors, Fynch retched pitifully, but there was nothing to be expelled. He curled up,
exhausted, in his cold but dry cave and, chewing on his decreasing supply of sharvan leaves, drifted
toward deep—the only place where respite from his aching head was to be found.

It was late afternoon of Elspyth’s second day as prisoner. Thefirst had passed in ablur caused by the
drug and the shock of her situation. She was il too stunned to take in dl that had happened to her, but
she had been able to redize that she was among women only; there were no male prisoners. Released
from the huts, she found the courage to speak to one of her fellow prisoners.

“What are we doing here?’
“Finaly found your voice, then. Don’t worry, we re dl the same when wefirgt arrive.”
“What isthis place?’

“WEe're prisoners. They trick us, trap us, and keep us here.”



“What for?’
“Who areyou? Y ou're not Briavelian, are you?’
“My nameis Elspyth. I’'m from Y entro, northern Morgravia.”

The woman raised her eyebrows. “Y ou’re along way from home, Elspyth, and you'll certainly wish
you' d never been duped by Ericson. I'm Alda, from southeastern Briavel.”

“He strapped us, you say?’

Aldanodded. “For his sport.”

Elspyth gaped at her companion. “ Sport?’ she repeated.

“Wadll, it'sfor dl of them, redly. Hejust getspaid alot for finding us.”
“Alda,” Elspyth said, her voice shaking now. “What do you mean?’

A bird screeched in the tal trees. Both women glanced up but neither could see the kestrel perched
there.

“We fight and they bet on us. After three wins, we' re sold on. I’ ve got one more win to go to get out of
I’He_”

Elspyth opened her mouth to speak but had no words. Findly she croaked, “ Sold?’

“There sagood dave trade out of Morgravia s south. Didn’t you know?” the woman asked, clearly
surprised.

“l had no idea”

“Ohyes. A very good trade. Ships from the Exotic Idesdipin and out of atiny bay called Cheem, east
of Ramon, west of Argorn. They pick up davesregularly.” She shrugged at the disbdlief on the
newcomer’ sface. “ At least it' s an escape from this—but you have to survive three bouts, of course.”

It wastoo much for Elspyth to takein. “What sort of fighting isit? Bare hands?’

Now the woman laughed harshly and Elspyth heard ahint of despair in her voice. “Blades, you fool. To
the desth. Y ou will befighting for your life tonight, my girl, and for the right to be shipped off asadave.
Forget your former self—it doesn't exist anymore.” Then she became wistful, the bravado shattering.
“Perhagpsone day I'll see my family again, track down my son, but right now | have to make it through
onemorefight.”

Elspyth grabbed her companion’sarm. “Alda, | don’t know how to fight.”

“None of usknow, girl! It's pure anima ingtinct that has kept me adive. | suggest you find some of your
own or your blood will be splashed across the main hut's dust tonight.”

Elspyth, shocked and upset, could not help the tears that began to trickle down her cheeks.

Alda pushed Elspyth’s hands from her deeve. “ Expect nothing from me, or anyone e se, for that matter.
No one hasfriends here. We don't know who we'll haveto kill next to survive. Two daysago | killed
someone | liked. | don’t want to know you or fed sorry for you, because you might be the woman | have
to kill tonight.” She paused, and her tone softened dightly. “Ericson dreamed it all up apparently. Did he



usetheyoung girl to lureyou?’
Elspyth nodded blindly through her tears.

“No good blaming yoursdlf. | fell the same way, accepting aseemingly kind offer of alift, trying to get
back from Werryl to my family more quickly than | could on foot. They’ re experts at picking the perfect
mark.”

“What were you doing in Werryl?” Elspyth asked, desperate to prolong any conversation that might take
her mind off what was hurtling toward her. She heard the shriek of the bird again but ignored it, finding
hersdf on her kneesin the dugt, clinging to Alda s skirts.

“It doesn’'t matter. | don’t want to share anything more with you. Don't think we' refriends. | can’t help
you—won't help you. You' d best prepare yourself. It' seither kill or bekilled. Get that straight now.”

Aldaripped hersdf away and hurried to the other side of the compound. No one saw the tears she shed
there over her own cruelty. What sort of monster had these men turned her into?

WyI too was preparing for degth, except he welcomed it. Dying again would be his salvation and he
wondered who he would become. In truth he did not care; al he knew was that he could not bear to be
Y lenafor much longer. He knew that ultimately he would have to become Celimus, but he clung to
Fynch's quiet belief that random acts could change the course of Myrren’s Gift. He desperately wanted
to believe in anything that might spare him living as Cdlimus. As much as he loved the idea of marrying
Vaentyna, the notion of walking in the body of the present King of Morgraviawas repulsive. Every time
he saw the vision of Celimus sface before him, he had to draw on al his strength to force it away.

In the end, to distract himself from his downward-spiraling thoughts, he washed Ylend sface and
combed her hair. Wyl tied it back once again, not prepared to alow the soft waves of golden tressesto
pool around her narrow shoulders. He a so refused to change out of hisriding trews. There would be no
curtsying today. He did, however, dust his garments as best he could, having decided that Y lenashould
not dielooking ragged and filthy. Wyl knew appearance and presentation had been high on hissister’slist
of prioritiesand looking pretty was the least he could do for her considering that he was contriving to
bring about her death—a second time.

He glanced at the small tarnished mirror that Jessom had provided. Not even its rusted surface could hide
the ethereal radiance that shone from Y lena s visage. She was gaunt now, but somehow that only added
to her ghostly beauty; it reminded Wyl of how of their mother had |ooked when shewaslaid out
following her degth.

Thewasting fever had shrunk his mother’ swillowy figure to a skeletal state, and she had died gasping for
one more lungful of air, but in her death repose Helyna of Ramon remained breathtakingly lovely. Ylena
would be the same, Wyl promised himself as he stared out through eyesthat were so full of sorrow that
they looked even larger than usudl.

Wyl threw the mirror down, shattering it across the flagstones, glad that it would never reflect that sad,
haunting face again.

Heturned at the sound of footsteps. It was Harken, together with the older officer from earlier in the day.

“I thought you had gone,” Wyl said, gathering his unraveling emotions.



“Our company was called back this afternoon to guard the arrival of the Mountain King.”

“Y ou have been summoned,” the older soldier cut across them both. “ The lad here seemed determined
to seeyou again.”

“And how kind of youto let him,” Wyl said, bitternesslacing histone. “It isapity you don't fed the same
loyatiesto Generd Thirsk that | would expect from asoldier of the Legion.”

“He sdead, or hadn’t you noticed?’ the man answered with acrue grin. “Thirsk isno good to us now.
WEe re stuck with the nasty royal brat and the only way any of uswill surviveisto follow hisorders.”

Wyl mustered as much contempt as he could on Ylena sface. “Y ou sniveling coward! The Legion could
overthrow himin ablink if it would only find its spine. What has happened to dl of you?’

The man did not bother to reply, smply held out the manaclesto be put around Y lena swrists. Wyl
obliged; there was no point in wasting energy on aman likethis. He turned his attention to the
dumbstruck Harken.

“I'm so sorry,” the young man finaly sammered. “| just had to seeyou again.”

“And I’'m happy you did. Thereisnothing you can do for me, but | urge you to raly your men against the
Crown.”

He expected the old soldier to strike him for saying something so treacherous, but the man smply
laughed. “Don't be daft, lad. These are the ravings of a condemned woman. Follow orders—that’ sthe
Legion’sway, isn't it? And you have yours.”

“Harken, look at me!” Wyl commanded. “Do this, if nothing else. Throw your support behind Celimus's
bride. When he marries Vaentyna of Briavel, shewill be your queen. Help her. Don't let him crush her as
he hasdl of you. Make your men pledge their dlegiance. Sheisyour only hope againg his brutality.”

Harken, stunned, could only nod. His companion gave Y lenaashove. “Come on, lass. Let me follow my
orders. I’ ve got just another winter to get through and then I’ [l be out of the Legion and off mending
fishing netsin the northwest. After that | don’t care what the young bloods do. Right now we have
ingtructionsto bring you to his mgjesty and that’ s what we' re going to do.”

Wyl rubbed at Ylena s burdened wrists. “Let usgo then,” he said.

Elspyth stood with about sixteen other women in what was akin to a cattle pen, which Ericson and his
cohorts had built insde the main stone building. She had been forced to strip hersdlf of clothes and given
agrubby length of linen to cover whatever she could. One end of the cloth was stained with blood and it
was dl Elspyth could do not to scream at the testimony of another’ sinjury, perhaps her deeth.

The men had been drinking for most of the afternoon. They werewell and truly intoxicated now, eager
for the naked women, for fighting, for killing. The volume of noisein the building rose noticeably when the
women were herded into their pen, clutching at the usdess fabric that barely concealed their modesty.

The smel of liquor, combined with swest, vomit, and the unmistakable scent of congealed blood, made
some of the jumpier women gag. Others began to wail. They knew what was coming and that, in the next
hour or s0, they could be taking their last breath. Elspyth could cope with the stench, but her rising fear
would surely undo her. She had learned that the men had not found “fresh meat” for aweek or more, and
one kind soul had told her she would be a definite item on tonight’ s menu. There were no more tearsto



cry and there was no one coming to save her. If she wasto survivethis, Shar help her, it would be
because she managed to kill three of her fellow captives.

Elspyth looked around the pen and wondered who she might be partnered with tonight. She noticed dl of
the women werein relatively good hedlth, no one older than around thirty-five summers. She smiled
grimly. Of course they wouldn’t choose anyone much ol de—the naked bodies would not offer the same

Spectacle.

“I"ve heard they sometimes rape the winner,” awoman nearby murmured, no doubt awaiting her first
bout, her eyes panic-stricken.

“They’re not here just to look, you fool,” her neighbor warned.

Elspyth gritted her teeth and turned away, her glance catching that of Alda on the opposite side of the
pen. The other woman looked calm yet menacing, asif violencelay just behind that expressionless
exterior. Madness and the thregt of desth whirled around them dl, but Alda s attention wasriveted on
Elspyth done. It was unnerving. When Elspyth saw torches being lit around the central area, and aman
approaching to get the firgt fight under way, her emotions frayed. She would not | et the men see her fear,
but inwardly she screamed her pain toward Lothryn, knowing he too was hel pless, but needing to say
farewdl.

Shereached Fynch instead.

The boy woke, consumed by Elspyth’ sanguish. Lothryn, | love you, I’'m so sorry! Shar, help me! Her
scream came through a gossamer-thin link that threstened to tear away a any second. But thistime
Fynch was quick enough.

We're coming. You must hold on, he reassured her, and then the link was ripped away, her terrified
voice amemory. But her fear was contagious and it remained like abad smell, festering around him.
Fynch shivered. The pain was back in his head; he was not sureit had ever |eft or that he would ever be
free of it again. He wanted to chew on more sharvan but resisted, knowing he was turning to the leaves
too quickly. Knave had counsded him to fight the pain, not let it control him.

Hefocused on Knave now. Where are you?

At the palace gates. | believe I’ ve just enraged a number of Briavellians with some ferocious
barking.

Fynch smiled despite himsdlf. Thank you for going, Knave.

How are you?

I’'mall right. I’ ve just woken. Elspyth reached me again. She sounds in desperate trouble.
The note isintact. Here they come now. | hope they remember me.

No one could forget you.

WEe Il speak again soon. Chew some leaves—you’ |l need them after this.

Fynch did not reply. He broke the bond and cast asilent prayer to Shar to guide the message into
Vaentyna s hands. She aone had the power to save Elspyth.



Knave barked again, for good measure, as the guard limped toward the gate. “ Shar’ smercy, look at the
Szeof that thing,” he muttered to his younger companion. “I’ll send an arrow into its heart if it doesn't
quiet down.”

“Wait! That'sthat black dog of the boy’s, isn't it?’

“Which boy?’

“Y ou know—that Fynch lad. One of the Queen’ sfavorites.”

“Shar spare us, 0t is. | must be going mad not to have recognized it.”
“Doweletitin?’

“Search me. Y ou take amessage to the Captain.”

“Lookslikeit’ sgot anotetied around its neck,” the young soldier said, nodding toward the dog as he
[]8

“You d better hurry,” hiscompanion caled after him.

Severd minutes passed, during which Knave stalked the breadth of the gate impatiently and the older
guard watched, mesmerized. Knave was convinced the man was half-adegp. He barked, just to make
sure he had the fellow’ s attention, and the soldier nearly legpt out of hisskin.

“Bagtard animal,” he murmured, then turned to see his superior gpproaching. “ Captain Orlyd, Sr,” he
sad, nodding iffly.

“Barnes,” the Captain acknowledged. “Ah, the dog. Yes, | bdieve that’ sthe same one. Commander
Liryk saysit'sto be given entry.”

“Right-o, Sir. You're sureit’ s not dangerous?’

“It' sadog, Barnes. Haven't you seen it playing around these very grounds with the young lad Fynch?’
“Er, onceor twice, Sir.”

“Thenyou'll know it'sharmless. Move, man. Let’s see what the noteis about.”

When the gate was raised, Knave padded in and obediently sat so that Fynch’s note could be taken from
his neck. Fynch had taken the precaution of scrawlinga®V” on the outside, as he had seen on some of
Vaentyna s persond items.

“Thisisfor the Queen,” Orlyd said as he patted Knave' slarge head. “ Good fellow. Y ou' d better come
with me.” He shook his head as Knave stood to follow him. “ Smart too, en?’

Man and dog took the quickest route toward the roya apartments, where the Captain knew Liryk had
been having amesting with the Queen and the Duke from Morgravia.

Orlyd gave amessage to the man acting as the Queen’ s secretary and wondered again at how sorely
missed old Chancellor Kredl was. If Krell had been at his desk, Orlyd would probably have been taken
directly into the Queen’s chamber. The former Chancellor had had an uncanny knack of knowing when
something was important enough to warrant such attention. Orlyd was sure this was one of those



occasions.
Liryk emerged with aquizzical expression. “| trust thisisurgent, Captain?’
“I believeitis, gr.” He held out the note.

“Shar strike me. It'sKnave,” Liryk said as he took the note, and at that moment V a entyna appeared a
the doorway, looking for one of her servants. She squedled with delight at seeing Fynch’s dog and their
reunion wasfilled with licks and joyful sounds.

“Isthat anote?’ the Queen asked, dtill grinning from Knave' s particular form of sautation.
“It gppears S0, your highness,” Liryk replied, handing it to her.

“It will befrom Fynch, of course. I’ ve been dying to hear news of him. | presume heisnearby if Knaveis
with us” she said, unraveling the parchment from itsleafy twine. It took only secondsfor her to read it.
“Shar save ug”

Liryk, who wasin the process of dismissing his Captain, turned back in darm. “Y our highness?’

“It' sElspyth. She' sin trouble.”

“How does the boy know?’

“I havenoidea But I'm glad Cryswas lingering over hisfarewells. Hewon't have gone yet, will he?

“At the sables till, | imagine. Captain Orlyd, please prevent the Duke of Felrawthy from leaving until the
Queen has spoken with him.”

“Right, ar.”

“I'll be straight behind you,” Vdentynacaled after him. Shelooked toward Liryk. “ She’ sin Sharptyn.
Y ou know whét thisis, don't you?’

He nodded, his expression grim. “It ties up with afew other disappearances we can't explain.”

“I’'msureof it,” shesaid, eyesblazing. “ And now we have the location of where these scoundrels are
holding the women. Come, Liryk, Knave. W€ |l send the guard with Crys.”

The old man broke his usua sense of protocol by grabbing the Queen’sarm. “I trust the Duke is not to
be put in charge of my men, your highness? We have been chasing clues regarding these men for many
months now.”

Vaentynaredized that in her excitement she had overl ooked something important. She reminded hersdlf
to learn from it. Her impulsiveness could make her cardless—her father had told her this many times,
even though hewas usudly referring to her horseriding. “No, Liryk,” she said, covering his hand with her
own. “You arein charge.” Her voice was gentle. “1 will send Crys because Elspyth ishisfriend and she
trusts him. It will give him areason to leave ustoo.” Liryk nodded. “1t dso means| send one less man of
our own.”

“Thank you, your highness.”

Vaentyna continued speaking, her voice serious. “Commander Liryk, | cannot do al that is ahead
without you. | hope you understand how much | rely on your counsdl and support. | don't see mysdlf as
anidand.”



It was an odd comment and yet atimely one for the old soldier, long in need of assurance from his
sovereign. Hefound agmile. It fdt like hisfirgt inalong time.

“I am obliged, your highness” he answered in athick voice. “| sometimesfed we old fdlowsareno
longer much useto you.”

She frowned. *Y ou’ ve been part of my growing up, which makesyou al the more important to me now.
| hope you understand | will never do anything that isnot in theinterest of Briavel.” Vdentynaknew the
statement referred to virtually everything that had happened since she had taken on the monarchy—from
her relationship with Koreldy to trusting the Morgravians and dismissing Krell.

“| don't doubt you, your highness. But you are under more pressure than most royasfacein ther first
year of rule. Let us get thisgirl rescued beforeit’ stoo late.”

“I know you don't like her, Liryk,” Vaentynaadded, determined—while they weretaking so
candidly—to take this opportunity to discuss Elspyth. She wanted to exert her authority asthe ultimate
decison maker for the redlm. She often fdlt asif she were serving some sort of gpprenticeship, with Krell
and Liryk guiding her, smiling benignly at choicesthey considered wise and grimacing when she went
againg what they thought was right. Elspyth came under the latter category.

“It'snot personal, your magjesty,” Liryk began. He searched her face, asif he the words he looked for
were written across her forehead. She gazed back at him intently, giving nothing away. “It’ sjust that
Chancdllor Krell and | felt she was a dangerous influence here.”

“A dangerousinfluence on me, you mean?’
He sighed. “We fdt shewas driving you to say and do things that might put the reelm at risk.”

“Never, gr. Never!”

“I'm sorry, your magjesty.”

“Y ou're entitled to an opinion; indeed, I’ d be troubled if you didn’t have one.” She raised an eyebrow.
“But | am aso entitled to like whomever | choose without sanction from the people around me.”
Vaentynasaw her words bite; she had meant them to. “Elspyth knows thingswe don't. Thismarriage
with Celimusis not as cut-and-dried as you think. My ingtincts are screaming a methat it iswrong, that it
isabad decison for Briavel, and yet | can’t convince anyone of it. The nobles refuse to hear any dissent,
from any party, and the rest of Briavel can speak of nothing but the years of peaceto come. | seemto be
the only one concerned by the fact that the Legion is breathing down our necks on the border, seemingly
preparing to invade. | know | have no choicein this, Commander Liryk,” she said, deliberately lowering
her voiceto just above awhisper. “I haveto marry Cedimus. And yet peoplelike Crys Dond, Elspyth,
and YlenaThirsk truly believeit istheworst decision | could make.”

Liryk felt it was histurn to be forthright. “Y our magesty, with al due respect, if you don’t continue with
your preparations for the wedding, we will go beyond the point where amarriage can save any of us. The
King of Morgraviaisthreatening war. It isawar we cannot win, your highness, not even if we recruited
every man of able body. The sheer weight of the Legion will crush us, your mgjesty.” His voice wavered
as emoation swelled through hiswords. “ Thisisnot King Magnus, your majesty. Celimusis not aman of
compassion. Hewill brutaly day every Briavellian man and his son, and his son’ s son, if necessary, if we
chooseto go to war against him. What we are seeing now isonly the threat. Heis making surewe
understand the consequences of your backing out of this marriage, your highness. If you love Briavel and
you loveits people—"



Vaentyna stepped back, aghast that he could think otherwise. Liryk continued, ignoring her shock. “If

you love Briavel and its people,” he repeated, more gently thistime, “you will hurry up and marry the
King of Morgravia”

He bowed, refusing to react to the telltale glisten in the Queen’ seyes. “I shdl prepareto leave for
Sharptyn, your highness, and | shdl bring back the woman of Y entro for you. | give you my word thet |
will achievethisfor you or dietrying.”

Vaentynawas unable to speak. She watched Liryk’s broad back go down the corridor and shefelt
hollow.



Chapter 21

Elspyth watched through her tears as the body of the woman who had been wailing earlier gushed its
lifeblood steadily into the sawdust. Thekiller, an older woman, stood bowed above, bleeding from
severa wounds and no doubt in shock. The victor had struck alucky blow &t the top of thewailing
woman' sthigh, which had hit amgjor artery in her groin. Death had followed not long afterward. The
men did not even give the woman the grace of apeaceful death; instead they cheered hystericaly while
the winners gleefully collected on their bets.

The women in the pen watched in silent horror as another soul was collected by Shar’ s Gatherers. Most
did not know the dead woman’s name. As Alda had cautioned Elspyth, there was no point in getting to
know one another; it only made the killing harder. The corpse was dragged away by the hair, to be
burned later with the rest of the dead, their bodies piled up from the evening' s entertainment. The victor,
gtill frozen, her eyes glazed over, was led roughly out of the arena.

“It' sher firgt kill,” avoice said close by.
Elspyth started, unaware that Alda had sidled up beside her during the fight. “ And the dead woman?’

“She was on her third fight. If she’d won tonight, she' d be on her way to the boat. Stupid fool—she
could have won easlly. Still, onelessfor meto kill.”

Elspyth looked up at the taller woman. She felt sorrow that a mother had become so hardened. And yet
it was because of her child that thiswoman plotted to win at al costs. Elspyth shuddered in disgust. “ Get
away fromme.”

The Briavelian made a sound of disgust. “I hope you're next!” she said, nodding her head toward the
man gpproaching. “ Time you found out what it’ slike out there.”

Elspyth ignored her, her gaze fixed on the obese fellow waddling toward them with his hated parchment
of names.

“Next up, ladies, isOlivya,” hesaidinajovid voice.
No one moved. Terrified gazes met the more resol ute ones of those succumbing to asense of fate.

“Come on, now. Small, pretty, dark. Ah, there you are, my dear. Cast off that sheet now,” he said to
Elspyth. “It’ syour turn.”

Elspyth had forgotten she had given afdse name. Her legsfelt too wesk to hold her body up, let done
carry her across the pen and into the arena. She began to weep.

“Comeon, lass. Haven't got dl night,” the man urged, scowling now.
Alda pushed Elspyth forward vicioudy. “Who's she fighting?’
“Ginny. Whereare you, Ginny?’

“Let mefight her instead.”

“You're not down to fight tonight, Alda,” the fat man replied. “We re going to make you lose some deep
over your third.” He smiled without kindness, swest running down his oily face.



“I'll makeit areal spectacle,” Aldasaid desperately.

Elspyth felt her chest condtrict, trapping her breath. What was Aldathinking? She could see the bloodlust
in her face, and knew the Briavelian was|ooking forward to an easy kill.

Theideathat she was consdered a pushover dragged Elspyth from her stupor. She sucked inair with a
huge angry gasp and suddenly the noise, the smell, the woman’ s blood till wet and gleaming on thefloor,
and now, the fat man and Aldabargaining over her death, gavanized her. Elspyth felt thefear leave her in
atingling, angry rush. It pushed upward through her throat and exploded in acry of fury, and something
she had never felt before oozed from every fiber of her being. It wasrage, bubbling through her asa
white-cold flame, torching her thoughts, sparking her emotions, scorching her with its devouring wrath.
Thefear that had |eft a puddie of urine around her feet only minutes earlier fled.

Elspyth stepped away from her own mess, cast aside the flimsy linen, and addressed the man in avoice
that was animdligtic and predatory. “Let mefight Aldal”

Thefat man looked at her. Thiswas new. Normdly the women fought one another under protest, dl but
helping their opponentsinto the ring, apologizing for having to hurt one another, then weeping over each
death. But these two women were eager for the fight; with those sorts of emotions, the spectacle was
sure to be especidly entertaining for the men.

Histhick tongue flicked out to wet his rubbery lips as he consdered this option. “My, my,” he said,
unpleasant smells wafting toward Elspyth as he moved closer to her. “Y ou must be confident.”

“Just announceit,” she answered, eager to get the fight done. If she was going to die, she' d rather do so
now than spend further hours agonizing.

Aldaclapped her hands with pleasure. The Morgravian had admitted she did not know how to fight. It
was going to be easy.

“All right, then,” the man replied. “Don’'t say | never give you girlswhat you want,” he added with a
lecherous chuckle. “Off with your linen, then, Alda. Both of you ail up. I’ [l make the announcement.”

Wyl walked between the two men, hisarmsin front of hisbody and tied at the wrist. He did not fed
scared. Thiswas the degth he wanted; he just wished he could somehow spare Y lena s body from being
mistreated in the process. He spent the time during the frigidly silent walk toward the main hall
contemplating what would be the kindest death for Ylenaand decided ablade into her heart was
ided—just as Faryl had killed Koreldy. That way, when her body was cleaned, covered, and laid out in
Argorn, as he fully intended it to be, no one would have to see the ugly wound that had felled her. She
could remain beautiful for eternity in their minds.

But it nagged at Wyl that Cdimuswas unlikdly to have in mind something as straightforward as aknife,
Hewould draw thisout asif it were agame; in the same way that he had taunted Wyl—forcing him to
witness Alyd' sdeath and Y lend s suffering—he would now mock Wy’ ssister in front of his honored
guests. Except hewasinfor asurprise. This Y lenawalked to her death with alight heart.

“Areyou dl right, my lady?’ Harken whispered.

“I anfine. Remember dl | havetold you. If you think well of the Thirsk family, be assured they would
have sworn their dlegiance to Vadentyna the moment she became Queen of Morgraviaaswell as Briavel.
Do the same, for al of us”



Wyl sensed Harken' sfear but dso hispride at being singled out. “1 will do it for you, my lady.”
“Then | am glad to have met you.”
“Bequiet,” the older soldier warned. “WEe re here now.”

Dusk had fallen so quietly Wyl had not noticed. The north draped itsdlf with evening’ s calm without the
south’ s cacophony of noisy birdstdlling the world it wastime to roost. Therewas still sufficient light,
however, that Wyl had no doubt asto the identity of the man waiting at the grand doorway of Tenterdyn.

“Good evening, Ylena,” Jessom said, dl politeness. Wyl did not reply. “Asyou will,” the Chancellor
replied, not at dl offended.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Wyl forced out of Ylena slips. It was meant only for the young soldier and he
qudified hiswordswith a brief glance toward him. He was careful not to name Harken. Jessom wasfar
too sharp to let the soldier leave if he thought any sort of dliance—no matter how tenuous—had been
formed.

“WE |l take her from here,” Jessom said to Y lena' s escort. Two burly guards stepped out from behind
the Chancellor and took position on either sde of Ylena. “Follow me.”

Wyl was led past familiar rooms toward apart of Tenterdyn he had not seen on hisformer visit. He
heard the murmur of voices and small explosions of laughter, which grew louder asthey approached a
wing that he recalled had been shut off by doors. They were wide open now, the corridor lit by torches
and guarded by yet more soldiers. Two kings were present; it was little wonder that the level of security
was 0 high.

“Wait here,” Jessom commanded, touching Y lena sarm. Wyl shook off his hand and the man’sthin smile
returned. “I must let the King know hislamb has arrived.”

There was no mistaking his meaning. If Ylena s mouth had not been so dry with tenson, Wyl might have
tried spitting again at the Chancdllor, for the amusement of soiling hisrobes, if nothing else.

Jessom disgppeared around a corner. The sounds of men eating and entertaining themselvesfilled the
frigid slence between Wyl and his guards. The aroma of food wafted toward them and one man’s belly
acknowledged it with agrowl. Wyl turned toward the sound and met the cul prit’ s abashed expression.

“Do you know that I'm being brought here to be killed for sport in front of your king?’
The guard shrugged, athough Wyl sensed there was embarrassment hidden behind it.
“Wejugt follow orders, my lady.” It wasthe man on his other side who answered.

Wyl looked a him. “ And as a L egionnaire, you are comfortable with the notion of daughtering an
innocent woman—anoble no less—from afinefamily that hasgivenitslifeto the Legion? Y ou are old
enough to have known my father.”

The man did not respond, but the pity in his eyes betrayed him.

Jessom rescued him. “Come, YlenaThirsk. Y our king awaitsyou.”

Elspyth stood at the fringe of the rough circle mapped out with string tied around small stakesin the earth.



Shewas naked but no longer cared, ignoring the sounds of appreciation from men enjoying the sight of a
lovely body. All that mattered right now was the person on the opposite side of thering, also naked, also
breathing hard, and no doubt hoping that her cold stare would be enough to intimidate her opponent into
submission without ablow.

The fat man was gtirring up the excited crowd, but Elspyth ignored him too. She knew where Ericson
was Stting and briefly entertained the idea of flinging her knife, Koreldy-style, at hisbulk. She had a
vison of himflailing in shock asthe blade hit him squarely in the throat. She sghed, knowing she could
never throw true. The blade would probably makeit only half the distance and then clatter patheticaly on
the ground, undoubtedly to wild applause, leaving her defenseless, to be daughtered by Alda. A bell
sounded and dragged her back to the insanity before her. She knew her knuckles were white as she
clutched the single small blade that was her weagpon.

She heard the fat man remind her that thisfight wasto the desth, then his explanation that Aldawas
righting for her third win and her right to be given over to davery. The men cheered, no doubt imagining
profit from her sdle aswel as her win. Elspyth forced hersdf to withdraw completdly into her mind. She
recalled the long night journey to Deskyn with Wyl—he walked as Koreldy then—and how he had told
her that awarrior preparing for battle must draw every ounce of his conscious self into a closed section
of hismind that no one could penetrate. She had amiled alittleindulgently at his description a thetime;
now she understood completely what he had meant.

The bell sounded again and Alda began moving, circling. Thisisit, Elspyth thought. Kill or be killed.

“Toyou, Lothryn, my love,” she murmured, remembering how he had given hisown lifein order to save
others. She suddenly fdt sure that Lothryn’ sfedings at that moment of decision—the knowledge of
certain degath, the grief of losing his new son, the sorrow that their love had remained unspoken—were
identical to her own. It was atearing free of al ties, acasting loose of dl fearsin the pursuit of onething:
kill or bekilled.

Aldalunged and Elspyth’'s mind went blank.

Wyl stepped into alarge chamber that was warmed by fires at either end. A few men milled around,
holding goblets of wine. He recognized none of them, which meant there was no one who might object to
Y lena s mistreatment. His boots crunched on the floor and he redized he was walking over the remains
of Aleda sfine cranberry-colored glassware. Like the loyal family of the north, it was now shattered,

forgotten.

And then helaid eyes on the man responsible for it dl. Celimus, brimming with sdf-importance, sat at the
head of Jeryb’'s oak table, goblet in hand, making sometoast, his cheeks dightly flushed from the wine
and the generd jovidity. To hisright sat Cailech; the Mountain King looked less comfortable and there
was less debris about him, as though he had been more cautious in his enjoyment of the repast. Wyl

knew the man well enough to recognize that the smile fixed on hisface wasfake. Cailech raised hisglass
in answer to whatever Celimus had said but did not drink; meanwhile his penetrating gaze soaked up al
around him as effectively as a sponge. He was bare-armed; the muscles sculpted and tensed, asif hewas
ready to lesp to hisfeet and charge, like an animal disturbed. No, Cailech was not happy here, but he
was pretending well enough. Next to him sat Aremys, unsmiling and rigid, no sign of wine or food about
him.

The three men noticed Ylena sarrivd at the sametime. Ceimuslooked savagdly ddighted, hiseyes
darkening with pleasure at what he knew was coming. Cailech, however, looked taken aback. Hisroving



gaze settled intently on Ylenaand the contrived smile faded. Her beauty had taken him by surprise, Wyl
realized. Poor Aremys looked like a chained dog; onethat knew it was about to take ahiding. He paled,
his aready unhappy expression sttling into ablank mask, asif he was steding himself He could hardly
make eye contact with Wyl, such was his despair.

The room quieted as people noticed their presence, but Jessom alowed the hush to settle fully before he
spoke. “Gentlemen, may | present Lady Ylena Thirsk, daughter of the late Genera Fergys Thirsk and
ggter to the much loved Genera Wyl Thirsk, may Shar blesstheir souls.”

Some repeated the last few words and Wyl took bitter delight in seeing the Morgravian King's mouth
tighten. The smileturned acid and Wyl knew he would pay for that loydty to hisfamily with blood.

“YlenaThirsk, how enchanting to have you back among your fellow Morgravians,” Cdimus said, flashing
abright smile toward his honored guest. “ Come, Cailech, you must meet the woman who escaped my
punishment through the aid of amercenary who goes by the name of Koreldy.”

Callech turned acold green gaze onto hisfdlow king. “Koreldy?’
“You know him?’
“I will flay the skin from hisboneswhen | find him again.”

Cdimus, fired by the excellent wine from Jeryb’s cdllars and fedling very pleased at being about to do
away with the find member of the hated Thirsk dynasty, threw back his head and laughed with ddlight.
“Then | have done you a service, my friend. Koreldy isdead.”

The Mountain King did not react. Hisface was set in stone, his eyes unreadable.

“Wadll, actudly,” Celimus continued, noticing the lack of reaction and pleased by it, “I think we have my
bride-to-be to thank for his death.”

“How 0?7’ Cailech asked tightly.

Cdlimusdrained hisgoblet of wine and dammed it down. Droplets of red launched from his mouth like
blood as he shook hishead. It wasfitting, Wyl thought, for blood would flow tonight. “Koreldy fled to
the safety of Briavel, pretending to be a champion to my queen.” He made a gesture of nonchalance.
“She was unaware of hisidentity, of course, until | reveded it to her.”

“Why don't you admit it was the only way you could escape death from Koreldy’ s sword, you sniveling
coward,” Wyl shouted.

Exclamations rang out in the hall and Cdimus s eyes shone with hatred. He walked toward Y lena until he
towered above her. “The Thirsk bitch lies. She was't there; how could she know? Where were you,
Ylena? At Rittylworth, wasn't it? Cringing in the cellar of amonastery before your flight to Felrawthy. It
isfitting that your journey ends here. No one can save you now.”

“Nor do I want them to, you son of awhore. Thank goodness your father killed your mother. The only
pity isthat he did not do it before she birthed you—"

He got no further with hisinsult. The punch to Ylena sface was expertly leveled and the room went dark
for Wyl. Everyone dse was frozen in shocked silence. Jessom was the first to gather hiswits; he nodded
toward one of the guardsto pick up the woman sprawled across the flagstones, her head bleeding from
where she had gashed it on the table.



Cailech glanced toward Aremys and saw his stricken expression. He didn’t know what was going on
here, but he didn’t like it one bit. There was clearly a connection between Aremys and the woman. More
than that, and perhaps more disturbingly, it seemed that Celimus was putting on thiswhole charade for his
benefit. If Celimusthought his northern neighbor would get pleasure from watching a noblewoman
humiliated and injured in this fashion, however, he had entirdly migudged. Callech wasthefirst to admit
that he was no softhearted monarch; he had not flinched at having the Morgravian woman staked out for
roasting, or killing her later to trick Gueryn. But she had been aprisoner of battle. This Thirsk woman
struck him asapawn in whatever game was being played out between Celimus and the Thirsk family,

and Cailech wanted no part of it. He raised an eyebrow in silent question to Aremys, who glared back at
him, asif demanding that he do something.

Celimusturned to his guests and rubbed his knuckles. “Don’'t worry, she hasahead ashard as
sone—likeal the Thirsk trolls.” Nervouslaughter sounded in the room. “ Get her ready!” he ordered
Jessom, who escorted the guard holding the prone woman out a side door.

Cailech wanted to bring the evening to arapid close. It wastimeto get away from here. But the sight of
the golden-haired beauty and her magnificent defiance of the man everyonein Morgraviafeared
compelled him to learn more. He knew Celimus was watching him and so he said smoothly, “Y ou were
telling me about Koreldy,” asif the interruption had been of little consequence.

Cedimus continued with smilar gplomb, seating himself and bidding everyone do the same. “ Y es, forgive
the disturbance. | reveded Koreldy’ strue identity to Queen Vaentyna, who was mortified—as you
might imagine—for the mercenary had killed her father, King Vaor.”

“I see. And?’

“Wdll, she banished him, which madeit possible for one of my assassinsto dedl with him. | had no
intention of alowing Koreldy to roam the land after he had betrayed me.”

Cailech sucked in abreath. “Y ou have proof of Koreldy’ s deeth?’
“A finger, till wearing asignet ring with a deep bloodred stone and marked with the family insgnia.”

“I know thering,” Cailech replied, feding suddenly empty. He had been looking forward to dealing with
Romen Koreldy himself, it wastrue, but he had not expected the acute sense of sorrow that pervaded
him. In spite of their differences, not to mention the bad blood, he had respected the man, and felt sure
Koreldy would have preferred to be felled by a Mountain warrior’ s sword than aMorgravian n's
blade. “1 dways thought the man had livesto spare,” he commented, trying to hide the bitternessin his
tone.

“Wall, he used them all up once he crossed me, my friend,” Celimus boasted, and urged more wineto be
poured.

Cailech had tired of being referred to asfriend by the Morgravian King. He gave asubtle nod toward
Aremys, who understood its meaning but made no move; instead he glanced again toward the door
beyond which the woman had been taken. Cailech frowned. What was it between those two?

“That woman—what isto happen to her?’ he asked, twirling his haf-empty goblet.

“Shewill be executed in your honor, Sir,” Celimus answered.

Cailech spilled some of thewinein hissurprise. “ Certainly not in my honor!”

The King of Morgravia shrugged. “Well, sheisto die anyway—I’d like her to be my gift to you. You're



not squeamish, areyou?’ It wasachalenge.

Cailech had had enough. He liked neither the sound of the gift nor the suggestion of his gutlessness.
“Cdimus, we have enjoyed your hospitdity long enough. Y ou will forgive meif | take my leave now.”

“I could not forgive you if you did, my friend.”
“Why isthat? Cailech asked, gritting histesth.

“We dill have time before the appointed rendezvous and | would like you to partake of the evening’s
entertainment.”

“Whichis?’

Cdimus svoicewasdy. “Tdl Jessom we areready,” he said to awaiting servant.

It wasterrifying. Elspyth had never fought in any sort of hand-to-hand combet in her life, not even asa
child, enacting pretend sword fights and mock battles with other children in the pursuit of laughter and
competition. Now she found herself facing awoman who seemed utterly determined to kill her. Elspyth
had no tricksto draw upon, no skillsthat might help her protect herself.

Alda slipswas drawn back in atight snarl. There was no doubt in Elspyth’ s mind that Alda saw hersdlf
asthe predator and her opponent as the cornered, hel pless prey. The older woman laughed, springing
forward and feinting toward her right. Elspyth fdl for the bluff and tried to dart in the opposite direction,
but found that path cut off, ablade dashing toward her. She shrieked and twisted away, feding the knife
cut cruelly down her back.

The men roared; more bets were exchanged in Alda sfavor. The cheering and jeering continued without
respite as the audience insulted Elspyth, shouting that Shar’ s Gatherers were running toward her so fadt,
she might aswell give up now.

Again Aldapounced, thistime trying to dash her opponent’ s face—which was all the prettier, many men
in the audience conceded, for its pleading expresson. Elspyth reacted ingtinctively and put both her arms
up, which won her anasty gash on the arm, where bright blood bloomed ingtantly. The arm she held her

blade in began to go numb amost immediately. She cried out in despair.

Aldawas enjoying hersdlf. Elspyth redized the woman was smply playing with her. She had promised
the fat man a spectacle in exchange for being alowed to kill the opponent of her choice, and she was
delivering on that promise. How many more dashes would she make before the killing blow came?
Elspyth wondered through her tears as Aldalegpt again, missing so dightly that Elspyth heard thewhistle
of the blade through the air. Aldalaughed again. Elspyth’ s exertions were making her blood flow more
fredly. She could fed it was running down her back, and her front was splashed with blood from her arm
wound.

The numbness made it hard to fed her hand gripping the blade. That was probably Alda sintention, she
realized, impressed. Not dl for show, then. Her would-be killer was making strategic wounds, designed
for disabling as much asfor exhibition. No wonder Alda had made it to her third fight. No doubt she
would makeit to the dave boat.

Elspyth felt the sadistic bite of the blade again, thistime expertly delivered across one breast, and rapidly
followed by the wet sensation of blood spouting forth in concert with the vicious pain. Elspyth staggered,



hardly daring to look down at the ruin of her body. When she did she saw only red, running freely and
draining her of strength and the will to remain standing. Opposite her swaggered Alda, free of cutsor
injuries but covered in blood nonetheless. .. Elspyth’ s blood.

And then Alda did something she had no ideawould awaken the primeva ingtinct in her opponent.
Responding to the chanting of the male audience, now cdling for an end to the ragged young woman,
Aldadowly licked at the blood that spattered her mouth. The men, driven into afrenzy of lust and greed,
shouted dl the morefiercely for thekilling blow.

But Elspyth, watching that theatrical gesture, asif Aldathought Elspyth was hersto consume, felt the

searing white flame of anger once more. She straightened, threw back her greasy hair, and screamed.
And her fury traveled and hit its mark, cutting through the shields of sorcery, streaming loudly into the
consciousness of aman trapped in the body of ahorse.

It was asif, for just amoment, hesaw it al.

Kill her, Elspyth, he cried. Survive! And then he was gone, dipping away from her mind like sand
through fingers.

“Lothryn!” she dhrieked, but slencewas dl she heard. Thick, dark silence and Alda s Sinister presence.

“It'stime, Olivya,” thewoman called sweetly, like amother to her child. Except the sweetness was
tainted and false.

“Daliit, then, bitch! End it!” Elspyth screamed back over the excited clamor of the audience, who knew
the blade would fall only once more.

Aldawas not prepared for this. She had anticipated begging and weeping, but not aggression. Then she
frowned; Elspyth was crouching asif in disabling pain, placing her blade in the sawdust.

“I have no moreto give,” Elspyth whispered, “no more.”

Her opponent became angry. “Y ou gave nothing! Y ou didn’t even try to defend yourself, you weak fool.
At least now | have my escape from here. Thank you, Olivya—your life has bought something precious.”
She sneered as she quickly covered the ground between them.

“Makeit swift,” Elspyth pleaded.

“I'will,” the woman said, wiping blood from her mouth, hardly able to see flesh through the red liquid
covering her opponent’ s body. “Bare your throat!”

Elspyth turned her head dightly sideways, knowing she looked like alamb with its neck exposed for a
quick killing dash.

In her excitement, dl Aldasaw wasthegirl giving hersaf willingly to desth. She did not notice Elspyth's
hand reaching dowly for the blade by her sde. Some of the men did, and began screaming for Aldato
beware, but she could not hear them in the cacophony. She had eyes now only for Olivya s creamy
throat and raised her blade high into the air.

Elspyth watched the weapon reach the zenith of itsarc...Now! She moved faster than she ever had
before. It was a once-only effort and it had to be accurate. Wyl had told her that in battle, when you
sense the opening in someone' s defenses, you haveto strike asfast as your body alows and put your full
strength behind it, as a cat does when it pounces. Elspyth was that cat now. She felt her legs push up
hard as she poured every ounce of her courage and love for Lothryn into one savage legp. Propelling



hersdf upward, she thrust the blade before her and, unbdlievably, saw it embed itsdlf in the center of
Alda sthroat.

Elspyth felt pain as Alda sknife, intended for her neck, missed its mark and sank deep into her shoulder.
It hurt, more than she cared to think about, but it would not take her life...unlike her blow. Alda's
spluttering surprise was cut short by a horrible gurgle, and shefell to the sand.

Elspyth, trembling with shock, knelt beside Alda s dumped figure and took her hand. She did not want
her to go to her god amid hate. The woman tried to spesk, but her eyes were aready glazing over. Did
shefed regret that she had lost her chance for the dave boat or sorrow for the cold-blooded actions that
had brought her this far? Elspyth would never know, but shefelt the dightest squeeze of her hand asthe
dying woman struggled not to release her soul to the Gatherers.

A hush blanketed the audience in eerie sllence. Much money had been lost this evening; the underdog
had won againgt the odds.

Alda s blood mixed with Elspyth’s, forming apool between them. “I’'m sorry,” Elspyth whispered, unable
to control her tears. “May Shar guide you to his peace.”

Aldadied with acrooked amile, asif in thanksfor Elspyth’ sblessing.

The strangled silence of disbelief was broken by the angry shouts of soldiers burgting into the building.
One of them was Commander Liryk, roaring orders, but it was Cryswho saw Elspyth first.

The gght of the two bloodied figuresin the middle of the makeshift arenahorrified him, stopping himin
his tracks. One woman was obvioudy dying, perhaps aready dead, and the other was sobbing.

“Elspyth,” he called into the rabble. Shedid not hear him. “Elspyth!” heydled, fury overtaking him as
images of hisown dead family scorched a path to the front of hismind.

She looked up, her body trembling. “Crys?’ He saw her mouth move hesitantly, asif she was unsure she
could believe what she was seaing.

Hewas at her sdein afew angry strides and scooped her into hisarms, the blood that covered her body
wet againgt him. Unable to force out another word, al Crys could do was bury hisfacein her lank,
bloodied hair and weep with her.

Kind armsfinaly loosened his grip on Elspyth and a blanket was thrown around her shivering body.
Liryk squeezed Crys sarms. “ Steady now,” he said, and Cryswas grateful for the reminder that he must
hold his strength in front of the men. He nodded, communicating histhanks slently to the senior soldier.
“She'shurt,” he said, at which point Elspyth sank to her knees.

“Get her out of here,” Liryk barked to one of his men.
“No, wait!” she begged. “Have you got the leaders?’

Liryk shook hishead. “ Are you up to heping uswith that?’
“Can’'t you see her wounds—"

Elspyth interrupted Crys. “It' sal right. Please. Ensuring their headsroll at the swipe of an ax means
everythingtome”

“Good girl,” Liryk said, impressed, for he had seen the woman of Y entro’ sinjuries and knew they must



be extremdy painful. “ Point them out.”

Crys hel ped Elspyth to her feet and wiped her face with adamp towel anearby guard handed him. The
cool water and the cleaning away of the blood revived her dightly.

“Come,” Liryk encouraged. “They’ re rounded up outsde.”
“What about the women?’ she asked.

“They’re being taken care of,” Liryk assured her, then gave alow whistle. “1’m shocked by this. We had
no ideaof itsextent.”

“Y ou knew about it?’" Elspyth could not help the accusation in her tone.

“Suspected it,” Liryk corrected. “But we' ve been waiting for something or someoneto give usalead to
follow.”

Elspyth made a sound of disgust but said no more, feeling Crys sdight pressure at her shoulder,
suggesting she hold her tongue. She turned to follow Liryk, but when shetried to walk unaided shefell
down.

Crys picked her up gently and Elspyth felt warmed by the sad smile on hisface. “Let me support you,
Elspyth, if you won't permit meto carry you,” he said, and circled her waist loosdly with hisarm so she
could lean againgt him as she needed to.

“Thank you,” shewhispered. “How did you find me?’
“Later,” Crysreplied. “Let’sget thisugly business done.”

Outsde, Elspyth pointed out the men who had led the betting and then took much pleasurein asking
Crysto take her to where Ericson was trying to stand unnoticed in the mob.

“That'shim,” shesaid. “He cals himsdlf Ericson. Heisthe leader of thisrabble, the one who acquiresthe
women for hissport.” She said the last word asif it was poison in her mouth.

Ericson was dragged from the crowd and bound and shackled alongside seven other men who had been
involved.

“Isthisit?’ the Commander asked.
“Yes. Therest arejust cruel onlookers.”

Liryk nodded wesrily. “Right, men, hear me.” He addressed his soldiers. “I want proof of the name of
each man here. If he has no proof, he will be executed. Those who provide proof areto receive forty
lashes each. If they survive the whipping, they can drag their sorry arses home and explain it how they
will. Remember,” he said, turning back to the prisoners, “we will have arecord of your names and the
townsyou hail from. If you err again, a any time, your family will be stripped of its assets—homes, land,
money, belongings. Isthat clear?’

Elspyth saw the men blanch with fear on hearing about the physica ordedl ahead. Perhaps now they
might understand atiny measure of what they had put the captured women through. She had no
sympathy in her heart for them, and wondered what Liryk had in store for Ericson and his band of
followers. Shedid not haveto wait long.

“The leaders will have their heads removed from their bodies” Liryk said, glaring at the cowardly



Ericson, who visibly staggered at the sentence.

Silence gripped the crowd, soldiers and prisoners aike too stunned to make a sound.
“What are you waiting for?’ Liryk said camly to one of hiscaptains.

“I’'m sorry, sr. Do you mean now?’

“I do. All of these men areto watch, asareminder that Briavel’ s queen does not show mercy to those
who bresk the most sacred laws of life”

Despite her flagging strength, Elspyth had the energy to fed sorry for the Captain, who, to his credit, gave
acrisp saute despite his sudden pallor. She stayed conscious long enough to bear witnessto Ericson’s
sobs as he was forced to kneel and lay his neck acrossalog. She looked around for his daughter, but the
girl with the Sngsong voice was nowhere to be seen asthe ax fell and her father’ s head rolled from his

body.

“They say the head knowsit has been removed from the body for severa seconds afterward,” Crys
commented blandly, till supporting her with hisarm.

“Good,” Elspyth mumbled, and, her strength gone, dumped againgt his shoulder.



Chapter 22

Wyl was brought back into the hall of the Donds, where an am of expectancy greeted him. He glanced at
Aremys s stricken face and wished he could reassure hisfriend that death did not frighten him anymore.
Any escape from the sheath of Ylena s body was welcome.

At Jessom'’ s bidding, and with an awkward silence prevailing, he was taken by the two guards to a spot
at one end of the chamber where his hands weretied to atimber framework, no doubt hastily erected for
his benefit. His ankles, till manacled, were unnecessarily tied to thetimbersaswell. Thisisnovel, he
thought. Celimus was obvioudy getting more cregtive. He stared defiantly at the Morgravian King.

Cdimustook aswig from hisgoblet. “Thelast of the great Thirsks, strung up for our pleasure, gentleman.
Cdl inthearchers,” he said, then glanced toward the stony-faced Mountain King. “Come on, Cailech, |
thought you people were...” He paused.

“Barbaric?’ Cailech offered.
Cdimus smiled, dy and cunning. “Fun loving, | wasgoing to say.”

Cailech did not reply. He turned to look at the intriguing woman and was met by ahard blue gaze, fiery
with hatred and anger. Hefelt his breath catch, asit did each time helooked at her. He admired the
defiance, her complete disregard and indeed disrespect for the company shewasin, and the lack of fear
for what she surely knew was coming. She had the courage of the Mountain Peoplein her soul, he
thought fancifully, caught by the golden hair that had fallen loose. Ylena Thirsk looked dirty and
disheveled, but she was nonetheless desirable, he admitted to himsalf He had to look away from her
fiercestare. “No trid?’ he asked astwo archers were brought in.

“Nonerequired,” Cdimus said. “ She paysthe price for the treachery of the men of her family.”

“Shar won't grant you forgiveness for this, you evil scum, Cdimus. Thisislike thewitch Myrren al over
agan, isn'tit?” Wyl forced out alaugh asthe smilarity of the Stuation struck him. He saw that it struck
home with Celimustoo and took pleasure in seeing the King flinch. “ She got the better of you and so will
I. 1 won't scream, | won't give you any satisfaction, you cowardly—"

“Shut her up!” Celimus ordered asoldier.

But Wyl was going to have his say, even as the embarrassed guard moved toward him. “Y our father
wished many times that my brother could be King, so you got rid of both of them—and the King of
Briavel, Romen Koreldy, and the Dond family. Watch out, Cailech, he' Il be planning to kill you next.
And no doubt hisbride. HE Il daughter everyone until—"

Y lena s mouth was bound. Although he could not make himself understood, Wyl continued to rage at the
man who had destroyed the lives of so many good, loya people of Morgravia. He saw Cailech shake his
head, noticed that the Razor King wore an expression of wondey.

“Where are you going, Aremys Farrow?’ Cdimus asked loudly over Ylend s accusations. “Be quiet,
Ylena, or I’'ll dash your mouth so it can’t move properly.”

Wyl quieted. He had promised himsdlf he would keep Y lena as unmarked as he could. There was
nothing more to be achieved anyway by hisunintelligible ravings. He joined everyone e se in the chamber
inlooking toward the mercenary.



Aremys had hoped no one would notice him dipping away from the hal. He could not witnessthis.
“Apologies, sire. | thought | should go and check on the horses so that we would be ready to move out
after the.. .entertainment.”

“Everything will be readied for your departure, Farrow. I'd prefer you to stay. In fact | rather thought
you'd liketo see your prey befeled.”

“Not in thismanner, Sre,” Aremysrisked.

Cdlimusdid not react as Aremys thought he would. In truth, the King was enjoying everyone' s
discomfort. “Y our king has remained, and asthisisin hishonor, | expect you to sharein thisgift,” he
ordered.

“Of course, sire. Asyouwish,” Aremys said, glancing toward Y lenaand privately agreeing that it was
probably for the best. He would need to know which of these men Wyl would become. And then a
chilling thought occurred to him. Did Myrren’ s Gift work only if Wyl wasdain by hand—that is, if
someone was physically connected to the weapon? His mind raced. Wyl had never mentioned it, but then
perhaps Wyl did not know! Koreldy had been killed by Faryl, who had plunged aknifeinto his heart
with her own hand. Faryl had been killed by Ylena, who had held the blade that dashed the assassin’s
throat. If Celimus was planning to loose arrowsinto Y lena, no one would be connected to the weapon
when it landed in her body. Ylenawould surdly die...but perhaps so would Wyl.

The sense that he had stumbled across something important so terrified Aremysthat he shouted into the
thick, expectant sillence: “ Sirel”

“Yes, Farow?’ theKing said, histemper rising.

Aremyslooked a Y lenaand then at Cailech—saw the Mountain King frown and knew he suspected
something between him and the woman. “King Cdimus,” he began, clearing histhroat nervoudy, “thisisa
messy end, sire, particularly for aceebration. Why don't | just take her out the back and kill her for
you?’

“Y ou had your chance, Farrow. Now | will show you how to finish ajob.”

“But, your mgjesty...” Hiswords died away and hefdt atwinge of fear as Cdimusturned to stare at
him, no longer indulgent toward the emissary of the Mountain King, no longer prepared to be generous.

“Don’'t push me Grenadyne, or you'll find yourself staked out like the Lady Y lenathere.”

“I would have to object to such treatment of a protected guest,” Cailech warned icily, nodding a Aremys
to continue.

“Let me finish what you asked meto do, King Ceimus. | will cut her throat here and now beforeyou.” It
was hislast desperate try. At least he could be sure Wyl would live on.

Cdimusfound himsdlf cornered. He wanted to have some fun with Ylena s desth, but he could tell he
had overstepped the mark where Cailech was concerned in threatening Farrow. He knew from the
expression on Jessom’ s face that the Chancellor was urging him to take the easy way out: have the
mercenary finish off the woman. He was angry but this was not the time or place to make a scene.

“Wall, at least her blood will not be on my hands.” He amiled. “ Go ahead, Farrow. Finishthejob | paid
you to do.”

Aremysrisked aglance of thankstoward Cailech, convinced that without the Mountain King’ stimely



comment and brittle tone, Celimus might not have relented. Cailech returned the gaze with an expression
of utter bafflement.

“I will need ablade, sre,” Aremyssaid.

Cdlimus gave an order and one of the soldiersat Ylend s side pulled amean-looking knife from his belt.
“It' ssharp,” he murmured. “Makeit quick.”

Aremys nodded. Everyone wanted this ugliness done with. He took a deep breath. Thiswasit. He was
about to die, to sacrifice his body to Wyl. He stood closeto Ylena “AsOne,” he said, and grinned sadly
at theirony of thewords. He saw the tearswell in her eyes as she heard the Thirsk family motto.

Aremysraised the blade, knowing precisely where to strike to dash the jugular for aswift death. Ashe
did, however, Ylena began to scream and struggle desperately.

“Arrow! Arrow!” Wyl shrieked in Ylend s high voice, determined to stop hisgood friend from giving up
hisownlife

“What'sshe saying?’ the Morgravian King inquired, determined to drag out the agony.
“She'ssmply ydling my name” Aremys answered.

“Er, | think she' ssaying ‘arrow,” sire,” one of the guards objected.

“Oh, perhaps she' d prefer to be killed by the archers?’

“No, sre” Aremyssaid asfirmly ashedared. “Thisisbest.”

“Wait!” the King replied. “Let’ sask her. It sthe least we can do, isn't it?’ He cast an appealing glance
around the hal, playing the magnanimous sovereign.

Aremysglared a Wyl. “You fool,” he said angrily, under his bregath.
The guard ripped away the bindings around Y lena s mouth.

“Step adde, Farrow,” Celimus said, enjoying himsdlf hugely. The big man did so reluctantly, but not
before glaring at Cailech, who frowned again, taking in dl the strange nuances of behavior on display
here.

“Ylena,” Cdimus said; it sounded dmost tender. “Asafind act of generogty toward your family, I'm
going to dlow you to choose how you die: by Farrow’ s blade across your throat or by an arrow fired by
one of my expert archers?’

“By thearrow,” Wyl said fiercdly, not daring to look at Aremys.

“Aswe suspected. Good choice, Ylena,” Ceimus replied, stopping just short of rubbing his handsin
glee. “Thank you, Farrow. It seemsyour job is complete. Move away.”

Thistime Aremys looked at no one as he returned to his spot near the door. He stared at the ground. He
would not watch Wyl die.

“Ylena, my dear, | did have some sport planned with the archers, but as everyone here seems to want
you to have aspeedy end, I'll send them away and instead | will do the necessary.”

“Asyouwigh,” Wyl replied without blinking, knowing he was spoiling Celimus sfun by being so



accepting. It worked. The King' s face darkened with a scowl.
“Givemeabow!” Cdimus said, histonefurious. “Let’ sfinish this”

“Why don’'t we?” Wyl said, in the most bored tone he could achieve. He could hardly believe hisluck
that Celimus had chosen to do the deed. He would become the Morgravian King within the next few
moments, and much as he hated the thought of living as Cdlimus, what pleasureit would beto findly kill
him. “Hurry up, sire! | am eager to be gonefrom here.” He saw Cailech give agrin of astonishment at
Ylena sbravado. Cdimustook aim. Wyl switched his attention briefly to Aremys, but hisfriend refused
tolook at him. Wyl could not understand why: Aremysknew he would live again, thistime asKing.

“Farewdl, YlenaThirsk. May Shar send you to wherever your predecessors have ended their days.”
Celimus stretched the bowstring taut. “Heart or eye? Or shdl | let it be asurprise?’ he asked with acrud
smile. Everyone could hear the dight strain in hisvoice caused by holding back the string so tightly.

Wyl refused to answer and instead closed his eyes. Celimus was an excellent shot.

Cailech’ s astonishment erupted. This woman was extraordinary; she should not be wasted in this manner.
YlenaThirsk gtirred more emotion in him than any woman had in hisentire life. Cailech had been accused
of being cold toward women, but that was not true. He liked women well enough; he just had never met
anyone who truly excited him. But Ylena Thirsk provoked in him aswirl of inexplicable fedings. He
wanted thiswoman! And he was not about to let her die trussed like an anima &t the end of one of
Cdimus sarrows.

He moved fast as a pouncing cat and pushed the Morgravian King'swrist up just asthe arrow was
loosed. It shot highinto the air of the hall, burying itsalf with aresounding thump in asolid beam
overhead. Everyone followed the quivering motion of the shaft, not sure whether to be horrified by
Cailech’saction or relieved. Wyl opened Y lena s eyes with angry disbelief. Aremys had to ball his hands
into figts to stop himself from clapping.

Cdimusturned the darkest of stares onto hisfellow king.

“I’vejust decided about that gift you offered me, Ceimus.”

The Morgravian's expression did not change, nor did he utter aword in response.
“| want her,” Cailech said, pointing toward Y lena.

“What?" Cdimus roared.

“Youheard me” Cailechreplied camly. “1 shdl take Ylena Thirsk from you. Shewill travel with ushigh
into the Razors and will never trouble you again.”

“What possibleinterest could you havein her?’
“I'm sureif you think about it long enough, you'll work it out,” Cailech said, winking.

Impossibly, Celimus began to laugh. Jessom dowly let out histightly held breath. Cailech had certainly
taken arisk, but the Chancellor could not think of a better way to handle this Situation. Had he not
suggested to Celimusthat he marry Y lena off to a Mountain warrior? There would be little chance of her
escaping the Razors, and once the royd marriage was complete, no one would care about the Thirsk
name, so ddirioudy happy would they al be that Morgraviaand Briavel were unified. “My lord, thisisan
opportunity,” he risked.



Cailech grinned. “Y ou see, Celimus, even your own counsd likestheidea.”

Wyl began to rage, Y lena s voice becoming hysterical. “Y ou bastard! Y ou killed my brother and I'll see
youin hell for that. Let medie. | want to die!”

“Oh, someone get her out of here,” Celimus said, more exasperated now than angry. He could not help
but like Cailech’sidea as he watched Y lenabeing dragged away.

“Y ou did promise me agift. Anything, you said,” Cailech reminded him.

“That'strue, | did,” Celimus agreed, looking at Cailech. “ There would have to be conditions, though.
Korddy tried something amilar.”

“I am not Koreldy.” Cailech bristled.

“Why do you want her?’

“Why would any red-blooded man want her? Does she not affect you so?’
“No. Her mere name sckensme.”

“All the better for me, Cdimus. | think she'sabeauty. Let ustruly bind oursalvesin our treaty—I will
takeaMorgravian asmy wife.”

“Y our wife?" Cdimus exclamed, unableto hide hisincredulity.

“Yes, why not?” Cailech was grinning widdly now. He glanced at Aremys, who could hardly keep his
own smilein check.

“Youjes, surdy?’

“I never jest about anything so grave as the sacrament of marriage. If you can marry aBriavellian,
Celimus, why shouldn’t | complete thetriangle of our reilms and marry aMorgravian?’

“Why not indeed, Sire?’ Jessom said, daring to join the conversation. “It isindeed a perfect union.” His
eyes pleaded with hisking. Thiswas better than any of them could have dreamed. Surely Celimus could
seethat?

“Therewould be conditions,” Ceimus said again, frowning as his agile mind ran through this new turn of
events.

“Asyou said,” Cailech replied. “ Although | can put your mind at rest. Y lena Thirsk would not be
permitted to leave the Razors. | make that pledge to you now.”

“Ever?’
“Bver.”

“And asyour queen, she would not be permitted to make any decisonsthat might affect Morgravia—or
our treaty will be nullified and | will wage war on your people. Not just the Legion, Cailech, but the full
might of the combined Morgravian and Briavdlian armies”

“Shewill be Queenintitle only. | am the power in the Razors.”

“Done. Now how do we effect this?” Celimus asked, looking toward his chancellor.



Cailech took thelead. “1 will take her with me now. Y our men can escort us to the border and see that
sheissafely trangported into the Razors, from where she will never emerge. Y our chancellor here can
draw up the paperwork and your delegates can talk with mine. | will sgn whatever you need to effect our
treaty and this new understanding regarding the Thirsk woman.”

Celimus shook his head. He could find no ruse; Cailech seemed earnest in hisdesirefor Ylena. “All right,
| agree. YlenaThirsk isyoursto take. Sheismy gift to you.”

“Thank you,” Cailech said, surprisng himsdf by how delighted he felt. He turned to his companion.
“Come, Aremys. Ready the Thirsk woman for travel. She rideswith me.”



Chapter 23

Inthe end, Wyl was given hisown horse for thefirst part of the journey. He sat sullenly astride the bay
next to Aremys, athick and uncomfortable silence between them as the two Kings made their official
farewdls.

“Y ou have no ideahow angry | am by what' s happened tonight,” hefindly said in alow voiceto his
companion.

Aremysbrigtled. “Thiswas Cailech’ sidea, not mine, but I'd belying if | didn’t say I’m not ready to kiss
the ground he walks on because of it!”

Wyl glared at hisfriend. “What’ sthat supposed to mean?”’

The Grenadyne cast a glance around to check that they were not being eavesdropped upon, particularly
by the Chancellor. “It occursto me,” he muttered, abitein histone, “that perhaps Myrren’s Gift only
workswhen thekiller is il in touch with you somehow.”

Wyl frowned. “I don’t get you,” hereplied.
“Did Elysus explain how the gift works?’

Wyl shrugged. “What' sto know,” he said, bitterness underpinning hisreply as he watched the sovereigns
clasp hands and shouldersin the tradition of parley and peace.

Aremys sighed. He understood Wyl’ s angry mood; it would be ludicrous even to pretend he could
imaginewhat it felt like to be trapped as Wyl was, or how much courage it must have taken to welcome
the agony of whatever form of desth Celimus had wished upon Ylena Thirsk. “1 began to wonder, back
inthat hall, whether whoever killed you had to be connected with you through the weapon.”

That won Wyl’ s atention. He paused in thought. “1’ ve never considered that. Y ou mean if the arrow had
been shot | might be fully deed, but if you' d dit my throat | would be you?’

“Exactly,” Aremys muttered benesth his breath. “Y ou might truly have died and then dl would be lost.
That'swhy | acted as| did.”

Y lena sface looked newly distressed. “So | do owe Cailech my life”

“Possbly, isal I'm saying. | don't careto test my own theory,” Aremysadmitted. “And I'd prefer it if
you didn't either.”

Wyl glanced at Aremys again and thistime Y lena s expression was chastened. “ Thank you,” wasdl he
had time to say before Cailech was striding back to their party.

“My lady,” the King of the Razors said. Wyl did not understand the soft tone or the gentle expression on
Cailech’sface. All he could do was nod.

Aremysfdt anew fear thrill through him. He had not had time to explain that although Cailech might have
saved Wy’ slife, the new Stuation was just as dire. Although he knew Wyl had to betold, he was
relieved that he had not had to give that explanation just yet or dedl with its consegquences.

When Cailech was seated on hishorse Cdimus strolled up. “ Safe travels, my friend.” Cailech smply



nodded. The Morgravian turned to his prisoner. “ Another lucky escape, Ylena Thirsk, but thistime | fear
itisyour last. | won't be seeing you again.”

“Oh, you'll seeme, Cdimus,” WYyl promised, adetermined, somewhat 9y smiletouching Ylena slips. “In
aplacel cdl hdl.”

Cdimus laughed. “Good luck with her, Cailech—as | understand it, her husband plowed the furrow only
once. She'll be nice and tight for you. Remember your promiseto me.”

Celimus swords shocked Wy, but he put them aside in order to take hisfind opportunity to have the
last word. He had never heard Y lena s voice sound as cold and threatening as he made it now. “And you
remember my promise to you, Celimus. When we meet again, you will dieand | will bear witnesstoit.
Just you and I, Celimus—asit should be.”

The words sounded strangely prophetic to Chancellor Jessom. The threst felt so very real on thiscold
night in the north, and yet how could it be, coming from a hel pless captive, ayoung woman at that?
Nevertheess, achill passed through him as he watched Y lena Thirsk stare at the Morgravian King. She
was too confident, too unfazed by Celimus—she had demanded her own desth, for pity’ s sake. It did
not make sense. He glanced at Aremys and was surprised to see the mercenary watching him. The clue
sat between Aremys and Y lena; Jessom was convinced of it. He narrowed his gaze in thought and saw
the Grenadyne nod toward him asthe party, escorted by Legionnaires, moved out of Tenterdyn.

Jessom watched them depart in silence, seized by an unshakable notion that, despite what both Kings
promised, they had not seen the last of the Thirsks.

The journey back to the border was uneventful and mostly silent. That suited Wyl; he was content to let
his horsefollow the party while he contemplated this new turn of events. It was frustrating being pulled
farther from Celimus, but then Fynch had warned him of the randomness of Myrren’s Gift. Perhapsthis
was one of those occasions. He expected to meet Celimus again—and next time, as he had promised, he
would not fail. His mind turned to what the King of the Razors might have in mind for him. Why had
Cailech stayed the hand of Y lena s would-be murderer? He felt a sudden gratitude to the Mountain King,
for perhagps Aremyswasright; so far dl his deaths had involved someone killing him with awegpon they
held. He noticed Cailech beckon to Aremys, who nudged his horse to draw alongside the King, but he
could not hear their conversation and logt himsdlf in histhoughts again.

“What lies between you and the Thirsk woman?’ Cailech asked Aremys, direct asusudl.
“Sre?’

“Don't play theinnocent with me. I'm sure | deserve better.”

Aremyssighed. “It'strue, my lord. | did not want to see Ylena Thirsk murdered.”

“That much isobvious. But why?’

“Sheisinnocent of dl that Cdlimuslaysat her feet.”

Cailech made a soft sound of exasperation. “| worked that out for mysdf, Grenadyne. Tell me something
| don’t know, something that accounts for that look in your eyesthat fairly begged meto step in and hat
the proceedings.”

Aremys knew he would haveto skirt the truth as carefully as possible. “When | was picked up



unconscious in the eastern part of the Razors by Myrt and his companions,” Aremys began, “I had lost
my memory, asyou know.” The King nodded but said nothing. The horses dowed to awalk. They could
see flaming torches being waved in welcome from adistance. 1t would not be long now before they were
reunited with their men. “Asmy memory returned | remembered the task | wasinvolved with at thetime
of being set upon by the thievesin northern Briaved.”

“I'd like to hear the end of this before we actudly reach the others, Aremys,” Cailech admonished gently.

Aremys nodded and got to the point. “1 was hired by King Cdimusto track down and murder Ylena
Thirsk”

“Right. So | gathered.”

“Cedimus has, as| understand it, my lord, designed the deaths of Wyl Thirsk, Romen Koreldy, King
Vaor of Briavel, perhaps even his own father, and no doubt countless others.”

“Y ou knew about Romen?’ Cailech interrupted.
“It only came back to merecently. | didn’t know him, my lord, only of him.”
“Why do you think you mentioned him when you awoke from your stupor?’

Aremyswas reminded again that Cailech missed very little. “I suppose because Y lena Thirsk mentioned
to methat he carried ablue sword.”

“So you did actualy meet up with her?” Cailech said, his mind moving swiftly now.

“Yes, gre. | met with her a Felrawthy, but had no intention of killing her asingtructed. We talked of
Koreldy because she was so grateful for hishelp in saving her life thefirst time. Having learned dl that
had befdlen the Thirsks, and redlizing that the girl was obvioudy an innocent, | followed Koreldy’slead
and decided to help her. Mercenary | may be, sire; cold-blooded murderer | am not. It was | who took
her into Briavel, where | felt she would be safe. We lost each other at Timpkenny when | wandered out
for someair and got set upon.” His story sounded horribly thin. He continued quickly. “We' d aready
discussed her going to Werryl and throwing herself on the mercy of the Queen, so she must have
followed the plan in my aisence.”

“But the note to Vaentyna of Briavel that you claimed to have sent was aruse, correct? Despite what |
told Celimus, | would never have permitted you to send amissiveto Briave, certainly not without
knowing whét you were sending.”

Aremysnodded. “Right. | had to lie—I wastrapped. But who would have thought the Queen would give
her up in the fashion she did?1 had both your life and my own at stake, aswell asYlena's. You'll recdl
when | told you about my insurancethat | said | had no idea how to deliver the Thirsk woman.”

Cailech nodded. “It does seem that Ylena Thirsk wishesto die. Do you think she forced the Queen's
hend?’

“Perhaps, and frankly, who could blame her?” Aremys offered, not wanting to say much more, cautioudy
grateful that he had gotten thisfar onlies.

“And your need to rub sdt in the prisoner’ swounds was actualy your way of warning Ylena—am |
right?”

“Again, yes, gre. | needed Ylena s story to match mine, or | feared none of uswould leave that hall



dive”
“The Chancdlor knows nothing?’

“Nothing, my lord. He watched Y lenaand me argue, nothing more. | was fortunate that a message came
for him during that timein the outbuilding. | had but afew momentsto brief Ylena”

“I see” Cailechreplied. Hefdl silent. They were dmost a the rendezvous point, could see Captain
Bukanan and the other dignitaries being brought down to be exchanged. “ One more thing, Aremys.”

“Yes, my lord?’
“Why do you care about Y lena Thirsk? What hold does she have on you?’

And here we come to it, Aremys thought, struck suddenly that he had no answer to this question.
Cailech waited as the mercenary’ s mind raced to find something to offer the King. The carefully
constructed web of lies could dl fal apart now if he said the wrong thing.

“What isit, Aremys? Why do you hesitate?’ Cailech pressed, more pointedly. “Are you hiding something
| should be concerned about?’

“No, my lord. It'snot that—"

“Thenwhat!” Cailech demanded. Aremys saw Wyl glance behind at the disturbance of Cailech’sraised
voice. “You will tell me, Grenadyne, before we meet our men...before | permit you to enter the Razors
agan, beforel—"

It was Aremys sturn to interrupt. “Because | love her!” he blurted, shocked by the vehemencein his
voice. But the last thing he wanted was to be separated from Wyl again and this was the best reason he
could manufacture. It was not so far from the truth: He had come to love Wyl Thirsk like a brother,
regardless of the guise in which he walked.

Cailech looked at him, astonished. For amoment neither man spoke and Aremys knew he must hold the
Mountain King's hard gaze no matter what. To look away now would be interpreted as weakness or

deception.

“Youjest,” Cailech said eventudly.
“I donot, sire,” Aremyssaid sadly.
B

“Let usnot speak of it anymore, my lord,” Aremyssaid, glad for the cover of darkness. “I have not yet
expressed my deepest thanks for what you did today for Ylena Let me do so now.”

“By Haldor'sarse, man, | didn’t doit for you,” Cailech said, still rocked by the Grenadyne’ s admission.
“I didit for purely selfish reasons. | would belying if | did not admit here and now that | desire her more
than | have desired any woman. | meant what | said.”

Myrt arrived. He took onelook at his king and knew something was awry. He nodded to his sovereign.
“Welcome back, sre”

“Get rid of the Morgravian escort, Myrt, and make the official exchange,” Cailech said abruptly, turning
back to Aremys.



Myrt accepted the salute of the Legion’s senior officer and the departure of the men. When he returned,
he glanced uncertainly between Aremys and the King, sensing the new tension.

“We Il beright with you, Myrt,” Cailech said. “ Take good care of the noblewoman we' ve brought with
LB”

Myrt took thereinsof Ylena s horse and led cresture and woman into camp without another word.
“I mean to make her my wife, Aremys.”
“Without even knowing her,” the mercenary replied softly, careful not to sound judgmenta.

Cailech looked toward the stars and gave Aremysthe truth. “1’ ve never been so affected by awoman
and I’ ve barely shared aword with her. Sheisdisheveled, dirty, angry. Sheis magnificent. | want her.”

“Sheiscertainly different from any woman I’ ve ever known,” Aremys admitted, unable to help himsdif
“Becaeful, Sre”

“Of what?’
“Of getting your heart broken.”

Aremys meant it sincerely. He knew Wyl would shout loud and long when he heard of the King's
intentions and Aremys only wondered how long Y lenawould keep her life once Wyl set hismind to

logngit again.
Cailech, however, took the mercenary’ s meaning acompletely different way. A dawning redization
spread across his expression. “ Oh. poor Aremys. The Lady Ylena has rejected your advances.”

“No, my lord,” Aremys corrected. “1 have never made them.”
“She doesn’'t know?’ the King asked, aghast.

The Grenadyne shook hishead. “1 prefer it that way, sre.”
“Then what do you mean about getting my heart broken?’

“Only that sheloved her husband, Alyd Donal of Felrawthy, passionately and completely. Shewill never
love another.”

“We shdl see,” Cailech said confidently, then: “We have cleared this between us, then?’
“My lord?’

“| can’t have you mooning around the woman while I’m wooing her, man! | don’t want usto fight over
m.ll

Aremysamiled for thefirgt timein along time. “Good luck to you if shewill haveyou, Cailech.”

The King of the Razors grinned and held out his hand palm up in absolute Sincerity. Aremyslaid hisown
palm over it. Cailech grinned. “Y ou congtantly surprise me, Grenadyne. Now, if you'd besokind, I'll
ask you to introduce me to my bride-to-be.”



Elspyth was laid out on amakeshift pallet on the ground, blankets piled over her smal frame to keep out
the bite of the cool spring night. A nearby torch lit her face aghostly color.

“Am| dying?’ sheasked Crys.

He mustered the crooked grin she loved. “No, but we' ve got to get those wounds closed up. Drink this,”
he said, helping her to sit up dightly. “1t’swarm, sweetened tea. Good for shock, my mother always
says.” Hedghed. “ Sad.”

“Crys, takemehome.” It was aplea. She squeezed his hand. “I know you' ve probably got better things
to do than travel to Yentro, but | just want to get back to the north.”

“To Lothryn?" he asked, hisvoice gentle.

“Both. | can get well more quickly at homeand | fed closer to him with the Razorsin sight. I've had
enough of roaming theland. Thelast time | dept in my own bed, atein my own cottage, did something
amplelike go to the market, ssemslike alifetime ago. | need to seeif by chance my aunt isstill dive, and
| need to return to my life. Wyl doesn’t need me now.”

“Will you promise methat you won't go off into Cailech’slandsif | do take you home?’ Her pause was
telling. “I won't let you waste yoursdlf, Elspyth. Y ou know how | fed about you—"

“Don't, Crys,” she begged softly.

“I don't mean it likethat,” he urged. “I know where your heart lies. But | care too much about you to let
you risk yoursdlf, and Wyl would kill me anyway if | did.”

Shefound asmilefor him. “He d bewrathful, for sure. You saw himin Werryl?’

He nodded and then laughed. “ Supremely cranky too. He' d got the flux and he made an inappropriate
move on the Queen.”

Elspyth spluttered into painful laughter and then groaned at theway it tore at her wounds. “Oh, | mustn't
laugha him,” shesaid, “but | can't helpit. | wish I’d known Wyl before Myrren’s Gift.”

“It’ strue what they say—hewas no painting,” Crys commented, determined to see her smile again. His
timing, asaways, was perfect and she found hersalf giggling once more.

They wereinterrupted by Liryk. “Well, thisis heartening.”

Cryscleared histhroat. “ Anything to keep her conscious and her mind off her woes,” he said to the
soldier, winking at Elspyth.

Liryk nodded. “Elspyth, | am so sorry for al you have been through.”

“Please, Commander Liryk, thefaultisal mine. It was stupid of meto leave as| did and even more
naiveto fal for that man’scrud trgp. Did you find his daughter, by the way?’

“Wedid. W€ ll take her back to Werryl and seeif we can find the rest of her family.”

“Good. She was part of the scheme, | know, but she' s so young. Her father used her as much as he used
the women.”

“WEell, he' sgone to Shar to answer for his sins now. Now, on another note, we need to get you stitched
up, my girl. Those wounds risk infection and that could be life threatening evenif theinjuriesaren’t.”



“Do you have aphysic in the company?’ Crys asked.

Liryk gave anervous smile. “No, but asit happens a Master Rilk passed through an hour ago. One of my
men recognized him and halled him.”

Elspyth nodded. “Physic Rilk?’

The Commander |ooked sheepish. “Well, not exactly. He'satailor.” At Crys sexclamation of protest,
he held up a hand. “Hear me out. Next to Madam Eltor, thereisn’t a more adept person with aneedle
and thread in the whole of Briavel. Rilk craftsfor the top nobility in Morgraviatoo.”

“A madter tailor to sew me up?’ Elspyth queried.

“He hasthefinest slken thread and alight touch, Elspyth. It' s the best we can do. Those wounds need to
be sutured, and rather than let one of my men do ahack job, I’d far prefer ataented craftsmen to work
onyour skin.”

Cryswasfrowning. “1 suppose, under the circumstances, thisisthe best option.”

Liryk nodded; he had aready motioned to the soldier behind him to bring thetailor forward. “Thisis
Magter Rilk,” he said, and looked at the craftsman. “Thisis Crys Dona, Duke of Felrawthy, and our

patient, Elspyth.”

Crysshook thetailor’ s hand. “ She' sgot four mgjor cuts.” The little man was dready perspiring, even
though it was a cool night, and Crys had to wonder if he was up to such agridy task. “Can you stomach
it, Sr?’ he added.

“Ohyes. I've done something smilar for my son’s beloved pet. I' m sure Miss Elspyth will have far finer
skin.” He chanced a grin but no one returned it. Rilk’ stone became brisk and businessike. “ Can we
have her gently moved to atable, please?I’ll need lots of light and clean linens and hot water. | presume
you have some antiseptic?’ Liryk nodded. “ Good, I’ [l need plenty of it. Do you have any shorrock or
liquor with you?’

“Well find some,” Liryk said.

“Doit quickly, please, and get some down Miss Elspyth’ sthroat to dull the pain. Not too much, mind,
just enough to help her drift off abit.”

Elspyth had aready drifted, frightened yet too exhausted to keep her attention on what was about to
happen.

Knave was back at Fynch’s side. The boy was pale and trembling from his efforts to return the dog to
the Razors.

Thisis exactly what | was afraid of Knave growled.
“I'll bedl right soon. | just need to deep.”

Have you taken some sharvan?

“No. Just let me be.”

Knavelooked around, quietly exasperated. Fynch had made no progress since they had parted. He was



obvioudy too week to send himsdf anywhere.
“How was Vadentyna?’ the boy mumbled.
Worried about you. Liryk and company left immediately.

“Good...ah, wait, hereisKestrdl.” It took Fynch some pain to open up his mind, but he wanted Knave
to sharethis.

Kestrel’ sthin voice entered their heads. Elspyth is safe. Quite badly injured fromwhat | can tell, but
alive and talking to some of the men who arrived.

What are they doing? Fynch asked.
Perhaps | can show you? Kestrel replied.
Yes, let’ stry, the boy said, anew excitement cutting through hispain.

Knave sighed. If Fynch did not stop exerting himsalf unnecessarily, he would die before they even |eft this
plateau.

Fynch concentrated. His eyes were squeezed tightly shut. That’ s right, Kestrel. Open your mind
completely to me. | won't hurt you, | promise. | just want to see through your eyes, if | may. There
was a pause and suddenly a picture appeared in Knave' s mind.

| seeit, he admitted grudgingly to Fynch.

An awning of sorts had been set up. Torches burned brightly around it and some men held candles as
others bent over apronefigure. Kestrel must have perched himself on alow branch nearby; hissight was
keen and they could clearly seedl that they needed to.

“They seem to be sewing her,” the boy said. “ There’'s Commander Liryk. And...oh, wait, isthat Master
Rilk?’

You ‘reright, Knave said. It sthetailor.

“He' smending her,” Fynch said in wonderment. They watched Rilk snip athread and then step avay
and arch hisback. She's pretty, isn’t she? Fynch said absently. I’'m glad we were able to help. She's
going to be all right.

Is that enough, Fynch? Kestrel asked.

Enough, Knave answered, determined now that his charge would rest.

Perhaps I'll follow the pretty lady, the bird added. I’ ve got nothing better to do.
Thank you, Kestrel, Fynch replied weakly, his head pounding.

We' |l speak again soon, the bird said, taking to the air.

Knave brigtled. | can feel the echoes of your pain, Fynch. You ‘ve got to stop using magic for a
while.

“I can't,” the boy moaned, retching helplessy into the bushes.

We have no choice. You must recover your strength before we proceed. We'll make camp here.



I’m going to find you some food. You may not feel like eating, but your body is mortal, Fynch. It
needs nourishment.

The boy did not reply. He had falen adeep, collgpsed into asmall, curled shapelike atiny animd.



Chapter 24

Vaentynalooked at herself in the mirror and glumly permitted a brief, Slent admission that the dresswas
exquiste.

“Oh, my queen, you make the most glorious bride,” Madam Eltor said. “ Thefit is perfect.” Shelooked at
the breathtaking woman before her and sghed. “A smilewould help.”

“I'm sorry, Margyt.”

“I haveto ask you to try on the veil now, my dear,” the woman continued, affixing the confection of
cream gauze and seed pearlsto Vaentyna s dark hair. She stood back and looked at her finished
creation with satisfaction and pride.

“Thank you, it'slovely,” was dl the Queen could force ouit.

“Y ou know, Vaentyna, perhapsit’s not my place to speak, but we would al like to think that you enter
thisunion with somejoy.”

The Queen and her seamstress had known each other too long for lies. “I’m sorry that | cannot,”
Vaentynasad. “I bring it about for Briavel, Margyt, because | know it brings us peace and, | hope, new
prosperity, but I cannot love him.”

“Because of another?’ the woman risked.

Vaentyna shook her head gently. “No. Simply because | don’t love him. We can't help our fedlings, can
we?’

“No, child. In that you'reright. My husband and | could never claim to have loved each other as| know
other couplesdo.”

“But you have agood partnership,” Vadentynasaid.

“More than that, to be honest. We are the closest of friends. But yes, we aso have agreat
partnership—as you will with King Cdimus. Y ou will makeit so. Y ou will give us heirsand make us
proud.”

A smile ghosted across Vaentyna s mouth. “ That ismy fervent wish.”
Margyt Eltor patted her queen’s hand. “L et me snip those threads now and release you.”
“Aredl the preparationsin hand?’

“Yes, your mgesty,” Madam Eltor said, back to her formal role. “1 shall be taking two dressersand a
couple of other girlsfor errands and any other needs we might have. The various gowns we spoke of are

asoready.”
“And the new riding clothes?’

“Completed. You didn’t want new bootstoo, did you?’ the seamstress asked, frowning, her mind
aready racing toward how quickly the cobbler might work.

“No, | like my comfortable old ones,” Vaentynareplied.



“As| understand it from our earlier discussion, your highness, we depart for Morgraviain ten days?’

“Y es. The wedding was supposed to be at the close of spring, but | see no point in holding off and will
send amessage today to King Ceimus. It should please him. I’ll have one of my assstants confirm
everything with you shortly. We Il takeit dowly with aview to four days journeying. | can visit some of
the towns and villages aong the way to pay my respectsto our people.”

“I imagine the party will be quitelarge,” Margyt commented as she diced through the threads that had
ensured the gown' s perfect fit.

“I suppose s0,” Vdentynasaid, not redly caring. * Perhgps Commander Liryk will split it into smaller
groups and send them by different routes.”

“Yes, that would be sensble” the seamstress agreed. Then: “ Are you giving the King aring, your
highness?’

The Queen nodded. “ Studded with jewelsin the colors of Briave.”
“Lovely,” Margyt said, helping her sovereign to lift the gown over her head.
“Why areyou donethistime?’ Vaentyna s voice was muffled from benegth the garment.

“Because| don't want my girlstwittering that our queen goesto her marriage asif to afunerd,” Madam
Eltor admonished. “1 sensed from our last fitting that you were not getting any pleasure from the
preparations. | thought privacy was best, your highness.”

“Thank you again, Margyt. Y our sengitivity dways makesyou my favorite” Vaentynasad, finding a
playful tone.

The seamstress responded, glad of it. “Oh? | hear Magter Rilk gets plenty of your business, your
highness” shesaid archly.

“He wanted the wedding gown,” Vaentynareplied, tugging her more casua day gown over her head.
“The cheek of the man!”

The Queen laughed. Madam Eltor and Magter Rilk had been married for as long as she could remember.
And between them they crafted everything Vdentynawore.

“I will take my leave, your highness. There' still plenty for me and my girlsto do.”
“You'reatreasure. | promise to be smiling next time we see each other.”

“Make sureof it, child. Y ou will be preparing to take holy vowsin the grand Pearlis Cathedra the next
time| gitch youinto thisgown.”

Madam Eltor’ swords remained with Vaentynalong after she had departed, reminding the Queen that
there was no way off the path she was now on.

Nothing and no one was going to save her from Celimus. She wasted no further timein stting down at
her desk and crafting, with her own hand, a message to her groom to set afina date for their wedding
ceremony.



Wy! recognized Myrt and severd of the Mountain warriors, al of whom treated Y lena courteoudy. He
was not sure what to think of this new situation. It felt dangerous—all his sensestold him so—but at the
sametime it was reassuring to be back with Aremys.

Someone handed him abowl of broth. “My lady.” 1t was Myrt, Wyl redlized, when helifted Ylena schin
to glance at the owner of the soft voice. “The King tells us you have been treated inhospitably in
Morgravia”

“He speakstrue,” Wyl admitted.

“I'm sorry thereis ill along journey ahead, but he hopes you will east something before we leave.”
“We leave tonight?”

“Yes, my lady. We wish to be deep into the Razors by midnight.”

“So you travel comfortably in the dark?” Wyl wondered.

“We need no light but the moon,” Myrt said, with a polite nod, then left.

The broth was surprisingly good, hearty and rich with the flavor of meat. As Wyl finished the bowl, glad
for the warming nourishment, Aremys arrived in the cave, holding acandle. He looked distracted and
hesitant; Wyl figured it could not be easy for the mercenary to find time aone with the Mountain King's
new captive.

“WEe re breaking camp now, leaving immediately. How are you?’

“Fed,” Wyl sad. “Myrt brought me food.”

“Does he know you recognize him?’ Aremys asked, alarmed.

“No, I’ ve been careful about it.”

“Good. He s sharp.”

“How much aren’t you telling me about thisturn of events?’

Aremys hesitated. “ Cailech ingsts on knowing why | have aided you.”

Wyl nodded and Aremys paused, embarrassed. “I was cornered and had to come up with something.”
“Soyoutold him...?”

“That | loved you.” He watched uncomfortably as Y lena sface transformed into alook of incredulity.
Fortunately, whatever Wyl was going to say was cut off by the arrival of a messenger announcing the
party’ simminent departure. Aremys asked the man if scouts had checked that Celimus had sent no
tracking party. The man confirmed that they had done so and there were no spiestrailing them.

During this exchange, Wyl had composed himself. “ So, are you going to tell metherest?’” he asked. “We
don’'t seem to have much time.”

Aremys scratched his head. It was best to give it to Wyl straight, he decided. “ Cailech’ staken afancy to
you.”

“Oh, Shar save me!” Wyl groaned. “Y ou're serious, aren't you,” he said, and it was no question.



“It getsworse,” the big man continued.
“How can it?” Wyl asked, letting Ylena s head drop between her knees.

“During your absence from the hall, Cailech declared to Cdimusthat he would make you hiswife.” Wyl
looked up sharply. Hishorror was reflected in the Grenadyne’ s despondent expression. “It took
everyone by surprise. Therewas nothing | could do.”

“I understand, Aremys,” Wyl admitted, bilerising in histhroat. “'Y ou were hel pless back there. But we're
not helplessnow,” he declared, sanding to Y lena sfull height, which barely reached hafway up the
mercenary’ s chest.

“Pease, Wyl,” Aremys said, cautioudy glancing around. “ Go dong with thisfor thetimebeing.”

“Go deeper into the Razors, back to that fortress?” Wyl hissed. “ Are you mad? I’ ve escaped it once. |
don'tthink I’'ll beableto do it again.”

Therewas nothing for it but to tell Wyl dl that he knew. “I’ ve found Gueryn,” Aremyssaid firmly,
knowing it would stop Wy!’ stirade.

It did. Wyl grabbed his shirtfront angrily. “ Y ou’' re sureit’ shim?’

Aremys nodded. “We spoke briefly. | said I’d come back for him. He' sin the dungeon and, considering
his situation, looks quite good for it. but now that Cailech knows Romen Koreldy isdead, | fear for his
life. And then there’ s Rashlyn, the most unpredictable factor in al of this. Apparently he' s used magic on
Gueryn afew timesnow.”

“What do you mean?’

“Too long in the telling now. Suffice to say it's been used for good in hedling the arrow wound, but bad
too, and it’ srattled your old mentor.”

Wyl paced, pulling at his ear, thoughts racing as to what would be the best course of action. He did not
want to go with Cailech—the Mountain King' sintentions for him were just too revolting to contemplate.
But Gueryn’'s needs called strongly. He could not desert his deare<t, oldest friend, not after the sad way
they had parted.

Aremys sensed that Wyl needed afina push and gaveit. “I’ ve dso found Lothryn.”
Y lena seyes blazed in the soft light. “He' sdive? | knew it!”
“But not how you remember him, Wyl,” Aremys cautioned.

“How 507" Wyl asked. Hisfrightening dream at Felrawthy, of the man’ s voice screaming from behind a
barn door, returned to haunt him.

Before Aremys could reply, Cailech appeared at the mouth of the cave. “1 hope I’ m not interrupting
anything.”

“I can’'timagineit would matter if you were,” Wyl replied, flustered by hisfriend’ svarious revelaions and
the discomfort of seeing his captor—his husband-to-be—smiling so dissrmingly at him.

“No, | supposeit wouldn’'t,” Cailech agreed, his smile broadening. “1 hope my men have treated you
deferentidly, my lady?’



“Thank you, sire,” Wyl replied, remembering Y lena s manners, but aming aglare toward Aremys.
Cailech did not missthe glance between them. “ Ah, | suppose Aremys has explained why you're here.”

“He has, King Cailech.” Wyl was at aloss for words. He understood his friend' s reasons for wanting him
to return to the fortress, but thiswas a perilous situation for him now.

“Don’'t be frightened, my lady. In the south you know us as barbarians, but we may surprise you.”

“Romen Koreldy spoke highly of you, my lord. He told me much about the ways of the Mountain People
and | have an appreciation for your sophigtication,” Wyl said, believing it best to revea now that he knew
something of the culture. Any migudgments he made in seeming too familiar with the Razor Kingdom he
might now be able to hide behind Romen’ steachings.

“Did he now?’
“Heliked you,” Wyl offered.
“I hope you will too, Ylena. Come now, we must journey.”

There was nothing for Wyl to do but follow the King' s guiding hand. “Y ou will ride with me, my lady,”
Cailech added, and it was fortunate indeed that the King did not see the look of despair that swept
across Ylend sface.

Wyl gritted histeeth and alowed Cailech’ s strong hands to help him into the saddle, tensing
uncomfortably asthe King climbed up behind him. Cailech’s arms passed around Y lena stiny waist and
took the reinsfrom her.

“Allow me” hesaid gracioudly.

Wyl grimaced toward Aremys, who looked away in embarrassment.
“Comfortable, Ylena?” the King inquired.

“May | not ride ahorse of my own, sire?” Wyl risked.

He sensed the King' swry grin. “It isgood for my men to see me take ownership of you, my lady. Itis
critical they understand how highly | regard you. Lifein Morgraviaisno longer possible, Ylena, you
urdy agree?’

“I do, my lord,” camethe grudging reply.

“And it seemsyour lifeis now worthlessin Briave too, where a queen must bow to the whims of her
powerful neighbor and soon-to-be hushand. So the only realm where your life can be protected—and,
might | add, revered, my lady, isthe Razor Kingdom. My men are surprised by your presence, I'll not
lie” Cailech’'smouth was so closeto Ylend sear that Wyl felt sickened. * But in seeing ustogether like
this, they will now offer you the highest respect, my lady, as befitting a noblewoman and my future wife.”

Gueryn was gill amiling from thethrill of riding Galagpek. Not even the sound of hiscdll door hammering
closed or the key turning in the lock could tarnish the day’ s experience.

He, Jos, and Rollo had taken the horses around the lake and beyond for severa hours, returning latein
the afternoon. Gueryn had felt exhilarated. He had not had a chance to confirm his suspicions about



Gaapek, unfortunately, but the joy of being in the open and on a horse again was exquisite. He had wegpt
asthey neared the stables at the close of theride, embarrassing himsdlf.

Jos had given him aconsoling pat on the shoulder. “1’m sorry you are our prisoner, Gueryn,” the young
man had offered.

“I too am sorry,” Gueryn had replied, “but thank you for this wonderful escape, however brief it has

“What do you think of our fine stalion?’ Maegryn had asked on their return.
“That | wish heweremine,” Gueryn had answered truthfully.

The stablemaster had laughed. “ Everyone does.”

“Can | rub him down?’

“Mogt certainly,” Maegryn had said, but sadly for Gueryn, who had hoped to beleft done with the
horse, the head of the stable had remained.

Despite Maegryn’ s presence, Gueryn had managed to whisper once to the horse, begging the animal to
give him asign that he was Lothryn, but nothing had occurred. And yet he could not doubt the sincerity
of the stranger, Aremys. Asthe incredible words had tumbled from the big man’s mouth, horror lacing
each one, Gueryn had believed them. His brief but terrible experiences with Rashlyn were al he needed
to draw upon to believe that the mercenary had hit on the truth.

Being Morgravian, Gueryn had aways been scornful of magic—frightened of it too. Along with most
Morgravians, he had accepted the persecution that had not so long ago been visited on anyone perceived
asawitch or warlock. But now, after hearing Aremys s story and feeling the effects of Rashlyn’s power
for himsdlf, Gueryn was forced to accept that magic must be at the heart of the mystery surrounding the
horse Galapek, and indeed Wyl himsdaf Myrren of Baglup came to mind and, inevitably, Wyl’ s attempts
to protect her from further suffering. The memory surfaced fresh and clear now. At the moment of the
witch's death Wyl’ s eyes had changed color, reflecting the exact strange hues of Myrren’seyes. The
very reason for her persecution was mirrored in Gueryn’s own beloved Wyl Thirsk. And he was not the
only person who had seen it. Thetiny gong boy, Fynch, had shared the experience. They had not both
imagined the presence of some magic.

Gueryn’s good mood evaporated as the sour thoughts overtook hismind. If he could accept that Wyl
had been somehow touched by the magic of the witch, then surely it was possible that L othryn could be
so remarkably changed by sorcery, especialy when wielded by one so deeply wicked and heartless as
Rashlyn. But what about Wyl? How had Myrren’ smagic affected him?

He was still wrestling with the question, haunted by the memory of how Romen had tricked him into
believing he was Wyl, when the key turned again in the lock. Gueryn was artled. He moved back into
the shadows, away from the nub of candle and its light which was now permitted him asasmall kindness.

He ingtantly recognized the figure that appeared in the doorway and his ssomach clenched in fear.
“LeGant,” Rashlyn said, in hislight, irritating voice. “Y ou can't hide from mein thisdungeon.”

“Have you cometo share my ration of water, Rashlyn?’” Gueryn asked, forcing himsdlf to fight back his
fear.

The smdl man laughed. “ After tonight’ s proceedings, | imagine conversation will be the furthest thing



from your mind. Take him,” he commanded to the two men who now pushed through the doorway.
Gueryn recognized neither. His heart lurched with new terror.

“Therewill be areckoning with your king over this, Rashlyn,” hewarned in desperation, al bravado gone
now. If hewereto die at thisman’ s hand, who would back up Aremys sclam?

“But it was the King who gave me permission, le Gant. He agreed that | could use you for my
own...interests, shal we say. Come now. I'm surewe |l both find it interesting.”

Gueryn did the only thing left to him. He struggled with the guards and bellowed his protestations as
loudly as his lungs could manage, in the faint hope that someone might hear and bear testimony to his
disappearance at the hands of the barshi.



Chapter 25

Fynch lay till enough to be dead, curled on the floor of the small cave he and knave had cometo call
home these past few days. Knave had worried about the boy’ s weakness, but Fynch had grown stronger
through long healing degps and the dog had to assume that this was the way of the magic. No doubt
Elysius had done the same. He regretted they had not asked the manwitch more questions about the
Sckness.

Kestrel had communicated that Elspyth was dso hedling through long rest periods after her surgery with
Master Rilk. Knowing that Elspyth lived and would recover from her injuries had helped Fynch to let go
of WylI’sfriend and become more focused on the tria ahead and his own hedlth.

Knave understood that the boy had no idea of what they were up against. Not even he could imagineit,
to tdl the truth, but he had heard the gravity in Elysius s voice when speaking of his brother and had seen
how the manwitch had fretted at the thought of passing the magic, and the responsibility that came with it,
to such ayoungster. But al of that had paled in comparison to the arrival of the Dragon King. His
presence aone had impressed upon Knave the dire task they faced. For the King of the Creaturesto
cometo them from his abode high in the mountains of the Wild, where no man or possibly no other
anima had ventured, madeit clear that Fynch’strial was more important than any of them could know.

The youngster ftirred, his eyelids fluttering as consciousness arrived. Then his eyes opened and he
regarded the dog. “Y ou make mefed so safe, Knave,” Fynch murmured deepily.

Knave only wished he could protect the boy from al that was coming toward them. But thiswas no time
to scare him. They needed to be strong together. I’ m never far, remember ? the dog replied.

Fynch sat up and stretched. “I fed better than | havein days.”
You must eat, Knave said, unableto hide the ation in hisvoice.
“You sound likemy sger.”

Your sister must be a wise woman.

Fynch reached to hug the dog. “I'll eat for both of you.” Hewas able to start afire with the smallest
trickle of magic and Knave quietly marveled at how quickly hisfriend had accepted his new powers.
Fynch did not talk about the wondrous nature of his new skills, but Knave understood that the lad trested
this gift as he treated everything in hislife—with serious care. The dog knew Fynch would never be
playful with the magic or test its boundaries; he would no more send messages unnecessarily than he
would try out hisown ability tofly.

The boy refused the rabbit Knave had killed for him. “I can’t; it repulses me for some reason.”
You don’t like rabbit?
The boy frowned. “1 don’t think | like meat anymore. I'll find some berries.”

There were some cirron berries growing nearby and Fynch made amed of them with aknuckle of
bread. “1 fed well enough to travel now,” he said in between tiny mouthfuls.

It’s time we made a move, the dog agreed. He was about to say that they should travel asfar asthey
could during the morning, and that Fynch should deep in the afternoon before sending them about ten



leagues east, when Fynch cut across his thoughts.
“I’'m going to risk Rashlyn today.”
He caught Knave off guard. What do you mean?

“I'mtired of dl this patience. I’'mtired of feding sick and wearied by the magic. If it' sgoing to bethis
harmful to me, let’ s not waste moretime. Let’sredly useit.”

What are you talking about, Fynch?

“I"'m talking about sending us al theway. | sent you to Werryl, and | know | can do it now for the two of
us. | can get usright to the door of thefortressif wefed that bold.” Then he grinned shyly. “ Perhaps|
should send us somewhere alittle safer.”

? No! Knavereplied. Too risky, too dangerous for your health, too—
“Hush, Knave. | know my limitations.”
I’mnot sure you do, Knave said testily.

Fynch knew the dog’ s bad humor was amanifestation of hisfear. “Trust me. | think | can blur the
megic.”

| do not under stand. Exasperation gave way to wearinessin the dog’ stone.

Fynch shrugged. “Hard to explain, but while | was deeping | think perhaps...” He hesitated.
Perhaps what?

“Perhaps the Dragon King spoke with me,” the boy finished, embarrassed.

Knave was surprised but he pressed on. And?

“I believe| can try to muddy the magic going out, so to speak. Whether Rashlyn sensesit or not, | might
be able to confuse him sufficiently that he can’t lock on to us or what we are.”

That's a big gamble.
“Yes, but timeisnot on our Sde. I'm getting bad fedlings about things.”
Things?

The boy pulled aface. “ Just asense; again, hard to explain. | thought it was my fear for Elspyth, but it's
morethan that. It sWyl, it' sVdentyna There' s something very bad happening in the Razors, something
not right.”

Unnatural, you mean?

“That'sit. That' sexactly what | mean. Ther€ sataint of evil onthewind, and it staking to mein my
dreams.”

What do you see?

“Two men. Bothinpain. | can't redly seethem, only sensethem. One | believe | might know, but | can't
be sure...l mean, how could 17?7’



And Rashlyn’s behind it?

Fynch nodded glumly. “I think he’ sthe source of what’ sbad. | could send acreature to find out
more...perhaps Kestrel even. But that would just be more time wasting. We should go oursalves.”

Perhaps that’ s why the Dragon King spoke to you.

“Yes, that' swhat | believe. Areyou ready?’ Fynch said, picking up hissmall sack and pulling it around
hisbody.

Now?

The boy grinned again, less hesitantly thistime. “I’ ve dready opened the bridge to the Thicket. It awaits
lJSI”

Knave suddenly fdlt the thrum of magic from the Thicket. He took adeep breath. I'mready.

Fynch put hisarms around the dog and Knave sensed the pressure of the air thickening around them. As
the Razors began to shimmer around them, Knave braced himsdlf for the landing, unnecessarily. Fynch
had mastered his sending skills and had summoned a pillow of ar to cushion them asthey arrived. Knave
wason dl foursin ablink and hovered protectively over the little boy, who was vomiting violently into the
undergrowth.

Take your time, he whispered hel plesdy, wondering what kind of toll the magic would take thistime, so
soon after Fynch'slast use of it.

Fynch grasped for his sack and the sharvan leaves. He forced a handful into his mouth, which tasted sour
from the recent med he had just lost.

Knave rebuked himsdlf for agreeing to this madness when he had just managed to get his charge to eat
something. Sip lots of water , he advised. I’ m going to scout around.

Fynch said nothing, chewing intently to start the painkilling juices flowing down his aching throat. Using
the magic might have been agood ideg, but it had taken ahuge toll on him. He fdlt asthough he might
die

Knave saw that the boy’ s eyes were bloodshot, and for the first time, athin rivulet of blood ran from his
nose. The dog felt uncharacterigticdly angry with everyone: himsdlf, for not insisting that Fynch spare
himsdlf, Elysusfor passing on the magic, hisking for entrugting thislovely child with such ahuge task,
even Fynch for ingsting on sending them so far. He stalked away, hismood as dark asthe fur that
covered his body, and blended into the cover of the foliage. When he returned, his companion lay on the
ground, ill and pae. Alarmed, the dog nuzzled the boy, hisfear dmost making him whine.

“Knave?’ Fynch croaked, his complexion ghostly as heraised his head.

I’m here, the dog replied, hisrelief evident. There are people coming, and horses, quite a reasonable
number of them. We ‘re well hidden, so we just need to remain still.

“It sWyl,” Fynch said groggily.
The dog was confused. Wyl wasin Briave, with Vadentyna. How do you know?

“When | sent us, | tried something new.” Fynch coughed and blood splattered from his mouth. “I'm
sorry,” hesaid, histoneflat.



No! | am, Knave said, hisanger at last finding itsway into histone. Thisis not right, Fynch. You ‘re
going to dieif you don’t stop over extending your self

Fynch looked at hisfriend with asad expression. “I’m going to die soon anyway, Knave,” hesad
gravely.

The dog was lost for words, so Fynch continued, wiping his bloodied mouth on hisdeeve. “I cast out as
wetraveled, trying to lock on to Rashlyn and using the magic of the Thicket to shield us. | found Wyl
instead. | think the Thicket did that deliberately.”

Why?

“Probably because Wyl isnot meant to be in the Razors. He should bein Briavel with Vadentyna. The
Thicket iswarning me.”

Did it tell you what to do?

“No, unfortunately. That's up to us, Knave. | think we should just follow at adistance and take stock of
the Situation. He' s surely not here by choice.”

Are you up to following them?
“I'll manage,” Fynch said.

Knave had to look away, unable to bear the pain in the boy’ sface. They'll be a few minutes yet, he
said. Just lie down until then.

For once Fynch obeyed.

Crys made a sound of exasperation. “It’stoo soon.”

“I don’t want to spend another second in this blood-soaked place,” Elspyth said, grimacing as she pulled
on her cloak.

“Please, Elspyth. At least let metake you to Sharptyn.”

“No, Crys. | want to leave theregion. | nearly died here and I’m not talking solely about my physica
wounds. Before you arrived...” Her voice quavered but she steadied it. “ Speaking of which, | ill
haven't thanked you for bringing the Briavelian Guard.”

Hewaved her embarrassment aside. “Magter Rilk said—"

“Madter Rilk isatallor!” Elspyth cut across hiswords. “I’m grateful to him, grateful to you dl, but I'm
ready to leave.”

“Wherewill you go? Surely not into the Razors?” Crys beseeched. His hurt expression added new injury
to her aching heart.

“No. I’'mnot fit enough for that. | shal go homefirst.” Shelooked around her. “This place dmost
looks’—she searched for the right word—" clean again.”

Crysrisked reaching forward and buttoning her cloak for her. “Liryk and his men have done agood
job.”



Elspyth smiled a his gesture but wished he would not show his affection for her quite so openly. “They
have. When does the Guard move out?’

“Today, | believe”
“Then my timing is perfect. And you? Where will you go?’

Pain flickered briefly across Crys s open face, but he wrestled his expression back under his control.
“Not Briavel. I’'m ahindrance there and Vaentynawill be making preparationsfor her journey to
Morgravianow.”

“Poor soul. Sheintendsto go through with it, then?’

“Shehasno choice. | don't believe it can be avoided, Elspyth. And with Wyl taking himself off to die
again a the hands of Celimus...” Hetralled off.

“She could just say no,” Elspyth blazed, then grimaced at the sour look her words won from her friend.
“No, | know. She can't. That would mean war. Do you think the next time we meet Wyl, he'll bethe
King of Morgravia?’

Crysgave aninvoluntary bark of alaugh. “Oh, | don’t know,” he said, ahelplesstonein hisvoice.
“Wyl’sso stoic. Where did he find the courage to march into Celimus' s den, knowing he goestoward a
horrible death?’

Elspyth sighed. “1 think we' re al capable of being heroic when it comesto thosewe love, Crys” shesad
sadly, and knew he understood by his equaly sorrowful nod.

“Wel, ahappy ending for Wyl and Vaentyna perhaps?’ hetried brightly.
“But not for us, eh?’ sheresponded in kind.
“It could beif only you'd letit,” he said, then wished he had not. “I’m sorry, Elspyth.”

She accepted his gpology readily. “Come with me,” she said, knowing how badly the Duke of Felrawthy
needed the anchor of friendship, and truthfully she hersdlf did not fed liketraveling alone.

“Redly?’ Crysasked, hardly believing Elspyth’ swords.
A samilelit the petite woman’ sface. “Why not?’ She hed up arestraining hand. “But there areterms.”

“Of course. No kissing, or any attempt at seduction,” helisted, grinning. “No suggestion that Lothrynisa
wasted cause or that you' retoo smdll, too fragile, too feminineto save him.”

She laughed openly now. “I like that you use your wit to hide your emotions, Crys,” she said, meaning it
with affection.

“It' sdl | have now. | fed so bruised and battered, | need to hide. Thank you for alowing meto
accompany you. | won't let you down, Elspyth.” They both understood the unspoken words.

“| appreciate that,” she said. “Did Wyl have any ideasfor us before he left?’
“Wadll, hedid suggest | stir up some trouble within the Legion.”

“Inwhat way?’



“Reinforce the name of Thirsk, remind the men that the Donalsweretrue, ingst that Celimusisa
destroyer of relms.” He ran hishands through his hair. “ And adayer of souls.”

Shetouched hisarm. It was dl the solace she could offer. “ Shall we detour past Pearlis on our way
north?”

“Could you stand to? | mean, it's not as direct as you probably want.”

Elspyth paused to consider his question. “No, but I’'m not really well enough to be any good to anyone,
and acouple of extradayswill not make adifferenceto my journey.”

“Perfect. Can you ride?’

“Let’ stake Ericson’ s cart. He'snot going to be needing it,” she said, feeling ghoulish at her pragmeatism.
“You have ahorse, don't you?’ He nodded. “ Then we' re set. Let’ s go do some damage to our king.”

Rashlyn stepped back to admire the fruits of histoil. He was drenched in sweat; it beaded into histangled
beard and soaked the aready soiled shirt he had worn for days. He chuckled. “Better, definitely better,”
he muttered, and swallowed a cup of the rguvenating brew he had made before he began his ugly work.

He knew from past experience that crafting this sort of magic was exhausting, but now he believed it
actualy drained the life from him. A measure of his essence had been used to create the spell. That was
his sacrifice, the price he had to pay to manipulate this magic. But he was becoming stronger, more
proficient in his crafting. The dog stood on dl fours before him, trembling so badly Rashlyn was sureiit
would collapse. It snarled, despite its obvious suffering.

“I sugpect that was none too pleasant for you,” he said to the creature. “In fact, | imagine it was nothing
short of excruciating. I’ m surprised you lived throughiit...and rather pleased you did.”

Again the dog growled weskly, baring itsteeth, pulling helplesdy at the restraining chainthat held itto a
ringinthewall.

“How doesit fed to be adirty dog, le Gant? A filthy Morgravian dog?’

The dog legpt forward and managed to make the sorcerer flinch. But the chain dragged it back vicioudy
and it fell over. It lay on the ground, panting hard, eyes glazed, its energy spent.

“Oh, don’t die on me so soon, le Gant. | do so want to show the King my handiwork. I’m going to give
you to him so he can feed you the crumbs from histable, or perhaps break your ribs with his boot if that
takeshisfancy. | suggest you change your attitude. Y ou are nothing now, you Morgravian dog. Y ou
never were.”

The dog snapped once, but so weakly that Rashlyn did not even hear its jaws come together. He was
lost in admiration at his skill. The dog could hear and react. The horse Galgpek seemed nothing more
than avoid, but le Gant the dog showed spirit. Very good.

Hewas s0 closeto full control now. He could hardly wait to present hislatest creation to Cailech.
Together they would rule not only the men of the land buit its creatures and birds aswell. Cailech could
go to war with the south with bears, wolves, wildcats, even atroop of zerkons under his command—it
was more exciting than Rashlyn had ever dared to dream.

And while Cailech might be the most powerful man in the redm, Rashlyn bdlieved he himsdf would be



even stronger. Without knowing it, Rashlyn had come to the same conclusion as Elysius. He believed that
Nature was the reflection of Shar, and if he, Rashlyn, could exert control over Nature' s beasts, then
surely hewould achieve godlike stature himsdlf.

The barshi |eft the semiconscious dog to liein its own mess, damming the door shut on yet another tomb.
The dog, hurting deeply and wondering how it could bring about its own death, whined softly asit passed
iNto UNCONSCI OUSNESS.



Chapter 26

Wyl sank into aglum silence astheir party neared the higher ground and the in evitability of the fortress.
Theterrain was familiar and once again he felt the weak but nevertheess sickening pull of Romen’ sfears
aswhat little was left of him recognized where they were.

Cailech had been generous enough to leave Ylenato hersdf during the journey. At night shewas
permitted to deep donein atent made from animal skinsthat the warriorsrigged up for her rest. Fresh
water was always found for her ablutions and Cailech had even promised adip in ahot spring where he
inssted she would have privacy. He had been formal and courteousin al conversation and their only
physical contact had been during the hours on horseback. Wy! realized that Cailech mu